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Smoke Show  
Kissing your co-director is a sure way to fan the flames of gossip…
Eve Pendleton moved to Campfire for a fresh start. She's agreed to help the town council with their bachelor charity auction, but hosting it at the high school is a no-go unless she agrees to co-direct the winter play with the principal. Brady Gleason is handsome, but awfully strait-laced for Eve's tastes. Besides, her fresh start didn't include plans for a new man… Can she make room in her heart and her new life for a man whose icy exterior hides a flame only she can quench?
Brady Gleason can’t stop thinking about Eve. Loud, chronically late, and generally a thorn in his side, she gets on his nerves—but her prickliness conceals a pain he can’t help but try to soothe. He’s learned the hard way that risk means loss. Can Eve encourage him to open his heart one last time if it means finding love?
Eve and Brady are both skeptical about happily-ever-afters. Will their budding romantic production be a one-night flop, or have they found the roles of a lifetime together?

Join us around the campfire, where you can pour out your troubles and seek solace in friendship and love.
Smoke Show is book two in the Campfire Council Series but can be read as a stand-alone romance. The newly elected city council of Campfire, WA, is ready to win hearts and rebuild their small town, but can this sisterhood of the wine-soaked campfire find love amid the flames? 




Chapter 1
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Eve


"Wow. I love your costume. Very sharp. What are you?" I asked, admiring the teen's suit and tie, pretty sure I recognized him. "A secret agent?" 
A gamine grin spread across his sharp features. "Nah. I'm Principal Gleason," he said, pointing to the tiny Grizzly mascot tie tack. "It's a grrreat day to be a Grizzly!"
He mimicked Brady Gleason’s tone perfectly – a touch of superiority buried under the upbeat catchphrase.
Cackling, I dumped an extra handful of chocolate into his bag. "Nice. Have you been to his house yet?"
"Yup."
"And what is he giving out this year? Anything good?" I asked, finding it curious that the high school principal participated in Halloween traditions at all. Brady always seemed so buttoned-up, I wouldn’t have guessed anything as fun and frivolous as Halloween would be his thing.
The young man wrinkled his nose. "Dental floss."
"Oh," I said, nonplussed.
My trick or treater nodded sagely. "Yeah. The forecast calls for toilet paper later, with a chance of eggs."
Biting back a giggle, I kept my face solemn. "Understandable. Let me know if you need an alibi."
"You mean that?" he asked, eyes alight with mischief.
My friend Gwen, who also happened to be the town mayor, appeared over my shoulder. "No, Wes."
Shrugging, he yelled a quick thank you, disappearing into the night, and I closed the door.
Gwen shook her head, making her green wig sway. "Give Weston Johnson an inch, and we'll have another tagging scandal on our hands. The pavilion doesn't need any new graffiti."
I scrunched my nose, unbothered by her motherly chiding. "Sounds like Brady has it coming. Dental floss? Really? What is the man thinking?"
"Cavities," Sophie mumbled around her tootsie roll pop. She grinned, arching her brows suggestively as she struck a pose in her tooth fairy costume in my living room. "They're every dentist’s nightmare."
"Yeah, but he's not a dentist. Or the tooth fairy."
"True, but for teachers, the day after Halloween is the worst… Ask me how I know," Sophie said, my friend's morose expression at odds with her usual irrepressible grin. "I don't blame him for not wanting to contribute to the madness. My second-graders are going to be exhausted, sugared-up little monsters tomorrow." She pointed her sucker at me. "You'll see. Don't you have your first play rehearsal tomorrow at the high school?"
I slumped on my couch next to Gwen. "Don't remind me."
"It'll be worth it," Gwen reassured. "We need the high school space for the Winter Warmth Auction, and helping Brady with the play is the price of admission."
"Yeah, but why am I paying it?" I grumbled.
Not that I really minded helping Brady out. Or more accurately, helping out his students. Their drama teacher had retired unexpectedly, leaving Brady with a gaggle of teenagers eager to put on their winter play and no director. Or set help. Which is why he'd twisted my arm to join him behind the scenes.
Sophie waved her sucker around. "What other kickass artist do we all know? Hmmm?"
"I'm a tattoo artist, not a set designer."
"But I'd bet twenty bucks you did drama when you were in high school," Gwen said.
She wasn't wrong, but I didn't like talking about my past. My slate had been wiped clean when I moved to Campfire, and I liked it that way. Letting thoughts of my past life intrude only led to trouble.
"Maybe," I muttered, not sure why I was complaining. Grumping just to grump wasn't like me, but the idea of working so closely with Brady pricked at me. Mostly because he was a prick.
He’d made up his mind about me immediately. He took one look at the all-black leggings and oversized My Chemical Romance tee, my dark makeup and tattoos, and wrinkled his nose. While I was used to that reaction from the older Campfire residents who missed the whole emo movement, from a man as young and hot as Brady Gleason, the disdain still irritated me.
Once upon a time, I'd been more like Sophie, upbeat and innocent, verging on naive. But no more. I’d risen from the ashes of my old life with a totally different look. Dark. Earthy. Dangerous. Nothing that indicated I could be fooled. No hint that I might choose to believe only the good in someone, innocent to their darker motivations. Projecting toughness had become ingrained.
Seeing Brady live the image I'd given up annoyed me more than I could say. Because I knew it had to be a lie, and I'd come to hate the deception.
The doorbell rang, and I sprang into action, grabbing my candy bowl once again. I took an involuntary step back when I opened the door, the looming figure on my front step catching me by surprise.
"Rar."
The throaty growl sounded suspiciously mature, but it was hard to assess my trick-or-treater's identity in the giant blow-up costume. The inflatable T-Rex was easily seven feet tall, the wearer disguised by the bulky body and camouflage face screen. But something seemed familiar. Rex didn't seem inclined to make small talk, making me reconsider the hint of recognition. I tossed a handful of candy in the dino's bag, wishing it a Happy Halloween and closing the door when nothing more than an appreciative growl seemed forthcoming.
I shivered. Something about the T-Rex's stance, the earthy rumble struck me, leaving me with the sense that I should have recognized the person behind the inflatable.
Gwen shook her head, snagging a Snickers from my bowl. "They seemed too old for trick or treating."
I shrugged, hiding my smile when she pulled a second candy bar into her lap. "I don't really care so long as teenagers make an effort to dress up, and those costumes crack me up." I grinned. "What if I showed up to play practice in a getup like that tomorrow? I can just imagine Brady's response: 'Ms. Pendleton, kindly join us in this century and leave the costumes to the cast.'"
Sophie tossed a Twix my way. "He's not that bad, Eve, and your British butler routine needs work."
I reached for my remote, unpausing our movie, hoping to lose myself in the on-screen witchy shenanigans, instead of contemplating the task ahead of me: keep on the right side of Brady Gleason long enough to get through the school play and the Winter Warmth Auction. 
The newly elected Campfire Council had created four major events to bring more tourism to our small town. As our mayor, Gwen had led the name change and rebranding efforts. Our friends Izzy and Jo had been pressed into running for town council seats. They'd run on a platform of change, which had ruffled more than a few feathers. But our first event, the Fall Festival, had brought record crowds into town for the off-season, and the doubters quieted. For the most part. At least we had brought tourist dollars in, which had been the goal. There'd been more than a few mishaps in the process, which Sophie was eager to chalk up to bad luck and sour grapes, but I had a feeling that it was more than that. Differences in opinion about the city’s future aside, who would want to sabotage our town?
"Can you pass me another peanut butter cup?" Gwen asked, jarring me out of my reverie.
I handed her another candy, digging for a Twix and coming up with a Milky Way instead. Brady's favorite, if the candy dish on his desk at school was any indication. 
Hypocrite. He'd probably bought a whole bag of Milky Ways just for himself, but only gave out floss to his trick or treaters.
As if summoned by my thoughts, my phone buzzed.
Brady: Don't forget, first play rehearsal is tomorrow, 5pm sharp.
I couldn't resist firing back.
Eve: Yes, Principal Gleason.
Brady: Good.
I shivered, not liking the way those words, even in text, evoked the fantasy of him calling me his good girl. Something about his deep voice, even when it was dripping with disdain, nipped at me. His reminder should have been annoying, the implication that I wasn’t an adult or his equal. He’d probably sent it with that intent. He didn’t seem to think much of me. 
Telling myself I was irritated almost worked. Almost. Naming my real feelings would lead to complications I couldn't afford. My mission was simple: help as art director for the play, gain Brady's cooperation and support for holding the Winter Warmth Auction at McDonald High, and throw the best bachelor auction Campfire had ever seen. I had no business thinking of Brady Gleason beyond what was necessary to meet my goals. I’d left the woman who would have hung on his every word, bewitched by his maturity and style, behind.
New Eve didn’t put up with pompous men who thought they could tell me what to do.




Chapter 2
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Brady


After an early morning cleaning up toilet paper in my yard and a full day at school, I was bone-tired by the time our first play rehearsal started. It didn't help that Eve Pendleton was my partner in hell. I scrubbed a hand through my short dark hair, wishing for the umpteenth time that Gwen had an artistic lick in her body. We'd been friends since kindergarten and hanging out with her as I attempted to wrangle twenty horny high schoolers through play rehearsals would have been no big deal. Eve was another matter. 
Something about her got under my skin. She moved like a tiny thundercloud, dark and dangerous, pestering me for gym space. As if I wanted her auction at my school. Especially a bachelor auction. Only the realization that I could use it as leverage to get some help with producing the Snow Queen made me relent.
A lean figure slipped in the back door to the auditorium, distracting me from my script. Eve strode confidently up the aisle, nodding briefly to acknowledge me. She wore jeans and a t-shirt, all black, with her dark hair caught up in a low bun. The short sleeves of her shirt showcased the ink along her forearms, inviting a closer look.
I glanced at my watch with exaggerated disapproval, secretly enjoying when she smirked. Five-oh-two. Not exactly late, but not on time, either.
"Attention, students. Places, please."
My voice boomed in our small auditorium, silencing side conversations. Slowly, the cast and crew turned their focus to me.
"Welcome to the first practice for the Snow Queen. With Mrs. Hernandez out, I'll be taking over direction. Ms. Pendleton will be assisting us with sets. Crew, you'll report to her. Those of you with speaking roles, please grab your scripts, and we'll take it from the top. Our first show is in five weeks, so plan to be off script in three." I glanced around my herd of budding thespians, noting that Lissie Garter and Caleb Thornton were already flirting with all the subtlety of ungainly giraffes and sighed. "Places, everyone." 
It was going to be a long fucking month.
It took every ounce of my willpower not to watch Eve's rounded backside as she gathered her flock and led them backstage. I'd give anything to be behind-the-scenes, working on sets, rather than being forced to listen to stilted dialogue, but I settled into my chair, nodding to the girl playing Gerda. She and Tia walked through the scenes between sisters, and other more minor characters added their lines, wrapping up the first scene. 
We took a short break, mostly so I could be nosy. I found Eve in a circle with her students backstage. Eve seemed to have her small crew well in hand, sketching on her pad while they pointed at her page. The bird tattooed on the back of one elegant hand seemed to flutter around her notebook as her deft hands diagrammed set ideas. A strand of Eve’s dark hair had escaped her bun, partially hiding her expression. The urge to get closer to tuck it back, to restore order, was nearly overwhelming. Eve glanced up, as if feeling the weight of my attention. I froze, caught. Something about the gleam in her eyes made me feel guilty, like I’d been caught somewhere I shouldn’t be. Her dark eyes whispered of secrets and mischief, making me want to dig deeper, discover what made her smile. Be the reason for it. The woman was a damned witch. One of her students giggled, reminding me we weren’t alone, and I straightened, breaking the connection.
“Going okay back here?” I asked, my husky voice still sounding over-loud amid their soft conversation.
Eve nodded, and I slipped out of her sight, returning to the cast.
Shifting my attention back to my students, I cleared my throat.
"Places, everyone. Lissie and Caleb, your scene please."
Keeping my focus on Caleb and Lissie, who stumbled through their scripts, was a chore. My attention kept slipping to Eve, kicked back in a folding chair, flipping through her notebook as her team discussed scenes and set design. That hank of dark hair mocking me, nibbling at my self control.
Lissie held her hand against her forehead, drawing my attention. "I didn't mean to make a snow monster. If kisses were snowflakes, I'd send you a blizzard."
"I have a few inches I'd like to send your way too," Caleb announced grandly.
My gaze met Eve's across the auditorium. Her wide eyes and rounded mouth as Caleb's words registered signaled that I wasn’t the only one with a dirty mind. Her stifled giggle threatened my composure, and I shook my head, trying to get myself under control. Really. We were meant to be the role models here. The temptation to join Eve was nearly overwhelming. A few of the minor characters tittered from their seats in our circle, and I coughed to hide my laugh, forcing my expression into stern lines.
"Caleb, that's kisses, not inches," I corrected.
Either way it sounded naughtier than a high school play should. I flipped through my script, scanning quickly for any other potentially problematic phrases. What had Mrs. Hernandez gotten me into? Romance was supposed to be a minor aspect of the storyline. 
When practice wrapped for the evening, I wished my students goodnight, calling out when I noticed Eve trying to slip out the back. "Ms. Pendleton – a moment?"
She grimaced, mangling my pride when she seemed irritated that I held her after practice, but at least she waited until I reached her at the back of the auditorium instead of sneaking out and ignoring me altogether.
It was impossible not to feel a new kinship with her after suffering through our first play practice together. Part of me had thought she’d flake out or half-ass our deal but judging from her crew’s excited chatter as they left for the evening, Eve was taking her new responsibilities seriously. I could only applaud her commitment.
Up close, I could see the catlike sweep of her eyeliner, adding a mysterious allure to her dark eyes. Her ruby red lips pressed into a more neutral pout.
"How did it go?" I asked, searching her expression.
Up until now, I’d thought of her as a thorn in my side, another obstacle to navigate. She’d accosted me for weeks about using the gym for her auction, ambushing me at every opportunity. Maybe I hadn’t been graceful in turning her down, but her doggedness slowly won me over. Eve had grit. But that didn’t mean I’d just roll over and give in. Asking her to help with the play had seemed like a stroke of genius when the project landed in my lap. But I hadn’t factored in that I’d be spending weeks with a woman who barely tolerated me. One who I found alarmingly sexy. Keeping my distance by calling her Ms. Pendleton had been the saving grace for my sanity. If I put her firmly in the ‘work’ box, maybe I wouldn’t be tempted.    
She flipped a hand. "The kids are fine. We've got a plan to repaint last year's sets to fit the Snow Queen."
"Good, good," I said huskily, unsure what else I could add.
Her eyes darkened at my throaty praise, and I cleared my throat.
Had I been that much of an asshole that she found even the mildest compliment surprising? Guilt washed through me.
"Do you want to grab dinner and go over the rest of the schedule, the prop budget, that kind of thing?"
Eve paused, and I held my breath. My invitation had been as transparent as glass, but I couldn't resist asking. Eve seemed to have an axe to grind with me, and I needed to make amends. Maybe we didn't exactly see eye to eye when she first came to me asking to use the high school for Gwen's hare-brained bachelor auction, but I hadn't set out to make her an enemy. She seemed to take my reluctance to offer the school personally. Maybe it had something to do with me extracting my pound of flesh, arm twisting her into helping me with the play when Mrs. Hernandez needed leave, but I couldn't be sorry for asking her. 
She was perfect for the job. 
"I think we can handle the rest via email, don't you?" 
Her cool dismissal pricked at my ego, but Eve didn't owe me anything. She'd already more than saved my ass, helping with the play. 
"Sure, if that's what you prefer. I was just hoping to extend the olive branch, albeit in the form of a pizza."
Her lips twitched, the first sign that maybe she didn't hate me for forcing her into volunteering. She ran a black-nailed finger along her plump red lip, scrambling coherent thought and blazing through my good intentions.
"If you're offering dinner at Slice of Heaven, I could be swayed," she said, still sounding reluctant.
"I just want to get us back on good footing," I said, holding my hands up, palms out in front of my chest like I was surrendering. "Gwen is a friend from way back. I don’t want to be enemies."
She worried her bottom lip with her teeth, sending a fresh wave of self-recrimination washing through me. Sure, Eve and I could be friends. Just as soon as I managed to forget that she was a secret fantasy come to life.
"I guess I could go for that," Eve said softly, watching me as if she expected me to turn from Jekyll to Hyde in front of her eyes.
"Walk with me?" I asked, gesturing toward the door. She nodded, and I did a quick sweep of the auditorium, making sure that none of the teenagers under my supervision had found a convenient hidey-hole before locking the doors and ushering Eve outside.
Eve shivered as we stepped outside, the action juddering through her tiny body, and I frowned. The sun had mostly set, casting long shadows across the sidewalk as we walked toward downtown. Eve's short-sleeved shirt didn't offer much protection from the wind and forty-degree temperatures.
"Here," I said brusquely, shrugging out of my suit jacket. Was it my imagination that Eve’s gaze traced the column of my exposed throat, touching on my red tie and white shirt with something akin to approval even though I was probably a little the worse for wear after my long day? 
Slowly, I draped my jacket across her narrow shoulders, smoothing it into place. I pushed the strand of hair that had been nagging at me all afternoon behind her ear, stroking the silky soft skin of her neck. 
My jacket wasn't much, but the way she was shaking, I worried she'd fall apart before we made it the few hundred feet to Izzy's restaurant, Slice of Heaven, for dinner. "You really should have a jacket," I said, letting my hands linger on her shoulders a beat too long. Eve shivered again, sinking into the heavy fabric. She turned her chin, sniffing delicately, before letting out an almost imperceptible sigh.
“Thanks,” Eve muttered.
Pleased that however much she didn’t like me, she’d at least accepted my small courtesy, it renewed my determination not to extend just an olive branch, but the whole fucking tree. Something about Eve drew me, and I was done fighting. But judging by her grudging acceptance of my jacket, I needed to take things slow. Like growing-a-whole-fucking-olive-grove-as-penance slow. I focused on our path, nodding hello to Mrs. Wise getting into her car in front of Campfire’s only hair salon.
I pulled open the door to Slice of Heaven, inhaling deeply. The scent of spicy marinara and beer permeated the old brick building. Izzy greeted us from behind the counter with a broad grin. Her blond hair was tucked away neatly in a long braid, and she sported her usual Slice of Heaven garb: jeans and a red shirt emblazoned with the Slice logo.
"Hey, guys. You fresh from play practice?"
Eve nodded, and I asked, "Can we please get a table, Iz?"
"Sure," she grinned, glancing from Eve swimming in my favorite navy suit jacket to me.
"Thanks," I said. "Ms. Pendleton and I have a lot to go over. I thought it might be more enjoyable over dinner."
Eve's shoulders tightened, and I winced. Wrong move. I'd thought my explanation might put her more at ease, put us back on professional footing, but it had done the opposite. Sometimes I struggled to drop school habits, even when the kids weren't around. It was 99% of the reason I didn't date or have much of a personal life in Campfire. It was too hard to relax and be myself under the small-town microscope. I'd become so used to hiding any hint of my real self, breaking the habit was hard.
"Sorry, that came out way more stilted than I meant it to. Eve and I are mending fences." I smiled self-deprecatingly. "I hope."
Izzy's glance slid from me to Eve, her grin never wavering. "Well, you can't go wrong with pizza diplomacy." Her nose wrinkled. "Unless you're on different sides of the great pineapple debate."
"Eve, what's your favored position?" I asked.
One corner of her luscious lips quirked up, and I held onto my composure with all my might. I had not meant that to sound dirty. I could only blame the verbal slip on how distracted I was with her standing so close, snuggled in my jacket. She looked impossibly cute, and something about the oversized blazer on her had me envisioning distinctly more X-rated versions of the outfit.
"I like to consider myself adventurous," Eve said lightly, dark eyes dancing.  
I nearly choked on my tongue as visions of her, naked except for my coat, flitted through my mind. I stood frozen, unable to respond, lost in the moment.
"Then you'll have lots to talk about," Izzy cooed, clearly delighted by my discomfiture. 
Recently married herself, Izzy kept glancing between Eve and me, mischief in every line of her smile. I'd known Izzy almost as long as I'd known Gwen. She'd tagged along, following me and her brother around town. Adjusting to the idea of her being old enough to be married was hard enough, without succumbing to the idea that she was matchmaking. Sweet, innocent Izzy seemed to revel in encouraging me toward her friend, no doubt scenting the attraction I was doing my best to ignore.
I followed Izzy and Eve to our table, studying the menu like it had changed in the last five years to avoid getting caught watching Eve with anything more than professional courtesy. 
Her lips were witchcraft, pure and simple. Too damn distracting. I'd already made a fool of myself more times than I could count around her. She tested the bounds of my self-control, just by being herself. Add that to the fact that she low-key hated me, and it was a wonder she'd agreed to come at all tonight. I didn't need to compound my gaffes by mooning after her. I'd pitched this as a working dinner, and I'd be professional if it killed me, dammit.
"Relax, Principal Gleason. It's just pizza, not the SATs. Trust me, I'm easy." I caught her brown gaze, the hint of deviltry there kindling an answering lick of flame in me. "I like all pizza," she said, gesturing to her menu. "We can't go wrong at Slice."
I could imagine all kinds of wrong at Slice. Diving across the table that separated us, I could easily devour her, if only she were interested. Again, wrong. Not the image I’d carefully cultivated, and not something she’d expressed any interest in.
Izzy appeared at my elbow, eager to take our order, and reminded me that we were not, in fact, the only people in the restaurant. Mercy. At this rate, I'd make an ass of myself in no time, cementing my role in Eve's life as the jerk she couldn't wait to be rid of. 
"What can I get you?" Izzy asked, her pen poised over her order pad.
"You choose," I said, voice hoarse.
"How about your Campfire Special?" Eve asked, glancing at me. "That okay with you?"
"Sure." She could have told me we'd be eating beetles and I would have agreed. Simp. "And a beer," I said, feeling desperate.
"Drinking on a school night?" Eve's arched brows communicated her disbelief, and I pulled at my collar, striving for something I could say that wouldn't escalate things further.
"I'm shepherding twenty angsty teenagers through a school play. Can you blame me?"
For the first time, Eve seemed to truly relax, shaking her head.
"I would have thought you'd have enough on your plate with just your regular job as their principal."
"What about you?" I asked lightly. "How do you have the time to help me, put together the Winter Warmth Auction, and run your shop?"
Eve's nose wrinkled, the move impossibly cute. "I don't. But if someone would let me out of the Snow Queen commitment, maybe I'll be able to keep my head above water."
Feeling like an ass, but unwilling to give up on her help, I lifted my shoulders. "Sorry, Tiger, but I need you." Rushing ahead to obscure how deep my neediness ran, I said, "And you need something from me too."
Her expression cooled at the reminder. Part of me regretted putting us back on quid pro quo terms, the light of kinship dying in her eyes as I reminded her that we'd negotiated a trade: her help for auction space. I wished I could have afforded to just give her what she wanted, but I'd been in dire straits with Mrs. Hernandez out. Only the fact that we were doing it for the kids eased my conscience.
Eve straightened, meeting my gaze. "Right." Her lip tilted in a fake smile, the insincerity plain. "Well, let's talk about those schedules, Principal Gleason. This play isn't going to orchestrate itself." She nodded to my phone and reluctantly, I picked it up, opening my schedule.
We chatted civilly about each set, the dates Eve needed to work with the crew, and my plans for getting the cast off-script in time for their performances. Eve surprised me, offering suggestions for exercises that would help. She seemed to know what she was talking about.
"You've done plays before?" I asked.
She paused, as if weighing if I was worth this crumb of her past before nodding. "Once upon a time."
"Did you do community theater, or high school drama?" I asked, wondering if I could pry anything more out of her. Eve was notoriously closed-lipped about her life pre-Campfire. Her accent placed her on the west coast, but she'd been vague about where she was from.
"Mmh," she murmured noncommittally, smiling at Izzy as she dropped off my beer and Eve's water.
"Your pizza will be out in two shakes," Izzy said. "Need anything else?"
"No thanks, Izzy."
"Have you thought about your auction offer?" Eve asked.
Watching her steadily, I was sure she'd changed the subject to avoid more questions about her past, but something about the stubborn gleam in her eyes dared me to try to backtrack.
"How about a courtside sofa date at a varsity basketball game, with delivery from Slice?" I asked, throwing out the first idea I could come up with.
"That sounds like something you'd offer as a pep assembly prize," Eve accused, nose wrinkled.
"It is," I admitted.
"Bra-dy," she chided gently.
If she ever found out how much the slow cadence she added to my name grabbed me by the balls, there'd be no stopping her. It took everything I had to pretend indifference to Eve's charms, to feign cool.
I arched a brow. "What?"
"It's a bachelor auction, not a school spirit event. We want packages that are uniquely you."
Telling her I didn't exist outside of my job was on the tip of my tongue. And a lie. But I kept my secret summer life just that – a secret. Eve and I had that in common – a deep desire for privacy.
Leaning back, I spread my arm along the booth, projecting confidence. 
"Okay, Ms. Pendleton, then tell me – what do you think is uniquely me? Help me put together my package. What's going to make the ladies of Campfire swoon?"
Was it my imagination that her attention dropped toward my lap as I enunciated the word 'package'? Unless she’d gained x-ray vision, the table protected what remained of my honor, but that didn’t stop me from shifting a little at the thought of her checking me out.
I held her dark gaze, warming to the idea of seeking her help, daring her to share her idea of a perfect night out with me.
Eve tilted her head, examining me from the top of my head to my Grizzly-red tie, seeming to assess the forearms bared by my rolled up dress shirt. It was my one concession to being off the clock. What did she see when she looked at me? The stuffy high school principal, or the man who secretly thought she was hot?
Quiet stretched, pulling the invisible thread that linked us taut, until the tension was almost unbearable. Her breath stilled, and I felt the hint of change between us. Would Eve admit to the attraction bubbling under the surface, or snuff out the flame the licked along my every nerves anytime I was near her, aching to run wild?
"One Campfire Special, hot from the oven," Izzy said cheerily, sliding the pan between us, breaking our silent staring match.
Mood broken, I shifted my attention to Izzy, trying not to let my chagrin show. "Thanks, Izzy. May I please get a fork and knife when you have a minute?"
The tiny frown arrowing between Eve's brows brought me back to earth with a crash. 
I may want Eve, but that didn't mean she could overlook the man she assumed I was. Uptight. Unbending.
Eve served herself a slice of pizza, moaning in pleasure as she bit into the spicy blend of meat and cheese, tomato sauce dripping from her chin in a messy exhalation of pleasure. Her pure abandonment captivated me. She ate with all of her focus, caught up in the simple joy of gooey cheese and tasty goodness. That kind of attention, even when it wasn't focused on me, turned me on. I shifted in my seat, unable to tear my gaze from her.
What kind of sicko got an erection over pizza? 
Me, apparently.
Dropping an extra napkin in my lap to hide the evidence of my arousal, I thanked Izzy for the silverware, grateful to have something to focus on other than Eve's blissed out expression.
Sure, pizza was great, but had she tried sex? 
It was on the tip of my tongue to beg her to give it a go. With me, if that wasn't obvious. But instead, I concentrated on cutting my pizza slice into precise bites, strategic about the sauce to cheese to toppings ratio.
Eve pulled a second slice to her plate as I forked my first bite into my mouth, chewing slowly.
Her gaze dropped to the neat squares on my plate, before zeroing in on my lips and jaw, working as I swallowed.
"Has anyone ever told you that you have the self-restraint of a saint?" Eve asked, pausing in her bid to inhale her second slice.
I took a slow pull from my beer, holding her gaze before setting the pint down precisely on the coaster.
"Ah, Ms. Pendleton, that's where you've got me wrong. I promise, underneath the surface, I'm all sinner."
Eve paused mid-bite and stared.
I'd meant the words to be playful, sexy even, but her dazed reaction made me worry I’d overstepped. Screwed up. I shook my head, trying to dislodge the memories. The stark reminder of why I took such care knocked the devil out of me. 
When I fucked up, people died. 
I couldn't afford any more mistakes. My soul already had more than enough to answer for.
Suddenly exhausted, I gave up on the game of cat and mouse with Eve. She was as closed-off as they came, and I'd already made more mistakes than I wanted to admit to. I didn't want to count her among them. Still, part of me couldn't resist tweaking her tail.
"So, you didn't say. What do you think I should do for my auction package?"




Chapter 3
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Eve


I couldn't put my finger on the difference in Brady, but it was there, like a shadow had slipped between us. Something about him had changed in the short time we'd been teasing each other at Slice. A light had gone out. 
I frowned, pretending to consider his question, when all I could think about was him. Brady rubbed me the wrong way with his annoyingly particular habits, but they were still preferable to the closed-off mask he wore now.
Gone was the subtle flirting, and in its place – sadness?
I didn't like the idea that Brady might be sporting scars of his own under the surface. I'd cast the prissy principal as the villain in my day, and I wasn't ready to let go of him in that role yet. I needed a focus for my negative energy, and he'd provided a welcome punching bag, needling me at every opportunity.
Sympathy was the last emotion I wanted to feel, but something about the sorrow around his eyes caught at my heart, turning what should have been a blistering review of his attributes as an auction partner after the grief he'd put me through securing the venue into something kinder.
"Brady, we just appreciate your donation."
It was a lame answer, a weakness leftover from the old Eve that I was trying to stamp out. I tried to rally, reaching for the fiery attitude that had gotten me through the implosion of my old career, launching me into a new identity in Campfire.
Casting around for an idea he'd hate, something to remind me of why he and I were oil and water, I snapped my fingers, letting a slow smile of satisfaction paper over the momentary lapse in toughness.
"I've got it – couples' tattoos."
Brady's dark frown wiped the lingering sadness from his eyes. "Not a chance in hell, Eve."
I leaned back, feigning innocence, and secretly pleased that I’d broken through his cool. "What? Why not? I'd even offer a discount on my time. You and your new lady friend could get matching tattoos to commemorate the occasion."
"I'm not permanently scarring my body as an auction donation," Brady grumbled, all brusque disdain.
Warming to my idea, I fluttered my hands, as if I could brush away his reserve.
"Think about it. It's romantic and a little bit intimate, perfect."
"No."
His stern expression brooked no argument, but once started, I couldn't seem to stop.
"Come on, Principal Gleason. If you're really feeling stuffy about it, you could always get something tame, like the McDonald High Grizzly mascot."
Brady's chiseled jaw drew taught, his bushy dark brows drawn down over his brown eyes. Still handsome, even when he frowned. Even the way his ears stuck out, just a bit, beyond the wave of his dark hair was cute. The man had been blessed in the genetics department.
"Eve," he rumbled, sounding annoyed. "Forget I asked."
I relaxed, grabbing another slice of pizza with a grin. If my mission had been to annoy him, I'd succeeded. One-hundred-percent accomplished. I ignored the whisper that acknowledged the truth: my teasing was as much about wiping away his sadness as it was about pricking his overblown perfectionism. 
Brady Gleason may get on my nerves, but underneath it all, a pureness in him hinted at past sorrow. A burden he couldn't put down. The part of me still ashamed of my past mistakes could commiserate with that desire to paper over the present with a new identity.
Some people dealt with tragedy by becoming perfect in every way; others embraced their badass. I’d channeled every heroine I admired in forming my new identity. Perfection wasn't just unobtainable, it was totally overrated. I'd decided it was better to choose a new life than cling to the old.
We finished our pizza companionably, avoiding any controversial subjects, focusing instead on small talk about where we'd both traveled. I was surprised to learn that Brady and I had visited many of the same places, though at different times. He seemed to devote his summers to travel, escaping Campfire’s oppressive heat. I'd established the habit of booking a trip every three or four months for myself, arranging my schedule at the tattoo shop to give me the freedom to travel. Whether to a new city or new country, I picked an adventure. It was the one aspect of owning my own business that I loved. Teaching had meant that I'd been beholden to the school calendar, missing opportunities during the year. At Fierce Ink, I had freedom.
Shoving away thoughts of my past, I thanked Izzy as she bussed our table.
"Can I walk you to your car?" Brady asked after paying our tab, claiming it as the least he could do for making me work late.
"You don't have to do that," I said, touched that he'd offer. Then again, that was Brady, polite to a fault.
He scratched his head. "Actually, uh I do."
Gallant to the end, I had to convince him I wasn't his perfect princess in need of protection. "It's only a few blocks to my place," I admitted. "I didn't drive to school." 
"Oh, okay. In that case, can you bring my jacket back next practice?"
Chagrined, I realized I still wore his suit jacket and part of me didn’t want to give it back. Covering up his muscular forearms should be a crime. He looked absolutely delicious with his white shirt rolled up. As loathe as I was to see him return to the properly suited Principal Gleason, his request for his jacket had the double whammy of reminding me that I was lusting alone. He hadn't been intent on seeing me to my metaphorical door. He'd just wanted his stuff back. I hated to give up the warmth, but I shrugged, pulling one arm from his jacket in preparation for returning it when he stilled me with a palm on my forearm. The heat from that small gesture warmed me more than all the wool in the world.
"No, don't do that." I paused, soaking in the combination of his scent surrounding me and the earthy husk in his voice. He smiled, the gesture creating adorable dimples bracketing both sides of his mouth. "There's a good girl."
I should have hated it. I wasn't his "girl." The way his words made my heart race and my hormones pop until I had to hold back a shiver told a different, more shameful story. I thought I'd moved past being taken in by a pretty face and a cool attitude, but apparently I softened with the tiniest bit of praise.
I bit my lip, debating stripping off his jacket, as if that would remove my discomfort with the way Brady made me feel: itchy and hot, and totally out of line.
"Keep it," he urged. "It's not like I won't be seeing you soon."
Threat or promise? My hormones voted promise. Apparently, those thirsty bitches hadn't learned their lesson.
Straightening, I shrugged, doing my best to play my moment of delusion off as nothing.
"Sure. Whatever works."
"Can I walk you home?"
I bolstered my defenses, shaking my head. Was it my imagination that he looked disappointed?
"Goodnight then. Walk safe."
"Night, Brady."
I headed up the block, toward Fierce Ink and home, resisting the urge to glance back and watch Brady stride back to school. 
Fierce Ink was more than just my business – it was also my refuge. I ached to climb the stairs to my small apartment above the studio and strip off my jeans and shirt, slipping into pajamas. I paused at the curb, checking traffic on Main, glancing back toward Slice.
Brady raised a hand from where he'd paused in front of the restaurant. I couldn't imagine a reason for him to linger, unless it was to make sure I made it to Fierce Ink safely? Something about the protective gesture warmed the dark cavern I used to call a heart. I lifted a hand to return Brady's wave, before walking the last half-block to my shop. Sure enough, he waited until I'd unlocked the door before turning on his heel and heading back toward the high school.
Slowly, I climbed the stairs. Maybe Brady's gentlemanly side shouldn't have surprised me. While not exactly friends, we weren't enemies either. More like loosely affiliated acquaintances and reluctant partners. He reminded me of everything I'd left behind, which is how I excused my unrelenting urge to needle him. 
Brady Gleason, educator and administrator, hit every one of my danger buttons. Hot. Smart. Successful. Part of the very fabric of Campfire society. 
And thank God, single. There, at least, I'd learned my lesson. Not that I'd known that Scott had been married when I met him. Sweet, innocent Evelyn hadn't had a fucking clue. That came later, when it was too late. Maybe it had been cowardly to abandon my teaching job, pick up and move across the state to get away from everyone who considered me the 'other woman,' but at the time it had seemed like the best way to survive. I'd reinvented myself, rebuilt my strength brick by brick, emerging as Eve. Evelyn Pendleton, pampered art teacher in the richest school district in Washington had been replaced by funky and fierce Eve, who'd never be made fool of again.
I stripped away my black jeans, pulling on my softest pink pajamas before grabbing my laptop and settling on the couch. If I was going to devote prime tattoo client booking hours to the play, I'd have to work extra hard on my graphic design commissions to cover the missed revenue. I lost myself in Photoshop, clicking and dragging to my heart's content until my eyes were leaden with fatigue. Every time I let my eyes close, I could see Brady, standing in front of Slice, supervising me to safety. Maybe he'd been pompous, but he was also surprisingly sweet. Evelyn would have fallen for him instantly. Shoring up my resolve, I saved my file, shutting down my laptop. No-nonsense Eve didn't have time for fooling around with the local high school principal. She still had a business to build. Distractions like men with winning dimples and excellent table manners didn't belong in the new life I'd crafted for myself.
If I didn't let him in, he couldn't hurt me. After all, what good was impenetrable armor if you gave up and let the enemy slip underneath it?




Chapter 4
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Walk safe? Ugh . No wonder Eve looked at me like I had two heads. Scratch that – more like I was missing my head altogether. I’d shown all of the finesse of a toddler pleading for a later bedtime. My students had stronger game. Still, I couldn't stop myself from watching her walk away, ensuring she made it to her door.
Creep, party of one.
Shaking my head, I scowled down at my dress shoes as I walked the few hundred feet to my SUV, still parked at school. A therapist would ask all kinds of insightful questions about why I felt the need to go so hard protecting the people around me. I could pretend not to know the answers, but I'd be lying. Joe's death had changed me. Turned me into a man who couldn't abandon vigilance. And something about Eve triggered every protective instinct.
She was beautiful. Hauntingly so. But something about her hinted at a broken past. Maybe it was the way she avoided conversation about her life before Campfire. She'd just appeared one day, setting out a sign for Fierce Ink, and moved into town at warp speed, all dark clothes, heavy makeup, and fragile spirit. Townspeople gave her a wide berth at first, but slowly, Eve had woven herself into the tapestry of the town. Once Gwen took her under her wing, Eve hadn't stood a chance. Gwen was a champion at recruiting people to her cause. She and her sisterhood of the wine-soaked campfire not-so-secretly ran the town. Gwen had finally made it official, becoming mayor.
The transition of power and subsequent renaming of Colville had created quite a stir at the time, but most everyone seemed to have settled into the change. I'd been relieved by the shift in town leadership, as they played a role in appointing the school board and superintendent. Overall, I was happier under Gwen's leadership than the previous administration. Mrs. Pruitt, Mrs. Wise, and Mr. Martinez hadn't been bad, but they'd been set in their ways. None had seen the inside of a classroom in decades, and it showed.
I parked in my garage, closing the garage door before braving my cat Trouble's complaints about being left to fend for himself for the evening. Trouble, his fur a haphazard patchwork of black, orange, and white, meowed his discontent, winding around my ankles until I did his bidding.
"Here you go, Trouble," I said, adding a scoop of dry food to his bowl.
It was impossible to deny him, even if it was his second helping. I'd found him when he was just a kitten, abandoned behind the high school. It made me furious that someone had just left him there by the dumpster, so small and helpless, mewling pitifully. The wiser move would have been giving him to Davis, who ran a kitten rescue operation out of his farm, but one look at Trouble’s liquid green eyes, and I knew I’d take him home instead. 
We'd become buddies, him livening up my life with the occasional puke surprise, and keeping me from becoming too rigid at home. True, I kept lint rollers in my car, my desk, and by the front door to counter his feline shedding, but thanks to my meticulousness, I doubted anyone else even knew I had become a fur daddy. Trouble was my closest friend and confidant. Only he knew I'd snuck out on Halloween, fully incognito, to walk the neighborhood. It wasn't like I needed to worry about trick-or-treaters helping themselves to more than one floss package. There'd been plenty to go around. Maybe it was macabre, but Joe and I had loved Halloween. While I was far too old to trick-or-treat now, going out made me feel closer to him. The opportunity to shed my usual responsibilities, if only for a few hours, was just a side benefit.
With a final affectionate swipe at his fur, I left him inhaling a late-night snack and moved on to the kitchen for my nightly rituals. After my coffee was set up to perk in the morning, lunch packed, and fresh suit set out, I grabbed my book and settled into my favorite reading chair. The recliner was soft and worn, the dark green fabric perfectly groomed to embrace me in a cozy cocoon.
The house was too quiet, and for once, it made it difficult to focus on my murder mystery. I should be consumed by who had killed the office janitor, but instead, all I could think of was Eve.
The way she looked snuggled in my suit jacket might be enough to keep me warm through the winter. Stray wisps of her dark hair had escaped from her bun to drape along my collar, making me ache to tuck them back behind her delicate ears with their rim of piercings. I shook my head at the barely suppressed urge that made my fingers clench, even now. Spending more time with Eve only made me wish for new excuses to be around her. She tempted me to let down my guard. Invite her in. But the way she picked at me made me doubt she was willing to set down her own armor. I needed to keep my distance from my spunky, prickly art director. 
For my own sake. And hers.




Chapter 5
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Meeting with Gwen at the crack of dawn had been my own foolish idea, but it didn't stop me from scowling as I pushed through the door of Sprouts and Sprigs Nursery, Gwen's business. 
"Who pissed in your cornflakes, Eve?" Gwen arched a brow, the tilt of her lips belying her serious tone. Gwen was dressed in her typical work gear, practical overalls over a purple flowered top. A plant nursery owner's job varied enough day-to-day that she had to be ready to water starts, help customers, or haul soil at the drop of a leaf.
I smiled at my friend. It wasn't her fault I'd chosen an ungodly hour to meet up and work on our auction idea list.
"I promise, I only look like a thundercloud."
"Late night?" Gwen asked, examining me until I squirmed.
While I'd stayed up later than I intended working on client designs, it was thoughts of Brady that kept me tossing and turning, leaving me restless and keyed up well past my usual bedtime.
"Yeah. We had our first play practice, then Brady talked me into dinner, so I got a late start on my regular projects."
"Don't let him work you too hard," Gwen admonished. "You've already got a lot on your plate with the Winter Warmth Auction. Let us know if we need to pitch in more."
Shivering, I tamped down dirty thoughts of Brady working me too hard. If her face hadn't been so serene, I'd have thought Gwen did it intentionally, picking up on my lusty feelings for her childhood BFF. I couldn't be sure she'd approve. She loved Brady like a brother, both springing to his defense and teasing him mercilessly. While Gwen and I had grown close, she seemed protective of him, and I didn’t want to test that.
"I'm okay. Pretty sure I could do the set design in my sleep."
Gwen looked poised to press me to accept her help, and I rushed ahead. "Besides, isn't that why we're working together this morning, to lighten my load for the auction?"
Nodding, Gwen gestured me toward one of the many nooks in Sprouts and Sprigs. "Come on, I won't waste any more of your time then. Coffee or tea?"
"Coffee, black like my soul," I requested, following her toward the rocking chairs nestled among a bank of tropical houseplants. The fronds of greenery nearly obscured the cozy dark wood chairs arranged around a small table. A soft rainbow throw blanket was artfully arranged over one chair back. I loved the hidden corners in Gwen’s nursery. They made quaint spaces to talk where you could sip on a cup of coffee or tea, inhaling the fresh scent of growing things. The indoor portion of Sprouts and Sprigs had a hothouse tea party vibe, with an array of gifts and plants for purchase. It was the outdoor nursery where the real work happened. There row upon row of perennials and shrubs waited for their forever homes. Gwen had added hints of whimsy there too, with small garden gnomes peeking from under arborvitae and the occasional patio setting.
Gwen settled two mugs of steaming coffee on the table, taking the chair across from me. There was something both soothing and hypnotic about the rockers; I couldn't help but give myself a little push, feeling instantly calmer. Gwen herself had that impact on people. Around her, I believed anything was possible. Including pulling off a bachelor auction in a few short weeks.
"Thanks, Gwen," I said as I sipped at my cup. The dark roast gave me a spark of life, the aroma alone making me feel more alert.
She waved away my appreciation, reaching for my tablet. "This is the list of donors so far?"
"Yep. I think most of the town has contributed, minus the usual suspects."
Frowning, Gwen shook her head. "Mrs. Wise used to support everything so generously, I guess I can't blame her for pulling back the golf course's backing since she lost her council seat."
"I can," I grumbled. "People in this town hold a mean grudge."
"So long as there's no actual sabotage this time, I think we can handle a few missing auction donors. The bachelors should bring in enough to make up for the loss of Marsha Wise's support."
Sabotage. 
I bit my lip, chewing it gently. Such a big word for some real petty bullshit. We'd never resolved the mishaps at our fall event to our satisfaction. A little graffiti was no big deal, but the way it escalated over the weekend had left us scrambling, trying to figure out who wanted us to fail. Thankfully, all had been quiet since then, but it didn't mean I could relax my guard. Each quarterly event needed to go well to build Campfire's tourism revenue. While the Winter Warmth Auction might appeal more to those in town, it was a good cause and should still get us some favorable regional press and the opportunity to pitch our next event, the balloon festival. 
We talked through a few more possible donors, outlining the final details for the event, including catering and social media, before I pushed to my feet, cup empty. 
"Thanks, Gwen."
Gwen shook her head. "No, thank you. I appreciate all you're doing for the town. Especially since you haven't lived here long."
I hid the hurt her words caused. She and the rest of the Campfire Council had embraced me so fully, I hated the reminder that I was essentially an outsider. Gwen fluttered her hands. "I didn't mean it that way, Eve. We're just thankful to have you as part of Campfire. Someone else's loss is most definitely our gain."
Her vague platitude served as the perfect reminder of why Gwen might not consider me fully settled as a local: I hadn't come clean about my past.
Moving beyond the uncomfortable moment, I forced a smile. "I consider Campfire home. I love it here."
"And we love you," Gwen said in her motherly way.
We wound through the plants, pausing when one of her employees called from the florist station. "Yoohoo, Gwen! Sorry to interrupt, but is this number a three or five? I need to call the Santiagos about their quincinera order."
Gwen paused to examine her handwriting on the sales order and introduced me to the other woman. "Matty Gleason, this is Eve Pendleton. She's helping your son with the school play."
It took me a moment, but slowly the resemblance to Brady became clear. Mrs. Gleason had his same fine nose and height, though her hair had silvered and was caught up in a soft bun away from her face. She also dressed much less formally, in jeans and a blue tee.
"Please, call me Matty. It's nice to meet you, Eve." She seemed sincere, but something about the spark of mischief in her gaze made me pause. "Am I right that you own Fierce Ink in town?"
Nodding, I extended my hand. "Yes, that's right. Nice to meet you."
"I've been meaning to make an appointment," Matty said.
“What kind of design are you interested in? Do you have a preferred style?”
Matty chuckled, the carefree sound making it impossible not to smile in return. “I’m a tattoo virgin,” she stage-whispered. "But I’ve been thinking about a design to honor my son for a while.”
The mind boggled. I had no trouble envisioning Brady's reaction if his mother came to me for her first tattoo. There would be blistering commentary. I bit my lip. Maybe that was unfair. Brady was a little uptight, but his mother was mature enough to make her own decisions. And the desire to honor Brady was sweet, even if he might not appreciate it.
"I've got my calendar app on my phone," I offered.
Matty clapped her hands together, looking almost girlish in her excitement. We compared schedules, and she snapped up a slot later in the week.
Gwen reappeared. "Sorry, Matty. I went back and checked caller ID. It was actually a two. Here you go."
Matty waved her goodbye, returning to her counter and picking up her phone.
"I didn't know Brady's mom worked for you," I murmured as Gwen walked me to the door.
"I was an honorary Gleason growing up. Brady and I have known each other forever. Matty always made the most gorgeous bouquets for their house. When I decided to add a florist, asking her if she wanted to run the shop was a no-brainer."
I couldn't help my curiosity. "Now that I've met his mom, I have to ask – what is Brady's dad like?"
I tried to imagine the paragon of virtue that had to have raised Brady. Matty Gleason was lovely, but nothing about her hinted at the strict formality that Brady had made into his whole personality.
"Mr. Gleason is a retired English teacher." Gwen smiled. "In fact, he was my high school English teacher, which is why it's hard to call him anything but Mr. Gleason. He's a lovely man, though I was terrified of him when I was in his class."
"Hm." I said noncommittally, trying to picture an older version of Brady. It was hard to imagine Gwen terrified of anything or anyone.
"Will we see you tonight at Jo’s?" Gwen asked.
"Yes, I'll pop over after work. We don't have play practice on Tuesdays, so it shouldn’t interfere with our campfire meetups. See you then."
Slowly, I climbed into my car, trying to mesh the new facts I'd picked up about Brady into some semblance of a total picture, not sure why I couldn't stop thinking about him. I had no business dating a high school principal. But part of me remembered the ease of our dinner together, and the edge of attraction I couldn't seem to ignore. Guiltily, I glanced at his jacket where I'd tossed it on the passenger seat. I should give it back, but it smelled like him. That subtle hint of coffee and soap acted like a tranquilizer on my nerves, putting me at ease. Ironic given the man himself had a totally different impact on my nervous system. 
As if thoughts of Brady conjured him, my phone buzzed with an incoming text.
Brady: Practice is 5pm sharp Wednesday.
Someone really should tell the man I owned a watch. Still, it was fun to needle him. Something about pushing him past the point of using polished grammar thrilled me.
Eve: Like all the best places in the world, I only operate on EST.
Brady: 5pm, please.
Eve: BTW, that's Eve Standard Time to you. I'm a volunteer, not serving detention. 
Eve:  But if you want an excuse to punish me, Just wait…
I waited, wondering if he'd take the bait, disappointed when he didn't immediately respond. 
Why did everything about him make me want to annoy and tease him until he snapped back? Dangling the idea of detention, time alone and under his control, had been reckless. Warming at the idea of sexy role play, I tossed my phone aside and started my car, focusing on driving safely over slick roads back to Fierce Ink.
My little studio may not keep me as busy as I'd like, but I loved the small space. It was fully my own domain. Being independent suited me. No one could control my art anymore. True, I produced for my clients, but for the most part I was free to accept the commissions I wanted, passing on things that didn't fit me. No more worrying about a curriculum approved by a school board, or the need to satisfy parents who thought their little darlings were budding Picassos.
Fierce Ink was housed in a narrow brick building, part of the tiny Campfire downtown center. Stretching a few blocks in either direction, I liked to think that our shops were small but mighty. I was a short walk to Slice of Heaven. Campfire also had a couple of antique shops, a used bookstore, a few boutiques and a good second-hand store, which was where I found most of my wardrobe. We were also a stone's throw from the downtown park, the high school, and the library. I loved the walkability of it all.
I'd taken care to decorate Fierce Ink to match my new aesthetic. A black leather fainting couch stretched along my display window, offering a cozy place for patrons to wait for their appointments. I'd chosen a sleek grey laminate for the flooring, painting the walls a smoky lavender. Framed artwork hung on the walls, a mix of my own original line art and flash stencils. 
My workstation was set up perfectly, a mix of inks arrayed on my tray within easy reach, the rest of the tools of my trade at hand. I ran a gentle finger along my tattoo chair, pleased with the way it gleamed. Five years ago, I couldn't have imagined my life today, the peace I found focusing on a living canvas. There was something satisfying about knowing my art walked the world, instead of being confined to a wall or frame. Tattoos told a story, and I loved helping my clients make peace with their pasts or celebrate their futures through their designs. There was something unique about taking power over your body, making it reflect something exclusively you.
I stroked a hand down one forearm, tracing one of my own favorite designs: the daffodil bunch symbolizing rebirth and new beginnings. Most of my tattoos were added in what I considered my AC phase: after my move to Campfire. The few that I'd had done living in Sammamish had to stay hidden beneath clothing.
The bell over the door to Fierce Ink rang, and I looked up, welcoming my first client of the day. I could only hope focusing on work would help me avoid thoughts of the handsome principal who hadn't texted me back. 
I spent a productive day in the shop, glad for my full schedule. After saying goodbye to my last appointment, I stretched, trying to work out the kinks from sitting hunched all day. I needed to do better with my posture, but human subjects were a lot less movable than canvas. I flipped the lock on Fierce Ink, using my back stairs to reach my small apartment. Furnished in an eclectic mix of Buy Nothing castoffs and the few things I could pack in my car for the move east, it smelled of lavender and bergamot. I grabbed a heavy jacket and my keys before heading to the Pruitt Farm. 
Campfire night called.
I loved the tradition we'd established of Tuesday nights by the fire. I'd been adrift, more than a little lost, when I first landed in Campfire. Gwen had scooped me up, including me in the small but savvy group of single women who wanted to see Campfire thrive. When it wasn't raining or snowing, we met Tuesdays after work for drinks and pizza, or just good conversation around the fire pit at the Pruitt Farm. Jo Pruitt brewed her family's beer brand, Pinkney Brewing, on their property, while her brother, Davis, farmed the hops. Their farm made the perfect place to gather, pour out our troubles, and find solace in the flames and good company. That sense of comradery had helped me feel like I’d found my home in Campfire. It'd been easy to go along with Gwen's campaign for mayor, see her vision for the town, after experiencing her warm welcome. Together, we'd managed to turn over the entire city council, launching Gwen's rebranding effort. I'd been happy to help behind the scenes, designing campaign signs, buttons, and other art in support of their cause.
When I pulled up to the Pruitt Farm, Sophie and Gwen's cars were already parked in the gravel lot. I followed the rocky path to the firepit, smiling when I spotted my friends. Jo, Gwen, and Sophie seemed intent on setting up the logs. Only Izzy was missing, no doubt still on her way from work.
"Hey, Eve," Sophie burbled, waving when she spotted me. "You're just in time to help with this week's sign." 
Sophie's sleek, shoulder-length hair was mostly hidden by a bright yellow hat, complete with yarn pom-pom. She'd bundled up for the cold night with matching fingerless mittens.
Jo waved silently from her spot next to Gwen, stains covering her heavy work jacket. Somehow Gwen, in almost the same outfit, looked totally different. Where Gwen was expansive, Jo was quiet, more comfortable in earthy tones. Gwen’s reddish hair was in its usual no-nonsense ponytail, with nary a whisp disobeying her. Jo’s long braid had come nearly undone, and I thought I spotted a stray hops flower caught somewhere in the strands.
Gwen sat in one of the Adirondack chairs tugged close to the budding fire, feeding it kindling, a frown in place. "I can't decide how to respond this week."
"What does the Nemitz Construction sign say now?" I asked, wondering what kind of opening salvo Zander had made. Zander Nemitz co-owned Nemitz Construction with his brother, Ivan. Their family business sat next door to Gwen’s nursery. Somewhere around the time I moved to Campfire, dueling sign messages for their businesses had become a thing between Gwen and Zander. Snarky, silly, and sometimes brow-raising, they sniped back and forth in eight-inch letters for the whole town's amusement. Brainstorming Gwen's comebacks had become regular Tuesday entertainment for our group.
Gwen tossed a stray stick into the fire. “This week’s message is: let’s give ‘em pumpkin to talk about.”
“Ooh, song lyric pun. I like it,” Sophie said, rubbing her hands together. “What else fits that theme?”
We sank into silence, thinking. Jo pulled out her phone. As much as we wanted to come up with something amazing on our own, the internet usually helped.
“How about, pour some gravy on me?” I offered.
“Hey, I just met you and this is gravy, but here’s my stuffing, so carve me maybe,” Jo said.
“I’m all about that baste,” Sophie added.
“Those are all better than what I had in mind,” Gwen said, staring into the fire like it held the answers.
“What were you thinking?” I asked.
“Quit being a turkey,” Gwen said with a scowl.
“I mean, it is direct…” Sophie said.
Gwen shook her head. “I’m getting fed up with the game. I’m not sure how much longer I can keep it going.” Her chin firmed. “But I’m also not a quitter.”
I watched my friend stare morosely into the fire, wishing there was something more I could do. Something told me quitting wasn’t in Zander’s nature either.
In the dark, the fire was mesmerizing. I contemplated the dancing flames, finding peace in the intricate weave of reds, yellows, and oranges.
The tumbling crash of logs being added to the small alcove Davis had built to store our firewood shook me from my reverie, startling me.
"Davis!" Sophie scolded, clutching a hand to her heart, eyes wide. "You scared the daylights out of me." As if she realized how ungrateful she sounded, she tacked on, "Thank you for bringing us more wood though."
"Thanks, Davis," Gwen and I echoed, Jo tilting her chin in a silent acknowledgement of her brother's kindness.
The big man shrugged, grunting something that might have been his version of a "you're welcome" before disappearing into the night.
In other circumstances, Davis would have made me nervous. The man was huge, both tall and burly, and gruff to the point of monosyllabic around our group. Thankfully, I'd hung out with Jo long enough to know that her brother was sweet underneath his Sasquatch social skills. He was always appearing where we least expected, usually quietly taking care of a chore before vanishing again. Still, I could never quite get comfortable with him. Just once, I wanted to see the big man smile or show emotion beyond stoicism.
Izzy appeared at last, clutching a box that smelled like pepperoni.
"Hey, all. I brought dinner."
"Izzy! You're the best," Sophie crowed.
"Thanks," I added, falling on the box like I hadn't eaten all day. And thinking back, I hadn’t. I'd forgotten lunch. No wonder I was so hungry. I'd gotten wrapped up in appointments, forgetting to eat the tuna salad I'd made.
"You're welcome" Izzy said, smiling serenely. She wore one of her Slice hoodies and jeans, hair caught neatly back in a braid.
"Aren't you cold?" I asked, shivering just watching her. The temperature had dropped steadily, only the heat of the fire keeping the cold at bay.
"Tonight is mild by Campfire standards," Izzy reassured with a small smile. "You'll get used to it if you live here long enough."
Shuddering on her behalf, I shook my head. "Not anytime soon."
"Are you sure it's not just thoughts of Ivan keeping you warm?" Gwen teased. "I'm also a local, but it's damn cold for just a sweatshirt."
Izzy's lips tilted in a quick smile she couldn't quite hide, and I grinned, happy for my friend. She and Ivan Nemitz had recently made things official, and she'd never looked happier.
Izzy turned on me, brows arched. "Speaking of people keeping each other warm, wasn't that you I saw in Brady's jacket last night?"
I shrugged, uncomfortable as every eye turned to me. I felt myself flushing under their combined attention. Gwen caught my gaze, and I couldn't turn away. She and Brady had been friends a long time. She always claimed they'd never been more, but I had my doubts. Gwen's ongoing feud with Zander Nemitz muddied the waters further. I couldn't decide if she honestly believed there was nothing brewing between her and Zander or not. Something about the way she said his name, the wistful quality she couldn't quite hide, made me think that there was more to their sign competition than a business rivalry.
"It was nothing, I forgot my coat and he was being chivalrous," I finally protested when the pause became too uncomfortable to ignore.
"Brady's kind like that," Gwen said, waving a casual hand.
I batted away the ping of jealousy her words inspired. I had no business with Brady Gleason, so her easy dismissal of any attraction between us shouldn't bother me. Sure, he was responsible, mature, and dependable, but so was a used Toyota. 
I ignored the whisper that said he was everything I wanted: the kind of man who'd make an amazing partner and maybe, someday, a husband. Strong, sure, caring. He'd made it clear he thought of me as a colleague at best, a nuisance at worst.
Any lusty feelings I had for his dimples were one-sided. Had to be. We couldn't be more different. And I'd sworn off men for the foreseeable future. Maybe, someday I'd be ready to take a risk again, but it wouldn't be with Brady. He wouldn't stay single for long unless he wanted to be, and I didn't expect him to wait for me. I had a long way to go, shoring up my defenses before I'd be ready to endanger my heart again. 
Strong fences made for good neighbors, if lonely nights.




Chapter 6
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Brady


I was already exhausted by the time play practice rolled around, but I couldn't deny the buzz beneath my skin at the thought of seeing Eve. She'd burrowed beneath my defenses, and I couldn't quite let go. My students milled around, Caleb and Lissie flirting in the corner, their interest painfully obvious based on the sheer quantity of  eyelash batting and hair flipping going on. Shaking my head, I clapped my hands for their attention. 
"Places, everyone." At my direction, the cast assembled on stage, and I gestured to the crew. "Please wait for Ms. Pendleton. She should be here shortly."
I hoped. Suppressing the pang of irritation that she was late, I listened as Lissie began running her lines.
She could barely look at Caleb, and they were supposed to be having a serious conversation, heartfelt, a moment.
"Pause, let's try that again, this time, Lissie, look at Caleb when you speak to him. The audience needs to believe, and right now they are wondering what's so fascinating about your shoes."
Shrugging, Lissie returned to her mark, staring down Caleb as if her gaze alone could incinerate him on the spot. 
They needed more direction, a real example, but damned if I'd be caught dead practicing an almost-kiss with a student.
Eve slipped in the back, and I paused in my critique. As if she could ever fly under my radar. Struck by an idea, I said, "Ms. Pendleton. Thank you for joining us. You're just in time."
"For what?"
"To help me demonstrate. Pop up on stage with me, if you will."
I could tell she wanted to say 'no' but couldn't find an excuse fast enough. It may not be detention, but I could still make her pay for her tardiness. Make her pay for the way I couldn’t stop thinking about her.
Slowly, Eve climbed the stairs to the small stage, pausing under the lights.
"What, uh, what are we doing?" Eve asked, taking a hesitant step closer.
"Showing what dramatic tension looks like," I said mildly.
Lissie handed her a script, and I dipped my chin. "Ready?"
Eve swallowed, and I wondered at the change in her. Usually so confident, I wasn't used to shy Eve. Was this why she'd fought so hard to avoid the play? I cupped her elbow, silently offering comfort. I'd meant for this to be painless, a little tit for tat in our ongoing war to encourage her to be on time, not something that would genuinely bother her.
"You okay?" I whispered, watching her expression.
She straightened, pushing back her shoulders, making me notice the way her breasts pushed against the soft fabric of her black tee.
A stray giggle interrupted my reverie, bringing my gaze back to Eve's face. Reluctantly, I let my hand drop to my side.
"I care for you too much to let you go into the forest.”
Slow and earnest, I said the words as if I meant them. Eve swayed closer, and I held my breath, aching to touch her again. Aching to kiss her for real. She worried her soft bottom lip between her teeth, the white piercing the pink in a way that made me want to mimic her, feel for myself the softness of her full mouth.
"I care for you too. Maybe too much. But I must go.”
Eve reached out a palm, caressing my jaw and scraping along the growth of stubble there. Soft and tentative, it took all of my control not to turn into her hand, to sneak a kiss on her palm. I paused, maybe a beat too long, my next words forgotten.
"It's always been you," prompted Caleb, shaking me from my Eve stupor.
Obediently, I repeated the words, my original purpose long forgotten. I only wanted to follow through on the promise of that caress – and kiss her.
Eve's dark eyes whispered of a softness, a tenderness, that was easy to believe. I extended my hand, cupping her chin gently, loving the way she leaned into my touch, as if starved for contact. 
"I've only ever wanted you, Eve."
Lissie giggled as I flubbed the rest of the line, forgetting both where I was and the characters Eve and I were supposed to be playing, her nervous titter successfully breaking the spell. I shook myself, turning back to my students.
"And that's how we do tension," I said, my voice over-loud in my own ears.
Eve curtsied, smile wry, before beelining for backstage, where her crew waited. 
She couldn't even look at me. 
Regret filled me, but apologizing now, in front of our teenage audience, would only make it worse. I focused on my cast, directing Lissie and Caleb to begin the scene again from the top.
I went through the motions for the rest of practice, but part of my attention stayed with Eve as she worked with her stagehands. My lack of willpower grated. Yes, Eve was the most beautiful woman I'd met in a long time, smart, savvy, and independent. It didn't mean that my interest was returned. Just because I lived for our teasing, didn't mean she enjoyed it as much.
We played through scene after scene, the cast slowly getting the hang of my stage direction, until Tia's older brother arrived, keys in hand to take her home.
"Good practice, everyone. I'll see you all tomorrow, five sharp." I said the last with a meaningful look at Eve, who rolled her eyes, but at least didn't stick out her tongue or flip me off in front of my students. 
So, progress?
I waited as my charges gathered their backpacks, laughing and joking with their castmates as they left for the evening, very aware that Eve hadn't bolted after my dismissal. At least not yet.
Maybe, like me, she was ready to quit hiding from the chemistry between us. After my bungled attempt to playact with Eve, I had to admit that I wanted to spend more time with her. Maybe we’d only ever be friends, but even that was a step up from how we started.
Slowly, I approached her on stage, keeping my distance, like I might a wild animal, wary for any signs that she was under duress. I shoved my hands in the pockets of my slacks, striving for casual. Nonthreatening. "So, do you want to grab dinner again?"
Eve looked up from the paint she was capping, expression hard to read.
"What did you have in mind?"
I bit back the urge to confess a few choice fantasies, striving for cool. "I have stew at home in the Crock Pot."
Eve's eyes danced, mirth in her expression. "Why, Principal Gleason, how domestic of you. Did you bake fresh bread to go with?"
I scratched at my ear. "Cornbread, actually."
"Well, now I feel like a jerk. That sounds amazing. Can I bring anything?"
"Just your spirit of forgiveness."
"For what?" she asked, brow wrinkling.
"Putting you on the spot earlier." I shrugged, grimacing. "I overstepped, assuming you'd be okay with it."
She waved away my apology. "I didn't used to get stage fright. It's more of a recent thing, speaking in front of large groups." 
"Sounds like there's a story there," I said when she paused. I'd always assumed she resisted helping with the play because she didn't like me; not because of genuine fear. “I’m sorry for pushing. You’re already doing me a favor, managing the crew. It’s hard to imagine you uncertain under any circumstances.”
Eve forced a smile, but it couldn't quite dissipate the shadows in her brown eyes. "It's not a tale I want to bring into my new life," she admonished gently, gesturing toward the door. "Dinner sounds great, no apology needed. But are you sure you want to invite me home? I'm a bonafide stray. What will people think? Their precious Principal Gleason entertaining a woman in his home?"
Honesty propelled me forward. "Depends on who you ask. If it's my mom? Probably about damn time.” Eve cracked a smile. “Everyone else? I don't really care. We both have to eat. I mean, it’s more of an apology than a d-.” I cut myself off, not liking the way Eve’s brow wrinkled as I hinted at the ‘d’ word. I tugged at my collar, gathering my courage to ask what I really wanted to. “I'm single. You're single…" I stretched it out, waiting for confirmation, feeling relieved when she nodded. "Then it's no one's business who I cook for."
Eve's lips pursed, eyes alight with something akin to mischief over the way I’d stumbled through my invitation. "True. But that won't stop the gossip. Small town, and all that," she said, waving a delicate hand in the air.
"One dinner can't be all that bad," I said.
"Two," she corrected.
"The betting usually starts at three," I assured, lips twitching when Eve seemed confused. "Silvia Nemitz is the local bookie if you want to get in on the action."
Eve's brow wrinkled. "I'm not following."
"Mrs. Nemitz probably has a betting pool set up for every single person in town, age twenty-one to fifty, if the gossip is true. Kind of a hookup/marry/kill game-type situation."
Eve's eyes widened. "She does not."
I chuckled. "It's mostly rumor, but knowing Ivan and Zander's mom, I believe it. She's been thick as thieves with the other matriarchs in Campfire for years, and not long after every engagement is announced, someone in town seems suddenly flush with cash."
"A secret betting ring? In Campfire?"
Shrugging, I grinned at her. "Small towns have to find their excitement somewhere."
Eve's sweet mouth opened and closed, drawing my attention to the full bottom lip I loved so much.
"Ask Gwen if you don't believe me. Scratch that – ask Jo. Her grandma is part of Silvia's cabal. I don't want to remind Gwen about the betting ring."
"Why not?" Eve asked, tone suspicious. "Is there serious money on you two?"
I examined her expression. Was that jealousy? Of Gwen and me? Puffing up, just a little, at the idea that she might really care, I shook my head.
"Not from anyone who's paying attention. But I've heard the bounty on her head grows every day."
"Bounty? On our Gwen?" Eve asked, still sounding mystified by our small-town entertainments.
"Um, hm."
Eve covered her face with her hands, peeking out between her fingers. "I'm afraid to ask."
"Tiger, you've been paying more attention than that," I chided gently.
"Zander?"
Nodding, I grinned. "Oh, yeah."
Eve dropped her hands, squinting at me. "Is there another pool on you?"
"Eh, probably. But I doubt there's much money in it at this point. I've rarely hit the minimum threshold with anyone local. My last relationship was with a woman who didn't live in Campfire."
Eve's shoulders slumped. "Oh. Wait. Is there a pool on me?" she asked, clutching a hand to her chest.
"Easy, Tiger. If there is, it'll be a compliment: they consider you a local. Besides, rumor is the pool only usually starts at three dates."
She arched a brow. "And you're willing to risk what could be considered date number two – with me?"
"We'll know the truth,” I assured. "Let them waste their money."
I regretted the words as soon as they popped out. I hadn't meant to imply that spending time with her was a waste. Just reassure her that I wasn't concerned about town gossip. Watching her expression crumple, it hit me that she probably found it more plausible that I had no intentions of anything romantic when it came to her. After all, I'd gone to pains to hide my feelings thus far.
Clearing my throat, I watched her steadily, searching for any hint of hurt. "I didn't mean that the way it sounded."
"Didn't you, Principal Gleason? After all, no one could consider us a match, right? Mr. Starched Shirts and tattoo Barbie."
She'd put me in my place, as surely as if she'd sent me to detention. Any chance of asking her on a date three had probably gone up in smoke, thanks to my big fucking mouth. As it was, date two was in serious jeopardy.
"Just come over for dinner, Eve. It doesn't have to mean anything you don't want it to, that's all I meant."
I could practically see the war going on inside illuminated by her flickering expression: from distrust, to curiosity, to acceptance. Slowly, she nodded.
"Okay, then. I appreciate the offer."
"Great," I said with a smile. "I can drop you off at home after dinner. Let me just lock up, and we can head out."
Satisfied that she'd agreed, albeit reluctantly, I whistled a cheery version of our fight song as I shut and locked the McDonald High doors behind me.
Maybe I hadn't pulled it off with anything approaching finesse, but Eve had agreed to dinner, and it was a start. For a man who'd sworn off close attachments and pledged to avoid Eve, I sure was full of shit. I couldn't even keep my promise to myself a single day without caving and inviting her over. Something about the mystery and challenge that Eve Pendleton presented was irresistible, and I was dancing perilously close to voiding my vow about keeping my distance.
All my self-assurances that I'd learned from my mistakes, learned to confine my thrill-seeking side to the summers, to my racing, faded under the weight of her dark brown eyes.
Curse me for a fool, but I wanted to get to know Eve Pendleton better. Even if it meant violating my rules about dating anyone from Campfire. Hanging out with Eve was worth a little crack in my defenses.




Chapter 7
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Telling myself it was curiosity that drove me to accept Brady's invitation, not attraction, and believing it were two very different propositions. Evelyn would have been led like a lamb from his kitchen to his bedroom, no questions asked. Was it a bad sign that I wanted to embrace that easy-going innocence again, and just see where things led with Brady?  
So much for avoiding men.
Shaking my head, I tried not to think about potential consequences. At least with Brady, I knew he was single. I might risk my heart, but I wouldn't be risking my home.
He'd stirred my nosy side with talk of Sylvia Nemitz's betting ring. There couldn't really be a secret cabal meddling in Campfire couples' relationships, could there? Surely, he was just teasing me? 
Brady pulled up in front of his house, a small, 1960's rambler with brickwork planters. As befit someone who was friends with Gwen, his planter boxes were filled with ornamental cabbages in hues of purple and white.  A skiff of snow obscured his lawn, but given Brady's attention to detail, I was guessing that under the layer of white, it was cut and manicured to perfection. The warm glow of the porch light beckoned, and he unlocked the door, offering to take my coat. I handed it over, and he tucked it in the front closet with his own, while I stood, mouth agape, taking in his home.
I'd expected pristine floors and an antiseptic feel. Instead, his space was comfortable. And dare I note, messy? A forgotten water bottle sat next to an empty mug on the coffee table. I spotted at least one pair of socks tucked beneath the couch. A stack of books had toppled over, spilling under the side table. Immediately, I felt more at ease. 
"Sorry about the clutter," Brady muttered, leaning down to pet the cat that wound around his ankles, meowing insistently.
"Who's this?" I asked, enchanted by the affectionate way Brady stroked his pet.
"Trouble."
I leaned down, presenting my fingers for a sniff. Trouble deigned to nudge at my hand, and I smoothed a palm along his silky coat, pleased when he purred his approval. 
Brady stood, one strong hand propped on his hip, his other hand running through his usually perfect hair, until it stuck up over his left ear. 
I resisted the impulse to smooth the strands back in place. Something about seeing Brady in his private space shook me. He seemed more human. And darned if that didn't make him even more attractive.
"Come on back to the kitchen. I think I have a bottle of wine somewhere; you want a glass?"
Brady was cute when he was nervous. Which begged the question why he'd asked me to dinner, if it was so clearly unplanned? I hadn't thought Brady had an impulsive bone in his body. 
"Anything is fine," I assured, following his broad back to the kitchen. "I'm happy with water."
The kitchen was dated, the linoleum floors in a soft beige and oak cabinets hailing from an earlier decade. 
"Have you lived here long?" I asked, curious about the differences in decor. The living room had fresh wood flooring and a more modern feel.
"About two years. I'm slowly updating the place. Each summer I pick a room to work on."
Brady pulled the lid off of the Crockpot bubbling on the counter, and I nearly whimpered at the aroma of onions and celery that wafted my way.
"That smells amazing. Thanks for inviting me for dinner." I bit my lip, debating. "I’ll admit, it’s also a little unexpected," I said, watching him carefully for a clue as to why he'd taken the leap.
True, we'd been bickering for weeks, but with all of his Ms. Pendleton's, I'd thought he was serious about keeping his distance. Yet here he was, inviting me to eat after practice for the second time. Welcoming me into his home. His sanctuary. Whether he intended it to or not, he was giving away a huge chunk of himself with the invitation. Seeing his home, with its messy bits and imperfections made me feel closer to him. Like he was letting me see underneath his professional mask. It seemed unlikely that Brady was lonely, but something about his pause after my probing made me think I'd hit on the real reason for his invitation.
Brady appeared to live a full life: high school principal by day, beloved son of Campfire the rest of the time. We'd run into him with Ivan, Zander, and Cole at Sing-along, a local bar, on our last girls' night out. He didn't seem to lack for friends in town, and if he dropped his self-professed rules about dating local, he'd have more company than he could handle. Brady Gleason was hot. No two ways about it. Medium-tall, broad-shouldered, and clean-shaven, he was always suited up with his dark hair slicked back. He looked almost too professional for our sleepy little town, but that wouldn’t stop a woman from inviting him into her bed.
Brady shrugged, avoiding my gaze as he stirred the stew. 
"Brady?" I prompted.
"You and I started off on the wrong foot," he said, meeting my gaze. "I thought if we got to know each other better, we could start over."
"What's a little blackmail between friends, huh?" I asked.
He wrinkled his nose. "It's not blackmail if I don't have any dirt on you. I don't know you well enough to blackmail you. That's my whole point."
"Extortion then," I allowed.
"You accuse me of the nicest things," he said with a teasing lilt in his voice.
"Don't worry, payback is coming."
Brady's eyes narrowed. "You mean me giving you use of the high school in exchange for helping me with the play?"
I shook my head, enjoying the suspicion in his expression. "Oh, no. Again, you extorted me into helping. You could have just asked. I might have done it out of the kindness in my heart. But you made it a condition of using the school, putting me in an impossible position."
"If I say I'm sorry, will you forgive me?" he asked.
"Maybe if I believed you meant it. After all, I'm not a monster. But…"
"But what?" Brady asked, looking intrigued.
I pointed a finger at his chest. 
"Best you gird your loins, Principal Gleason."
It wasn't bright to warn him ahead of time, but he'd been nice enough to feed me, so maybe he deserved a heads up. The idea had come to me while watching him with his students and wouldn't let go. Brady was going to learn a very important lesson.
"What does that even mean, "gird your loins"? I'll be honest, I've never known."
"Effectively? Hike up your pants and put on a belt."
"Are you trying to get me out of my pants then?" Brady asked.
Sputtering, I muttered, "No," not liking it when he grinned unrepentantly.
Brady clasped his hands over his heart. "Ms. Pendleton. If you get me naked, Silvia Nemitz will have a pool going on us in no time."
"How did we go from me making veiled threats to you talking about us hooking up?" I asked, aghast to have lost control of the conversation.
I'd wanted to tease him about retribution for manipulating me into helping with the play, but he'd started with a half-assed apology and maneuvered me into merciless flirting. 
And dammit, I couldn't even be mad.
His more relaxed side was fun to see up close. I didn't want to think about how much more fun we could have together. Especially pants-less.
"Are you hungry?"
Brady's abrupt change of topic made me wonder if there was an offer underlying the question.
My stomach growled on cue, prompting a chuckle from Brady.
"Asked and answered," he said mildly. "Why don't you grab bowls from the cabinet to the right of the sink. I'll gather glasses and see if I can find that wine."
Companionably, we moved around his kitchen, pulling together dinner. 
I half-expected to carry our bowls into the living room and eat in front of the TV, but instead Brady pulled out placemats and cloth napkins, placing them on the kitchen table. In McDonald Grizzly colors no less.
I chuckled, unable to hold back my amusement as I took my spot next to him at the table. He was close enough that our knees brushed, and I hid the small shiver of excitement that I couldn’t quite repress.
"Brady, do you ever feel you take the principal thing too far?" I asked, hoping to distract myself from his nearness.
I took a bite of the savory stew, barely avoiding a moan of pleasure over how good it was. Of course, Brady Gleason could cook. Was there anything the man couldn't do?
"Easy, there, Tiger. You're not criticizing me for being a grown-ass adult with placemats, are you?"
"No-o," I said, holding back laughter at his mock-severe expression.
He shook his head. "Don't make me bust out the matching napkin rings."
I giggled. "That's your idea of a threat?"
He sighed, the sound full of suffering. "Only to my sanity. Pro tip: in a small town, it's wise to never be known for something."
"Yeah? Why's that?" I asked.
He rolled his eyes, gesturing to the red and black placemats. "Birthdays, Christmas, and everything in between, it's all you'll unwrap forever."
"What?" I asked, holding back my mirth. "You mean you didn't buy the Grizzly placemats yourself?"
"At the risk of sounding less like a grown-ass adult, I'll admit the truth: nope. I didn't buy the placemats or napkin rings. Not the giant Grizzly couch throw either. Don't even get me started on my tie collection." He shook his head.
"Grizzlies all the way?"
He nodded solemnly. "Probably until the day I die."
"You could always move," I said lightly.
He arched his brows. "Like you did?" I tensed, and he waved his hand in the air, as if that could dissipate the strain in the air after his question. "Nah. Pretty sure it'd take witness protection to get me out of Grizzly gifts. My mom is the worst culprit."
"So, nothing red or black on your Christmas list, huh? Got it."
"I didn't say that." He arched his brows suggestively. "I could make an exception for lingerie... On the right woman."
"Oh, Brady." I said, pretend pity infusing my tone. "Good thing you qualified that statement. You don't know how much ammunition you've already given me tonight. Best quit while you're ahead."
"You wouldn't use anything said in confidence against me, would you Eve?" he asked good-naturedly, confidence in his broad smile.
Like he knew he'd charmed the crap out of me. I couldn't remember a dinner I'd enjoyed more. As much as I loved my friends, our casual get-togethers didn't have the same silly intensity as my dinner with Brady.
"Brady, all I can say is never mess with an artist who knows Photoshop."
His eyes widened, horror stamped across his face as the possibilities no-doubt cascaded through his mind.
I nodded. "Yeah. You messed up, big time."
"But…but… I made you this delicious dinner,” he sputtered, gesturing to the bowl I'd scraped clean.
Grinning, I nodded. "Yes. And it was wonderful. But not enough to save you."
"Okay, I see how it is. You play hardball. What will it take, Eve?"
"What?"
"Name your terms. What will it take for you to abandon whatever plot is lighting up those beautiful brown eyes?"
His compliment and playful challenge took me by surprise, emboldening me further.
"A kiss."
The words popped out before I could consider them fully. He asked me what I wanted, not what I should have. Sitting in his warm kitchen, eating the delicious meal that he’d prepared for me, and seeing his home, had made me brave. He’d been funny, charming…total boyfriend material. I wanted a taste of the life he promised. Just once, I wanted to live the fantasy. Kissing my co-director was a terrible idea. Brady reminded me of the dreams I’d given up on, but his smile danced like flame, urging me to take the risk, eager to feel his warmth.
"You drive a hard bargain, Ms. Pendleton. And can I say, the hypocrisy is noted, but also appreciated."
I arched a brow. Was that a compliment wrapped in a criticism? We'd been dancing around each other all evening, but was he actually considering my offer?
Brady pushed his chair back from the table, the slow scrape of wood on wood punctuating the intent in his heavy-lidded eyes. 
He patted his broad thigh, the invitation to climb aboard clear, and my heart stopped.
My breath juddered as I exhaled, taking in the change my suggestion had wrought on Brady. He sprawled across the kitchen chair, the picture of male confidence. Dark hair slicked back, a challenging tilt to his lips, eyes focused wholly on my mouth. Part demand, part invitation, like my words had flipped an internal switch.
In front of my eyes, Brady Gleason had morphed from mild-mannered, proper high school principal to someone who whispered authority of a different kind. Desire washed through me, a tsunami of sensation wiping away my good sense.
As if calculating the meaning behind my hesitation, he crooked a finger at me, his lopsided grin all dare, his dimples playing peek-a-boo with my hormones.
"Ms. Pendleton, I'm ready to make good on our bargain. Unless, of course, you'd prefer to accept something else in return for abandoning your revenge plot."
Why did I get the feeling he was toying with me, that he'd turned the tables, teasing me with what I wanted, hoping to see me break? Provoking me on purpose?
Two could play that game.
I pushed my shoulders back, scooting my own chair away from the kitchen table, albeit without his signature grace. I let one hand trail along the chair back, sliding it as slowly and sensuously as possible along the wooden rail, mimicking wrapping my hand around something else just as firm. Slowly, I released my chair and stalked toward him.
Brady's tongue licked out, whetting his lips as I stepped right, then left, until I straddled his hips. Our height difference meant that for once, I towered above him. His head fell back, arrogance in every line of his face as he perused me from beneath his lids.
I extended my palms to his shoulders, enjoying the firm muscle beneath my fingers. Any hint of softness in him had fled at my touch. Brady held my gaze as I slowly sank down on his lap.
He grunted, just the tiniest sound of satisfaction as my weight settled. His hands welded to my ass, kneading gently, but he didn't attempt to finish what he'd started with his teasing.
The moment swelled, me searching his brown gaze, for what, I didn't know. Part of me was amazed, no shocked at the change in him. The man Brady showed to the public was smooth. Sophisticated. Professional, through and through. But the man before me? He looked nearly feral beneath the slick hair and dress shirt. The body under mine felt like a man used to taking control – strong and firm in all the right places. Yet here he was, at least pretending to be at my mercy, letting me be the aggressor.
Suddenly, I ached to show him how barbaric I could be. Heat flared everywhere we touched. His hands, which had at first been massaging, had shifted, until he tugged us groin to groin, making the evidence of his arousal irrefutable.
Brady Gleason wanted me. And damned if I didn't want him back.
His brown eyes taunted me, bedeviling me into making the first move. He stirred me up until I couldn't decide if kissing him would be surrender or victory.
I'd been foolish enough to suggest a kiss. I had no one to blame but myself for my predicament. 
Brady stilled, as if sensing I was on the cusp of a world-changing decision. His focus shifted to my mouth, reminding me that if we both found pleasure in it, there were no winners or losers in choosing to explore.
I leaned in until our lips barely grazed, letting my eyes fall closed to focus only on touch. Brady's lips were whisper-soft at first, slowly shaping my mouth, letting me set the pace. Gentle, almost sweetly, I licked at his lower lip before grazing it with my teeth. Brady took the savage move as an invitation, ravishing my mouth until I lost all sense of anything but him. I let my palms shape his chest, pressing against his hardness, enjoying the strength I found there. Brady cupped the back of my head, helping us find a deeper angle. He kissed me like his life depended on it, and I returned his urgency, stroke for stroke. Our kisses turned from intense to lazy and slow, eventually tapering off until our foreheads touched, allowing us time to catch our breath.
Gone was the proper Brady from earlier. Hair mussed, shirt wrinkled, there was no way he'd pass for Principal Gleason anymore.
Satisfied that I wasn't the only one who'd lost my head, I slowly sat back, breaking our connection.
"For the record, I'm not holding you to a quid pro quo. I just wanted to kiss you," Brady murmured.
His admission snapped me back to reality: Brady and I may have kissed, and it may have shaken me more than I wanted to admit, but that didn't mean I could let my guard down. Him releasing me from my promise gave me the permission I needed to maintain some much-needed distance between us.
Leaning back, I let my glee show, hoping it would hide the lingering hangover from kissing him. "Good. Everything's already at the printers. It would have been a shame to waste all of their hard work."
Brady frowned, the change in him jarring. Gone was the sexy man who'd ravished me in his kitchen. In his place was the stern colleague who demanded perfection. 
"Eve? Eve. Tell me you're not serious. You got printers involved?"
The censure in his voice sent a rush of cold trailing the heat.
I peeled myself away from his lap, standing on unsteady legs, forcing a smile to hide the telltale tremble. "Easy, Principal Gleason. Haven't you figured me out yet? I'm never serious."
Not altogether true, but it was easier to play things light than let him know how much his kiss affected me. Keeping things flirtatious between us was for the best. If I treated my attraction for him as a naughty joke, then maybe I’d still be able to laugh when things inevitably ended.
A man who could turn from tormenting me with kisses to stern reprimands in seconds couldn't be trusted. Brady was too hot and cold for my battered heart to hope for anything beyond flirtation.
"I'd better go," I said, grabbing my bowl and rinsing it at the sink before sliding it into his dishwasher. "Thanks for dinner."
Brady followed my lead, pushing to his feet, though I noted he moved slowly, like a big cat scenting prey. I strode for the hall closet, yanking my jacket out and thrusting my hands through the sleeves, avoiding his gaze. All I wanted was to escape and find a private place to analyze my reaction to Brady. He’d turned me inside out with that kiss. Made me abandon my inhibitions. Abandon my promises to myself. I'd done what I could to walk it back, to put us back on more casual footing, but something about the serious cast to his features made me think I wouldn't get away so easy.
"Eve," he placed a gentle hand on my wrist. The soft gesture made me want to flip my palm, entwine my fingers with his, but shadows of Scott intruded. Would he drop my hand in public like Scott had? True, I hadn't realized Scott had been worried about running into friends who knew he was married, but Brady's rigid behavior and quick shifts between personal and professional didn't inspire confidence.
I deserved someone who treated me like an oath, not a secret.
"Let's keep things professional at school, okay?" I said, meeting his gaze briefly. Concern flared there. For me, or for his reputation? 
"Of course. Let me grab my keys and I'll see you home."




Chapter 8
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Brady


We were mostly quiet on the short drive to Eve's. I could barely think, still battling my erection and memories of our make out session in my kitchen. I didn't know what to say. Scratch that – I'd pretty much lost the ability to speak. 
Kissing Eve, feeling her arch above me like a goddess, wrapping myself in her silk, had been heaven.
Which made the crash to earth when I created distance between us feel all the more like hell. I'd ruined the mood, and I wasn't quite sure how to fix it.
This was the problem with letting someone see the real me: severe whiplash. Me on the job was different from me at home. Not everyone enjoyed the differences. I'd thought Eve might be an exception, someone who could see both halves of my life and meld the two. After all, she straddled worlds herself: scary-organized Campfire event planner by day and badass artist inking up clients by night.
As much as I wished Eve could take me as I was, an apology for tonight was probably in order. I'd spun our easygoing dinner into something unexpected in the kitchen.
Clearing my throat as I drew to a stop in front of her place, I searched for the right words. "Eve, I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable tonight, if I took things too far."
Eve shifted, turning to look at me. She held my gaze a moment, seeming to judge my sincerity. Eve shook her head, and my stomach dropped. She was refusing my apology. Disappointment washed through me. In the heat of the moment, it'd felt like she was all-in, there with me every step. But her denial now made me doubt my view of our night together.
"Brady, if anyone owes an apology for tonight, it's probably me," she said meekly.
I didn't like it.
Eve didn't seem like she'd been docile a minute in her life. Getting it from her now struck me as wrong. Humble was fine, but she seemed almost dejected.
"Sometimes I leap without thinking," she said mildly, reasserting more of her composure. "Welcome to impulsive island: population, me."
"There's nothing wrong with being spontaneous," I said, not liking the implication that kissing me had been a mistake. I couldn't wait to get home and relive every second, probably until I went blind. I hated the idea that she viewed our time in my kitchen differently. It’d been transformative. Magnificent. Nothing to be ashamed of.
"You're the last man I expected to applaud spontaneity. Are you feeling okay, Brady?" Eve slapped a gentle palm on my forehead.  
I swatted her hand away, my scowl dissolving into a grin. "Well, I have been feeling you up. That's more than okay with me. However, I’ll admit I am a little hot and bothered. You do that to me."
Eve groaned, sounding exasperated by my attempt to cover my discomfort with humor. "You’re not making any sense. What are you trying to say? Is this some round-about way of saying you're sick of me?"
"Easy, Tiger. Just the opposite. I have been feeling odd around you for weeks though. Heart palpitations, sweaty palms. But I googled my symptoms, and it turns out that I just like you."
"Brady," Eve admonished. "Is implying that I'm a disease supposed to be foreplay?"
"Why do you insist on twisting everything I say? And really, it's more of a sickness. One of the rare ones. Did I mention I'm not looking for a cure?"
Eve rolled her eyes, but I caught the way her lip quirked on the side, like she was trying not to smile. "You're way cornier than I expected, Principal Gleason."
"Is that your way of saying you like me too?" I asked, turning on the charm.
"Whatever you have, it may be catching. But don't think this gets you out of any troublemaking I have planned. I hold a mean grudge."
I raised my hands, projecting innocence. "I wouldn't dream of interfering in whatever you've masterminded. But, if I can dissuade you with kisses, I'm also not above a little persuasion."
Eve's dark eyes danced in the low light. "I look forward to your attempts," she said, smiling softly.
"So, does this mean that if I invite you on date number three, you'll say 'yes'? Are you brave enough to risk the betting pool?"
"Yes." Eve groaned, shaking her head. "There I go, being impulsive again."
"I think I like it," I said, adding a grin.
"You say that now. Just wait. Going hard on things gets me in over my head more often than not."
"Tiger, is that your way of saying you've lost your head over me?" I crooned, feeling lighter now that I'd confirmed my feelings weren't one-sided.
"You wish.”
Something about the way she said it, the pout on her pretty mouth, left me with a broad grin as she slipped out of my car. Eve may still be a little conflicted, but she was into me.




Chapter 9
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Once I reached the safety of my apartment, I leaned back against my front door, hugging myself. The stupid grin on my face wouldn't go away, no matter how I tried to scold myself for agreeing so easily to another date with Brady. 
He’d gone from hot and cold to confessing his feelings for me lightning-fast. Part of me couldn’t believe his admission, but I also couldn’t deny that he made my heart race. He had me dreaming of a future that held more than raw independence, small business domination, and a friend group I’d die for. From the beginning, he’d had me fooled into thinking he wasn’t interested. For once, it was nice to be wrong. Brady had been hiding a crush of his own behind his stern disapproval.
The man was growing on me. Kinda like a fungus. I slapped a hand to my forehead, dragging it down my face. Now the dratted man had me making corny jokes.
Serious and persnickety Brady could be annoying, but I accepted that as school principal he had a lot of responsibility and had to command respect from students and parents alike. Privately, Brady was another matter. Sweet, surprisingly silly, and yet wickedly domineering in a way that made me wet just thinking about kissing him in his kitchen. 
For the first time in memory, I'd felt safe letting go. Brady's combination of daring and confidence had been sexy as hell. But the incongruity between the face he showed the town and the person he was with me was enough to make me doubt my judgement. I'd been fooled by a two-faced man before. But giving Brady the benefit of the doubt felt right. I snorted softly. That was one-hundred percent my hormones talking. See, impulsive. Listening to my body, not my brain. Logically, Brady was still a colleague for a few more weeks. He was also one of Gwen's best friends and on the short list of eligible bachelors in Campfire. Crashing and burning with him would make things awkward around town forever. 
I shivered. Running into him constantly if we dated and it didn't work out would suck. Like getting my heart ripped out over and over on repeat. But something about him drove me forward. Did that make me stupid or brave?
It wasn't even like we could hide our relationship. Not with the Nosy Nellies in Campfire on the case. His mention of the betting ring only cemented my earlier impression that Campfire was full of busybodies. Not the end of the world, but also a royal pain in the ass if you were trying to test the waters romantically without your neighbors placing bets on your chances of success. 
I'd thought moving to Campfire would offer me anonymity. What I'd found was community. And as much as I loved my support network and valued Gwen, Sophie, Jo, and Izzy, I'd also seen the way a group could turn into an angry mob with very few facts to back them up. You only needed 'whore' scratched in your car once to learn that painful lesson. While my friends would hear me out, to the rest of the town Brady would always be the golden son and me the outsider. For now, Fierce Ink was doing well. I couldn't afford to burn my good will in town and start over again somewhere else. I liked the life I'd built in Campfire, even if it was lonely at times. 
I bit my lip, debating texting Brady, calling off seeing him again. 
But there was the rub: I couldn't. I'd see him over and over at play practice. There was no escape. Even if I bailed now, hid like a coward, he'd wear me down, just by being Brady.
Firming my chin, I pushed away from my door, slipping out of my clothes and into pajamas before grabbing my laptop.
I wouldn't run. I wouldn't hide. The only thing to do was face my feelings for Brady head-on, and see where they led.
Whatever the fallout, I'd survive. I'd done it before. But that wasn't with Brady.
Shaking away my misgivings, I focused instead on remembering our kiss in his kitchen. The man had skills. The way his strong fingers had dug into my ass, urging me closer while we kissed, left me barely remembering my own name, let alone any objections to being with him. We could be amazing together. That was the thought I had to hold onto, cling to, while we figured things out.
Planning for the end was no way to make a new beginning.
I settled in to work, putting the finishing touches on a logo for a new restaurant opening in Spokane before checking my email. Jackpot. The printers had shipped my snarky homage to Brady's signature phrase: It's a great day to be a Grizzly. Grinning, I checked the tracking link. I couldn't wait to execute my petty little revenge. Brady was about to learn that I hadn't been joking with my threats. You absolutely shouldn't screw with an artist who knows Photoshop.
*** 
On Thursday, my first client was Matty Gleason. I unlocked the front door to Fierce Ink, welcoming her with a smile.
"Good morning, Mrs. Gleason."
She gathered me in a lavender-scented hug, giving me a tight squeeze. 
"Call me Matty, dear. I feel I owe you one."
I pulled back, surprised. "Why's that?"
She arched one graceful silver brow. "Who do you think Brady would have arm-twisted into helping him with the play if it weren't for you? I'm forever grateful."
We chatted amicably as I got her settled, discussing the design she'd chosen. A red poppy for remembrance, with a date in December scrawled beneath it. She didn’t mention the significance of the date, and I didn’t push.
Matty was lovely and engaging, and I enjoyed talking with her while I worked. At the end of our session, I'd completed the outline for her tattoo.
"Shall we set up another appointment for next week so I can work on the shading?" I asked.
Matty nodded, almost girlish in her excitement. "Yes, please. Thanks, Eve, I'll see you next week."
With a jaunty wave, Matty left, the doorbell tinkling after her.
I'd kept to innocuous topics, using the subjects in my small talk arsenal to keep her from focusing too much on what I was doing with my tattoo gun. It had been tempting to grill her about Brady, but I didn't want to tip my hand too early. He and I were just testing the waters, I didn't need to go full Pendelton and involve his family. There'd be time to get to know Matty if Brady and I found we could make it work as a couple.
I greeted my next client, losing myself in my work until five. Stretching as I finished for the day, I wished Travis, a goodnight and cleaned up my station before heading for the high school.
Anticipation over seeing Brady made me stride faster, until my pace resembled something close to a run. It helped that it was frigid as balls outside and dark clouds overhead threatened snow.
"Where's the fire?" Mr. Martinez, the town librarian, called out after I almost collided with him at the corner, sliding on a hidden patch of ice.
"Sorry, Mr. Martinez." I slowed, shaking my head. Arriving in one piece was more important than getting there faster, but I was keenly aware that I was already late.
Grinning, I tried to imagine the punishment my favorite principal might dish out if I were late again. Yeah. Lusting after him was definitely a sickness.
I slowed to a saunter as I pushed through the heavy double doors to join the cast. Brady glanced up from the circle of students reading scripts, glaring from me to his watch with a frown, but I just smiled and shrugged.
He'd learn to love me late or not at all. Something about the slow way he perused me, taking in my dark hair in its messy bun, the tight red sweater and painted-on jeans, made me think I'd have him forgetting all about his schedule in no time. Hell, even if I hadn't had a client until five, arriving late would have been tempting. Brady was just too easy to needle. I loved riling him up. Probably because it eased some of the sexual tension. Maybe his show of disapproval wasn't the response I really wanted from him, but any kind of emotion felt like a win from the usually cool man.
"Ms. Pendleton." 
The dark timbre of his voice, the hint of disapproval, turned me on. I'd never suspected I had an authority kink, until Brady turned his honey brown gaze my way with the tiny frown between his brows. Hot.
Fanning myself, I winked. "Trust me, Principal Gleason, I practically ran here."
He gestured toward my stage crew, dismissing me, and I shuffled to my students at the back of the stage. 
"Hey, gang," I said easily. 
"Hi, Ms. Pendleton," Mitch and Grace chorused, grinning madly.
"What?" I asked, glancing from Grace to Mitch, suspicious.
"Jenny Masterson showed up late, and Principal Gleason sent her to empty the trash cans. He li-kes you."
Student sleuths: one. Brady and I keeping things on the down-low: zero. We couldn't manage to keep our feelings under wraps for five fucking minutes. Granted, with their teenage hormones, Mitch and Grace could probably scent my crush on him a mile away, but still. I shook my head. We were the adults. Masking our attraction, at least in front of our students, shouldn’t be that hard.
I cleared my throat. "Bull. I'm an adult volunteer with other job responsibilities. Speaking of responsibilities, let's get to work."
Together, we outlined the set piece we needed to build, tracing the design on a sheet of plywood. I snapped my hearing protection on, plugging in the Sawzall. In my rush to leave the shop, I'd forgotten my gloves. Focusing on cutting our design with my saw, I missed the sharp splinter until it slid beneath my palm.
"Ah!"
Cursing, I shut off my saw, examining my hand. 
Dammit.
A good-sized chunk had pierced my skin. It was going to hurt like a mother to pull it out.
"Eve! Did you cut yourself? Let me see."
Brady's words penetrated, and I pulled off my earmuffs, eyes widening when I caught his expression. Mouth agape, brows drawn in concern.
"Do you need a doctor? Tell me you didn't catch it on your saw."
Brady's voice boomed, and I flinched at the volume after the muffled quiet of my hearing protection.
"Relax, Brady. I'm fine."
"I'll relax when I know you don't need stitches."
Brady cupped his hands around mine, tugging me toward the edge of the stage under the bright lights.
"It's just a splinter," I soothed.
He bent over my palm. "I can see that now," he said grudgingly.
"Caleb. Get me the first aid kit."
Caleb rushed to do his bidding, no doubt incurring hearing loss from the sheer volume with which Brady delivered his demand. Slowly, I realized that the cast was milling around in clumps as they watched the drama between Brady and I unfold. Any pretense at practicing lines had ground to a halt.
"Stop shouting, Brady. I'm fine."
"I never shout!" he shouted.
The adorable man was clearly worried. It'd be cute if it weren't scaring his students.
"Right! Because this is theater, so we call it PROJECTING. Emoting if you're feeling fancy," I intoned with a smile for our audience, before whispering just for his ears, "and asshole if you're scaring your students. I'm fine, Brady. Knock off the He-Man act."
Brady dissolved into a hail of muttered curses, thankfully uttered too low for his students to overhear.
Caleb rushed up with the first aid kit, and Brady pawed through it, emerging triumphantly with tweezers.
"I could probably just yank it out with my fingers," I offered, trailing off when Brady frowned. "Or… not," I finished.
I smiled at the cast, nervously milling about and said, "why don't you all keep running your lines. Principal Gleason is helping me real quick and he'll be right back with you all."
"Reckless. Gonna give me a heart attack." Brady continued grousing under his breath as he worked over my hand.
I pretended not to hear him, instead painting a smile on while he dug around in my hand with his tweezers.
He pulled, and I felt the sliver slide from my palm, breathing a sigh of relief. Brady tucked his tongue between his teeth, focused on sanitizing my hand with an alcohol wipe before applying a bandage. 
"There," he pronounced, twisting my palm in the light. "Almost good as new."
"You aren't going to kiss it better?" I pouted, trying for quiet but failing.
"Kiss!" Grace yelled, picking up on the one word I would have rather the students not overheard.
"Yeah, kiss," Mitch urged, picking up the cry.
The rest of the cast swung around, until we were the focus of twenty young faces, all chanting, "Kiss! Kiss!"
Students: two. Brady and I keeping things on the down-low, negative ten.
I expected Brady to shut down their chorus quickly. He was the last man to be influenced by a room full of teenagers. I'd already put more space between us, sad to abandon his warmth, but needing to at least try to keep a respectable distance between us. 
He eyed me, something like mischief in his gaze. As if sensing a new tension between us, the students fell silent.
Brady raised our linked hands, until his palm cupped mine. Deliberately, he bent over our hands, placing the softest of kisses over my fresh bandage. If I hadn't watched him do it, I would have thought I imagined it. The courtly gesture blew me away. Who was this man, and what had he done with the stuffy principal who usually ran play practice?
Around us, students cheered, and Brady tugged me into a bow.
"And, scene!" His commanding voice rang out through the room, silencing his students. "That's how you use dramatic tension." He turned to me. "Ms. Pendleton, thanks for playing along. Now, it's time to get back to work."
Bemused, I turned back to Mitch and Grace, who smirked at me.
"Told ya," Grace sing-songed.
Shaking my head ruefully, I said, "Let's get back to our sets. Today's drama lesson is over."
Reluctantly, they settled into painting the tree we'd made. Thankfully, I'd finished my cut before my injury and didn't have to traumatize Brady by turning the saw back on.
I focused on painting, trying to ignore the lingering warmth in my palm. It was probably just infection setting in, not residual heat from Brady's kiss. I flushed, worried that my students, with their romance ESP, would sense me having impure thoughts about their principal. He'd tried to play off his moment of playfulness as a teachable moment, but I remembered the fire in his eyes as his lips touched my palm. Tingles shivered down my spine. You couldn't fake chemistry like that.
We cleaned our brushes and capped our paints as practice wound down, Mitch and Grace wishing me goodnight as they grabbed their backpacks and went to wait for their parents to pick them up outside. Slowly, the small auditorium emptied, until I was very aware of Brady only a few feet away, flipping through a script.
He looked like a leading man himself, in his fine suit and shiny shoes. He glanced up, his soft smile turning my insides to mush. 
"How's the hand?" he asked.
"Fine, it was just a splinter. Nothing to get excited about."
His lips twitched. "Is that your way of telling me I overreacted?"
"Maybe," I allowed, amused. "I'm used to taking care of myself. The theatrics were a bit much - pretty sure you sent every cast member home with some juicy gossip."
"Is that okay with you? I figured the cat would be out of the bag once we went out again. Does it bother you that my students suspect?"
Bemused, I shook my head, trying to make sense of Brady’s easy acceptance of a starring role in Campfire chatter. 
"I'm more surprised it doesn't bother you."
"Ah," he said, eyes widening with understanding. "It wasn't my finest moment."
"I'm not complaining, but it seems out of character for the proper Principal Gleason to be giving out hand kisses at play practice."
He’d gone from standoffish to simp in record time. It was both difficult to trust and sending fresh shoots of hope wrapping around my heart.
"After you accused me of getting emotional, I figured there was nothing for it but to own it and lean into the drama. Plus, it let me do what I really wanted to – kiss you."
His words were soft, but they didn’t answer my underlying question.
"Why did you freak out? It was just a sliver. I've had much worse injuries practicing my art."
He ran a gentle hand along my cheek, making it impossible to do anything but lean into his palm and enjoy the strength there. Brady seemed to need the reassurance of touch, which shocked me, as he always seemed so self-contained.
"I promised I'd never put someone in a position to be hurt again," he murmured softly, drawing me closer with the pressure of his palm.
Eager to comply, I stepped forward until we were toe-to-toe, and I could admire his long lashes up close. The man had impossibly pretty eyes, all lustrous and dark, with sweeping lashes I'd kill for. Naturally, my hands settled on his chest, smoothing his suit jacket as if I could soothe the emotion underlying his admission.
Slowly, his words sank in, full of hidden meaning. Who had Brady hurt?
"Brady, you say that like there's a story there."
"A story for another day. I was thinking we could go out this Saturday. Would you be up for spending the day with me?"
Disappointment that he wasn't more forthcoming about his past was washed away by self-recrimination. He’d said almost the same thing to me when I’d freaked out about running lines with him, and I’d been just as swift at changing the subject. His invitation, coming on the heels of his denial to share more with me, soothed some of my curiosity. I'd just spent the last hour and a half with Brady, but with twenty chaperones, it hadn't been the same. The idea of spending a whole day together satisfied some of the raw hunger that gnawed at me. Maybe it was infatuation, but I wanted to know everything about Brady Gleason.
"That sounds great. I'll have to check my schedule at the shop, but I can probably arrange to be free after lunch."
"It's a date. In the meantime, can I walk you home?"
I could tell he really wanted me to say 'yes.' While it wasn't necessary, basking in his company for a few extra minutes wouldn't hurt.
"Sure."
Brady locked up, and I grinned like a kid at Christmas when he grasped my injured hand gently in his for the walk to Fierce Ink and my apartment. The casual way we touched, like it was the most natural thing in the world, made me giddy. Maybe it was foolish to be excited about something so simple, but I couldn't shake the happiness that accompanied every step. So I quit trying. 
Brady Gleason liked me, and I liked him. There was nothing wrong with gushing over a new relationship. My heart lifted, stuttering to a pause when Brady drew to a stop at my door.
He leaned in slowly, giving me all the time in the world to fumble for my keys and avoid his kiss if I wanted to. After my last relationship in the shadows, kissing him in the open, on Main Street in front of Becky locking up her salon and everyone felt like a victory all its own. Brady’s dark eyes gleamed under the streetlights. He cupped my chin, running one rough thumb over my bottom lip. That slow stroke sent a tsunami of tremors racing through me, and I clung to him like my shelter from the storm. I was pretty sure I heard Becky’s sigh from across the street as I leaned in to kiss Brady. He met me stroke for stroke, enthusiastic and unbothered by our audience.
My thoughts tumbled together, getting lost in the haze of our kiss, only righting themselves when he pulled away.
"Goodnight, Tiger."
"'Night, Brady."
"I'll text you plans for Saturday."
"Deal," I said, unable to keep the grin off my face as I made my way upstairs.




Chapter 10
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I rolled out of bed on Friday eager to start the day. My last workday before I could enjoy my weekend. Enjoy Eve.  
Trouble meowed insistently, and I dumped fresh cat food in his bowl.
"I fed you yesterday and you know it," I grumbled at my cat, relenting long enough to lean down for a quick stroke. Something about Trouble's feline eyes silently judged the food I'd added, as if he could telepathically convince me to add more. "You know that's plenty," I admonished, striding for the sink to fill my coffee pot.
I scrolled through my social media while waiting for my coffee to brew, unsurprised to see new texts from my mom.
Mom: A little bird told me you were kissing Eve Pendleton outside of Fierce Ink last night. 
Mom: Good for you, son.
The Campfire grapevine worked double-time over any hint of romance. I used to think the only way to win was not to play, but Eve had convinced me I was missing out. Avoiding dating in Campfire just limited my chances at happiness. Still, I needed to slow the wheels on the bus before my mom went overboard.
Brady: It's too early to bet your life savings.
Mom: I'm sure I don't know what you're referring to…
The rumors I'd shared with Eve about Silvia Nemitz's betting ring were more than likely true, though my mom had to be giggly on wine before she'd do more than drop vague hints about the secret goings-on in town.
Brady: Please leave it alone.
Mom: I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about…
Brady: Don't make me call Dad.
I poured my coffee, grinning at the thought of my mom's huffy expression when she read my text. Dad would not approve of my mom interfering in my love life, and she knew it. 
When I arrived at school, I greeted Mabel Gomez, my Assistant Principal, and Chris Farmer, our Office Manager on my way to my desk.
Chris knocked on my door. "Hey, Chris. What can I help you with?"
The twenty-something man arched one perfectly manicured brow. "Any comment on the rumors you played knight gallant to Eve Pendleton's fair maiden at play practice last night?"
"Is there anything work-related I can help you with, Chris?"
"Nope," he said. "Just the latest gossip." He waved a hand toward his desk. "If we're stretching the truth, I could claim to need to know if I should put Eve through if she calls… but really, I'm just nosy."
"Please put Ms. Pendleton through if she calls. After all, she's doing sets for the Snow Queen. She's also my point of contact with the council for the Winter Warmth Auction," I reminded him gently.
"Yes, yes, of course," Chris fluttered his hands. "But what if she calls with something of a more personal nature?"
Chris's persistence was invaluable when I needed something done. Remembering that on the rare times he turned that bulldog attitude on me took some effort. I heaved a sigh, lifting my cell phone.
"She has my number, Chris."
The other man grinned. "Yeah, I bet she does. Eve is a catch. She does beautiful work."
"Yeah? Have you gone to her for a tattoo?"
"Umhm," Chris murmured. "But I won't tell you where." He added a saucy wink, and I scrubbed my face with my hands. It was my own damn fault for asking.
Chris maintained the bare minimum of decorum for my comfort level, but he was a damn good office manager. I definitely didn't need to know about anything he did outside of work, or about any tattoos that lurked under his long sleeves.
"Please don't. Can you please bring me the latest budget report? I need to go over it before the next school board meeting."
Thankfully, Chris turned to do as I asked. But he set the pattern for the day: person after person alluded to my flirtation with Eve at play practice.
I should regret it. Small town gossip was ruthless and the morality clause in my school district contract meant that I had to be careful. Thankfully, not even the school board could find fault with a little playacting at an actual drama practice.
After a long day of meetings and classroom observations, I was eager to see Eve at practice. Surprising, since I'd started out dreading the whole affair. Thankfully, the cast was coming together and most were nearly ready to go off-script. Only Caleb seemed to struggle, more entranced with Lissie than his lines. My students were blessedly calm, maybe all exhausted from play practice four nights a week on top of school full-time, but I appreciated the serenity after yesterday's theatrics. Granted, I had no one to blame but myself for overreacting to Eve's injury. I'd panicked, worried that she'd caught her hand on the saw, visions of a bloody mess blinding me to the reality of her splinter. The sight of blood still made me nauseous. I had to wonder if it always would, or if the rush of memories that accompanied blood would fade over time. It’d been more than ten years since the accident. I’d managed to hike again, forcing myself to get beyond cell reception, but even minor injuries with blood still spun me out.
Shaking off the melancholy that thinking about Joe always brought to the surface, I focused on wrapping up practice without letting the fact that I was mooning over Eve become too apparent. She'd been on time for once, leaving me without a reason to tease her. I hadn't expected to miss it. She and Mitch had been working industriously at the back, painting set pieces all practice.
"Hey," I said, approaching her as the students filtered out. Eve was capping her paints. "You missed a spot," I said, swiping at a fleck of green on the tip of her nose.
"Thanks, but that was my emotional support paint."
Snorting gently, I shook my head. "Emotional support paint? Why do you need that when I'm right here?"
Eve chuckled, the sound rolling through me like thunder, sparking me to life.
"Brady, pretty sure you're the problem."
"Ah," I said, watching her carefully. "I take it you got the third-degree today too?"
She nodded. "Yup."
"And does that change your answer for Saturday? I thought we could grab lunch, then maybe head to the snow park at Kings' Lake?"
"You want to take me sledding in the mountains?" she asked.
King’s Lake wasn’t that far out of town, and the elevation change meant they got more snow than Campfire.
"If you're game."
"Oh, I'm game," Eve promised, delight in her expression. "I haven't been sledding in ages."
"Do you have snow gear?"
She nodded. "I can pull something together and borrow from Izzy if I need to."
"Good girl."
The way her eyes darkened at my praise made me swallow, mouth dry. Saturday couldn’t come soon enough.




Chapter 11
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I flew through my morning appointments, eager to get to my date with Brady. I'd spent most of Friday evening scrambling to find my snow pants and boots. They'd been buried at the back of my closet, lodged under a bin of art supplies. Seeing those supplies, remembering the life I'd left behind, had made me pause, afraid I was rushing into things with Brady. But I scolded that inner voice into submission, too excited about the prospect of time alone with him to listen to my misgivings. 
The bell above Fierce Ink's door rang as I was washing up after my last client, and Brady stepped inside.
Something about his presence filled the space, making him seem larger than he was. He stood in jeans and a navy sweater that molded his chest, looking impossibly handsome as he examined my artwork.
"You're very talented," he murmured as I approached, "These elk practically come alive."
"Thanks," I said, secretly pleased by his approval. "It feels good to pay the bills with something I used to consider a hobby."
"Yeah?" he said, tilting his head. "What was your first career?"
I bit my lip, debating giving Brady this piece of me. Of my past. But if we were going to have a relationship, I had to start opening up. Even I could recognize that bottling up my previous life was a temporary measure. What had been meant as a protective move to let scabs cover my open wounds had become habit. One I needed to break.
I took a deep breath, exhaling slowly.
"I was an art teacher."
"Really?" he leaned back, taking in my dark hair, heavy makeup, and fully inked forearms. "Where at?"
"Your judgment is showing," I whispered, aggressively helpful. "You better tuck that back in."
"Eve, I didn't mean that the way it sounded," he placated, holding up his hands. "I'm just guessing it was on the west side somewhere?"
I quirked my lips in a fleeting smile. "And you'd be right. The teacher dress code is a little more relaxed where I'm from."
"You still haven't said where that is," he probed gently.
I paused, weighing his expression. He looked genuinely contrite for implying that I wouldn't fit in. 
"Sammamish," I said, relenting.
"Nice. That district has a good reputation for the arts," he murmured, sounding impressed.
I held back my wince. Their 'reputation' was part of the reason I'd lost my job. 
"Mmh," I murmured noncommittally. "Shall we get going?"
Brady rocked back on his heels, hands in his back pockets. "Sure. Do you have a bag with your gear? I thought we'd hit up a spot I know along the way for lunch, then we can change at the park."
"Yep."
I grabbed my backpack and locked up, following Brady out to his SUV, secretly pleased when he held the door for me before popping the back to add my bag to his.
I was curious what Brady would play on our drive. Suit and tie Brady seemed like a classical kind of guy. Or maybe country, given he grew up in Campfire. Pretty sure country music was embedded in the DNA for anyone born local.
"This okay?" he asked, as acoustic rock blared from the speakers.
Nodding, I hummed along to a song I recognized. "Absolutely."
We chatted easily on the drive, the landscape changing from Campfire’s version of city to country roads in a flash. We stopped for a quick bite at a small diner before entering the national park. Brady found a spot in the busy parking lot, and I slipped from the front seat, stomping my feet to stay warm in the frigid air. Brady handed me my bag, and we trudged to the heated restrooms. I tugged on my snow gear and joined him outside. 
He'd dressed in his own gear, all black, and I smiled at the picture he made. Somehow, he still looked sleek and professional, even out of his usual suit and tie. Brady inflated our tubes with his car air pump before locking the doors and handing one of the bright red inner tubes to me.
We hiked up the hill together, watching kids and adults alike scream down on their sleds and tubes. The manicured snow hill was a nice change from the hilly streets I'd had growing up on the rare snow days in the Seattle area.
"How about a friendly wager to make things interesting?" Brady asked as we waited for our turn on the slope.
The faux innocence with which he asked the question made me immediately suspicious that I was being hustled.
"What did you have in mind?" 
"If I win today, you have to bid on me at the Winter Warmth Auction and win."
He surprised a laugh out of me. "Are you worried that you'll end up in someone else's clutches if I don't?" I teased. "Would that really be so bad? Have you even put together your auction package yet? How do I know if I want to bid on you?"
"I'll make it worth your while," he promised. Something about the dark light in his eyes made me squirm, in no doubt that he'd make good on that promise. Clearing my throat, I struck a confident pose. "What if I win?"
"Not gonna happen, but if it makes you feel better, we can come up with a suitable forfeit. What do you want?"
Him. My internal answer was immediate, but I pretended to think, tapping a finger to my chin. "I want a date night at Sing-along, and I want you to do karaoke with me. A song of my choosing."
"Done," he said, all confidence.
His arrogance pricked at my competitive side. True, he'd grown up playing in the snow, but that didn't make me any less fiercely determined to win.
"On your mark, get set-go," I said, throwing myself headlong onto my tube and down the mountain.
Brady hit the snow a moment later on his own tube, cruising along beside me. I laughed, pure exhilaration filling me. The air whistled across my face, leaving it chapped and red as the wind stung my eyes, making my teeth ache with the cold. Brady hunkered down on his tube, expression dead serious, as if he could affect the outcome through will alone. My early head start slowly eroded. His greater weight combined with gravity and the slick run he'd chosen let him eke out a small lead. I focused on the snow in front of me, watching for obstacles, as I flew down the slope. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a flash of bright pink, not understanding until it was too late to call out a warning that a little girl on a plastic sled was swerving into Brady’s lane. Heroically, he tried to avoid the little girl, throwing his weight to one side. He steered clear, but it sent his tube up the side of a small embankment, and I slid easily to victory. 
I pushed to my feet, glad Brady had averted near-disaster and still selfishly not above rubbing my win in his face as he finally slid to a stop next to me. Call it a karmic payback for his over-confidence.
"Brady, get ready to work that falsetto."
He groaned theatrically, but I caught the small smile that tilted his lips, making his dimples flash. He extended a hand for me to help him up, and feeling gracious in my victory, I clasped my palm with his.
Brady promptly tumbled me on top of him, chuckling when I squealed. I landed in a jumble of limbs, chest to chest with Brady, his face turned to mine. Stray ice crystals clung to his lashes, giving his red cheeks a sparkly glow, and I paused, wanting to cement the memory. 
Brady took my silence as surrender, capturing my mouth in a deep kiss, the hint of a smile flirting with his lips as I sank into kissing him back. Heat rushed through me, and I squirmed, trying to get closer. I wished we didn't have the bulky layers between us. I wanted to feel him, be skin to skin. What had started out as playful swiftly turned serious. I forgot where we were. Who we were. It was easy to let everything but him fade under the magic of his kiss.
"Hey. Mister!"
Slowly, we broke apart, and I became aware of the little girl in pink frowning at us, hands on hips.
"No kissing," she demanded, disapproval clear in every line of her cherubic little face. "God will think you want a baby." She put her hands on her hips, the wisdom of ages in her tiny features. “You don’t. I have a new baby sister. She cries. A lot.”
Her dimpled cheeks were at odds with her scowl. Her expression reminded me of a miniature Brady, before I got to know him better.
“Thanks for the advice, I appreciate you looking out for us,” I said, keeping my expression solemn. “I hope your sister quits crying soon.”
The little girl heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Thanks. Mom says we can’t give her back.”
A blonde woman in a pink cap rushed up, smiling apologetically at us as she ushered her daughter away. "Sorry about that," she mouthed.
Brady’s deep chuckle rippled through me, and I dissolved into laughter.
I pushed away from Brady and tried to clamber to my feet, but he tugged me back, wreathing his hands around my neck.
"Stay awhile," he invited, smiling indulgently.
"Oh, no." I said, resisting the temptation to nuzzle into his neck instead. "One pint-sized lecture is enough for today. Besides, I demand a rematch so you can’t claim I had an unfair advantage."
I scrambled to my feet, hustling up the hill with my tube, Brady at my heels.
Run after run, we flew down the hill, the sting of cold air making me feel more alive than I could remember. By the time the sun started its descent behind the hills, I was bone-tired. The heated restrooms felt like heaven after our afternoon in the cold, and I soaked up the warmth as I changed before meeting Brady at the car for the drive home.
Mellow from exertion, I relaxed into silence on the drive back to Campfire. Sometime during the drive, my hand crept into his, and I enjoyed the simple pleasure of being able to touch him. Our joined hands rested on the console between us, a silent testament to our new-found ease with each other.
"Are you hungry?" Brady asked as he turned onto Main Street.
"Starved. Can I buy you dinner at Slice of Heaven?" I asked.
Brady looked pleased by my invitation. "That sounds great."
Izzy greeted us with a knowing smile, and I shrugged, accepting the implied nudge of I told you so. She'd been urging me to give Brady a chance for weeks, while I complained about his obstinate refusal to let us host the auction at school. She seated us at the same booth as before, and I slid in with a smile. Did Brady and I have a booth? 
It was odd to think about couple rituals and realize I might already be forming some with him. He'd infiltrated my life without me fully registering he’d done it. First as an opponent I had to best, then as a reluctant partner for the play, now as a man I wanted to spend my free time with. Maybe I should have given Brady more credit for being sneaky. He’d slid under my defenses faster than I could put them up, and I was enjoying myself so much, I couldn’t bring myself to care that it left me exposed to him. Brady was gaining my trust.
Slice was busy. Families filled the booths and tables around us, and the play zone seemed overrun with toddlers playing in the pretend pizza kitchen Izzy had set up. One chubby boy with tight black curls in overalls toddled out of the kids' corner, making a beeline to us with a pizza in hand. He could barely reach our table, but that didn't stop him from sliding his creation in front of me.
"Pzzza!" he exclaimed with a drooly grin.
"Thank you," I said, "It looks yummy." Glancing down, I held back a laugh at the plastic animals he'd scattered across the cheese base. "Is this a Grizzly pizza?" I pretended to take a bite. "That's my favorite. Mm, good. Thank you."
A pretty dark-haired Black woman rushed up gently scolding the boy about leaving the play area.
"He's adorable. Made my night," I assured as she escorted him back to the table she shared with her husband.
"You're good with kids," Brady said, sounding more than a little surprised. 
I tipped my glass toward him. "Unlike adults, kids don't judge."
Brady held up his hands. "Hey, I learned my lesson. What you call judgment, I call caution. Do you have nieces and nephews? You haven't really talked about your family much."
I drew a circle in the condensation on the wood table. "Not much to tell. My folks divorced when I was in my teens. Both have moved on and remarried. Dad lives in Vancouver with his second wife, Becky. She has a daughter from a previous marriage, so through her I have a niece and nephew."
"What about your mom?" he asked.
"Married to a very nice man named Dennis who she met through work. They live in Everett."
I paused, not sure how much more I wanted to say about my fractured family. There'd been a time when the split hurt, but I was adult enough to recognize that both of my parents were happier with their current spouses. Not everyone was meant to be together forever.
"What about you? Do you have any nieces and nephews lurking about town?" I asked, striving for playful.
I'd met his mother, and Gwen had talked about his dad teaching before he retired, but those stray pieces didn't build a complete picture of Brady's childhood.
Brady's expression shuttered, leaving me with the feeling that I'd crossed an invisible line, asking.
He pulled his hand away, abandoning mine at the center of our table, and I felt the distance keenly.
It was tempting to fill the silence with the first topic I could find, but I resisted, waiting him out. If Brady and I were going to become a real couple, he had to open up. Hypocrite. I shoved down the inner voice that wanted to call me out for avoiding the past. Some wounds took time to reveal.
Brady flipped his coaster, rotating it against the table. Slowly, he lifted his chin.
"I had a brother. Joe."
Had.
A world of hurt lay in that simple phrase.
I reached a tentative hand to cover his, still worrying at the cardboard coaster. "I'm sorry," I said.
Brady's smile looked forced. "It was a long time ago. Old news."
I bit my lip, regretting bringing it up. It may be old news, but that didn't mean that the pain had faded. Or the memories.
"One meat lovers," Izzy said brightly, sliding our dinner between us. 
"Plus, a plate and utensils," she added with a smile for Brady.
Talk turned to lighter topics, until Brady and I were laughing and teasing, replaying about our sled runs.
After dinner, Brady walked me the short distance to Fierce Ink, pausing while I unlocked the door.
I bit my lip, debating. Did I invite him up? Something about taking that step scared me. There hadn't been anyone since Scott. And as much as I was coming to trust Brady, part of me remained uncertain. So far, we were just having fun together. I wasn't ready for that to change. 
"Good night," I said instead. "Thanks again for taking me sledding today."
"You're very welcome," Brady said. "I'm just sad I didn't win our race. I thought I had you bidding on me at the auction in the bag," he admitted.
"Play your cards right, and you still might," I said.
He hooked a single finger through the waistband of my jeans, expression challenging. "Is that an invitation to kiss you?"
"That does appear to be our currency of choice," I murmured, winding my hands around his neck, enjoying the tickle of hair at his nape beneath my fingers. Something about that spot made me want to stroke him.
"Then I'd rather be a rich man than a poor one," he rumbled, capturing me in a deep kiss.
I sank against him, enjoying the heat of his big body. We started off slow, a delicate sweep, but that restraint didn't last long, turning into an open-mouthed exploration, exposing the hunger that gnawed at my insides. The desire for touch.
When Brady finally broke our kiss, my chest heaved, trying to replace the oxygen I'd lost. He seemed to struggle similarly to fill his lungs, and I laughed through my breathlessness. I was tempted again to invite him up, but he didn't seem like a man to rush. Too meticulous by half. Except when he wasn't.
"Good night, Eve." he whispered. "Sweet dreams."
I couldn't bring myself to wish him sweet dreams. Not when mine were likely to be hot and sweaty. Maybe it was petty, but if I was going to be tortured by images of us entwined on my bed, I didn't want to suffer alone.
"Good night, Brady." 
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I spent the rest of the weekend working, taking care of chores, and exchanging text messages with Brady. My cocoon of domesticity left me woefully unprepared for the Campfire grapevine when I emerged to meet Gwen for coffee at Sprigs on Monday. 
"Good morning, Eve," Matty greeted me, coming around her counter to squeeze me in a tight hug.
I pulled back, bemused by her welcome. People usually kept their distance. Maybe it was the funereal black, or the perpetual scowl I'd sported for the first few months after Scott and I broke up, but I didn't usually invite effusive hugs.
"Good morning, Matty. Is Gwen around?"
The older woman nodded. "Of course. But before I forget, do you have plans for Thanksgiving?"
"I'm not sure," I prevaricated, not wanting to admit that I hadn't thought that far ahead yet. Last year, I'd gone to Everett to see my mom. This year, I was too busy with the play and auction to risk the mountain pass and an extended absence if the roads closed.
I figured between Gwen, Sophie, Jo, and Izzy, I'd find a spot at someone's table, or worst-case, spend a quiet day incinerating a turkey breast at home.
"I'd love to have you join us if you're free," Matty said, eyes twinkling.
Matty said it with such innocence, I wanted to take her at face value, but I wasn't totally clueless. Matty wasn't just a sweet tattoo client; she was Brady's mother. Any holiday invitation would no doubt include him as well. 
Did she know he and I had been kissing in front of my shop last night?
Who was I kidding? Of course she knew. Which made it extra-weird that she was inviting me to Thanksgiving. Brady was old enough to ask me on his own if he wanted to. He didn't strike me as the kind of guy who'd leave an invitation to his mother.
"That's a very kind offer, Matty," I said, searching for an excuse. 
It's not that I didn't want to go, it's that I wanted him to invite me. 
The realization shook me. Brady had slid under my skin, a little like that sliver in my palm. Would extraction hurt as much, or had I chosen the world’s worst analogy? Somehow, I doubted Brady would like the comparison. But he'd started as a thorn in my side. While my opinion of him had changed, I worried that he still held on to some of his starchy ideas about me. Given the choice, would he really introduce me to his mother? Welcome me into his childhood home for the holidays? It was too much pressure, too soon. Just like my feelings for him were too much, too soon.
"Izzy mentioned something last week. Let me check with her first. But thank you for the invitation. It's very kind of you to think of me," I said, not wanting the older woman to think I was throwing her offer back in her face.
It had been kind. And if she were anyone else’s mother, I would have accepted. As-is, I worried it came with ulterior motives.
Gwen appeared, and I latched onto her like a lifeline.
"Gwen, there you are. I'm dying for a cup of coffee, and I've got a lot of auction details to go over."
I scurried after her, eager to hide in the jungle she called a coffee nook, simultaneously thrilled and scared to examine my feelings too closely.
I wanted Brady Gleason.
Not a little bit. Not casually.
But in a happily-ever-after, I'll see you across the Thanksgiving table every year kind of way.
Silly me, I'd jumped once again feet first into potential disaster.
I could only hope that Brady would be there to catch me.
"Eve, you okay?" Gwen asked, brow wrinkled in concern as she poured me a cup of coffee.
Shaking away any introspective thoughts, I focused on her. Dressed in jeans and a Sprouts sweatshirt, she looked tired. Dark circles underlined her eyes.
"I'm fine," I reassured, accepting the cup. "But you look like you've had a rough couple of days. Is everything okay with you?"
"Is that your way of saying I look like crap?"
Gwen's mouth quirked in a wry smile, and I shrugged.
"Maybe."
"Ouch," she winced, pouring herself a mug. "Way to spare my feelings."
"It's more important for friends to tell the truth. And I'm worried about you," I said pointedly. "Is there something going on I should know about?"
Gwen doctored her cup of coffee with cream, stirring with a focused expression that reinforced my concern.
"It's the auction," she finally said, taking a sip.
"I've got everything covered. The bachelors have all agreed, I just need to finalize their date packages. The caterer and band are booked. We've solicited donations from area businesses for the silent auction portion, and Izzy claimed ticket sales were going well at our last meeting. I think we're pretty much set."
"I'm not worried about your project management skills, Eve. You're scary good as an event coordinator."
"Then what is it?" I asked, not liking the lingering shadow in her expression.
"I promised you a trap for our saboteur, and I've got nothing," Gwen admitted.
"Who's to say that whoever was behind the issues we had this fall is going to try again?"
"My gut."
It'd been so quiet since the events at the bonfire, I'd half convinced myself that we didn't need to worry. Still, that didn't keep me from putting safeguards in place with vendors, ensuring they knew that only phone communications from me were legit. I wasn't taking any chances that someone would try to cancel our caterer last-minute or do something else that put the auction at risk. I figured I had Brady locked down on the location. The only element left to chance were the donors.
"I didn't realize this was bothering you so much."
"I can't help but take it personally. If I'd never become mayor, do you think someone would have tried this bullshit?"
"You can't take the blame for someone else's bad behavior. It's not your fault."
"At the end of the day, I'm the public face of the town rebranding effort. If it fails, I fail."
"How can I help?" I asked, feeling at a loss.
Gwen clasped my hand in hers. "You just did. I needed to vent a bit. Knowing someone has been working against us, when the odds are already not in our favor, has been keeping me up at night. But you've reminded me that I'm not alone. We'll figure it out." Gwen slid me a mischievous glance. "Speaking of figuring things out, rumor is you and Brady have worked out your differences."
I flicked an imaginary speck from my black Metallica tee, not sure how I wanted to respond to her obvious probe for information. Gwen and I had become close, but she'd been Brady's friend first. Just another reminder of the difficulties of dating in a small town.
"We're getting along," I said, not wanting to admit more than she'd heard. At least not yet.
"Well, Mrs. Wise claimed that if you were getting along any better outside Fierce Ink last night, she was gonna need a cold shower. Maybe a cigarette. She came in this morning to pick up some centerpieces for Thanksgiving and couldn't wait to share."
That explained Matty's invitation. Mrs. Wise probably claimed we were eating each other's faces off. However fast I thought the Campfire grapevine moved, it was faster than I anticipated.
"Cigarettes are bad for you," I said officiously, picking at another piece of lint on my shirt.
Gwen snorted. "But sex is amazing."
"Then you should have some," I replied, grinning.
She wrinkled her nose. "With Brady? Ew. Again, like a brother to me. You know you have nothing to worry about there, right?"
I bobbed my head. So she'd said. Part of me still struggled to see how she could spend time with Brady and not lust after the man. Sure, he was a little buttoned-up, but he'd shown me that underneath his stuffy suits beat the heart of a man who knew how to kiss like he meant it. They'd make quite the Campfire power couple, him presiding over the high school, and her over the town.
"Good. Maybe if he's obviously taken with you, others will believe it," she said sourly.
"I've heard that sex is a great way to solve your problems," I said, fake-helpful.
"Tried that," Gwen muttered, taking another sip of her coffee.
I choked on the swallow I'd taken, watching her, trying to gauge if she was serious.
"Did you just say what I think you did?" I whispered.
She flicked her hand in the air. "I figure it's the fastest way to earn your trust and reassure you. I'm not interested in Brady. And while we've been friends for years, I'm used to keeping secrets from him."
"Secrets like…" I started, wanting to hear her say it. Be sure I'd understood.
"Zander and I slept together," she admitted, tipping her coffee mug back until she'd drained it, like she wished it were something stronger.
"When?" I asked, wondering how she'd slipped that past the town busy bodies.
"It was a while back. His dad was in the hospital, and Zander made the oh-so-mature choice to take his grieving to Slice, getting sauced at Izzy's. She called me to cart him home safely. He talked me into drinking with him when I got him home. We got a little carried away, and  as they say, mistakes were made."
I didn't remember a time when Gwen and Zander weren't at each other's throats. My move to Campfire had happened after Mr. Nemitz's heart issues. Ivan and Zander had already taken over Nemitz Construction when I moved into my shop. They'd been one of my first calls when I needed new flooring at Fierce Ink. Zander had impressed me at the time with his professionalism. That image of him had suffered when I learned of his sign feud with Gwen. Every time a new slogan went up, the town chattered. I may have been new, but it didn't take long to get drawn into their drama.
"Is it really a mistake if you wanted to make it?" I asked, watching her carefully.
"Said like a woman who's never been the villain in her own story."
Wrong. So wrong. I spent weeks, no months, castigating myself for believing Scott. But I'd slowly come to realize that no matter how he'd smeared me, I'd done nothing worse than be optimistic. He was the one who'd lied.
Somehow, I doubted that Gwen was thinking clearly when it came to Zander. He didn't seem like the kind of man who could be taken advantage of.
"Is that really how you remember it?" I asked, testing the waters.
Gwen snorted. "Alcohol was involved. I learned the hard way that liquor and my meds don’t mix. I don't remember our night at all. That's part of the problem."
I winced.
"Yeah, exactly. But the past is the past. Let's keep it there."
"To the future," I said, trying to hide my disbelief.
The past had a nasty way of rearing its head in the present. While I felt like I'd dealt with my demons, it sounded like Gwen was still wrestling with hers. The best thing I could do for her was be there, and listen when she needed a friend. 




Chapter 13
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Brady


I spent Sunday floating through chores and the work I'd brought home before giving in and texting Eve. Even that wasn't enough, but I didn't want to seem overeager, asking her out again so soon. 
Who was I kidding? I was overeager. On Monday, I'd counted down the minutes to play practice, then been distracted the entire damn time by her presence. 
I'd grown used to seeing her almost every day, even if we were chaperoned by students. I'd miss her when the play was over. Shaking my head, I complained to Trouble. "Women. They get under your skin. Pretty soon, she's going to have me volunteering to direct a musical, just so I can see her more. Pathetic."
Slightly less pathetic was having mom ask her to Thanksgiving. My mom was usually so in tune with social cues, but she'd missed that one by a mile. Now, I had to figure out a way to invite Eve without sounding like my mom had put me up to it or forced me into it. Somehow, I doubted Eve would appreciate her heavy-handed matchmaking.
Rallying the guys for a Tuesday night poker game had seemed brilliant when I'd been mooning over Eve on Sunday. Filling the one night of the week I couldn't see her with a friendly game was a chance to get my head on straight. Which was why I, on a school night no less, was welcoming Cole, Ivan, and Zander into my kitchen. I'd even managed to entice Davis into joining us, prying him away from his beloved farm for the night. 
Zander stuck his head in my fridge, emerging with a bowl of my famous pickle dip. The others shucked their jackets, claiming places around my kitchen table.
The very same kitchen table where I'd kissed Eve silly, clutching her to me like a starved man. Shifting to relieve the sudden tightness in my groin, I cleared my throat. "Can I get anyone a beer or something?"
"Sure," Cole said, surprising me. As the winemaker for Gentle Flight Winery, I'd half-expected him to bring a bottle of his own vintage. He usually turned up his nose at beer.
Zander and Ivan opted in to a beer as well, while Davis grabbed a glass from my cabinet and filled it at the tap.
I dealt the first hand, and we focused on our cards.
Ivan looked entirely relaxed, confidently sprawled in his chair, a toothpick between his teeth. Big and brawny, I was more used to see him coaching on the football field than in my kitchen, but he looked equally at ease in both.
Cole sat to his left, ironic since he was his right-hand man and assistant coach on the football field. Long and lanky, Cole looked more like a swimmer than a defensive coordinator, but he and Ivan made a great coaching team.
Zander glanced at his cards, raising to six dollars, and my brows arched. Usually more cautious, it was rare for him to come out of the gate with more than a call to match the big blind.
Davis rotated one of his chips in his fingers, expression vacant. But I wasn't fooled. He didn't say much, but the man had a head for numbers. He was no doubt calculating the odds of putting more money in before the flop.
After all the players had placed their bets, I burned a card, then dealt the flop. Betting continued until it was only Zander and Davis left in the river. Both checked, and Davis turned over his cards, revealing two pair, aces and threes. Zander groaned, tossing his cards down, and Davis raked in the chips.
"Now that the niceties are out of the way, and Davis has won half our money in the first round, why don't you tell us why you asked us over tonight?" Zander asked, tipping his beer bottle toward me.
"Ivan's going to be broke before you know it and start whining to go home to his wife. I'm half-convinced he threw his hand just to speed up the process."
"Hey," Ivan barked, flicking a potato chip at his brother. "You're just jealous."
"That you're losing your shirt tonight? That doesn't sound like me."
Ivan snorted. "No, you're jealous that I've got a sweet wife to go home to."
Zander pointed at him, smug. "Technically, since we all still live together, I'm going home to her too."
"Enough," I barked, not wanting my clean kitchen ruined by a Nemitz family brawl. Ivan and Zander's brotherly teasing went a bit far for my tastes. While they wouldn't physically harm each other, neither was above rough-housing. Usually, I liked watching them banter, even if it reminded me of what I'd lost. But tonight, I had other problems, and letting things get derailed with brotherly feuding wasn't on my list.
Ivan sat innocently, hands folded on the table. "Yes, Principal."
"I need help," I said grudgingly, taking a swig of my beer. "What are you doing for your auction packages?"
Zander groaned, letting his head drop to the table. "Don't remind me," he moaned into the wood.
Davis's eyes narrowed. "What auction?"
Cole chuckled. "Davis, you have been living under a rock. We're all signed up for the bachelor auction in a couple of weeks."
"No, I'm not," Davis said, his tone brooking no argument.
I didn't want to touch that claim. It sounded like Jo was going to have a lot of explaining to do, if she'd signed him up without his knowledge. Unless she was planning on going on the date too, she was going to have her hands full convincing him to cooperate.
"What are you doing?" I asked Ivan.
"Brady, I'm a married man, so it doesn't much matter. Izzy isn't going to be outbid."
His shit-eating grin made me want to ensure she had some competition, just for the sake of principle, but I let it go.
"So you're going to disappoint your wife with a lame-ass date?" I challenged.
"Oh. Shit."
Watching the dawning horror in Ivan's expression was a small salve to my sense of justice. 
"Cole, what are you doing?" I asked.
"Easy," he said. "A tour of the winery with a private tasting."
"I hate you," I muttered. Simple and elegant. The bastard had it made, thanks to his work. Somehow, I doubted that a tour of the high school, with a visit to the principal's office and lunch in the school cafeteria would hold the same allure. But the idea of Eve, alone with me in my office… that had possibilities.
"I think I'm going to offer a day of 'honey-do' handyman services," Zander said.
"Cheater. That's just another day at work for you," I grumbled.
"Exactly," Zander said, frowning. "But I figured it was safest. Gwen is sure to be gunning for me."
"And you wouldn't want to have a real date with Gwen," Ivan admonished with faux solicitousness. "That would be, well awful."
Zander waved a hand. "If Gwen were actually betting on me, I might change my approach, but I'm pretty sure she's going to donate her money to Kimee Thuy just to mess with me."
"Oh," I said.
Cole winced, and Davis just shook his head. Kimee baked amazing scones. But she also talked a mile a minute to anyone who would listen and flirted mercilessly. It was impossible to get a word in edge-wise, which could be ideal for a charity auction date, but her husband was also the jealous type and she seemed to get off on his possessiveness. No one wanted to piss off the only man with a private snowplow attachment for his truck. It was better to stay on his good side by avoiding any possibility of appearing to fool around with his wife.
"Davis, what about you?"
"Not. Gonna. Happen."
Davis was obstinate, but if Jo really wanted him to join the auction, he was toast.
"So, I heard a winery date, a handy-man-athon, a married date, and a no thank you. Since none of those are gonna work for me, any ideas?"
"Did Eve give you any suggestions?" Cole asked.
I shook my head. "Not one I want to use. She suggested his and hers tattoos."
Zander cracked a smile. "Wait. Let me guess – Grizzly tattoos, that say, "It's a great day to be a Grizzly?"
I flicked my own potato chip at him. "Maybe," I grumbled.
Ivan chuckled, shaking his head. "Man, you've gotta get a new catch phrase."
"I don't say it that much."
Cole's brows arched. "It's like a disease. Every time you get a mic at a school event."
Not wanting to admit they were right, I tried to keep them on track.
"Guys, this is not helping. Come on, ideas?"
"How about keeping it simple – just dinner and dancing at the golf course," Zander suggested.
"I want something special. A date someone would be really excited about."
Ivan smirked. "Someone, or Eve?"
I could feel the wash of color heating my skin. Trust Ivan to call me out. Izzy had likely told him about our pizza dates, not that there were really any secrets in Campfire.
Four sets of interested eyes waited me out, and finally, I grumbled, "Eve."
"What does she like?"
"Obviously, aside from you," Ivan added generously.
I mined my memory for tidbits, struggling to come up with anything helpful.
"Art… independence… graphic design and tattooing…"
"What about taking her to an art show?" Zander asked.
"I suppose we could do a day trip to Spokane or Coeur d'Alene…"
"A day trip?" Davis looked at me pityingly. "Okay, then."
"Or an overnight, maybe a show if I can get tickets to something good?"
"Now you're talking," Davis said, a rare flicker of approval in his eyes.
"With hotel rooms at the Davenport," Ivan suggested, naming a historic hotel in Spokane. "Shoot. I should've held onto that one. I still don't know what I'm going to do for Izzy."
"How about a real mini honeymoon?" I asked. "A getaway to somewhere warm."
Davis clapped his hands together. "Problem solved, let's play."
Slowly, I passed the deck to Cole. Maybe my problems weren't solved-solved, but my friends had given me some good ideas, and there was time to do my homework and pull together a date that would really impress Eve.
Something about her dauntless energy, the way she gave to others around her, made me want to pamper her for once. She was always so busy, helping me with the play, or the council with town events, plus managing the demands of her own business. I wanted to give her a date to remember.
Assuming, of course, that she bid on me. 




Chapter 14
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Eve


I picked my way along the path to the firepit at the Pruitt Farm, eager to join my friends around the warmth of the fire. It was full dark already, thanks to the shorter days and longer nights as we approached the solstice. Thankfully, snow had held off, though it was cold enough that I could see every breath, a ghost of every exhale. 
"Hey, Eve," Sophie welcomed as I slipped into the chair next to her.
She gestured to the picnic table. "I brought a carafe of hot cider tonight."
"Thanks," I said, warming my hands in front of the fire and greeting Gwen, Izzy, and Jo.
Eve Standard Time strikes again. Hiding my chagrin at being late, I grabbed a mug and poured myself a steaming cup.
"Now that we're all here, let's get down to business."
Gwen's reapproach was gentle, and no more than I deserved. My final client had run late, but I couldn't afford to miss out on the studio time. I'd been spending too many of my available hours on the Snow Queen with Brady. While my graphic design commissions could pick up most of the financial slack, I was wary of relying too much on any one source of income. Keeping my tattoo business thriving was important.
"Eve, let's run through auction prep."
At Gwen's direction, I reviewed the catering, band, and donation status, then Izzy gave an update on ticket sales.
"Have the bachelors provided their bid packages yet?" Sophie asked.
"Are you asking so you can shop ahead?" I teased, noting the greedy glint in Sophie's eye.
"Maybe," she muttered, cheeks flushing. "Who all did you say was up for grabs?"
"The packages include offerings from Cole Fenwick, Ivan Nemitz, Zander Nemitz, Brady Gleason, Davis Pruitt, Chris Farmer, Alex Martinez, and Lewis Ma."
Jo giggled, the sound uncharacteristic, and I glanced at her. "You said packages" she whispered.
"Just a reminder, you need a proxy if you want to bid at the auction," Gwen said.
"What? Why?" I asked.
"None of us should bid directly. I don't want it to look like we're playing favorites or influencing the results, and we're going to be too busy. We can't afford distractions during the bidding."
I bit my lip. Originally, I'd had no plans to bid on anything: my role as emcee would make it awkward. But the more time I spent with Brady, the less I liked the idea of his auction date going to someone else. I'd figured I could ask Jo or Sophie to bid on my behalf, but if Gwen asked us all to opt out of bidding, that created a problem. My list of acquaintances in Campfire was still relatively small, and mostly consisted of the women around the fire. Who else could I ask?
"Not even me?" Izzy asked, looking disappointed.
I couldn't blame her, it seemed silly that she not bid on her husband, now the cat was out of the bag.
Gwen flicked a hand. "You know Silvia will ensure he doesn't go to anyone else. Your mother-in-law will help you."
But what about me?
I could ask Matty. But if I was going to approach her, I needed a firm plan for Thanksgiving first.
Feeling awkward for having to ask, I blurted out. "What is everyone doing for Thanksgiving this year?"
"Are you staying in town? You can come with Sophie, Jo, and me to the Gleason's. Matty puts on a big party every year," Gwen said.
"Or, you're welcome to join me with the Nemitz's. I'm giving my dad a wide berth for obvious reasons," Izzy said wryly.
I bit my lip. "Matty did invite me. I didn't realize it was a big group thing. Do you think it's weird to go, if Brady doesn't invite me himself?"
"Is this because you're… dating him?" Sophie asked, wiggling her dark brows for emphasis. The attempt at intimidation contrasted sharply with her bubblegum pink sweater and bright jacket, making it hard to take her seriously.
Still, I owed my friends the truth.
"We've been out a few times," I admitted cautiously. 
Sophie squealed, the sound nearly splitting my eardrums. "I knew it!" she said, triumph in every line of her broad grin. "Tell us more."
I shrugged, not sure what to say. "There's not much more to tell. We sent sledding this weekend. He made me dinner at his place last week."
"Are you doing the hippidy-dippity yet?" 
"Sophie. You have all the finesse of a toddler with no nap."
She rested her chin in her hands, grin broad. "So? Are you?"
"No," I said, exasperated. 
"That sounds like frustration to me."
"Because you'd know?" I asked Sophie, desperately wanting to turn the attention away from me.
I wasn't ready to define my relationship with Brady yet, nor did I want to share too many details. Gwen may have said she was fine keeping my secrets, but I was wary to test those waters so soon.
"Yes. That's why I'm stuck living vicariously through you and Izzy." She waved a negligent hand. "Gwen and Jo are lost causes."
"Gee, thanks," Jo said sarcastically, frowning at our friend.
"What? It's the truth. You've buried yourself at the brewery, and Gwen wouldn't know someone liked her if they sent a sign from heaven."
"If you insult all your single friends, who will you have left to go out with?" Gwen asked pointedly.
Sophie let her head loll back against her chair. "Sorry! Sorry… I just get cranky when I've been pent up too long. I didn't mean to be a brat."
"Sounds like you need to bid on a bachelor," Jo groused, not seeming ready to forgive Sophie quite yet.
"Exactly!" Sophie said, throwing her hands up. "But now I need a bidding proxy."
"I volunteer Davis as tribute," Jo said, in what I considered to be a magnanimous gesture. If you weren't Davis.
Sophie quieted, looking sheepish. "I can't exactly have Davis bid on Davis now, can I?"
"Why would you bid on Davis?" Jo asked, sounding mystified.
"Duh. Kittens."
As if that explained everything. Which, knowing Sophie, it did. Davis was cute, in a beardy kinda way, but his kittens were freaking adorable. Jo had either made a horrible tactical error or a brilliant strategic move, choosing a romp with Davis's kittens as his auction entry. It played to all of his strengths: he got to stay home and show off his adorable little charges to a likely adoptive parent, while avoiding a more public activity. I doubted Jo knew that Sophie snuck off to his rescue barn almost every time we came to the property. I'd only spotted her slipping into the barn once, but the guilty look when I questioned her about it the next day told me everything I needed to know.
Gwen held up her hands to forestall any further arguing. "I'm sorry if I threw a wrench in anyone's plans with the proxy rule. I can help arrange one for each of you, if needed. I'm sure Silvia Nemitz's book club will help."
"You want to engage the book club?" Jo asked. The way she whispered it, heavy with meaning, raised goosebumps on my arms.
"Is that code for something?" I asked, curious. Brady's earlier suspicions about Mrs. Nemitz making book seemed ludicrous. But the way Jo acted, it sounded like Silvia and her club did more than talk novels.
Gwen waved away my concerns. "Don't worry about it. You've got enough on your plate with the play and the auction. I'll have your proxy contact you."
I gulped. Why did that sound more like a threat than a promise?
Jo looked uneasy, and I took my cue from her. She'd lived in Campfire a lot longer than me and just as long as Gwen. If she was concerned about asking the book club to help, it was probably with good reason.
Only Izzy looked serene at the suggestion, which raised my suspicions further. Silvia was her mother-in-law. She had nothing to fear from the older woman. But what about the rest of us? Had Gwen's silly rule taken us from managing a minor image issue to becoming beholden to the town busybodies? A book club sounded innocuous. But I'd learned that things in Campfire were sometimes more than they seemed. I could only hope that Gwen's ask didn't land me in hot water, owing a favor I couldn’t return. The last thing I wanted to do was get on the wrong side of the behind-the-scenes powers in my new home.
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Brady


On Friday, stickers popped up on my students like an epidemic of acne. Round cartoons of a puffed-up grizzly in school colors decorated everyone. Eve had warned me, but that didn't make the shock of seeing myself, morphed into a grizzly bear any easier. By lunch, almost the entire student body sported a sticker somewhere, with a hulked-out version of me and the phrase, "It's a great day to be a Grizzly" emblazoned in red. 
I wanted to be mad, because the janitorial staff were going to give me hell if they had to scrape stickers off of school walls and lockers for weeks, but I could only smile. It may drive my adhesive remover budget into the red, but the stickers were great for school spirit. Eve’s design was clever, and it tempted me to ask her to design some booster merch for our student store. After all, the corollary to 'Never mess with an artist who knows Photoshop' had to be 'Ask an artist who knows Photoshop.' 
Brady: Well played.
Eve: You should see the designs I passed on.
I winced.
Brady: I'm afraid to.
Eve: You should be.
Messaging her wasn't the same as seeing her. Teasing through text wasn't nearly as fun as in person.
Brady: See you at five? 
Eve: I like how you've learned to phrase that as a question.
Brady: Dinner after? 
Eve: I don't know, are you going to poison my food?
Brady: Nah, you're safe with me.
And I wanted her to believe that. All joking aside, I trusted Eve. But did she trust me? There were still large parts of her past that she kept private. While I didn't begrudge her having secrets, I had to wonder what she was holding back.
By the time play practice rolled around, I could hardly hide my eagerness to see Eve. I'd dashed out to the store after school to pick up ingredients for our dinner, making me the late one for a change. I bustled into the auditorium to find the cast clustered in front of the sets, giggling.
Frowning, I clapped my hands. "Places everyone. Let's run through the first act."
Slowly, the students parted, giving me my first glimpse of why they'd been giggling: the set.
Apparently, you really, really, shouldn't screw with an artist. They were damned creative with revenge.
Set in a European town, the Snow Queen had two major sets: town and forest. Eve and her crew had been working on the sets in phases, mostly repainting the existing wooden pieces, but also cutting and painting a few new designs. I'd left it all in Eve's capable hands, wanting nothing to do with the artwork if I could help it. I could barely draw a stick figure – any opinions I had would be near useless. Unfortunately, I should have given her some firmer parameters.
Like not using my face.
Versions of me peered out of the forest. Me as a squirrel, a very dapper deer, and to make sure no one missed the theme, more than a few birds looked startlingly human. Eerie as fuck.
Eve popped around the back of the set, casually sipping on an iced coffee, projecting innocence for all she was worth. She'd even abandoned her usual black or red, though I wasn't sure the white shirt with black skulls really fell outside of her style guide.
"You like it?" she asked, looking delighted. Probably because I was speechless. "Spin it around, crew."
At her instruction, Mitch and Grace pushed their pieces. The heavy wood sets rolled easily on casters, transforming into a city scene.
With my fucking face.
Babies. Old people. Each and every one looked like they could be related to me. I shivered. It was spooky, but also showed immense talent. I edged closer, catching one face that stood out, simply because it didn't look like a Franken-Gleason.
Any annoyance with Eve over using my image so liberally in her designs faded. She'd drawn herself in too. With me. We were obviously meant to be a happy couple, cuddled up at the back of the crowd.
"Is it still safe to come to dinner?" she murmured, glancing up at me.
Eve bit at her lip. Her nerves deflated any lingering vestiges of injured pride. If this was a test, I wanted to pass.
"Will you take the contract to design Grizzly merch for the high school?" I asked, instead of answering her question directly.
Her talent shone through every brush stroke. I'd be a fool not to lock her down. My bargaining position was never going to be stronger. And with Eve, I had to take any advantage I got. Otherwise, she'd run me ragged.
"Does it pay well?" she asked, and I chuckled. She must be feeling brave. Exhilaration filled me. 
"Do sexual favors from the principal count?" I murmured in her ear, careful so that my students couldn't overhear.
Eve blushed, and I pulled away, turning to the cast. Most hadn't even tried to pretend they weren't watching us for fireworks, though no one wanted to meet my gaze.
"Okay, now that I've admired myself, can we please get to work? Come on, everybody."
It took all my concentration not to crack up during practice every time I caught a face peeking back at me. The longer I stared at the set, the more tiny details, tiny versions of me, I saw. It was brilliant trolling. I could only hope our Snow Queen audience had either a good sense of humor or poor eyesight. If the town thought I wanted the sets to look like a cloning experiment gone wrong, there’d be no living it down.
Eve approached me cautiously after the last student left, wishing us a goodnight.
"Am I in the doghouse?" she asked, watching my expression carefully.
I paused, pretending to consider. "I don't know why you'd think that. Your work is beautiful. You really put your heart into it. Not everyone is brave enough to shout their feelings like that. I admire your courage."
She choked. "My courage?"
"Easy, Tiger. If the book club weren't gunning for us before, you can be sure that after they see this performance, there'll be no doubts."
I rocked back on my heels, flashing my dimples at her.
She looked mildly horrified, as if she were finally putting it all together.
Yes, she'd trolled the hell out of me in the most public way, but it was about to backfire. Massively.
Maybe if she'd turned me into more of a caricature, she could have played it off as a dig, but it was the couple at the back that sealed the deal. Eve had turned the play into a public declaration, whether she meant it that way or not. I'd thought she was skittish about our relationship, and I'd been taking it slow, trying to ease her into the idea of us as a couple, but her little gesture of defiance had proved just the opposite: how much she liked me.
I held out my arm. "Ready for dinner?"
Eve threaded her arm through mine, shaking her head slowly, as if in disbelief.
I hid my smile as I ushered her out into the cold night and to my car. There was no need to rub it in.
Eve liked me. She'd just admitted as much to the whole world. 
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Eve


My stomach swirled as I sat in the passenger seat of Brady's car, letting the lights of Campfire meld together in a blur as I considered my prank from his perspective. 
He was right, dammit.
I'd thought I was being clever and a little bit silly, but art had a way of revealing truths about the universe. I'd never considered my work that lofty, but in this case, my craft had revealed way more than I intended about my inner thoughts.
Like that Brady Gleason was all I thought about.
I wiped my hands across my face, careful not to smudge my eye makeup. It'd taken twenty minutes to get the smoky look I wanted, there was no reason to destroy it in a fit of mortification.
Brady had taken the sets quite well, all things considered. It was probably a good sign that he'd tried to leverage me into merch design. His good humor took any sting out of the self-realization. If Brady was all I thought about, he seemed more than pleased with the evidence.
Straightening, I decided to brazen it out. So what if I liked Brady? He liked me. We were dating. Any hopes of keeping us on the down-low had already gone up in smoke last week, thanks to his students. We hadn't honestly even tried that hard, so maybe I just needed to let it go. Let the past stay in the past, and step boldly into the future. With Brady.
Starting with Thanksgiving.
"So," I said. "When are you going to invite me to Thanksgiving?"
"Tonight," Brady answered, taking my prompting in stride. "I worried it was too much, too soon."
"It is, but that's kinda on brand for us, don't you think?"
"I wouldn't have it any other way," he assured, clasping my hand and bringing it to his lips for a quick kiss. 
His easy affection ratcheted up my anticipation. Brady seemed to be taking us in stride, and slowly it was shifting my perception of us as casually dating to a real couple. 
"Come on, I picked up ingredients to throw together a stir fry after work."
"Are you trying to seduce me with food?" I teased, smiling as I followed him inside, leaning down to give Trouble a quick scritch.
I was painfully aware of how easy I’d be to beguile, with or without a delicious dinner. Tension rode me, leaving me on edge. Jumping Brady’s bones was moving higher on my to-do list by the minute. Being alone with him at his house was almost more temptation than I could handle. At least in public, I’d have to pretend some restraint. But I loved that he wanted to cook for me.
"It's my one move."
He said it with such faux-humility, I couldn't help but bust out laughing.
Brady grinned. "Okay, maybe not my only move. Are you interested in seeing some of my others after dinner?"
The way he asked it, the challenge in his eyes, had me nodding eagerly before I could stop myself.
The man had turned me into a puddle of goo, with about as much resistance.
Then again, he was cooking me dinner.
As moves went, he was off to a strong start. I bit my lip, debating making a pass of my own. How would Brady react if I skipped the niceties and used his tie to tug him to his bedroom?
He crooned to Trouble, Brady’s deep bass sending shivers along my spine as I imagined him using that same sweet tone on me. I coughed, hoping the move would move air into my constricted lungs. Brady seemed oblivious to my descent into lust, adding extra kibble to Trouble’s bowl before washing his hands and pulling produce from the fridge. 
"Can I get you anything? I've got water, wine, or maybe a beer or two, unless the guys drank it all."
"I’ll wait and have wine with dinner. Water's good for now. I can grab it myself." I filled my glass at the tap, squealing when Brady wrapped his arms around me from behind.
"Excuse me, I need to wash these carrots," he murmured in my ear, playfully nudging my glass out of the way, but keeping me caged in front of him.
"Is this another one of your moves?" I asked, tipping my chin up. He stole a quick kiss.
"Maybe. But if you have to ask, I'm going to assume it's not working."
"Oh, it's working," I said, leaning back into his warmth, settling back against his hips.
I'd never thought of washing vegetables as foreplay, but the way Brady stroked the carrots, then the celery, sneaking kisses along my neck whenever it suited him, changed my mind.
He pulled away, turning to the cutting board, and I melted against the counter, missing his support. His heat.
The man was a menace.
Clearing my throat, I carried my water glass to the kitchen island, taking a seat where I could watch him work.
Brady sliced and chopped competently, until he had a tiny mountain of perfect carrot rounds and celery slivers in front of him. 
He surprised a laugh out of me when he pulled a wok from the cabinet at his knees.
Anything Brady did, he did perfectly. 
A ripple of excitement tore through me, leaving my knees weak. I took a quick sip of water to cover, not wanting to let on just how much something as simple as cooking for me could turn me on.
The competitor in me wouldn't let me just succumb to him without putting up a fight. Or trying some moves of my own. I may not have his skills in the kitchen, but I liked to think I had my own charms.
I slipped out of the kitchen, returning with the sketchbook and pencil I kept it my bag.
I went to work, glancing up occasionally for added inspiration.
Brady expertly flipped the thinly sliced chicken he'd seasoned at the stove, and my mouth watered as the heady scents of garlic and ginger filled the air.
Slowly, I brought my own attempt at seduction to life on the page, careful to keep my work hidden from Brady.
We worked in silence, Brady slowly assembling a mouth-watering stir fry, while I illustrated every dirty fantasy I'd been harboring.
I squirmed, wishing I could stay aloof to my nude studies, but unable to deny the way drawing Brady made me feel - like I wanted to ruin dinner.
"Ready?" Brady asked, as he turned off the heat to the stove, plating portions for each of us and setting them on the kitchen table.
"So ready," I nearly whimpered, quickly tugging a stray kitchen towel over my sketch book to maintain some semblance of modesty.
My stomach rumbled and Brady smiled across the island.
"Let's eat."
I glanced down to the edge of a drawing that stuck out from under the red towel, depicting just that.
He looked so proud of dinner, and it smelled amazing. I didn't have the heart to show him what I'd been working on. Yet.
I slid from my stool, joining him at the kitchen table.
"It looks amazing, Brady. Thank you."
The bright carrots and celery and tender chicken made a beautiful presentation, while the aroma reminded me of restaurants back home. That was one thing I missed in Campfire; it didn't have the same restaurant variety that I'd been spoiled by, growing up in a bigger, more diverse, metro area.
"It's the least I could do for my partner in crime," he said, looking pleased at my compliment.
I choked out a laugh. "Brady, I think you and I have very different definitions of that word."
"All kidding aside, I really appreciate you helping me with the play. I don't have an artistic bone in my body, and while I love Gwen like a sister, if I'd convinced her to help, we'd be doing the Snow Queen in front of a bank of greenery. I'm thankful for your skills."
I could only hope that once he got a good look at my artistic imaginings of him, he wouldn't reconsider his praise.
"Thanks," I said faintly, trying not to glance at my sketchbook, currently full of naughty drawings of us.
"I'd love to have you join me at Thanksgiving, if it's not too much pressure. My mom usually invites half the town, so it's not a big deal."
Thoughts of his mom and shared holidays cooled me, making it easier to focus on eating my dinner.
"I'd like that," I said.
We chatted about favorite holiday foods, Brady sharing stories of past Thanksgiving extravaganzas, and me adding anecdotes from my own, much smaller family gatherings. It felt nice. Friendly, even. Which made the underlying edge of lust and panic even harder to bear.
Brady really shouldn't have downplayed his moves. Between cooking for me, the way he cared for his students, and the way he spoke about his family and friends, all good-hearted grace and admiration, my insides had turned to mush. It shouldn't have been sexy. But I felt close to him, in a way I hadn't with other boyfriends. Brady had made me feel like part of his life. Like I fit.
After years of being the odd one out, first in my parents' new families, then thanks to my own impulsive affair, my arrival in Campfire had heralded a major change in my life. I'd found a real home for the first time in years. I'd be forever grateful for Gwen and the unofficial campfire council's welcome – Gwen, Sophie, Jo, and Izzy felt like the sisters I never had. They hadn't needed to include the sad new girl in their nights around the fire, or in their plans to run the town. I was the weird chick with the dark makeup and the standoffish attitude. But they'd won me over, welcoming me into their Campfire family. I'd been content on my own, then found my place as part of their pack as I let down my guard around them. But I'd remained convinced that I didn't need romance or a man in my life.
The last thing I'd expected was to find Brady. A man who made me feel like his. And made me like it.
We finished dinner, and I helped Brady clean up, not sure if I wanted to rush or go slowly, drawing out the anticipation.
When the last dish had been dried and put away, he extended a hand to me.
"Join me in the living room? We can watch a show, or something?"
I arched my brows, borrowing confidence to match him, move for move.
"How about I show you what I was working on?" I offered.
Brady's Adam's apple bobbed, as if he sensed the invitation hadn't been made lightly.
"I'd like that."
I slipped my sketchbook from under the towel, clutching it to my chest with one arm. He clasped my hand in his, tugging me toward the living room. We settled onto his couch, my thigh pressed against his transmitting immediate heat that radiated through me. Brady snuggled me against his chest, and I burrowed closer, trying to muster the courage to show him my drawings.
"I have a healthy imagination," I admitted, deciding to go for it. 
I flipped open my pad, starting with the most innocuous of the images. I'd drawn a simple sketch of Brady cupping my chin, leaning in for a kiss. There was a sweetness to it, an innocence in the curve of my mouth and the gleam in his eye.
"This is beautiful," he said, tracing the line of my jaw on the page.
"Mm," I murmured, striving for casual, as I flipped the page.
The new illustration showed a more passionate clinch, me sprawled across his kitchen counter, Brady standing between my legs, my ankles wrapped around his back. I'd drawn myself with my head thrown back, total abandon in the arch of my spine as he worshipped at my breasts through my shirt. Nothing much was revealed, but a whole hell of a lot was implied.
"Sexy," Brady rumbled, the husky note in his voice letting me know he was as affected viewing it as I had been creating it.
Hesitantly, I flipped the page.
Brady's low gasp sounded loud in the quiet room.
The last drawing was unapologetically erotic. And explicit.
I'd drawn Brady and I nude, pleasuring each other with hands and mouths. Admittedly, I'd used creative license, imagining him naked.
"Very…lifelike," Brady whispered, stilling as he took in the full details.
I squirmed, not sure how to interpret his words. Was he turned on? Disgusted? 
What had started as a joke, with the intent to tease, had turned into something else. As moves went, at least I couldn't be accused of wimping out.
"So…" Brady said, shifting beneath me. The roll of his hips maneuvered me more firmly into his lap. The bulge beneath my left hip sent my heart racing, answering my earlier question: turned on, it was. Brady cleared his throat, as if struggling to find his voice. "Would it be totally out of line if I asked if you'd be up for life imitating art?"
Lips twitching, I pushed away, noting his quick frown of disappointment. I resituated myself in his lap, this time straddling his hips, a knee snugged alongside each of his hips. The new position let me see his expression more clearly, and there was only one word for it: hungry.
Eyes dilated, breathing heavy, Brady’s once-perfect hair was mussed. He smelled warm, and the hint of ginger clung to his skin.
"Brady, are you asking if you can do unspeakable things with me?" I asked, leaning back to capture a mental picture of him in this moment.
I loved the way he looked at me. Like I was his masterpiece. Like he wanted to eat me up.
"Hey, Brady."
"Huh?"
"I'm going to feel really silly if I lead you to your bathroom instead of your bedroom." I paused. "Though, I guess that has possibilities too. You want to do the honors? You have condoms, right?"
"Ye-es." As if waking from a dream, he boosted himself from the couch, carrying me with him, my ankles wrapped around his back for stability, just like in my drawing.
My heart pounded. The move jostled my hips more firmly against his, and I held back a whimper with effort. 
Brady strode down the hall, straight to his bedroom. No nonsense, no hesitation.
Heat pooled low, filling me with anticipation. Brady looked like a man possessed, features sharp with need.
“Are you sure about this?” he asked, gaze searching mine.
“I want you, Brady. I want to find out if reality can be better than my imagination.”
His eyes darkened. “Challenge accepted.”
The throaty words buzzed through me, sending a fresh slide of heat to my core.
“What do you like, honey? What turns you on?”
His blunt question made me brave. “I like it when you talk to me. Paint a verbal picture. The naughtier, the better. I like it when you’re stern.”
The words tumbled out, exposing desires I’d never shared with another lover. I held my breath, fearful I’d scare him away. Some men shied away from dirty talk, and my very proper Brady might not be interested.
“Do we need a safe word?” he asked. “I can be firm, but I never want to hurt you. It’s only fun if it’s good for both of us.”
I sighed, relaxing when he seemed to easily accept my wishes.
“I’ll just tell you I want to dial it down if I need to,” I said.
“So, dial it down? That works for me. Don’t be shy,” he commanded. “I want to know if something I do isn’t working for you.”
“Brady, when have I ever been shy with you?” I asked, eyes wide.
“Fair point.”
Eyes gleaming, he let me slide down his body. I hid my whimper at the friction the move generated, sending a fresh rush of slick heat between my thighs.
“Strip for me, Eve. Show me that beautiful body. Let me worship that soft skin, trace every curve and tattoo.” Watching me steadily, he pulled at his tie, stalking back, eyeing me like prey.
I shivered, loving the desire etched in his expression.
Slowly, I reached for the hem of my shirt, peeling it up and over my head before dropping it from numb fingers. Brady matched my move, unbuttoning his dress shirt and dropping it into his laundry basket. His plain undershirt followed, leaving his chest bare.
Swallowing hard, I took in the hard planes of his chest and the smattering of dark hair there, visually tracing the way it arrowed down to disappear beneath his slacks. Brady had long ago lost the softness of youth. His body looked like it had been carved from granite, hard and unforgiving.
“Show me those gorgeous breasts. My very own Eve, sent to tempt me.”
The faint growl in his voice brought me back to myself, and I flicked at the clasp on my bra, peeling it away.
“Now the jeans,” he urged.
I unfastened my pants, shoving them slowly over my hips, imagining the gentle scrape of the fabric scuffing down my legs was Brady’s phantom touch. I stood before Brady in my tiny black bikini underwear and nothing else. Something about the way he bit his bottom lip encouraged me to stand proud when I might have been tempted to cover my nakedness. With Brady, nude felt natural. It was my clothing that felt wrong. Quickly, I stripped my panties down my legs, leaving me free and bare for him.
Brady swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing as his greedy gaze traced my body like a stroke. He wasn’t even touching me, and I was more turned on than I could remember.
Brady unsnapped his slacks, stepping out of them and his boxers in a single, effortless move.
We stood, not touching, and utterly naked. It should have been awkward. Weird. But something about the way he watched me, like he wanted to devour every inch, made me shiver with desire.
He stalked closer, stopping when we were a hairs-breadth from touching. Unable to resist, I swayed closer, wanting to absorb his heat, to feel the planes of his body crush mine. Not touching him physically hurt, sending an electric prickle beneath my skin. I wanted contact almost more than I wanted my next breath.
“Hold.”
His stern words made me unsteady, caught mid-sway, and I lost my balance, stumbling back against the bed in my efforts to obey.
Brady’s hard tone sent a wave of lust surging through me. The command in his voice shivered along every nerve. I pressed my thighs together, wishing for more than just his voice.
“Touch me,” I invited, tilting my chin up, trying to turn the hint of begging into a note of challenge.
“Everything about you seduces me,” he murmured, sliding a step closer.
Our knees brushed, and it was all I could do not to whimper.
The waiting was killing me. But I refused to give in, to be weak. I’d told him what I wanted, and I wouldn’t rob either of us of the chance to see what we could be together. Brady’s naturally commanding nature turned me on. Sometimes I fought against it, rebelling, but tonight, I wanted nothing more than to yield. To give myself into his safekeeping and let him take care of me. 
It was the ultimate act of trust. The thought startled me, making me sway again, my breath and heartbeat quickening with fear. Would Brady prove worthy of my trust? Yes, my heart whispered.
Brady stroked a palm from my shoulder along my forearm until he could entwine our fingers.
“You are a work of art,” he breathed, his awed expression making me believe it.
Slowly, he used our joined hands to spin me. I hadn’t been naked with a man since I’d had the tattoo on my back finished. It wasn’t my work, even I couldn’t tattoo my own back, but I’d done the design, and I fought not to preen under his admiring gaze. “It’s a phoenix?” he asked, tracing a slow finger along one of the big bird’s wings.
“Yes,” I whispered, hissing when slid his hands over my hipbones, tugging me back against his chest.
Brady nuzzled at my neck and I shivered, heat pooling between my thighs when he hit a particularly sensitive spot.
“Do all of your tattoos have meaning?” he asked, kissing along the campfire flames that adorned my right shoulder.
“Of course,” I murmured, gasping when his fingers crept along the crease in my thigh, probing my slick folds.
“You’re so wet for me already,” he said, sounding awed. “I’ve barely touched you,” he gloated, stroking my slit in blatant opposition to his words.
I leaned back into him, the hard nudge of his erection at my back reassuring me that I wasn’t the only one turned on. Rubbing against him in a slow roll, I bit back my smile at his groan. 
“Stop that,” he ordered. “I want to make you come first. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? For me to make you feel good?”
At my nod, one hand cupped my breast as the other dove between my thighs, searching for the spots that made me squirm in his arms. I worked against his hand, unable to respond, too focused on the waves of pleasure he was creating with his fingers.
“I want to make you feel so good. Is there something you need? Tell me,” he commanded. 
Unable to speak, I took him in hand, adjusting his angle to hit my clit more fully.
“Baby, you are dripping. Is this all for me?” he crooned, working his fingers more insistently. “I bet you can’t wait to take all of me, can you? I’m going to bury myself so deep, you’ll be feeling me for weeks.”
His dark promise took me to the edge, making me wish he’d just do it. Bend me over, thrust into me. Make me feel complete.
“Easy, Tiger. I’m going to turn you inside out with pleasure. You think this is good? You just wait. I’m going to make you come so much, you’re going to forget your name.”
I arched against his hand, chasing the final stroke that would send me over the edge.
“Eve, come for me,” he commanded, voice stern. “Show me how you’re going to milk me later. I can’t wait to be inside you.”
Brady’s talented fingers took me over the edge, and I whimpered in his arms, struggling to stay upright under the force of my release. Waves of pleasure rocked me, making my knees weak.
“Good girl,” he whispered, placing a soft kiss at the juncture where my neck met my shoulder. “Why don’t you lie down now. You’re going to need your strength for what comes next.”
I sank onto the bed, boneless and grateful for the mattress’s support. Brady opened the drawer in his bedside table, emerging with a condom.
“Ready for round two?” he asked, offering me the condom.
I held his gaze as I opened the foil packet. He’d already made me come harder than anyone else ever had. Brady seemed to naturally sense what I wanted and wasn’t shy about taking direction if he was unsure. Any lingering doubts I’d had about sleeping with him washed away. Even though I should be satisfied, something about his challenge left me hungry for more.
“I’ll be your good girl if you’ll be my bad boy,” I offered, reaching for him.
Fresh desire flared in Brady’s eyes.
“If it means I get to dive into you until I burst, I’m all in. Pun intended,” he added with a wicked grin. I shook my head, the flare of humor surprising me. Trust Brady to exceed my expectations, showing me he could be both my dark partner and my playmate. I’d never met anyone like him, and it made me want to hold on for all I was worth.
I stroked him from base to tip before slipping on the condom.
Brady leaned over me, our hands meshed above my head, his gaze steady as he pushed into me. His serious brown eyes added weight to the moment, as if silent willing me to accept him into my life, into my body. On a groan I thrust forward, seating him more fully in my heat. Brady’s forehead dropped to my shoulder, his breath coming in a wheeze.
“You are so slick. So hot. I can’t get enough, honey.”
His sexy rumble spurred me on, and I rolled my hips.
“Fuck me,” he breathed, expression pained.
“I’m trying to,” I whispered.
Brady braced himself over me, a dark light in his expression. His first full stroke nearly made my head come off, rocking my whole body with the strength of his thrust. I surrendered to the sensation, tilting my hips to meet him, thrust for thrust, as he bucked into me. When I thought I couldn’t take anymore, he reached a hand between us, adding extra pressure to my clit. One stroke, two, and I thrashed beneath him, lost in my release. Brady thrust one last time before collapsing on top of me, breathing hard.
After a languorous moment, he dropped a kiss on my daffodil tattoo and pushed himself to my side, gathering me to his chest. The heavy beats of our hearts slowed in unison, the sound reassuring me and leaving me boneless with contentment. Whatever I’d thought sleeping with Brady would be like, however I’d imagined him, reality was better.
“You good?” he asked as he slipped back into bed after taking care of the condom.
I smiled, snuggling back into his side. “So good.”  




Chapter 17
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Trouble meowed, commanding his morning meal and waking me from a warm cocoon of softness. I stretched, enjoying the slide of cotton sheets and smooth skin against my legs. Careful not to wake Eve, I slipped from the bed, padding to the kitchen. 
"Quiet, you," I admonished, adding food to Trouble's bowl before starting a pot of coffee.
I wandered into the living room, spotting Eve's sketchbook on the table. Blood rushed to my groin, and I shook my head. She had me acting like a teenager again, good to go at a moment's notice. Of course, it helped that her drawings of us constituted grade A seduction. The likenesses she'd created were almost uncomfortably accurate – more like they were drawn from memory than imagination.
"We can burn them if you like." 
Eve's whisky-rough morning voice stroked a phantom hand down my spine, sending a fresh wave of desire through me.
She made a gorgeous picture, standing in the entryway to the living room, one shoulder peeking out of my oversized grey shirt. I wanted nothing more than to tumble her back into bed.
"They're so good," I protested, running a finger down the line of one breast, artfully drawn.
"And dangerous," she chided gently. "I knew when I made them that they'd need to be destroyed. For both our sakes."
The logical side of my brain was in complete agreement. It was one thing to have a sticker with my likeness make the rounds at school. I couldn't risk anything this hot falling into the wrong hands. While Eve's talent was undeniable, I'd lose my job in a flash if they got out, artistic license or no.
I flicked on the fireplace, already regretting what I needed to do. It was the right thing. For both of us, but part of me wanted to hold onto her sketches, keeping them like a shrine.
Slowly, we fed the drawings to the fire, watching the flames lick away the images of us.
Eve swiped her hands together. "Well, now that that's taken care of, how about a cup of coffee?"
I clasped her hand, drawing her into the kitchen, where I pulled down mugs, filling one before handing it to her.
"How about cooking?" I asked.
"I don't know, Brady. That makes two dangerous things you’re getting me to do before breakfast. What's come over you?"
I snorted gently, eyes dancing. "That would be you. But I meant I'd cook you breakfast. I’m not asking you to cook. Are eggs okay?"
"Pretty sure you already scrambled mine," she muttered softly into her cup, and I grinned.
"Maybe after breakfast, we can hang out for the day? I don't really have any plans."
Eve groaned. "Unfortunately, I do. I have a few clients scheduled later this morning and into the afternoon."
I tried to keep the disappointment out of my expression. Of course, she had a job that demanded a lot of hours. I was no stranger to late nights and weekend work during the school year. Still, I'd hoped we could spend more time together without drama club chaperones.
Eve cleared her throat. "But, if I recall, you still owe me a forfeit from our sled race. How about dinner and karaoke tonight at Sing-Along?"
"But I want you to like me," I lamented, laying it on thick.
"Too late," Eve said. "And you can't fool me. I know you're not that bad."
"Not that bad?" Would teasing her, even at my own expense, always be one of my favorite things? Somehow, I thought so. It was so easy to tweak her tail, and fun to watch her react. "Let the record show that last time I did karaoke with the guys, we killed it."
Eve wavered a hand in the air in a so-so gesture.
I gasped, pretending offense. "We did."
Eve smiled, just the tiniest twitch of her lips, but I still considered it a victory. "You're gonna have to prove it when you don't have Ivan and Zander drowning you out with their caterwauling. I've never met men so tone-deaf."
"Challenge accepted," I murmured, turning toward the fridge. "Now, how do you like your eggs?"
After a leisurely breakfast, Eve kissed me goodbye, and I promised to pick her up at six.
With nothing better to do, I made the short drive to the covered parking at the storage unit out of town where I stored my boat. Though really, calling it a boat was too bland a word. It was lightning on the lake. My hydroplane, the Principal's Office, was a close as you could come to flying. It used the water for lift instead of flotation, foiling over the water at speeds difficult to reach on land. I'd lovingly rebuilt it, purchasing parts online over multiple summers. Since completing the Principal’s Office, I'd traveled to rallies and races across the state and beyond. Keeping my hobby from my parents had been the hard part, especially when I'd been building the boat in my garage. My mom would only worry if she knew, and I didn't want any more of her concern on my conscience. 
I entered my security code and drove to the bay where Principal's Office was stored, quickly checking that the tarps protecting it from the elements remained secure. I wished the weather were more conducive to taking Eve out on the lake, but temperatures in the thirties meant fierce windburn at speeds over a hundred miles per hour, which might be thrilling, but not exactly romantic. And Eve deserved romance. Our night together had only convinced me that I’d gotten lucky when she stalked into my life, demanding access to the high school like it was my civic duty. She’d handed me the perfect excuse to get to know her, and I couldn’t be happier that I’d turned it into something more. 
Eve was by turns playful, challenging, and sweet. She soaked up my affection, returning it in spades. Something about the easy way we touched, played, made me feel less alone. I’d been keeping people at a distance without really realizing it. I could admit it to myself, even if I wasn’t ready to admit it to anyone else.
Eve had pushed through my defenses with her quick wit and gamine grin. She was tough enough to handle all of me without flinching, and I treasured her for it.
Anticipation licked through me at the thought of taking her out tonight. It was only a shame that she’d insisted on something that involved an audience. I really ached to perform for her in private. Serenading her naked could qualify as karaoke, right?
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"Hey, Handsome. You ready for tonight?" Eve asked with an easy grin. "Your vocal cords all warmed up?"
That smile made me want to tug her upstairs and see if I could warm up other body parts. Her lips. Her tongue. I fantasized about stripping her and trailing my mouth along the magical crease of her thigh, which I'd found out last night made Eve moan and shake.
I thrust my hands in my pockets to avoid reaching for her. I'd promised a night out, and I wouldn't bail on my commitment. Even if singing in front of McDonald High parents might irredeemably damage my dignity. Once you've seen a man belt out old school Taylor Swift, it was hard to take him seriously. But for Eve, I'd make an exception.
"Ready. Do you have a coat?"
She winked. "I thought I could use yours."
"Then how will I stay warm?" I teased, challenging her.
She tapped her chin. "I'm sure I can think of something."
Frankly, my body temperature wouldn't be an issue. My jacket was currently going above and beyond the call of duty, the long tails camouflaging my erection. I could do with a cooling off but seeing her in my jacket was likely to have the opposite effect.
"Then again, it looks delicious on you. Let me grab my own."
I basked in her praise while she pulled a voluminous black puffer jacket from the coatrack by her front counter. I held it while she shrugged it on.
Sing-along was a short drive from Eve’s, and I relaxed when I saw the parking lot wasn't that full. Maybe the whole town wouldn't be on-hand to witness my inevitable embarrassment.
Heads turned as we entered the bar, and I greeted a few people I recognized as we made our way to a small booth with a view of the karaoke stage.
"Hey, Brady. Eve. What can I get you?" Ned, one of the proprietors of Sing-along asked, tablet in hand.
Slowly, I extended an arm along the back of our booth after we ordered, giving Eve time to scooch away. Coming to Sing-along was a public declaration of sorts. There was no reason to deny myself the pleasure of touching her. Still, I approached her like I would a wounded animal. Pizza after play practice wasn't quite the same as a bonafide date night in town. She smiled up at me, the sweetness there reassuring me as she slid closer, sinking under my arm. Something in me settled at her acceptance. My brave Eve, both private and proud. Surprise battled satisfaction, with happiness the easy winner. I inhaled deeply, enjoying having her snugged up against me. 
I realized my mistake almost immediately. For the sake of my sanity, I should have kept more distance between us. This close, I could smell the herbal undertones of her shampoo and feel the heat radiating from her skin, ready to set me ablaze.
"Hey, guys. We didn't expect to see you here." 
Izzy grinned at us, Ivan a protective presence at her back. I'd been so consumed by controlling my lust for Eve, I'd missed their familiar faces joining the growing crowd.
Ivan's blond brow rose as he took in my arm wrapped around Eve.
Yeah, it was like that. Not like the big man had any room to heckle me. His hand at the small of Izzy's back screamed possessiveness.
"Yeah, Brady lost a bet," Eve said, looking gleeful.
"How do you know that wasn't my master plan?" I asked, striving for enigmatic.
Eve snorted. "The little girl you crashed into deserves an apology, if that's the case."
"Hey. She crashed into me."
Izzy smiled, glancing between Eve and me, seeming to enjoy our gentle bickering. "I can't wait to watch you duet."
"Will we see you on stage?" I asked Ivan, arching one brow.
If I was bad, he was terrible. Nothing less than love or a giant ego would drive him to the mic.
"Iz staked her claim, and now she's stuck with me in all my glory," Ivan said with fake modesty. "Now, if you'll excuse us, I spotted a table that we should snag before things get more crowded. Be nice, or I'll text the rest of the guys that you're here."
As threats went, it was empty. One, because I didn't care, I was proud to be out with Eve, and two, because the last time Ivan had called the cavalry to Sing-along, we'd ended up in a singing battle with Eve, Iz, Gwen, Sophie, and Jo. Encouraging a rematch wasn't in our best interests. No one wanted a repeat of our defeat.
Ned arrived with our burgers, and reluctantly, I withdrew my arm from Eve's shoulders to eat.
Ned's wife Trina had started warming up the crowd, crooning her version of "These Boots Were Made for Walking."
An unassuming woman at first glance, Trina’s talent made her seem larger than life. Her straight brown hair was caught back in a basic ponytail, and she sported a dark blue Sing-along polo and jeans. Nothing fancy. But when she sang, every eye turned her way. She and Ned had made a brilliant move, changing the bar to fit the town's new marketing scheme and leaning into the campfire karaoke aspect. Even if the rest of the singers, cough- Ivan, were awful, we had Trina to break up the hacks with actual skill.
Eve ran a finger down the karaoke song catalog as she mopped up the last of her ketchup with a fry.
"Ready to pick something?" Eve asked, expression challenging.
"I'll defer to you."
She scrawled her pick on the song card, slipping from our booth to drop it off with Trina.
I watched her weave through tables on her way back to me, back straight, gaze sure. Eve had slipped into life at Campfire with ease. It was hard to remember a time when she wasn't part of the town. Part of my life. Jousting verbally with her over the use of the high school had been the highlight of my fall. Partnering with her on the production of the Snow Queen had shown me more of the woman I'd come to admire. She led her band of students easily, keeping them on track and producing some of the best sets McDonald High had ever had. She was a force to be reckoned with. More than a match for anything I could throw at her.
"Please welcome Eve and Brady to sing Everything Has Changed by Taylor Swift and Ed Sheeran."
I glanced at her, surprised. "Not Bad Blood or Me!?"
"Nah. I thought I'd lob you an easy one this time."
Eve grabbed a mic from Trina and handed me the second microphone as the opening notes played over the speakers. Unsure what to expect from Eve, I waited, following her lead. I settled in on the stool Trina had thoughtfully left on stage, watching Eve sing.
Powerful vocals spilled from her, catching me by surprise. I'd enjoyed her performance with her friends a few months ago, but that was nothing compared to this. Then, she'd been bouncy and brash, part of a girl group. Tonight, her voice exuded a richness that had been absent last time. The soulful quality to her voice was haunting, catching me by the throat. I could tell even Trina was impressed. I was so caught up in Eve's performance, I nearly missed my cue, eventually catching up, trying to match Eve's vibe with my own understated baritone. 
She smiled at me, and it was all I could do to eke out the next lyric. 
Joy radiated from Eve, pulling me into her orbit. By turns dark and mysterious, sunny and bright, she made me wish we were anywhere but in front of a gaggle of people.
The crowd at Sing-along clapped and hooted their approval as our song ended, and I clasped Eve's hand in mine, urging her to take a bow. Laughingly, she bent at the waist, accepting their praise, before I ushered her back to our table.
“You’re a beast behind the microphone,” I said, awed by her and struggling to reconcile her ease singing with the stage fright from play practice. “What other skeletons do you have in your closet?” I joked.
She looked stricken for a moment, staring at the stage where the next round of performers took their mics. Eve shredded the napkin beneath her drink, and I regretted that I’d ruined the mood.
After listening to the couple butcher The Devil Went Down to Georgia, she seemed to snap out of it, relaxing back into her seat.
I covered her fingers with mine, entwining our fingers, glad when she squeezed my hand and smiled.
That small gesture ignited my imagination. I’d spend all night in her grip if she’d let me.
We ended the evening after watching another few performances. I was too eager to get Eve back to my place or hers to care much that we rushed our exit, missing a goodbye to Ivan and Izzy. To be fair, they were just as oblivious, too busy gazing into each other's eyes to worry much about us.
“So, my place?” I asked as we slid into my SUV.
“I guess we wouldn’t want Trouble to be lonely.”
Best. Wingman. Ever. Just one of the many perks of pet ownership.
“Do you need anything from your place?” I asked, dancing around what I really wanted to ask: would she stay the night?
Eve shifted a quick glance my way, and I caught a barely suppressed tilt to her lips. She hefted the miniature black backpack she used as a purse.
“I already packed a few essentials.”
Pleased she wanted to stay over, the edge of anticipation took over, riding me hard as I turned toward my house. It took all my self-restraint not to press down on the gas. Getting pulled over by one of Diedre’s deputies wouldn’t be a romantic start to our night together.
I tossed my keys on a side table, eagerly stripping out of my jacket and tossing it across the couch.
Eve’s eyes danced as she stood in my entry, watching me tug impatiently at my collar, unbuttoning my shirt.
“What’s your hurry, handsome?”
“I’m overdressed.”
She chuckled, slowly sliding the zippers down on her boots, placing them neatly by my door.
“That’s a given.” Eve advanced on me, stopping when we stood toe-to-toe.
She placed gentle hands on my chest, smoothing the fabric of my shirt. Her dark eyes dilated, and I swayed closer at the sign of her arousal, drawn to her heat.
“It’s all part of the job,” I said.
“Mm. I do love a man who takes his work seriously,” Eve said, skipping her fingers down my open shirt, tracing faint patterns on my skin.
“Even though you teased me about it mercilessly?” I asked, unable to hide the edge of incredulity in my voice.
“Competence is sexy,” Eve murmured, slowly pushing my shirt over my shoulders.
Mesmerized by the light in her eyes, I let it drop to the floor.
“Are you sure you don’t mean stiff? Annoying? You used to have a lot to say about Principal Gleason.”
Eve’s lips twitched. “That was before I knew about your wild side.”
Only Eve would claim I had one. Then again, something about her drew out my reckless streak. She drew me in a way I couldn’t explain, even before I fully realized the attraction. I could have pressed my mom into co-directing the play with me, but once Eve asked me for space for the auction, I knew only she would do.
I leaned down, capturing her mouth in a kiss that explored, demanding a response. She tasted faintly of beer, earthy and intoxicating. Unable to hold back, I urged her forward, sighing when my hips cradled hers.
Slowly, I stripped her out of her dark shirt, enjoying the way the pale globes of her breasts shone under the light, dark ink tracing her curves in intriguing ways. I wanted to trace those patterns with my tongue. 
Trouble wound around our ankles, meowing his displeasure, breaking the spell.
I shook my head, trying to catch my breath. We hadn’t even made it all the way into the living room, and I was half-naked. My blinds were still open for fuck’s sake.
Eve hooked a finger into the waistband of my jeans, tugging me gently toward my bedroom. Her confidence mesmerized me. I loved the way she challenged me, leaving me aching and taut with wanting her.
She paused at the foot of my bed, eyes hooded.
“You know, I’ve fantasized about us together,” she whispered.
“Yeah?”
She nodded, her dark hair swinging like a curtain to hide her features. I pushed a soft strand behind her ear, wanting to see her eyes. She looked at me with molten heat, stirring answering desire in me. As much as I wanted to take, devouring her in a single gulp, something about her expression told me she was in the mood to tease.
“Tell me more,” I invited, tracing a pattern along one bare arm, loving the way goosebumps followed my touch.
“A storm moved in at the end of play practice. The cast and crew all made it safely home, but when you and I pushed open the doors, it was white-out conditions. Neither of us was going to be able to get home safely.”
“So we were stuck overnight in the auditorium, huh? What were we going to do, sleep in the padded seats?”
Eve shook her head. “No, I remembered the prop room backstage.”
“I don’t remember what’s back there,” I admitted, tracing a gentle hand along her ribcage.
“Luckily, I did. Did you know that the school did the Princess and the Pea at some point? There’s a giant bed, complete with satin sheets.”
“Satin sheets? For a high school play?”
Eve nodded. “Umhm.”
“But only one bed?”
“Yes. You were reluctant to share at first.”
“That doesn’t sound like me,” I said.
“You were very reserved.”“But I take it I didn’t stay that way?”
“Oh, no. I was determined.”
“To seduce me?”
She nodded. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m utterly shameless when it comes to you,” she said with a soft smile.
“You know what would make this story better?” I asked. Eve arched her brows and I continued, “if we were both naked. I have a feeling things are heating up.”
Eve held my gaze, unclasping her bra before pushing down her jeans and underwear. I followed her lead, shucking my own jeans and boxers, taking her hand and urging her to join me on the bed.
“So, in your story, I’m shy,” I prompted, stroking myself from base to tip, enjoying the way her greedy eyes followed my fist.
She pushed up, snugging one knee over my hip until she straddled me. I gripped her hips, encouraging her to snuggle closer, notching my erection between her thighs, sliding in the slick of wetness there without penetrating. Eve whimpered a bit at the contact, her needy sound making me pulse, aching to slide all the way home. But I waited, remembering my role: shy. Right.
“Yes,” she said, the husky quality in her voice sending another pulse of sensation through me. “Very shy. But I convince you that we need to share the bed, for warmth, of course.”
“I can’t imagine being warm without you,” I agreed, cupping one breast before taking the nipple in my mouth.
Eve squirmed on top of me, and I bit back a groan.
“So, we slide out of our clothes and beneath the covers together. I wrap your arms around me from behind, encouraging you to spoon me. Again, for heat,” she added piously.
“We wouldn’t want to get hypothermia,” I agreed, framing her ribcage with my hands before letting my hands bracket her hips, my thumbs reaching toward her center in a gentle massage.
“I squirm against you… Probably more than is necessary,” she admitted, wiggling across my lap to illustrate.
The slide of her hips notches me more firmly between her thighs, making it difficult to touch her like I want. Like I need.
“Eventually, I guide your hands where I really want them,” she said, breath coming in pants as I renewed my attentions between her thighs, testing her. She was slick and wet for me already, whether because I couldn’t resist touching her or because she was turning herself on as surely as she was me with her backstage fantasy.
“I’m guessing I liked that part,” I said, stroking her harder.
Eve squirmed again, breathing hard.
“You sure seemed to. Before I quite realized what was happening, you’d slipped into me.”
Hastily, I donned a condom. “Like this?” I asked, gliding home.
Eve paused, seeming to need a moment to adjust, and I held still.
“Yes, just like that,” she hissed as she started to move, rotating her hips in a complicated swirl.
I arched on the bed, urging her to move faster, bounce harder, loving the way she milked me, clenching her inner muscles with every stroke. Pounding harder, I focused on matching her, thrust for thrust, straining against her.
Eve’s face was flushed. She looked poised on the edge, like she was straining for something just out of reach.
I slid down to caress her where we joined, trying to push her into bliss, nearly dizzy from rocking and bucking beneath her, near frantic with the instinct to spill into her.
She ground against me, clutching hard as she reached her peak, and I groaned, unable to hold back any longer. Every muscle contracted, spasming as I pounded into her welcoming heat.
Eve collapsed, snuggling into my neck, her moist breath gusting against my chin as I caught my breath.
“And that’s how we stayed warm during the snowstorm,” she murmured, tracing a finger along my chest.
I dropped a quick kiss on her forehead, holding her tight.
“I’m still struggling with the part where I was shy,” I rumbled. “That seems out of character for me. We should workshop that bit.”
I surprised a laugh out of Eve, the sound wrapping around my heart and squeezing. I loved that we could laugh together in bed. That we could share fantasies. She was perfect. Warm and creative in a way that captivated me and made me want to take risks. Like making her backstage interlude a reality. I shook my head. Who was I? What had happened to Brady Gleason, respected school principal? With Eve I was a totally different man. And more shocking still, one I kinda liked.




Chapter 18
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Eve


After our date at Sing-along, it was easy to feel like Brady and I had figured things out. We'd slid into coupledom. Maybe too easily. Although our time together was filled with laughter and teasing, a shadow hinted at the things we  didn't talk about. While I wanted to hear about Brady from Brady, I wasn't above using my appointment with his mother to probe a little.
Matty had arrived on time for her second appointment, and I got to work on coloring in her poppy after a brief greeting.
“Shall I bring anything to Thanksgiving?” I asked.
Brady had said not to, but I didn’t know yet if he could be trusted. The last thing I wanted to do is put myself at odds with his family. I already felt awkward enough about crashing their holiday.
“No, I’ll have everything covered. I only have two pieces of advice. One, don’t eat Nonna Gleason’s pumpkin pie. And two, bring five dollars.”
Both requests had me intrigued. I was happy to pitch in for dinner, but I doubted the money was for food.
“Can I ask why?”
Matty smiled. “Nonna Gleason is famously bad at baking. If the pie isn’t burnt, there will be eggshells. Eat anything she brings at your own risk.”
“And the money?”
“We’re a cutthroat bunch, Dear. We hold a family poker tournament when we’re all too full to move.”
“Brady plays poker?” I asked, trying to picture it. It was hard to imagine him taking risks with his hard-earned cash. Then again, he was an expert at keeping his expression cool. 
“Yes. Games are a family tradition. We play poker and a few other games every year at major holidays.”
I had a hard time imaging Matty’s poker face, but something made me think that I underestimated her at my own peril.
“Sounds fun,” I said faintly. 
Would it make a good impression or a terrible one, if his family learned I couldn’t bluff for beans? 
"I'm so glad to see Brady happy," Matty said, wielding the motherly note in her voice with the expertise of a scalpel. "For a long time after the accident, we worried."
I bit my lip. She'd dangled her concern like bait. Was it a trap, or an attempt at kindness, cluing me in to something I needed to know?
I trusted Brady to tell me the important things. But that didn't mean we'd told each other everything.
Temptation nipped at me, exerting pressure until I burst.
"Oh?" I said as noncommittally as possible. "Brady seems like the last man you need to worry about."
"Exactly."
The way Matty said it, triumph clear in her smile sent a shiver of foreboding through me.
"But he takes his responsibilities a little too seriously sometimes. He seems, I don't know, lighter lately. I think it's thanks to you, Eve."
Would Brady be annoyed, knowing his mom and I talked about him? They seemed close, but that didn't make me comfortable disclosing too much about our personal relationship to his mother. I was reluctant to accept her praise.
"I think time helps heal old wounds too," I said instead, trying to downplay any impact I'd had on a hurt that Brady hadn't seen fit to share with me yet. Our relationship was still new. Part of me was dying to ask about the accident she referred to, wondered if it had something to do with the brother he'd mentioned briefly, but everything about the conversation, her hushed tones, the motherly concern, hinted at it being something that I needed to hear directly from Brady, not his mother.
We fell into silence, listening to the soft music I played while working on clients.
"Oh, before I forget – I hear you're in need of a proxy for the auction," Matty said. "I can help you with that if you’d like."
I bit my lip, debating. Would Brady think it was weird that I'd enlisted his mother to bid on him for me? If she was the proxy the mysterious 'book club' had sent, I didn't want to turn her down. She made a certain kind of sense.
"That's right," I said.
"I'm happy to help you out, dear. Just give me a budget, and I'll make it happen."
“Something in between a cup of coffee and a new car. Maybe a thousand dollars?”
“They say you can’t put a price on love, but I don’t blame you for trying.”
Holding back my groan, I shook my head. Did that mean I’d given her a budget that was too high, or too low? Brady might kill me for this, but Gwen's rules didn't leave me much choice.
"Thanks, Matty."
After work, I made the short drive to the Pruitt Farm.
I'd bundled up because the sky looked like snow. We'd likely have a shorter than usual campfire session. While most of my friends had grown up in Campfire, not even they wanted to hang out around the fire while it snowed.
"Hey, Eve," Gwen welcomed. "You're just in time."
Code for: late as always. Sophie, Jo, and Izzy were already gathered in their chairs, huddling close to the flames for warmth.
"Sorry, a client ran late."
Sophie waved a hand, "No worries. I hate to rush everyone, but I'm freezing. If we don't get a move on, I'm going to crash the barn and cuddle with the kittens instead, Davis or no Davis."
Jo shook her head. "It's your funeral. But if you think he was cranky about the shirtless pictures your clients took when you flew them over the farm, it'll look like a minor blunder compared to you interrupting his kitten time. My brother hates being disturbed. He's not above threatening your balloon with a shotgun this spring if you make him mad."
"Let's get to it then," Gwen said, cutting through the budding argument. We'd heard it before, Jo protecting her surly brother's privacy, while Sophie insisted that she was perfectly unobtrusive and he wouldn't mind her. Sophie had a tendency to roll right through objections with a smile. It made her both persuasive and scary. Part of me wanted to see a showdown between Davis and Sophie. In a battle between dour discipline and bright optimism, it was hard to tell who would win.
"Eve?"
Gwen's prompt pulled me from contemplating Sophie’s strengths, and I straightened in my chair.
"Right. I think we're about set for the auction. There are just a few details I need your help with."
We finalized the menu, and Gwen, Izzy, Sophie, and Jo helped me brainstorm my bachelor introductions. We wrapped up council business as quickly as possible, eager to finish before the snow started.
"Did your proxy contact you?" Gwen asked as we picked up our cups and started back toward Jo's house and our cars.
"Yes," I said, glancing at her serene expression. "Are you going to bid on anyone?"
"Maybe," she said, swiftly hiding a smile.
"Never play poker," I warned.
She chuckled.
"I think it's going to be a great event. Thanks again for taking the lead on planning."
"It's been fun," I said, realizing that it had. It was a much larger undertaking than anything I'd done before, but I'd enjoyed putting all the parts and pieces of the auction together. It felt good give back to the tightknit community that had accepted me as one of their own. "Any progress on your project for the auction?" I asked, thinking about her vow to bait a trap for the person who'd been undermining our efforts to rebrand Campfire.
Gwen shook her head. "I'm stuck. I feel like we've done well to prevent anything serious with the caterer, venue, and donors. I'm just not sure where they'll strike next, or how to root them out."
"Do you really think they'll try again? We managed to counteract everything they attempted at the fall festival. What are the odds they've given up?"
"About as good as me winning in a hand of poker," Gwen admitted, smiling wryly. "I'll keep working on a plan. You've got enough on your plate with the auction itself, I don't want you worrying about anything else."
"We're in this together."
"But ultimately, the responsibility is mine. Relax, Eve. Let's enjoy Thanksgiving. Enjoy Brady." She winked at me. "I'll figure out countermeasures for the auction."
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Brady


Halloween may have been the holiday that carried the most memories of Joe, but I’d forever associate Thanksgiving with my mother. She reveled in cooking for a crowd. The more, the merrier. From the time I was small, my memories were of a houseful of people and tables laden with food. I couldn’t wait for Eve to join the party and meet my family. Inviting her to Thanksgiving felt right. Besides, it was a Campfire tradition, my mom inviting most of the newcomers to join our table for the holiday. Likely Eve would be there even if our relationship hadn't changed, but having her there added a layer of novelty to the day. I wanted to share my family traditions with her. The food, the card games, and the togetherness. 
“Do you mind a tiny detour?” I asked Eve as we got into my car. “I need to check on something.”
The drive to my folks would take us by my storage yard, and I liked to check on the Principal’s Office whenever I could during the off-season.
“Not at all, so long as we’re not late.”
Eve bit at her bottom lip, and I threaded my fingers with hers, resting them on the console between us. 
Amused at the change in her, I shot her a grin. “You’re, worried about being late. What’s gotten into you?”
“You.”
My chuckle turned into a belly laugh. Her wry delivery was perfect.
“Yeah, I have.” I lifted our hands, landing a kiss on the seam between our fingers. “Don’t worry, I won’t make us late.”
I drove to the yard, secretly enjoying Eve’s widening eyes as we pulled up in front of my boat.
“This is yours?”
“Yep. I love the water. I’ve owned the Principal’s Office for a few years.”
I parked, and we slipped from the car. I pulled the tarps off the Principal’s Office.
“It’s a … boat.”
Eve sounded uncertain, and I couldn’t blame her. Hydros looked like the love child of a racecar, a plane, and a boat. Built for a special breed of speed demon.
“It’s a hydroplane. I rebuilt it myself. I travel and race most summers.”
“Who are you, and what have you done with my Brady Gleason?” 
I loved that I could still surprise her. Maybe she hadn’t pegged me so perfectly after all.
She ran a hand across the hull, admiration clear in her expression.
“You really built this?”
I shrugged, striving for casual. “Mostly.”
Eve grinned at me. “So, when can you take me out on the water?”
“When it’s not forty degrees outside.”
“But you’ll give me a ride?”
“Tiger, you can have all the rides you can handle.”
She snorted, picking up on my innuendo.
“All I ask, is that you don’t tell my folks. They don’t know about the Principal’s Office. It would only stress them out.” 
“Wait. What? You’re telling me a big secret on the same day we’re going to be stuck in close proximity to your family for hours? Bold move, Gleason.”
“I trust you.”
Something in me settled at the words, as I realized they were true. Eve was more than worthy of my secrets. Worthy of my trust.
Eve wreathed her arms around my neck, snuggling closer. The small tilt to her lips captivating me. Making me want to sneak a taste.
She pushed up on her toes, and I met her half-way in a kiss that rocked me with its sweetness.
My throat was tight when we parted, and I cleared my throat. “Come on,” I tugged her gently toward my car. “The grand inquisition awaits.”
She groaned good-naturedly and slid into her seat.
Eve kept sneaking side glances at me as I drove to my folks, and I linked our fingers. “What?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I can’t figure you out, Brady.”
I shrugged. “I’m really not that complicated.”“Maybe not,” she allowed, “but the thought of you racing is hard to reconcile with your image at school.”
“Eve, I’ll let you in on a little secret. In a town as small as Campfire, you’ve got to keep a small piece of yourself separate for your sanity.”
“But you shared it with me?” she murmured.
“Exactly,” I said. “I want to share everything with you.”
My words should have alarmed me. Too vulnerable. Too raw. But they were the truth, and Eve deserved nothing less from me.
I found parking on my folks’ street, wrapping one reassuring arm around Eve as we walked to their door.
“Okay, Eve. It’s showtime. Remember: the only principal’s office you know about is the one at McDonald High. As far as you know, I’m a mild-mannered principal.”
She mimed zipping her lips, and I couldn’t resist swooping in for a short kiss to seal our deal.
Mom welcomed us with big hugs, and Eve followed her into the kitchen to 'help.' With what, I had no clue. My mom was famous for her lavish Thanksgiving meals. She started planning weeks in advance with spreadsheets and trial recipes. There was no way in hell she was inviting an amateur to assist her in the final minutes. She didn’t even let me near her kitchen on Thanksgiving until it was time to clean up. I could only assume that everything was safely cooked and ready to serve, just needing organization before we dished up. 
We were the last to arrive, and I nodded, greeting family friends and relatives, slowly making my way through the crush of people in the living room to hug my dad. His familiar face was set in stern lines, leftover from years of teaching high school English. He never lost the knack for managing large groups of people.
"Hey, Dad."
"Son."
A man of few words, he still hugged me tight.
"Did you bring your artist friend today?" he asked.
"Eve? Yes. I think you'll like her."
"How are rehearsals going? You're doing the play together, right?"
"Fine. We're finally off script as of this week. Dress rehearsals start week after next, then we'll have our public performances."
My dad grunted. "I still don't know why you didn't pick something with more gravitas."
"Dad, it's high school drama. They trend more toward slang and TikTok than serious literature."
"Not in my day."
Used to his under breath grumbling, I shook my head.
“Dinner’s ready, everyone,” my mom called from the arch that led to the kitchen. “Come dish up.”
I darted into the kitchen, eager to save Eve before she got swept up in the crush.
“Where’s the fire, Brady?” my Nonna Gleason scolded as I passed her.
“Sorry, Nonna. I’ll grab you a plate,” I said.
I searched the kitchen for Eve, gliding up next to where she was arranging dishes on a side table.
“Sit with me?” I murmured.
Eve glanced up with a smile. “Sure. Is there a kids’ table?”
I chuckled, shaking my head. “Nah. No assigned seats. It’s pretty much a free-for-all.”
“Really? I would have thought between you and your dad, there’d be a seating chart,” she teased.
“In case you haven’t figured it out, my mom rules Thanksgiving.”
Eve chortled softly. “Yeah. It took not even a minute for your mom to scold me for trying to help, even after she asked. Pretty sure she invited me in here to grill me about you.”
“That tracks,” I admitted with a sheepish smile. “I haven’t invited anyone to Thanksgiving before.”
Eve arched her brows. “Never?”
I shook my head. “Nah. I try to keep my dating life out of Campfire. Less gossip that way.”
“Should I feel honored or scared?” Eve asked.
“Maybe a bit of both,” I admitted, forcing a smile. “We’ll see how you feel after game night.”
“Are you going to be ruthless? Will I see a new side to Principal Gleason?” she teased.
“It’s a good thing you like me bossy in the bedroom,” I murmured, keeping my voice low so only she would hear.
“Is that your way of saying you’re going to dominate tonight?” she asked.
“Oh. Yeah.”
She grinned. “You’re on. But remember the golden rule.”
“Artists know how to turn payback into a masterpiece?” I hazarded.
Eve nodded. “If you do me dirty, I’ll be plotting revenge.”
Hearing her use the word ‘dirty’ took me down a rabbit hole she probably didn’t intend. At least not with my entire family a scant couple of feet away.
“Break it up, lovebirds. You’re blocking access to the green bean casserole.”
I shifted aside. “Sorry, Nonna.”
“Go get your sweet thing a plate, Brady. Where are your manners? The poor girl’s probably starving. And don’t let her miss my deviled eggs.”
“Yes, Nonna,” I said obediently.
Eve’s hand slid into mine, and I gently tugged her toward the beginning of the buffet line and handed her a plate. We fell in behind my Aunt Cassie, who smiled knowingly at me.
Eve reached for a devilled egg, and Aunt Cassie shook her head. “No, dear. Trust me. You want to skip the eggs.”
I sighed. “Take one Eve. Nonna Gleason will notice if you don’t. But you can slide it onto my plate when she’s not looking.”
Aunt Cassie’s brows rose to meet her hairline.
“Dear, I think he really likes you,” she whispered conspiratorially to Eve. “In fact, that might be love.”
I kept my gaze focused on dishing up my mom’s famous stuffing, avoiding Eve’s smirk.
She wasn’t ready to believe it, and I wasn’t ready to say it, but Aunt Cassie might be closer to the truth than even she knew.
“Exactly how bad is Nonna Gleason’s cooking?” Eve whispered. “Am I going to end up in the hospital?”
“Now you know why my dad fell so hard for my mom,” I murmured, scooping up mashed potatoes. “He grew up with Nonna’s cooking. My mom’s kitchen skills were a revelation when they started dating. I’m not sure dad had ever seen a fresh herb before they met.”
Eve giggled, the soft sound pleasing me.
“Is that why you cook so well?” she asked as we found seats in between my Aunt Cassie and Uncle Ed. “I’ve been impressed with the few meals you’ve made for me.”
“Thank God, he takes after his mother,” Ed mumbled next to us, glancing guiltily at Nonna Gleason when she grunted her disapproval.
“I was a fine cook. John and my Earl certainly never complained.”
I squeezed Eve’s thigh under the table, keeping my expression neutral. I saw her lip twitch out of the corner of my eye as she realized that no one was rising to Nonna Gleason’s defense, instead choosing violence. Er, silence.
“Thanks for inviting me to join you today,” Eve said, wading into the breach and including my family in her gratitude.
“Yes, Matty, I always appreciate your cooking,” Gwen added, piping up from the other end of the table. “Thanks for taking in us strays.”
My mom flipped a hand from her end of the table. “Pish posh, you’re not strays. Our table is always open to old friends.” She winked at me. “And special friends.”
Subtle, mom.
Eve shook with laughter beside me, clearly enjoying my discomfort.
I attacked my plate, focusing on enjoying my mother’s cooking, instead of responding to her matchmaking. The last thing I wanted was for Eve to feel uncomfortable.
Conversation turned to our upcoming play, before touching on local gossip. When everyone had pushed back from their empty plates, I helped Eve and Gwen clear and wash dishes while my dad packaged up the leftovers. When the table was cleared, my dad pulled the game bin out of the closet.
“Who’s ready for some Malarkey?” Nonna Gleason crowed, rubbing her hands together.
“I can see where you get it from,” Eve murmured in my ear. Even the simple graze of her lips against my ear sent a zing through me, making it hard to focus on her words.
Competitiveness. Right. 
I cleared my throat, pleased when she threaded her fingers through mine.
The evening was full of catcalling and crowing as Nonna Gleason wiped the floor with us all, winning at Malarkey and Three.
We took a break from games to eat pie, Eve wisely avoiding Nonna’s pumpkin pie in favor of my mom’s marionberry masterpiece. Most of the guests took their leave after dessert, until it was only family left. Gwen had volunteered to drive Nonna Gleason home, but Aunt Cassie and Uncle Ed hung back with my folks and Eve.
My dad rubbed his hands together. “Now, the real game can begin.” He glanced at Eve. “You brought your stake?”
Slowly, she nodded, seeming surprised by the change in my dad. He’d been borderline checked out during the earlier games, seeming unconcerned with winners and losers. Pulling out the poker deck had flipped a switch in him. He shuffled and dealt the first hand.
“I’ve never played poker before,” Eve admitted, glancing from me to my family.
Eve had made a decent showing in the earlier games, holding her own with my competitive family, but it only took one round of poker to learn she was crap at bluffing. My tough girlfriend was a marshmallow when it came to serious subterfuge. She had a habit of tracing the tattoo on her left wrist when she was nervous, a sure tell.
My dad and I exchanged glances, a world of communication happening in a flash.
With a sigh, I resigned myself to losing.
Hand after hand, Eve walked away with the pot, looking thrilled as her stack of chips grew.
It pained me a little to throw the game, but her happiness meant more. When my bankroll ran dry, I threw my arm around Eve’s shoulders, snuggling in to help her. As excuses went, I’d give myself an A+. The move let me nuzzle behind her ear, whispering advice. I loved the way Eve shivered, clearly as affected as I was by our closeness. She grew more distracted, which oddly enough, helped her bluffing. Whether because my family was being kind, letting her win, or because my assistance actually made a difference, Eve ended up winning.
“Brady, I can’t believe I won!”
Eve’s eyes sparkled, and I hugged her close.
“Neither can we,” my mom muttered.
I held in my chuckle over her chagrin. 
Eve and I made a powerful team. My family’s charity in letting her get an early lead had paid off in a win for us. And I had every intention of taking advantage of Eve’s good mood if she were up for it when we got home.
“Ready to go?” I asked softly.
We thanked my parents, saying our goodbyes to my aunt and uncle, before climbing into my SUV.
“Did you have fun?” I asked, reasonably certain I knew the answer.
“For sure. Your family is great, Brady. I really enjoyed today. Thank you.”
I kissed her knuckles.
“My pleasure, Tiger. You make everything better.”
A flash of melancholy struck me. Joe would have loved meeting Eve. He would have teased us mercilessly, but he also wouldn’t have hesitated to help me throw the poker game to make her happy.
“Everything okay, Brady?” Eve asked, voice soft.
“Just thinking about how much Joe would have enjoyed meeting you.”
Eve’s hand clenched around mine, a silent show of support. “You haven’t talked about him much. Can I ask what happened?”
I swallowed, pushing past the lump that thinking about Joe’s accident caused.
“We went hiking together out at Douglas Falls when I was a senior in high school. It was a little icy in spots, but we’ve lived around here our whole lives and didn’t think much of it. We were just eager to get out on winter break, taste freedom.”
I paused, staring unseeingly out the windshield at my garage.
“Brady?”
Eve’s prompt brought me back to the present.
“He slipped and fell over the edge of the trail. Impaled himself on a tree branch from a fallen log,” I said, my words rusty. Remembered fear and panic locked around me, making it difficult to breathe.
“Brady, I’m so sorry,” Eve said, running a hand along my forearm.
I shook myself, forcing the last of the story out. “I had no cell reception to call for help. I had to hike out. Leave him there. Dying. Alone.”
The bald words dripped out like acid.
“Oh, Brady.”
Bitter memories tightened my voice. “Yeah,” I said hoarsely. “It’s taken me a long time to forgive myself. I was the older brother. I should have known better.” I shook my head. “But I was stupid. Careless.”
“Brady, it sounds like it was an accident.”
“I wish I’d done things differently.”
“You did the best you could,” Eve soothed, sliding a comforting hand into my palm.
“It wasn’t enough,” I muttered, still able to picture Joe’s face, the pain in his expression as he urged me to hurry to find help. I think he’d known then that he was dying, that help wouldn’t come in time. I hated that he’d sent me away, when I could have been with him.
“I’m so sorry for your loss, Brady. I wish there was something I could do.”
I squeezed her hand. “You’re already doing it, Eve.”
I wanted to take comfort in her, sink into Eve’s warmth. But doubts slithered through me, poisoning the fragile peace her understanding had helped me find. Did I deserve to be happy, if Joe couldn’t? 
I thought sharing my story, my past, would help. After all, I knew Eve wrestled with her own demons. If anyone would understand my moments of sadness, my regrets, I thought she might. Maybe it was the swiftly approaching anniversary of his death, but part of me didn’t want to believe I deserved her comfort. Her understanding.
Eve pulled me from my seat, engulfing me in a warm hug. She squeezed as if her life depended on it, holding me until I responded, wrapping my arms around her.
“Hey,” she said as I shuddered in her arms. “If you want to talk emotional baggage, I’ve got a full set of my own. You’re not alone, Brady.”
“Maybe I deserve to be.”
The words tumbled out before I could call them back.
“Is that really what Joe would want for you?”
Eve’s quiet question shook me.
No.
Absolutely not.
Joe had been a daredevil. If he’d been able to walk away from the accident, he would have been urging me to pick a new trail the next day. He’d been unstoppable that way, always searching for the next adventure, savoring the stories from stunts gone wrong.
I dropped a quick kiss on the top of Eve’s head, grateful again that I had her with me today.
Eve made everything better.
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Brady


After Thanksgiving, play rehearsals took over my life, claiming every spare second. I never imagined how difficult it was, orchestrating twenty teenagers into a two-hour production. Scratch that, I'd had some idea, which is why I never would have volunteered if given the choice. On the positive side, it gave me more time to spend with Eve, albeit with way too many chaperones. 
By the time opening night arrived, I was a ball of nerves, feeding off the energy of my students. Eve straightened my tie, smiling up at me, dressed in her own opening night finery. "Relax, Brady. It's going to be a great show. The cast know their lines, and all of the sets and stage pieces are ready. We’ve got this."
I let my hands drop to her hips, loving the way she leaned into me, turning her mouth up for a quick kiss. Easy and natural, like we'd been together forever.
"Come on, we wouldn't want to be late," Eve teased, pulling back, eyes sparkling.
"No Eve Standard Time diva behavior tonight?"
Eve clasped a hand to her chest, red mouth a perfect, seductive 'o' that made me wish we could be late.
"Who are you calling a diva?"
I linked our hands, tugging her toward the door and our jackets.
"Definitely not you," I assured with fake sincerity.
We arrived at school with plenty of time to spare, and I welcomed our cast and crew. Backstage became a flurry of costumes and makeup as the auditorium filled.
"Good luck," Eve murmured, squeezing my hand in passing as she went to join the rest of her crew behind the scenes.
I emerged from behind the curtain, welcoming our guests and introducing the play. The first run of the Snow Queen passed in a blur. Thankfully, somewhere in between all of their flirting, Lissie and Caleb had learned their lines, and Tia shone as Gerta's sister Beth. 
The play finished to enthusiastic applause, and I joined the cast and crew on stage for a final bow. 
In the aftermath, I searched for Eve, eventually spotting her chatting with Mitch and his parents. Eve shone like a dark beacon. The crew had dressed in all black, so pretty much Eve's usual wardrobe. She wore tight black leggings under a long-sleeved black tunic. She looked like a ballerina assassin, at once tough and graceful. 
I excused myself from Lissie's family, making my way to Eve. 
"Hello, Mr. Masterson, Mrs. Masterson. Jenny, You did a great job tonight," I said, addressing their daughter as the Masterson family joined Eve and I in the aisle by the stage.
Jenny swelled with pride, and I smiled. I loved seeing the newfound confidence in her. She'd started so quiet, almost a shadow among the crew, rarely speaking. Under Eve's influence, she'd blossomed into a more self-assured young woman. Before the show, I'd caught her dressing down another crew member for saying something rude to Grace. Eve might argue with me, but in her own way, she'd been a good influence on her crew.
Mr. and Mrs. Masterson beamed with pride, complimenting Eve on the sets.
I swayed closer to Eve, wishing I could tuck her under my arm and sneak a quick kiss, but ever aware of all the eyes on us. I couldn't very well enforce a no PDA policy for my students if I couldn't manage to comply with it myself. Frustrated, I did my best to focus on Mr. Masterson, nearly missing Eve's reaction to the man who walked up to Mrs. Masterson's right, looming over her shoulder. He was tall and well-dressed in a dark suit. His light brown hair looked freshly cut, giving me the impression of a man who cared about appearances.
Eve turned white. I dismissed my earlier vow to keep things between us hands-off and professional, sliding an arm around her for support, worried she might faint.
"You okay?" I murmured, leaning in closer.
She clutched at my arm, her fingers digging into my jacket.
"Scott," she said, sounding stilted.
Mr. and Mrs. Masterson didn't pick up on the tension, but I recognized the strain in Eve. Whoever the new man was, Eve knew him and despised him.
"You know my brother, Eve?" Mrs. Masterson asked. "Small world. He's visiting from the west side for a few days. We decided to do a late Thanksgiving celebration so he could catch the play."
"Eve." The other man nodded, looking down his patrician nose as if it pained him to acknowledge her. "So this is where you skittered off to."
I didn't like the mocking edge to his words. Judging by the way she stiffened, Eve didn't either.
Driven to protect her, I extended my hand, crushing the interloper's fingers in a punishing grip. Toxic masculinity at its finest. And I couldn't bring myself to give a damn, given the way Mrs. Masterson's brother was disrespecting Eve.
"Brady Gleason, Principal of McDonald High."
"Scott Morris. I'm actually on the school board at home." He glanced at Eve, the hint of a taunt in his expression. "Eve used to teach in our district. She was quite talented."
Something about the faint smirk in his expression sent threads of violence curling through me. Pieces of the puzzle clicked together, and I frowned. Scott was part of the past Eve had tried to escape. Shit luck that he'd arrived on her doorstep. Maybe Scott was used to a position of power in Sammamish, but if he pushed it, he'd find out the hard way that Eve had friends in Campfire. She had me.
"She's beyond talented and we’re lucky to have her," I said. "If you'll excuse us, I need Eve for a minute."
Quickly, I ushered her up the stairs and behind the curtains, one hand on her back. Eve trembled beneath my palm, her full-body shakes filling me with an impotent rage. She was still paper white.
"Are you okay?" I asked, knowing in my gut that she wasn't. This wasn't my Eve. Usually feisty and more than capable of standing up for herself, intolerant of bullies, Eve looked like a shadow of her usual self.
"Can we talk about it later?" she asked, a note of pleading in her eyes.
I hated seeing her this way, but I also wanted to protect her privacy. Students milled around, packing up their costumes. It was hardly the time or place for a real discussion.
"When we get home," I said. "Do you need another minute, or do you want to come with me while I finish clearing everyone out?"
She mustered a smile. Shaky around the edges, but still a smile.
"I want to come. I haven't seen Gwen or Izzy yet."
I pulled her to me in a quick hug. It lasted a moment too long for decorum, but I couldn't bring myself to care. Eve needed the comfort. 
"Okay," I said, releasing her.
We rejoined the stragglers from the audience, Eve making a beeline for Gwen and Izzy, who stood with Ivan and Zander. I followed, trying to look casual, even as I wanted to lurk protectively. I scanned, but slimy Scott and the Masterson family must have left. I rolled my shoulders, willing myself to relax, as I rejoined Eve.
"Hey, guys." I nodded to the group.
"Brady, that was great," Gwen complimented. "Quite the show."
"Thanks, Gwen. I couldn't have done it without Eve."
"I especially liked the way you ingratiated yourself in every element of the story. It was almost as if you were watching over every scene together," Zander said, eyes dancing with laughter. 
He was the first person brave enough to say something to my face. It was on the tip of my tongue to compliment him, but Eve beat me to it.
"Yes, Brady took his duties to the play very seriously. I, however, did not," she added with a grin. "Someday, he'll learn never to mess with an artist."
I hid my laugh behind a cough as Gwen elbowed Zander. With Eve and Gwen to protect my honor, I hardly needed to respond. Relieved to see more color in Eve's face, I relaxed.
Zander held up his hands. "Consider me warned."
Izzy arched her brows, looking pointedly at her brother-in-law. "You'll want to be very careful in future, Zander. Now that we have a better understanding of Eve's talents, you might find yourself on the wrong end of them."
Zander snorted. "Is that your way of telling me that your sisterhood of the wine-soaked campfire is going to be gunning for me?"
Gwen bit her lip. "Maybe."
Zander looked to Ivan. "Bro, help me out here."
Ivan shook his head. "Don't look at me. I'm a happily married man. And I want to stay that way."
"Pussy," Zander grumbled under his breath, glaring at his brother. "You're no fun since you got married."
"Correction: I'm having all the fun since I got married. You're the one missing out. Best correct that."
"No, thanks."
"I dunno, Z. The bachelor auction is right around the corner. It might be your only chance."
Zander's expression crumpled into a long-suffering one. "Don't remind me."
"Hey, now. Eve has worked hard on that event. Show some respect," I said.
Zander rolled his eyes at me. "You're just saying that because your girlfriend is going to bid on you. You've got no skin in the game. Same with mister married here," he said, thumbing toward Ivan. "The rest of us poor schmucks are anyone's game."
Feeling smug, I nodded. "Yep."
Izzy leaned into Ivan, whispering in his ear. From the way his eyes darkened at whatever she said, he looked perfectly content with his marriage.
Ivan cleared his throat. "Hey gang, we're going to head out. Congrats again, Eve and Brady – great show."
Ivan's long stride ate up the space between them and the door. He practically carried Izzy along in his eagerness.
Zander shook his head and dropped his chin, looking dejected.
"What's wrong, Nemitz?" Gwen asked.
He heaved a heavy sigh. "They were my ride."
Gwen laughed, the sound erupting from her in a good-natured chuckle. "Serves you right."
"Gwenie, will you drop me off at home? Please?" Zander turned on the charm.
Eve's hand slipped into mine, and I squeezed it, avoiding her gaze so I wouldn't laugh.
It'd be funny if it weren't so sad. I'd never met two such hard-headed people. Gwen categorically refused to admit that she was attracted to Zander, choosing to publicly eviscerate him on her billboard instead of just asking the poor man out. To be fair, Zander was every bit as much of a fool, stubbornly spurning treating Gwen with anything but suspicion or ill-hidden awe. Like she was too good for him. And maybe she was, if he couldn't pull his head out of his ass long enough to realize that she was right there in front of him, totally free and single, and already half in love with his fool ass.
Growing up with both of them, it was hard to ignore the sparks that flew when they were together. For a long time, Zander had dated Maya, the closest thing to a rival Gwen had in our grade. It'd begun the divide between them, and I had a sneaking suspicion my friendship with Gwen had driven the wedge deeper. Zander treated me like we were a couple, even though we'd never so much as kissed. Gwen was like a sister to me. She'd kept me sane in the wake of Joe's death, and I owed her. I'd never repay her by betraying her confidence, but part of me wanted to lock them in a room together to see if we could knock some sense into them. Even I was growing exhausted with the way they circled each other, parrying and thrusting, simultaneously looking to score and afraid of hurting the other.
Gwen's eyes lit with mischief as she considered Zander's request. "I'll make you a deal. If you rip out the bamboo along our property line, I'll drop you off at home."
“You act like planting that shit was the worst mistake a man could make,” he complained.
Gwen lifted one shoulder. “I can think of a few others you’ve made.”
Something sizzled in Zander's gaze as he contemplated her offer. "Fine. If you want the bamboo gone, it’s gone. But will you help me?"
Gwen practically preened under his request. Only Gwen would get excited about yard work. Then again, she was a one-woman campaign against invasive species. Zander had planted a line of bamboo as a natural fence between Sprouts & Sprigs and Nemitz Construction not long after he took over the business from his dad. To say Gwen reacted poorly was a major understatement.
"Done," Gwen said.
Glad she'd saved me from volunteering to drop Zander at home, we wished them a good night. Slowly, the auditorium emptied, and I chased out a couple of stragglers making out in a corner before locking up.
"You're awfully quiet," I said as we pulled up in front of my house. "Do you want to talk about it?" I asked as I unlocked my front door, ushering her in out of the cold.
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Eve


Brady had been so kind all evening. He must have questions, but he'd given me a choice. 
Did I trust him enough to share? I took a deep breath and realized I did.
Scott had left me high and dry after the school board meeting, feeling bruised and battered by his wife's accusations. He'd abandoned me after, not making any attempt to accept responsibility, even though he was the one who'd hid his marriage from me. Brady was different, solid and trustworthy.
"Scott and I had an affair before I left town. It's a sad, familiar story. Girl meets boy. Girl thinks boy is single and available. Boy is really an asshat in disguise. Wife finds out about affair and makes it very public."
"That fucker," Brady said, reaching for my hand. “He didn’t deserve your heart. Hell, he didn’t deserve the shit you scrape off the bottom of your shoe.”
I let the contact comfort me, the strength of his hand, firm in mine, serve as a reminder that Brady was made of sterner stuff.
"To complicate matters further, Scott was on the school board and I was an art teacher with a morality clause in my contract. His wife made her accusations at a board meeting where I was presenting on our arts initiative. There was no putting the paint back in the tube. I was well and truly smeared."
Brady winced, sympathy clear in his handsome features.
"Did he and his wife break up? Did he come groveling for your forgiveness like he should have?"
"I don't know if they divorced, and I don't care. Honestly, I hope she left his ass. There was no way I'd touch him, not after I learned he’d been lying to us both. And no, he didn’t apologize. With no job, leaving town seemed like the wisest course of action. Mid school year, and with my last contract cancelled, it would have been nearly impossible to find another teaching position. It's not like there's a lot of public schools with big arts programs anymore. I decided to switch directions and go into business for myself."
As much as I'd tried to keep the hint of defensiveness out of my voice, I could tell by Brady's cautious expression that I'd failed. His brown eyes were soft, and the hand that clasped mine squeezed with a steady reassurance.
"I'm sorry, Eve."
As if his sympathy mattered. Except it did. More than his compassion, his acceptance and the lack of any censure soothed me.
“I know it’s in the past, but do you want me to find his car and knife his tires? I still have my boy scout multi-tool somewhere."
I cracked a smile for the first time retelling the whole sorry tale. Brady was on my side. Enough to offer to do crimes.
My sometimes stiff, extremely proper boyfriend didn't doubt or blame me.
A wave of relief helped me unclench my jaw. I'd been bottling up my story, hoping that it would mellow with age, but the opposite had happened. Instead of easing my pain, forcing down my feelings had been concentrating the bitterness. Stopping myself from sharing my grief over leaving teaching and my life in Sammamish had created an inexorable pressure that had been building beneath the surface, fighting to get out. 
Hairline cracks in my confidence, in my sense of self, had formed after the disaster with Scott. Everyone else seemed so convinced I was the villain that for a hot minute I’d believed it too. It'd taken me time to rebuild and construct a new shell around myself, around my feelings. But not talking about it hadn't healed me. Hiding my shame hadn't made it any easier to start a new life, with the bitterness of the past underlying my choices. True, I'd formed new friendships and been accepted into Gwen's circle. But I'd avoided letting myself fully trust. Until Brady.
He'd nipped at me, rubbing me wrong with his polite manners and stiff formalities. At first I’d seen him as an echo of Scott, a prick in proper clothing, likely covering a rotten core. But the more I peeled back Brady's layers, the more I realized that his sense of propriety stemmed from intense protectiveness of those around him. He cared about their feelings and their safety.
I'd papered over my pain with a new wardrobe, new tattoos, and a new life. 
The disparity between private Brady and public Brady echoed my own coping mechanisms, making me feel an unsteady kinship with him that had bloomed beyond anything I’d ever imagined when I agreed to do the play with him.
Brady gathered me in his arms, as if sensing I was ready for his comfort. The tight hug crushed me, the hard bands of his arms securing me tightly, as if by force of his hold alone he could put back together my broken pieces. I soaked in his strength and the comfort of his touch, letting myself rest against his shoulder. 
I knew Brady couldn't fix me – only I could do that. But maybe letting him in was the first step to true healing?
I wreathed my hands around his neck, loving the soft brush of his hair underneath my fingertips. Silky and fine, it awakened my senses, making me want to touch more of him. Find all of the places where he was smooth or rough and explore him to my heart’s content. Taste the planes of his chest. Get him fully naked and trace along the muscle in his calf. 
"Make love to me, Brady."
He pulled away slightly, watching me. I shoved down the fear that I'd been too needy, that I’d tipped my hand and he’d realize I wasn’t as strong as I pretended. This was Brady. I was safe with him.
"Are you sure?" he asked.
Tenderness replaced the drive to lose myself in Brady. My eagerness to obliterate any lingering memories of Scott and his selfishness rocked by Brady’s sweetness.
"Absolutely," I reassured, aware my smile trembled at the edges.
Not because I was ignoring my feelings, but because I was embracing them.
"How do you want me?"
The husky question sent a lick of fire arrowing through me.
"Down and dirty. Don’t treat me like I’m fragile."
"Hm…" Brady leaned in, trailing his tongue along my collarbone to my neck, creating a trail of liquid warmth everywhere he touched. “Somehow, I doubt you’re ever fragile. I already know you’re impossibly strong.”
“Hm…but maybe a little fragile with you. Sometimes.”
“But not tonight?”
“No, tonight I feel powerful,” I said. “Probably a side effect of conquering demons.”
“Are you sure it’s not because you snagged one of Campfire’s most eligible bachelors?” he asked with false modesty.
“Have I snagged you, Brady?” I asked, feeling momentarily unsure.
“Tiger, you have no idea…your claws are so deep…”
I shivered, excited at the way he started roughly pulling away his clothes before starting on mine.
“I want you deep, now,” I breathed, as he sheathed himself quickly, bending me over the back of his couch before covering my body with his. Strong arms wrapped around me, kneading, caressing, touching everywhere. He slid into my secret spaces, stoking fresh flames of desire. Brady was merciless, bringing me to the brink and leaving me panting before he surged forward, sliding home.
I sighed, letting my head fall back against his shoulder as he rocked into me, finding his rhythm. His hands held me steady, pulling me toward him as he thrust forward.
I let my lids fall to half-mast, focusing on the way our shadows writhed against the far wall of his living room, an X-rated testament to how much we wanted each other. Each stroke was mirrored in the dark shades coupling a few feet away, like a private show for our titillation. Shadow me writhed against shadow Brady, creating a perfect symphony of desire. Urgency drove those figures, a manifestation of my need for Brady. I wanted to feel him from the inside. Make him part of me. Fire scorched along my nerve endings as his final stroke pushed me past the point of no return, my climax shivering through me as I collapsed against the couch.
Slowly, Brady peeled himself away from my back, gently leading me toward his bedroom.
Boneless, I followed, too lax to care that we left a trail of clothing in our wake.
Brady had given me just what I needed. A few minutes of mindless bliss, a chance to let the past go and revel in the present. He snuggled me against him beneath the sheets, cuddling me close, and I sighed, slipping into sleep. 
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My phone buzzed before I was ready, and I groaned, rolling over to silence it before it woke Eve. I slid from the bed, shuffling into the living room and tugging on my robe as I went. 
"Hello?"
"Principal Gleason?"
"Yes. Who is this?"
The voice sounded familiar, but whether due to lack of sleep or lack of context, I couldn't place it.
"It's Kristen from the custodial staff at McDonald High," her voice had a grim edge to it, and part of me knew, before she said another word. "There was an incident at school last night. I came in this morning and found a giant puddle in the gym. I was able to clean up most of the water, but it's still leaking in through the roof."
"Thanks, Kristen. Any idea what happened?" I asked.
"Probably snow damage, though it's hard to tell from down here."
I bit back my groan. Roof issues would be an annoyance anytime, but leading into the weekend of Eve’s auction, it was a disaster. If I worked with Ivan and Zander, I had a chance of getting a crew out to repair the damage or at least get the roof temporarily covered quickly. But would it be in time? The auction was barely thirty-six hours away. If there was more snow in the forecast, I couldn't imagine holding the auction in the gym. 
"I'll make some calls. Please block access to students. We'll shift the PE classes to the cafeteria for the day while we figure things out."
"You got it."
"Thanks, Kristen."
"Everything okay?" Eve's sleepy question as I returned to my room to dress made me want to crawl back into bed, pull the covers over my head, and forget about mundane things like leaky roofs, but that wouldn't help anybody.
"Not really. The roof at McDonald High is leaking. I've got to make some phone calls and get it inspected, but I think we need to plan to move tomorrow's auction."
Eve shot up in bed, the sheet falling to her waist exposing one rosy breast. With effort, I pulled my gaze back to her startled expression.
"What? Everything's set for the high school."
"I know, and I'm sorry. Let me get the ball rolling on inspection and repairs, then we can put our heads together and try to figure something out. My first duty is to my students' safety."
"Of course, Brady."
Eve slipped into her clothes and reached for her phone.
I called Zander, who promised to pull a crew from another job and get them to the school.
Rushing through my morning routine, I dropped a distracted kiss on Eve's mouth before hustling out to my car. I needed to inspect the damage myself.
From the outside, the high school looked normal. The blocky brick building sat quiet at this time of morning. It was almost peaceful in the pre-dawn light. Only the janitorial staff and a few early bird teachers had cars in the parking lot. While snow lay heavy on the roof, there was nothing to indicate from the outside that the roof's integrity had been compromised.
I hustled through the echoing halls toward the gym, keeping an eye out for any other water damage. It was odd that the roof over the gym failed so quickly. Thanks to a taxpayer bond, we'd reroofed it only a few years ago. A sixty-year roof should have lasted much longer.
Kristen had locked the doors and put up a sign that the gym was closed as I’d asked. I used my master key to unlock and push open the heavy metal door. She'd set out buckets under the worst of the damage, but I didn't like the way the roof bulged inward. It looked dangerous, and I kept my distance.
I heard the door open behind me, and I whipped around, ready to discipline any students who'd decided to ignore the sign, relaxing when I saw it was Eve and Gwen. I extended a hand, and Eve grasped mine, leaning against my shoulder as she surveyed the damage.
"So, no auction in here tomorrow night?" she asked, sounding resigned.
"I doubt it," I said. "I'm sorry, Eve."
She and Gwen exchanged glances. "Do you think it's more than bad luck?"
Gwen frowned. "I don't want to believe it, but it fits. I'm going to call the Sheriff, just so we dot our 'i's."
"What should we do about the auction? Change locations or dates?"
I hated to see Eve so dejected. She'd worked hard on the event for weeks. Having it all wash out from beneath her seemed wrong.
"Do you want to use a different part of the school?" I offered. "Or I can call the junior high, see if we can move into their gym?"
Eve looked up at me, a shine in her eyes that tightened my chest. Seeing her upset made me want to give her anything in my power.
"That's sweet Brady. Thank you. Let me talk it over with Gwen."
I dropped a quick kiss on her mouth. "Let me know how I can help. I've got to get an update out to the staff then go meet Zander's crew so I can unlock access to the roof."
It felt wrong to walk away, but I had a duty to my students. I rushed through the morning, ticking off everything on my list, before letting Bill’s crew in to assess the roof. The grizzled older man's brow had wrinkled in concern when I explained the situation. He'd supervised his crew as they donned their safety gear and inspected the damage. I waited anxiously on the ground, dreading his conclusion.
"Welp. Roof's definitely going to need repair. We'll need to reseal that section after we clear the snow. Damnedest thing, it looks like the sealant failed, but just in that area. We don't usually see that."
Foreboding washed through me. "Is there a way to make it happen that way?"
Bill blanched, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck. "Maybe with a careless crew. It's almost like someone spilled a bottle of sealant remover solvent in that area or it was a defective batch. You haven't had anyone up there recently working, have you?"
I shook my head. Not that I knew of. Security at the high school was generally tight. I kept the access to the roof locked at all times. Weather damage seemed most likely, but I couldn't rule out something more intentional. Not with the Winter Warmth Auction so close.
"Well, we'll get you patched up. But you need to keep everyone out of the gym for about a week. We'll reseal, then come back to inspect before we clear it for occupancy."
"Thanks, Bill."
The old man nodded. "No problem."
I returned to my desk after briefing my office staff and making arrangements to reschedule our winter break assembly. The students would be disappointed, but without the gym, we didn't have a space large enough to host the whole school.
I collapsed in my office chair, relieved to have a moment off my feet, before reaching for my phone.
Brady: What's the verdict? Move the event date, or shift to another space?
Eve: Do you think you'd overlook the auditorium food rules and let us host there instead?
It was doable.
Brady: Is there enough room for the ticket holders?
Eve: Barely. We'd do the auction on stage, but need different space for the silent auction. It might not get as much traffic.
Brady: We'll make it work. Let me know how I can help.
I wished I could see her, give her a hug, but we both had work to do if pivoting to the auditorium was going to work. I scrambled into action, meeting with Kristen in the auditorium to run through the revised plan. Together, we pulled tables from storage and staged them at the back of the auditorium, ready to pull into the hall for the silent auction.
The office texted me that a sheriff's deputy had arrived to meet me at the office as we finished, and I thanked Kristen before heading back to the front of the school.
"Hey, Principal Gleason," Terry Warren greeted me.
"Nice to see you, Terry," I said, extending a hand to the younger man.
He looked unbearably young with his babyface and bright blue eyes. The tan uniform did little to help, though he had the authoritative posture down pat.
I shared Bill's assessment of the roof, explaining my suspicions. Terry scratched his head.
"Not really sure what we can do, Brady. Sounds like it could have been natural causes, but I'll take a look around."
"I'd appreciate that," I said, biting back my frustration.
Maybe my suspicions were unfounded, but the timing of our roof collapse still struck me as suspect. If someone were looking to sabotage Eve’s event, damaging the school was one surefire way to wreak havoc. 
I hated that my school and my students had gotten caught in the crossfire. Whoever was messing with Gwen and her crew was really starting to piss me off. I could excuse the pranks in the fall as silly. No one had been hurt. Other than a little bit of graffiti, no real damage had been done. The incidents had been more disruptive than dangerous. But if someone had compromised the roof, that was another matter altogether. Every protective instinct roared at the prospect that Eve might be in danger.
After school, I made a beeline for Fierce Ink. Seeing Eve, reassuring myself that she was fine, had become a driving need. Maybe it was silly, but I couldn't help myself.
She glanced up from a client, smiling at me.
"Hey, Brady. I'm just finishing up here. Give me a few minutes."
"Yes, dear. We're just about done."
I blanched. "Mom?"
A familiar hand waved at me, and I slowly recognized the rest of her. She was laying face down, reclined on Eve's tattoo bed. One shoulder was exposed, but I couldn't make out the design.
"You're getting a tattoo?" I asked, stating the obvious.
"It's a gift for your father," she said, as if that explained everything.
I blinked. My free-spirited mother getting a tattoo was plausible. Her doing it for my dad? Not so much.
"Why?" I asked, mystified.
She turned her head toward me. "Obviously, that was meant to end this conversation, Brady. But darling, you never could take a hint. I wanted to get a tattoo that meant something to me. It’s more sentimental than anything sexy, but your dad seemed to like the idea too. Maybe next time I’ll get something hotter. You have to work hard to keep things spicy after a certain number of years." She glanced meaningfully at Eve. "Perhaps someday you'll understand."
I made the mistake of focusing too hard on Eve's capable hands and the design she was etching into my mother. Beads of blood welled from the design, and I put out a hand, bracing myself against the door. Blood rushed in my ears, making everything seem far away. My gaze narrowed, tunneling in on those drops of red peppering my mother's shoulder, and I swallowed. Heat flushed into my cheeks, and my stomach threatened to revolt as the world swam around me.
"Brady? Brady!"
I tore my gaze from the bloody mess, Eve's hands forcibly redirecting my gaze to her concerned expression.
"Come sit down," she urged, tugging me toward her couch and pushing down on my shoulders until I complied.
Still queasy, I ducked my head down below my knees, willing the world to stop spinning.
"Breathe," Eve said softly, rubbing between my shoulder blades.
Slowly, the steady rhythm and weight of her hand making circles on my back penetrated, helping me fill my lungs. I took another few deep breaths before sitting upright, studiously avoiding looking at my mother.
"He'll be fine dear. Just give him a moment," my mom said. "He gets a little loopy at the sight of blood."
Eve connected the dots, her expression one of sympathy. She glanced down at her healing palm, new comprehension dawning.
"Sorry, Brady. You should have warned me," Eve murmured.
I shrugged, embarrassed.
I should have. Stupid pride. I'd grown adept at avoiding blood. Ever since Joe's accident, the sight of it made me woozy, activating my fight or flight response.
I shrugged, grinning sheepishly to try to erase her concerned frown.
"I'm okay. Mom just caught me by surprise is all."
"Humph."
"I'll be fine."
"Your color does look better," she said, examining me. "But let me turn on my tea kettle. You rest there while I wrap up."
I drowned the last vestiges of my embarrassment in sweet tea, relieved that my mother was fully dressed again.
"Good night, dears." My mother winked at me. "I'm looking forward to tomorrow's auction. You're my favorite bachelor, you know that?"
I groaned softly. "Thanks, Mom."
Shaking my head, I looked ruefully at Eve after my mom stepped outside. "Sorry about that."
"No apologies necessary," she said. "I just wish you'd told me."
I lifted a shoulder. "Blame it on my macho pride."
"A lot of people are squeamish around blood, it's nothing to be ashamed of." She bit her lip.
"What?" I prompted.
"Is it because of Joe's accident?" she asked softly, watching me.
"Probably," I acknowledged. "It's one of my clearest memories – trying to staunch the blood."
Her hand covered mine.
"I'm sorry."
I squeezed her hand. "Thanks, but I don't want to dwell on the past. Not with the auction tomorrow."
She looked like she wanted to argue, but I wasn't willing to let my hang ups get in the way of what we really needed to focus on.
"How can I help?" I asked.
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Brady had been amazing, assisting me all afternoon with final auction details. The rest of the council and Ivan had joined us for setup Saturday morning. We scrambled, but managed to get all of the decorations in place and everything ready in time for the doors to open at five. Looking around the auditorium, I had to admit, at least to myself, that we'd done a good job. There wasn't much we could do about the aging theater seats, but we'd dropped the lighting and festooned the walls with paper snowflakes. The hall outside with the silent auction tables looked like a veritable blizzard. We'd painstakingly hung snowflakes from the ceiling at assorted heights, giving the impression of falling snow. Crisp white tablecloths covered the ancient laminate folding tables, transforming them from serviceable but ugly into something more dignified. 
Brady dropped a quick kiss on my cheek. "I'm going to go change at home. I'll be right back."
"Thanks for everything today," I said, smiling into his warm brown eyes.
He winked. "Make it up to me by bidding high tonight, okay?"
It was on the tip of my tongue to mention that I couldn't bid, at least not directly, but Ivan interrupted us.
"Ceremonial sacrifices are due back here at 4:45, right?"
Izzy elbowed him, but judging from the way Ivan didn't even flinch, I doubted there was much oomph behind it.
"That's right," I said easily. "I'll announce each bachelor and play auctioneer at 6:00, but we want you to mingle with the guests beforehand and drum up interest in your packages."
"Heh. I've always had ample interest in my package." Ivan wiggled his brows, and I rolled my eyes, trying to hide my grin when Izzy elbowed him again.
After locking up with the key Brady had given me, I rushed home, sliding on the dress I'd picked out for the occasion.
At once demure and suggestive, I hadn't been able to resist when I saw it online. The black fabric had the sheen of leather or PVC but was made with apple leather. It hugged every curve, plunging at the neck and buttoning up the front. The midi length was perfect with boots, which were a necessity for winter in Campfire. I plucked my darkest plum lip color and smoky shadow from my makeup stash, applying them swiftly and stepping back to review the results. I pouted, admiring myself from different angles. The deep shades looked dramatic, and I felt hot. More than a match for Brady's formal attire. I couldn't wait to see him in a tux. He and the other bachelors had driven to Spokane for their rentals. None of them had much use for formal wear in Campfire, but for tonight they'd gone all out. I shivered, anticipating the fun Brady and I would have peeling him out of his formalwear after the auction.
My doorbell buzzed, and I grabbed my black clutch and jacket, hurrying downstairs to meet Brady.
"You look…"
I struck a pose, enjoying every second of his speechless response.
He looked amazing. I was used to Brady in a suit. Seeing him dressed up was nothing new. But the tux fit him like a glove, emphasizing his broad shoulders, and the unrelieved black made him appear dark and mysterious.
He advanced toward me, his brown eyes promising naughty delights if only I stayed still. I hovered in my doorway, trembling under the force of his gaze. Brady extended his index finger, tracing the neckline of my gown, sending flutters arrowing toward my belly with his gentle stroke.
"Magnificent," he finally finished, admiration clear in his gaze.
I cleared my throat, willing myself to break the spell.
"You too," I said, my voice hoarse.
His eyes darkened at the sign that I was as turned on as he was, and he swayed closer. I arched, giving him access, as he nuzzled my neck. Brady's large hands cupped my hips, pulling me closer with a fierce jerk that sent a secret shiver of delight through me. I wanted nothing more than to pull him upstairs and help him out of that beautiful tux.
My phone buzzed in my clutch, an unwelcome reminder of the outside world and my responsibilities.
"That's my alarm," I murmured, searching for the strength to pull away long enough to silence it before it escalated to the annoying trill synonymous with me attempting to arrive on time for once.
"Saved by the bell," he murmured, pulling back with a grimace. "I hate to say it, but Eve Standard Time is growing on me."
Laughter spilled from me. He looked so pained by the admission. 
"Be careful, Brady. That's not the only way I grow on you."
"Easy, Tiger. You can’t threaten me with a good time. That's what I'm counting on."
Something about his hungry expression stilled the laughter in my chest, sending an altogether different buzz roiling under my skin.
Clearing my throat, I slid into my jacket, locking the door behind me as I followed Brady out to his SUV.
Brady shadowed me through the final setup details in the auditorium, then stood by my side as I welcomed guests at the registration table. I lost track of him as the caterers circulated, offering canapes, while I worked alongside Gwen to check in the stragglers.
We'd limited attendance to one-hundred ticketholders for our first auction, trying to balance attendance relative to the donations we'd received. We had eight tables full of silent auction goodies up for grabs in addition to the bachelor dates. Almost every business in Campfire had donated, along with a few in the more rural parts of the county. The Campfire council had chosen the evening's charity carefully – something meaningful and relevant to the season. Winters in eastern Washington could be incredibly cold, with frequent snow, and heating costs verged on the obscene. The foundation we'd chosen provided assistance with heating bills, and I couldn't be more pleased with our choice.
Once registration closed, I sought out Brady, spotting him standing with Ivan and Zander in a corner, surveying the crowd.
"Eve, I'd like to lodge a complaint." Zander's expression was stern, but mischief lurked in his eyes as he acknowledged my arrival. "Mrs. Mallory pinched my ass, then had the gall to say she was testing the merchandise." He rubbed his flank. "I'm not a piece of meat."
"Relax, Zander. If you were, you'd be the byproducts they use in cheap dogfood," Gwen said, catching the tail end of his complaint as she joined our group.
Ivan hooted and Brady cracked a smile. Gwen looked elegant, clad in a knee-length red dress that swished around her legs when she walked. Makeup muted her freckles, and she’d swept her hair up in a sleek knot. 
Zander seemed at a loss for words, his jaw dropping when Gwen patted him on the hip. He drank her in, leaving his plate of appetizers totally unprotected. Gwen snagged a cheese toast from his plate, popping it into her mouth. That seemed to wake Zander up, and he shied back, protecting his plate.
"Mayor tax," Gwen said cheerfully.
"Why am I the only one who has to give up food to you?" Zander grumbled, snagging a snack of his own and chewing it furiously, as if afraid his appetizers would disappear if he didn't inhale them.
"Because Ivan and Brady are already sharing their plates," Gwen said.
"What if I don't want to share?"
"That, right there, is your problem, Nemitz."
Ivan cleared his throat, pulling Gwen's attention from her stare-down with Zander.
"What time is the auction starting again?" Ivan asked.
"Six," I said, supporting his transparent bid for a subject change.
He glanced at his watch. "Okay, then. We should probably mingle a bit more." He puffed up his chest. "I've gotta do everything I can to drive up my package price."
Zander rolled his eyes at his brother. "Sure, bro. Everyone knows you're taken now. You'll be lucky if Izzy plonks down twenty bucks on your sorry ass."
"Hey," Ivan recoiled, rubbing his chest. "Rude. And not true." He pointed at his brother. "I bet I bring in more than you tonight."
"How much?" Zander asked.
Ivan's eyes narrowed. "How about if I win, you have to clear out of the apartment for a week so Izzy and I can have some privacy."
Zander looked momentarily hurt by his brother's request, before bluster took over. "And if I win, you have to handle all emergency calls for a month."
Ivan thrust out his hand. "Deal."
They shook, staring each other down, and I shook my head, turning to Brady.
"I'm real glad you're not a Nemitz."
Brady's eyes shadowed, and I cursed myself for the thoughtless remark. He probably wished his brother were here, that they could do the same stupid shit that Ivan and Zander got up to.
Jo rushed up at my elbow. "Eve, we have a problem."
My stomach sank at her words.
"I only left the silent auction for a minute, to run to the bathroom and come back, but when I did, I noticed that most bidding had stopped."
I glanced at my phone. We were only a few minutes from pulling the bid sheets so we could announce the winners. Maybe everyone had already put in their final bids?
"Each sheet has an exorbitant bid."
"Under whose name?" I asked. 
Maybe we had a very generous group?
"Yours. Mine. Gwen, Sophie, and Izzy too."
I glanced at Gwen. "I'm guessing this isn't your doing?"
"No," Gwen said, exchanging glances with Brady and Zander. "But someone here is behind it. We may finally get some answers."
"What do we do about the silent auction?" Jo asked.
I laid a gentle hand on my friend's arm. She looked crushed.
"It'll be fine, Jo. We'll just take the next highest bidder for each item."
Her face crumpled. "But we're missing out on the final competitive bids. That's when all the action happens."
"Then let's cross out our names, see if we can interest any last-minute bidders," I said, offering the only solution I could think of.
I followed Jo to the tables, swiftly marking out the false bids and encouraging the few townspeople lingering near the silent auction to return to the tables. Most took the scratched-out names in stride, but I saw more than a few irritated frowns. At least I could understand now why Gwen had wanted us to use proxies - to avoid just this: the perception that we'd somehow rigged the auction.
When I returned to the auditorium, Izzy and Sophie flagged me down. They were supervising the admin table, ready to take payments from bidders.
"What's going on?" Sophie asked, brow furrowed.
"Another trick. Someone put us down as bidders." I scrunched my nose. "I don't even have a driveway. What would I do with free plow service for the winter?" I asked.
Izzy grinned. "I dunno, maybe you're planning ahead?" She cast a meaningful glance to where Brady stood, looking handsome in his tux, as he spoke with Mrs. Nemitz and Mrs. Wise.
"I think we've salvaged things, but please offer our apologies if any of the bidders grumble when they come up to pay. I've got to get up front. Jo is pulling the bid sheets, then we'll announce winners and auction off our bachelors."
Sophie rubbed her hands together, eyes shining. "Those kittens are mine; I can just feel it."
Jo appeared with the bid sheets in hand, shaking her head over Sophie's claim. "It's your funeral."
"Didn't Davis volunteer for this?" Sophie asked.
"Not exactly…" Jo admitted. 
Sophie straightened, brushing off Jo's warning. "No matter. I'm in it for the kittens, not Davis."
Somehow, I had a feeling that Davis would be okay with that. I spotted him, leaning against a far wall with his arms folded across his massive chest, watching the crowd mill around. He shifted and pulled at the collar of his tux, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else.
Jo thrust the bid sheets into my hands.
I forced a grin. "Okay, gang. Wish me luck."
Izzy grinned back. "You've got this, Eve."
Gwen appeared at my shoulder. "Ready for me to round up the bachelors?"
I nodded. "Please."
I pulled the mic from the shelf in the podium on stage, and Izzy dialed down the music as I welcomed everyone.
"Good evening, and welcome to the Winter Warmth Auction. On behalf of the Campfire Council, I'd like to say we're thrilled to have you here for our first-ever bachelor auction. I'm going to announce the winners from the silent auction, then we'll get to the part of the evening you've all been waiting for."
I called out winners, congratulating each one and encouraging the crowd to cheer as we announced each high bid.
Cole was the high bidder on a Pinkney Brewery private tour, and Ivan heckled him about going to the dark side, making the group laugh. Everyone seemed in high spirits, setting the stage perfectly for the rest of the auction.
Clearing my throat, I grinned out over the crowd, letting the anticipation build.
"And now, I'd like to welcome our bachelors to the stage. I'll introduce each, then start the bidding. First up: Lewis Ma, our esteemed veterinarian. His date package is a sleigh ride on the trails outside of town, followed by hot chocolate under the stars. When asked why he was on Santa’s naughty list, Lewis admitted that he'd been secretly training Santa’s reindeer to do loop-de-loops."
The crowd chuckled, and Lewis bowed from the waist. He cut a fine figure in his tux, his shiny black hair and broad smile inviting everyone to join him in the laugh.
"Can I start the bidding at fifty dollars?"
"Fifty dollars," a paddle went up, and I nodded, acknowledging the bid. Two women I recognized from town battled it out for him, until the blonde tapped out at three-hundred dollars, leaving Alicia Torres with the winning bid. She grinned at Lewis, who bowed to her with a flourish, seeming pleased that he'd fetched a good donation.
"Next up, I have Alex Martinez, our beloved town librarian. His date will be treated to an afternoon of antiquing and rare book shopping in Spokane. When asked what landed him on the naughty list, Mr. Martinez admitted that he checked out one too many romance novels this year. As in, all of them."
The crowd laughed, good natured snickers accompanying Mr. Martinez as the elderly man winked at them. He looked dapper in his tux, the salt in his salt-and-pepper hair shining under the stage lights.
Bidding moved quickly, and I auctioned off Mr. Martinez to Marsha Wise, before Chris Farmer, Brady's office manager, was won by Ray Hearon.
My friends and I had debated which of our bachelor friends should go next in the lineup, finally settling on Cole. 
"Please welcome Cole Fenwick to the auction block," I said ushering him forward. "Most of you know Cole as the assistant coach for the Grizzlies, but he's also the winemaker at Gentle Flight Vineyards. His auction package includes a winery tour and private tasting. When asked why he made it on the naughty list, Cole said that he set out red wine for Santa. He should have known that Santa prefers a white Christmas."
Predictably, the audience groaned over the terrible pun. Cole held up his hands, silently apologetic. Luckily, no one seemed deterred by his corny sense of humor, and he brought in a respectable amount from Becca, who worked with Izzy at Slice.
"Our next bachelor needs no introduction. Davis Pruitt and his sister Jo make most of the beer we drink in Campfire. He's a wonderful hops farmer, but did you know he also runs a kitten rescue? He's graciously donated an afternoon cuddling with his kittens. When asked why he was on the naughty list, Davis just scowled, like it was answer enough. And really, it was. After all, grumpy is the new naughty, right?"
Davis frowned severely, as if he could scare away bidders with his bad attitude. The crowd loved it, chuckling.
"Two hundred dollars!" a familiar voice hollered.
I laughed. Sophie hadn't even let me open the bidding. She smiled, an edge of challenge in her broad grin. She sparkled like a disco ball in her silver sequined dress. Her satisfied expression dared anyone to bid against her. I scanned the crowd, but Sophie's strategy seemed to have the desired effect – no one wanted to compete with her aggressive start. Gwen glared at our friend, and a beat later I remembered why: we weren't supposed to bid at all. 
While I could sympathize with Gwen's position, you could argue that Sophie was saving Davis's feelings. Assuming he had any. Not totally fair and not true, but the man did an excellent job of hiding any softer emotions under frowns. Had Sophie opened with a bid so high to ensure he had a respectable showing? Or just because she was dying to play with his kittens?
"Sold," Davis boomed. He turned on his heel, beating a hasty retreat, and I shrugged.
"What can I say, folks? Clearly the woman loves her kittens.” The crowd clapped, and I continued as their applause tapered off. “Next up, I have the youngest of the Nemitz men, Ivan Nemitz."
Ivan flashed his trademark grin and strutted to the front of the stage, pausing to pose, bodybuilder style.
"Ivan is offering a romantic evening sure to wow any woman. Ivan will be taking the winning bidder on a moonlight snow shoeing adventure, complete with stargazing and a picnic dinner at one of the luxury geodesic domes on Dominion Mountain. Oh, and Ivan's reason for being on the naughty list? You guessed it: he smiled and Mrs. Claus’s panties fell off. Can I open the bidding at fifty dollars?"
Silence followed my question, and it only took me a moment to realize why. For all his preening in front the crowd, Ivan kept his gaze focused on his wife, almost pleading for her to bid. Izzy, ever the rule-follower, looked helplessly between her husband and Gwen before frantically searching the crowd.
"Seventy-five dollars," a voice piped up from the very back, and I smiled at Silvia Nemitz, who waved her paddle in the air.
A good-natured bidding war started between Silvia and Rachel Lee, and I watched as Izzy grew increasingly agitated, worried her mother-in-law would lose. It took everything I had to hold back my laugh when Izzy shoved her palms under her thighs, literally sitting on her hands. Thankfully, Silvia didn't give up, and eventually outbid her rival.
"Sold, to Mrs. Nemitz for three hundred, fifty dollars!"
Ivan clasped his hands over his head, shaking them like a winning prize fighter, and jogged off the stage to applause.
Goofball.
I cleared my throat, anticipation building. Just Zander to go, then it would be Brady's turn.
"Our next bachelor is the elder Nemitz sibling. Zander Nemitz is offering a full day of "honey-do's" to the winning bidder. He's quite handy and has carpentry skills, electrical skills, and plumbing skills. You name it, he'll do it. There's no doubt why Zander is on Santa's naughty list. Anyone want to hazard a guess?" I asked the crowd.
Zander pandered to his audience, stroking his chin thoughtfully, like he was striving to look pretty, but dumb in his fancy suit, punctuating his pantomime with an elegant shrug.
"Teasing Gwen," one brave soul shouted from the back of the auditorium.
The crowd snickered, and I grinned. "Close, but not quite. Zander hit the naughty list for his last Nemitz Construction sign. Santa did not approve of: go elf yourself."
"She started it," Zander grumbled, casting an accusatory glance toward Gwen.
Calm and composed, Gwen just arched an elegant brow.
"Let's start the bidding at fifty dollars," I said, glossing over his whining.
"Seventy-five dollars," Dee, Lydia O'Reilly's partner, offered from the back. She'd dressed up for the auction in a long green dress and boots. Her grey hair was perfectly styled and swept away from her face in a chic bob.
"Eighty dollars," Silvia Nemitz countered.
"One hundred dollars," Vicki from the sheriff's office shouted.
"Two hundred dollars," Mary Mallory called out, her voice thready with age.
"Three hundred dollars," Kimee Thuy shouted.
"Three-ten," Dee offered.
"It seems like Mr. Nemitz is quite popular," I said, grinning. "We've got a bidding war on our hands."
Zander tipped his chin, making a 'come at me' gesture, all brash confidence, like the bids were his due. For all the ego on display, I noted that his gaze had remained laser focused on Gwen's face as the other women in town fought over him.
One corner of Gwen's mouth tilted up, and she swiped a finger across her throat, the universal sign for 'cut.'
Silence pooled.
What had been a bidding frenzy trickled to nothing in a flash, making it clear who pulled the strings.
Zander shifted on stage, appearing uncertain for the first time.
Gwen's smile grew, an enigmatic slash of color in the dim auditorium, her predatory white teeth on display.
I glanced from Vicki to Silvia to Mary, who all shook their heads at me. Only Sophie was brave enough to thwart Gwen. Whether this was the famed book club in action, or just good planning, Gwen had aced proxy school.
Dee smiled, smug, as I announced her as the winner.
"Zander Nemitz, going to Dee for three hundred and ten dollars."
The crowd clapped politely. Zander looked a little crestfallen at my pronouncement, and it took me a minute to remember his bet with Ivan. He'd just lost access to his apartment for a full week. Swinging to examine Gwen, I couldn't help but speculate that his loss had been part of her master plan.
Where I had Matty as my accomplice, Gwen had enlisted half the women in town to put Zander in his place.
“Congratulations, Dee.”
I turned, smiling at Brady seated behind me in the bachelor gallery. He met my gaze, his dimple flashing.
Excitement thrummed as he stood, straightening his tux, anticipation in every line of his body.
"Our final bachelor this evening, is our very own Brady Gleason, principal at McDonald High. Our gracious host is offering a date night in Spokane, complete with a steak dinner and tickets to Hamilton. For those of you who know Brady, there's no doubt how he made the naughty list: he sent his Snow Queen co-director to the principal’s office one too many times for being late to practice."
I pursed my lips, blowing him a kiss, laughing when he pretended to catch it and put it in his pocket.
So corny, but I couldn't keep the grin off my face. The crowd laughed, loving our silliness.
"Okay, let's start the bidding at fifty dollars," I said, gazing out into the audience.
"Fifty dollars here," Vicki called out. "But I'm ditching you, Brady, and using the tickets with my husband." Brady rubbed his chest, pretending heartbreak, and Vicki tittered. "Or maybe not."
"One hundred dollars," Mary Wise called.
"Come on, ladies. This is Hamilton. It's a great show." I winked. "And Principal Gleason is good company, once you get to know him."
"Two hundred dollars," Becca offered.
"Two-fifty," Vicki yelled.
Brady's expression grew almost comically concerned, glancing from bidder to bidder. I wanted to reassure him, but doing it in front of the crowd would negate the benefit of having a proxy bidder to begin with.
"Three hundred," Mary said.
"Three-fifty," Vicki countered, a competitive edge entering her tone.
Mary and Vicki traded bids, slowly escalating Brady's value.
"Six hundred dollars," Matty bellowed from the back.
Brady seemed unsure if he should be pleased with his mother's entry into the bidding or embarrassed.
"That's too much for me," Mary muttered. Vicki shook her head, seeming to admit defeat.
"Six hundred dollars, going once, going twice, sold to Matty Gleason."
Brady bowed, exiting the stage to a final round of applause, and I handed my mic to Gwen, who'd been designated to announce our fundraising total and close the event, relieved that I was free to find Brady.
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I rejoined Ivan, Zander, and Cole backstage, relieved that my part in the dog and pony show was over. I wasn't sure what to make of the fact that Eve hadn't bid on me. It was hard to feel superior about having the highest bid when my mother had won my auction package. Did that make me a bad son, if she felt she had to bid six-hundred dollars to spend time with me? I'd thought maybe she was bidding on Eve's behalf, but Sophie's bid for Davis had me doubting that was the case. 
Ivan arched his brows as I joined the group. "You pulled in the high bid. Nice package, Brady."
Zander pulled a face, shaking his head. "Bro. Never comment on another man's package."
Ivan shoved his brother in the shoulder. "You're just bitter because you lost our bet. Iz and I are going to enjoy all that privacy." He wiggled his brows. "No surface will be safe."
"Stay out of my room," Zander warned.
"No promises," Ivan said, grinning wide. "What Izzy wants, Izzy gets. But I doubt she'll feel frisky after seeing your dumpster fire of a room."
"Was there some kind of rule about Eve, Izzy, and Gwen bidding directly?" I asked, eager to insert myself before their pissing match became more obnoxious.
"Yes," Ivan said. "Izzy got my mom to act as her proxy."
His reassurance made me feel a little better about the fact that Eve hadn't bid on me. Admittedly, it would have been awkward for her to bid and run the auction herself. I just wish she'd told me who her proxy was, so I wasn't left guessing.
Eve strode toward me, purpose in every step, and I relaxed.
"Hey," she said, a smile flirting with her lips.
I clasped her hand in mine, loving the easy way she threaded our fingers.
"Did my mom really win me, or was that you pulling strings behind the scenes?" I asked, getting right to the point.
"She and I colluded, and I am looking forward to our trip." Eve winced. "I'm sorry if you doubted she was bidding for me, we got interrupted before I could give you a heads up earlier."
At least the right woman had won. I couldn’t imagine going away for a romantic weekend with anyone but Eve. For once, I’d have her all to myself. We could get lost in Spokane without worrying about stirring up gossip. If I snuck her backstage after the show, no one at home would be the wiser. If we found a dark corner at a club, there’d be no one who knew us to comment. That small bit of freedom beckoned, making me wish our trip were sooner. 
I lifted our clasped hands to my lips, dropping a quick kiss on her knuckles.
"So long as the right woman emerged victorious, I'm happy."
"What, you didn't want to spend an evening in Spokane with Mary Mallory?"
"Mrs. Mallory is lovely, and lord knows no one really wants her driving to Spokane on her own after she crashed her car into the library, but I'd much rather spend a romantic evening with you."
Gwen arrived, breaking our quiet moment.
"Brady, Zander, can I borrow you?" Gwen asked. She glanced at Eve. "Can you please lead tear down? Most of our guests are clearing out."
Reluctantly, I released Eve to her event duties, turning to Gwen.
"What did you need?"
"I want to see if our little trap caught a rat."
"Right," I murmured, chagrined to realize that I'd nearly forgotten our attempt to outwit any sabotage in my concern over the bachelor auction. "The silent auction."
Zander, Gwen, and I had spent a good chunk of the afternoon after the initial auction setup placing stick up video cameras in strategic locations. The batteries wouldn't last long, but we'd only needed them for one night. We'd set them up to record footage so we could access it later if anything suspicious happened. 
I'd say falsifying bids qualified.
Gwen and Zander followed me to my office, and I logged into my cloud storage from my laptop. Grimly, we watched the footage.
"There," Gwen pointed, noting when Jo got up to go to the bathroom.
At first, nothing happened. The same handful of Campfire residents made their way among the tables, browsing and bidding. Then, Wes Johnson sidled up, glancing around furtively before scrawling something on a bid sheet for an auction basket from Gentle Flight Vineyards.
"Gotcha," Zander murmured, rocking back on his heels.
“That’s Wes Johnson,” I said.
Wes was a good student, but he barely had two nickels to rub together. His parents weren’t wealthy, and while he worked at the grocery store on the weekends, I didn’t think he was flush with cash. He had no business bidding on the auction. I was surprised he had money for a ticket. Which raised the question – who funded his little prank?
“You know him?” Zander asked.
“Yes, he’s a student. I doubt he thought of this on his own.”
“I don’t like the trend here,” Gwen muttered, frowning. “Someone else has got to be pulling the strings. I hate that they’re wrapping kids into it.”
“Fixing the bidding isn’t illegal at least,” I said, relieved that I wouldn’t have another student in legal trouble.
“Still, I’m going to turn the footage over to the Sheriff. Maybe she can get to the bottom of this if Wes cooperates.”
As much as I wanted the stupid pranks and borderline dangerous attempts to sabotage the Campfire events to end, I didn’t like the idea of Wes being questioned. But there was nothing I could do, except hope that he held the key to make it all stop.
I locked my office, eager to find Eve and update her. She and her helpers had just about finished breaking down the auction tables, and Kristen shook her head when I asked if she needed any more help.
"No, you folks did most of the hard stuff already. I'll finish and lock up. Y'all have a good night now."
It wasn't late, but I was exhausted. I could only imagine Eve felt the same. But the last thing I wanted was to be alone.
"Come back to my place?" I asked.
"I'd love to."
Hands linked, we walked to my car, and I drove us home.
“Wine?” I offered after helping Eve strip off her coat.
She nodded, and I led the way to my kitchen. As much as I wanted to strip her out of her dress and lose myself in her, she deserved to know about Wes.
I waited until she’d taken her first big sip before broaching the subject.
“Gwen, Zander, and I worked to set up surveillance for tonight’s silent auction.”
Surprise washed across Eve’s face, making me feel bad for not telling her earlier about our plans.
“You did?”
I nodded. “Gwen didn’t want you to worry, but given the silent auction manipulation, I’m glad we did it. We caught Wes Johnson fixing the bids.”
Eve’s brows arched. “Wes?” She shook her head. “He was just trick-or-treating at my place a few weeks ago. He’s just a kid. Why?”
I swirled my wine, watching the red settle into a calm pool before sipping again. “I don’t know. But we’ve turned the footage over to the Sheriff. Hopefully, we’ll get to the bottom of this soon.”
Eve sighed, and I shot her a commiserating smile.
“You were amazing tonight,” I said, more than ready to change the subject.
“Oh, yeah?” Eve’s eyes heated, sending an answering warmth sliding through me. 
I tugged her to her feet, smiling when she grabbed her glass and followed me down the hall to my bedroom.
“Most definitely,” I murmured, setting my glass carefully on my bedside table and sitting along the edge of my bed.
Eve stood above me, the sleek lines of her dress hugging her curves, like a dark goddess of mischief. She tossed back the rest of her wine, placing her glass next to mine, before setting her hands on my shoulders.
Blood rushed to my groin, and anticipation washed through me.
“You looked so sexy tonight,” I complimented, letting my hands trace her sides, enjoying the slip of the leather-like fabric beneath my fingers before tugging her closer.
Eve’s eyes lit at the nudge, and she took control, shoving me back. I let my weight carry me down to the bed, tipping her with me, until she sprawled over me.
“I love it when you take control.”
“Is that what you’d like tonight, Brady? For me to take control?”
“Hm,” I hummed, pretending to think it over, loving the way desire for me was etched in every line of her beautiful face. She settled her hips over mine, rolling them in a move that stroked my erection, making her impact on me obvious. “I do love a strong woman.”
She leaned over, clasping my hands in hers above my head, coming in close to nip at my lips in a small bite of a kiss.
“Is that what you think I am, Brady? Strong?”
A flash of vulnerability in her expression made me pause. What had been play turned serious. I didn’t want Eve to ever doubt how I saw her.
“Eve Pendleton, you are the strongest, sexiest woman I’ve ever met by a mile. I didn’t know it then, but the day you walked into Campfire was the luckiest day of my life.”
Eve bit her lip, playfulness overtaking her earlier caution.
“Are you just saying that because you’re about to get lucky?” she teased.
“Easy, Tiger. I’m always one-hundred percent sincere with you.” I paused. “And right now, I’m sincerely looking forward to feeling you ripple around me, watching you enjoy your climax. There’s nothing sweeter than you flushed and satisfied after riding me to oblivion.”
“You sweet-talker, you,” she crooned, sliding her hands beneath my bowtie, loosening it.
“I love the way you take my full length, let me stroke and pound until we’re both satisfied,” I husked, groaning aloud when she slid her nails beneath my shirt, gently scoring my chest. It wasn’t enough to mark my body, but her trust in me marked my soul.
“You are a work of art when you come, Eve.”
She nudged her hips against mine, arching over me in a rolling wave.
“Stay,” she murmured, sliding from the bed.
I wanted to moan my frustration at the loss of her heat, but I bit my tongue. Eve fingered one of the buttons at the front of her dress, drawing out the anticipation before flicking it open. One by one, she slid the buttons free, exposing more and more of her soft skin. With a final wiggle, she let the fabric drop to the floor, standing before me in tiny black panties and a matching black bra. I chuckled when I noticed that up close, the lacy pattern was made of interlocking skulls. No flowers for my Eve.
“I need you,” I admitted, painfully hard after watching her strip tease.
“Brady, Brady,” Eve chided, gliding her hands along her hips, toying with the edge of her underwear. “Haven’t we established that manners are very important?” she crooned. “You wouldn’t want me to be rude now, would you?”
She tugged suggestively at the edges of her panties before letting them snap back into place.
“Fuck, yes,” I groaned, overcome by the desire to see her naked before me.
“Say please,” she urged, fingering the clasp at the front of her bra.
“Please.” The half-demand, half-plea tumbled out with a breathless quality that would have embarrassed me with its vulnerability a few weeks ago. But now, with Eve? She fucking owned me. And I didn’t care if she knew it.
Slowly, Eve flicked open her bra, spilling her beautiful breasts with their dusky nipples out for my enjoyment.
“Yes.”
It took everything in me to lie on the bed, waiting for her when all I wanted to do was grab. Take. Make her mine.
“More?” Eve asked, cupping her breasts before rubbing her hands down her sides to toy with the edge of her underwear again. 
She seemed to revel in torturing me, and I couldn’t blame her. My breathing was ragged, my body painfully taut, as I waited for her to put me out of my misery.
“Brady,” she husked, prompting me out of picturing myself pounding into her.
“Please.”
Triumph in her soft smile, she slid away the last scrap of her clothing, standing gloriously naked.
“Do you like what you see?”
“More than I can fucking express.”
“Language, Brady,” Eve tutted.
“You drive me wild,” I admitted, not caring how I laid myself bare, so long as she made good on the promise in her eyes. I was hers. There was no hiding it.
“The feeling is mutual,” Eve said, crawling over me on the bed.
Eager hands helped me tug away my clothing, making my shirt and tie disappear before going to work on my slacks. Eve dipped a hand inside my boxers, and I groaned, struggling to hold back the urge to thrust against her hand.
When we were both naked, she finally deigned to kiss me. It started as a soft brush, but quickly turned greedy. I inserted my thigh between Eve’s, loving the way she undulated against me, so close to where I wanted her. Her slick heat beckoned, but I held back, trying to abide by the unspoken rules of our game.
“Do you want to touch me?” Eve invited, pausing to catch her breath.
“Almost more than I want my next breath,” I murmured, aching to slide into her heat.
“Then I’m yours. Make me yours, Brady.”
I wanted to read everything into her words. But for the moment, I’d take the physical satisfaction she offered.
“You are so sexy,” I breathed, cupping her breasts, lavishing attention on her nipples.
Eve squirmed, silently urging me to find the source of her pleasure. Abiding by her soundless demands, I stroked lower, sliding between her thighs to test her readiness.
“You’re so wet. So hot.”
“I ache, Brady. Touch me.”
She trembled as I stroked deeper, circling her slick entrance, trying to find the source of her pleasure. Eve attacked me with open mouth kisses as I nudged gently but firmly at the right spot. Greedy for her, I sank into our kiss, aware enough to keep rubbing until she broke our connection, arching above me, shuddering out her climax.
She paused, breathing hard, cheeks flushed, and I admired my handiwork. Eve was magnificent like this, warm and ready, lush and heavy-lidded with the remnants of her release.
She slid away, and I groaned at the loss of her heat. I wanted nothing more than to sink into her, find my own release. Agony over her abandonment was swiftly replaced with eagerness as she gripped me in her hand, stroking from base to tip. Raw pleasure from her touch clouded my vision. When I could focus again, I saw she held a condom in the hand that wasn’t wrapped tightly around me.
“Do you want me to put it on you?”
“Hell, yes.”
Eve fumbled the condom out of its package, her eagerness making my breath come faster. She sheathed me with a sensual grip that renewed my ache to be inside her.
I lay sprawled across my bed, panting, waiting for her next move. The edge of anticipation pressed under my skin, making me ache. My whole body clenched, drawn tight. I wanted nothing more than to grab, take, and bring us both to bliss. But that wasn’t the point of tonight’s game. Shuddering, I willed myself to stay still, watching Eve carefully.
She licked her lips and another quake wracked my body. I wanted her heat.
“Eve?” I said, my voice cracking. “I want to fuck you more than I want to breathe. Tell me you want it too.”
Her eyes darkened. “Such rough language, Brady.”
“You take me to the edge, then push me over,” I admitted on a gasp as she crawled over me, rubbing her slit along my erection, teasing me with her wet heat.
Slowly, she arched, taking me inside her, until I was seated to the hilt.
My vision washed out, leaving only the image of her, wild and abandoned, burned beneath my eyelids.
I wanted to move, to fill her full until she screamed my name, but I clutched at the bedspread beneath me, waiting for her signal.
“Make love to me, Brady.”
At Eve’s invitation, I arched up, rocking against her. That first stroke nearly took my head off, but I forced myself to breathe, striving for control. Eve and I locked hands, and I strained to open my eyes, unwilling to miss one second of being inside her.
Everything about Eve drew me. I’d never felt so in sync with another person. Like I’d met my match. Could share all of my secrets. Filthy or flirty, she more than checked the boxes, she’d sunk inside me until I couldn’t separate my emotions from the overwhelming drive to be with her. Part of her. I’d bypassed lust and slipped straight into love. It was the ultimate risk, giving her my heart, and totally worth it.
It was on the tip of my tongue to confess, but I held back at the last second. Instead, I gazed into her eyes, trying to convey the depth of my feelings without saying a word. 
I used our joined for leverage, pounding deeper, sliding in and out of her depths until the strokes threatened to buck us from the bed. Eve ground back as good as she got, riding me until we were both slick with sweat. I strained, hammering harder. Eve’s dark eyes closed, and shudders overtook her as she rode her climax to the end. Waves of her orgasm lapped at my self-control, finally pushing me over the edge and into my own release. 
Eve collapsed on top of me, and I worked to catch my breath, stroking her hair as our bodies calmed.“We should do that again,” Eve murmured, sounding sleepy and satisfied.
“Easy, Tiger. I might need a few minutes to recover,” I admitted. “You’re sexier than a woman has any right to be, but I’m only human.”
Eve dropped a quick kiss on my lips. “Don’t worry Brady, with you, I think I can take my time.”
Her words reminded me that I didn’t need to rush. Just because I’d admitted that I was head-over-heels to myself, it didn’t mean I needed to push her prematurely. Maybe it was the director in me, but I wanted to set the stage perfectly. That meant giving her the time she needed to be sure. The time I needed to make it perfect.
We pulled back the sheets, and I cleaned up before sliding back into bed with Eve, tugging her close. As always, Eve made everything better.
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Eve


I was amped up and eager to see Gwen and the gang on Tuesday. Jo's brows arched when I arrived early for our usual get-together. 
"Is everything okay, Eve?" Jo asked.
"Yes, just excited to start the festivities," I said easily.
Sophie placed a cool hand against my forehead. "It's not like you to be early. You sure you're feeling alright?"
I batted her hand away with a scowl. "Yes."
Izzy trudged up the path holding pizza boxes. She nodded to each of us in turn. "Hey, everybody."
Gwen poured generous glasses of wine for Sophie, Jo, and me while Izzy dropped her precious cargo on our picnic table and lit the fire.
It crackled merrily, flames snapping at the kindling, slowly building into a larger blaze as we grabbed slices of pizza and took our seats.
"First of all, cheers to a fabulous auction and kudos to Eve for masterminding at all," Gwen said, raising her glass.
Izzy tilted her water bottle my way. "We couldn't have done it without you, Eve."
"You're the best," Sophie added with a dazzling smile.
"Kudos," Jo said.
"I appreciate your support with planning and the event itself," I said. "I'll be sure to return the favor when it's your turn, Sophie."
Sophie groaned. "Don't remind me. I don't know what possessed me to think an art and air show this spring would be a good idea."
"My artist friends will go nuts over the hot air balloons. The social media chatter alone will be a big boost for the town," I assured.
"You'll be great," Jo said.
"Spring is the perfect time of year for something big and splashy," Gwen said. "The balloons will be a big hit."
"Only if Davis and the rest of the farmers in the county don't kill me first," Sophie muttered into her wine glass. "Some of them are already complaining, concerned about the balloon chase crews trampling their crops if they're unlucky enough to have a balloon land in one of their fields."
Jo's brows arched. "Is Davis giving you a hard time?"
Sophie waved a hand. "Nothing I can't handle."
My lips twitched, and I exchanged a look with Izzy. 
Famous last words. I was the poster child for finding out that while I could handle Brady when planning my own event, he ended up handling me right back.
Gwen cleared her throat. "Before we focus on our spring event, we've got a couple of loose ends to tie up from the auction."
"If you're angry that I bid on Davis's kitten date-"
Gwen waved Sophie's defense away. "Not that." She looked grim. "I'm talking about the silent auction. Someone going through and marking up all of the bid packages with bogus bids."
"You have news?" I asked, curious. Brady had mentioned something about setting up cameras and giving the footage to the Sheriff's office, but I'd figured it must not have been enough to use. The word would have spread through Campfire like wildfire if the Sheriff had made an arrest.
“Nothing shocking. Wes Johnson wasn’t the mastermind, just another pawn,” Gwen said grimly.
“How did he get wrapped up in this?” I asked.
“Easy. He was hired. An anonymous offer of cash and a free ticket to the auction if he’d play a little prank.”
“Nothing is truly anonymous anymore,” Jo said. “Can the person who hired him be traced?”
Gwen shrugged. “I’m sure the Sheriff is trying, but these days there are a lot of ways to hide your identity online. The county has a limited tech budget.”
Sophie tossed a stick into the fire. “So, you’re saying I’m going to have to be on the lookout when it comes to our spring event? This isn’t over?”
“Sorry, Sophie,” Gwen said.
“I just don’t understand why,” I said. “What real harm are we doing, rebranding the town and bringing in more tourist dollars?”
“I wish I knew,” Gwen grumbled, clearly dejected.
Conversation moved on to planning for Sophie’s spring ballooning event and how to engage more local artists with the hopes of bringing in larger crowds. When the fire died down, we packed up, dousing the embers.
I checked my phone after I clambered into my car, smiling when I saw the message from Brady.
Brady: You coming home tonight?
Home. We'd been spending most nights at his place, but he hadn't broached anything so serious as me moving in. Not yet.
I wavered. I wanted to be with him. Of course, I did. But part of me was reluctant to believe that Brady's house could be my home. To accept that he'd stick around long-term. We'd spent so much time together the last couple of months, first for the play, then dating and for the auction. Would our relationship fizzle now that we didn’t have the same schedule and excuses to see each other? I could tell that he cared. But how much? I'd thought that Scott and I were solid too, headed for something serious, before that relationship blew up in my face. I shivered, a flash of self-doubt washing through me. 
Maybe a night alone at my place would be healthy. Just one. To get my head straight.
Eve: Tired tonight.
I bit my lip. I couldn't leave it at that. Not making plans to see him would wear on me just as much as worry over spending too much time with Brady.
Eve: I'll miss you.
Eve: How about dinner Friday night? My last client finishes at 6.
Brady: Can I bring you dinner? I have a favor to ask.
Eve: Anytime I don't have to cook, the answer is yes.
Brady: Noted.
Brady’s mention of a favor kept me up long after I should have been asleep. I’d give him just about anything in my power. That thought shook me. I’d already sunk too deep, cared too much. I clung to the faith that I wasn’t alone in sliding past a serious case of like into something that felt a lot like love. 
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Brady


My office phone rang just as I was preparing to leave for the night. Some instinct encouraged me to let it go to voicemail, grab my stuff, and lock up for the weekend. I'd been using the thought of tonight's date with Eve as a reward to get me through my work week. I wanted to be with her. See her smile. With the play over, it was harder to manufacture time to see her, and I hated that. She'd gone back to a fuller schedule at the shop, taking evening bookings for tattoos. And I missed her. But I also couldn't interfere with her career or her business. 
Frowning, I grabbed my handset.
"Principal Gleason," I answered.
"Brady, it's Rebecca Masterson. Glad I caught you before you left for the evening," Rebecca said, her voice syrupy in a way that warned: danger.
"Hello, Mrs. Masterson, what can I do for you?" I asked.
"It's come to my attention that your associate, Eve Pendleton, was fired from her teaching job for violating her morality clause. I want to know why you allowed her to volunteer for the play. Did you even follow the background check policy? Why did you expose our vulnerable kids to her?"
The silk in her voice hid a serpent, ready to strike. I paused, not wanting to give her the satisfaction of an answer, confirming or denying the rumor.
"Principal Gleason, you also have a clause in your contract. I wouldn't want to have to disclose your relationship with Ms. Pendleton to the superintendent. Or cause him to question your judgment, bringing a woman who was fired from her own school into ours. Especially if you waived district policy for her. He's a very particular man. I doubt he'd look favorably on your association."
Every word only served to spark my protective instincts, pissing me off on Eve's behalf. It was no one's business why Eve had left her old job. I knew the whole story, but somehow, I doubted that Scott told his sister the real reason Eve was let go: a witch hunt. One Scott seemed to have escaped nearly consequence-free. After all, he was still living in the same town and his job hadn’t been on the line. Sure, his marriage was probably toast, but that was no less than he deserved.
"What do you want, Mrs. Masterson?" I asked, keeping my tone glacial.
"Nothing you can't handle," Mrs. Masterson responded. "I just thought you'd see that Jenny was cast as the lead in the next school play. She does love drama."
I bit back a sigh. If Mrs. Masterson thought she could blackmail me with Eve's past, she was sorely mistaken. But I had to play it cool until I spoke with Eve. She deserved to be included in any plans for countermeasures.
"I'll consider it," I said.
"You should do more than consider it," Mrs. Masterson warned.
"I know I’m misinterpreting this, and you’re not trying to blackmail me. I'll take your proposal under advisement.."
I set down the handset with a satisfying 'click.' Nowhere near a slam, but still soothing.
The last thing Eve needed was her past stirred up and shared to fuel town gossip. As much as I wanted to believe the people I'd grown up with wouldn't care about an old indiscretion, I knew better. The way they still whispered about Joe's death told me all I needed to about putting the past to rest in a town as small as Campfire: too many long memories and big mouths.
*** 
Eve looked up with a smile from her laptop as I stepped into Fierce Ink.
"Hey."
"Hey, yourself," I said, hoisting the pizza I'd brought like a prize. "I come bearing gifts."
Eve rubbed her hands together. "Yum. Gimme."
I pulled the box back to my chest, frowning. "You're not just dating me for the pizza, are you?"
She snorted. "Brady, honey. I can buy my own pizza."
I grinned. "I know. But I provide delivery service."
She stalked toward me, grin mischievous, until her chest nearly bumped mine. Eve traced one finger along my jaw, the nail scraping gently over my stubble.
"I do appreciate your service," she said.
I chuckled, enjoying the flirtatiousness in her expression. She tempted me to toss her over my shoulder and carry her up to bed. After all, pizza was good cold too.
As if sensing my internal debate, Eve held out her hands.
"But I'm starving, so gimme."
"Ms. Pendleton. Have you learned no manners in our time together?" I teased. "You know I love the way you say please."
"Please. Unless you want to eat some very cold pizza, we'll have to save the rest of the praise for later." she said.
I grew hard when she cocked a hip, smirking at me. The way she challenged me never failed to turn me on. I debated tossing the pizza in her oven upstairs and taking her to bed as a compromise, but there was also the matter of the phone call from Mrs. Masterson to attend to.
I followed Eve upstairs to her tiny apartment, nodding my thanks when she grabbed silverware for me and plates for both of us. Her space was comfortable and colorful. It seemed to have absorbed the essence of Eve, at once bold and warm, making me feel at ease even though we hadn’t spent much time at her place.
I asked about her day, enjoying her enthusiasm for the project she completed, a logo for a small business in a neighboring county, letting her finish her first slice before broaching the subject of Jenny’s mom.
"So, my day got a little weird at the end. Mrs. Masterson called."
Eve's nose wrinkled. "Jenny’s mom, the one who invited Scott to the play?"
"The very same."
"What did she have to say?" Eve asked. Her tone sounded carefully neutral, but she'd tensed.
"About what you might expect from a small-minded woman who wants to make sure her daughter is lead in the next play."
"Did she threaten you with something about me?" Eve asked, her voice small.
I reached for her hand, squeezing it.
"Not exactly. She blew a lot of smoke. I just didn't want you blindsided if she starts talking about us and Sammamish." Eve scowled and I smoothed a finger over her knuckles. "Hey. It's not a big deal."
"You say that now. I've lived it before." Eve took a shuddering breath, finally dragging her eyes up from our enjoined hands to my face. My stomach twisted at the resignation in her expression. I'd expected Eve to be fired up and ready to fight. Instead, she looked ready to give in. "I don't want you caught in the crossfire," she said.
I shook my head. "No. No. I did not tell you so you could break up with me out of some misbegotten sense of honor."
Eve shrugged. "I feel like it's the right thing to do."
"Where’s my fighter?" I asked, concerned by the exhaustion that seemed to be dragging her down. "The woman who never gave up on hosting her auction at my high school? The one who needled me mercilessly until I gave in? You're really going to let him, let them win?"
"I don't want you to get hurt, Brady. If they smear me, inevitably, some of it will stick to you, and that’s not fair."
Her soft words broke my heart. Eve's eyes looked watery, which was at once reassuring and terrifying. She did care. And I hated to see her cry. My earlier resolve to pick the perfect moment to tell her I loved her evaporated. In the face of her tears, none of that mattered. Not a damn bit. The only perfect moment to tell someone you loved them was early and often, no matter how messy. Tomorrow held no guarantees.
"I'll be fine. The only way you can hurt me is if you dump me over this.” I took a deep breath, steeling myself to say the words. “Haven't you figured it out yet, Eve? I'm yours if you'll have me."
My admission floated in the air between us.
"Brady, I'm not sure what to say."
"Say you care about me too, that we're a team. That we've got this."
The words tumbled out, half plea, half pep talk. Up until now, I'd been confident that we were on the same page, headed for something real. But Eve's hesitation shook me. Had I been living in a fantasy? Momentary doubt crawled around my heart, spreading tentacles of fear through my chest, squeezing tight.
Eve pushed her shoulders back, straightening. I took comfort in the fact that her hand remained locked in mine. Granted, I hadn't released her, but she hadn't tugged her hand away either.
"Two years ago, I would have said we were perfect for each other. But I've changed. Mostly for the better, but you might not see it that way. Not long-term."
Her cautious words at least gave me a place to start. A way to fight for her, prove she wasn't the only warrior in our partnership.
"I never met the Eve from two years ago," I said softly. "While she sounds lovely, the woman I love is the woman I know now. The one with a backbone of steel. The one who's successfully pivoted mid-career and started her own business. I love the Eve that stepped up to help a small town she'd lived in for five minutes, taking on heaps of responsibility to help it thrive. I love the Ms. Pendleton who co-directed the play with me, the one who helped her students see how they could harness their talents to be a part of something bigger. That's the woman I know and love. The woman I'll always love."
Eve's shuddering breath and watery eyes kept me on the precipice, uncertain. Had I just made a fool of myself, or convinced her we were for real? She laughed, breath unsteady.
"Brady. I'm not sure I'll ever really like being called Ms. Pendleton again, but I do like you."
I held back my wince. Like and love were worlds apart. Maybe Eve wasn't as far along as I'd like, but it was a starting place.
She swiped at her eyes, shaking her head. "It's such a weak word, and I've resolved to be strong." She smiled at me, broad and sure, holding my gaze with hers. "Brady Gleason, I love you."
“Damn, it feels good to say it.”
“Not nearly as good as it feels to hear it.”
Unable to wait after she said the magic words, I scooped her from her chair, carting her to her bedroom. She giggled as I tossed her on the mattress, bouncing gently. I advanced, giving her plenty of time to anticipate my moves. Call me off. My heart unclenched when all I saw in her face was welcome.
Eve wreathed her arms around my neck, pulling me closer.
"I take it this is good news?" she asked, eyes alight.
"The best," I assured, entwining our fingers as I straddled her. “I’ve got everything, Eve. I’ve got you.”




Chapter 27
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Eve


Telling Brady I loved him had been the right decision. Trusting him with my heart came more naturally than I'd feared it would. In the days after Mrs. Masterson’s threat, we'd doubled-down on us. A year ago, I might have tucked my tail and run, but not anymore. I'd found love in Campfire and built a life. I couldn't imagine myself anywhere else. No matter what Scott’s sister threw at us, I wasn't giving up or giving in. My fake-it-till-you-make-it strategy had finally paid off.  
Brady called the school superintendent himself, taking all the wind out of Mrs. Masterson’s sails. Brady taking control neutralized her threats, making them appear exactly as they were: grasping attempts from a mom to get special treatment for her daughter. To my relief, Brady's boss hadn't been concerned by our relationship. If anything, he'd been pleased. He and I hadn't met at the Winter Warmth Auction, but he knew who I was. Brady looked amused when he mimicked his boss after their call. "Ms. Pendleton is an upstanding member of our community. I don't know what Mrs. Masterson is blabbering about, it's silly. Ms. Pendleton would be welcome to teach in our district." 
Smiling over the memory, I tied the fabric bow on my package for Brady. Heh. Sad how Ivan and Zander were rubbing off on me. They'd already made good on their auction packages. Izzy had enjoyed stargazing with Ivan, recounting the entire date to our group around the campfire. 
I snorted, thinking of her dreamy expression. Okay, maybe not the entire date. 
Gwen had been more closed-lipped about her date with Zander, simply stating that he’d helped her with a few projects. 
Brady's tickets to Hamilton weren't for another couple of weeks. We'd be heading to Spokane's Center for the Arts and staying at the Davenport Grand after the holidays. I was excited for the mini-getaway.
"Ready to go?" Brady asked, stomping his feet on the mat to knock off the snow. "I've got the car scraped and ready to go."
"Yep," I said, popping up from my seat at the coffee table. "My gifts are all wrapped."
"And you're sure you're up for Christmas Eve with my family?" he asked.
"More than up for it, Brady," I said, slipping my arms into the warm jacket he held open for me.
"I know my family can be a lot."
"I love you family," I reassured. "And I love you," I added with a quick kiss.
Brady braced his hands on my hips, fingers digging in when I kissed him again, deeper this time. I drew away, and he groaned, letting his forehead drop to mine.
"You make it hard to want to be anywhere but alone with you."
The sincerity and love in his gaze made me want to skip dinner with his family and lead him back to his bedroom instead. 
"Good," I said, slapping his butt playfully. "Then you'll be motivated to win tonight's game so we get home at a reasonable hour."
"What if we're not on the same team?" he asked playfully.
I wreathed my arms around his neck, pulling him in for one last kiss.
"We're always on each other's team."
“Speaking of our incredible teamwork,” Brady murmured, watching me carefully. “How do you feel about giving me an early Christmas gift, and agreeing to move in with me?”
“You sure you’re ready for that, Handsome?” I asked, considering his suggestion. While I’d been spending most nights at his place, it was a big step. Gazing into his eyes, full of sincerity, my heart softened. Spending more time with Brady was exactly what I needed.
“Oh, yeah,” he murmured, dropping kisses along the sensitive spot on my neck, putting all of his lessons about what I liked into action.
“Then I accept,” I said, smiling against his mouth as he dove in for a deep kiss. “I love you, Brady.”
“I love you, Eve.”
He threaded our fingers together, tugging me toward the front door. 
“What’s your hurry?” I teased, picking up on his eagerness to leave.
“If I’m alone with you any longer, we’ll for sure arrive on Eve Standard Time,” he admitted sheepishly.
I arched a brown. “And?”
“While there’s nothing wrong with that, the family poker game is calling my name.”
“Why’s that?” I asked.
He winked. “Suddenly, I’m feeling very lucky. Like the luckiest man in the world, in fact.” He answered my silent question. “Because I’ve got you.”
I let him lead me to the car, letting his words warm me from the inside, until I was sure I blazed from the inside with my happiness. I’d arrived in Campfire a wounded mess, determined to do better for myself and rebuild my life. I’d done better than I ever could have imagined – love, home, and a family. For such a tiny town, I’d managed to find my whole world in Campfire.





Epilogue
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Brady


"Why did I agree to this again?" I grumbled, not wanting Eve to touch me and find out how clammy my skin was. 
I hated this weakness in myself, but I was determined to push through. For Joe.
Eve laid a soothing hand along my bicep. "We don't have to do it if you don't want. Just say the word, and I'll put my ink away."
"No," I said, shaking my head. "I'm committed."
Eve frowned. "Really, Brady, there's no pressure."
"I know, but I want to."
"The way you're pacing instead of settling down in my chair indicates a man that very much doesn't want to. Maybe this was a bad idea. We can wait for another time."
"But you already did yours," I argued. "I can't let you be the only one with a tattoo commemorating Joe."
Eve stroked my chest, brown eyes drawing me into her web, making me want to agree to anything she asked. "Sure, I can."
I shook off her spell, renewing my determination.
"Nope. I'm doing it," I said, fully aware that I sounded like a stubborn toddler. Still, saying it aloud helped me psych myself up. I slid into Eve's tattoo chair, sliding my shirt off.
Eve stroked my chest, her faint smile making my eyes narrow. 
"What's that look for?" I asked.
"I've finally got you where I've always wanted you," she crooned, smile widening to a grin.
"Where's that?"
"At my mercy. Just kidding, you know I'll take good care of you, Brady."
"Of course, you will." I took a deep breath, closing my eyes. "Okay, I'm ready."
Eve turned on her tattoo pen, and the blood drained from my face, leaving me feeling shaky and weak. I swallowed, trying to imagine that the gentle buzzing was something more innocuous than a needle that would soon be puncturing my skin.
Eve cut the pen off. "Brady. Brady."
Slowly, her words penetrated, and I focused on her concerned face.
"I'm going to make you a deal," she said, watching me steadily. "A very rare deal. You ready?"
I nodded.
She cupped one of my hands in hers, bringing it into her lap. "I'm going to give you something else to focus on, then do a test patch."
"What am I supposed to focus on?"
"This," she said, bringing my hand up to cup her breast.
I chuckled. "Can I say I'm glad this is a rare opportunity?"
She grinned. "You can. Think you'll be okay if I do a test on you now?"
"Am I a total neanderthal if I say yes?"
Eve's chest shook with her gentle chuckle. "Nope. Just predictable."
She flipped her tattoo pen on, watching me carefully. I narrowed my world down, ignoring the soft buzzing, ignoring the prick of pain, until my world was just her.
"How are you doing?" she asked, sitting back slightly.
I refused to look down at her work. I already knew she was an amazing artist, and I didn't need to see my own blood.
"Fine," I said, surprised to realize that I meant it. Touching Eve, watching Eve, helped me dismiss the needle.
"Good. Just keep focusing on me, and I'll be done soon," she promised.
I lost all track of time, meditating on Eve, on our life together over the last year, as she worked on my tattoo.
Our night in Spokane had been magical. Eve had loved the suite I rented for the occasion. Its mix of modern black, white, and red decor and stunning views of the Spokane riverfront made a romantic setting for our getaway. Both dinner and Hamilton had been fantastic, and we'd cuddled around the fireplace at the hotel’s rooftop bar afterward, sipping drinks and chatting about the stagecraft we'd seen. Sharing the experience with Eve had been everything I'd hoped, only reinforcing how well we worked together. On paper, we were a terrible match: the prickly, dark artist and the uptight, traditional school administrator. Bureaucracy and artistry. Fluidity versus rigidity. But being with Eve made me realize once and for all: paper didn't know shit. No one was all one thing. Eve wasn't always late, and I wasn't always early. Together, we'd reached a kind of middle ground, but without losing what was best about each of us.
And the sex. Holy hell. We burned the sheets up, feeding each other fantasies. I loved Eve’s creativity. Making love to her was better than any rush I got piloting the Principal's Office. Eve had joined me for a few races over the summer, and she seemed to enjoy the thrill as much as I did. I loved watching the pure joy on her face as we sped across the lake. She was more than a match for me. I could go toe-to-toe with her in the bedroom or behind the wheel, and she held her own.
"Done," Eve said, leaning back to examine her work.
Her soft smile reached inside my chest and squeezed.
"Just getting started," I countered.
She chuckled. "I meant with your tattoo, silly. Do you want to see it?"
I shook my head. "No, I trust you."
"And I trust you." She leaned in, brushing my lips in a soft kiss. "I love that you chose this tribute to Joe."
"Me too," I said. "He's always had a piece of me, this just makes it official."
"And we finally have matching tattoos," Eve crowed, grinning good-naturedly over her victory, reminding me of her suggestion for my auction package in the days before we started dating.
I loved that smile. I wanted to see it every day. Be the cause of it.
"I'd like to do something else just as permanent, but with less blood."
"What's that?" Eve asked, turning to set down her pen.
She took a moment to clean her equipment, and I used her distraction to pull the box from my pocket, flipping it open to reveal a ring she'd admired on our summer trip to the Tri-Cities for one of my races.
Her eyes widened as she turned back to me.
"Will you marry me, Eve? Join your life with mine?” I asked.
I felt just as breathless as I had before she'd begun tattooing me, but twice as nervous, even though I was pretty confident she'd say 'yes.'
Eve’s eyes shimmered, full of love.
"You have no idea how much self-control it took to tattoo the design we agreed on, instead of the word 'mine.' Yes, Brady, I'll marry you."
I slid the ring along her finger. The antique setting glittered under the overhead light, the opal at the center flashing a rainbow of fire.
"It's beautiful," she breathed, tilting it under the light.
"My fiancé is a very talented artist. She has a good eye," I said, grinning.
"Is that your way of saying I wasn't subtle when I saw it?" she asked.
"Love, not even a little bit. But I appreciate you making it easy on me."
"Don't I always?" Eve asked, a teasing glint in her eye.
Laughter burst from my chest, half giddy, half relieved.
"Never, but I wouldn't have it any other way. I love you, Eve Pendleton."
"I love you, Brady Gleason."
“Easy, Tiger. The shades are still open.”
“See, shy. Just like fantasy Brady.”
I was tempted to argue but settled for kissing her senseless instead. There’d be plenty of time to prove I didn’t have a shy bone in my body when it came to her. A lifetime.
THE END
Author's Note: Thanks for reading! Learn about new releases in the Campfire Council Series by signing up for my newsletter at www.ameliasimoneauthor.com/newsletter. 
Keep reading for a sneak peek at what's next for the Campfire gang. 
Have you already read Izzy and Ivan's secret wedding story? Forbidden Flame is available now!
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Bonus Scene – Book Club
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Silvia Nemitz clinked a spoon against her glass, commanding the group’s attention. Slowly, side chatter ceased, the handful of book club attendees falling silent as they turned to their leader. Silvia grinned, taking in the group assembled in Sprouts and Sprigs. They’d pulled a handful of folded chairs into the main indoor nursery space, creating a rough circle among the greenery for their monthly meeting. Matty Gleason flipped the whiteboard she’d tugged from the florist office around, turning it to reveal their betting pool odds. 
Alex Martinez shoved his glasses up his nose, peering carefully at Matty’s chicken scratch. 
“Good evening, everyone. We’ll start discussion of this month’s book in a moment, but I wanted to update our odds first. Anyone have any intel to share?” Silvia asked.
Kimee Thuy stuck her hand in the air, eager as ever to speak. “Ooh! Yes. Sophie Dunham came by the bakery this morning and bought a dozen scones and donuts. When I asked if she was taking them into school, she said that she had some farmers to soothe.”
Silvia tapped her chin, glancing at Jo Pruitt, who was studiously not making eye contact with Cole Fenwick.
“Jo? Something to share with the group?” Silvia prompted gently.
Slowly, Jo shook her head, chin set a stubborn angle.
Silvia sighed. “Okay, then. I’d say it’s time to update the line for Sophie. We have Sophie and Dallas Lachman at plus-three by the time the balloon festival finishes. Shall we update it to plus-five?”
Slowly, most of the group nodded.
“What about Sophie and Davis?” Kimee asked. “Shouldn’t they go on the board?”
A low roll of chuckles swept the room, Alex Martinez shaking his head slowly. “That boy is as stubborn as they come. I tried to get him interested in anything but farming and animal books with no luck. I made it my mission to introduce the kid to fiction, but he refused. From five to thirty-five, all he’s ever checked out from me is farm manuals. That boy has no give.”
Silvia watched Jo for a reaction to Alex’s diatribe. After all, Davis was her brother. But Jo had mastered neutrality, hiding her dual roles in the Campfire Council and book club for going on six months. Her face gave nothing away. Still, something made Silvia think that Davis’s time was near. The elder Pruitt had flown under the matrimonial radar for long enough, hiding out on the family farm with his hops. With Ivan and Izzy married and Eve and Brady well on their way, they had space on their board for new couples. The balloon festival would put Sophie and Davis on a collision course, but the pretty second grade teacher could probably wrangle Davis and his objections to the event in a heartbeat. He underestimated her at his peril.
“Sophie and Davis go on the board,” Silvia pronounced.
Mary Mallory blew a loud raspberry of disapproval, nearly cracking Jo’s stoic expression.
“He’s a long-shot. I say negative-two,” Mary added.
Slowly, Matty wrote the suggested odds on the board.
“Anything else to update?” Matty asked.
Silvia glanced at each book club member, silently offering them the opportunity to speak up and add to the group’s cache of knowledge before slapping her hands together.
“Okay, business concluded. Now on to this month’s book.”
Will Sophie be able to resist Davis’s Tinder Embrace? (Book 3 in the Campfire Series, Tinder Embrace, releases in late 2023!) 

Tinder Embrace
Love takes flight when a crash-landing beauty meets a grumpy farmer.
When Sophie Dunham crash-lands her hot air balloon on Davis Pruitt’s hops farm, she vows to help him heal and keep up with chores as penance, even if it kills her… And living with the grumpy farmer might do just that. 
Sophie notices the reclusive farmer seems to be avoiding her. How can he not like her? Everyone else does. She's determined to win him over too.
Davis is fed up. Sophie is always in his business. In his space. Why won't she leave him alone? All that fluffy sweetness might be the death of him.
Sophie might be as delicate as dandelion fluff, but can she convince Davis she’s strong enough to take root in his heart? 
  Join us around the campfire, where you can pour out your troubles and seek solace in friendship and love.
Tinder Embrace is book three in the Campfire Council Series but can be read as a stand-alone romance. The newly elected city council of Campfire, WA, is ready to win hearts and rebuild their small town, but can this sisterhood of the wine-soaked campfire find love amid the flames? 
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Complete Reading List


Forbidden Flame: 
Secret Marriage / Brother's Best Friend / Campfire Council Book 1
https://amzn.to/3Xl3DD2
[image: image-placeholder]

Formula for Love:
Friends to Lovers / Excelling @ Love Book 1
https://amzn.to/3JHmHU3
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Formula for Lust:
Rivals to Lovers / Las Vegas Fling / Excelling @ Love Book 2
https://amzn.to/3BwBcHe
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Formula for Seduction:
Sports Romance / Naughty To-Do List / Excelling @ Love Book 3
https://amzn.to/3BuVr8p
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Formula for Redemption:
Grumpy & Sunshine / Fake Relationship / Excelling @ Love Book 4
https://amzn.to/3zK4Gla
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Formula for Devotion:
Roommates to Lovers / Reforming the Bad Boy / Excelling @ Love Book 5
https://amzn.to/3NDaK4Q 
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Mister Romance:
Author Hero / Friends to Lovers / Wedding Date / Self-Made Book 1
https://amzn.to/39MEve9 
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Mister Marriage:
Firefighter Hero / Marriage of Convenience / Self-Made Book 2
https://amzn.to/3bKKCCz 
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Ms. Temptation:
Rivals to Lovers / Brother’s Best Friend / Self-Made Book 3
https://amzn.to/3EjCsNI
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Finding Happy:
Single Parent Romance / Friends to Lovers / Slow Burn
https://amzn.to/3bSuTjp 

Newsletter Bonus Epilogues:
Mister Romance After Dark
https://www.subscribepage.com/mrromanceafterdark

Mister Marriage's Road Trip
https://www.subscribepage.com/mrrmarriageroad

Ms. Temptation's Baby Shower Shenanigans
https://www.subscribepage.com/mstbabyshower

Ed's Bigfoot Birthday Surprise
https://www.subscribepage.com/ffl_ed_birthday
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All the ways to stay in the know.


Newsletter Sign Up: 
New releases and exclusive bonus content:
https://ameliasimoneauthor.com/newsletter/ 
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Website:
https://ameliasimoneauthor.com 

Facebook Page:
https://facebook.com/ameliasimoneauthor/ 

GoodReads:
https://goodreads.com/author/show/19184915.Amelia_Simone 

Instagram:
https://instagram.com/ameliasimoneauthor/ 

Amazon Author Page:
https://amazon.com/author/ameliasimone 
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