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      How is it that the first time I’m ever on a flight, it ends up being a giant private plane? I should be excited, but all I feel is dread. Sharing a school with some of these people was hard enough, but now I’m going to be stuck on a plane thousands of feet in the air, in an enclosed space, for hours.

      “Are you going to vomit?” Carter takes a step away from me. “This is Gucci,” he informs me, even though the word Gucci is written in giant letters across the back. There’s no missing it; everything he owns is designer. His luggage alone is worth more than I’ll ever be able to wrap my mind around.

      “No.” I let out a long breath, trying to calm myself. It’s not the flying that’s getting to me. It’s the anxiety of all of this.

      “Cool. You had me worried there.” He throws his arm over my shoulder, leading me toward the plane. “Try not to throw up on the plane either. It’s my grandfather’s, and he’s letting us borrow it.”

      “It’s kind of dated if you ask me.” Paige smirks, walking past us, heading up the stairs first.

      “She’s such a bitch,” he mutters to me. “Don’t see her daddy offering up his plane. Probably because he took his mistress away for the weekend,” he shouts after her as she glides easily up the stairs in her four-inch heels.

      Paige flips him off over her shoulder, and I wish I could say this is the strangest argument I’ve ever heard, but it’s not.

      “How long is the flight?” I try to wiggle out from under Carter’s arm, but it’s pointless. I have a feeling he’s going to be glued to my side until we get to the ski resort and I can hide away in my cabin. That’s my plan, at least. I’m not actually sure what the sleeping arrangements will be, but in this group, I would think it's going to be top of the line.

      “About two hours, I think.” He leans over, his mouth brushing my ear. “There’s a bedroom on this plane.”

      “I don’t need a nap.” I try to hurry up the stairs, but my heavy bag holds me down, one Carter didn’t even offer to carry for me. If anything, he put more weight on me with his damn oversized arm.

      Carter is a big guy, but in an overly fit way. It’s not my thing. He’s taken the football team to state and won, which is partly why we’re all going on this trip. His daddy told him if he won state he could take a bunch of his friends on a trip after Christmas for the New Year. How I got lumped into this group, I have no clue.

      I’m sure part of it's because Tyson Barton is coming too. He’s my sponsor's oldest son and was on the football team too. I’ve been living with the Barton family for the past year and a half, since I got selected to go to Madison Prep.

      The private school has to select so many students from the state's foster system. I sure as hell wasn’t going to say no when I got picked. The foster home I’d been in at the time was a nightmare. The Bartons’ home was a dream in comparison. Mary, Tyson’s mom, is on the board at the school, and I’m pretty sure she only does the whole sponsor thing to look good to them. Which is fine with me because she really doesn’t pay me much attention.

      My biggest guess as to why I’m here is Carter trying to get into my pants. That started when a rumor about me being a virgin got around. Though is it a rumor if it’s true?

      I think Carter got his dad to pressure my sponsor into pushing me to go on the trip. Mary and Jacob didn’t really give me a choice in the end. They said I had to go because they were going out of town and I couldn’t stay at the house alone.

      Which is bull crap because they have all gone on family vacations before and left me there. Still, I didn’t have room to push back. I always have to go with whatever is given to me. Even though I turned eighteen a month ago, I have to ride it out if I want to graduate.

      “Holy crap,” I breathe when I step onto the plane.

      “Champagne?” a beautiful flight attendant, all dolled up in heels, asks. She’s holding up a tray filled with champagne flutes and has a bright smile.

      Between her and Paige, I’m starting to feel really underdressed in my jeans, sneakers, and sweater. That was the one nice thing about a uniform at school. I didn’t have to worry about standing out because of what I was wearing. I prefer to blend in if possible.

      “No thank you.” I turn it down politely as I step past her.

      “Are you really going to keep that stick up your ass this whole trip?” Paige asks.

      “I’m not a big drinker.” Not to mention it’s not legal.

      Plus, unlike everyone else, I have a list of rules I have to follow. I don’t trust any of them not to try and snag a picture or something and use it against me in some way. In the year I’ve gotten to know some of them, I know how this group works. They’re all friends that will stab each other in the back if it gets them something they want or need.

      “True, looks like you’re more of a big eater. Or just big.”

      I flinch. The second I do, I regret giving her any kind of reaction. Everyone is big compared to Paige. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her eat before. Even her champagne sits next to her, untouched.

      “God, you’re such a bitch, Paige.” Tyson comes up behind me.

      “You always take her side,” Paige hisses, actually getting worked up for once. Normally people's remarks roll off her, but Tyson has the ability to rile her up. Pretty sure she’s into him or they have something going on. I’m sure it’s why she’s more of a bitch to me than to everyone else. At least Tyson is nice to me.

      He grabs my bag off my shoulder. “What the hell have you got in here?”

      “Books. I didn’t want to check them with my other bag.” They’re not technically mine since I checked them out from the library.

      “Of course you did.” He laughs. “Does this work for you?” He motions to one of the seats.

      “Yeah.” He places my bag down in the chair before sitting down in the one beside it. Paige sends me death glares.

      I reach into my bag and pull out one of the books as more people board the plane. Carter sits in the seat across from mine, and I keep my eyes trained on the pages of my book, trying to get lost in the story.

      We haven't taken off yet, and I already want this trip to be over. Who cares about fancy private planes and snow resorts for the rich and famous when the people you’re surrounded with are cruel?

      So much for starting the new year off on a great foot. That will be impossible now.
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      “The rooms are all full, Connor. I don’t know what to tell you.” My cousin Natalie goes back to typing on her phone, but my sigh is loud enough to distract her. “This was your idea.”

      “Well, it wasn’t a good one.”

      Mountain View Lodge has been in our family for generations, and after my uncle died two years ago, I’ve been helping my cousin settle into her role here. We’ve lived on the property our whole lives, but now she’s running the office, and I can tell she’s just a bit overwhelmed with the big weekend coming up.

      After she took over, she had some of the cabins renovated and put them up as rentals. We haven’t rented them in years, so it was a bit of a learning curve. I offhandedly mentioned that she should do a vacation package for weekend skiers, and they sold like hot cakes. Since last year, she’s had the cabins booked solid, but I’m not sure how I feel about it anymore. This place has always been my quiet refuge, but having tourists come around makes it feel less special. If it was up to me, I’d lock the gate and throw away the key, but Natalie can’t be alone. She’s said her whole life it’s too quiet up here, so I was surprised she wanted to take over after her dad died.

      I’d made a bet with her brother that the second she could get off this mountain, we wouldn’t see her again, but the day she moved back in, I had to slap a hundred-dollar bill in his hand. Bastard.

      My mom and dad passed when I was younger, and I was raised by my aunt and uncle. So even though Natalie is my cousin, she’s always been more like a little sister. Mostly because she loves annoying the shit out of me.

      “How much money would it take to cancel their reservations?” I hedge, and she narrows her eyes at me.

      “Shut up, Connor. We both know neither of us needs the money.”

      “Then explain to me why you’re letting all these strangers up here for New Year’s Eve. I thought we agreed to rent the cabins until the end of the year then take a break.”

      “Technically, it’s the end of the year.”

      I roll my eyes and hear the front door close. “Wilder!” I shout. “Come in here and tell your sister to kick everyone off the mountain.”

      “No way, then we’ll be stuck with her over New Year’s, and I’m not kissing my sister at midnight.”

      “You wish,” Natalie says without looking up from her phone.

      Wilder comes and plops down on the sofa next me and tosses me a bag. “Mom made you some cookies.”

      Before I reach out to grab them, Natalie snatches them up. “Hey, those are for me!”

      “My mama made them, so technically they’re for me too.” My Aunt Paula still lives up here with us as the resident grandmother with no grandchildren. Which she loves to remind us of. She does most of the cooking even though we have a staff in the lodge where the guests stay that does all the cooking and cleaning for the cabins that are rented.

      “Easy, Connor,” Wilder says and tosses me another bag. “Those were the broken ones anyway.”

      “Asshole,” Natalie murmurs while stuffing broken cookies in her mouth.

      “What’s got you all twisted up about this weekend? All you have to do is stay here in the big house, and you won’t even know anyone is here,” Wilder says as he takes a cookie from his own bag.

      “I don’t know. I think I’m just missing the quiet.” Wilder and Natalie share a glance, and I get annoyed. They have that weird twin thing they do where they talk without using words. “Either say it out loud or don’t do that. You know I hate it.”

      “Wilder thinks you need to get laid,” Natalie says and shrugs.

      “I could say the same about the both of you,” I grumble and eat another cookie.

      “And how are we supposed to give Mom all those grandbabies she wants if you lock the gates?” Wilder says as he goes to grab a drink.

      “Sorry, but that’s up to the two of you. I’m not getting married.” I cross my arms over my chest and stare out the window at the snowy mountaintop. “After this weekend is over, either you shut the cabins down or I’m out of here.”

      “Connor,” both Natalie and Wilder say at the same time.

      “I just need a break, okay?” Deciding I need a break from the conversation too, I stand up and head toward the front door.

      “Hey, wait. Let’s talk about this,” Natalie says, and I can hear her come up behind me as I grab my coat and boots. There’s about three feet of snow already covering the ground outside, and it’s well below freezing.

      “I don’t need to talk, Natalie. You’ve got this place packed for the next few days, and there’s work to be done until then. I’m gonna go chop some wood.”

      “I’ll come help,” Wilder offers, and I don’t protest.

      “Fine, but we’ll talk about this later. Okay?” When I turn around, Natalie’s big brown eyes are pleading, and damn it, I can’t stay mad at her.

      “Fine” is all I say as Wilder and I head out into the snow.

      The only sound is our boots crunching in snow as we make our way out to the woodshed. “You know we probably don’t need to chop wood for the next three years or so.”

      “It’s therapeutic,” I mumble, grabbing one of the axes hanging inside and then going out to the chopping block.

      “Whatever you say, cousin.”

      We’re outside for several hours while I chop and Wilder stacks up the pieces. It’s calming and keeps me warm in the icy cold, even though my anger would probably do that too. I don’t know why I’m so pissed about sharing this place, but it feels like the more people we let in, the more it loses its magic. Natalie and Wilder talk about having families and raising their kids here. That’s well and good for them, but all I want to do is hunt in the winter, fish in the summer, and read when it’s dark. I’m a simple man, and I don’t need much, including a woman. Especially one that might drag me away from my home here.

      “That must be the rest of them,” Wilder says and nods to the line of SUVs coming up the road in the distance.

      “Great.” My voice sounds sour even to my own ears.

      I’m ready for this weekend to be over, and it hasn’t even started. I know deep down that there’s no way anything good can come from letting outsiders on our land. No matter how pretty they might be.
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      “Evie, we’ve landed.” Carter's voice breaks through my foggy brain, and when I open my eyes, I see him standing over me. For a second, I panic and wonder how I’m sleeping with him anywhere near me, but when I sit up straighter, I remember where I am. I’m on the plane. Right. Thank goodness.

      Carter is holding the book that I’d been reading, and he looks at it. “You’re into some kinky shit. I’ll keep that in mind.” He smirks as I snatch the book from him, making him laugh. “Calm down, kitten.”

      I purse my lips, knowing he actually did read part of the page because that’s what the hero had been calling the heroine. I don’t know why, but I always love it when the heroes give their love interest sweet nicknames.

      “Can we get off this plane?” Tyson nudges Carter along. It’s his way of standing up to Carter without really standing up to him. At least it distracts him.

      Everyone is always so dang scared of him. Though I think everyone is more scared of his family's money and influence. I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit I, too, find it intimating. Carter could probably get away with just about anything. Well, at least at Madison Prep.

      “Yeah, I want to see this place. Think they have night skiing?” Brandon cuts in, and all the boys get lost in talking about their plans for the mountain and who is going to be the best skier.

      I grab my bag and make my way off the plane and down the stairs. When I get outside, I stop when I suddenly realize that it's snowing. My sleepiness and everything else fades away as I drop my head back to watch the snowflakes come dancing down. I’ve never seen snow in person before, and it’s actually the one thing I was looking forward to the most. It’s even more beautiful than I thought it would be.

      “Move your ass,” Paige snaps from behind me.

      She swings around, and her bag hits me in the side. I gasp and stumble forward, but my bag doesn’t help me regain my balance. The weight of it pushes me to fall faster, and I cry out when my knees hit the hard concrete.

      “Shit, sorry.” Paige actually apologizes, but her kindness is short-lived. “I didn’t think you’d fall.” She offers me her hand, but I don’t trust her at all, so I don’t take it. I wince when I stand and feel my knees burning. I know they have to be scratched. I just pray they aren’t bleeding. “It was an accident, don't be a drama queen about it. I said I’m sorry.”

      “Okay,” I respond in hopes that she'll move along and leave me be. She rolls her eyes but actually does it.

      “You okay?” Carter jogs back, grabbing my bag off the ground for me.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Ride with me.” He swings my bag over his shoulder, not really giving me much choice in the matter. I follow him over to one of the five black SUVs parked in a row.

      “Are they bringing our other bags?” I glance back to see two men unloading a bunch of luggage from the underside of the plane.

      “Yeah, they’ll bring them and drop them at our cabins.” The driver of our SUV opens the door for me. “In you go.” Carter motions for me to go first.

      I don’t want to. I have a feeling he's going to stare at my ass, but I don’t have much of an option, so I go in and do my best to ignore the pain in my knee. It aches when I climb up, but I scoot all the way to the side, wanting to be by the window. It’s dark out now, but I want to see as much of the snow as I can. A few more people climb into the back before Carter hops in, sitting right up against me.

      “How long is the drive to this place?” I ask.

      “Not far since we got to fly into the private airport.”

      “Can’t wait to see it,” I admit.

      “About time you got excited.” He puts his arm around the back of my seat, and I lean forward, keeping my gaze pointed out the window.

      The drive isn't long but feels like forever with everyone starting to get rowdy and worked up in the SUV.

      “Wow,” I breathe when we pull through a gate that leads up a giant mountain.

      The vehicle slows as we make the winding trek upwards, then I see the cabins tucked into the side of the mountain. We pass a few and then pull up to a bigger one that I’m guessing is the main office.

      I don’t wait for the driver to open the door and instead I quickly hop down. A dart of pain shoots through my knees and they almost buckle, but I manage to keep myself upright even with the cold taking my breath away.

      The wind is fiercer up here and the weather is a good twenty degrees lower. All of that is worth it for the view alone. I can’t wait to see this place in the daylight.

      “Let’s check in,” Carter calls.

      Everyone takes off toward the building, but I’m a bit slower as I look around at the scenery as best I can. Plus, I know I’m going to get whatever I get when it comes to the cabins. When I take the last couple of steps on the porch, my knees burn again.

      “You bring a better coat than that? You’re going to freeze your ass off,” a deep voice bellows. “Damn city kids.” I spin around at the sound, and my feet slip in the process. A curse comes from the giant man a few paces away from me as I start to fall yet again. Somehow, he catches me, moving far too quickly for someone of his size. “Shit shoes too.”

      I stare up at the handsome stranger, my breath leaving me for a whole other reason than the cold this time. It’s too dark for me to make out the color of his eyes, but I guess they are dark green for some reason. He’s got a hood up, hiding half of his face, but the size of him can’t be missed.

      “They’re all I have.” I lick my quickly chapping lips, and another deep grumble comes from him as he rights me on my feet.

      “Evie!” someone calls before the door swings open. “We’re picking cabins, so you better get in here. Carter is trying to get you in his,” Paige informs me, knowing I’ll object to that. She doesn’t want me anywhere near Carter if she can help it. “Oh, and who are you?” Paige's voice completely changes to smooth and sexy. How does she do that? It really is a talent.

      “We’re not doing girl cabins and boy cabins?”

      “We’re not twelve, Evie. We’re all consenting adults.” She winks at the man who still has his hand pressed into my back.

      “Boyfriend?” the man asks.

      “Don’t have one,” Paige answers with a smile.

      “I meant, is that Carter boy your boyfriend.” He gives me a pointed look, letting Paige and me both know he’s talking to me.

      “Nah, Evie is hanging on to her virginity like she’s going to win a prize or something.”

      “Paige!” I hiss, heat rushing to my face. Kill me now.

      “The dramatics again? Really, Evie? It’s getting old.”

      “Whatever.” I walk past her to get into the office, and to my surprise the man follows me. Probably to make sure I don’t fall again for fear I’ll sue or something.

      “Evie, you’re bleeding,” Tyson says when I step inside.

      I glance down, getting a better look at my knees now. My stomach turns at the sight of the blood, and black spots dance in my eyes. I know I’m going to pass out because I always do when I see blood.

      “Catch her!” Tyson shouts.

      The same two arms wrap around me, only this time he pulls me into his body. “Got you.” His words come out sounding like a curse.

      “Green,” I whisper, staring up into his eyes before it’s lights out.
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      “What the hell did she just say?” the boy at the counter asks as he pushes his way over to her.

      I think she said something about my eyes being green, but I can’t be too sure. Instead, I pick her up and carry her over to the small couch next to the check-in.

      She looks like she’s already coming to when I set her down on the cushions, and I breathe a sigh of relief. “Nat, can you call the medic?” I say over my shoulder, and I hear my cousin say she’s already on the way.

      “Evie, can you hear me?” I say softly, and her eyes move like they’re trying to open but are too heavy.

      Glancing down, I can see the blood soaking through her jeans so she must have busted her knees pretty good. Damn it, why can’t she be more careful? Little thing like her could just fall off the side of a mountain if someone wasn’t watching her. Great, now I’ve gotta keep my eye on this little duckling all weekend so she doesn’t wander off. And I’ve got to find her some warmer clothes if she’s planning on walking outside her cabin for more than twenty seconds. Who the hell comes to the mountains in a threadbare sweater and boots frayed at the soles where water could get in?

      “Natalie,” I call out again, and she’s by my side.

      “Is she okay?”

      I nod and try to ignore the group of kids behind me. “After the medic checks her out, can you run and grab me a jacket and boots? She looks to be about your size.”

      “Sure thing. I can take them to her cabin.”

      I feel my cousin move beside me, and I have the urge to block her view. I want to lie across this little duck and keep her out of sight from anyone. “Where’s Betty?” I bark, and Natalie's eyes snap to mine.

      “I said she’s on the way.”

      “W-what happened?” We both turn when we hear her speak, and I keep her from sitting up too fast.

      “Easy does it,” I say and push back on her shoulder. “Stay down until we get your knees patched up. Don’t look.” I hold her still when she tries to glance down at them again. “I think it’s better if you lie back and just wait.”

      “Okay.” She swallows hard, and Natalie is there with a glass of water.

      “I’ll do it.” I take it from her and help Evie turn her head to the side so she can take a few quick sips.

      Just then the bell over the door chimes, and Betty comes in with her medical bag. “Do you need me?” she asks, and I wave her over.

      As quick as I can, I explain to Betty what happened, and she starts to work on cleaning up Evie’s knees. The jeans are already ripped open, so she does what she can to take care of them while Evie lies there.

      “It burns,” Evie says, and I reach out to take her hand. I’m not sure why, but it feels like what I’m supposed to do.

      “It’s almost over,” I say, and Betty gives me a side-eye like I’m full of shit. “Well, it will be soon.”

      I hear some of the other kids behind me talking, and I turn around to see what’s happening. Natalie goes over to the desk, and I hear her sorting out the rooms.

      “I said she can stay with me,” the guy called Carter says.

      “I don’t know, man, maybe she should stay in my cabin. I’m technically the closest one to her,” another guy says. “We already live together.”

      “Yeah, but she’s basically like your sister, so that’s disgusting,” the snotty girl pipes up. “Carter, do you really want that walking tragedy in your space?”

      “Paige, don't be such a bitch.” He swipes a key off the counter. “I’ll make sure she’s taken care of.”

      When he glances over toward the couch where I’m crouched on the floor next to Evie, I narrow my eyes at him. The little fucker has the good sense to look away.

      “Is there a problem?” I ask Natalie, and she shrugs.

      “They only booked four of the cabins, so they’re going to have to double up.” Natalie looks sheepish. “I’m sorry, but the rest are already taken.”

      “Just my luck,” I hear Evie mumble from behind me.

      I turn around and lean a little closer to her. “You don’t want to stay with them?” She glances over my shoulder, and then I see her shake her head just a little. “Okay I’ll find a safe spot for you, all right?”

      Her eyes soften with gratitude, and I can see some of the worry leave them. “Thank you,” she whispers, and I squeeze her hand before I let it go and walk over to the counter.

      “Everyone have their rooms?” I ask, and Carter takes a second to look around the group.

      “We can sort that out for ourselves.” The little shit is looking braver, but when I take a step forward, he moves behind the bitchy girl.

      “Why don’t you make your way to your cabins then.” I crack my knuckles at my side, and he glances down at it, then over my shoulder at Evie.

      “We’re waiting for our friend.” He swallows hard like it took a lot of courage to stand up to me. Oh, I bet it did, pencil dick.

      “I’ll make sure she gets to where she’s supposed to be.” He opens his mouth like he wants to say something else, but I move to block his view of her. “Do you need help finding the cabins?”

      “Come on, Carter, let’s go.” Evie’s brother tugs on his arm. “We’re getting up early to hit the slopes.”

      Finally, Carter gives in and grabs his key. He mumbles something under his breath, but Paige moves next to him as the whole group exits the check-in desk. I finally breathe a sigh of relief when they’re gone and turn my attention to Natalie.

      “Did they put down a deposit?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Of course.”

      “Are those kids even old enough to be renting cabins?”

      “They’re all eighteen, and I made their parents send their IDs. Plus all of them had to sign waivers to get up here.”

      “Fine,” I say, but it’s anything but fine.

      She nods to Evie on the couch. “Which cabin do you want me to take her to?”

      “I’ll sort that out. Just head back to your place and pull out some stuff for her. I’ll swing by and get it.”

      “All right,” she agrees, and she hesitates like she wants to ask me something. “You okay?”

      “Yep.”

      There’s a crazy-ass plan forming in my head, and I’m not about to tell my cousin about it. Hell, I don’t even want to say it out loud for my own ears. But if this sweet little duck can’t be trusted with those wolves, then I’ll make sure she’s safe. Even if it’s only for tonight. Just one night and then I’ll let her go, I tell myself.
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      “I think you dropped this,” Connor says, holding my book. He turns it over to read the back, and I jolt up from the little sofa to grab it out of his hand before he can read the description on the back.

      I get a quick reminder that my knees still hurt even after Betty fixed them up for me. Connor drops the book to make a grab for me before I can slip right off the side of the sofa. Can someone kill me now? I’ve turned into the world’s biggest klutz right in front of the world’s hottest man.

      “What the hell, little duck?”

      One hand grabs my shoulder as the other goes under my booty before putting me back in place. I swear his hand on my ass lingers for a moment, but it’s probably my imagination. The same as me thinking he was hovering over Betty and not liking that someone else was taking care of me.

      At least that’s what I’d gotten into my head as to why he was standing over her the whole time. I’m sure it’s only wishful thinking because this man is at least ten years older than me and way out of my league in every sense of the word.

      “Did you call me a duck?”

      “Little duck.” He bends down to grab my book from off the floor, and I try to take it from him. He pulls it back out of my reach. “Are you purposely trying to hurt yourself?”

      “I just wanted my book.” I hold my hand out for it, but again, he flips it over to read the back. “Hey!” I protest.

      “Romance?” He smirks.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I say defensively. I hate how people always turn their noses up at romance books.

      “You and my cousin Natalie are going to get along well. She loves romance books. I might have to read a few of them.” He winks at me before finally giving me my book back.

      “Oh.” I take it from him, holding it close to my chest.

      “I prefer audiobooks myself. I can listen while I get work done around here.” If I didn’t think he was handsome before, I most certainly would think so now. “Maybe you could read that one to me later.” I snort a laugh, thinking he’s joking, but his face remains serious.

      A phone starts to ring, and Connor reaches into his pocket, pulling it out.

      “Thompson here,” he answers. “Yeah, I’ve got Evie Sparks here with me. You can take her bags to the big house.” He pauses for a moment. “Yeah, I said the big house.” His irritation is clear in having to repeat himself. “Good,” he responds before ending the call.

      “Everything okay? I don’t want to put anyone out. I could maybe stay with—” I stumble over my words, not wanting to say them.

      “Don’t say it. You’re not staying with that little punk asshole.”

      A giggle pops from me because that is the perfect definition of Carter. I’ve never heard anyone actually say it out loud, though. “He’s all those things,” I agree.

      “He wants in your pants,” he informs me, as if I hadn’t already realized that myself.

      “Yeah, I think it’s the whole virginity thing.” My face heats as I admit that out loud.

      “He’s the last person on earth a virgin should be with.”

      “And who should a virgin be with?” I ask teasingly.

      “With someone who would take care of them. He’s a selfish prick that only cares about his own needs.”

      A small stab of jealousy hits me. “So you’ve been with a lot of virgins?”

      “Can’t say I have.” Some of the jealousy I felt fades away. I can’t help but glance at his hand as he grabs a blanket off the back of the sofa, and I don’t spot a ring. “Let’s get you settled in. You’re not putting anyone out because you’re staying with me at the big house.”

      “I’m staying with you?” Excitement bubbles up inside of me, and I try to hide it. I don’t want to come off as more of a dork than I already am. Not only am I getting away from the rest of my classmates, I'm going to get to stay with Connor. He’s going to be as nice to stare at as the view around here.

      “Is that a problem? There’s plenty of room for both of us.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “That’s more than okay. It will be nice to get away from everyone.”

      “All right then. Let's get you up. I’m sure you’re tired and maybe hungry?”

      “Yes to both. I slept on the plane, but for some reason I’m still worn out.”

      “Travel does that to you. The elevation too.” Connor grabs my bag and slings it over his shoulder as if it weighs nothing. He's the first person to not ask me why it’s so dang heavy, but I’m guessing it's not to him.

      “Oh!” I squeak when he grabs me next. My hands instinctively wrap around his neck.

      “Get that blanket.” He leans forward some so I can reach it. “I’m going to wrap that around your legs when we get out to my truck.”

      “You know I can walk, right?”

      “That’s yet to be determined at this point,” he says dryly while he carries me back outside. I know he’s only teasing me, though, and it’s kind of cute.

      “Yeah, I think you might be right.” When he gets to his truck, I reach out and open the door. He deposits me inside before taking the blanket from me and making sure I’m nicely bundled up in it. “Thank you,” I say when he puts on my seatbelt for me. He really is a gentleman.

      I stare out the window, watching the snow fall as we drive more up the mountain. I should probably be second-guessing my decision about staying with this man as he leads us farther away from all the other cabins.

      I’m going to be alone with him in his cabin, which actually might be his home. From the way he and the girl Natalie were talking, I think they own this place, so they probably live here. I know I would. I’ve always lived in either the city or suburbs, but there’s something about all this openness and the quiet that appeals to me.

      Still, even as I think these things, no worry fills me about being all alone with Connor. Growing up in the system, you have to learn how to read people. You learn to trust your instincts, and with Connor all I feel is safe. When he did snap at me, it was over my safety and not having the proper winter gear.

      “Oh gosh,” I say when I spot the house in the distance. I quickly realize why they call it the big house. The giant wooden home is breathtaking. The whole thing is lit up with white Christmas lights, and it gives me a better view of the house. “Those windows are amazing.” Massive windows cover the front, revealing a glimpse inside.

      “Anywhere else I’d never have windows like these, but no one is around out this way. If there were, you'd be able to spot them out here.”

      “You’ll always have a beautiful view,” I say in understanding of why he wouldn’t want to block the view.

      “Yep.”

      “Gosh, I don’t think I could have dreamed up a better cabin even if I tried.” I pull my eyes away from the home to look at Connor as he parks out front. “Thank you for letting me stay here. It’s very kind of you.”

      “No need to thank me.” His eyes lock with mine. “Let me show you your home for the next few days.”

      “Good luck with getting me out of here when it’s time for me to go,” I tease. This trip is turning out unlike anything I could have ever expected.
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      The weight of her in my arms feels…right. She’s curvy and thick against me, and I have the urge to dig my fingers into her. I want to see how far I can sink in her body and how tight she’d feel wrapped around me.

      “Are you okay?” Evie asks, and I clear my throat.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “You look a little flushed.”

      The cool night air burns my cheeks as I carry her into the house and try to get my raging need under control. This little duck isn’t meant for me, but damn, how I want her. In fact, I’ve never wanted anything so badly in all my life.

      “Just the wind chill. Grab the door for me.”

      When the front door swings open, a gust of air comes in behind us and I kick it shut. It smells like a winter storm is coming and I wonder if the weather reports about clear skies are right. I’ve lived up here my whole life, and I can almost taste it when it’s coming.

      “Wow! It’s even more beautiful on the inside.”

      “Thank you. My grandparents built this house up here after they were married. The land has been in my family for generations.” I carry her through the living room and to the far windows that show off the span of the valley lights below. “In fact, this is the house I grew up in. My parents lived here until they passed.”

      “I’m sorry you lost them. This place must feel so empty with only you living here.”

      “I used to dream of filling it with a family.” When I look at her, I see her eyes are on me and not the view, and I have to look away. “Here, let’s get you settled.”

      “What do you mean you used to dream of it?” she pushes, not letting the subject go.

      “Well, I grew up here on the mountain with my cousins and aunt and uncle. We lost family members so close together that it got quiet almost overnight. I think part of me figured that if I didn’t find anyone, I wouldn’t have to lose them.” I shrug as I place her on the couch and kneel down to take off her shoes.

      “So you don’t want that anymore?”

      I glance up at her as I undo her laces and her eyes meet mine. “I’m starting to think I’ve changed my mind.”

      “Oh” is all she says as I stand up.

      “All right, little duck, let me go grab your clothes out of the truck and I’ll get you some chowder. Sound good?”

      “Yes, thank you, Connor.”

      The way she says my name is like a mug of hot apple cider, and it makes heat spread all over me. Damn, what is she doing to me?

      After I grab the bag I picked up from Natalie’s on the way up here, I bring it inside and place it on the couch next to her. I tell her to go through it and grab what she wants, and I’ll carry the rest to her room.

      Once in the kitchen, I pull out bowls for the chowder I’ve had simmering in the crock pot. I put them on a tray with drinks and carry it back to where she’s sitting. When I take a seat beside her, she looks at me with what must be wonder in her eyes.

      “What?” I’m feeling shy as I place the napkin in her lap and put the tray over her legs.

      “Nothing, it’s just—” She shrugs.

      “Just what?”

      “Nobody has ever done something like this before.”

      “Not even when you were sick?” I ask, and she shakes her head.

      “I grew up in the foster system. If I was sick, I had to suck it up.” She shrugs again, and I’m angry on her behalf.

      “What are you doing with all those rich kids then?” Maybe it’s too personal of a question, but I’m not used to this, wanting to know every single detail about a woman and then still demanding more.

      “I’m on a scholarship program. The family that took me in gets clout for taking in a poor kid, and the school gets a tax write-off for allowing people from the wrong side of the tracks to get an education there. Plus, they get to look like they give back and care about poor people.” She rolls her eyes as she begins to eat.

      “So you’re only staying with them until you’re finished with school?”

      She nods and then hums. “This is so good. Did you make this?”

      “Yeah.” I have to look away because her praise makes me feel funny.

      “I’m already eighteen, and I’ve got four months left until I graduate, but it’s really pointless.”

      “Why?” I should keep quiet, but I need to know everything, and I love hearing her talk.

      “Well, I finished my core classes last semester and have all my credits. I can get my diploma tomorrow, so there’s no real reason for me to go, other than my host family makes me. I think they don’t want to be seen as slacking off to the school when really, they don’t care much for me.”

      “They sound like assholes,” I snap and then realize what I’ve said. “Sorry.”

      “No, you’re right.” She laughs. “I like that you just say what you think.”

      “That’s normally more of a problem with my cousins.” Seeing her smile makes me relax.

      “I met Natalie. Who else lives up here?”

      “My cousin Wilder, that’s her twin. I’ve been trying to talk her into shutting down the cabin rentals after this group goes home.”

      “Oh no.” Her shoulders slump.

      “Why do you look sad?”

      “I don’t know, just the thought of not being able to come back.” Her eyes move to my mouth before she turns away and stares out the window.

      There’s almost no light outside anymore, and the light in the cabin is dim. I started a fire, and the glow of it bathes her skin, making her look even softer.

      “Maybe I’ll see if we can make an exception for people we want to be here.” Or maybe I’ll keep you forever, I think to myself but don’t say out loud.

      “Like a friend with benefits situation?” As soon as the words are out, her mouth drops open, and she covers it with her hands like she’s just realized what she said. “I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant to say.”

      I can’t help but chuckle at her embarrassment. “Sure, you could call it that.”

      “I meant like your friends would have the benefit of visiting you.” Her cheeks are on fire as she buries her face in her hands.

      “What kinds of benefits would be worth making the trip all the way up here?” I tease, but she won’t look at me. “Come on, little duck.” I tug on her wrist until she takes her hands away and faces me.

      “Why do you call me that?” she asks, changing the subject.

      “Because when I first saw you out there on the ice you looked like a little duckling lost from the pack. Like you’d gotten out of line and didn’t know where to go. So I had to come scoop you up.”

      “So you did.” She leans back on the couch and puts her hand on her stomach. “I’m stuffed.”

      “Ready for bed?” I ask, and she nods.

      “All right, let me put this away, and I’ll get you.”

      “If you point me where to go, I can manage.” The look I give her has her closing her mouth.

      “Sit your cute ass right there and wait. That’s an order.”
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      Why do I suddenly feel so damn alone? It’s a feeling I should be used to. In fact, for the most part, I enjoy it. When I bounced around some of the foster homes, it could be hard to get a second to yourself. I always shared a room with a few other kids that ranged in ages. Being alone was nice when you got that rare moment.

      Living with the Bartons is the first time I’ve actually had my own room. They might not care much for me one way or another, but the reality is I do enjoy living in their home compared to others. I get to escape to my own bedroom that even has my own bathroom. It’s a dream, really. It’s why I try not to rock the boat because out of all the places I’ve been, it’s the nicest.

      I always go straight to my room after school and pretty much stay there until it’s time to go to school again. Mary doesn’t even care that I take my dinner up to my bedroom as long as I bring my dishes back down, which I always do. I learned at a young age it’s better to try and stay under the radar and not be seen as much as possible.

      Right now, having my own room sucks. I ate the food Connor gave me slowly, knowing the sooner I was done we’d be calling it a night. I’d wanted to stay on the sofa and keep on talking to him. I could have done it all night, which is funny because I never understood how other girls could stay up all night on their phones talking to their boyfriends. I guess now I understand it.

      Connor carried me up to my room and sat me on the bed then left. That’s when I decided that I didn’t care much for being alone anymore. In fact, I hate it.

      This is what I was supposed to want: to get to my room and hide away so I could read my books and maybe steal a few moments outside to take in the scenery. Now all I want to do is leave my room and go find Connor. I’m sure he’s asleep by now, which is exactly what I should be doing.

      I’m tired, but all I do is toss and turn in the giant bed until I know I’m not falling asleep. I switch on the lamp next to the bed and try to read, but after I read the same page eight times, I give up on that too.

      I sit on the bed and replay everything that’s happened since I got here. A few times while I ate my meal, Connor turned all his attention on my mouth. Could there really be a possibility that he’d been checking me out? My hand slips under the covers and down into my panties. I whimper when my fingers find my clit, and I realize I’m already wet. It was hard not to get turned on when Connor picked me up and carried me around like a tiny doll. I felt delicate and sexy in his arms, and he made me feel small.

      My weight has never been something I’d thought of until recently when Paige and a few others poked at it. I’ve gained some weight since moving in with the Barton family. Food is readily available, and I don’t have to worry about there not being enough for all of us.

      When Connor picked me up and his fingers gripped my hips, I’d never been more thankful for the added weight. I loved the way he gripped me. I felt like a woman for the first time in my life. How could I not feel like one when in Connor’s arms? Every inch of him is all man, and I’m beginning to understand why none of the boys in my prep school ever did anything for me.

      I use two fingers to rub small circles over my clit as my mind creates a fantasy of Connor and me together on the sofa downstairs. I would straddle him while one of his hands grips my hip and the other digs into my hair as he dominates and controls our kiss.

      He’d order me to move off his lap and onto my knees in front of him. “Connor,” I whimper, thinking about him pulling his cock out and demanding I suck him off as payment for all he’s done for me.

      What the hell? I’ve never had these kinds of fantasies before, nor have I ever actually pictured someone in them. It was always a faceless man, and the acts were nothing like they are right now. To be ordered around and dominated is something new. The vision of me sucking a cock is out of nowhere, but for some reason, thinking about doing that to Connor has me more turned on than I have ever been before.

      I’m so close to coming, too, when half the time I can never get myself there. Maybe it’s because I’ve been having all the wrong fantasies before now.

      Swallow me down, little duck, he’d order.

      “Connor!” I moan as the orgasm hits me. I keep moving my fingers to draw it out as the pleasure floods my body and I melt into the bed. He’d pull me back into his lap and kiss me afterwards, telling me what a good job I did. That I am his perfect girl and he's keeping me all for himself. That he is going to claim my virginity next.

      “Fuck.”

      My eyes fly open, knowing that voice is all too real and not inside my head. I gasp when I see Connor standing there gripping the door frame. I’m under the covers, but it’s more than clear what I’ve been doing. Connor closes his eyes, and his hand grips the frame so hard that I hear the wood groan under his hold.

      “I heard you say my name, and I thought…” He trails off, and his eyes open again.

      We stare at each other for a long moment before he turns around and slams the door closed behind him. I think I hear a muttered apology, but all I can do is pull the covers over my head.

      “Oh my god,” I groan.

      Okay, now I’m never leaving this room again.
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      My heart is racing so fast it feels like it’s going to thump out of my chest.

      My feet move while my brain is still trying to process what just happened, and as soon as I’m in the guest room, I slam the door closed and go straight to the bathroom. The light is off in there, but there’s a glow coming through the window, and it’s all I need. I don’t want to look at myself right now, especially with what I’m about to do.

      Without hesitating, I spit on my palm and reach down the front of my gray sleeping pants. I’m not wearing any underwear, and the length of my cock is jutting straight out, hard and ready. I grip it roughly and stroke it fast, punishing my dick for being so fucking eager.

      “Goddamn it,” I hiss through my teeth as I close my eyes and conjure the image of Evie spread out on my bed.

      The covers blocked my view, but I could see her little hand hurrying to touch her pussy. Her knees were so far apart as the blankets moved faster, and her cheeks were flushed. All I wanted to do was crawl on my knees over to her and put my head where her hand was. I wanted to lick her fingers and then push them out of the way so I could do what she so badly needed.

      “Fuck.” I slam my other hand against the wall and brace myself as I keep jacking my cock.

      She said my fucking name.

      How wet was her cunt? Did she push those little fingers of hers inside and pretend it was my cock? Was she rocking those hips while she pretended it was my face?

      The skin on my cock is tight, and the head is red and fat. I feel like I’m going to explode if I don’t cum, but I don’t want it to end too quickly. Pearls of cum are beading at the top, and I swipe my fist over it and use it to lube my length.

      Her hand was working so fast it was like she was impatient to cum. God, how many times could I have gotten her off while she got frustrated? When she finally came and her legs and body sagged against the bed, that’s when I wanted to put my cock in her. She’d be soft and wet, and I could slide right into her marshmallowy heat.

      Would she let me cum in her? Fuck, would I even let her stop me?

      I thrust into my fist while pretending it’s her body, but I know nothing will ever be as good as the real thing. I want to suck on her tits while she milks my cum out of me, and that thought is what sends me over the edge.

      It comes out so hard and fast I have to put my other hand over the top of my dick to try and catch it. I try to breathe through it, but my knees threaten to buckle as I cum over and over into my hands. By the time I’m finished, I’m covered in sweat and I’m breathing like I just ran up the fucking mountain. My hands are covered in my release, and I’m a sticky mess. I should be embarrassed, but then I think about her saying my name, and my cock throbs like I didn’t just empty a load.

      Stripping off my clothes, I take a quick shower and put on some clean pajamas. There’s no way I’m getting sleep now, not with what happened, and I need to talk to Evie. Okay, maybe it’s an excuse to talk to her, but I don’t want things to be awkward between us.

      Knocking softly on the door, I lean in close to see if I can hear anything on the other side. “Evie?”

      There’s a rustling, and then it’s silent, and for a second, I think she’s going to pretend to be asleep. A moment goes by, and then I hear her walking toward the door.

      “Yeah?” she says without opening it.

      “Can I come in? I think we should talk.”

      When she pulls it open, she’s standing there in one of my shirts, and from the looks of it nothing else. It’s so long and baggy on her, and I have to keep my eyes locked with hers so I don’t stare at her chest to see if I can make out the blush of her nipples through the thin material.

      “What do you want to talk about?” Her voice is almost cheery, and it’s like she’s pretending I didn’t watch her masturbate.

      “I wanted to apologize.” I take a step toward her, and her eyes roam over my bare chest.

      “For what?” She shrugs and again pretends nothing happened.

      “For standing in the doorway and watching you rub your pussy.”

      “Connor!” She looks anywhere but at me as her cheeks turn the color of a ripe strawberry.

      “Well, let me rephrase that.” I take another step closer, and this time she backs up. “I’m not sorry I watched you do it.”

      “Well…well…you—” She blows out a huff of air as she takes another step back. “What are you apologizing for then?”

      “That when you said my name…” I take another step closer and when she backs up, she hits the wall behind her. “I didn’t give you what you were asking for.”

      “And what was that?” Her voice is barely above a whisper now.

      Bracing my hands on either side of her, I bend down so she has to look me in the eyes. “Everything you were dreaming about while you touched yourself.” I lick my lips as I look at her mouth. “And everything you haven’t had the courage to ask for.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not scared now.” She raises her chin stubbornly and I smile down at her.

      “Look at you, my brave girl.” I brush my fingers over her cheek before I slide my thumb along her bottom lip. “Tell me then, little duck, how wet did you get when you were thinking of me?”

      She swallows hard, then she parts her lips as she looks up at me through her lashes. “I…um.”

      “It’s okay, I’d rather find out for myself.” Leaning down the rest of the way, I touch my lips to hers, so featherlight, giving her a chance to tell me to stop. To my surprise, she goes up on her tiptoes and seals our lips together.

      One of my hands pulls away from the wall and wraps around her back. Then I pull her flush against me as I lift her off the ground and slide my tongue into her mouth. She tastes like sweet candy and something special I can’t place. It’s new, yet familiar, and like I’ve always known she would taste this way. Her fingers go to my hair, and she wraps her body around mine as I turn around and carry her back to my bed.

      Fuck, this is too fast. I wanted to go easy and let her know she can trust me. But now that I’ve got my mouth on her, I don’t know how to slow it down.

      With all the strength I have, I place her on the bed and then break the kiss.

      “What’s wrong?” She looks up at me with pleading eyes as I brush the hair out of her face.

      “I lost control.” I shake my head and try to breathe in fresh air so I don’t fall on top of her like an animal.

      “Is that a bad thing?” Her smile is so damn beautiful that I want to kiss her again.

      There’s something so special about Evie that I don’t want to fuck this up. I’ve thought for so long that I wasn’t going to get married and have kids, and one look at her and I’m trying to figure out just how fast I can make those things happen. It’s just like my mom and dad. He knew the second he saw her that she was the one, and I always thought he was making that up. As I look down at my little duck, I can’t help but think that he was on to something.

      “I think maybe you should tell me to stop.”
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      Stop? How can he want to stop now? Has he lost his damn mind? Stopping is the last thing I want to do while my body screams for more. His kiss took my breath away, and now all I can think about is what his mouth might be like on other parts of me.

      “Do you want to stop?” I find myself asking.

      He might be having second thoughts, and for all I know my kiss was lame. Every inch of Connor is big and hard, and as much as I don’t want to think about it, I'm sure he’s kissed more than a few women in his life. He’s probably realizing how inexperienced I am. He’s my first kiss ever, unless you count the one on the playground in elementary school, and I’m guessing not.

      “You don’t want to know the things I want to do right now.”

      “I think I want to know.” I lift my hips, rubbing myself against him, and his cock presses into my stomach. The man is big everywhere. The size of it is a bit intimidating, but still I don’t want to stop. I want everything he’s willing to give me right now.

      “I want to find out if you taste like candy everywhere.”

      “Candy?” I lick my lips, wondering if that’s really what I taste like.

      “Yeah, candy.” He runs his mouth along my jaw. “So damn sweet.”

      “Find out then,” I encourage.

      I’m not trying to hang on to my virginity. There hasn't been anyone that’s ever tempted me to give it up. I also want it to be with someone I can trust because I know it can be painful. I know Connor would handle me with care. He’s more than proven that already. He also knows what he’s doing, and he would make it good for me.

      “Has anyone ever eaten your pussy?” Heat rushes to my face, and I can’t help the damn blush. His crude words turn me on even more, and his bluntness is intoxicating.

      “No.”

      Connor takes a deep breath, and I think he enjoys my answers. “I’m going to ruin you then.”

      “Ruin me?”

      “In the best of ways.” He kisses me again before I can try to respond.

      When his mouth leaves mine, it’s only to pull the oversized shirt I’m wearing from my body to toss it away. But his mouth doesn't come back to mine. Instead it goes to my breast, and his tongue circles my nipple before sucking it into his mouth.

      A whimper pours from me. His hand cups my other breast, his fingers toying with my nipple. I had no idea how erotic and responsive my breasts could be. Sure, I’ve read about it before in some of my books, but I wasn't really a believer. I touched them but never got much out of it.

      Connor makes them ache with need, and when his teeth graze my nipple, I moan. The sensation shoots straight to my clit, and he gives each the same attention before his mouth leaves them to travel farther down my body. As much as I don’t want him to stop, I want his mouth between my thighs now.

      “Connor, please.” I start to beg, and he lifts his head from my stomach, where he’s placing open-mouthed kisses.

      “You said I could see if you tasted like candy everywhere,” he reminds me. “I plan to kiss every inch of you, little duck.”

      “Every inch?”

      “Pretty damn close.” His hands graze down the sides of my hips. “You’re laid out naked in my bed like a wet dream come to life. I’m going to take my time and enjoy you. I know a good thing when I see it. I’m not one of those dumbass boys you showed up here with.”

      That’s for damn sure.

      I stare down at him and remind myself that if I’m not careful, I could very well fall in love with him. Especially with the way he’s talking to me.

      “Okay.” I give in. “I just need you.” I sink my teeth into my bottom lip, and his eyes flare at my words.

      “I’ve got you.” He presses a kiss to my stomach. “I’ll give you what you need, then I'll keep on exploring.”

      “All night.”

      “Careful, little duck,” he warns.

      “I don’t want to be careful. Not with you.” Something flashes in his eyes as he moves farther down my body and spreads my thighs wide to make room for his broad shoulders.

      He leans down, sucking in a deep breath, and his eyes close for a long second. Oh my god, he’s smelling me, and if I could blush harder I would. Why is that so damn hot?

      He takes one long lick between my lower lips, and my hips buck off the bed. No sooner than my hips are up in the air, he puts his forearm over them, pinning me right back down to the bed. He buries his face between my thighs, and it keeps me from moving as he locks me in place.

      I thought he was going to go slow with how he was taking his time before, but the second he tastes me, it’s as if something snaps inside of him.

      His mouth is relentless as he devours me, and before I can process what’s happening, I’m already cumming. My body was already on edge, so I go off fast, but that doesn’t stop Connor. He licks up every drop and demands more as his tongue circles my clit before sliding down and pressing inside of me. He thrusts it in and out, and I groan as I ride his face.

      “I can barely get my tongue in you.” He says it like he can hardly believe it.

      I try to move my hips, but he’s got me pinned down, and that should maybe scare me, but all it does is heighten everything. The idea of being held open for him to do anything to me only has my sex locking around his tongue. A deep growling sound comes from him as he pulls his tongue out and goes back to my clit. It’s all too much, and with a few strokes he has me cumming again.

      I scream out his name as the orgasm explodes through my whole body. My back bows off the bed, and Connor sucks on my clit before his mouth dips low, and he drinks up every drop of me. His tongue traces lazy circles all over me, making my body jerk as he stretches out my orgasm. He’s getting every bit of pleasure out of me until I have nothing left to give. I melt into the bed and close my eyes because I’m absolutely spent.

      “Little duck,” I hear him whisper.

      He presses kisses to the insides of my thighs, and I’m not sure if he’s still trying to taste every inch of me or not. Right now, I’d let him do anything he wanted.

      He was right, though. He’s gone and ruined me. I’m just not sure if it was only in the way he’d planned.
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      When I wake up the next morning, it’s with Evie’s big, round ass pushing right against my cock. I’m spooned behind her with my face buried in her hair, and I breathe in her scent as I feel her moving. She’s purposely grinding on it, and I grunt as I thrust against her.

      I’m still in my boxer briefs because I didn’t trust myself to sleep naked with her last night. I knew one slip of my cock near her hot little cunt and I’d push my way in, even in sleep. It was almost impossible to sleep with my dick so hard, but eventually I fell asleep holding on to her.

      “Morning.” I smile against her neck and kiss the skin there as my hand slides over her hip.

      “Morning,” she says back and pushes her naked ass against my cock.

      “You want a treat this morning, little duck?” I kiss across her shoulder as she nods. “Put your leg over mine. There you go, just like that.”

      In this position, I’m right behind her, but her legs are wide open now. We’re cuddled under the blankets, and it’s cold in the cabin, but I’ll start a fire for her after I warm her up a little. My hand moves over her hip and down to her pussy. I pet her clit a little and see she’s already soaking wet. No wonder she was grinding on my cock to try and ease this ache.

      “Poor baby, let me take care of this.” I dip my fingers inside, and she moans as she pushes her ass harder against my cock. “Easy, I’ve got you.”

      I push down the front of my boxer briefs so my bare cock springs free. I glide it through her wetness from behind and tease her opening.

      “Connor,” she moans, tilting her hips back.

      “Not yet, little duck. I’m just going to get the both of us off before I get up and make you breakfast.”

      She whines, but as soon as I rub her clit with my wet fingers, she’s panting. I thrust against her as the tip of my cock teases her opening just a little. She’s puffy and soft as her sweet little pussy tries to take me, but I don’t let myself go too deep. Just the tip is all I’ll allow as she wiggles on it and pretends to ride my cock.

      “I could wake up like this every morning,” I whisper in her ear, rubbing her pussy. “Cuddled up behind you with my cock between your legs.”

      “Oh god, Connor.”

      “The only thing better would be with my face between your legs.” She moans loudly, and I grin as I graze my teeth over her shoulder. “Let me cum on you, little duck.”

      “Yes.” She swallows hard and then nods. “Anywhere you want.”

      “Shit.” I have to clench my teeth to keep from going off right that second. “Don’t say that or I’ll pin you to the bed and have that cherry for breakfast.”

      She cries out when I pinch her clit, and her climax hits at the same time. I hold her in place as I jack my cock and start to cum inside her. It’s only a little, and I pull out halfway so I can cum on her pussy too. I want all of me on her as much as possible, and this way she’ll remember I was here every time her thighs rub together.

      “Fuck.” I practically fall on top of her as I hold her close and try to get my heart to stop racing.

      “I’ll say.” I can hear the smile in her voice as she turns to face me and looks up at me with those big, beautiful eyes. “Hey.”

      She’s being playful now, and I don’t know how I’ve gone my whole life without waking up next to her. I meant what I said when I told her I could do this forever.

      “Hey,” I say back to her as I lean down and kiss her gently. She’s warm and soft, and all I want to do is stay in bed all day and make her cum. Just then her stomach growls, and she giggles. “I promised you breakfast.”

      “You did,” she agrees and bites her bottom lip. I wonder if she’s thinking about my comment of what I’d eat for breakfast, and the blush she gives me right then says she is.

      “Come on then, put on my shirt.” I fix my boxers and climb out of bed to grab the shirt I gave her from last night. I hold it out for her and help her put it on, then inspect her knees. “Looks like they’re healing.” I kiss the top of each of them before I hold out my hand for her to come with me.

      “What, I don’t get carried anymore?” she teases, and then she squeals when I yank her out of bed and throw her over my shoulder.

      She struggles when I slap her across the ass and then bite it. “That mouth of yours is going to get you into trouble, little duck.”

      “Promises, promises,” she giggles, and I shake my head as I carry her down the stairs.

      “Sit your cute ass right here and watch me cook,” I order, placing her on the long bench at the island. “Do you want waffles or waffles?”

      “Hmm.” She pretends to think it over. “How about waffles?”

      “Coming right up.”

      There’s never been a time in my life where I had a woman here at the big house or even cooked breakfast for one. Suddenly I’m playful and teasing like never before, and I’m beginning to wonder who the hell I am, and where did the real Connor go? Maybe this has been the real me all along and it took me finally finding Evie to see it. There’s a place inside of me that knows that she’s the one, but how do I tell her that without sending her running for the hills? Maybe she thinks this is a fun way for her to lose her V-card and have a weekend getaway, but it’s not for me.

      “Hey, why do you suddenly look so upset?” she says from behind me, and I hadn’t realized I’d shown any outside emotion while my thoughts began to spiral.

      “How long are you planning on staying?”

      She looks stricken as she glances around the room then back at me. “I mean, I can go now if you want—”

      “No!” I say a little too loudly as I stop what I’m doing and walk around the island. “That’s not what I mean. I was only wondering how much time I’ve got until you leave me.”

      Phrasing it that way seems desperate and sad, but I don’t give a fuck.

      “Oh.” Her expression changes to one of happiness as she cups my cheek. “I’m not exactly sure.”

      Just then there’s a knock on the door, and we both turn to face the front of the house.
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      “I’m going to put some clothes on.”

      I have no clue who might be at the door, but it’s more than clear what Connor and I have been up to. I can still smell him all over me. My thighs are wet from both of our releases, and again my body starts to heat. What’s wrong with me? Connor has flipped a switch that doesn’t want to go off.

      I still can’t believe what we did. I was so sure I was going to wake up and it would be some crazy hot dream. Connor was too good to be true and so unlike any man I’ve ever met before.

      The second the knock sounded at the door, Connor’s hand had come out to rest on my stomach, and he pulled me back a bit. There was no missing the possessiveness of his touch. Did he think someone might be here to take me from him? The way he’s acting, that's not going to be happening.

      He scared the crap out of me for a second when he asked about how long I’ll be staying. Over the years when I’d get moved around, sometimes there would be a pang of disappointment that the family I’d been staying with hadn’t wanted me to stay longer. Eventually I’d get over it, but it never got easier.

      With Connor, it was a stab to my chest thinking he was counting down to when I was leaving and that he was ready for me to go. Now I know he’s dreading that day as much as I am.

      It did slap me back to reality even with his claiming words that he wasn’t trying to get rid of me. I realized how attached I’d become and that there’s an end date looming on this trip. The sharp pain I felt at the thought of Connor not wanting me or of me leaving him was far too intense. More so than it should be for the short time I’ve known him.

      “I like you in my clothes,” he says slowly, as if we’ve got all the time in the world.

      His fingers drift up and down my stomach. For a moment I forget someone is at the door until the doorbell rings again, and time I hear his cousin Natalie’s voice call out.

      “I do too, but—” I’m cut off when a male voice calls out from the front door next.

      “Pants,” Connor grumbles, realizing that there’s a man at the door too, making me laugh.

      I go to leave, but before I can get out of his reach, he pulls me to him and kisses me first. “I wasn’t saying I wanted you out of here, little duck. Are we clear on that? I want you to know that.” I can’t stop the tears that prick at my eyes. He understood that I needed to hear that and that I need a bit of reassurance with the life I’ve led.

      “Yeah, I hear you.”

      “Good.” He smiles against my mouth and squeezes my ass. “Clothes.”

      “Open the damn door, I'm freezing!” Natalie calls, pounding on the door this time. “What the hell are you doing in there?”

      I dart back upstairs and into the bedroom. Last night I hadn’t realized that Connor gave me his room while he took the guest room for himself. Everything he’s done since I’ve met him has been utterly sweet. I didn’t think men like him existed.

      I find some of the clothes Connor got from his cousin, along with some of my own. I pull on some yoga pants and see that even with Connor’s shirt falling to my knees, it still feels too intimate to be wearing it with other people here. Especially one being a guy—I’m guessing that’s his cousin Wilder.

      I hear the hum of their voices when I slip back down the stairs. Wilder is the first I can actually make out.

      “So you’ve got her hidden away or something?”

      “Will you mind your own damn business? And don’t eat that,” Connor barks, and I hear a small slap like he’s hit Wilder’s hand away.

      “Damn, I’m hungry,” Wilder grumbles.

      “Then go back to your own cabin and eat.”

      “You know he can’t cook to save his life,” Natalie laughs. “So where is she?” I can picture her peeking around, but I’m tucked far enough up the stairs they can’t see me from the kitchen area.

      “What’s the matter with you two? Don’t you have guests to oversee?” I’m not sure how to take Connor’s reaction. Does he not want to share me, or could it be something else? I don’t want to let my insecurities come rushing back in, especially after the moment we just had, but it’s hard when I’ve had a life filled with them.

      “And I’m here trying to oversee one,” Natalie tosses back.

      “I’m taking care of her just fine.”

      “Is that so?” Wilder responds. I should probably stop listening, but I can’t help myself.

      “We’re worried is all. You snatched the girl up and brought her back to your place. You don’t bring anyone here, and now you’re not acting like yourself.”

      “We’re fine” is the only response he gives, and then it grows quiet for a long moment.

      “Plus, we’re here about one of the other guests. They got one of the snowmobiles stuck, and I need your help to get it out.”

      “Already?” Connor grumbles. “We need an age limit of twenty-one next time. These kids are too young to be out there horsing around.”

      “That’s rich coming from someone who is—”

      “Don’t,” Connor cuts Wilder off.

      “I’d have to agree with Connor,” I say, making myself known as I come down the stairs. “Though if they break anything, they can afford to replace it, so there is that.”

      Everyone turns my way. I know both Wilder and Natalie are taking in the fact that I’m wearing Connor’s shirt still. “Morning,” I add when no one says anything else.

      “Morning,” they both rush to say.

      “Come eat.” Connor motions for me to come to him, and I do without hesitation. He wraps his arm around me, clearly not caring what his cousins think. I relax when I realize he’s not going to try and hide us. He’s not embarrassed of me, and I fall a little in love with him. “Have your breakfast and then go take a swim in that giant tub. I’ve got to run out, but I’ll be back.”

      “I understand,” I reassure him. “I’ve got my books to keep my company.” He kisses me right in front of both of them, and I can feel them staring at us, but I don’t care.

      Especially if Connor doesn’t.
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      “What?” I snap when I feel Wilder look over at me for the tenth time.

      “Nothing,” he says, but I hear the laughter in his voice. “I’m just surprised.”

      “At what?” I feel like grinding my teeth because I’m getting called away from Evie for this bullshit.

      “Well, as of about forty-eight hours ago, you told us that you were never getting married or having babies, and it looked to me like that’s exactly what you were trying to do.”

      “Mind your own business.” I have to adjust myself as I turn the truck down the trail up ahead because I’m getting hard thinking about putting my cum in Evie. God, how I want her to get her pregnant and make her stay with me. I’d keep her on her back with her legs open until she’s bred and then…

      “Earth to Connor.” Wilder cuts off my thoughts. “Look, I’m not trying to get in your business.”

      “Then don’t.”

      He sighs like he thinks I’m being ridiculous and maybe I am. “I’m just trying to get you to be realistic. This girl comes from a totally different world than we do. Hell, she’s not even within driving distance of this place. She’s some richie up here for a weekend romp in the snow, and I don’t want to see you get trapped.”

      “That’s not what it’s like.” I glare over at him as I put the truck in park. “She’s different.”

      Wilder shrugs. “I hope she is, cousin. I truly hope she’s the one for you, but until you figure that out, I’d be careful about who you decide to put your claim on.”

      Wilder jumps out of the truck and slams the door, leaving me with his parting words. I’m thankful we dropped Natalie at the office because I’m sure she’d be echoing her twin right now. The two of them share a brain most days, and I really don’t feel like getting piled on right now.

      Am I aware that it’s only been twenty-four hours that I’ve been with Evie? I’m not stupid, I know that this is incredibly fast, but has Wilder forgotten my parents? Hell, his own mom and dad had that same instant connection, and his mom still talks about it even since his dad passed.

      This thing that’s happening between Evie and me is special, and I’ll be damned if I don’t see it through. She and I are on the same page, I can feel that in my soul. Either Wilder and Natalie get on board or they get left out, because she’s the one for me. I just need to try and figure out how to get Evie to stay. Forever.

      When I get out of the truck, I see the accident up ahead and the kids standing around. Wilder is talking to them, and I unhook the winch from the front of my truck because that’s the only way we’re getting that snowmobile out. Those idiots not only ran it down an embankment, but they managed to hit a tree at the same time. I’m careful as I climb down the edge and clip the metal winch to the back of the machine. Once it’s secure, I pull my way back up the cord and to the truck to turn it on.

      “Hey!” someone barks at me as I’m reeling in the machine, and I look over to see the fucker from the office yesterday walking toward me. When I ignore him, he comes and stands right in front of me. “Hey, I’m talking to you.”

      “So you are.” I ignore him as I keep the cord tight and steady as the machine slowly comes up the hill.

      “Where’s Evie?”

      He doesn’t deserve an explanation, but I decide it’s better to get him out of my face before I do something I regret. “She’s got a safe place to stay.”

      “And is that in your bed?”

      Finally, I turn my gaze on Carter and glare at him. “Disappointed it’s not in yours?”

      His jaw ticks, and I’ve hit my mark. “Your piece of shit equipment almost got me killed.”

      “Too bad,” I mumble as I go back to watching the winch.

      “I already called my parents, and they’re going to sue your asses off until I own this mountain.”

      The laughter that escapes me bubbles up so quickly that I can’t hold it back. “Sure, kid. Tell them to have at it.”

      “Are you laughing at me?” Carter’s face is red, and he looks pissed now.

      “Oh, I definitely am.” I turn off the winch when the wrecked snowmobile is safely back on the path, and I go over to unhook it.

      “Listen up, you backwards hillbilly redneck. Nobody treats me like this.”

      My smile widens as I turn around to face the little shit, and I take a step toward him. He takes a step back in fear, and I’m glad at least part of his brain is working properly.

      “As long as your skinny ass is on my land, I’ll treat you how I like. Go on and run home to Mommy and Daddy.” I lean in close, and this time when he backs up, he hits my truck. “Because up here, you’re my bitch.”

      “That’s enough,” I hear Wilder say before he steps between me and Carter. He looks at me and rolls his eyes like he’s annoyed he’s having to separate us.

      “You’ll regret this,” Carter spits as he takes out his phone.

      “What the hell has gotten into you?” Wilder hisses at me, and I push away from his hold.

      “Nothing, just trying to get this done, and that little fucker is in my way.”

      “Are you sure it’s not because that kid was the one trying to get with Evie yesterday?” He raises his eyebrows, daring me to deny it.

      “Are we towing this back to the shop or what?” I ask, ignoring his question.

      “Damn it, Connor.” He grits his teeth in frustration. “Don’t bring trouble up here.”

      Glancing over at Carter as he talks on his phone, I can’t help but wonder if trouble has already found us.

      “Where are the rest of them?” I ask, noticing the group of kids from earlier have gone.

      “I told them about the forecast and the storm coming. Someone said they might be going home early. I’m not sure, but I know we need to get this pile of metal out of the road.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll turn around and hook it up to the back. We can pull it the rest of the way to the shop.”

      It takes longer than we anticipate to get the snowmobile tied off and ready to go. When we drop the destroyed vehicle in the building behind the office, it’s almost dark. We go to the office to check on Natalie, and once inside we see she’s in a tizzy.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, and Wilder shrugs as we watch her end the call she was on.

      “Where the hell have y'all been?”

      “Taking care of the snowmobile,” I say, and she rolls her eyes.

      “And you can’t bother to answer your phone?”

      “I didn't bother to bring it with me this morning since I was with Wilder the whole time.”

      “The storm coming in is worse than we thought.”

      “Don’t tell me we’re stuck with those shits for longer than a weekend?” I say, but Natalie’s face is serious.

      “She’s gone, Connor.”

      “What?” Wilder and I say at the same time.

      “The kids all got their stuff, and one of them must have found out where Evie was staying. They made her get her gear, and they took off. I tried to call you and tell you, but they’re already gone.”

      “She wouldn’t leave,” I say, trying to figure out how the fuck this happened.

      “I don’t think she had much of a choice. Thanks to your confrontation with that Carter kid, his parents had his lawyer call and talk to her.”

      “She’s over eighteen. They couldn’t make her go unless she wanted to.” Wilder looks at me, and I glare at him. “She didn’t want to go.” I know that deep in my soul. She may have been forced, but she would only have done it if there was no other choice.

      “I’m sorry, Connor. There’s nothing I could do to stop them. Their plane left an hour ago.” Her eyes are sad when she looks up at me. “She’s gone.”
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      I’m trapped. At least that’s what it’s felt like for the past three days. I’d been all but forced to leave the mountain with everyone, and to say things had been tense since then is an understatement. Carter was livid with me when he showed up at Connor’s cabin. You would have thought I was his girlfriend and I’d cheated on him.

      I know for a fact he slept with Paige the night we’d gotten to the lodge. She was pissed that he’d been strong-arming everyone to make sure I got on the plane with the rest of them. He said if I didn’t, my host family would be kicking me out. I have no doubt the Bartons would cave to whatever Carter’s family demanded of them.

      If he’d been so dang pissed at me, then why the hell did he care so much that I leave with the rest of them? He could have left me behind, but nope. Not only was I forced to come back, but Tyson and I both had to go back to Carter’s family's estate to stay since the Bartons are still on vacation and won’t be back for another few days.

      I’ve done my best to stay the hell out of Carter’s path, but I think he needs to speak to someone about his mood swings. On the rare occasions I do run into him in the hallways or at the kitchen table, he goes from icy to sweet. It’s keeping me on edge.

      “Would you stop that?” Carter comes out of nowhere and snatches the phone right out of my hand.

      There are only two landlines in the house. One is in the kitchen and the other is in Carter’s father’s office. No one is ever allowed to go in there, so when I get the chance, I sneak down to the kitchen to use that one. I’ve tried calling the lodge to get a hold of Connor, but each time, the call doesn’t go through.

      Right now with how busy the house is and with everyone preparing for a party, I thought I could blend in when I slipped downstairs to try and call again.

      “Am I not allowed to use the phone?” I ask as he hangs it back up.

      “You look pathetic. He’s not answering. He got what he wanted from you, and now he’s done.”

      “He didn’t fuck me,” I hiss in Carter’s face, unable to control myself. My emotions are all over the place. I miss Connor so much. The ache inside of me is starting to become unbearable. The worst part of it is that I’m scared Carter is right and that I’m being pathetic.

      Carter’s brows rise in surprise. I’m not sure if it’s because of my outburst or the fact that I admitted Connor and I hadn’t gone all the way. When a smile pulls at Carter’s lips, I quickly regret my outburst.

      “So he lied,” he says smugly.

      “What?” I ask confused.

      “You think he didn’t come back bragging? Talking about what the two of you did?”

      “He wouldn’t.” I shake my head and fight the feeling of betrayal that rushes over me. Connor isn’t that kind of man. No way. He didn’t want to even talk to his own family about us, and that wasn’t because he was hiding us either. He kissed me right in front of them.

      Plus, when I’d been getting all my crap together to leave the lodge, I’d spoken with Natalie. She didn’t want me to go. She all but implied I’d break Connor’s heart. I wanted to believe that so badly, but we barely knew each other. It’s hard for me to believe a man like Connor would fall in love with me so quickly. That he'd believe in things like love at first sight.

      “He did. Good for you, Evie. He didn’t get to take that from you.”

      “Take? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Carter’s smile falls from his face. “I’ve been good to you. Why can’t you give us a chance?”

      “Are you serious right now? You’ve slept with every girl in school!” I point out. Not to mention the horrible things he’d muttered about me on the plane ride back. How has he forgotten so quickly?

      “Yeah, but if you were mine, I’d only sleep with you.” I can’t with him.

      He reaches out and pulls on the end of my braided ponytail. I want to smack his hand away, but he’s already pulling it back. No reason to further piss him off especially if I still have another few days here.

      “Whatever, Carter.” I go to step around him to make my escape back to my room.

      “The party starts in an hour,” he reminds me.

      “I’m not going.” Hanging at a party with all these rich, entitled people is the last place I want to be.

      “You’re a guest, and it would be rude to my parents.”

      “Your parents care if I go to their fancy party?” I find that hard to believe.

      “They would. My mom got you a dress. It’s why I was looking for you. I dropped it in your room.” I open my mouth to tell him I’m not going, but he cuts me off, knowing what I was about to say. “Don’t forget my parents still have to report back to the Bartons on your behavior. Don’t forget who they are, Evie.”

      I want to scream at him, but I try to hold it together. “Can I go now?”

      “You can go get ready.” He steps to the side to let me get by, and I rush past him.

      He’s such an asshole, but he’s right. His parents do have a lot of control and pull. The reality is, I don’t know what is going to come of Connor and me. I have a few applications to some colleges, but I haven’t heard back from any yet.

      I know that should be the next step in my life. It’s really the only one I have. Or it was the only one I thought I had. My whole life, I’ve always made steps in whatever direction was provided for me. It was never out of desire for what I truly wanted. It was about keeping a roof over my head and food coming. Nothing more.

      Where else would I go? College gives me some stability and a place to figure out what I want to do with my life. I need to be able to get a job to make a living of some kind. Madison Prep will have a ton of pull when it comes to where I might get accepted along with any scholarships I might get.

      For all I know, Connor and I are over. Who knows what he thinks with how I rushed off? I keep hoping that the storm closing in is the only reason we’ve been out of contact with each other. Clearly the lines are down at the resort, and even though he might not want to talk to me, I’d think the resort would still be taking calls for reservations if they could be.

      The not knowing is driving me insane.

      I’m merely moving through the motions now, but I realized what I wanted most when Carter made his veiled threat. I want to go back and be with Connor; I just can’t see how that’s even possible at this point.

      I could graduate today with all the credits I have and go be with him. I would love to explore what Connor and I have, but I have no idea where I’d be if it didn’t work out. Carter could throw a fit and make sure Madison Prep said the worst things about me to any college I applied to, and I’d be screwed.

      My stomach sours when I see the dress Carter left for me on the bed, and I loathe that he can walk right into my room. It’s a sliver shiny little thing that I’d never want to wear. Does he really think I’m going to wear this and did his mom actually get this for me? I suppose she does wear these kinds of dresses, but she can’t be serious.

      A knock sounds at the door before it starts to open, but whoever it is isn’t waiting for me to answer. “Evie? I brought you some shoes.” Carter’s mom Marilyn stands in the doorway.

      “Oh, thank you.” I walk over to where she’s standing and take the heels from her. When I see how high they are, I want to cry. I’ll break my freaking neck in them.

      Marilyn is always nice to me, not that we really talk much. “You’re coming. right? Carter said you wanted to and you would need a dress.” Marilyn’s already had her hair and makeup done. She’s normally polished, but tonight it’s more than usual. She reminds me of Barbie or one of those Stepford wives.

      “You didn’t have to do all this.”

      “Carter seems to really like you and wants you there, so I’m happy to help.”

      “Thanks.” I give her a smile because what else am I supposed to do? Tell her that her son is blackmailing me? I’m guessing she’s not going to believe it. Or maybe she would believe it but wouldn’t care.

      “See you down there.” She closes the door behind her, and I know I have no choice at this point.

      I’m going to the stupid party.
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      Three days. It’s taken me three damn days to get off that mountain and find Evie. The storm that came through not only knocked out our power and phones, but it blocked our main road.

      Normally that wouldn’t be a problem because we’ve got generators and are well stocked on food and supplies. Hell, last winter I would have welcomed being snowed in for a week or so just to have the peace and quiet. But of course the storm hit the second I wanted to get out of there and run after Evie.

      Once we finally radioed down for the snowplows, it took about a day to get the road clear. During that time, it was hell trying to even locate where she was. The paperwork we had was all signed by the parents, but nothing had her information on it. Once I tracked down the town she was in, it wasn’t too hard from there. She’d told me about her foster family, and I found the guy that she was living with on the register.

      Wilder and I packed a bag and chartered a plane. He said he was coming with me, and even though I didn’t need the backup, it’s been good having him by my side. We made our way to the place Evie has as her address only to find the house completely empty and no Evie in sight. Luckily, the housekeeping staff told us where she was staying, and as soon as I heard the last name, I knew it was with that little fucker Carter.

      It’s been a long twenty-four hours since I left the mountain, but I’m closer to Evie than I’ve been in days. I can feel it.

      When Wilder pulls up in front of the posh mansion, I’m surprised by all the cars in the driveway.

      “What the hell?” I say as I look out the window.

      “Looks like some kind of party.”

      “No shit.” I don’t look back at him as he pulls to a stop in front of the valet.

      “Too bad we didn’t bring our tuxedos.” Wilder gets out and tosses the valet the keys without blinking an eye.

      “I don’t give a shit what I’m wearing, I’m going in there to get my woman and taking her home.”

      “Lead the way,” Wilder agrees, and we walk up the front steps to the entrance.

      “Welcome,” a well-dressed man says at the front door as he looks Wilder and me up and down. His face doesn’t look welcoming at all. “Do you have an invitation?”

      Wilder glances at me and smiles as he tucks his hands in his pockets and waits for me to talk my way through this one.

      “Sure, I’ve been invited by the young lady being held against her will.” When the man at the door looks at me with wide eyes, I hold up my badge that’s only good for the nature preserve back home, but he doesn't need to know that. “Now you can let me in, or I can get my backup involved.” I point my thumb over my shoulder at Wilder. “I’m sure you’d like to keep this quiet and not disrupt the party.”

      The man nods quickly and steps out of the way. He sputters something about letting the host know I’m here, but I don’t stop to listen as I walk through the entrance and look around the room.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Wilder hisses at me from behind, but I just shrug.

      “Whatever it takes to get her back.”

      “And you’re one hundred percent sure she wants to get taken?” I want to roll my eyes because he’s asked me this several times today.

      “Yes.” My answer is clipped, but I feel him sigh next to me. “Wilder, have you seen me do anything like this before?” When I look over at him, he shakes his head. “I know, okay? I know deep down in my soul that she’s the one for me, and damn it, I’m not letting her get away without a fight.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come down to a fight,” he mumbles under his breath while we make our way through the crowd.

      In the distance, I can see caterers walking around carrying trays of drinks and food, and as much as I’d love a whiskey right now, I’ve got to focus.

      “Is that him?” Wilder asks, and I turn my head to see that little weasel Carter on the other side of the room.

      There’s about fifty people between us, and the dense crowd is making it impossible to see everything, but that’s him.

      “Just remember to go easy,” Wilder warns as I start walking toward him.

      There’s a blonde next to him who’s a few years older. It could be his older sister or his mother with how much makeup and work she’s had done, but her white dress is tight fitting and screams for attention. Carter is in all black and leaning down to someone next to him so he can hear what they’re saying. The way he’s smiling makes me want to rip his throat out because I know he’s the one that’s been keeping Evie from me.

      The closer we get, the more the crowd clears, and I can see the person Carter is bending down to talk to. It’s a young woman in a slinky silver dress—a scrap of material that barely covers her big tits.

      It’s like getting hit by a truck when the woman in the silver dress turns to look my way, and I see it’s Evie. She doesn’t look anything like my sweet innocent girl, but instead looks scared and timid as she tries to hide herself in the crowd, but the grip Carter has on her arm keeps her from moving.

      “Evie,” I whisper, but I might as well have screamed it because she looks right at me, and her eyes widen with what must be hope and surprise.

      She starts to take a step toward me, but once again the grip Carter has on her keeps her from moving. Wilder moves beside me as I stalk toward them, and although I don’t want this to be a scene, it’s about to be.

      Who the fuck would dress her up in this and parade her around a crowd? This sick little shit, that’s who. It’s obvious she’s uncomfortable, and although I think she would be beautiful in a paper sack, this dress isn’t something made for outside the bedroom. And this fucker knows it.

      “I’m calling security. You have no right to be here,” Carter says as he pushes Evie behind him and steps in front of her.

      “Carter, who are these men?” the blonde beside him pipes up.

      “If you get out of my way right this second, I’ll let you keep breathing through your mouth,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Try it and I’ll sue you for every dirty penny you’re worth, which I’m sure is exactly nothing. You aren’t welcome here and it’s time for you to leave.”

      “Connor.” I hear Evie from behind him, and every cell in my body goes on red alert.

      “We can do this the easy way, or you can drink your next meal through a straw.” I give him one last chance before I take him out in the middle of this fucking party.

      “Gentlemen, I’m sure there’s been a misunderstanding,” the blonde says, and I turn my glare on her.

      “Mind your own business.”

      “You’re speaking to my son, so it is my business,” she snaps, and then I see a couple of men in dark suits coming from the opposite side of the room.

      I’m not sure how much longer I have, and when I feel Wilder at my back, I know he’s thinking the same thing.

      “I’m here to collect what he’s stolen from me,” I say to the blonde, and her brows pull together in confusion.

      “Carter, what did you take from these”—she looks Wilder and me up and down—“mountain men?”

      “Nothing of value,” Carter says, and his cocky smile is enough to make me clench my fists.

      “That’s it, pretty boy. You fucked up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          EVIE

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Without thinking, I fling myself at Connor before he can do something he regrets. The last thing I want is him getting thrown in jail or sued and losing his home because he came to help me. Connor easily catches me, but as quickly as he does, he’s moving me behind him to face off with Carter. I can actually feel the rage coming from Connor.

      “Don’t do this,” I cry, making another grab for him. I can’t lose him again, and I don’t think I could bear it if they take him away. I’m still trying to wrap my mind around the fact that he’s here.

      Connor turns to glance down at my tear-filled face, and Carter steals the moment to try and catch him off guard. He swings, knowing this is the only chance he’ll ever get to take Connor down. Connor pulls back a few inches so the fist only grazes his jaw.

      I gasp, but all Connor does is smile. “Thank you for that,” he says slowly, confusing me for a second.

      “What the fuck are you thanking me for, you dumbass hick—” That’s when his words are cut off by Connor’s fist that doesn’t miss.

      Wilder’s arms wrap around my waist, pulling me back. My feet leave the ground, so I have no choice but to go with him, and it all happens so fast. One second Carter is standing there, and the next he’s on the floor with Connor looming over him. He managed to hit him three times before Carter hit the floor. How someone as big as Connor can move so fast, I’ll never know.

      To my utter horror, more men in black suits come up on Connor next. Their intent is clear, but they aren’t going to try and remove Connor from the party. Instead, they’re going to get payback for what he’s done here tonight. Carter's mom screams across the room for more security to come, and almost everyone else watches the show. I’m sure a lot of them are enjoying it because I think more people dislike Carter and his family than they’re willing to admit. Everyone pretends to be loyal to them, but they’re all rejoicing in the chaos.

      “Put me down. We have to do something,” I plead with Wilder. I know I won’t be able to wiggle myself free from him because he’s as big as his cousin.

      “Connor can handle himself,” he tries to reassure me, and although I know he can, I don’t want him killing someone by accident because he’s in a rage.

      I watch, unable to do anything as two guards attack him. Within seconds, the two men are on the floor next to Carter as Marilyn kneels down and tries to wake her son.

      “Someone call the police!” she shouts again when she realizes her security is nothing to Connor.

      “All I wanted to do was collect my girl. Does anyone else want to stop me from doing it?” The room falls completely quiet. The security guards that rushed over at Marilyn’s cry hold their hands up. “That’s what I thought.”

      “Don’t think this is over!” Marilyn shouts from the floor as Carter finally starts to come around.

      “Mommy?” he mumbles as spittle and blood fall from his mouth.

      “I’m here, sweetheart,” she tells him before glaring back at Connor. “I’ll be pressing charges,” she hisses.

      “Carter hit him first!” I shout. I’m so angry, tears fill my eyes. “Your security attacked him. He should be pressing charges against you and your pathetic son.”

      “You better watch yourself, Evie. I thought you were a nice girl.” She shakes her head at me. “This will be reported to the school board.”

      “As it should be,” Connor agrees. “A fancy private school abusing one of their scholarship fosters. I’m sure the Times would love this story.”

      “You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” Marilyn’s tone is eerily calm and cool. I don’t know how far this family's grasp might be, and although it might not scare Connor, it does me.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I wiggle, and Wilder finally releases his hold on me before I rush over to Connor. I know he wants to say more to them, but I’m hoping I can lure him out of here. “Please, I want to leave with you.”

      “All right, little duck,” he agrees but not before giving his own parting words to Carter and his mother. “It’s you who doesn’t have any idea who you’re dealing with.” Connor issues the threat before he wraps his arms around me, tucking me into his side.

      People jump out of the way as we cross through the room and make our exit, but we don’t get very far. Two cop cars pull up along with a black SUV. Connor stops walking and turns to me as his big hands cup my face.

      “No matter what happens right now, little duck, I’ll be back for you,” he vows. I’ll never doubt that again, and I think deep down I knew he would come.

      “Are you getting arrested?” The tears finally break free because I can’t hold them back anymore. I wish I could be stronger for him, but it’s all too much.

      He swipes his thumbs over my cheeks and shakes his head. “Don’t fight your tears. As much as I hate them, I don’t want you hiding anything from me.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I can’t explain it, but I just do when it comes to you.” He brushes his mouth against mine in a soft, quick kiss. “They might arrest me right now, but they can’t hold me long.”

      “I’ll call Veronica,” Wilder says. I’m guessing that’s a lawyer.

      “We’re going to need you to step away from the girl,” one of the officers says. Connor ignores them and presses one more kiss to my mouth before he drops his hands from my face.

      “We were just leaving,” he informs them.

      “We’re told you assaulted three people,” a man in a dark suit says. He’d gotten out of the black SUV and isn’t in a police uniform. Though from how all the other officers are looking to him, I’m thinking he’s in charge. For some reason, he looks vaguely familiar.

      “Carter swung at him first and then the other two jumped in!” I can’t help but defend him.

      “We’ll discuss all this down at the station,” the man says.

      “It’s true, Dad.” I turn to see Paige standing off to the side. She’s all dressed up like she was at the party, but I hadn’t seen her inside earlier. “I saw the whole thing. They attacked him. He told Carter to let Evie go, and he wouldn't. Then Carter swung at him first.”

      I’m shocked, and I have no clue why Paige is coming to my defense. I’ll take anything to get me the hell out of here.

      “Is that so?” he asks Connor.

      “Yeah, I only came to get my girl.”

      “And this is your girl?” He nods to me.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you want to go with him?”

      “Yes,” I rush to say, and it’s the truth. “Carter wouldn’t let me leave.” I can only pray I don’t have marks on my arm from where he grabbed me. I have a feeling if I do, Connor will be back here.

      “All right.” He steps aside, motioning for us to leave, but it feels too easy.

      Then I realize they aren’t asking if we want to press charges, they just want us gone too. I’m sure they don’t want to arrest anyone attending this party because that would be a nightmare for everyone. It’s complete bullshit, but right now I don’t care. I only want out of here with Connor.

      Connor guides me toward a vehicle and opens the door for me. When we all get in, no one says a word as we pull away from the house and out the gates. I want to ask where we’re going, but I can tell Connor is trying to get himself under control.

      He hadn’t wanted to leave, and I think if he was given the chance, he would have beat the hell out of Carter. Instead, he wasn't going to risk the chance of him being taken from me. Thankfully, he made the right choice because I couldn’t have handled that.

      When we pull onto the highway, I can’t help myself anymore. I unclick my seatbelt, not caring that Connor wants me to keep it on. I need to be closer to him.

      “Little duck.”

      “I don’t care.” I crawl into his lap and kiss him, and he groans as the fight leaves him. His fingers sink into my hair as he kisses me back, and it’s my turn to moan into his mouth. I feel his hard cock press against my thin panties, and the tiny dress I’m wearing rides all the way up.

      “We have to stop,” he says, but kisses me again.

      “No,” I protest, grinding down on his cock.

      “I don’t want to kill my cousin because he hears you cum.” I jerk my head up, having forgotten for a moment where we were.

      “Right.” I bite my lip as heat rushes to my face.

      “Yeah, I’d rather live,” Wilder teases from the driver's seat.

      “Do you think we’re in the clear? They can’t do anything to you, can they?”

      “It’s not over, Evie. I promise you that.” Connor links our fingers together.

      “What do you mean?” I plead. “Please don’t get yourself into trouble.”

      “I promise you I’d never let that happen. No one is taking you from me ever again.” His grip on me tightens. “But that boy needs to be handled before he goes after some other girl because he thinks he can get away with it. I’ll handle that later.”

      “Okay.” I can’t help but smile.

      If I wasn’t sure I loved Connor before now, then that would have done it. He’s right. I don’t want something to happen to another girl who doesn’t have a Connor in their life. Carter pushed with me because he knew he could. He thought no one would come to my defense, and I’m glad Connor is going to find a way to teach Carter otherwise.

      “Where are we going?” I ask. I hold my breath, hoping it’s back to the mountain.

      “Home,” Connor responds, and I melt into him, burying my face in his neck.

      I breathe in his scent and decide that I’m never letting him go again. Someone would have to pry me from his hard body, and I have a feeling Connor isn’t about to let that happen.
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      The plane ride back home is hell, but thankfully once we board, Evie is able to change out of that damn dress and into the sweats and boots I bought her. I don’t know what I would have done if I had to see all that skin on display the whole time.

      “I can’t believe you chartered a plane to come and get me,” she says, leaning into my side.

      I kiss the top of her head and think that there’s not much I wouldn’t have done to get her back. In fact, I can’t think of a single thing that could have kept me from her.

      “Anything for you, little duck.”

      “I’m just gonna drop y’all at the big house then head home,” Wilder calls out as he looks into the rearview mirror of the SUV.

      I nod as he turns down the circular driveway in front of my place. As soon as we got off the plane, we headed for home, and now it’s nearly dawn.

      “Are you tired?” Evie’s eyes meet mine and she shakes her head. “Yeah, me either.”

      Her smile matches mine as the SUV comes to a stop, and we jump out. I grab our stuff and tell Wilder goodbye then hurry to carry Evie through the snow. It’s nearly as high as my knees as I tromp up the porch and unlock the door. Thankfully, Natalie came by earlier and started a fire for us so it’s toasty warm inside.

      “We’re home,” I say, carrying Evie into the living room and in front of the fireplace.

      “Home,” she repeats, and I love the way it sounds on her lips. She threads her fingers through my hair, and I see the look in her eyes.

      “Before I carry you into that bedroom and make love to you for the first time, I want you to know something.” She sobers, and her smile falters just a little, and I hate it. “I love you, Evie.” I blurt out the words because I can’t stand to see the fear in her eyes even for half a second. I want her to know where we stand. So much of her life, she’s been unsure of what is next, and I want to give her that stability. “From the moment I saw you, and then held you in my arms, I knew you were the one. I wasn’t planning on anyone coming into my life, but I must have known something deep down because all that I have and all that I’ve done has been for this.”

      “Connor, I—”

      “No, don’t say it back just because I’m saying it,” I cut her off and keep going. “It’s okay if it takes you time, but I wanted you to know how I felt, and if you want to slow down, we can. We can take all the time in the world because we have our whole lives together.”

      “Our whole lives?” Her brows rise, and her mouth forms a perfect O.

      “I plan on marrying you the first second I can, and then we’re going to spend forever making you fall in love with me.”

      “But Connor—”

      “But nothing. I know it’s fast, but I’ve never been more certain in my life. Give me a chance to show you how I feel and what I want, little duck. Let me spoil you and give you the family that you deserve. Let me be the perfect man for you and right all the wrongs that have been done to you in your life.”

      “Connor.” She puts her hand over my mouth, silencing me. “I love you.” Her voice is a little frustrated, and I smile behind her hand at how damn good that sounds coming from her. She smiles too and slowly lowers her hand. “I love you.” She shrugs like it’s obvious, and I pull her against me.

      “You’re mine now forever,” I tell her before I lean in and kiss her full lips.

      “Take me to bed,” she whispers against my mouth.

      “I thought you weren’t tired,” I tease as I carry her to our bedroom.

      “Not the least bit sleepy.” Her fingers play with the collar of my shirt, and a hot shiver goes down my back.

      When my shins hit the mattress, I climb on it and place Evie in the middle. I fall on top of her, my big body blanketing hers. My hands go up her sweatshirt, and I feel the warmth of her skin, reminding myself that she’s here and she’s real.

      “Every minute without you felt like I was dying.” My mouth goes to her stomach as I push the sweatshirt off of her, and her bare breasts are exposed. I kiss my way up until I can rub my face against them and suck her nipples.

      “Connor, don't stop.” Evie pushes at her bottoms, and I strip them off with one hand while the other caresses her curves.

      “The world would have to quit spinning for that to happen.” My eyes meet hers, then our mouths connect.

      This kiss is hungry and fierce as she yanks at my clothes like they’ve offended her. I’m all too eager to be skin on skin, so when the last stitch of clothing between us is gone, I just stare down at her.

      “Look how beautiful you are.” I shake my head. “My chest hurts because I love you so much.”

      “I love you too,” she moans, and I kiss over her hips and between her legs.

      I push her knees apart and don’t hesitate as I lick straight up her center and cover her pussy with my mouth. I moan at her sweet taste and swear that I’ll never be without it again. No matter what happens in life, I’ll always be by her side and on my knees ready to love her.

      “So fucking good,” I groan, rubbing my nose and chin in her juicy little pussy.

      “I’ve missed you so much,” she whines as she wiggles her hips against my mouth.

      Draping my arm over top of her to hold her in place, I keep on licking while she squirms. “Show me how much you missed me, little duck. Show me how much you love me and cum on my face.” When I thrust two fingers inside of her, that’s all it takes to send her over the edge.

      Evie claws at the sheets and screams my name as she comes apart, and I’m there to drink it down. Her tight sheath squeezes me as I lick her pussy clean, and I groan at how fucking good she tastes.

      When I pull my fingers free, I suck on them as I sit up and kneel between her legs. My hard cock is dripping with cum already, and I smear it over her pussy lips. She’s already soaking wet from her desire and release, but I’m careful when I put the thick head of my dick at her entrance.

      “Just let me get you through this, and I promise I’ll make it good for you.” I grip the base of my cock to keep from cumming too soon. When she nods, I push in a little and her body automatically protests my size. “Breathe, little duck, and let me in.”

      “It’s too big.” Her hips rock up like she wants to take more but can’t.

      “If all you can take is the tip, then that’s all I’ll give you. You can ride the head of my cock until the end of time, but just breathe, baby. We were made to fit.”

      She nods as she spreads her legs a little wider, and I gently rub her clit. Slowly but surely, she softens and takes a little more of me with each breath. I can feel the pinch of her virginity as I slide a little deeper and stop. Leaning forward, I pin her down with my body and kiss her lips softly, thrusting the rest of the way inside.

      Evie calls out, and it breaks my heart that I have to do this to her, but I know eventually it will be worth it. I kiss her cheeks and neck and tell her how beautiful she is and how much I love her. How we’re going to be together forever and that this only happens the first time.

      Eventually, she begins to listen to the words and ignores the bite of pain. And after a little longer, she’s moving under me and asking me to keep going.

      My thrusts are shallow at first and tentative to make sure she’s okay. But once she nods and I get a full slide in her pussy, I nearly pass out at how fucking good she feels.

      “So goddamn wet,” I groan, gliding in and out of her like hot butter, and she coats my cock. “Perfect, Evie. I knew you’d be perfect.”

      “It’s so deep,” she gasps, clenching around me, and I feel her legs go around my waist. “More.”

      Her eyes are closed, and her back is arched like she’s fighting her climax. Oh hell no, she won’t hold back on me now.

      “Give it to me,” I grunt, and her eyes fly open. “Don’t deny me what I want, Evie. I need you to cum on my cock.”

      “It’s too much. I feel like I’m going to break.”

      “Never, little duck.” I pull her against me and rub her pussy on the base of my shaft so it grinds against her clit.

      She cries out when I hit that perfect spot, and I feel her clamp down around me. That’s all it takes to send her over the edge, and just as she lets go, so do I.

      We cling to each other as we find our ending together and are surrounded in love. Next to meeting her, it’s the greatest moment of my life, and I savor it as I hold her close.

      “I don’t think I can move,” she giggles, and I smile against her neck.

      “Good, because I’m not letting you.” I kiss her there and then along her jaw. “And we’re going to do that again.”

      “Right now?” Her eyes widen as I thrust into her, still hard and ready.

      “I’ve got lost time to make up for.”

      “Three days’ worth of missed lovemaking?” She smiles and closes her eyes.

      “Three days?” I shake my head. “I’m catching up on a lifetime without you, little duck.”

      When I kiss her, she melts under me, and we make love over and over. It’s perfect and so much more than I could have imagined, and it’s the beginning of a beautiful forever.
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        One year later…

      

      

      I jerk awake when I hear a horn and realize I dozed off while Connor ran into the post office to get my package. We’d made the trek to town to grab it and stock up on a few other things. A giant snowstorm is coming. I get excited when a storm comes. We get to lock ourselves away for a few days and forget about the rest of the world.

      Connor was worried about how I’d take to living in the mountains. My sweet husband had even offered to leave his home if I hated it there. He’d lost his damn mind. I don’t care if it’s only been a year since I've moved here.

      That mountain is my home now too. His cousins are my family as well. I love them both to pieces. I never knew what a best friend really was until Natalie. This place is my home, and I’ll never live anywhere else. I didn’t know what family or a home was until this place. I’d fallen in love with it as fast as I had with my husband.

      When Connor told me about his parents' love story and then Natalie told me hers, I was sure there’s magic up here. Love is in the air there. So much so that I’d actually started writing and couldn't stop. Within three months, I’d written a trilogy about this place. The words poured out of me. I think it had a lot to do with not only my love of romance books since I was a young girl sneaking them from one of my foster moms but also the love Connor gave me. Plus watching Walker and Natalie fall in love. Their love story is something straight from a romance novel.

      Connor encouraged me to submit them to a publisher. I was a bit leery that no one would give the books the time of day. I only had a high school diploma and never wrote more than some essays before. Then again, one of my essays is why I’d gotten the offer to go to Madison Prep. College never interested me beyond the lure of getting a well-paying job one day. That and a dorm would put a roof over my head.

      I knew I should take a leap. It was a whole lot easier to do with Connor behind me telling me that he believed in me. No one had ever said those words to me. I sent them in. To say I was more than shocked when not only one but three publishers offered me a contract would be the understatement of the century.

      I glance toward the post office, wondering where Connor is. He’s actually picking up a box of books my publisher sent. It’s the first book. I’m going to see it in print for the first time ever. Connor ordered me to stay put in the truck after I mentioned my feet felt cold.

      The post office was our last stop before we head back up the mountain. He’s so freaking over the top when I mention anything bothering me now that I’m pregnant. It’s ten degrees outside. Of course my feet are cold! It’s not going to hurt anything.

      I caved because I was feeling a bit tired anyway. I’m only five months along, but I can power nap like no other. Not seeing him, I debated popping into the little general store next door. My bladder is calling. Maybe the two hot chocolates I drank while we walked around the grocery store weren’t the best idea.

      I turn the truck off before I unlock it and head toward the little stop. “Bathroom?” I ask the older woman behind the counter. I open my jacket and show my small baby bump. She gives me a warm smile.

      “Towards the back, sweetheart. It’s on the left-hand side.”

      “Thank you! My bladder is tiny these days.”

      “I remember those days. I had a crazy sweet tooth whenever I was expecting. There is a little bakery area back there. My granddaughter made some fresh treats herself this morning.”

      “Oh, now we’re talking,” I laugh as I head toward the back to quickly use the bathroom.

      When I come out, I stop at the table filled with homemade sweets. My mouth waters, not caring that Connor took me to the diner an hour ago and I ate a cheeseburger the size of my face with a peanut butter milkshake. By the time I’m done, I’ve got four containers in my hands.

      “Evie!” My name is bellowed through the small store.

      Oh crap. I’m in trouble. He used my actual name. “I’m here,” I announce right as he finds me. “I had to pee.” His eyes drop to the sweets in my hands. “Then I got distracted.”

      He fishes out his wallet and pulls out a hundred before taking the sweets from me. “Get your little ass back in the truck, little duck,” he orders.

      Desire blooms through my body at his firm tone. I hurry toward the front, with him hot on my heels. The older woman gives me a knowing smile.

      “Thanks, Annie,” Connor tells the woman before dropping the money on her counter and following me out. He puts the treats in the back before he opens the box he dropped in the back. He comes back to the passenger side door. “Sorry,” he says sheepishly.

      “No one is taking me from you. Wouldn't allow it.” He always gets a bit worked up when I’m not where he thinks I am. It always ends with us both naked and him inside of me.

      “I love you.” He hands me the book.

      “I love you too.” I hold it close to my chest. It’s our love story.

      “Then when we get home, you’ll get your little ass up to our bed and be naked by the time I’m done unloading everything.”

      “I—”

      “You’re not helping me. You’re getting naked.”

      “I can do that,” I agree. He leans in to kiss me as snow starts to fall. The storm is closing in. It’s time to get back up the mountain.

      Back home.
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        Eight years later…

      

      

      It’s snowing outside, but it’s the lazy kind with big, fluffy flakes that make a perfect powder. This is the kind of snow Evie loves best, and when I can’t find her in the house, I know exactly where she is.

      I pull on my boots and grab my coat before I go outside. I’m barely off the porch when I hear the laughter, and it makes me smile. She’s helping our son Evan build a snowman, and it looks like he’s just used the carrot and coal to make a penis on it. That’s what she gets for letting a seven-year-old boy be in charge.

      “That’s quite the carrot,” I tease as I look down at the snowman and then at my wife.

      She giggles as she comes and gives me a kiss. “Do you feel threatened?” She wiggles her eyebrows, and I grab her ass.

      I lean in close and kiss her ear. “Not after the way you came on my dick this morning.”

      “Connor,” she chides, but I see the smirk she tries to hide as she slaps my chest playfully. “You’re so bad.”

      “And you love it.” I kiss her again and she bites her lip.

      “Maybe.” She wiggles in my arms, and I grin.

      “Now you’re just begging for it again.”

      “Are you guys being gross?” Evan asks, and we laugh.

      “No, baby,” Evie says and pretends to glare at me. “Your daddy is just trying to mark his territory.”

      “That's what Daddy says we do when we pee in the woods.”

      “Damn straight,” I tell him and give Evie’s ass one last squeeze. “Where’s our baby girl?”

      Just then our daughter Joyce pops out from behind the snowman and growls like she’s going to scare me. I pretend to scream in fear as I fall on the ground and take her with me. After that it’s a dog pile and we all roll around in the snow.

      “Who wants cocoa before we go see Uncle Wilder and Aunt Natalie?” Evie asks. It was hard to explain to the kids that they’re all actually cousins, so we just decided to call them aunt and uncle to make things easier. Also because they’re more like my brother and sister than anything else.

      “Me!” the kids shout in unison, and they go running up the porch and into the house.

      Evie shouts for them to take their boots off, but before she can go inside after them, I grab her around the waist and pull her to me.

      “They’re gonna get water all over the floor,” she complains, but she still wraps her legs around me as I lift her up.

      “And you know I’m going to clean it up, so hush.” She smiles at me as she brushes snow out of my beard.

      “How are you still so perfect?”

      “Because I’m selfish.” I shrug, and she looks at me in confusion. “I love this life we’ve built, and I don’t want a single thing about it to change. I’m selfish because I want to keep you all to myself, and if that means being perfect, then so be it. Well, I guess whatever version of perfection you want. That’s what I’m going to do because I won’t risk what we’ve made.”

      “That might be the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me, Connor Thompson.”

      “Does that mean I get to plow you in the snow?”

      She giggles and rolls her eyes, but I see the flush in her cheeks. I might not get to bend her over this tree trunk next to me right this second, but I’ll have my cock in her again before the day is done.

      “You’re shameless.”

      “Kiss me,” I demand, and her lips meet mine before I can finish the sentence.

      Her tongue sweeps over mine, and it’s so hot that I might just take her to the ground in spite of the cold.

      “I love you,” she whispers against my mouth.

      “I love you too, little duck.” I hold her close to me and kiss her once more before the kids come out shouting for their cocoa.

      “The sooner we get them hot chocolate, the sooner we can leave them at Aunt Natalie’s house for the night.”

      When I take off running toward the house, she laughs so loud it echoes through the trees. That’s the beauty of our mountain up here. The love we have grows all around us, and there’s no place I’d rather be.

      

      
        
        THE END!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      When Winter agrees to go to a charity event to support her best friend, she never expects the night to change her life. She meets a brooding, sexy stranger who saves her from a creep, and they share an irresistible attraction. Winter allows herself to give in to temptation, but too soon all hell breaks loose when the fire alarm interrupts their rendezvous and she loses her handsome stranger in the chaos.

      Bo has been searching for the woman of his dreams for four long months. When his brother Cory’s fiancée shows up at the family estate pregnant, his world is turned upside down.

      Warning: Wrap yourself up in this winter wonderland and stay cozy with us! This secret baby book is everything you want with a side of extra, just the way we love it!
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          WINTER

        

      

    

    
      I fidget, feeling out of place. Cory puts his hand in the center of my back to guide me into the enormous ballroom filled with people dressed to impress. I might have on a fancy designer dress, but I still feel like I stand out. I don’t belong here. It’s the story of my life. You’d think I would have grown used to it by now, but still it lingers.

      The smell of champagne fills my nose as a waiter walks by holding a tray full of glasses of the bubbly liquid. Cory grabs one and tosses it back, not bothering to ask me if I wanted one. He knew I wouldn’t. I’m actually shocked he drank one himself. He never drinks. At least anymore.

      I’ve only seen him drink once. No, I’ve only seen him drunk once. The very night I’d met him when he almost threw up on my sneakers. That would have sucked. They’d been my only pair of shoes at the time. I might have helped him that night, but he’d been the one who helped me these past few years. Though I’m sure he would argue that fact. He always says I’m the one who helped get him through college, but he’s the one who made my life a heck of a lot easier. He’s always been more than kind to me, and one day I hope to be able to repay him for all he’s done for me.

      “Let’s get this over with,” he mumbles. He wants to be here as much as I do. It’s how I got here to begin with. I knew he was dreading coming, so I’d volunteered to come with him. I always want to help when I can. He’s done so much for me. It’s the least I can do, even if it puts me way out of my comfort zone.

      “You sure you’re okay?” He stops, looking down at me, and concern shows in his deep blue eyes. I smile and nod even though I’m far from okay. He’s asked the same question a million times because he knows I’m not good with crowds. Never have been. A social worker once told me it’s a remnant of childhood trauma. Being abandoned in a subway as a child tends to leave a mark. They didn’t know how long I’d been there before someone realized I was all alone. I don’t recall any of it. No matter how many times I try and go out into crowds, it never gets easier. I have to grit through it. If it was up to me I’d live far away from the city and the hustle and bustle of the world, but I needed a job and I can’t beat free rent. I cook and clean and Cory covers the bills. To be honest I’m not sure if he even pays rent or if his family owns the penthouse we live in.

      “I’m fine,” I reassure him. “It’s good for me.” He gives me a skeptical look before we move farther into the crowd. He glances down at his watch to check the time again. I notice people keep stealing looks at us. Cory warned me they would. He hasn't been to an event in years. Apparently at the last one he’d gotten out of hand and ended up vomiting everywhere after starting a fist fight with his brother. He called himself the black sheep of the family. I didn't see how it was possible. He’s too caring and nice to be anything but a source of pride.

      Maybe he had been before. That wasn't the Cory I know. The Cory I know is hard working and caring. How his family doesn't see that in him, I don't understand. Maybe it has something to do with the social hierarchies I know nothing about and have never given any thought to. I do know that Cory’s family has to be at the very top of whatever these social rankings are, and vomiting and fighting at some charity event like this one would probably be embarrassing to their family. Even so, I don't like that they made him feel that way.

      It’s rude and uncaring. Maybe they should figure out why their family member drove himself to such a point. I wasn't even his family the night I met him and I’d at least done that. Cory had been hurting. He hadn’t handled the pain of losing his father. I’d helped him home and lain awake all night listening to him tell me tales about his family before his father's death. I’d felt jealous at some points and at others I wondered if having a family was worth it if you have to go through the pain of losing them, too. It was bittersweet.

      “We have a little while before the ceremony. It shouldn't take long. My brother hates this shit as much as you do, so I’m sure he’ll make it fast.” He reaches up, straightening his already straight tie. His family is being honored for something. Cory hadn't given me many details, just that his brother demanded he be here tonight.

      “You look fine,” I tell him so he’ll stop fidgeting now.

      “Just don’t want to piss him off,” he mutters. We both know he’s talking about his brother. His father’s gone, but Cory’s brother Bo slipped right into the role of head of their family. Cory had this need to prove himself now after he’d gone a little wild for a couple years. I’m still not sure how wild he was, but I didn't know that side of him. I do wish he’d loosen up a little tonight, though. He’s not himself. My irritation with his brother grows. I’ve never met the man, but I already know I don't care for him.

      The Cory I know always has a smile and is quick to inspire one in others. He’s charming and sweet and the closest thing I’ll ever have to a brother. I’ll never understand how his real brother doesn't see that. They should be closer.

      A tall blonde walks by, giving Cory a wink. I hide a smile at the annoyance on his face. I’ve grown used to women trying to flirt with him. “Loosen up.” I elbow him in the side. He never dates. Everything is about working and proving himself.

      “Trust me. Teresa is not someone you want to loosen up with. She’s a snake.” I glance back to the woman he’s talking about. She’s pretty and her smile doesn't look deadly, but I’ll take his word for it. I had a few foster parents who could turn on and off the sweet and nice like it was a switch.

      I do what I always do and blend in. I’m trying my best not to be noticed, and I’m thankful the dress Cory got for me isn’t too flashy. “Come. I’ll take you to our table and say hi to my mom. Then we’ll see when we can get this show on the road.”

      “I’d love to say hi to Mary.” I perk up at the mention of his mom.

      “She’ll be happy to see you, too.” Cory moves us through the crowd. Some people say hi and nod or smile. Everyone seems to know him. Even though I went to an Ivy League school where most had money, I still always feel awkward. I try to keep my shoulders back as I move with him through the crowds of people, looking to see if I spot Mary anywhere. She’s the only person in Cory’s family I’ve met.

      His mom is sweet. Sometimes I think she’s been plucked right out of a movie or television show. The way she dotes on Cory makes me wonder what my own mother was like. I never gave her much thought. Sometimes when I close my eyes I think I can picture her face, but I wonder if it’s an image I’ve made up in my own mind or if it's real. Either way, I guess it doesn't matter.

      Cory pulls out a chair for me at a table that is completely empty. I take a seat, placing my hands in my lap. We are right in front of the stage where I’m sure the ceremony will be happening. “Will you be okay by yourself for a moment?” he asks. He looks around the room before glancing back down at me.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” I smile, trying to hide the white lie. I feel even more awkward sitting at a giant table all alone.

      “I’ll be right back.” I nod, and he moves back into the crowd and I lose sight of him.

      I pull my phone out of my purse to look busy and not like some lonely girl sitting by herself at a table. I open my Kindle app but sigh when I remember I don’t have my glasses. I put my phone back into my purse as a man drops down into the chair next to me.

      “A pretty girl should never sit alone.” He drops his arm over the back of my chair. I sit up straight so that his arm isn't touching me.

      “Just waiting for someone.” I give him a polite smile before turning my head the other way. The man is old enough to be my father. If I had one. I jump when he slides his finger across my bare shoulder, nudging the strap out of the way.

      “I don’t bite.” He gives me a cocky smirk and leans in closer to me. I freeze, unsure what to do. I want to tell him to get the hell away from me, but I have no idea who he is. What if I got Cory into trouble or something? For all I know, that’s his chair.

      “Fuck off, Richard.” A gruff voice breaks me from my frozen state. I turn my head to look way up at a man who is standing next to my chair, hovering over me. I have to tilt my head all the way back to get a good look at him.

      His face is all hard edges and lines. He’s not pretty like I’d call Cory. Cory reminds me of the boy next door with his dirty-blond wavy hair and dark blue eyes. Everything about Cory screams good American hometown boy. This man looks almost deadly in his pure black suit. Even his eyes are dark as they bore into the man sitting next to me.

      “Now come on, Robert. Don’t be—"

      “Don’t make me repeat myself, Richard.” Robert’s hand comes out in offering to me. For some reason I take it. He gives a small tug, pulling me up from my chair. The action makes me unsteady on my heels, and I try to balance myself but end up falling into the mountain of a man. He is somehow even bigger then I first thought he was. He doesn't even flinch. His hands come to my hip to help steady me on my feet.

      “Sorry,” I whisper, looking up at him through my eyelashes. His eyes finally meet mine. Not as dark as I thought they were. A warm honey brown surrounds his pupils, but I don’t think you'd notice unless you were this close to him. “Your eyes,” I say before I can stop myself.

      “What about them?” His voice is deep, rumbling from his body, reminding me that I’m pressed up against him.

      “They’re beautiful,” I admit. My face warms at the confession and I feel shy, but when he gives a half smile my insides melt.

      “I don’t think anyone has ever called me that before.” I glance to the scar that runs along his jaw. It’s jagged and looks to only be a few years old. No, I don’t think he’s what most would call beautiful, but looking at him right now I don't think beauty is what I find attractive in a man. It’s only his eyes that are beautiful. The rest of him is rugged. His suit fits him perfectly, but somehow, I can tell he doesn't want to be in it as much as I don’t want to be in this dress and heels.

      Our eyes stay locked for a moment. I finally pull mine away to glance back to my seat to see the other man is long gone. “Thank you,” I tell the man who clearly came to save me.

      “Why are you thanking me?” His eyes trace my face. Something about him is familiar, but I can’t place it.

      “For saving me from the creepy old guy,” I laugh, trying to make light of everything. His face is still so serious.

      “Maybe I came to steal you from him.” I let out another laugh thinking he is teasing me back, but still his face doesn't change. His hands on my hips tighten. He pulls me even more into him. I gasp when I feel his erection dig into me, telling me how true his words really are.

      Heat flashes through my whole body at his boldness. The rest of the ballroom fades away. I forget about the crowd and everyone else.

      “Are you going to stop me?” he asks in a challenge. I shake my head no. I should say yes, but my mouth won’t move. He lets go of my hip and grabs my purse from off the table. His other hand slides into mine, our fingers locking. “Good,” is all he says as he guides me towards the stage area. I have to almost run to keep up with his long strides. Wherever we are going, he wants to get there now.

      He slows, releasing my hands and wrapping his arms around my waist, pulling me close when he sees I have to run a little to keep up with him. I glance back over my shoulder to look for Cory. I don’t see him, and Robert takes me behind the stage area that opens into a long hallway.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Did you come with someone?” He asks a question of his own without answering mine.

      “Yes.” His hand on my hip tightens at my answer.

      “It’s—” I’m cut off from telling him it’s not what he thinks. I’m not here on a date. He pulls me into a room, slamming the door closed behind us. His mouth crashes down on mine as though he doesn't want to hear what I was going to say.

      My hands dig into his shirt. I find myself pushing off his suit jacket as he lifts me from the ground, my heels falling off my feet and hitting the floor.

      “Oh god. This is happening,” I moan when his mouth leaves mine, going for my neck as he sucks and licks.

      “Fuck, you even taste like sugar,” he growls against my skin. “So fucking soft.” I don’t think he’s talking to me, so I don’t respond. I’m not sure I could if I tried. I let my head drop back as his hands and mouth are everywhere. Everything that comes from his mouth is sweet and adoring like we are two lovers making love and not two strangers who know nothing of the other. It’s such a contrast from the roughness of his hands and voice.

      It gives me a glimpse of the man really beneath that hard exterior. For a moment I question what I’m doing. How crazy this all is. I’m in a room with a man I don’t know and he’s going at me like he’s starving to have me.

      For the first time I feel sexy. Wanted. Still an inner battle rises in my brain, but the moment he falls to his knees in front of me and pushes up my dress, all thoughts of this not being a good idea leave my mind.

      “Bet you’re just as soft and sweet here, too, aren't you?” he asks. I glance down at him. He brings one of my legs to rest over his shoulder. I have to use one hand to brace myself on the handle of the door I’m pressed up against.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper in truth. No one has ever told me I’m soft and sweet. Though no one has ever done what he’s doing to me to find out. He leans in, taking a long lick of me. I moan. The feeling is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.

      “You are.” His words are gritted out. I’m not sure if he’s pissed about this or not. It doesn't matter, though, because he is on me, his face diving between my legs as he licks and sucks at me. My other hand goes to his thick, short dark hair. I dig my fingers in, needing to brace myself for the orgasm that is pushing down on me quickly.

      True to form, he takes what he wants and it’s clear he wants my orgasm as badly as I do. He sucks at my clit, making my whole body jerk. I cry out his name, my eyes closing tight. The sensation is too much and every part of me tingles as I explode.

      I don’t know how long I lie there enjoying the aftermath of what happened. When I open my eyes I almost swear I’ll be in my bedroom waking from a dream, but I don’t see my pale gray walls that greet me each morning.

      I see the man who took me to a place I’d never been. His eyes bore into mine. It’s then I realize I’ve been moved. I’m on a sofa of some kind. I was so out of it I hadn't felt him move me.

      He leans down, his mouth brushing against mine, softly and sweetly. Slow and unrushed. So tender it makes my heart clench in my chest. Is this what love is like?

      “See? Sweet,” he tells me. I lick my lips, tasting myself and him. I reach up and touch his face, running my finger along the scar on his jaw. He closes his eyes for a moment as he leans in to my touch. Once again, he looks like he’s starving for my affection. I don’t know why, but it pulls at something deep inside of me. I want to be closer to this man I don’t even know. Maybe that’s all this is. A stolen moment. A night I’ll think back on that will make me smile or…ache. Either way I’m not stopping now.

      “You looked like an angel. I spotted you across the room and I couldn't stay away.”

      “An angel?” I smile.

      “Yeah, a snow angel.” People have told me before I remind them of Snow White because of my fair skin and green eyes that are such a contrast with the darkness of my hair. But no one ever said snow angel. I don’t know why I like that more, but I do. Maybe because it fits better. My name is Winter, after all.

      I let out a small gasp when I feel him press inside of me. I’d been so lost in everything I hadn't realized how far we’d come. He’s big, but I spread my legs wider, wanting him deeper inside me. I need to deepen this connection between us.

      I let out a whimper the moment he pushes through my virginity. He looks shocked, but I don’t want him to stop so I pull his mouth down onto mine and kiss him. Who wants to explain being a virgin at my age? I don’t, not right now. I want to enjoy this moment.

      He doesn't need the added encouragement. When his mouth meets mine, he kisses me deeply as he starts to move in and out of me. I moan into his mouth, another orgasm building. This one is different from the last. It’s coming from somewhere deeper inside of me.

      “You gotta cum for me, angel. I can’t last.” His words come out strangled. Almost pained. “So fucking soft and tight. I can’t.” The look on his face is my undoing. I cum hard. My nails dig into his back as I feel his release deep inside of me. It’s warm and feels so right. I cling to him, not wanting to let go. I know this moment is going to be over too soon. He trails kisses up and down my neck as I lie with my eyes closed soaking it all in. I want to remember every moment of this.

      When I finally open them, he’s staring down at me with a smile on his face. Somehow I know that’s a rare thing for him. Everything about him screams serious all the time. Now not so much. My lipstick is all over his mouth and on the collar of his shirt. There is no hiding what we've done. I’m pretty sure I heard a rip, too, when he was going at my dress.

      He opens his mouth and I hope it’s to ask me to go home with him. To ask me to be his. Anything after what we just shared. This can't be normal, can it? It feels like my whole world has changed. Before he can say anything, an alarm starts to blare. The lights in the room flash.

      “Fucking hell,” he grits out. “It’s the fire alarm.” He pulls me up, fixing my dress for me, but there is a rip down the side. He takes his suit jacket and throws it over my shoulders to cover the torn fabric before dropping to his knees once again and putting my heels on my feet for me. It’s a simple act but it makes my heart flutter.

      He rights his own clothes, but he’s still a hot mess. I have to fight a laugh. I don’t want to know what I look like right now or I’d probably die of embarrassment. Though the way Robert keeps stealing peeks at me, he must like what he sees.

      Lastly, he picks up my purse from the floor. I take it from him and tuck it under my arm. “Let's get you out of here and make sure everything is okay.” I nod in agreement as he leads me from the room and back down the hallway. When we enter the ballroom, I smell smoke but don’t see any.

      “Hell, I thought maybe someone just pulled the alarm, but there really is a fire.” We move faster, getting out of the building quickly as fire trucks are pulling him. “Stay put, angel. I have to check on my family.” He kisses me before I can respond. It’s quick but soft and as soon as it begins he’s turning and running back into the building.

      I stay put for a long as I can, but he never does come back.
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        Four months later…

      

      

      I stare at the shiny wedding ring still in its box thinking this was not how I thought I’d be asked for my hand in marriage. I really don’t think I’d given it a thought before now. Still, this isn’t the way I would have pictured it.

      Cory and I have gone around and around about this and I know I can’t marry him. It’s wrong on so many levels. For one we don’t love each other like that. We never would. He’s my best friend. He’s the family I never had. Second, I still need to find the man who knocked me up. I’m not sure where to start with that one. I have too many other things on my mind. It’s just another thing on my ever-growing list.

      Thinking about him brings a lump to my throat. If it wasn't for the baby growing inside of me I would have thought it was all a dream. God knows I’ve dreamt of that night over and over again.

      I don’t know how long I waited for him but he never came back out. At first, I was scared that something happened, but Cory told me everyone was fine and the building had been cleared. Only a few people had to be taken to the hospital for smoke inhalation. Cory’s mom being one. He’d had to rush off to the hospital to be with her. That was probably why he hadn’t noticed the state I’d been in that night, disheveled and wearing another man’s jacket. It took me getting sick and finding out I was pregnant for him to piece everything together.

      I was so sure Robert and I had shared something special. At least it had felt that way to me. I’d never had a connection with someone like that before. It was why I’d let things go as far as they did.

      Does all sex feel that way? I just didn't know that because I’d never done it before. Still, a part deep inside of me can’t make myself believe that. I’m holding on to some hope that maybe something happened, that he’s out there looking everywhere for me. Though if that were true, Cory would have found him by now.

      Cory does not have the same crazy romantic idea in his mind. He is beyond pissed about the whole thing. He thinks some man took advantage of me and I’m pretty sure he’s laying some of the blame on himself. He’s certain some man took advantage of me, but I was a willing participant in every part of what happened.

      Cory was so pissed that I kept tightlipped on who the man was, but I was hoping once he calmed down then maybe he could help me find Robert and not kill him. I had to at least try and find the man and tell him he was going to be a father. What he did with that news would be on him.

      I just didn’t want Cory getting himself into some kind of mess because of my doing. He’s been working so hard these past few years to prove himself. The last thing he needed was to get himself thrown into jail for assault.

      I close the ring box and put it into my purse. I know he told me to put it on for just this weekend, but it feels wrong. I can’t bring myself to do it. My phone starts to buzz across the counter. Cory’s name lights up.

      “Hey,” I say when I answer, glancing at the clock. He should be home by now. He told me he wanted to be on the road before the snow storm moved in where we were headed. The estate is over an hour outside of the city.

      “I’m running behind.”

      “I’m shocked,” I say with a laugh. The man works too much trying to prove himself. I’m finally going to meet his brother this weekend and it’s going to be hard enough to hold my tongue on what I think of him. He pushes Cory so hard all the time. They’re family, but I don’t think they understand how special having one is. Not everyone’s got one. A real one. My hand goes to my stomach, reminded that I’m now starting a family of my own.

      “I’ve sent a car to go ahead and take you. I’ll be a few hours behind.”

      “I could just wait,” I try and reason with him. It would be so awkward to meet his brother without him when I already don’t care much for him. I’m not great at hiding my emotions. Everything always plays out on my face.

      “No, I’d rather be safe than sorry. I'm likely going to hit the storm. I want you to get there safely.” I rub my hand protectively over my small baby bump. I don’t want to do anything to put my baby in harm’s way.

      “I’m a terrible liar,” I remind him for the millionth time. I don’t know how I’m going to do this. He told his family that we’re engaged. I’m not sure if it was to help push me to say yes or because he thought it fit the image everyone wanted. He wants to lose the party image he thinks everyone has of him and is convinced this would benefit both of us.

      “It wouldn't be a lie if you just agreed to marry me already,” he sighs into the phone.

      “We don’t love each other like that.” If only we could. It just isn't there. There’s no spark. There never has been. From day one we’ve been more like brother and sister. I can't even call him a best friend because it feels weird and gross to talk to him about what happened with Robert in detail. It really is like he’s my brother.

      “I know. It wouldn't have to be forever. Just for a while,” he tried again.

      “Cory—”

      “Just keep thinking about it. Your driver is there to get you. I’ll see you later tonight and we’ll talk about it more then. I need to get things wrapped up here so I can get on the road too.”

      “Fine.” I give in for the moment. I don’t want to drag out the fight. The sooner he gets on the road the better.

      “Relax. You’re going to love it there. It’s practically out in the middle of nowhere. Snow and trees for miles.” He’s told me about his family's estate many times. It really does sound wonderful—a winter paradise.

      “Be careful,” I remind him.

      “Will do,” he says before he ends the call. The door buzzer alerts me that the driver is here like Cory said. I slide my phone into my purse and grab my small roller bag. It would be nice to get away from the city for a while. A whole week off work sounds wonderful. It would give me time to think and to figure out what I’m really going to do. It isn't just me anymore. That thought is both terrifying and exciting all at once.
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