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For my fellow recovering people pleasers.

The world will still love you when you tell it who you really are—and what you really want.
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Content Warning

While this is a rom-com at heart, be advised that this book contains references to a parent’s death, and deals with issues related to grief. If this is a subject that hits close to home for you, please take care of yourself; this story of love and healing will still be here if/when you’re ready for it
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Chapter One

SOMETIMES, JUST FOR FUN, Emma Rogers-Li liked to google countries without extradition treaties to the United States. Not for herself, of course. She hadn’t cooked the books for a small publishing company, bankrupted the business, and then disappeared under cover of darkness when the cops started to close in.

That had been her ex-fiancé, Brock.

He’d left a note, apologizing for draining their joint savings account and wishing her the best. There’d been no forwarding address—just a hint that he’d taken himself and his new black-market identity someplace the FBI, the IRS, and a whole bunch of other law enforcement agencies with three-letter acronyms wouldn’t be able to touch him.

That was two weeks ago. By now, he could be anywhere. Moldova. Burkina Faso. The Solomon Islands. Just to name a few.

Meanwhile, Emma was sitting here in the New York City apartment she was probably going to get evicted from at the end of the month, scrolling the internet for pictures of beach houses along the coastline of beautiful, non-extraditing Montenegro.

Huffing out a breath through her nose, she closed the browser window and sat up a little straighter on what used to be their couch. She’d indulged herself enough. It was like her dad always said: Wallowing never fixed anything. It was time to roll up her sleeves and get back to work.

So she popped open a fresh browser tab and navigated back to her favorite job-hunting site. There wasn’t much new to see. She’d already submitted her résumé to a few dozen places, but she’d barely gotten a nibble. It probably didn’t help that she’d started working for Brock’s family’s company the day after they graduated from college together. She might have risen to become head of marketing, but no one wanted to hire a twenty-seven-year-old whose only job experience outside of a Dairy Queen was a disgraced publishing house. None of her former contacts in the industry would even answer her calls.

But she needed to figure out something—and fast. It wasn’t as if she could just move back home with her recently retired parents. They’d offered to help, of course, but they’d sold the old house and were currently living out of an RV, slowly sightseeing their way across the Midwest. She couldn’t horn in on their Great American Road Trip, and she couldn’t stand to be the reason they started eating into their nest egg faster than they’d planned to.

Maybe there was a Dairy Queen that wouldn’t mind an eight-year résumé gap?

Before she could bring herself to investigate that particular worst-case scenario, an alert dinged in her browser window. A skitter of hope dared to flit through her chest, only to be instantly dashed when she clicked on the notification. No one had responded to any of her applications. But there was a new posting that met her increasingly wide set of criteria.

She furrowed her brows. A little bookshop in some middle-of-nowhere town in Vermont was looking for a new manager. Publishing experience not required but preferred. And the salary…

Her eyes flew wide. That was beyond generous, considering the position came with housing for the first year. She wasn’t really sure about working retail, or picking up everything and moving a few hours north, but what did she have to lose?

Before she could think too much about it, she clicked the button to start filling out the application.…

“Why do you want to know my favorite color?” she murmured beneath her breath. Other questions about her preferred reading genre and her opinion on dated planners versus bullet journals were pretty random, too, but at least they had something to do with working in a bookstore. At least she wasn’t being asked to send nudes—unlike one of the other “job postings” she’d almost gotten lured in by the day before.

Shaking her head, she attached her résumé and hit send before setting her laptop aside and stretching her arms over her head. It would probably just turn out to be another dead end. She started to get up to refill her water—had to stay hydrated, after all. But before she could go far, that same alert chimed again.

There was a new message from an Alamea Smith, owner and proprietor of the Cozy Nook Bookshop in Heart’s Hope Crossing, Vermont.

All it said was: When can you start?

[image: ]
“Just because something is too good to be true doesn’t mean it isn’t,” Emma stated firmly, keeping her eyes on the road as she maneuvered her sensible hybrid hatchback past a semitruck barely doing fifty in the fast lane.

Her mom’s voice crackled over her car’s speakers. Her faint hint of a Chinese accent was pure comfort to Emma’s ears. “That’s my girl,” she encouraged. “Always looking on the bright side.”

Emma smiled, even though her mom couldn’t see it over the phone. That had been her job since forever. Stay positive, get the job done, be grateful.

“There’s nothing but bright side to see.”

And there wasn’t, really. Sure, this whole new job at the Cozy Nook Bookshop could be some weird scam, but the relocation allowance Alamea Smith had deposited into her account had been real enough. Once the money had cleared, Emma had successfully closed out her affairs in the city, sold or given away the vast majority of her possessions, and loaded the rest of them into the back of her car. There was a freedom to driving north on the highway, the gray city skyline receding in her rearview mirror, possibly for good.

And maybe there was a twinge of regret in her chest. New York had been her home for about a decade now. She’d had a great time there in college, and it had been a fun place to spend her early twenties.

She couldn’t say she’d really been in love with the hustle and bustle of daily life in Manhattan, though. It was just… sort of where she’d ended up.

At the moment, it was hard to remember why, though. The sky above was a brilliant blue, and even with the windows rolled up so she could hear her mom, there was a crispness to the air. The trees flying past were lush and green, with the faintest hints of yellow and orange dotting the leaves. Before long, they’d be a riot of color.

She’d basically missed autumn the past few years. Brock had never liked leaving the city. He was allergic to everything, and he was convinced he’d get poison ivy or attract a herd of ticks if he ventured off-road. She’d thought it was funny at first, but over the years, it had become her new normal. She’d gone with the flow, and in the process, she’d lost track of her own roots as a suburban kid who couldn’t wait to go play outside.

“This change of scenery is going to be great,” she insisted, projecting all the confidence she had. In theory, she was reassuring her mother here, but it didn’t hurt to put the words out there as a little bit of reassurance for herself, too.

“I know, honey.” Her mom sighed. “But if you change your mind…”

“You’ll be the first person I call,” Emma promised, not for the first time, and probably not for the last.

Finally appeased, her mom let her change the subject. Emma was relieved to be able to sit back and let her mom’s typical recitation of their upcoming travel itinerary keep her company as she drove. Her parents were tooling around the western edge of Lake Michigan this week, and apparently it was experiencing the same gorgeous, early fall weather southern Vermont was.

Her mom clicked her tongue. “I just wish your grandmother were here to see it.”

Emma’s smile went brittle around the edges. “I bet she would have loved it.”

Her grandma Li hadn’t been able to leave the house much in those last, difficult years, but she’d always had a soft spot for the first glimpses of autumn leaves. Her mom would go to any lengths to make sure she got to see them.

They kept chatting for a while longer, but eventually Emma’s dad started grumbling in the background about wanting to get brunch.

Emma rolled her eyes fondly. “Say hi to Dad for me.”

“I will. Text me when you get there, and I want to hear everything later tonight.”

“You bet.” Emma usually only talked to her mom once a week or so, but she was sure she’d be eager to have someone to spill everything to after she got her first impressions of her new situation.

Her mouth dipped down into a frown for a moment as she said her goodbyes. She’d thought she had a decent social life back in New York, but at the end of the day, she had a busy job, and she had Brock, so she didn’t get out all that much. Most of the people she considered friends were really Brock’s buddies’ partners. She’d probably stay in touch with them casually on social media, but she couldn’t really imagine calling any of them out of the blue to dish about her new life in the middle of nowhere.

The only person she could imagine talking to, other than her mom, was her friend Ji-An. But Ji-An had been her co-worker before she’d been her friend. When the company had imploded, Ji-An had lost her job, too, and rather than commiserate with Emma, she’d blamed her. Sometimes Emma blamed herself, too. How could she not have known what Brock was up to? How could she have been such a fool?

Not that that kind of negative thinking was going to do her any good now.

The car was quiet without her mom’s voice in her ear, and she didn’t want to dwell too much, so she rolled down the windows and hit play on her “Keep Your Chin Up” playlist.

Before long, she was exiting the highway. She’d thought the scenery was beautiful before, but as she navigated back roads and headed up into the mountains, the views took her breath away. The valley opened up in front of her, the subtle changes to the foliage more pronounced the higher she climbed in both altitude and latitude.

The ascent leveled off, and the next thing she knew, the speed limit dropped, and a big, inviting white sign by the side of the road welcomed her to Heart’s Hope Crossing. She smiled in spite of herself at the cheery red lettering and the picture of a heart hovering over a charming, old-timey street crossing. Soon houses began dotting the road, ranging from tiny, cozy cottages to big white buildings with dramatic, slanting roofs.

Following her GPS, she turned at the first stoplight and soon found herself in a little downtown straight out of a picture postcard. Neighbors visited on benches set along tree-lined streets. Parents pushed strollers, and dogs got tangled in each other’s leashes.

There wasn’t a chain restaurant in sight. Instead, there was a mom-and-pop-style diner with a waitress in a red apron serving customers on a shaded patio. A cute bakery and a quirky houseplant store, and a charming bistro advertising their new fall menu on a chalkboard sign. And there, up ahead…

It probably shouldn’t have been such a relief to discover that the Cozy Nook Bookshop was in fact a real live place, but the moment it came into view, something eased inside her chest. The brick building was old but well-maintained, with a weathered green awning and a big display window showing an admittedly dated selection of books, but that was why she was here, right? To manage the place.

When she’d attempted to coordinate her arrival with Alamea Smith, she’d been told to just come straight to the store. The apartment where she’d be staying was right upstairs, so that would be the easiest way to come get the key and a quick introduction to her new life here in Heart’s Hope Crossing. It was just about noon, so the store should be open, but Emma scrunched up her brow. It looked kind of dark inside.

She parked around back as instructed, though. Leaving all her earthly possessions in the back of the car, she wandered around front, and sure enough, the door was locked, even though the posted hours said the shop should be open. Frowning, she shaded her eyes from the sun and tried to peer inside. Books, books, more books. A little café. But no people.

That nervous flutter she’d been trying to keep at bay all morning dared to rear its head again.

“It’s fine,” she promised herself under her breath. She pulled out her phone and called the number Alamea had given her.

Faint ringing sounded in the distance. She turned back toward the closed store. The ringing was definitely coming from inside. Right. Because the only contact number she had was apparently for the shop’s landline.

That was fine. No problem. No reason to panic. Keep a positive attitude, and just look for the next step.

The shop wasn’t in disrepair or anything, so someone would definitely be along eventually. She glanced around, but no one was currently heading in her direction. The couple of dads out for afternoon walks with their babies in strollers shot her a curious look and a smile from across the street. The veteran New Yorker inside her instinctively turned away.

Maybe she should try the back door. As she hurried around the corner, her phone buzzed, and her heart lifted. Maybe that was Alamea. She lifted the screen, tilting it to avoid the glare from the sun.

But before she could register who it was, she slammed right into a brick wall.

Only no. It wasn’t brick. It was firm and warm and smelled like fresh pine and cedar.

And she currently had her hand on its pecs.

She jerked back, apologies on her lips, because the wall wasn’t a wall. Her gaze drifted up the length of the big, broad man standing in front of her, and her jaw dropped just a little. He was dressed in hardworking jeans and scuffed boots. The charcoal Henley he wore under a plaid flannel shirt showed the tiniest hint of chest hair, and she forced herself to pick her jaw up off the floor.

He was white, with a brown beard that glinted copper in the sun, and a thick head of slightly darker hair that she had the nearly irresistible urge to run her fingers through, just to find out if it was as soft as it looked.

His hazel eyes stared down at her, and she wanted to sink into them as they raked her up and down, too.

But then, before she could manage to actually, literally swoon at this man, his eyes went hard.

And in a gruff, deliciously deep voice, he barked, “Watch where the hell you’re going.”
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Chapter Two

NOPE. NO WAY. ABSOLUTELY freaking not.

Hunter Hall took another step back, away from the frankly stunning woman he’d just collided with. The one with long black hair, full red lips, and deep brown eyes—not to mention a figure that made the back of his throat go dry. In desperation, he darted his gaze toward the street sign just over her head, silently begging it to say something other than what it did.

But it was useless. He knew this town like the back of his hand, and he knew exactly where he was. The intersection of Heart Street and Hope Road.

And he knew even better the local legend that surrounded it. He could hear it in his mother’s voice even now: When two strangers meet at Heart’s Hope Crossing, they’re destined to help each other find their heart’s secret hope.

In other words, they were soulmates.

Which was nonsense, of course. How many toddlers had met each other at this corner on their way to story time at the Cozy Nook Bookshop? And none of them had gone on to get hitched. Probably. Though considering people tended to spend their whole lives in this town and marry their high school sweethearts, it might happen more often than anyone realized, but still. It was ridiculous.

But that didn’t stop people from acting like it was some sort of gospel truth. Even his own parents had bought into it, crediting their unlikely meeting on this very street corner as the beginning of their epic love story.

His stomach clenched, and he swallowed hard. Everyone knew how that story had ended.

Hunter wanted nothing to do with a fateful meeting here—no matter how beautiful the girl, or how good she smelled. Like sunshine and flowers, and was sunshine even a scent? It didn’t matter.

What mattered was that both love and fate could take a hike, and as far as he was concerned this girl could, too.

He opened his mouth again, ready to tell her exactly that.

But then his mouth closed. There was this pinched expression to her brows, like she was about to cry, and oh, no.

“Hey,” he started, holding his hands up instinctively, as if he were going to comfort her or something, which was a laugh. Jeez, he’d basically just growled at her. It wasn’t her fault this town had cockamamie ideas about chance meetings and true love that happened to revolve around this specific patch of concrete. “Sorry, I mean—”

“No.” In a flash, whatever hint of emotion had clouded her eyes disappeared. She smiled, too brightly to be real, but that was her business. She lifted her phone and waggled it as if it were the source of all her problems. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

People wandering around with their noses buried in their phones was an issue, but it still didn’t excuse his jumping down her throat. “I’m uninjured.”

She laughed, her smile going a little less fake around the edges, and he liked that more than he should. She gestured at him. “I would imagine so. Think I’d need a real running start to take you down.”

“Let’s not try it.” Even if she did, she was tiny. She’d probably just hurt herself smashing into his chest.

And fine, the idea of her literally throwing herself at him wasn’t exactly unappealing, but he forced himself to flatten out his expression. Fate still wasn’t getting the jump on him. Not today, and not ever.

He cleared his throat and asked, “Are you, uh… okay? Not just in an impact way. You seem…” Upset? Frustrated?

Exhaling hard, she waved her phone in the air again. “I’m fine. Only, I’m supposed to be meeting someone here, and the store says it’s supposed to be open, but it’s not.”

The pieces suddenly fell into place. “You’re the new girl Granny hired.”

That made their head-on collision all the more ominous. If Granny Smith was behind this…

“Your grandmother?” the girl asked.

“No.” He snorted. “That’s just what everybody calls her. You’ll see when you meet her.”

“Okay… but how did you know—”

“Oh, believe me. Small town. Everybody knows everybody, and everybody knows Granny’s been meaning to bring in somebody to help her run the bookshop. Guess she finally found the right person for the job.”

The girl let out a little huff of laughter, like that was funny or something. “I don’t know about that. The interview process was not exactly rigorous.” Her brows scrunched up. “Or existent.”

“Sounds like Granny for you.” Hunter tilted his head toward the front of the store. “Come on, let’s go investigate.”

“I don’t mean to take up any of your time.” She scurried to keep up with him as he led the way.

“It’s no bother. This is where I was heading anyway. Picking up a book for my father.”

“That’s nice of you.”

Hunter chuckled wryly. “Try telling him that.”

“He doesn’t appreciate you running errands for him?”

“He does, in his own way,” Hunter conceded.

Once upon a time, Charles Hall had been more than appreciative. He’d thanked Hunter’s mom for dinner every night, and he’d cooked on weekends, too. These days, though, he was even grumpier than Hunter was—and more reclusive. Which was why Hunter was here in the first place, when he normally avoided going into town if he could come up with any reason not to.

Suspicion prickled in the back of his mind. His father had asked him to pick up the book, all right, but Granny had been the one hounding him to come get it right when the store opened. And now she wasn’t here? While this new girl was?

Granny had a reputation for meddling, but this was devious, even for her.

Arriving at the front of the store, Hunter double-checked the doors, but the girl hadn’t been lying. The place was definitely locked.

“You tried calling?” he asked, peering through the glass.

“No answer.”

He spun around, but he didn’t realize the girl had been standing so close behind him, and he just about collided with her all over again. There was that same warmth and that rush of her sunshine-and-flowers scent, and he sucked in a breath. He moved before he could think about it, reaching up to grasp her by the arms in a mad attempt to keep himself from actually bowling her over this time.

And that was a mistake. She was wearing a dress with a gray cardigan over it, but even through the wool, she felt warm and soft. A crackle of attraction zipped up his spine.

Jerking back, he let go, stammering out an apology.

“Sorry,” she echoed, but there was a pink cast to her cheeks, like maybe she hadn’t been too mad about them literally bumping into each other yet again, and that was bad. Really bad.

“Uh—” he started.

“Oh, there you are.” A voice came from the sidewalk.

They both jumped apart. He swore under his breath, jerking his gaze up to find Granny Smith herself standing there, watching him make an absolute fool of himself.

Granny was about as old as you’d think she was, considering her nickname, but other than using a cane for balance, she was fit as a fiddle, and sharp as a tack. She had weathered, tawny brown skin, and her salt-and-pepper hair was a mass of tightly coiled curls. Dramatically sweeping a beaded shawl across her shoulders, she stared at him through her big, black statement glasses, a pointed smile turning up the corners of her mouth.

Yeah. He had definitely been set up.

“You’re late,” he grumbled at her.

Granny rolled her eyes. “A Jedi is never late, nor is she early. She arrives precisely when she means to.”

“Wizard,” Hunter corrected, at the same exact time the girl murmured the same. He did a double take, glancing over at her, and their gazes met.

Something funny happened in his midsection, but he ignored it and looked away.

Granny waved a hand dismissively. “Space wizards are still wizards. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

They stepped aside to let Granny through. She pulled an enormous key ring from her big, quilted bag, fit it to the lock, and pushed open the door. Hunter reached forward to hold it for her. He kept holding it for the new girl, drawing his mouth into a flat line as she brushed too close to him on her way in.

“You must be Emma,” Granny said, flicking on the lights.

“Yes.” The girl—Emma—followed Granny through the store, rubbernecking the whole way. “Mrs. Smith—”

“Granny,” Granny corrected her.

“Um.” Emma shot a glance Hunter’s way, and he shrugged. He’d told her.

“And I can see you’ve already met our Hunter,” Granny continued, ignoring her misgivings about the nickname.

Emma looked to him again, her brows raised. “Our Hunter?”

“Small town,” Granny said, as if that explained everything, and basically, it did. Of course, she had to go ahead and keep explaining anyway. She at least had the decency to lower her voice slightly before confiding to Emma, “You see, we all basically adopted him after—”

Hunter cleared his throat pointedly, narrowly restraining himself from actually tackling her to stop her spilling secrets that weren’t hers to tell. “You realize I’m standing right here and I can hear you, right?”

“Well, I should hope so,” Granny said. “Means you don’t need hearing aids. Unlike your father.” She lifted a brow in question. “Any progress with that, by the way?”

“What do you think?” His old man was stubborn as could be, and considering how little he liked socializing, his solution to his hearing starting to go was just turning up the TV volume with his remote. “Speak of the devil, though, he said his book was supposed to be in? And you said I needed to come get it at exactly noon?”

Granny put a hand to her heart. “Hunter Thaddeus Hall, where are your manners? Did you not notice that we have a guest?”

“Oh, I’m hardly a guest,” Emma demurred.

“You’ll be a guest for about ten years.” Hunter sighed. “Then maybe they’ll accept you as one of their own.”

Emma blinked, like the idea of staying here for ten years was not on her agenda, and fine, great, all the more reason not to have anything to do with her.

“Don’t pay attention to him.” Granny shook her head. “You’ll find we’re very welcoming. I’m sure you’ll fit right in and feel completely at home within the month.”

“Okay…” Emma said weakly.

Granny wasn’t having it. “I have a good feeling about you.”

Hunter scowled. Granny and her “good feelings” were legendary around here.

Her lips drew up into that cryptic smile of hers, and her voice went all honey and innocence as she darted a finger between the two of them. “So you two just ran into each other outside, then, did you?”

“Granny…”

Emma laughed, completely unaware of what she was getting them both into. “Collided is more like it.” She gestured out the window, and any hopes Hunter might have had about this not turning into a thing withered and died. “Right on the corner there.”

Granny’s smile widened, and there was a twinkle in her eye behind those enormous glasses as she turned to gaze directly at Hunter. “Is that so? Right at the crossing of Heart and Hope?”

“Seriously, about that book,” Hunter gritted out.

“Oh!” The dots seemed to connect in Emma’s mind, but she still was missing half the picture, and Hunter sure as hell wasn’t going to hand it over to her. “Is that where the town gets its name?”

“There’s more to it than that.” Granny stepped behind the counter and wiggled the mouse for the ancient computer that ran the store’s inventory system. “You should ask Hunter to take you out for a drink tonight, and he can tell you all about it.”

“I’m busy,” Hunter answered reflexively, and then immediately regretted it.

Emma had that look in her eyes again—the same one she’d gotten when he’d automatically growled at her outside about watching where she was going.

And just like she had earlier, she blinked. In an instant, the hurt expression on her face was gone, replaced with that fake smile he was already starting to hate. Not that it was his problem if she was putting on a happy face she didn’t actually feel.

“I’ll probably be pretty busy, too,” she chirped. “Getting settled in and all.”

“Ah, there we have it.” Granny clicked a button on the computer mouse, then turned around and plucked the new Cold War thriller Hunter’s dad had ordered off the pickup shelf. “Your father’s book.”

Finally. Now maybe he could get out of here before shoving his foot any deeper in his mouth. “Thanks.”

Granny passed it over. As soon as the book was in his hands, Granny turned to Emma. Too loudly, she suggested, “Now, how about I show you upstairs, and I can help you unload your car?”

Damn it all.

Granny wasn’t even looking at him, but he knew exactly what she was doing.

“Oh, it’s fine.” Emma shook her head. “I’m sure I can manage on my own.”

“I insist.”

The idea of this tiny woman and this old lady hauling boxes and suitcases up the stairs finally broke Hunter. He set the book back down on the counter. “I can help.”

“Oh, are you sure?” Anyone who didn’t know her might have missed the dry sarcasm in Granny’s voice. “Not too busy?”

Emma glanced at him. “You really don’t have to.”

But yeah. He was pretty sure he did.

So he followed them up the stairs, to a little apartment even he had to begrudgingly admit was cute, furnished in a style he was pretty sure his friend Lucas called “cottagecore” when folks asked about it at the hardware store. Two bedrooms, a living room with good natural light, an eat-in kitchen that actually had enough counter space to be useful. It’d be better with an island, but she could sort that out on her own.

She seemed thrilled, gushing about the light and the counters and the green couch with its mountains of decorative pillows. “You don’t mind if I hang up curtains, do you?” she asked Granny.

“Not at all. Make the place your own. And if you need help, I’m sure there are folks who would be happy to lend a hand.”

Hunter kept his own hands firmly in his pockets, clearing his throat. “You said there was a bunch of stuff to unload?”

“Not that much.” Emma fiddled with her keys.

Maybe Granny realized she was pushing it. She shooed them toward the door. “Go on then. Take the back stairs, and prop the door near the loading dock.” To Emma, she added, “When you’re all settled, you can meet me in the shop and we can talk about the job. No rush, though.”

With that, Granny took her leave, heading down to the bookshop. Considering the store was open and unlocked, that was probably a good call.

“You really don’t have to,” Emma tried again.

“I stayed for the tour, didn’t I?” In case that came out too harsh, again, he forced a smile. It wasn’t as hard to summon as he might have expected.

Hunter had never been up here before, but he knew more or less which side of the building they were on, so he was able to find the back stairs without too much trouble.

Once outside, he scanned the rear lot and the street beyond it. “You have a moving truck, or…?”

She clicked the button on the fob, and a little hatchback parked just down the way lit up. His brows rose. She moved here in that?

“I travel light,” she said by way of explanation. There was a slight edge to her voice, like there was a story there, but he didn’t ask, and she didn’t offer. Instead, she tipped her head back toward the store while leading him over to the car. “So she really makes everybody call her Granny, huh?”

Hunter shrugged. “She’s a character.”

“You can say that again.” She hesitated for a second before commenting, “She cares about you a lot.”

“I don’t know about that.” He popped the back of the car, and while it contained a lot less than a moving van might, just about every inch of the trunk and the back seat was jammed full.

“I do.” She inserted herself beside him and grabbed a suitcase from the pile and yanked. He reached in, shifting some of the stuff stacked next to and on top of it so she could pull the thing free. She exhaled with effort as she set the luggage down on the ground, regarding him as she did so. “And you care a lot about her, too.”

“She’s Granny.” He shrugged. Really, that summed it all up.

Emma hummed in reply but didn’t press the issue any further, thank God.

Together, they got the car unloaded and everything hauled upstairs. She told him he could just leave all the boxes by the door, but what was the point of that? He helped her get stuff to the right room, at least, and he was about to start unpacking, too, when his phone buzzed in his pocket. He got the infernal thing out. It was his dad, asking if they had the book or not.

Hunter rolled his eyes. “Sorry.” He tapped out a terse reply. Yes, it’s in. I’ll bring it around later.

“You probably have to get going,” Emma said. “And I should go check in with Granny.”

Putting his phone away, he met her gaze. Had he overstayed his welcome? “You sure?”

“I’m sure.” And no, that wasn’t irritation behind her too-bright smile. It was nerves—and maybe more than a little exhaustion.

Right. She’d moved here today, and he was getting the impression that she’d taken quite the leap of faith in doing so.

“Okay, well, if there’s anything you need…”

“Thanks.” Her smile softened, and so did something inside him.

Somehow, they’d drifted awfully close again, and while he wanted to be annoyed about it, he was finding it harder and harder to mind.

That said, he was hovering, and she’d made it pretty clear that it was time to go. Which was good. It was like he’d said—he was busy. He had to bring that book to his dad, and he still had to check in at the ranger station before it closed tonight.

He took a step back. “Well then, uh…”

“I’ll see you around?” she asked, and was it just him, or did she sound hopeful?

His throat bobbed, and he coughed into his fist. “Uh, no. Probably not. I don’t really come into town that often.”

“No?” Her expression definitely fell by a fraction.

“Not if I can avoid it,” he said honestly, and he instantly felt like an asshole. “Not that there’s anything wrong with town. Town is great.” What on earth was he babbling about? “I just work up in the park.” He jerked his thumb north, as if that was any explanation.

“The park?”

“Silver Pine Preserve.” He automatically stood up a little straighter, like he was in his uniform, just saying the name.

“So you’re, like, a forest ranger?”

Basically. He gave a double thumbs-up, pitching his voice goofily low. “Only you can prevent forest fires.”

Her mouth curled up into the prettiest smile, and she held her hands up in front of her chest. “Gotcha—no open flames in the woods.”

He dropped the silly stance. “No seriously, though. It’s super dangerous.”

“I know.” Her grin faded. “Well then, if I don’t see you around, I guess… thanks for all the help today.”

“Sure.” Why did he suddenly want to backtrack on the whole not-coming-into-town-that-often thing? It was true. He had his cabin in the woods and his job helping people not die in the woods. He liked the hermit life just fine. Still, he hedged, “Though, who knows. My dad’s gotten really into reading recently. So maybe I’ll be back.”

“Fingers crossed.”

“Yeah.” Okay, now he’d officially, completely overstayed his welcome. “So long.”

So long? Really? Smooth.

He put himself out of his misery by showing himself the door. He was so turned around, he almost forgot to go back downstairs and grab the book he’d come here for in the first place. Wouldn’t that have been something? To tell Emma all that stuff about not being around much, only to end up coming back immediately?

As soon as he approached the counter, Granny held out the book. She smiled at him in that infuriating, endearing, I know something you don’t way of hers, but he ignored it.

She hadn’t been lying about basically adopting him when he’d been a kid, but he was a grown man. He had a job, and a house, and a hard-earned reputation as a recluse. He knew who and what he was.

He didn’t need anybody meddling in his affairs. Not Granny. Not some new girl.

And definitely not fate.
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Chapter Three

GRANNY SMITH WAS RIGHT—after just a few days, Emma was settling in and starting to feel at home. Heart’s Hope Crossing had welcomed her with open arms. Sure, it was different from her life in the city. At night, the streets were quiet, and the sky was a kind of dark she’d almost forgotten could exist. There was one co-op grocery store and one drugstore. She’d set herself to embracing the quiet and the slower pace, and to her own surprise, she’d mostly been enjoying it.

But Hunter had been right about some things, too: As a newcomer, she stuck out like a sore thumb. Everywhere she went, people gave her funny looks or—more often—rushed over to introduce themselves. It was sweet, if maybe a little overwhelming sometimes.

Like right now.

The door to the bookstore swung open, and in wandered half a dozen women of various ages, all laden down with multiple tote bags and bedecked in colorful scarves. They were chatting among themselves, but the instant Emma stepped out from behind the register, they pounced on her like she was a fresh carcass and they were the friendliest, most enthusiastically welcoming pack of hyenas in the universe.

“Oh, you must be the new girl!” The first to greet her was a middle-aged Black woman with a round face and a giant pink-and-purple shawl. She held out her hand. “I’m Toni.”

Emma accepted the handshake automatically. “Emma.”

“Oh, she knows.” A young white woman with red hair rolled her eyes affectionately as she unwound a multicolored scarf from around her neck. She wiggled her fingers in a wave. “I’m Hattie. We’ve seen each other around. I work at the diner down the street.”

Emma thought she looked familiar. “Right.”

“Guys,” a soft voice chided. “Don’t attack her.” The speaker was also a woman in her late twenties—Asian, with straight, dark hair tied back in a twist, and dressed in a soft-looking gray sweater with intricate flowers stitched across the shoulders.

“We’re not attacking, we’re welcoming,” Hattie insisted. “Don’t mind Abby,” Hattie told Emma, “she’s a weirdo who thinks people should be distant and cold.”

“I’m a weirdo who believes in personal space.” Abby smiled at Emma, and Emma found herself smiling right back in gratitude. She appreciated friendliness, but she had to admit that this was a lot.

Fortunately, she had professionalism to fall back on. Addressing the group, she asked, “Can I help you with anything?”

“Oh, we’ll help ourselves,” Toni assured her, leading the way to the café side of the bookshop, where a couple of the others were already pulling together a few tables to make one huge one.

“Um…”

“Crafting group.” Owen—the twenty-year-old community college student who worked in the shop part time—breezed past her, heading for the espresso machine. “They meet here every Saturday.”

“Two p.m. sharp,” Toni agreed. She sat down and pulled a crochet hook, a ball of fuzzy blue yarn, and what appeared to be a king-sized blanket out of her tote bag.

Emma’s brows pulled together. That hadn’t been on the calendar.

Then again, the store hadn’t even had a calendar before she’d shown up. The biggest task of learning the ropes of managing the shop involved figuring out all of Granny’s little undocumented systems. From the inventory to the accounting to the event planning for the shop, everything was ad hoc, and the only one who really knew how any of it worked was Granny herself. Emma didn’t want to step on Granny’s toes, so she was loath to suggest too many big changes, but she couldn’t properly staff the place if she didn’t even know what was happening on which day.

For now, though, it was what it was. Keeping half an eye on the register, she joined Owen in the café. Thankfully, he was an ace barista; Emma herself still didn’t know how to do much besides brew coffee and put muffins on plates. Pumpkin spice lattes—which seemed to be the ladies’ drink of choice—were utterly beyond her.

As she and Owen started taking and filling orders, even more crafters filtered in, each eager to say hello and introduce themselves. Trying to memorize the names of a dozen women—and one tall white man with a dramatic handlebar mustache—was impossible, but she did her best.

The man, Christopher, thanked her as she delivered his oat milk caramel apple iced latte and gluten-free chocolate-dipped biscotti. “So,” he asked, casually knitting without looking at the needles, “do you have any yarn-based hobbies?”

The whole room suddenly went silent as a jumbo table full of fiber artists all leaned toward her with interest.

On the spot, she let out a small, nervous laugh. “Oh, no. I’m just not that creative, I don’t think.”

“Have you ever tried?” Hattie had a gleam in her eye that yet again made Emma feel like a small prey animal—but not in a bad way.

“I haven’t,” Emma allowed. A pang echoed behind her ribs. Brock had always said that that kind of thing was a waste of time.

Toni nodded knowingly. “So you don’t know if it’s for you or not.”

The elderly woman next to her—Betty, maybe?—drew a long piece of thread through a needle. “Gotta try new things. Keeps you young.”

“You’d know,” Christopher gibed her, affection in his voice.

“Damn right,” probably-Betty agreed. Emma glanced at the piece of cloth she was embroidering. The half-finished design read Needlepoint: because stabbing people is wrong.

“You’ve got to shake things up,” Toni advised. “Otherwise, how do you even know who you really are?”

That seemed a little dramatic of a statement, but it hit someplace tender in Emma’s chest.

“She just moved here,” Abby said quietly, glancing up at Emma. “That seems like more than enough shaking things up to me.”

But Hattie wasn’t having it. “Next week, I’m bringing extra yarn and some spare needles.” She stopped Emma before she could protest. “Believe me, I have plenty. You’d be doing me a favor, taking them off my hands.”

“The first one’s free,” Christopher mused.

Toni laughed, completing his sentence. “But the next one’s going to cost you.”

“Why do I feel like I’m being recruited into a cult?”

“Because you are,” Owen whispered, scooting past her to deliver Abby’s mug of tea and Hattie’s whipped-cream-topped iced coffee confection. “Run for your life.”

“It’s not a cult,” Hattie insisted.

“It maybe kind of is.” Abby didn’t seem bothered by the risks, though.

And Emma didn’t exactly know what it was, but the easy rapport of the whole group opened up something inside her. Moving to a new town, sight unseen, had definitely been enough “shaking things up” to last her quite a while, but maybe it was the perfect opportunity to try some new things. And goodness knew she could stand to make some new friends.

“I’ll give it a try,” she allowed.

Hattie threw her hands up in the air in victory. “Yes!”

“No pressure,” Abby assured her. “If you don’t like it, that’s completely fine.”

“Boo.” Hattie grinned at Abby, as if giving each other a hard time like this was a sustaining component of their friendship. “But seriously, though, she’s right. If knitting isn’t for you, there are tons of other things you can try.” She started rattling off fiber crafts on her fingers. “Crochet, cross-stitch, punch needle.” Her eyes lit up. “Ooh, or if you’re really not crafty, there’s a new line dancing class they’re putting on at the community center next week. You should come try it with us!”

Okay, now that was pushing it. “Let’s start with the yarn stuff.”

With impeccable timing, the door to the shop swung open, and instead of more crafters, their mail carrier strode in, two big cardboard boxes balanced precariously in her arms.

“If you’ll excuse me…” Emma took advantage of the opportunity to escape for a minute. Not that she hadn’t been having a good time, but she didn’t need any more suggestions for ways to shake things up in her life right now. Putting a little hustle in her step, she hurried to intercept the packages. “Hey, Carlita.”

“Oh, hi, Emma.” Carlita glanced around. “Where would you like these?”

Emma frowned, glancing at the labels on the boxes. She hadn’t been aware that any deliveries were scheduled for today, but apparently that was yet another thing that hadn’t made it on the calendar. “We usually get the big shipments in on Monday, I thought.”

Granny Smith appeared as if out of nowhere. “The new releases, yes.” She pushed aside the notebook where Emma had been scribbling down her to-do list and tapped the counter in invitation. “These are special-order items.”

“Think mine’s in there?” Carlita asked with interest as she set the boxes down.

Nodding, Granny took a knife to the tape on the top and pried the cardboard open. She fished out a particularly thick paperback and handed it over. “Your faerie smut, my lady.”

“Let me just scan that in,” Emma tried, reaching for the book, but Granny waved her off.

“I’ll take care of it.”

Emma swallowed her annoyance. She’d been here for less than a week. She shouldn’t expect to be running the place yet, but if she was ever going to take over, she and Granny would have to get on the same page about some of the admin procedures. Now wasn’t the time to go getting huffy about it, though, so she smiled and nodded.

“Much obliged.” Carlita took the book, waved at the crafting group, and made her way to the exit.

“Happy reading,” Emma called after her. She turned back to Granny, who was continuing to unpack the new arrivals. She took a deep breath. “I was actually hoping to pick your brain about how we’re handling some of the ordering.”

“I told you, you’re welcome to make whatever changes you like.”

Emma chewed the inside of her lip. It didn’t feel that simple. “Okay, well—

“Oh, here’s that book Charles requested.” Granny plucked a hardcover historical thriller from the pile. “I’ll have to give him a call. He’ll probably have Hunter come pick it up for him again.” Granny raised a brow but didn’t make eye contact.

Emma saw the bait. She even saw the gleaming silver hook sticking right out of it. But she couldn’t resist. “Oh, is that right?”

Any thoughts she’d had about streamlining their ordering and inventory management systems flew out of her head. Hunter had told her that she shouldn’t expect to see him around very often. But that didn’t stop her from seeing him in every tall, broad-shouldered, bearded man she spotted wandering around town. Which, to be fair, weren’t that many, but still.

They’d only spent an hour or so together, but she’d enjoyed his company, and goodness knew he wasn’t hard to look at. Maybe it was just that she’d been with Brock for too long, and she hadn’t taken the opportunity to appreciate any of the other men she’d encountered over the years, but there was something about Hunter.

And Granny knew it.

“Shall I let you know when he thinks he might be stopping by?” Granny asked slyly.

Emma swallowed and turned away in a doomed effort to hide the way her face warmed. “I’m sure anyone can check him out.” The book, that was. Check out the book. Not… other parts of him.

“Mmm-hmm,” Granny agreed. “I’ll put it on the calendar, then. Just in case.”

Really? That was what she was going to use the calendar for?

Mystified as she was by Granny’s priorities, Emma wasn’t going to miss this opportunity to get her on board with a new organization system.

She shot the crafting group a pointed look and untacked said calendar from the wall, waggling it gently in Granny’s direction. She tapped the blank square for today with a pen. “Speaking of which…”
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It happened every time, but somehow, it still caught Hunter by surprise. He passed the big old pine near the Peggy’s Pass trailhead marker, and his phone went nuts.

He wanted to ignore it, but he was a good citizen and checked the notifications to see exactly what he’d missed while he’d been in the park’s dead zone. It was just a couple of goofy text messages from his friend Lucas, one from his dad—who knew to call the station if it was an actual emergency—and a handful of nuisance notifications, so he put the phone away. He shook his head. Too many hikers had their eyes glued to their screens instead of appreciating the scenery, and he refused to become one of them.

Instead, he continued his route, checking trail markers, making note of places on the path that needed maintenance this fall, and generally keeping an eye peeled for anything out of order. It was late in the day, but a trio of middle-aged dads were heading out with giant packs on their shoulders, so he stopped to chat, making note of how many were in their party, just in case the station got a call tomorrow. Bears in these parts were smart, but these folks had the right equipment to keep the big guys out of their food, so they’d probably survive.

He wished them well and checked in with another group just finishing their hike. Random small talk with strangers wasn’t his favorite part of the job, but it kept folks safe and helped the rangers stay on top of any potential problems on the trail, so it was all right. Every now and then he got someone who wanted to talk his ear off, but he could shut that down fairly quickly by bringing up the fact that he was on the clock. Fortunately, most people drawn to the forest were loners like him.

Finishing up his rounds, he made his way back to the station. George, the other full-time ranger on staff, was just clocking out. The man was seventy if he was a day, with pale skin and weather spots, but he was a mountain goat who could scale a cliff faster than most folks could climb a flight of stairs.

“All good?” George asked.

New saplings were healthy, trails were clear, maps were stocked, no one was dead. But that was more detail than George was asking for. “All good.”

George nodded and took his leave, and Hunter headed inside.

Alix Larssen, their summer intern from the previous year who’d never gotten around to leaving, looked up. She was white, with blond hair that she kept buzzed on the sides and longer on top, and despite being a senior in high school, she was almost as cranky as George, which he had to admit he kind of loved about her.

“Hey, boss,” she called before dropping her gaze back to the screen of the clunky old desktop PC that passed for technology here at the ranger station.

“Quit calling me that.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

He rolled his eyes, took off his hat, and hung it on the peg by the door. Raking a hand through his hair, he asked, “Anything eventful happen when I was out?”

“Would have radioed you if it had.”

Apparently, she was fixed on being even more cranky than George today. Fine, that was her business.

He gestured at the monitor she was staring at. “How’re the numbers looking?”

She tilted her hand back and forth in the air. “So-so.”

One of the jobs she’d taken on was keeping track of their visitor count, which had been trending down for the past few years. There were murmurs about the state cutting back on funding for park maintenance and staff if that didn’t turn around. He wasn’t concerned yet, but it was something they were keeping an eye on.

Putting it out of his mind for now, he settled in behind his desk to take care of some of his own admin. Before he could really get started, though, his phone buzzed. And then it buzzed again. With a sigh, he dragged the thing out of his pocket and tapped on the notifications. He raised his brow at the three—three!—messages from his dad. There was the one that had come in earlier, plus two more he must have sent just now. Part of him wanted to get worked up about it, but surprise surprise, they were just the usual, typo-riddled, all-caps nonsense.

Dad: NEW BOK IN PLS GET

Dad: LAST MESS RECVD?

Dad: R U DED?

That last one actually got a chuckle out of him. He scrubbed a hand down his face and typed back.

Sorry, was out of reception zone.

Like he was literally every day for hours at a time.

Then he focused back on the original point of the message, which was that his father wanted him to go into town and get whatever new spy thriller he’d ordered from the Cozy Nook Bookshop, and…

Normally, he’d be annoyed about that. He’d do it, of course. His dad hated going into town, and Hunter only mildly disliked it. But the first thing that came to his mind was the chance to talk to Emma again. How was she doing? Settling in okay? Had Granny driven her up a wall yet? Did she still need help hanging curtains, or whatever it was she wanted to do to fancy up the apartment over the shop?

If she did, the better part of a week had already passed. She’d probably found someone else to lend her a hand, and that did not make a hot little ball of jealousy form at the base of his throat. He had absolutely nothing to be jealous about. She was a random person he’d met on a random street corner for ten random minutes in an otherwise unremarkable day. End of story.

Still, he checked the time. He had another hour left of his shift, and the bookshop would be closing soon. He wouldn’t make it there tonight.

I can pick it up tomorrow, he volunteered.

While he waited for his old man to respond, he tapped on the messages Lucas had sent him, which included a goofy meme about novice DIYers setting their houses on fire and a gif of a guy banging his head against a wall, so apparently his day at the local hardware store downtown was going well. He fired off a gif of Ron Swanson chuckling, then went through and deleted half a dozen odd spam messages that were cluttering up the rest of his inbox.

His phone buzzed in his hand.

Dad: SRSLY

He definitely wasn’t getting pissy when he replied, You’re welcome to go pick it up yourself if you need it today.

“You old coot,” he muttered under his breath before tossing the phone on his desk, where it landed safely on a pile of leaflets about the new bug that was threatening to destroy half the trees in Vermont this year.

“Everything okay?” Alix asked.

“Yeah.” Hunter shook his head in a mix of affection and irritation. “Just my old man being a pain in my ass.”

Alix snickered, but there was something bitter to it.

Hunter debated with himself for a second before biting. “Relatable?”

“You have no idea.”

“Care to enlighten me?”

“No.”

Okay, then. They’d played this game before, so he kept his mouth shut and counted to ten.

Right on cue, Alix threw her hands up in the air. “My mom won’t stop badgering me with all this college application BS. Like, she refuses to get it through her head that I don’t want to go. What am I going to do with a college degree?”

Oh boy, this was a minefield. “Whatever you want, I suppose.”

“What I want is to get my GED and come on full time here and move out of her house, but I’m being reasonable and finishing high school, even though it’s torture.”

Melodramatic, much? “Very reasonable.”

“I know, right?”

He should probably stay out of this, but he was basically legally required to put in a good word for staying in school. “You realize it’s not all or nothing, right? I went to college, had fun, then came back home with a lot of good stories to tell and a way higher base salary. It’s not a bad thing to keep your options open, y’know?”

But she wasn’t having any of it. “Nope. I’m suffering through high school, and then I’m done. There’s no reason to waste my time or money on stupid applications for places I’m never going to go.” She blew out a righteous breath. “It’s time for her to recognize that it’s my life, and she needs to get off my back.”

A little pang fired off in his chest, but he squashed it down. “Your mom’s probably just trying to help.”

“Well, she’s not. Ever since Dad skipped town she’s been unbearable.”

“It’s not easy for a single parent with a—ahem—spirited teenage daughter.” God knew Hunter’s sister, Kyra, had given his dad enough gray hairs, back when she was in high school.

“Don’t you go taking her side.”

“I’m not, I’m not.” He held up his hands. “I’m sure if you explain your point of view, she’ll eventually come around.”

“From your lips…” She gestured at the ceiling, leaving the to God’s ears part unspoken. With that, she returned her attention to the computer screen in front of her, effectively signaling that the conversation was over.

He frowned, torn about whether to press further or just let her stew, but fortunately, he was saved from having to decide when his phone buzzed and his dad’s response flashed on the screen.

Dad: FINE

A flash of panic lit up his nerves. Crap, was his dad actually taking him up on his challenge to go get the book himself? If he did, Hunter wouldn’t have any reason to go to the bookstore. Unless, heaven forbid, he just went there on his own. To… shop for books?

Granny would never let him live it down. It wasn’t that he wasn’t a reader; he just wasn’t a shopper. She’d see right through him, and she’d start poking at him about how his fateful meeting with Emma at the Crossing had set him on his path to wedded bliss. Which was ridiculous. Everyone knew he wasn’t the marrying type.

He just… wanted to say hi. No need to read more into it than that.

His phone buzzed again.

Dad: C U TMORROW

Oh, thank God. He’d known his dad wasn’t going to trek all the way into town just to get a book twelve hours earlier. Stroking his beard, he gave his dad’s response a quick thumbs-up before blanking the screen again.

He had a perfect excuse to drop by the store now. And if he found himself actually looking forward to having to go into town?

Well, that was something he didn’t have to read too much into, either.
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Chapter Four

“THIS CAN’T BE RIGHT.” Emma squinted at the round of stitches she’d just attempted to knit. It was, to put it kindly, an absolute disaster.

“Let me see.” Hattie grabbed the needles out of her hands and inspected the tangled mess of yarn falling off them with a critical eye. “Wow.”

“Thanks,” Emma muttered, reaching to take them back. There had to be a way to undo whatever she’d done.

But Hattie didn’t yield. “Actually, some of this is fine.” She pointed to a handful of stitches that didn’t look too messed up. “Over here, you started going in through the back loop, maybe? And your tension got a little wonky, and I think you managed to grab the wrong end of the cast-on here for a bit?”

“Everybody makes mistakes when they’re starting out.” Abby shot her a soft smile. “Trust me.”

Hard to imagine, considering the beautifully intricate design that seemed to be magically appearing from her needles.

“Let me get you back to where things started to go off the rails.” Hattie started ripping back the yarn, and Emma swallowed the sting of disappointment.

If only she’d had time to watch a couple of online tutorials, or maybe skim through one of those books for absolute beginners. But it was just yesterday that she’d expressed being open to trying to learn, and lo and behold, Hattie and Abby had shown up today, extra yarn and needles at the ready. She’d tried to beg off, saying she had to work, but Granny had dismissed her concerns. It wasn’t too busy in the store; there wasn’t any reason she couldn’t spend some time with customers in the café.

And she really did appreciate Hattie and Abby and their efforts. She’d missed hanging out with friends. She might not have had much of a social life back in New York, outside of Brock’s friends, but she and Ji-An used to make a point of hitting a new eatery or a new exhibit at one of the museums together at least once a month. Learning to knit was a far cry from checking out the latest traveling Degas collection, but it was still fun.

Too bad it was also quite so humbling.

“You really don’t have to,” she protested as Hattie showed her how to hold the yarn again and demonstrated how to complete a few more basic stitches. “I’ve already wasted enough of your time—”

Hattie shook her head. “It’s never a waste to indoctrinate new people into the cult.”

“Are we really going with the ‘cult’ language?” Abby twisted her mouth into a frown while still effortlessly moving her needles.

Hattie made a dismissive sound with her tongue and held the yarn out to Emma.

“Well, what do we have here?”

Emma looked to find an older white gentleman dressed in a button-down shirt and a knit vest approaching them. Instantly, Hattie sat up straighter, her mouth snapping into a smile but her eyes going guarded.

The man raised his brows at Hattie and Abby, one corner of his mouth quirking upward. “Impromptu crafting time? At a bookstore? Clearly the town rebels are up to their usual antics.” Then he fixed his gaze on Emma. “And how is our newest resident doing?”

Right, Emma suddenly remembered. This was Mayor Thompson. He’d come by to introduce himself the other day, but she’d met so many people since arriving here earlier in the week that she’d lost track.

“Doing great,” she assured him, instinctively sitting up straighter, too.

“Hope you’re not falling in with the wrong crowd here.” He casually patted Hattie’s shoulder, which made Emma’s brows dart upward.

But she just brushed him off, rolling her eyes. “We’re being a good influence, Dad.”

Dad? Huh. There was a bit of a family resemblance, but she would have expected a warmer greeting between father and daughter. Who was she to judge, though?

Mayor Thompson’s hum made it sound like he wasn’t so sure about his daughter being that good an influence, but he dropped the subject. Returning his attention to Emma, he asked, “And you’re settling in all right? Granny’s not making life too difficult for you?”

Emma set the newly repaired bit of knitting down, utterly hopeless at being able to concentrate on both conversing and crafting at the same time. “Settling in just fine, and no—quite the opposite. Granny’s been great.”

Sure, the older woman was occasionally cryptic, and she was still giving Emma mixed messages about her hopes to modernize the store. But she’d been incredibly warm and welcoming, always offering advice and suggestions, and giving Emma plenty of time to get her bearings in her new home.

“Well, give it time,” Mayor Thompson mused, with that same mixture of fondness and resignation that so many people seemed to have toward the store’s matriarch. “And the town as a whole? You’re liking it so far?” There was something surprisingly sensitive in the way he phrased it. His love of this town shone in the hopefulness in his expression.

“So far, so good.”

“I know it must seem slow and boring to a city girl,” he went on.

She laughed before she could stop herself. Which was weird. “Sorry—just, I don’t know that I’d call myself a ‘city girl.’” She shrugged, glancing between the mayor and her two new friends, who were looking at her with interest, even as their needles kept clicking away. “I mean, I lived in the city for a while there, but I didn’t exactly choose it. It just sort of… happened.”

A lot of things had “just sort of happened” when she’d been with Brock. And she hadn’t exactly bucked that trend, even after her former fiancé had exited stage left.

“To be fair,” she continued, chuckling lightly, “that’s kind of how I ended up here, too. Granny’s help wanted ad crossed my path at just the right time, and voilà. It was like fate, or something.”

Hattie’s eyes widened, and she and Abby shared a weird glance. Mayor Thompson held back a smile, and Emma suddenly felt like she was missing out on some inside joke.

“What?” she asked.

“Oh, nothing.” Mayor Thompson waved off her question. “Fate just has a funny way of putting her thumb on the scale around Heart’s Hope Crossing.”

At that exact moment, the bells over the front door chimed, and in walked six-foot-something of handsome, bearded forest ranger.

Emma’s stomach fluttered, which was ridiculous. But there was something about the way the midday, early autumn sun caught on Hunter’s dark hair that gave him a golden glow. Before she could stop herself, she pushed her chair back, making a horrible screeching noise against the tile floor of the café.

At the sound, Hunter swung around, and their gazes met across the length of the shop. His eyes lit up, and his mustache twitched with the force of his smile. She grinned in return, irrationally happy that he was as happy to see her as she was to see him.

“Oh, there you are, Hunter!” Granny’s voice broke the haze, and just like that, the moment shattered. “Picking up for your father, I presume?”

Hunter looked away, and the fluttering butterflies in Emma’s chest got flattened against the inside of her ribs. True to her word, Granny had put Hunter’s plan to come grab his dad’s latest order for him on the calendar, but Emma had gotten distracted by Hattie and Abby showing up.

“I can get it for him,” Emma protested, rising to her feet. “Sorry—work,” she explained to Hattie and Abby.

Abby grinned slyly. “Wouldn’t want to keep you from it.”

“Definitely.” Hattie made a shooing motion toward the front counter—and toward Hunter. “We’ll still be here when you get back.”

Heat rose on Emma’s cheeks, but it would be even weirder if she didn’t go help out at the register now. More than one person had warned her that this was a small town and folks liked to gossip, but the personal interest that people seemed to be taking in her spending three seconds with a guy she barely knew still boggled her. First Granny the other day, and now these two.

Refusing to be self-conscious about helping a customer, she crossed the store. Granny was conspicuously searching on the wrong shelf for Mr. Hall’s order.

“Here we go.” Emma plucked the book from behind the register and held it up. “This the one you’re looking for?”

“That’s it,” Hunter agreed.

“Well, since you’ve got this under control…” Granny wandered to the other end of the counter and picked up a copy of the new fantasy novel that all the teenagers were apparently obsessed with at the moment. It gave the illusion of personal space while ensuring she could definitely eavesdrop as much as she pleased.

Hunter chuckled beneath his breath, shaking his head at the old woman, and Emma let out a soft laugh of her own.

Setting Mr. Hall’s book down on the counter, she checked the ordering system. “Looks like your father gave you the honor of paying?”

Hunter grumbled but reached for his wallet. She told him his total, and he fished out a few crisp bills and handed them over. As she finished ringing him up, he leaned his hip against the counter, his hands in his pockets in a way that looked casual but really wasn’t.

“So,” he started. “How’ve you been?”

“Good, for the most part. Busy. Settling in, getting the apartment set up. Learning the ropes here.” She gestured around the store and then out the window. “And there’s just so much going on.”

“Oh?” His eyebrows rose. “In our little town?”

The mayor had made a similar comment not five minutes earlier. “It’s not that sleepy of a place. Honestly, I think I’ve had more opportunities to get out and do things here than I ever had in the city.”

Sure, there was always stuff going on back in New York, but everything was so anonymous. Her borderline-agoraphobic fiancé mostly liked to stick to their usual haunts, and she was honestly a bit of a bookworm homebody. Other than her monthly friend dates with Ji-An, she’d mostly tuned out the overwhelming wealth of options.

Meanwhile, Heart’s Hope Crossing might have only a handful of things going on, but she’d received personal invitations to all of them.

“Is that so?” Hunter asked with interest.

“I mean, there’s the crafting club.” She tipped her head toward the café, where Abby and Hattie weren’t even pretending not to be watching her and Hunter, even as they continued making small talk with Mayor Thompson. “They tried to talk me into a line dancing class.”

Hunter’s mouth pulled to the side in mock horror. “Yikes.”

Emma started listing off other events that had been floated her way. “Apparently there are also cooking classes at the diner, plant-and-sip nights at the houseplant store, cheese tastings, Tupperware parties, a disc golf league, a golf golf league, pickleball. It’s endless.”

“I had no idea.”

“That’s because you’re a hermit,” Granny interjected.

“Thanks for that,” Hunter muttered. He stood up straighter. “Well, seems like your calendar is packed, then.”

He snagged the book off the counter, and she automatically handed him his change and his receipt. But it was only as he took a step backward that it occurred to her—wait, had she just shut him down?

She’d been partnered up for pretty much her entire adult life. She had no idea how getting to know someone new even worked.

“I mean, I have free time,” she babbled. “Plenty of it. Loads.” What was she saying? “You know. If you have any suggestions?”

That was a decent opening, right? She didn’t dare look in the direction of Granny or her new friends over in the café for fear of their reactions. They must think she was a bumbling fool.

“Like I said. I don’t get out much.”

“Looking for ideas of things to do?” And there was Mayor Thompson again, randomly inserting himself into a conversation. She was starting to get the impression that might just be a thing he did.

“Hunter and Emma were discussing possible activities. They really hit it off when they met outside the shop the other day,” Granny intoned meaningfully.

Hunter pinched the bridge of his nose and muttered something under his breath.

But Mayor Thompson’s eyes lit up. “Right outside, you say? On the corner, even?”

“Yep.” Emma darted her gaze from Mayor Thompson to Granny to Hunter and back. Hunter wasn’t quite meeting her eyes.

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Mayor Thompson said, rubbing his hands together. Was Emma missing something here? “What sort of thing were you two looking to do together, then?”

“Maybe something outdoorsy,” Granny encouraged before burying her nose in her book again as if she still wasn’t paying them any attention at all.

Mayor Thompson tilted his head to the side. “Oh, you’re an outdoorsy type. Not a city girl at all, then.”

“I mean…” She liked getting outside, but in all those years that Brock resisted touching grass, it wasn’t as if she’d pushed very hard for the chance to do so herself.

Mayor Thompson talked right over her, though. “No better view in the whole Northeast than the one from the top of Mount Darcy—isn’t that right, Hunter?”

As if he hadn’t been expecting to be put on the spot, Hunter cleared his throat. “It’s nice. Lots of good fall foliage coming into season soon, too.”

“You both sound like tourist brochures,” Granny chided, giving up any pretense at not being involved.

“Well, how could we not, living in a beautiful bit of country like this?” the mayor asked. “And it’s literally my job—and Hunter’s, too. Aren’t you rangers always trying to get more young people off their phones and out on the trails? And with the state funding situation, you could certainly use some new visitors.”

“That’s true,” he allowed. To Emma, he asked, “Are you much of a hiker? There are a couple of good trails up to the peak that are beginner-friendly, but some of them get pretty intense.”

Emma chewed the inside of her lip. She was fairly fit, but she wouldn’t call herself an experienced hiker. “Beginner-friendly sounds good.”

Granny let out a sound of exasperation. “You should take her up.” When Hunter shot her a glare, she backtracked. “As part of your duties, of course. Educating the public, and all.”

“That’s not exactly how it works,” Hunter grumbled.

“It’s fine.” Discomfort tightened Emma’s chest, and she darted a warning glance in Granny’s direction as well. Why was she pushing this so hard? If Hunter wanted to take her on a hike, then great, that sounded fun, and if he didn’t, then that was okay, too.

And yes, maybe she was a little disappointed that he wasn’t exactly jumping at the opportunity, but it was like she’d thought to herself earlier: They barely knew each other. It was no big deal.

“But…” Hunter scrubbed a hand through his thick hair. He quirked up one brow and let his gaze fall on hers. “I do have to go up and check on some of the new boardwalks those Eagle Scouts installed this summer. If you wanted to come with me, I don’t think there’d be any harm in that.”

Warmth flickered behind her ribs, but she teased, “Well, only if it wouldn’t cause any harm…”

He smiled, and it made her a little weak in the knees. “Are you off any days this week?”

She consulted the mental calendar in her brain. “Wednesday and Thursday, I think?”

“If the weather’s good either of those days, we could go then?”

“Get her number,” Granny hissed.

He heaved out a rough breath before refocusing on Emma. “She’s not wrong. If you don’t mind?”

He passed over his phone, and she typed in her number. As soon as she returned it, he sent a text, so she had his, too, and that sure seemed like progress.

“Fingers crossed for sunny skies,” she said, literally crossing her fingers, because she was an absolute dork.

But the weather didn’t matter. Her outlook hadn’t looked this sunny in weeks.
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Chapter Five

WEDNESDAY MORNING, EMMA STOOD in front of the antique mirror in the corner of her room. There was no getting around it—looking cute in hiking clothes was impossible.

Rolling her eyes at herself, she turned away. She might not feel her best in a book-themed graphic tee, a flannel shirt, and straight-leg jeans, but she’d feel even worse trying to climb a mountain in a dress and heels. At least this way, she was comfortable.

She swept her hair into a braid, swiped on some SPF and tinted lip balm, shoved her feet into the most practical pair of sneakers she owned, and was off.

The way up to Silver Pine Preserve was all back roads. They took her out of town before winding up into the mountains, over a few creeks and through increasingly dense trees that felt like walls to either side of her—but in a comforting way, somehow. She exhaled deeply, her shoulders dropping and her spine relaxing.

They couldn’t have asked for a nicer day for their excursion. Up above, the sky was a brilliant blue with wispy clouds, the sun bright and warm without being overly so. All of that had to be a good sign.

She pulled into the preserve and followed the arrows to the welcome center. It didn’t seem too busy, which made sense for a random day in the middle of the week. She parked and got out, glad to have remembered her flannel shirt. As warm as the sun was, the air up here was crisp.

She found Hunter standing right outside the station, talking to a couple of women in fleece vests, equipped with hiking poles and canteens. He pointed toward the tree line, and she definitely didn’t drool a little at the way his biceps flexed. She’d half expected him to be stuffed into a classic park ranger outfit, but he was dressed more casually in a dark green long-sleeve tee with the logo for the preserve printed across the front, tan cargo pants that looked like they’d seen their fair share of adventures, and sturdy boots. He hadn’t noticed her yet, so she let her gaze linger a bit. The pants weren’t fitted or anything, but they molded to his backside in a way that did nothing for her sudden saliva problem.

Had he been this attractive the last couple of times she’d seen him?

Yes. Definitely. But she hadn’t had a chance to really take it in. Now she was going to be wandering in the woods with him all day?

Keep it together.

As the hikers thanked him and headed off in the direction he’d been pointing, she forced herself to pick her jaw up off the ground and put a nice, normal, friendly smile on her face instead.

“Hey there,” she called as she approached.

He turned, his gaze landing on hers, and the edges of his mouth turned up, his hazel eyes sparkling in the sun. “Hey—you made it.”

Was she late? No, she was basically right on time. “I did,” she agreed.

“I’m glad.” There was just a hint of roughness to his voice that did exciting things to her insides. “Hold on one sec.”

He made a motion for her to stay put, and he darted inside for a moment. He came back with a pack that he slung over his broad shoulders. “You’ve got everything you need?”

“Think so.” As she regarded his big bag, she second-guessed herself, though. He’d told her to bring water and snacks, but were a twenty-four-ounce bottle and some blueberries and granola bars enough? “How long of a trek were we planning?”

“Beginner-friendly,” he promised, suspiciously vague. “Anyway, I’ve got extras of everything, plus emergency supplies.”

That was thoughtful of him. Then again, it was literally his job.

A teenage girl with super short blond hair popped her head out of the ranger station. She glanced around before spotting Emma. The girl frowned. “You’re wearing those shoes?”

Yikes. Emma glanced at Hunter. “Is there something wrong with my shoes?”

He hesitated for a second before shaking his head. “They’ll be fine.” He shot a warning glance back at the girl. “Don’t you have work to be doing?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” The girl rolled her eyes before turning back inside. Over her shoulder, she called, “Have fun, boss.”

“Don’t mind her.” Hunter tipped his head in the opposite direction from the way he’d sent the other hikers. “Alix’s heart is in the right place, but half the time, her head is in the wrong one.”

“And where is her head at today?”

“Mostly giving me a hard time about taking a civilian on an inspection run.”

“Oh.” She paused, flicking a hand toward the parking lot. “If this isn’t okay—I don’t want you breaking any rules or getting in trouble or anything.”

“It’s a gray area. But it’s not a tough trail, I’m not anticipating any hazards, and you’re fully capable of completing the route unassisted—right?”

“I think so.”

“Then it’s fine.” He waved a hand. “If it makes you feel better, I’m heading off to inspect the boardwalks, and you happen to be going on a hike on the same trail.”

She started moving again. “Am I allowed to talk to you while I do?”

“No law against it. Though I do have to warn you, I’m not much of a conversationalist.”

Emma didn’t know about that. They’d shared a pretty easy rapport so far. Or at least she thought they had. “If I get too chatty, I won’t be offended if you let me know you need some space.”

He muttered something under his breath. Louder, he said, “Duly noted.”

The way he smiled at her set off those flutters again. Like maybe he liked her company so far, too.

She glanced downward as the gravel of the parking lot transitioned to a wood-chip-strewn path. “Seriously, though, are my shoes okay?”

“For what we’re doing today? Absolutely. But if you get into this kind of thing, something waterproof with ankle support wouldn’t be a terrible idea.”

Okay, yeah, that made sense. “Not a lot of call for hiking boots in Manhattan.”

“Well, you’re a long way from the city now.”

And didn’t she know it. For a second, she couldn’t help comparing her life now to her life a couple of months ago. She’d traded a third-floor walk-up for a second-story one, and noisy human neighbors for frogs and owls. Instead of talking to booksellers, she was one. And instead of sitting on the couch, trying to read while her manscaped fiancé watched sports, she was spending her day off in the woods with a bearded man who wore scuffed-up hiking boots.

Even her life before New York hadn’t entirely prepared her for this. She’d enjoyed being outside, but she’d lived in manicured suburbia, with busy parents and a grandmother with a disability; her handful of nerdy high school friends had mostly hung out at the library or the mall.

Things had changed. But maybe not entirely for the worse.

At the tree line, there was a welcome sign with a little green roof over it and a giant map. Hunter pointed out their route. “Plan is to take the yellow trail past the creek, then head up the west side of Mount Darcy. Nice and gentle, lots of switchbacks. Blue trail back down is a little steeper, but nothing too difficult. Should be a couple of hours if we keep a decent pace. Maybe more. Sound okay?”

Sounded intimidating as hell, honestly, but sure. She wasn’t backing out now. “Lead the way.”

“One last thing.” He pulled a pen out of his pocket and handed it to her, stepping aside so she could access the logbook. “Always sign in and out—got it?”

There was an unexpected sternness to his voice. She accepted the pen and filled out the next free line in the book. Name, phone number, date, time. She glanced up at him as she passed back the pen. “You have a lot of search-and-rescue missions up here?”

“Not many, fortunately, but when we do, it’s good to have as much information as possible.”

She hugged herself, just imagining getting lost out in the woods and having to hole up and wait for help. The worst-case scenario only got more nightmarish as she scanned the warnings posted next to the map. Beware of ticks, don’t approach the deer, don’t feed the bears.

Her breath hitched. “Are there really bears out here?”

“Sure are. But I wouldn’t worry about them too much, unless you’re camping with a sack of venison under your pillow.”

“Ha ha.” He wasn’t laughing, though, and her trepidation grew. She was only half joking when she asked, “You’re sure this is safe?”

Finally, his expression softened. “Thousands of people hike this trail every year. No fatalities so far.”

“‘So far’?”

“It’ll be fine.” Then he held out his hand. “Trust me?”

She drew in a breath, hesitating for some reason. She joked, “Isn’t that what the charismatic stranger says right before he lures his victim out into the woods to murder them?”

“I wouldn’t know. But considering I’m not charismatic and we’re not really strangers anymore, I don’t think it’s relevant.” There was a warmth to his self-effacement that made her smile, and she really liked the fact that he didn’t consider her a stranger anymore.

She refused to be distracted, though. “That wasn’t exactly a promise not to murder me in the woods.”

“I wouldn’t have had you sign the logbook if I was planning on it.” He smirked, his eyes twinkling in a way that was entirely too appealing. “Believe me—you go missing now, and it’s a logistical nightmare. The paperwork alone…”

She laughed despite the bleak topic. At long last, she placed her hand in his. The warmth of his broad, rough palm seeped into her, sending little tingles racing all the way up her spine. He closed his fingers around hers for a brief second, and their gazes met. Time seemed to stop.

And then in the next instant, he was pulling away. Clearing his throat, he brushed his hand on his pants before setting off. “Better get started, then.”

Right. She fell into step beside him, following the trail as it led off into the woods. For a few moments, they walked in silence, and she chewed the inside of her lip. She definitely hadn’t been the only one to feel that frisson of warmth a couple of seconds ago. The tight set to his jaw implied that he had absolutely no intention of acknowledging it, though.

Which was fine. What had she been expecting? For one little handshake to lead to a passionate make-out session two feet off the trail at his place of employment?

Did she even want that? She’d been single for a handful of weeks, after years of being in a serious relationship. She wasn’t going to go acting like a teenage girl with a crush after barely touching a guy’s hand.

More than ready to cut the tension, she glanced around at their surroundings. “It’s really beautiful out here.”

“I like it.” Chuckling, he shook his head. “Not sure it lives up to Mayor Thompson’s sales pitch, but we do our best.”

She seized on the change in subject. “What was up with that anyway? Him and Granny, both. They were acting so weird the other day.” She was coming to realize that Granny had her quirks, but it hadn’t just been her. Frowning, she bit her lip. “The girls from the crafting group, too, now that I think about it.”

After the anonymity of New York, it was sort of nice to have people take an interest in her, and she appreciated their efforts, in that it had led to her being out on a quasi-date with a very attractive man today. But it was still weird.

“What can I say?” Hunter scratched his beard, and his tone was off somehow. “Small towns get really invested when new people float through.”

“I can’t be the only new person the place has ever seen.”

“Of course not. We have tourists who visit. Fishers, hikers. Folks who just want to see the pretty leaves.” His mouth pulled down on one side. “Though not as many fishers and hikers as there used to be, unfortunately.”

When he trailed off, she gently nudged him. “But actual newcomers? People who are here for more than just the weekend?”

“We have some of those, too. Usually people looking for a slower pace. Not everyone ends up caring all that much for it, but some stick around.” He shrugged. “Maybe Granny and the mayor and the knitting girls are all hoping you’ll be one of the ones who stick.”

“That still doesn’t explain why they were being so weird about us.” This had been bothering her earlier, and Hunter’s deflections were only making her more curious. She didn’t want to make it sound like she wasn’t happy to be here with him, but it was strange. “Like, repeating that part about us meeting outside the bookshop?”

“Oh, right. That.” He kicked a stray branch off the path, not quite meeting her gaze, and—was that a bit of redness coloring his cheeks? “It’s nothing, really. Just.”

Was he flustered? That was… adorable. “Just what?”

“Just.” He exhaled a huff of breath before scrubbing a hand down his face. As if the words were being dragged out of him by force, he admitted, “It’s possible you may have accidentally stumbled into this goofy superstition thing.”

“Oh?”

“You haven’t heard it yet?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Yeah, it’s all BS, of course, but uh.” He glanced away and tugged at the straps on his pack. “The old-timers like to say this thing.” He couldn’t be downplaying this more if he tried, which really got her attention. “‘When two strangers meet at Heart’s Hope Crossing, they’re destined to help each other find their heart’s secret hope.’”

She couldn’t help it—she laughed out loud. “Seriously? Any two strangers meet in the entire town and, what? Boom? They’re fated to be together?”

That would explain at least a little of the weirdness. Hunter had been the first person she’d met in town, so folks wanted them to get together. Silly, but not the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard.

“Uh…”

Okay, now this big, gruff man was definitely blushing.

“What,” she teased. “Tell me.”

“It’s not just Heart’s Hope Crossing the town. It’s the actual Crossing.” He gestured with his hands, holding them up and making an X with them. “Heart Street and Hope Road.”

Her eyebrows just about hit her hairline. “You mean right in front of the Cozy Nook Bookshop? But that’s where—”

She stopped in her tracks.

Oh.

Oh.

“So when I crashed into you, that first morning?”

“Your fate was sealed.” He phrased it like a joke, but there wasn’t any humor in his eyes.

Ouch. Okay, so he wasn’t amused about the whole “destined to help each other find their heart’s secret hope” idea. She didn’t want to take that as a personal rejection, but honestly, it was a little bit hard not to.

As she slowly started walking again, she replayed their handful of interactions in her mind. From the very beginning, he’d been grouchy and standoffish, and he’d been extra grumpy at Granny, who had clearly recognized their supposed destiny from the first moment. Did he resent the entire concept of fate having thrown them together? Or was he disappointed that fate had thrown him together with her, specifically?

“Well, I’m sorry your fate got all caught up in mine.”

“Don’t be.” He waved her off. “Like I said, most of the superstitious nonsense people believe in this town is just that—nonsense. They also build literal cat hotels to house all the black cats in town for Harvest Fest just so none of them can cross in front of anybody and bring them bad luck.”

That got a laugh out of her. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. It’s absurd. I’m not building a hotel for a cat, and I’m not letting people try to set us up together just because we both happened to be on the same street corner at the same time.”

And there was that little stab of rejection again.

“Sorry,” she said, instinctively pitching her voice higher. It wouldn’t help to let any of her dreary thoughts seep into the conversation. “If you didn’t want to do this—”

He rolled his eyes. “Believe me, if I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be. I’m not your soulmate, but I’m not against showing you around the park.” One corner of his mouth curled up, teasing. “Like the mayor said, it’s literally my job.”

That only made her feel worse. “Granny kind of bullied you into it.”

“Granny tries to bully people into all kinds of things all the time. You get used to it.”

“I’ll have to take your word on that.”

As they’d been talking, she’d put as much space between them as she could, but the path through the trees wasn’t that wide. And it didn’t matter anyway, because he closed the distance, nudging his elbow against her arm. Even through her shirt, the heat of him seared into her.

“It is not a hardship to be out here with you,” he promised. “No matter whose idea it was.”

The low rumble of his voice close to her ear sent waves of sparks shivering down her spine. She was getting some seriously mixed signals here. In one breath, he was firmly telling her that they weren’t soulmates—which, okay, fine, soulmates was an awfully strong term. But in the next he was actively flirting with her?

“I’ll have to take your word on that, too,” she managed. “I appreciate you letting me tag along.”

Smiling, he edged back toward the other side of the trail again.

They walked in not-quite-awkward silence for a few minutes. The local legend about the Crossing answered some of her questions about people’s excessive interest in her spending time with Hunter, but it mostly just filled her brain with even more questions.

“So, obviously, the story about meeting at the Crossing doesn’t make any sense, but where does it even come from?”

Hunter muttered something that sounded like “The bowels of hell” under his breath, but then he cleared his throat and shrugged. “You know how these things go. The official story is something about the founder of the town running into a lonely spinster, out gathering berries, and they fell madly in love.”

“That’s kind of sweet, actually.”

“And everybody treats it like a soulmate myth, but the phrasing is vague on purpose. You happen to be straight and you meet a random stranger who happens to be another guy, it doesn’t say anything about your orientation.”

“Got it. So then, what? You’re just going to be best dudebros?”

“Maybe—or maybe you’ll figure out some other way to help each other ‘find your heart’s most secret hope.’ I don’t know. Maybe you set the other guy up with his future wife, or help him figure out his golf swing.”

“A better golf swing does not sound like something destiny would take an interest in.”

“Destiny is weird.” He put his hands in his pockets, his shoulders hunching slightly. “Like, maybe you’ll end up loving hiking, and someday, everybody will look at us crashing into each other at the Crossing, and say, see? I helped you find your heart’s most secret hope to become some sort of, I don’t know, outdoor enthusiast.”

She swallowed, her throat grating. Yet again, he was making it very clear that they weren’t meant to be together, except maybe as people who shared hobbies.

Well, fine. She could play along. “And I’ll… what? Recommend a book to you and help you discover your lifelong love of reading?”

“Sure, why not,” he said with a chuckle, relaxing slightly. “Like I said, it’s all ridiculous.”

“But people really do believe it. And they think it mostly has to do with soulmates,” she said, egging him on. “There must be some concrete examples.”

He sighed, moving to take the lead as the trail narrowed for a stretch to go around a big, knotty pine tree. “Tons. The mayor and his wife. Granny’s brother and his husband. Just to name a few.”

“You’re not exactly convincing me that this is just a myth right now.”

The trail widened again, beginning a gentle ascent. “But for every example that worked out, there’s another where it was total crap. My buddy Lucas met his ex at the Crossing when they were kids. They were high school sweethearts, but it all fell apart after they graduated.”

“I guess not everything can be happily-ever-after,” she mused.

Hunter let out a grunt of agreement that had a bitter note to it that caught her ear. She glanced in his direction, and their gazes met before he looked away.

“Happily-ever-after is just the beginning,” he said, shaking his head and increasing his pace as the trail led uphill. “But every story ends, eventually. And it usually isn’t happy.”

She blinked a couple of times, picking her way around some tree roots. “Well, that’s a cheerful way of looking at it.”

“That’s me. Mr. Sunshine.”

She bit her tongue, trying to decide whether to ask him for more details.

After a few beats, he broke the silence, though. “Granny told you that the town sort of adopted me when I was a kid. Well, that’s…” He scrubbed a hand through his hair before letting out a rough breath. “That’s because my mom died.”

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry—”

Hunter cut her off before she could express her condolences. “Long time ago. Just.” The trail leveled out again, and he slowed down a fraction, rubbing the back of his palm across his brow. “She and my dad—they met at the Crossing.”

“Oh.”

“Exactly. And it was great. Heck, it even made me believe in the whole bullshit myth, back when I was a kid. They were soulmates.”

Her heart sank.

“But happily-ever-after ends,” he said grimly. “She died. He lived. And he never got over it.”

“That’s awful.” Her fingers twitched at her side, the impulse to reach out and offer him some sort of comforting touch almost overwhelming her.

“Yeah.”

They’d reached a little clearing, and he stopped for a moment, reaching into the pouch on the side of his pack and pulling out a water bottle. He uncapped it and took a deep gulp, his throat bobbing in a way that was far too entrancing, considering the serious subject matter. To distract herself, she followed his lead, taking a daintier sip from her own bottle.

He swabbed at his mouth with his sleeve before putting his water away, not meeting her gaze as he did.

“In any case.” He started walking again, his posture and tone both stiffer than they had been before he’d opened up about his folks. “It gives you a real sense of perspective when you see where ‘happily-ever-after’ really lands you.”

“But it must have been worth it, right? They had a whole life together. And a family. You.”

“You’ve clearly never met my father.” He cast a dark glance down at her. “He’s a shell.”

“I’m sorry, Hunter…”

“Don’t be.” And there was that bitterness again. “They had a life. It was great. But there’s no possible way it was worth what he went through afterward.”

Her ribs squeezed inward. He might be pretending he was fine, dismissing her attempts to offer him her empathy, but there was a real pain living inside him.

“I’m sure—”

“I’m sure.” His nostrils flared. “And that’s why I don’t believe in destiny, or soulmates, or any of it.”

He flashed her a strained smile, as if to soften his words, but she heard them loud and clear.

The good news was that, when he met her at the Crossing, he wasn’t rejecting her.

The bad news? It didn’t matter.

He’d rejected the idea of being with anyone at all.
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Chapter Six

HUNTER COULD HAVE SMACKED himself.

He should have known Emma was going to notice the way Granny had been shoving them together, but somehow, he hadn’t been prepared for her to ask him about it point-blank. So he’d gone ahead and vomited the whole nonsense myth about strangers meeting at the Crossing at her, and in the process basically outed himself as a commitment-phobe who would do literally anything to avoid getting matched up with a potential soulmate by the fickle hand of fate.

Now she had this pinched expression on her face, and he had this itchy feeling like it was his responsibility to get her smiling again. Which was ridiculous.

Honestly, it was for the best that everything was out in the open. She should know what she was getting into, hanging out with him. Yes, they had chemistry, and yes, he was attracted to her. But he was who he was. A reclusive loner.

That said, they were out here together now, and as much as he appreciated silence, he couldn’t stand letting this awkwardness go on for the next two hours.

He cleared his throat. “So anyway, that’s the story of my messed-up family.” He scratched his beard. “Well, except my sister, Kyra, but she’s annoyingly well-adjusted, so we don’t talk about her much.”

There was that flicker of a smile, and it eased the anxious tightness in his chest. “Well-adjusted, huh?”

“Yeah, it’s really embarrassing. Lives in Boston with her perfect husband and two perfect kids.”

“Did she and this husband happen to meet at the Crossing?”

Hunter let out a rough chuckle. “Yeah, the Crossing of MIT and Harvard.”

“Oh, so your sister’s not just well-adjusted—she’s also a smartie.”

“Total genius.” He smiled to himself, thinking about how she’d smoked him at school. “Though she can’t light a fire to save her life.”

“Literally.”

“That’s what happens when you spend your whole day with your nose in a book,” he teased. “Plenty of brains, but survival skills?”

Emma laughed, taking his ribbing of bookworms in stride. “Just you wait. Next zombie apocalypse, us eggheads are going to have all kinds of knowledge that you outdoorsy types are going to need.”

“Guess we’ll have to team up, then, huh? If we’re all going to make it?”

“I can think of worse ideas.”

He glanced down, and their gazes met, and yeah. He liked the idea, too.

Other than the whole zombie apocalypse part, of course.

They were really in the thick of the forest now, and he breathed in the deep pine scent, mingled with the earthy smell of the woods. The first leaves of autumn littered their path, but not thickly enough yet that they crunched underfoot. One corner of his mouth twitched up. Maybe the next time they did this, the place would be in full fall colors.

Not that he was expecting to do this again or anything.

“So what about you?” he asked, automatically offering her his hand as they hit an uneven set of stone steps. “What’s your family’s deal? Brilliant siblings? Tragic dead moms?”

Oh hell, he really hoped she didn’t have a tragic dead mom.

She slipped her fingers into his palm. They were soft and small and warm, and she gripped onto him as she hauled herself up the tallest of the steps. “No and no. I’m an only child, and my parents are still both alive.”

Thank God. He’d nearly stuck his foot so far into his mouth he could have swallowed it.

“Are they in the city still?”

She shook her head, letting go of his hand. “They never were, actually. I grew up in Westchester, though they don’t live there anymore, either.”

“No?”

“My dad finally retired, and they sold the house to buy an RV. My mom actually just called me from the Upper Peninsula this morning.”

“Good for them.”

Hunter tried to imagine his own father off touring the country, and it made a stone lodge in his throat. His mom hated road trips, but she’d loved to travel. What adventures would they be having if she were still around?

“Yeah, they’re having fun, I think.”

“You just think?”

She cast her gaze skyward before refocusing it on the ground in front of them. “My dad definitely is. But most of the time, my mom just kind of goes along with whatever my dad wants to do. Not that he takes advantage of it or anything, and she set the agenda for a bunch of the time back when my grandma was sick and living with us when I was a kid. But sometimes, I worry she’s so busy making sure he’s happy that she doesn’t really stop to think about what she really wants.” She paused, glancing up at him. “Does any of that make sense?”

“Sort of.”

“Not that I’m much better.” She picked up a branch and moved it to the side of the trail, the way he’d done earlier, but a lot more delicately. “I just went along with everything, too, when I was…”

When she didn’t continue, he prodded her with what he hoped was an encouraging “Hmm?”

“Um, before I moved here, I was sort of engaged.”

“Oh.” Somehow, he hadn’t seen that one coming—and he sure as hell hadn’t seen the spike of hot jealousy that rose in his chest. He flexed his jaw, choosing his words. “Do you mind me asking what happened?”

He could hear Granny and the rest of the town gossips in the back of his head. Everybody had been wondering about what had brought Emma here, but no one had gotten up the gumption to ask yet, and here he was, getting the scoop with absolutely no intention of sharing it with any of them.

She laughed, but it wasn’t funny. “It’s a whole long story, but basically, he stole a bunch of money from the company where we both worked, and then he disappeared.” She exploded her hands in the air. “Poof.”

Okay, now that he really, really, really hadn’t seen coming. “Wow. Not exactly your typical breakup story.”

“Right?” She grinned, and her eyes were less sad. “What I wouldn’t give for some normal cheating or growing apart or something.”

“Much easier to explain on a Christmas card.”

“Ugh.” She groaned. “Or on social media. I basically shared his wanted poster, changed my relationship status to ‘it’s complicated,’ and logged off. On my personal accounts, in any case. I have a work account, too, where I just post bookish stuff,” she clarified. “I’ve been avoiding the subject altogether over there, though it feels like ignoring a pink elephant in the room, considering how many of my professional contacts know that the company I worked for imploded because of him.” She cringed. “Honestly, since I moved, I’ve been too afraid to even check in and see what people have commented or DM’ed.”

“See, there’s your problem—being on social media at all.”

“Wait.” Her brows drawing together, she slowed her pace. “Are you trying to say you’re not?”

He kept walking. “Why would I be?”

“Uh…” She scurried to catch back up. “Because it’s how people connect these days?”

“Exactly.” And yes, he sounded like an antisocial grump, but why pretend to be anything else?

“So you don’t, like, keep in touch with high school people or anything?”

“I have a beer with Lucas every couple of weeks.” Lucas’s tenacity in dragging him out to be social every now and then was one of his best—and most annoying—traits. “As for the rest of them”—he shrugged—“three quarters of them still live in town. I see them around from time to time. And if I want to know what they’re up to, the Heart’s Hope Crossing gossip line keeps everybody up to date.”

“Wow.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I’m just having a hard time deciding whether to be horrified or impressed.”

“I’m biased, but I’d say go with impressed.” He shook his head. “To backtrack, though, your fiancé”—again, that unwanted spike of jealousy—“really just up and disappeared?”

“Yup.”

“I’m sorry.” Sorry she’d had that happen to her; no one deserved to be abandoned like that.

But not entirely sorry that it had landed her here.

“Thanks. It’s okay, honestly. I mean, it was just a few weeks ago, so I’m still kind of messed up about it. But I… don’t miss him? At least not as much as I think you’re supposed to when a seven-year-long relationship just ends.”

That didn’t cheer him. Not at all.

He mulled his words for a moment, trying to focus on her and not on his irrational reactions. Finally, he offered, “I don’t know if ‘supposed to’ really has anything to do with it. After something like that, you have the right to feel whatever you feel.”

“Yeah.” She hummed in thought before shrugging and moving on. “Anyway, it sucked, but I’m dealing, and hey, I landed on my feet.”

“Damn right you did,” he agreed.

“And now that I’m not just going along with him, I get to try new things.” She gestured around, and the smile on her face was real this time. “Like hiking.”

He didn’t miss the way she’d just skipped over all the crappy stuff in a mad rush to get to the silver lining. But considering the silver lining seemed pretty great to him, he didn’t dwell on it.

Before long, they came up to the first boardwalk the Eagle Scouts had installed that summer. It was made up of a series of planks crisscrossing a bit of the trail that tended to turn into a mud pit in the rainy seasons. The build had been inspected when it had gone in, but part of his job was making sure the paths remained in good condition. He took out his phone—blessedly free of service—and shot a few pictures, documenting that everything was in order.

While he worked, Emma pulled a paperback out of her bag, and he snickered. She really was a bookworm. Should he find that as endearing as he did?

Should she look so sexy, sitting on a log in the middle of the forest, utterly lost in her own world?

He blinked, shaking off the intrusive thought before it could burrow too deeply into his subconscious. They’d just finished having an entire conversation about his unavailability. He’d be a real jerk if he started anything between them now.

The funny thing, though, was that he’d always thought it would be annoying to have someone out here on the trails with him. Back last summer, when Alix had been an intern, she’d accompanied him to learn the ropes, and she’d nattered on and on. It had driven him crazy. He’d half thought Emma might be the same.

Only… she wasn’t. They chatted while they walked, and it was nice, and then when he needed to concentrate, she did her own thing. It was like he was alone, but they were really alone together, here in his favorite place in the world.

And he liked it. A lot more than he ever wanted to.
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“You holding up all right?” Hunter pinched his brows together.

They were nearly to the top, and Emma had been keeping up surprisingly well for somebody who didn’t do this very much. He’d slowed down on the steepest parts, of course, and he’d used his pocketknife to turn a big fallen branch into a hiking pole for her, to help her stay steady on some of the craggier inclines.

But their easy conversation had petered out as they’d ascended. Now she was undeniably out of breath, and he was kicking himself for underestimating how difficult the route might be for an inexperienced hiker.

“Fine,” she promised.

“We can take a break whenever you need. But it’s just a little farther.”

“Better be worth it.” She smiled about as playfully as anyone could after an hour of walking uphill.

“It will be.”

Fortunately, he and Alix had installed some steps to help folks up the last, most treacherous stretch that led up to the overlook. Even his quads were feeling the hike, and he did this all the time.

The trail bent around a few scraggly trees, and then suddenly, there they were. At the top of the world.

Not for real, of course. This wasn’t even one of the high peaks. But it didn’t matter. Mount Darcy stood just a little bit apart from the rest of the mountains in the area, and so even though it had a modest elevation and a (relatively) gentle ascent, it gave the kind of view some of the bigger peaks could only dream of.

The entire valley opened up before them, leafy and green, accented by the dark shadow of pine and that hint of yellow that said the autumn colors were on their way. Up here, you could almost touch the clear, blue sky. Off in the distance, the other mountains rose up all around them in big blue-green triangles that made the horizon look magical, somehow.

“Oh, damn.” Emma was still panting a little as she joined him on the flat stretch of rock looking out over the valley. “Okay, you were right.” She dropped her bag and put her hands on her hips. “Totally worth it.”

He laughed, breathing in deeply, letting the clean, crisp air fill his lungs. The midday sun warmed his skin, almost too hot on his dark hair, but he didn’t care.

It didn’t matter how many times he made his way up here. It always filled him with the kind of peace he’d never been able to find anywhere else. And for some reason, it felt even better than usual today.

He turned toward Emma, opening his mouth to try to put that feeling into words without sounding like a bumbling fool.

But the words got stuck in his throat.

He’d known Emma was pretty, but he’d been so busy being annoyed with how they’d been thrown together that he hadn’t really ever let himself look. Now, he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

Her jet-black hair shone in the sun. The darkness of her eyes sparkled, and there was a soft flush to her cheeks. Her full lips were a deep rose that made something tighten up inside him. She’d taken off the flannel shirt she’d started the day with and tied it around her waist, leaving her arms bare. With her breathing still a little rough from that final ascent, her chest rose and fell, and his gaze dropped to her breasts.

His whole body reacted. While he didn’t do relationships, he also didn’t much care for one-night stands, so his sex life was meager at best, and that had rarely bothered him. But right now, he was suddenly starving. His skin prickled, and his mouth went dry.

But it wasn’t even entirely about attraction—though God knew he felt enough of that.

“Seriously,” she breathed. “This view is incredible.”

She shifted her gaze to look at him, and fuck it. She’d caught him. He looked right into her eyes, fully aware that he’d been staring.

“Yeah.” He swallowed against the desert of wanting that was his throat. “It is.”

The moment held for longer than seemed possible, but they were stuck on… well, literally, the edge of a cliff. He wasn’t ready to jump off it, no matter how tempted he was to take a running leap. Pull her into his arms and find out just how soft her skin was. Taste her lips and drink in her sweet scent.

And bless her, she was merciful enough not to grab him and shove him off the edge, either.

Clearing her throat, she looked away. She dug in the back pocket of her jeans, and he definitely didn’t look at her ass as she did. She pulled out her phone and held it up, a hopeful look on her face. “Mind if I take a selfie?”

She could do whatever she wanted—no matter how much he made fun of kids who came up into the preserve just to make content for their followers.

Then he realized she didn’t mean a selfie of just her. She wanted a picture of them.

“Oh. Uh—”

“I won’t post it anywhere, promise.”

Before he could respond, she was leaning in, turning to get the mountains in the background. The flowery scent of her was warmer than he remembered, and who was he kidding?

He ducked in close, and she held up the phone. He glanced at the screen, and it hit him again how gorgeous she was. To his surprise, he didn’t look half-bad, either. More surprising, they looked good together.

Part of him wanted to panic at even entertaining such a thought, but the rest of him got distracted by the sliver of air separating his front from her back.

“Cheese,” she murmured.

He smiled, and she took the shot—three quick taps of the shutter button on her phone. Lowering her arm, she stepped away, and he tried not to be disappointed about that.

“Ooh, got a good one.” She turned the screen so he could see before flipping the camera around to take a few pictures of the view. “I’ll send it to you once we’re back in service range.”

“Thanks,” he said, his voice rough.

“No problem.” She said it so casually, still capturing images of the valley below.

But he was pretty sure he had a problem—and a serious one at that.
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Chapter Seven

THEY STOPPED TO REST and have a snack, but before too long, they were off again. Emma had assumed that the way down would be easier—and it mostly was. But keeping her balance on some of the steeper sections had her resolving to buy some boots and proper hiking poles as soon as she got back into town. There had to be some sort of outdoor-adventure gear store in the area. Hunter would know. Heck, maybe he’d even want to go with her…

She cut off that line of thought before she could get carried away. He’d made himself very clear. He wasn’t interested in getting involved. They might hang out some more, or even go hiking again, but she needed to keep her expectations in check.

Which was for the best. Clearly, they shared chemistry, and she was pleased to find that she genuinely enjoyed his company. But she was in no position to be starting a new relationship, so soon after her last one had imploded on her. It was helpful to know that they were both on the same page.

About halfway down, they paused again for a drink. The view through the trees wasn’t as stunning as the one from the top had been, but she snapped a few pictures anyway.

She paused, glancing up at Hunter. “So, I know I promised not to share the photos I took of the two of us, but it’s okay if I post other pictures I took today, right? Ones that don’t have you in them.”

He frowned, a sexy, grumpy V forming between his brows. “I thought you quit social media?”

“I’m on a leave of absence from my personal accounts,” she allowed. “But like I said, I have professional accounts on a couple of platforms, too.”

Recapping his water bottle, he stowed it away, shaking his head as he did. “What do people even post about, ‘professionally’?”

It was adorable, how mystified he seemed by the very idea, and she liked that he was unselfconscious enough to ask.

“All kinds of things. For me, it’s mostly book stuff.” That had been one relief of managing to get a new job at a bookstore—most of her content had only required a small pivot to stay relevant.

He chuckled, leading the way as they started walking again. “Really? Reading is, like, the most offline hobby there is.”

Then it was her turn to laugh. “Seriously? Bookworms are super online. Connecting with other readers is honestly the best part about social media. Sharing book recommendations, hate-reading really popular series, fangirling about favorite authors, or fan-casting imaginary movie adaptations.”

“Wow, okay. If you say so.”

She gave him a playful swat on the arm, keeping things light, but in reality, he’d struck a bit of a nerve. “Don’t make fun.”

“I’m not—I just don’t get it.”

“Clearly.”

Neither had Brock. He’d thought it was silly to sit there, watching clips of super readers dishing about their favorite stories, or making aesthetic content of her own to connect with fellow book lovers. Being active on social media had been an important part of her job, but he’d never understood that she actually enjoyed it, too.

Not that she’d really done a great job of making her case. Considering how dismissive Brock could be, she’d kind of given up on trying to explain things like that.

But Hunter was looking at her with this open, curious expression, like he was silently inviting her to help him understand her point of view.

And, well… why not?

They were on a fairly level stretch of trail, so she scrolled through her photo roll to some of the pictures she’d taken earlier, while he’d been working. “See? There’s a whole hashtag about ‘places you can read,’ where people brag about reading in all sorts of places you wouldn’t expect. I’m going to put a few of these up.”

She showed him a particularly artistic shot of her book, staged aesthetically on her lap with a pretty bookmark and a few leaves. With the forest and the wood-chip-strewn trail gently blurred in the background, it evoked a real cozy nature vibe.

He hummed in thought. “I guess I can see the appeal of that.”

Putting her phone away, she asked, “Does the preserve really not have any internet presence at all?”

“I mean, we’ve got a website.” He scratched the side of his beard as if in thought. “And a couple of accounts on the big platforms, but no one wants to maintain them, so they’re basically just for announcements. Closures, hazards, that kind of thing.”

“So you’ve got about ten followers, is what you’re saying.”

“Maybe twenty.” One corner of his mouth pulled up, making it clear he knew she was laughing with him, not at him.

And that sly, secret smile made him so handsome that it tugged at something deep within her—almost painfully.

She forced herself to look away. “Well, if you ever want help trying to get to thirty, let me know. I understand that it’s not your thing, but it really can be useful for reaching people. You could definitely get more visitors. Maybe teach more poor people like me how to get started hiking and enjoying the outdoors more.”

“I don’t know that you can teach people about the outdoors from a screen,” he said grumpily, and heaven help her, the man was a meme just waiting to happen.

“It’s a shame you’re such a grandpa when it comes to tech.” A sexy, sexy grandpa—which was a deeply disturbing phrase, but she couldn’t help that it was true. “Because the internet would eat you up.”

“I doubt that.”

“Oh, they would.” She made vague hand gestures at him. “Your whole gruff-guy thing is absolute follower bait.”

Gruff and hot, but she managed to keep that last part in her head.

“Gruff-guy thing?”

He sounded skeptical, but she wasn’t buying it.

“Oh, please. Don’t pretend you don’t project an image.” Were they too new of acquaintances for her to be ribbing him quite this much? Maybe, but the easy intimacy they’d shared today had her throwing caution to the wind. She cast her voice low and rumbly in an intentionally terrible mockery of him. “‘Hi, I’m Hunter. I don’t like phones or people. I hate puppies.”

“I actually like puppies.” He winked, nudging her with his elbow. “As long as they’re going to grow up to be big, growly dogs. No little yappy dogs that fit in purses.”

She put her hand to her heart. “Not even dachshunds?”

“I’m not a monster. Hot-dog dogs are okay. But that’s the limit. Any smaller than that and you might as well get a gerbil.”

“You’re kind of a monster, but that’s all part of your charm.”

“So you think I’m charming?” He blinked, like even he was surprised he’d said something so openly flirtatious.

Swallowing, she slowed her pace a fraction. Her heart was beating too hard, but unlike the first part of their hike, she couldn’t blame it on the exertion. Delicately, she said, “I think you have your charms.”

There. That wasn’t a lie, and if it wasn’t the whole truth either, that was okay. She definitely didn’t need to go telling him exactly how charmed she was right now.

They lapsed into silence for a minute—not uncomfortable but not as easy as it had been before. The fresh air around them suddenly had a charged quality to it.

Finally, Hunter cleared his throat. “It’s actually not a terrible idea, you know.”

“What?” Her thoughts instantly darted back to her ideas about making out on the side of the trail from earlier.

“The—uh, social media stuff.”

Oh. Well, that was disappointing, but she grasped onto it anyway. “Really?”

“Whoa, whoa, don’t get too excited.” He held his hands up in front of his chest. “I’m not saying I’m going to jump in with both feet tomorrow.”

“I would never have dared to presume.”

“But the park is having issues with declining visitors. If we could… How did you put it? Reach more people? That might be something.”

“For sure,” she agreed, excited at the prospect of being able to help. She gestured around. “This place is gorgeous. If you could get more eyeballs on how pretty it is, I bet folks would flock here.”

And that was to say nothing of how pretty he was. If he got some social media fans, they’d flock here just to see him, too.

“The powers that be would love that,” he said wryly.

And that gave her pause.

“You can’t go into it entirely cynically, though. People know when they’re being sold something.” At his raised eyebrows, she clarified. “I mean, they know full well they’re being sold something. But savvy users can smell inauthentic shilling a mile away.”

The reason she’d had any success at all with social media was that she genuinely loved books. Working for a small publishing company, she’d been excited to share information about the titles her colleagues had poured their hearts and souls into.

“Is there something you actually want to share?” she asked. “Some reason beyond ‘the powers that be’ giving you a hard time about your visitor numbers?”

He considered the question for a long moment—so long that she almost wondered if he was going to reply at all. But then he breathed out deeply. “I know you’re just going to call me a grandpa again, but I do worry that not enough people get out here anymore, you know? Fresh air and nature… they do something to you. Something you can feel right here.”

He tapped his chest, and something inside her own ribs squeezed. This was clearly important to him, and the fact that he was including her in it made her feel special in a way she couldn’t entirely explain.

“Everyone’s addicted to their phones.” He shot her a look. “I know, I know. Grandpa.”

She held up her hands. “I didn’t say anything.”

“I heard it anyway,” he muttered, smiling even as he was shaking his head. “I try to educate the people who make their way out here about enjoying their time in the woods safely, and treating the land with respect. But that’s preaching to the choir. It’s the folks sitting at home doomscrolling who could actually use hearing the benefits of being in nature.” He shrugged. “Maybe if I could get on some app or something and show folks what they’re missing, or teach them a little something about forest etiquette, or how not to get eaten by bears… Well. Maybe that could turn the whole phone addiction thing into part of the solution.”

He was speaking matter-of-factly, but a telltale hint of color was rising on his cheeks. There was a vulnerability to what he was saying—and he realized it at about the same time she did.

“Never mind.” He scowled. “It’s probably stupid—”

“No!” She grabbed his arm before she could stop herself, and the heat of him sent a buzz rushing through her skin. She let go right away, but she sure had his attention now. “I love it. All of it.”

“Really?”

“Really.” And she wasn’t kidding here. “The internet could use someone like you.”

“I don’t know about that,” he grumbled, back to being grouchy, but she’d glimpsed the teddy bear underneath now, so she wasn’t fooled.

“Well, I do. You ever decide to give it a go, you let me know. I’d be happy to help get you started.”

“I’ll think about it.”

On its surface, it was a pat response—the kind of thing you said to get somebody off your back. But somehow? She was pretty sure he honestly would.
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All too soon, they emerged out of the woods. The last part of their hike had gone by in a flash—way too fast for Emma’s liking.

But honestly, as far as her knees were concerned, it had maybe been a little bit too slow.

“I don’t know how you do this every day,” she marveled as he walked her to her car.

“Eh, you get used to it.” He grinned in a self-mocking way as he flexed his biceps. “Strong muscles and all.”

Her throat caught, and she forced a smile of her own as she tried not to imagine how all of those strong muscles would feel if she ever had a chance to touch them.

She let out a small huff of laughter, fiddling with her keys. “Well, apparently my muscles are made of spaghetti.”

“You held up really well, for someone who doesn’t do this very often.”

“Or ever.”

“You held up great, then.”

She wanted to brush him off; she didn’t really care to be humored right now. But the way he said it was gentle and genuine. A small hum of pride warmed her chest.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been out on the trails with someone who isn’t a pro,” he admitted. “Maybe we should think about relabeling that one from beginner-friendly to advanced beginner.”

“Maybe.”

He opened his mouth as if to say something more, but he paused and let his gaze drift off into the distance. Then he blinked a couple of times and scrubbed his hand through his hair.

When he spoke again, his voice was lower. More intimate—any trace of his gruff-guy persona dropping away. “I get a lot of peace from being out there, you know. There was… a really hard time in my life.” His throat bobbed. “Getting out of my head and out into nature was what got me through.”

He looked down at her, a soft flicker of vulnerability in his gaze that reached right into the very heart of her.

They’d arrived at her parked car, and she came to a stop. He did, too, leaving a careful space between them that seemed to break the spell.

One side of his lips curled upward, his brows rising. “Don’t suppose I’ve made a convert of you, though, huh?”

She made a show of shaking out her exhausted legs, stretching her arms up over her head. “I don’t know. Ask me tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow, you’re going to feel sore as hell,” he told her with a chuckle. “How do you feel right now?”

“Honestly? Exhausted, but also pretty great?” Weirdly great. Her muscles were tired, but there was an energy buzzing around inside them anyway.

He laughed again. “Endorphins are really something, huh?”

“They are.” But that wasn’t the whole story. She felt great in a way that transcended the physical. Sure, maybe she’d originally agreed to go on this hike because she wanted to spend time with Hunter, but she’d really, truly enjoyed herself. She’d extended herself beyond her comfort zone and reconnected with the part of herself that loved playing outside. Taking on both the physical and mental challenge of the day had given her a bone-deep satisfaction that she hadn’t felt in a long, long while.

Hunter leaned in just a little bit closer. “So, do you think you’d like to do it again sometime?”

And—wait. Was he asking her out? No. He’d made himself perfectly clear that he didn’t want to get involved.

But there was no mistaking the connection sparking between them or the charge in the air.

“Yeah,” she said, before she could stop herself. “I’d love that.”

“Me, too.” His voice held a tiny hint of a growl that rumbled something deep inside her.

She pressed the edge of her key into her palm, just to keep herself from lunging at him. He didn’t want more, and she didn’t, either.

But that was so difficult to remember when he was staring down at her as if it was taking almost as much restraint to keep himself in check as it was taking her.

A gust of wind blew through the parking lot, and the sun darted behind a cloud. A handful of scattered leaves drifted down around them.

And the ranger station was a only a handful of yards away. There were other cars parked in the lot. They were at his place of work, and they weren’t alone.

But for a second, the entire world seemed to disappear, leaving just the two of them. Had they been standing this close just a few minutes ago? Heat radiated off his body, and the warm scent of him clouded her senses.

“Hey! Boss!” a voice called out.

The moment shattered as he whipped his head around. Emma looked over toward the building to find the other ranger standing there, a sour expression on her face.

“What?” Hunter asked testily. All that grumpiness was back.

“My shift ended five minutes ago. You good for me to take off?”

He cursed under his breath and checked his watch. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Didn’t realize we’d be gone so long.”

“Right. Sorry. I didn’t mean to hold you up.” Emma took an instinctive step back, even though that was the last thing she wanted to do.

“It’s fine.” Louder, he called, “I’m good. See you tomorrow.”

The girl saluted in acknowledgment before she disappeared inside the building again.

He winced apologetically, jerking a thumb toward the station. “I should probably…”

“Yeah, of course.” Another step back.

He paused. “Thanks for coming out, though. It was nice.”

“Yeah. It was.” She pumped a fist in the air and immediately felt like cringing at her own awkwardness. “Yay for trying new things.”

Chuckling, he nodded and started walking away.

She bit the inside of her lip. They’d both sort of said they wanted to do this again, but they hadn’t made any concrete plans. Which was fine. She should probably just roll with it. Head home, maybe text him in a few days.

But if she did, she’d just obsess for the entire time in between.

Impulsively, she called out, “Hey, Hunter?”

“Yeah?” He whirled right back around, light dancing in his eyes.

Her heart threatened to lodge itself in her throat, but she breathed in deeply. “The folks I met at the crafting club are pressuring me into trying other new things, too. I think I’m being forcibly dragged to a line dancing class on Saturday night?”

The light dimmed. He chuckled wryly. “Not sure that’s really my speed.”

Stupid. Of course it wasn’t. What had she even been thinking?

She waved a hand dismissively. “Right, sure, never mind—”

“But I’ll think about it.”

“You will?” she blurted, shocked.

His gaze smoldered. They were half a parking lot away from each other now, but it felt like a lot less.

“Yeah. I daresay I will.”
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Chapter Eight

HUNTER TOOK A BIG swig of his beer before setting the mug down with a thud. “And then I swear to God I had this freaking out-of-body experience.”

“Yeah?” His buddy Lucas was trying to keep his expression neutral and doing an absolute shit job of it.

Lucas was a tall guy like Hunter, built, white, with sandy brown hair he fussed with too much, and calluses from doing odd jobs and running the counter at Heart’s Hope Crossing’s lone hardware store. They were having their usual biweekly drink together at the Tipsy Beaver, a little dive bar just outside of town, and like a total cliché, Hunter was one and a half pints in and spilling his guts all over his friend.

“I told her I’d ‘think about it.’” He made air quotes around the words, and his stomach lurched.

Even now, more than forty-eight hours later, he wanted to smack himself upside the head.

He and Emma had had a great time on their hike. She’d said she might want to do it again, and that was perfect. They could have left it there. He could be hiking buddies with a smart, funny, even-tempered, gorgeous woman who didn’t own hiking boots. That would have been fine.

But no. She’d thrown the idea of a line dancing class at him. And when he’d told her the truth—that that really wasn’t his kind of thing—she’d been fine with it. Apologetic, even.

And that was when it had all gone to hell. The disappointment on her face had broken him. She’d looked embarrassed to have even brought it up, and he’d felt like such an asshole that he’d fallen all over himself trying to fix things. Only in the process, he’d made them so much worse.

“Can you even imagine it?” He took another deep pull off his ale. “Me? Line dancing?”

“Vividly,” Lucas said with a chuckle. “And it’s hilarious.”

“You’re not helping.”

“He never does.” Daniel, their regular bartender, slung a towel over his shoulder before pointing at their drinks. “Refills?”

“Nah.” As much as he wanted one, if he had any plans of driving home tonight, he knew better than to keep going.

“I’m good,” Lucas echoed.

“You want my advice?” Daniel asked.

Hunter wasn’t exactly close with the guy. He was Asian, handsome—a relative newcomer to town, in that he’d shown up after high school graduation. But he was about Hunter’s and Lucas’s age, and he had that sympathetic-bartender-ear thing going on.

“Sure, why not.” Hunter jabbed a thumb in Lucas’s direction. “Bound to be better than this guy’s opinion.”

Lucas kicked him. “Thanks.”

“Anybody can dance, and if a girl wants you to dance?” Daniel raised a brow. “You dance.”

Hunter stared at him for exactly three seconds. “Never mind, your opinion is definitely worse than his.”

Daniel laughed and slapped the bar. “Suit yourself, I just call ’em like I see ’em.”

With that, he wandered away to take care of other customers.

Shaking his head, Lucas fixed Hunter with an appraising look. “He’s not entirely wrong, you realize.”

“Of course he is.” Hunter scrubbed a hand down his face. “I had a perfect out, but then I had to open up the possibility of being into it. What the hell has gotten into me?”

He knew, naturally. Emma. Her laugh, her smile, the warm scent of her and the way it lit him up inside when she so much as brushed her hand against his arm. It was absurd.

“Oh, I don’t know.” Lucas lifted his beer to his mouth, peering at Hunter from over the rim, his voice dry. “Maybe the divine hand of fate?”

Hunter had his own drink halfway to his mouth, but he froze. He stared at his friend. Then he set the mug down and asked with a hint of a growl, “Okay, who told you?”

“Told me what?”

“You know what.”

“Fine, fine.” Lucas put down his beer and lifted both hands into the air. “Granny Smith sicced my mom on me to get some information out of you.”

Of course she had.

“Meddling…”

“Yup, and you love it.” Lucas talked over him when he started to protest. “Or at least you tolerate it, because if you didn’t, you would have left this place years ago.”

Well, he couldn’t exactly argue about that. “You can tell your mom to tell Granny to butt out of it.”

“Because that’s going to work so well.” Lucas fixed him with a knowing look. “You realize, they’d give you less of a hard time if you occasionally dated someone.”

“Is that what you call what you do? ‘Dating’?”

Lucas was notorious for having random flings. Ever since he’d come back home, after the injury that had ended his college hockey career, he’d made a big show of hooking up with every eligible girl in town. The biggest surprise was that he hadn’t made a move on Emma. Though considering the entire town had decided Hunter was meant to be with her, maybe he just hadn’t had a chance before the tide of public opinion was set.

Regardless, Lucas clearly had no interest in letting Hunter change the subject. “Leave me out of this.” He gestured in Daniel’s direction. “Seriously, though, the guy has a point. I don’t see why you’re making such a big deal about this. So she invited you to do something with her that’s outside your comfort zone, and you let her know you were maybe, possibly, a little bit open to it. Where’s the fire?”

“Out of my comfort zone?” Understatement of the year. He started listing reasons this was a big deal on his fingers. “I don’t like going into town. I don’t like people. And I sure as hell don’t like dancing.”

“You really need to get out more, dude.”

“I do not. I need to get out less.”

“So you don’t like any of those things, fine. The real question is—do you like her?”

Yes. The obvious, inescapable answer rose up in his throat only for him to shove it down where it belonged. “You know I don’t do relationships, and all that stuff about fate is bullshit.”

“Stop putting the cart so far ahead of the horse. No one’s asking you to marry her.”

“Granny practically is.”

“Forget Granny—forget all of that. Just.” Lucas drained the last of his beer. “None of this has to be so complicated. Honestly, I was half looking for something to do this weekend anyway. What do you say we both go? I could round up a couple of the other guys.” He turned and shouted down the bar. “Hey, Daniel, you working tomorrow?”

“You asking me out, Lucas?” the bartender called back.

“In your dreams.”

“I’ve got the day shift tomorrow. Should be done by five.”

Lucas asked Hunter, “What time is this thing?”

Emma hadn’t mentioned, but Hunter had looked it up. “Eight o’clock.”

To Daniel, Lucas shouted, “Community center. Line dancing. Eight o’clock. You in?”

Daniel shrugged. “Sure. Why not?”

“That’s the spirit.” Lucas returned his attention to Hunter. “So what do you say? Guys’ night?”

“This is the weirdest idea for a guys’ night ever.”

“Just shut up and say you’ll go.”

“Fine, fine.” Hunter knew when he was beat. “I’ll go, Jesus. But just to hang out with you guys. No other reason.”

“Uh-huh. Keep telling yourself that.”

He would. Maybe that way he could get himself to believe it.
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At seven o’clock on Saturday, Emma wandered down Heart Street, past the fateful Crossing of Heart and Hope and a few blocks past the diner. As she turned left onto a little side street, she smiled to herself. She was still getting used to small-town life, and the fact that she could wander twelve feet off the main road and end up in a residential neighborhood, complete with white picket fences, still caught her by surprise.

It was a cool, clear evening, with just that hint of an autumn breeze. Wrapping her jacket more tightly around herself, she scanned the numbers on the houses until she found it—an adorable little cottage with pale blue wood siding, white trim, and a slanted gray roof. Though it was barely fall, a corn husk wreath decorated the door, and a stack of big, orange pumpkins stood beside it.

She took a deep breath and rang the doorbell.

She’d scarcely so much as touched the button when the door swung open wide. Inside stood Hattie, dressed in unicorn slippers and a fluffy pink robe, her red hair a riot of untamed curls.

Hattie beamed. “There you are! I was starting to worry you weren’t going to come.”

Emma had to admit—she’d considered it. But Hattie and Abby had been so nice, twisting her arm until she agreed to go to this line dancing thing at the community center. She’d seen them at the bookshop earlier that day, too, when the crafting club had taken over the café again, so it wasn’t as if she could pretend to be sick. Flaking on them at the last minute wasn’t the way to make friends, no matter how nervous the idea of dancing in public might make her.

Also, there was the small matter of Hunter saying he might come.

She’d managed to resist the urge to text him and ask him if he actually was going to go. She’d already put herself out there enough, suggesting such a wacky idea in the first place. For the past few days, she’d been reminding herself that he probably wouldn’t show. But on the off chance he did, she had to be there—right?

“Wouldn’t miss it.” Emma held out the bottle of wine she’d brought.

Hattie stood aside to let Emma in, peering openly at the label on the bottle. “Ooh, zinfandel, nice.”

Taking off her shoes and jacket, Emma glanced around. The living room was more neutral than she would have expected, with cream-colored walls and a dark taupe couch with white and gray accent pillows. But there were hints of personality here and there, including a red vintage armchair, a colorful afghan, and eclectic knickknacks scattered across bookshelves and end tables.

“I know, I know.” Hattie rolled her eyes, waving a dismissive hand at the decor. “My sister has veto power, so everything is super boring in here.”

“You live with your sister?”

“Yeah, but she’s not here right now, so don’t worry.”

Why on earth would Emma have worried?

“Hey.” Abby poked her head out of one of the doors on the other side of the room. She was dressed, at least, which made Emma feel less weird about showing up mostly ready to go herself.

Hattie had invited her over before the line dancing class to “get ready.” The idea made her think of high school prom preparations, or those couple of ill-fated times she’d gotten peer-pressured into going to frat parties with the girls from her dorm, her freshman year of college—before she’d realized that loud, drunken frat parties were not her speed.

The community center line dancing class couldn’t possibly be as formal as prom, or as assaulting to the senses as a frat party—right?

She pushed her jangling nerves aside and joined the other two women in a little kitchen off the living room.

“What can I get you to drink?” Hattie asked. She held up the bottle Emma had brought. “I can open this, if you want?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter. I’ll just have whatever you’re having.”

Hattie nodded, setting the zinfandel down on the counter and grabbing a few little bottles out of the fridge. “Another Porn Star, coming up.”

It was a good thing Emma didn’t have a drink yet, or she would have done a spit take.

“Don’t worry,” Abby assured her, “it’s a cocktail, and it’s actually delicious, even though it has a stupid name.”

Oh, okay. Thanks to her half-Asian heritage, Emma was prone to turning red and getting miserable headaches if she overimbibed, so she usually stuck to wine, but she vaguely recalled seeing outrageously named cocktails like that on the menu when she went out with Ji-An.

“Don’t go to any trouble,” Emma insisted.

Hattie waved her off. “No trouble at all.”

A couple of minutes later, she handed Emma a martini glass. The contents were light orange and smelled of fruit and vanilla.

“Ooh, wait.” Hattie scurried past Emma to the room Abby had emerged from and returned with two more martini glasses. She handed one to Abby and held the other up. “To new friends, new drinks, and new opportunities to make absolute fools of ourselves.”

Emma’s brows rose. Well, at least she could toast to the first two.

“It’s easiest to just go along with her,” Abby said in a stage whisper.

Hattie nodded. “Damn right it is.”

They clinked glasses, and Emma took a careful, experimental sip. It was… not terrible, actually. Way too sweet for her liking, but it could be worse. She smiled regardless. “Yum. Thanks.”

“No problem.” Hattie tipped her head back toward the other room and motioned with her free hand at her state of dress. “I’m gonna just keep on keeping on.”

“Please do.” Abby followed her, and so Emma did, too.

Hattie’s bedroom stood in stark contrast to the rest of the house, with bright blue walls covered in mismatched paintings and posters. Fairy lights had been strung from the dresser to the wide-open closet doors, and a fluffy white chair stood in the corner. A gorgeous blue-and-purple quilt covered the bed, which was piled high with an inordinate number of pillows, as well as a narwhal plushie.

Hattie dropped her robe unselfconsciously. She had on a bright pink bra and matching underwear, which was about as much as Emma had time to notice before averting her gaze.

“I got ready before I came, too,” Abby said, sitting on the bed like this was something they did all the time.

Emma fiddled with the zipper on her purse. “I still have a little bit of stuff to do.”

“Bathroom’s down the hall if you’d like privacy.” Hattie pulled on a fitted black tee with a scoop neck. “Or feel free to drop trou in here.”

That wouldn’t be necessary. “Thanks, but I’m good.”

There was a little lighted mirror on the dresser. As Hattie finished getting on a pair of tights and a cutoff denim skirt, Emma swiped on lipstick and then, just to stall, another coat of mascara.

Abby, meanwhile, had pulled out her knitting and was stitching away. Hattie completed her look with a flannel shirt that she wore with the hem knotted at her waist and a pair of cowboy boots.

“What do you think?” Hattie asked, regarding herself in the bigger mirror hung on the back of the door. “Too much?”

Abby considered thoughtfully for a moment. “Just the right amount of too much.”

Emma nodded. “You look great.”

“Awesome.”

Emma perched on the other side of the bed. She really hadn’t known what to wear, so she’d gone with a nice pair of dark-rinse jeans and a white blouse that had about as much country vibe as she could find in her wardrobe. Fun earrings and low-heeled boots kept it casual, she hoped. Abby had gone even simpler with a graphic tee with an anime character on it and a cardigan.

As if she could read her mind, Abby said, “You look nice, too.”

“Thanks. I like your hair.”

Abby had put it up in a braided crown. “Thanks, it’s easier than it looks.” She smiled and glanced over at Hattie, who’d pulled a disturbing number of hairstyling tools down from her closet. “Unlike what she’s got going on over there, which is way, way harder than it looks.”

Hattie groaned as she plugged in some sort of heated appliance. “Ugh, not everyone has hair that does what it wants them to.”

“You’re Asian, right?” Abby asked Emma.

“Half.” Emma ran a hand through her own hair. She hadn’t done anything special with it—just given it a little wave. “But I definitely got the easy-hair gene.”

Her mom had always lamented her own straight, Asian hair, which she admitted looked lovely, but which wouldn’t take a curl, no matter what she did with it. Emma’s was mostly straight and simple to deal with, but a little more amenable to being styled.

Cursing, Hattie sprayed a cloud of some kind of mist on her frizz.

Abby leaned in, whispering conspiratorially, “I have no idea what’s going on. Every time I come here while she’s getting ready, I feel like I’m watching a science documentary.”

Laughing, Emma put on her best British accent. “The combination of heat and keratin on human hair…”

“Hush, both of you.” But even as she was admonishing them, Hattie was grinning, taking the gentle ribbing in stride.

Sipping on their drinks, they made idle conversation while Hattie tamed her hair and put on makeup. They mostly chatted about work; Abby glowed as she described the new orchids she’d gotten in at her plant shop, and Hattie grumbled about a couple of patrons who had annoyed her at the diner earlier in the day. Emma kept things positive, recommending the romance novels she’d added to the new display she’d assembled in the front window of the bookstore, but keeping her mounting frustration with the mixed messages she was receiving from Granny about really taking over managing the place to herself.

As they talked, Emma found herself loosening up bit by bit. Between Brock and work and her own tendency toward introversion, she hadn’t had many close girlfriends in ages. There was Ji-An, of course, but she’d started as a work friend first, and considering that they currently weren’t speaking, maybe they hadn’t been as close as Emma had thought.

Was it possible that making new friends was really this easy?

But just as she was letting her guard down, Hattie met her eyes in the mirror. “So how was your hike with Hunter?”

Right. They’d been there at the shop when Granny and the mayor had roped Hunter into taking her up Mount Darcy.

“It was nice. The preserve was really beautiful.”

“We’ve been to the preserve,” Abby said gently.

Hattie was more direct. “How was spending time with Hunter?”

The way she asked it had Emma’s spidey senses tingling. She glanced between the two of them. “It was good. He’s nice. Easy to talk to, you know?”

Hattie snorted. “Hunter? Easy to talk to?”

Emma’s hackles rose. “Hey—”

“Just,” Abby interrupted, shooting a glare at Hattie. “He’s kind of a recluse.”

“‘Kind of’?” Hattie swiped a pale pink gloss over her lips. “He literally growled at me the last time I saw him.”

“He did not.” Abby rolled her eyes.

“Fine, maybe he didn’t, but he looked like he wanted to.”

“Because…” Abby prompted.

“Because I might have possibly been trying to yarn-bomb a sign at the preserve at the time. So technically, he was just doing his job, but he could have been a little bit nicer about it.” Hattie shot a glance in Emma’s direction. “Don’t get me wrong. His gruff, silent-type schtick is hot, in its own way. But I would definitely not describe him as a good conversationalist.”

Emma would. The whole time they’d been out hiking, she’d found herself struck, over and over again, by how nice it was to have someone who listened and asked questions but didn’t feel the need to talk just to fill silence.

Unlike Brock, who loved the sound of his own voice.

“Maybe he’s different around you,” Abby mused.

Hattie got a gleam in her eye. “Maybe because he’s your soulmate.”

Emma’s cheeks went warm. She understood that this was a small town, but how did everybody know about their supposedly fateful meeting at the Crossing?

She shook her head. “That can’t be real.”

“Of course it isn’t,” Abby said. And there was just a hint of annoyance in her tone that Emma hadn’t heard before. But then it was gone. “Do you think Hunter believes in it, though?”

Emma couldn’t hold in a bark of laughter. “Definitely not.”

She relayed the gist of the conversation she’d had with him, where he’d made it incredibly clear how opposed he was to the idea of some guiding hand of fate matching people up.

“Honestly, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t believe in relationships at all,” she confided. “Though…”

She chewed the inside of her lip. Abby’s brows rose in encouragement, and Hattie turned around expectantly.

“I, uh, did mention going to this line dancing thing tonight, and he said it wasn’t really his speed, but he might come.” It all came out in a rush, and embarrassment followed hot on its heels. This all sounded so high school, but it was true. “I’m not actually expecting him to show, but he made it sound like it was a possibility.”

“Whoa.” Hattie staggered backward dramatically, her hand on her heart. “Hunter Hall? Going to a community function?”

Abby shook her head. “Maybe you two actually are soulmates.”
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Chapter Nine

THE STUPID LINE DANCING class started in five minutes. Hunter had been sitting in his truck for fifteen. He told himself it was just because he wanted to get to a good pausing point in the history podcast he was listening to, but the episode was over, and still, here he was.

His phone lit up with a message. He opened it to find an animated gif of a chicken, sent by Lucas of course.

Fucking hell.

Without giving himself any more time to think about it, he shoved open the door and got out. The parking lot outside the community center was way too full. What was the appeal of flailing your limbs around in unison?

Apparently, he was about to find out.

On his way in, he passed a few people he knew, more than one of whom looked at him in shock that he’d actually shown up. He forced a smile in greeting but kept moving. Folks were milling around outside the big event room, and he scanned the crowd.

“Oh, Hunter! I didn’t expect to see you here.”

He turned to find Granny standing near the entrance with a handful of her senior citizen pals, an insufferably smug expression on her face.

“First time for everything,” he muttered.

Showing mercy for once, she let the comment slide without remark. She had a plastic cup with a disturbingly red liquid in it, and she gestured with the cup toward the brightly lit space within. “Your friends are already inside, I believe.”

“Thanks.” He started to walk away.

“Though, I think I might have seen Emma over by the snack table,” she said, casually throwing a bomb he should have seen coming a mile away.

He froze mid-step for a second, like a cartoon character. Through the open door, he spotted Lucas, standing in a loose cluster with Daniel and a few of the other guys they hung out with sometimes. Lucas noticed him at about the same time, and he raised his brows, motioning for Hunter to join them.

But he hadn’t come here for those assholes.

He held up a finger, indicating that he’d be over soon. And then he pivoted on his heel, ignoring Granny’s catlike grin.

Sure enough, Emma was over by the refreshments table, which was decorated for the season with an orange tablecloth and a scattering of fake fall leaves, in addition to being laden down with treats from the local bakery.

Because this whole thing was basically a middle school dance, except for grownups, Emma was hanging out with a bunch of girls, including Hattie Thompson and Abby Zhang, which made him slow down just a smidge. Emma’s choice of companions wasn’t a problem, exactly, and he really should have seen it coming, considering it was the crafting group that convinced her to come to this thing in the first place. But Abby was Lucas’s ex. The girl was nice enough, but she and Lucas still didn’t really talk to each other.

She must not bear Hunter much ill will, despite him being Lucas’s oldest, best friend. She caught sight of Hunter approaching and a sly smile overtook her face.

Hattie caught on, too, and she wasn’t nearly as subtle, of course. She elbowed Emma in the ribs and pointed right at him.

He wanted to be annoyed. But then Emma looked up, and their gazes met, and everything and everybody else just sort of… melted away.

She’d been gorgeous the other day, up on that mountain, but she was a different kind of gorgeous tonight, her dark hair falling in glossy waves, and her rosy lips and cheeks shimmering. The soft-looking shirt she wore clung to her curves, and those jeans…

Well, they weren’t built for climbing a mountain—that much was sure. His fingertips flexed, suddenly aching to mold themselves to her hips and pull her close.

His own jeans were feeling a little snug. He cleared his throat and jerked his gaze back up to her face, where she was smiling softly at him, her eyes sultry in a way that made him worry she could read his mind.

“Hey,” she said, moving away from her friends to meet him halfway. “You’re here.”

“Yeah. So are you.” Duh. “I mean—”

“I’m glad you came.”

Yeah, suddenly he was, too. Something warm was growing in his chest. Something he didn’t trust, but he liked it. Way, way more than he should.

Before he could figure out how to say that, somebody bumped into him on their way to the snack table. He suddenly remembered where he was—in the community center, with probably half the adult population of Heart’s Hope Crossing milling around. He never came to this sort of thing, so already he stood out like a sore thumb. Making a beeline for the new girl was only going to paint a target on his back for the gossips, who had already heard from Granny that there was a potential Crossing Connection situation going on. He really didn’t need to go getting mushy on top of all of that. Not here.

Cupping the back of his neck, he glanced toward the event room, where folks were starting to head inside, so things would probably be starting soon. “My buddy Lucas wanted to come.”

Completely accurate, but highly misleading. What was he doing?

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to take any offense at his misdirection. “Well, since we’ve both been dragged here, I guess it’s good we have each other?”

“Yeah,” he said before he could stop himself. His voice came out all husky, his body swaying toward hers, and seriously, what was he doing? Flirting like this when he’d been so clear about not wanting anything to happen between them?

A piercing, cattle-call whistle tore through the air. Knowing the sound all too well, Hunter turned. Mayor Thompson stood just outside the entrance. “We’re about to get started, so if you’d kindly all make your way inside…”

Hattie heaved out a tortured sigh and downed her drink. She made a big show of cricking her neck to one side and then the other. Standing up straighter, a robotic smile overtaking her expression, she urged everybody to head on in. “Come on, y’all.”

He almost felt bad for Hattie, having to act like a sheepdog when her dad was trying to herd the town’s citizens. But then a mischievous twinkle lit her eyes.

Her voice entirely too sweet, she asked, “Emma and Hunter, you two coming?”

“Yeah,” Emma said, shooting him a glance before rolling her eyes. She’d already expressed her confusion about everybody being so invested in matching the two of them up. He liked feeling like he was in on the joke with her as he shook his head at Hattie’s enthusiasm, too.

And somehow, that broke the ice that had been holding him back.

Screw it. This was inviting the jackals to descend, but he extended his arm. Emma considered for a moment, biting her lip before slipping her hand into the crook of his elbow. Her warmth seeped into him, and he swallowed hard.

If he wanted to keep his distance, it was probably a bad idea to invite her to come so close, but really. How tempting could a night of line dancing be?
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“Okay, everybody, let’s put it all together!”

The class was being taught by two local high school teachers, a couple named Patrick and Denise. For the past half hour or so, they’d been putting the group through their paces, explaining some basic steps and taking them line by line through a wild choreography to a pop-country hit that Emma would never look at quite the same way again.

Then again, she’d never look at Hunter quite the same way again, either.

She’d known the man was athletic, of course—he’d taken her up a small mountain without really breaking a sweat. But he was so big and his mannerisms were so gruff that she never would have expected him to be… graceful.

There was no other way to describe it, though. He’d started the class grumbling under his breath, and honestly, he was still kind of complaining about it. But he was good.

She glanced up at him, and their gazes met. A shiver of attraction moved through her. The choreography Patrick and Denise had come up with strictly observed the boundaries of personal space, so no one ever came within two feet of anyone else. Technically, Emma wasn’t any closer to Hunter than she was to Hattie on her other side, or Granny in the line in front of her. But it didn’t matter. The space between them was electric, making the entire right side of her body glow with awareness.

“Think you got this?” she asked, gently teasing.

“The steps? Or my dignity?”

“Oh, please.” She turned her head to face front again as the music started. “You gave that up the minute you walked through the door.”

“And a one, two, three, four,” Denise called.

“Here we go,” Hunter groused.

And with that, they were off again. Emma missed the first beat, getting her off her timing, but she screwed up her face, determined not to let that little stumble mess her up for the entire routine.

She couldn’t help sneaking glances at Hunter, though, and it did nothing for her focus. They were doing objectively silly steps—tapping their heels to the side and spinning in place. He really shouldn’t look so sexy, but as they went along, the permanent scowl on his face slipped, replaced by an expression of sheer concentration—and maybe even just a hint of a smile.

She really hoped he was having fun.

Overall, she herself was having a surprisingly good time, and not just because of the company. Dancing had never really been her thing, but flailing around with half of the town had her laughing out loud. It didn’t matter that she wasn’t particularly coordinated. Most people were terrible at this.

Over on her other side, Abby was doing fairly well, even if she was keeping her arms by her side for the most part, as if she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. Meanwhile, Hattie was hamming it up, covering for her missteps with exaggerated movements, and the contrast just made Emma have even more affection for her new friends.

In the end, all their hard work had amounted to about half a song’s worth of dancing. When they hit the end of what they’d learned, Patrick hit pause on the music and led them all in giving themselves a round of applause.

“We’ll come back and tackle the rest in a few, but I think y’all have earned yourself a ten-minute break.”

“What?” One of Hunter’s friends—Lucas, Emma was pretty sure—threw his hands up in the air. “We were just getting warmed up.”

“Speak for yourself,” Granny rebuked him. The fact that she was line dancing at all with her cane was impressive, honestly.

“Can I get anybody anything?” Hunter offered, hitching his thumb toward the lobby, where plenty of folks were making a beeline for the snacks and drinks. He looked directly at Emma.

“Vodka tonic,” Granny requested.

Hunter scrunched up his brow. “Uh…”

Granny fluttered a hand. “Or a glass of punch.” She pitched her voice louder. “Since Reginald is too cheap to spring for an open bar.”

At the sound of his name, Mayor Thompson looked over and waved, clearly unperturbed by Granny’s complaining.

“Got it.” Hunter looked to Emma again. “And you?”

He might have made the offer to everyone—and Granny might have wasted no time taking him up on it—but the way he was directing his attention squarely at Emma had her going all warm and gushy inside.

“Whatever you’re having,” she said. “Or, you know, whatever’s easiest.”

“Be right back.”

“Aren’t you going to offer to grab us drinks, too?” Lucas called after him.

Hunter flashed him a subtle middle finger behind his back. “Get your own.”

Lucas put his hand to his chest as if he’d been gravely offended, then followed Hunter out to the hallway.

The instant they were gone, Hattie sidled up to Emma, waggling her brows. “So you two seem chummy.”

Emma’s stomach sank. She turned to face Hattie. “Please don’t make a big deal about it.”

“Who’s making a big deal?” Hattie’s mock innocence wasn’t fooling anyone. “I’m just saying…”

“Leave her alone,” Abby chided, filling Emma with gratitude. Then she added, conspiratorially, “Though for a guy who doesn’t want to be more than friends, he sure is looking at your butt a lot.”

Her cheeks flushed hot. “Neither of you are helping,” she hissed.

“Okay, okay.” Hattie held up her hands and backed away.

As she did, Mayor Thompson wandered by. “We all having a good time tonight, ladies?”

“Yes, sir.” Abby smiled at him.

Emma nodded when he looked at her. “Absolutely.”

“All’s well, Dad,” Hattie promised.

“Good.” He fixed Hattie with an appraising eye. “Mind your posture, honey.”

She instantly stood up straighter, a pinched expression overtaking her face. She maintained the pose until he kept walking to greet another group.

As soon as his back was turned, she sagged, mouthing, Mind your posture, honey, in a way that evoked nothing more than a sulky kindergartener.

“You know he doesn’t mean it,” Abby counseled quietly.

Hattie rolled her eyes as if she didn’t care, but the flippancy was paper thin. “Sure.”

Emma frowned, but before she could figure out how to ask any sort of follow-up, Hunter returned. He had three cups of punch carefully balanced in his big hands. He passed one to Granny before coming over to Emma and presenting one to her.

“Thanks.” She reserved judgment, even though the punch looked like a factory of Red Dye No. 5 had had an industrial accident into her cup. Sure enough, it was sickly sweet, but she smiled in gratitude.

Hunter reached for the cup. “I’ll get you something else.”

“No, it’s fine.”

“But you don’t like it.”

And, well, what could she say to that? “We’ll be starting again in a minute. It’s not worth going all the way back out there.”

“Yeah,” he said, intense in a way that reached right into the center of her. “It is.”

Stunned, she failed to hold on tight enough when he snagged the cup back out of her hand.

“Water or coffee?” he asked, point-blank.

She blinked a couple of times, then answered automatically, “Decaf, if they have it.”

“Otherwise, water?”

“Yes, please.” She shook her head. “But seriously—”

Before she could demur again, he turned and headed back into the crowd. She watched his receding form, his big shoulders and his dark head of hair that stood well above most everybody else’s. This gruff guy who didn’t believe in relationships, and who was here, line dancing, and insisting on taking his entire break to get her a drink that she liked.

Her ex-fiancé… He would have never. Then again, he also probably never would have noticed her displeasure in the first place.

From behind her, Hattie said, “Just so we’re clear, I am definitely not making a big deal about what just happened here.”

“Yeah,” Emma echoed faintly. “Me, neither.”
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Chapter Ten

HUNTER FELT LIKE THE biggest fool in the world—and not just because he was currently back-stepping and shimmying his way around the community center.

“Back wall,” Denise prompted them.

He executed the quick quarter turn to the beat, and even as he told himself not to, he chanced a glance over at Emma. Just like when they’d gone hiking the other day, she was glowing, but it wasn’t the clear mountain air this time. It was exertion and pride, and yeah—he felt a little bit of both of those, too. In addition to being utterly mortified, of course.

But as they finished the last few measures of the routine they’d been working on all night, the embarrassment almost started to slip away.

Almost.

“Whoo-hoo! Nice job, everybody!” Patrick cheered as the song came to a close. “Give yourself a round of applause.”

Hunter clapped on command, along with everybody else. Lucas, Daniel, and the other guys weren’t even being ironic about it, and one corner of Hunter’s mouth rose, despite his intention to stay stoic about the whole thing.

Denise gave them a little pep talk about practicing what they’d learned, and then Mayor Thompson was taking the mic from her.

“I hope everybody had a great time tonight, and that you’ll think about coming back for another class next month.” He waited for everyone to finish applauding that announcement, then added, “We’ve got the room until ten, and a few members of our high school AV department have kindly offered to keep the music going, so feel free to stay for a bit and enjoy.”

Sure enough, a couple of teenagers in hipster beanies and oversized jeans had plugged a phone into the sound system in the corner. The lights in the room dimmed, and a booming hip-hop dance song started playing, and wow.

Lucas blinked in horror before jerking his thumb toward the door. “Uh, I gotta go.”

“Yeah, me, too.” Daniel had his phone out and was waggling it in the air. “Liddy broke one of the taps at the bar, and I told her I’d come back as soon as this was over to fix it.”

The rest of the guys had handy excuses, too, and Hunter figured that was about it. But he turned, and Emma was standing there, looking incredibly awkward as Hattie threw her hands in the air to the beat. Abby was a bit more demure about it, but she was dancing, too.

Raising her brows, Emma made intense eye contact with him. “Wanna go see if there are any pumpkin bars left at the snack table?”

The chances of there still being any fresh baked goods stood somewhere between slim and none. But there wasn’t any harm in checking, right?

“Later.” He waved at the guys as they beat a hasty retreat. Then he followed Emma out into the hallway. The relative brightness was a bit bracing, but the quiet was priceless.

“Oh.” She caught on a little late that his buddies were hightailing it out of there. “If you have to go…”

He probably should. He had an early shift tomorrow—the weather was supposed to be beautiful, and they’d probably have a lot of visitors out on the trails.

He shook his head. “I’m not in any rush.”

The smile she gave him in return made him feel like he had all the time in the world.

As expected, the pumpkin bars were all gone, but there were still a few store-bought sandwich cookies. Treats in hand, they found a place to stand near the entrance to the event room so they could watch the weird after-party situation that seemed to be unfolding.

Chuckling, Emma shook her head. “Am I the only one getting serious middle school dance vibes right now?”

“I was thinking the same thing, earlier.”

“Fingers crossed they don’t haul out the Electric Slide.” She shuddered, as if it pained her just to be thinking about it.

He raised a brow. “You realize we are at a line dancing class, right?”

“Yeah, but there’s fun, adult, country-western line dancing, and then there’s adolescent trauma.” She said it in a breezy tone, but it was hard to reconcile casually evoking the word trauma like that.

“So I take it you weren’t exactly a social butterfly back in middle school?”

“Let’s just say that I was a late bloomer.” She cracked a cookie in half and took a nibble. “Or maybe I’m still working on blooming.”

He couldn’t stop himself from blurting out, “I don’t know about that.”

She was already a knockout. She came any further into bloom, and he didn’t know how he’d survive. Or resist.

She shrugged. “I mean, I wasn’t a total pariah or anything, but I was too much of a book nerd to be popular popular. Plus, my parents were kind of strict, and I didn’t get to go out very much.”

“Except to traumatic middle school dances.”

A ghost of a smile flickered on her lips. “Official school functions got more of a pass than hanging out in some kid’s garage did.”

He supposed that made sense.

They were quiet for a minute as she gazed at folks dancing and chatting in the darkened event room, and he took advantage of the chance to gaze at her. She’d been having fun all night; honestly, so far, he’d never seen her not having fun. Her positive energy was part of what kept drawing him in. But there was a melancholy to her eyes right now that intrigued him in a whole different way. He wanted to hear more about those strict parents, and about how it had been growing up a “book nerd”; he had a sneaking suspicion it had been lonelier than she was letting on.

Before he could figure out how to ask, she exhaled and stood up straighter. When she turned to look at him again, there was a real smile back on her face, her eyes clear.

“What about you?” she asked. “I bet you were a cool guy in middle school.”

He laughed out loud. “Hardly. I had my buddies, and I played a couple of sports, so I guess I wasn’t completely uncool. But I didn’t have time for all the bullshit popularity contest stuff, you know? You think everybody’s up in your business now”—he gestured around—“imagine what it was like when we were teenagers.”

“Okay, yeah, I can see that.” She considered for a second before looking up at him from under her lashes. “Did you have anybody to dance with at things like this?”

He’d dated in high school, but never anything serious. Though…

“I did take a girl to junior prom. Mostly because Lucas and Abby were going.”

“Wait.” She held out a hand. “Lucas and Abby?”

Oh, she didn’t know?

“Yeah, they have a whole history.” A complicated, messy one, and it didn’t have a happy ending, for all that they seemed to be able to more or less ignore each other now.

“Interesting.” She fiddled with what was left of her cookie. “But tell me more about your hot date.”

“I wouldn’t call it a hot date.” He cast his gaze off into the distance. “Her name was Lisa Solkowski. She played field hockey. Pretty sure she went to college in Virginia and never came back.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Nah.” He looked at Emma again. “We were just friends. But I remember she wore this wild blue dress with sparkles all over the top, and my mom made me rent a tux.”

His voice caught. How the hell had that slipped out? He almost never talked about his mom, and never, ever so casually.

Fortunately, Emma missed his slip, still laser-focused on the mental image he’d just painted of him and his date in their ridiculous getups. “Please tell me there are pictures of this.”

“Yeah, probably, somewhere in my old man’s house.” Along with all the other junk, moldering in the attic. No one had ever had the heart to clean it out. “But don’t get your expectations up. You may have been a late bloomer, but I was covered in acne, and I weighed about ten pounds soaking wet.”

“You?” She made a big show of looking up at him, and yeah, he was tall, but he wasn’t Big Bird or anything.

“I grew up before I grew out,” he said defensively.

“I have seriously got to see this.”

Weirdly, he wouldn’t mind showing her, and if anything should set off alarm bells in his head about how attached he was getting, it would be that.

“Did you and Lisa Solkowski have a nice time, in any case?”

“Yeah, it was all right.” He smiled, but then his mouth flattened out. He really, truly never talked about his mother, and instinct told him to just shut up already and leave it there. But for some reason, he found himself admitting, “I only went because my mom wanted me to. I thought it was some big chore, but it was good. Rite of passage and all. And it took my mind off…”

She gave him space to choose his words, standing there quietly, without expectation, inviting him to speak.

He cleared his throat. “My mom was already sick by then. We didn’t know it would…” Would kill her. His voice stuck, but he plowed on. “We didn’t know we’d lose her yet, but I would do anything to make her smile.”

And he waited for the pain. His chest contracted, ready for the ache that came whenever he let himself think about his mom passing, and the aftermath with his dad, but it just… didn’t come.

“You’re a good son,” Emma said quietly.

He let out a dark echo of a laugh. “I don’t know about that.” God knew he’d probably failed his dad as much as his dad had ended up failing him. “But I did my best for her.”

He didn’t expect the warm brush of her fingertips against his, but they were so welcome. He’d never really been able to bear anybody’s sympathy, or worse, their pity, but this didn’t feel like that. It felt like comfort, and like not being alone with it all for once, and he…

He looked down at her, his mouth dry as he swallowed. She stared up at him with those big, guileless eyes that seemed to see right into the heart of him, and there was this heat in his chest where he’d always expected the pain to be. Tingles shivered along his spine, and he took her small, soft hand in his. Just for a moment. It didn’t have to mean anything, and even if it did… His defenses were falling, minute by minute, and he didn’t have the wherewithal to care.

“Emma,” he started.

Her full, rosy lips parted, and his pulse thrummed in his ears. But just when he dared to imagine closing the gap between them, the song playing at full blast in the room beyond them ended.

And on came the telltale opening beats of the Electric Slide.

“Motherlover,” Emma cursed, her entire expression wrenching into one of absolute disgust as she jerked away from him and toward the offending noise.

He couldn’t help it—he laughed out loud. Was that her idea of cussing?

“Don’t laugh,” she admonished, but she was cracking up, too.

“Well, I guess it’s a real middle school dance experience now.”

“I’m out.” She threw her hands up in the air. “Seriously, this is my limit.”

The moment they’d just shared—or been about to share—had been lost, but his throat still caught as he said, “Do you wanna get out of here?”

He heard how it sounded the instant it was out of his mouth. He wasn’t propositioning her; he swore, he wasn’t.

“Er, I mean,” he stammered. “Do you want to go? Home? To a place that is not here? Not necessarily with me, but…”

She bit her lip in a way that made him want nothing more than to tease that tender flesh out from between her teeth. “I walked over here with Hattie and Abby. We were going to walk back…”

He followed her gaze to the two of them. Hattie was doing the Electric Slide with absolute abandon. Abby’s version was much more restrained, but she was clearly having fun.

“I could walk you home.” So she’d be safe. As if crime was rampant in downtown Heart’s Hope Crossing. He backtracked immediately, but only by a fraction. “If you wanted.”

She stared at him for what felt like an hour but was probably only five seconds. Reaching up, she fiddled with her necklace—a little silver pendant hanging from a simple chain. Then she licked her lips again, because she was actually trying to kill him. “I’d like that. If you don’t mind.”

Mind? A hint of gravel leaked into his tone. “Not at all.”

She took one step backward, though, pointing with her thumb toward her friends. “I should probably say goodbye first, though.”

He nodded his assent and put his hands in his pockets as he watched her walk away. A low fire smoldered in his lungs, and there was heat lower, too.

And this was stupid. It couldn’t end well—nothing ever did.

“Hunter!”

He turned at the sound of his name, and found Greta Larssen approaching him. Alix’s mom was a large, blond, Valkyrie-looking woman, the kind you hoped you never found yourself on the wrong side of. Right now, he must be on her good side, or she must just really like the Electric Slide, because she was all smiles.

“Greta,” he greeted her.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you—has Alix talked to you about her letters of recommendation yet?”

He scrunched up his brow. He didn’t want to throw Alix under any buses, but he also wasn’t going to lie right now. “Don’t remember that coming up.”

Greta rolled her eyes dramatically. “Teenagers, I swear, they wouldn’t remember their heads if they weren’t attached.” She misinterpreted his look of confusion to be one of dismay. “Don’t you worry, there’s still plenty of time. I’m just being proactive. Most of the college application deadlines aren’t even until next year, but if she wants to go early decision to UVM, she needs it in before November, and you know how the time just flies at the beginning of the school year.”

He did not, actually, but he nodded anyway. He should probably keep his trap shut, but he asked, “Is that what she wants? UVM?”

That was where he’d gone himself, studying forestry and conservation, and it had been a good fit for him, but Alix was so determined to skip college and go straight into the working world. She’d described her mother as a force of nature when it came to her future, but he’d never seen it for himself.

Greta waved a hand. “She doesn’t know what she wants, but I think she’ll come around, especially once all her friends start getting serious about their plans for next year. Even if she wants to apply someplace else, she’ll be glad to have all of her ducks in a row. Nothing worse than scrambling around last minute, trying to get letters and transcripts lined up.”

“Right.” He turned back toward the event room, where Hattie was giving Emma a big hug.

“I have to say, I envy her a little,” Greta said, her voice waxing nostalgic. “College was some of the best years of my life. I know Alix likes it here, and I’d love it if she decided to move back home after. I don’t like the idea of her living too far away. But a young person needs to see more of the world than just their hometown. I want her to spread her wings a little, you know? Try some new things.”

“Sure,” he agreed, distracted now that Emma was heading back his way. “Well, I’ll try to remember to check in with her.”

“Thanks so much—I really appreciate everything you’ve done for her these past couple of years. She looks up to you so much.”

He smiled, even as he mentally shook his head. He wasn’t any kind of role model; he mostly just treated Alix like a little sister. But she was a good kid, and he was happy to have her at the ranger station. “It’s no problem.”

Greta said goodbye and wandered off, and just in time, too.

Maybe it was the light, but as Emma approached, the little bit of sparkle in her makeup made her seem to glow. Her smile set off new sparks inside him, and he found himself smiling, too.

“Shall we?” he asked, tipping his head toward the door.

She nodded. “Lead the way.”
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Chapter Eleven

THERE WERE TIMES WHEN Emma missed the sheer energy of living in the city. The museums and the trendy eateries and the hundred different languages being spoken on any given street corner.

But tonight? Strolling down Heart Street—the street quiet, the trees above lit with fairy lights, the sidewalk lined with planters full of fresh fall mums? With Hunter’s warm, solid presence by her side?

Well, she couldn’t really say that there was anything she was missing.

And if the town itself was a little sleepy, that was more than offset by the energy buzzing around like fireflies in her chest. The relative silence of the evening after the thrum of the bass from those amateur DJs was punctuated only by the distant sounds of nature and by Hunter’s even footfalls and steady, calming breaths.

Her whole side lit up where it nearly grazed his. She was trying so hard to keep her emotions in check, but the way he’d looked at her as they’d stood there, outside the room where people were still dancing, had thrown her all off-kilter, and in the best possible way.

The city might have been expansive, but she’d been lost in it. Stuck in a rut so deep she hadn’t even realized she couldn’t see beyond its walls.

How long had it been since she’d met new people, or tried a new activity? Or had a person really see her the way Hunter had tonight?

Even if nothing was happening between them, he’d touched something inside her. This entire town had. The wounds of Brock’s betrayal were still too fresh for her to actually be grateful for the strange twists and turns of circumstances that had landed her here. But the silver lining was undeniably shining against the crisp evening air.

A little shiver went through her at the thought, and Hunter glanced down at her. “You cold?”

She shook her head—she was almost too warm, thanks to him.

It wasn’t a long walk from the community center to her apartment over the bookshop, and they’d mostly been quiet so far. But as they approached Heart Street, she took her lip between her teeth.

“So,” she asked. “Did you have a decent time tonight? I know it wasn’t exactly your thing, but…”

“I had a great time.” He said it firmly, and with so much conviction that even her anxious brain couldn’t come up with some reason to doubt his sincerity. Especially when he smiled, looking down to meet her gaze. “I don’t know that I’m going to go shopping for cowboy boots or take it up professionally or anything. But it was fun.”

She laughed out loud, just imagining him diving down some line dancing rabbit hole. She liked a hot cowboy as much as any other red-blooded girl, but the look would be all wrong on Hunter.

“Well, good.” She nudged his arm with her elbow, playfully, but the contact still set off sparks in her heart. “I’m glad.”

“Me, too.” His voice dropped, becoming more serious and contemplative. He scratched at the side of his beard. “I can, uh, tend to get a little stuck in my comfort zone sometimes.”

“I know what that’s like.” Did she ever.

“Most of the time, it doesn’t bother me.” He craned his neck to check for any nonexistent traffic before crossing the street. “I like what I like, and in general, I know what that is. But it’s still good to shake things up occasionally.” Clearing his throat, he dropped his hand to his side, where it brushed against hers, and the sparks shooting through her were even warmer now. “So thank you, is what I’m trying to say.”

A flush rose up her cheeks, burning away behind her ribs, too. “Anytime.”

“I hope you mean that,” he said, too intense, and she was seriously about to combust.

They’d arrived at the bookshop, and she led the way to the back entrance she used for coming and going when she wasn’t working. She got out her keys by way of habit, and then wished she hadn’t. She fiddled with them, looking down, because looking directly at him was too much right now.

What was this wild beating in her chest? She felt all loose in her limbs, and her breathing was coming too fast, and it wasn’t as if she were a virgin or anything. But she’d only ever been with one guy, and if he’d ever given her the flutters like this, it had been so long ago that she’d forgotten what it felt like.

She took a deep breath and forced away the anxious train of thought that threatened to creep up on her.

She didn’t want to think about Brock right now. She wanted to be here, in the present, with Hunter. Brock had already stolen her life savings from her and most of her twenties. He wasn’t going to steal this moment, too.

“Well.” She found the key that opened the back door and ran her nail along its edge. “Maybe we could try some more new things.” Her throat was so dry, her whole body tingly. Hunter was only standing a foot away. Close enough to touch. “Together.”

Crap, was that too forward?

Immediately, she tried to pull the words back into her mouth, but it was too late, so instead, she word-vomited out a few dozen more.

“I don’t mean together together.” Except she did. “I know you don’t do relationships, and I just got out of an insanely long one. Just platonic thing-doing. If you want. But if you don’t—”

“Emma.”

Her name in that deep, rumbly voice of his cut her off, and thank God, because she was about to slap her own hand over her mouth just to stop herself from nervous talking any more.

“Yeah?” she squeaked.

And then he was taking one more step toward her. It put them close—way too close to be platonic. Her chest tightened. He was so warm, even though he wasn’t touching her. She was turning into a big, squishy, messy ball inside, and this couldn’t be normal or healthy, could it?

Staring straight into her eyes, Hunter lifted a hand to her face. His rough fingertips brushed her cheek, setting off fireworks low in her abdomen, and sending sparks shimmering out through her chest. What she felt was attraction, of course, but it was also connection. He felt it, too. He had to.

“I’d love to try new things with you.” His deep voice reverberated through her bones.

And for a second, his gaze dipped to her mouth. She couldn’t breathe.

Every instinct inside of her screamed at her to throw herself at him and kiss him senseless. She wanted so badly to get lost in this moment, risks and consequences be damned.

But all the reasons to hold back jabbed at her brain. Her relationship history, her newness in town, his antipathy toward fate and love. His absolute certainty that happy endings didn’t stay happy for long.

Struggling to swallow all of her fears, she put her hand over his, just holding on.

But her tiny moment of doubt was apparently enough to send him rushing back from the edge of whatever cliff he’d been standing on. He blinked, his throat bobbing and the intensity fading from his eyes.

He didn’t drop his hand, though. “I should go.”

“Probably.” She didn’t want him to. She wanted to invite him upstairs. But even she knew she wasn’t ready for that.

Slowly, as if asking for her permission, he leaned in closer. Her breath stuttered again. But in the end, he simply pressed his lips to her cheek. She grasped his wrist, letting her eyelids flutter closed, reveling in the contact. He smelled so good, his breath warm against her skin.

When he pulled back, she released him. Butterflies still swished around in her chest, and there might have been stars in her eyes. He let go and took a step away. And that was the correct, smart decision.

So why did it feel wrong?

“Good night, Emma,” he said roughly.

“Good night, Hunter.”

He stood there, waiting, so she forced herself to turn around and unlock the door. She let herself in, only peeking back once through the window to watch him finally walk away. Once he was out of sight, she let herself deflate.

But as all the air rushed out of her, it was replaced with brand-new, fresh, shiny doubts. What happened between them now? Clearly they meant something to each other.

But what?
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The whole walk back to his truck, Hunter stewed. His hand was on fire from where he’d touched her. Her cheek had been so soft, and when she’d curled her fingers around his wrist, he’d nearly burst into flames.

He wanted her. He liked her. Something about her soothed the parts of him that had been on edge forever. She made him comfortable enough to open up about his feelings and his past. Hell, she made him comfortable enough to dance, of all the godforsaken things.

Kissing her would have been a mistake, but was not kissing her almost as dangerous? He didn’t have friends, except Lucas, really, and maybe his sister, but she barely counted. Could he be friends with a girl he liked as much as he liked Emma?

Could he stay away?

Of course he could. Thanks to years of practice, he was an expert at keeping his distance, from just about everyone and everything. He could retreat to his cabin in the woods and basically never see her again. That would be the smart thing to do. So why did the idea of it make his chest ache?

He could also drive right back over to her place and bang down her door. He could sweep her off her feet and claim that kiss he’d been trying not to imagine since the minute he met her. How good would she feel in his arms? He wanted to taste her lips and feel her skin. Pure desire sent waves of heat rushing through him.

Only to be doused when he tried to envision what kind of “fate” could lie before them along that road.

Cursing himself beneath his breath, he let himself into his truck and started the engine. He gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white.

So—what? He couldn’t stay away from her, and he couldn’t let himself get involved with her. Where did that leave him?

Was there a middle path where he could just stay friends with her?

He still hadn’t figured it out when the sound of loud voices interrupted the quiet night. He’d parked toward the back of the community center’s lot, but he still had a good view of the front door, where half the town appeared to currently be spilling out. His brows drew together at the sight of Granny, wrapped in what appeared to be the orange tablecloth that had been covering the snack table. Next to her was Mayor Thompson, and they both had fake autumn leaves stuck in their hair.

The image forced a bark of laughter out of him, chasing away the dark edge of broodiness from his mood. What the hell had happened?

An overwhelming urge rose in him. Before he could stop himself, he took out his phone and opened up the camera app. He snapped a shot and tapped the button to share it. He let his thumb hover for a minute before selecting Emma’s number from his contacts.

Apparently things got even weirder after we left…he typed.

He hit send and watched the message fly off into the ether with his heart in his throat. Five seconds later, the little check mark appeared next to it, indicating it had been read, and three bubbles appeared.

Literal LOL. What happened?!?

A smile spread over his face, his whole body suddenly feeling lighter.

Ask Granny for me next time you see her, will you?

And there were those three damn bubbles again. They dragged on for longer than seemed reasonable, or maybe he was just impatient.

At last her reply appeared.

Promise

It was just one word, but it echoed deep behind his ribs.

Just a minute ago, everything had seemed doomed. But there was potential in the air, now. Hope. Maybe he could be her friend, through silly pictures and town gossip. It wasn’t everything he wanted, but it was what he could afford.

And maybe… just maybe…

It could be enough.
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Chapter Twelve

THE COZY NOOK BOOKSHOP didn’t open until noon on Mondays, but at nine a.m., Emma found herself in the basement storage area, digging her way through a pile of boxes that had been shoved into a corner.

After almost two weeks, she’d more or less gotten up to speed with how the store operated, but things had been so busy that she really hadn’t had a chance to fully acquaint herself with the stuff that happened behind the scenes.

And based on the thick layer of dust that had accumulated over in this corner, no one else had been acquainting themself with it, either.

Covering her nose and mouth with one arm, she used the other hand to pry open a box. To her delight, it contained a variety of winter holiday decorations. Those would come in handy in another month or two.

All weekend, as she’d been running around helping customers, her gaze kept coming back to the sad, faded window displays. In addition to continuing to lobby Granny to modernize their computer system, she was determined to get the store’s look updated this fall. Seasonal decorations could go a long way toward making the entire place more inviting to potential customers—especially the flocks of folks who supposedly traveled this way during peak foliage.

It would also look better on their social media, which she’d been getting more and more involved with. Now that she was free to play around online without Brock’s judgment, she’d fallen in with a whole community of readers. It was fun to recommend books she loved, or help people find books they couldn’t remember the title of, or just generally get inspired by other people’s beautifully curated shelves.

The next couple of boxes were winter holiday themed as well. There were a few for Valentine’s Day—which made sense, considering how dedicated the store’s romance readers were. Then the pickings got slimmer, with one box for all the spring holidays, from St. Patrick’s Day to Easter, and another packed with a few flags and seashells for the summer.

The autumn box was the saddest of the lot. She blew the dust off a red-and-orange maple leaf wreath and watched one of a handful of sunflower decorations literally crumble to pieces when she tried to lift it out of the box. There were a few serviceable Halloween items toward the bottom, but for the rest of September, this was what she had to work with.

She shook her head. This was not going to cut it.

She was about to put the wreath back in the box, but a moment’s inspiration struck her. After checking it for spiders and cobwebs, she put it on her head and took a selfie. The result wasn’t bad—silly but not unflattering. She gave it a quick crop and a filter, then posted it to her bookseller social media account with the caption What do you think? Autumnal bookstore decoration or forest fae crown?

Before putting her phone away and hauling the sad box of autumn cheer upstairs, she hesitated. She pulled up the text message thread she had going with Hunter and bit the inside of her cheek.

She hadn’t seen Hunter since he’d dropped her off after their line dancing class on Saturday. After they’d both shied away from taking the next step together, she’d been all but despairing. Things had the potential to be so awkward between them. But then he’d sent her that wild photo of Granny and Mayor Thompson—who had apparently been crowned king and queen of the after-party after dancing a tango for some reason?

The next day she’d worked up her courage and sent him a picture of the pumpkin bars she’d made a special trip to the bakery for, after missing out on the last of them at the community center snack table. He’d replied with envy, and before she’d known it, they’d gotten something close to an actual conversation going on. Nothing deep, of course, but just little tidbits about their day.

Earlier this morning, he’d sent her a shot of the sunrise from outside his cabin. She wasn’t a night owl, but after years of living in the shadow of skyscrapers, it hadn’t even occurred to her to head outside before dawn to watch the sky.

Maybe she should.

It felt extra silly to follow that stunning photograph with the picture of her wearing a wreath, but she took a deep breath and did it anyway, posing the same question to him that she had to her followers.

She didn’t really expect a reply. His reception up at the preserve was intermittent at best, and he didn’t like to check his phone very often, even when he did have a signal. He must have been free at that particular moment, though, because he replied almost immediately.

Remind me to show you how to make a crown out of real leaves the next time we go hiking

A little shiver of excitement raced down her spine, but she did her best to ignore it. On the one hand, she couldn’t wait to see him again. On the other, it was probably best not to rush things. She needed time to settle into this new friendship they were forging through their texts, without the pressure of being hideously attracted to him.

Resolute, she reacted to his message with a heart and then put her phone away.

She spent a little more time sorting through boxes, but by ten a.m., she’d hit her quota for cobwebs. It would all still be here another day, and she’d promised herself she’d get outside for a bit before the store opened. She wasn’t going to fall back into the bad habit of spending all of her time either working or holed up at home introverting.

Bringing the box of autumn decorations with her, she headed upstairs and into the shop, where she nearly jumped out of her skin when a voice called, “Good morning.”

It was just Granny, doing something on the ancient computer next to the register.

“Jeez.” Emma set the box down on the other end of the counter and placed her hand over her heart. “You startled me. What are you doing here so early?”

“Just taking care of a bit of last-minute business before I head out.”

“Head out?”

“First vacation in a decade.” Granny smiled as she clicked at something on the screen.

But Emma frowned. “Vacation?”

“Oh, yes, didn’t I tell you?”

She definitely had not. “I don’t think so…”

Surreptitiously, Emma glanced at the store calendar. Owen’s unavailability for next Wednesday was scrawled in big letters, but there was nothing at all about Granny skipping town.

“Well, that’s half of why I brought you on,” Granny said, waving a hand as if this was no big deal. “So my husband and I could spend some of our golden years traveling. Jerry and I aren’t getting any younger, you know, and we have a lot of places we want to see.” A bright grin spread across her face. “We’re flying to Phoenix first thing tomorrow.”

“For how long?” Emma was totally calm.

“Two and a half glorious weeks. We’ll see the Grand Canyon—now that school’s in session it shouldn’t be too crowded. Tour around Sedona. I have a whole spa day booked.”

Granny sounded so excited that Emma refused to rain on her parade. She’d just been saying to herself that she’d more or less learned the ropes. She’d be fine running the place for a couple of weeks. Right?

She swallowed hard and forced a smile. “Sounds amazing.”

“I know, right?” Granny held up a finger, like she’d just remembered something. “By the way, I’m glad I caught you. Mercutio is staying with a neighbor for most of the time, but they’re going to be gone this coming Monday. Any chance you could stop by and take him for a walk before you open the shop?”

“Mercutio?”

“My dog, of course. Sweetest pooch you’ve ever met. But he does need his exercise.”

Emma didn’t have a lot of experience with dogs; they’d never had one when she was a kid, on account of her grandmother’s allergies. But she could probably handle one walk with one pup. “Sure, I guess.”

“Great, thanks—I’ll text you the details.” Granny looked up from the computer again. When she spotted the box Emma had hauled out of the basement, her eyes lit up. “Oh! I remember these.” She tugged open the flaps and waved away the cloud of dust that rose up from inside. She pulled out the wreath and one of the fake sunflowers that had more or less survived. “You thinking about putting these out?”

How best to phrase this? “The place could use a little sprucing up, and the leaf peepers would probably appreciate things looking a bit more autumnal.”

“And those are the big ideas I was looking for in a new manager. You’ll have to send me pictures of the new displays.” She laughed. “Though I don’t promise to look at them right away if it’s my spa day.”

“Of course not.” Emma ran her nail nervously along the edge of the counter. “Thought I might pick up a few fresh decorations, too.” She tried to project confidence, but at the last minute, she hedged herself. “If you don’t mind.”

For the first time, Granny’s enthusiasm faded. “You don’t have enough with all this?”

Emma reached in and grabbed what was left of the sunflower that had crumbled to pieces over the years. “Just, some of it’s looking a little worse for wear.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Granny set the other sunflower down. “Well, you know best. Like I said, the store is your baby now. Do with it as you will.”

Granny had said that—repeatedly now. But for someone who was handing over the reins, she sure had a lot of opinions.

“Thanks,” Emma said. “I’ll give it some thought.”

“You do that.”

She should probably stay and pick Granny’s brain about anything else she might have forgotten to mention about her upcoming absence, but she could really stand to clear her head—now more than ever. She excused herself, gesturing toward the door. “If you don’t mind, I was just about to head out for a bit.”

“Oh?” Granny smirked as she turned back toward the computer. “Going to meet up with anyone special?”

Emma refused to take the bait this time. “Nope, just in the mood to explore a bit.”

“Good for you. Though, just so you know, Hunter isn’t working until noon today.”

“Not sure why that would matter to me,” Emma said tightly. “But I appreciate the info.”

Shrugging, Granny adjusted her glasses. “Based on what I saw on Saturday night, it seemed like something you might want to know.”

“Hunter and I are just friends.” Did she really have to say this?

Granny looked up at her. “Is that so?”

“It is. Now if you’ll excuse me…”

“Of course.” Granny made a shooing motion. “I’m just going to finish this up, and maybe make a few calls, and then I have to head home and pack.” She darted her gaze at the ceiling in fond exasperation. “God knows Jerry will have two pairs of socks ready to go, and he’ll say that’s all he needs for the entire trip.”

Emma laughed. “Good luck with that.”

“I’ll need it.” Shaking her head, Granny sighed. Then she fixed Emma with an appraising look. “You’ve got everything, right? I didn’t mean to spring this on you.”

“I’ll be fine,” Emma promised. This place was a well-oiled machine, and the other employees were all perfectly competent.

Granny’s gaze went to someplace in the distance, and then she smiled. “You will be. I have a good feeling about it.”

Her confidence in the matter was a little unsettling, but Emma wasn’t about to question it. “Have fun on your trip!”

“Oh, believe me, I will.”

With that, Emma headed up to her apartment to grab her jacket and her bag.

Outside, fall was now officially in full swing. The big maple trees that lined Heart Street were all golden around the edges, with hints of red beginning to show. Supposedly, peak foliage wouldn’t hit for another couple of weeks, but based on the current state of affairs, when it arrived, it was going to be stunning.

Bundling her jacket around her, she breathed in the crisp air. She was going to need to find her hat and gloves before long, but for now, the hint of a chill in the air was more than welcome.

She didn’t have an agenda for the morning, other than a vague intention to get out of the house. Living above her place of employment was extremely convenient, but it was way too easy to just forget to leave the building sometimes.

Which was a shame. Downtown Heart’s Hope Crossing radiated a warmth she never would have expected. Plenty of the shops were all decked out for fall, with a veritable pumpkin patch worth of decorative gourds artfully arranged in more than one window. She snapped a couple of photos as inspiration, feeling even more determined to add some flair to the Cozy Nook Bookshop as well.

As she walked, friendly faces said hello. Some folks still looked at her with a bit of guardedness; she was a newcomer, after all. But most people were familiar to her now. She waved at Mayor Thompson, who was leaving the credit union, and exchanged a quick greeting with Toni from the crafting club, and met her daughter, Reagan.

Abby was outside her plant shop, watering some festive pots of fall mums. A few of those wouldn’t be a bad addition to the bookstore’s entrance. Emma asked a bit about their care and made a note of their price, figuring she’d think it over and maybe come back for a couple another time. Probably with her car or a dolly… or a hypermuscular forest ranger, for example.

Mentally rolling her eyes at herself, she put that thought out of her head. Things between her and Hunter were in a delicate holding pattern right now. She didn’t feel comfortable upsetting it by asking him for a silly favor like that.

Saying goodbye to Abby, she continued her stroll. It was the height of luxury to just be wandering around without a real plan—something she’d never made time for until she moved here. Step by step, her shoulders relaxed, and a smile stole over her face.

She poked her head into a gift shop, where she bought a little dragonfly pin she thought her mom would like—though who knew how she’d get it to her, considering her parents had no permanent address at the moment. When she’d spoken to her mom the day before, Emma had waxed poetic about Vermont in the fall, but it was nowhere on her parents’ itinerary to head back east again anytime soon.

Tucking the bag with the pin into her purse, she continued on, treating herself to a chunk of dark chocolate amaretto fudge at the candy shop and an unsweetened cinnamon spice chai at the tea shop next door.

Warm, cozy cup in hand, she window-shopped past a game store and an aquarium outfitter and an art gallery featuring gorgeous—if extremely expensive—landscapes by a local painter. She paused a little longer in front of the big display window of a yarn and fabric store she might never have even realized existed, if it hadn’t been for Abby and Hattie trying to induct her into their crafting circle. She was tempted to take a peek inside, but even from the sidewalk, the sheer number of options was wildly overwhelming. Maybe she’d ask her new friends where to start—or maybe they could all plan a time to stop in together. That might be fun.

Eventually, she reached the end of the main strip, where her gaze caught on a set of big wooden crates set up outside the local hardware store. Red, orange, and gold sparkly ribbon spilled out the top of one of them, and a handwritten sign advertised Fall decor—30% off.

Granny’s words floated back to her, both disparaging her suggestion about acquiring some new seasonal decorations and simultaneously reminding her that the store was hers now, to manage how she saw fit.

She chewed her bottom lip. Thirty percent off was a pretty good deal, especially for a small business. There was no reason not to at least take a peek, right?

She crossed the street, taking care around the small traffic jam of pickup trucks coming in and out of the parking lot. At first glance, she wasn’t sure if it had been worth it; the crates contained the most random mishmash of fall-themed… stuff she could imagine. But after a few minutes of sifting through hollow plastic pumpkins and a few sunflowers that only barely outshone the dilapidated ones that had been decaying away in Granny’s basement, she hit pay dirt. Three beautiful wreaths, made of tightly woven branches intertwined with colorful, tastefully glittering fall leaves. Garlands with more, matching leaves, strung with fairy lights that would look enchanting curled around the edges of bookshelves.

Standing up beside the crates were some cornstalks, labeled as being cut and dried from a local farm, and some more random artificial florals. She even found a big, orange-tinted glass vase—if she made an arrangement from the florals, it would look perfect next to the register… or in the background behind some new autumn romance titles she could share on social media…

“Can I help you with anything?”

Emma didn’t jump, but it was a near thing. As it was, she had to juggle to keep from dropping the vase as she whipped around.

Standing behind her, one brow raised, was Hunter’s friend Lucas from the line dancing class. He was white, nearly as tall as Hunter, but just as lean and muscular. He was clean-shaven, though, with a thick mop of sandy brown hair that fell into his clear, blue eyes. Dressed in work jeans and a blue plaid flannel shirt, he looked like he could be a model for a sexy farmer calendar or something.

Good grief. Emma swallowed hard and gripped the vase tighter so as not to make a bigger of a fool of herself. She knew this town was unique, but was there something in the water that made the men here so unreasonably attractive?

“Uh, hi,” she stammered. “Fine. No. I mean, I don’t need any help.”

Of course, at that exact moment, the glittery orange pumpkin she’d kind of forgotten she also had precariously balanced in her arms officially lost its fight against gravity. She felt it tip and scrambled to try not to let it fall, but it tumbled out of her grasp.

Sexy farmer guy reached out and snagged it out of the air just before it could hit the ground. With a smirk, he juggled it between his hands. “Watch out for these guys. Vicious attack pumpkins are a real issue in these parts.”

“They are?” Emma asked, instantly regretting it. Was there a hole in the ground around here somewhere that could swallow her up?

Fortunately, he laughed with her, not at her. “You’re Emma, right?”

“Yeah. And you’re Lucas? Hunter’s friend.”

“Long-suffering,” he agreed with what seemed like pride. One side of his mouth rose in an insouciant smile. “Though based on the other night, I think it’s fair to say that you’re Hunter’s friend, too, now.”

Heat rose to her cheeks. That was basically the same thing Granny had said, but she expected that kind of teasing from Granny, at this point. This relative stranger bringing it up, though? “I mean, we hung out a bit…”

Lucas raised his hands in front of his chest as if to declare his innocence. “No judgment implied. He could use a new”—he cleared his throat—“friend.”

Her face was definitely scarlet now. “I’m sure he could.”

“No, seriously.” The hint of insinuation fell away from his tone. “He’s a good guy, and I don’t really know you, but you seem like a nice girl.” He raised his brows. “Clumsy, but nice.”

She stood up straighter, hugging the vase more securely. “Thanks. I think.”

He shrugged. “Hunter might not believe in it, but I think there’s a reason fate threw you two together.” For a fraction of a second, a shadow passed across his eyes. “Maybe you both deserve a little happiness.”

Emma swallowed and glanced away. She still didn’t know what she thought about all of this fate stuff herself. Honestly, it seemed like it mostly kept people from doing what they wanted to do, as opposed to helping them along.

But she’d ended up here in this town by her own weird, convoluted twist of fate. If she could make a happy ending out of it, then why wouldn’t she?

“Who knows,” she said, as ambiguously as she could.

She started to set down the little pile of decorations she’d amassed, but then she hesitated. Random chance had also led her to this little discount bin outside this little hardware store. And she really did like the wreaths…

Sudden decisiveness stole over her. Clutching her finds to her chest so as not to accidentally drop any of them again, she turned to Lucas.

“You know, I think I could use a little help here after all…”
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Emma’s walk back up Heart Street was a lot less meandering and self-indulgent than her walk down it had been. Mostly because she was lugging two giant shopping bags full of discount fall decor and half a dozen stalks of dried corn. Lucas had offered to give her a ride back to the bookshop, but his boss had scowled, and really, Emma could manage more or less on her own.

“Whoa, did a pumpkin spice latte vomit all over you?” Hattie was stepping out of the Sunny Days Diner, her hair up in a high bun. Even though she was wrestling a big chalkboard easel sign onto the sidewalk, she still found the energy to grace Emma with her snark.

“Vicious attack pumpkin,” Emma clarified.

“A what now?”

“Never mind.” She lifted the shopping bags, which were admittedly brimming with fall cheer. “Just a few things for the bookshop. Thought it would be nice to make it a little more festive.”

“Love it. And I bet it’ll be good for your Bookstagram account, too.”

Emma’s brows knit together. “You know about that?”

“Sure. I followed you the other day, though you might not have recognized me. I mostly just use it to share my doodles.” One of said doodles was on prominent display on the chalkboard, where Hattie had drawn an adorable cartoon squirrel drinking down a bowl of the butternut squash soup that was apparently one of the diner’s specials for the day.

“Cool. I’ll have to find you and follow you back.”

Hattie shrugged. “No pressure.” She double-checked that the sign was straight and then reached into her apron for an envelope. She held it out. “By the way, Granny told me I should give you this.”

“Granny?” As in, the Granny she had just been talking to less than an hour ago? “Why didn’t she just give it to me herself?”

“She didn’t have it, silly. It’s a ticket to this cooking class Chef is putting on this Saturday afternoon—which, by the way, I have to miss crafting club for.” She gave an exaggerated pout but then shrugged and moved on. “It’s a brand-new concept, and Granny bought a ticket, but apparently she forgot she was going to be out of town. Chef offered to give her the money back, but she said you should take her spot.”

“Oh.” Emma frowned. “I mean, I probably have to work. You know, since Granny is out of town and all.”

“Really? She seemed pretty sure you’d be free.” Hattie reached forward and tucked the envelope into one of Emma’s bags.

Emma would have to check the calendar when she got back to the store. They had half a dozen employees, so it was possible they had enough coverage, but it would take a minor scheduling miracle for her to randomly be off on a Saturday afternoon…
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Chapter Thirteen

“HOLD ON.” PINCHING THE bridge of his nose with one hand, Hunter gripped his phone more tightly with the other. “By some miracle, I happen to have the afternoon off, on a Saturday in autumn, and you need me to what?”

He’d just finished cleaning up a big mess some teenagers had made on one of their more popular trails the night before, and he was more than ready to head home, put his feet up, and enjoy whatever scheduling error had left him with an unexpected boon of free time. But the minute he’d gotten back into the reception zone, his phone had lit up. He’d missed half a dozen calls and texts from Lucas, and even he realized that that kind of situation merited a call back.

“Look, can you meet me at the diner today or not?”

He could, but did he want to? “We just went for a drink last week and I had to see your ugly mug at that stupid line dancing class.”

That had to fulfill his social obligation quota for the month.

“Pfft,” Lucas scoffed. “Like you were looking at my mug.”

Hunter flexed his jaw. Yes, his attention had been elsewhere. Mostly on Emma, and how beautiful and free and sexy she looked, brush-stepping and kicking along with all the other weirdos in this town. But Lucas didn’t have to go calling him out on it.

“How can I miss it, with your giant head?”

“Anyway, I just need to talk to you about something.”

Well, that wasn’t ominous. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Hunter frowned, wanting to press, but if Lucas insisted on discussing whatever the hell was going on in person, he supposed he’d make yet another exception to his I never go into town if I can possibly help it policy. “Fine. My shift is just about over. I can be there—”

He’d been about to say in half an hour, but Lucas interrupted to declare, “Two o’clock.”

What? “Two? That’s not even a real mealtime.”

“See you there.” Lucas hung up before Hunter could ask any more questions.

He huffed out a breath of exasperation, staring at his phone for a minute before rolling his eyes and stuffing the thing in his pocket. He swore to God, if Lucas weren’t his best—and only—friend, he’d tell him to stick it where the sun didn’t shine. As it was, he supposed a midafternoon slice of pie and a coffee weren’t the worst hardships that could befall a guy. At least the place wouldn’t be crowded.

Shaking his head, he made his way into the ranger station, where Alix had just arrived to relieve him, which was perfect on multiple levels. He hadn’t seen her in the past couple of days, and he had something he’d been meaning to give her.

“Hey, boss,” she started, hanging up her jacket and heading to the workstation where she usually hung out.

“Hey, yourself.” He pulled open the top drawer of his desk and grabbed the little stack of envelopes sitting inside. With a flourish, he dropped them on the counter in front of her.

She picked one up, brow crinkling in confusion. “What are these?”

“Letters of recommendation. Your mom cornered me last weekend and told me you were supposed to have asked me for them.”

He might as well have told her they were scorpions. She threw her hands up in the air. “My mom is losing her freaking mind. I told her I’m not doing those stupid applications.”

“Whoa, chill out—”

That did not chill her out. “Why won’t she listen to me? I’m good here. I don’t want to go to college, and I’m not wasting my time filling out a billion forms to find out if some snooty school is going to do me the favor of letting me pay them hundreds of thousands of dollars to earn a degree I don’t need.”

“Tell me how you really feel,” he muttered. “Look—”

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a freaking kid.”

Says the seventeen-year-old. He managed to keep the snarky comment to himself and instead held up his hands in surrender. “When have I ever told you what to do, except when it was literally my job as your boss to do so?”

She took a few deep breaths. “Never.”

“That’s right.” He exhaled deeply himself. “All I’m saying is that your mom told me you needed these, so I spent several minutes writing them, and if I do say so myself, they are glowing.”

“Thanks. I guess.” She plopped down in her chair and grabbed the offending envelopes with distaste.

And he should probably stay out of this, but he hated seeing Alix so steamed up about this. “Can I give you a free piece of advice?”

“Well, I’m certainly not going to pay you for it.”

“Look, this is just my opinion, but…” Despite their generally snarky relationship, he tried to be serious. “Your mom wanting you to keep your options open isn’t completely unreasonable.”

His voice caught for a second as his thoughts unconsciously flitted to his own mom, and how she hadn’t been there when he’d been going through these sorts of growing pains. And how much he wished she had been.

“Just.” He swallowed past the lump in his throat. “Maybe cut her a little slack and listen to what she has to say.”

She shot him the dirtiest look imaginable, but the fire had gone out of her. “I’ll consider it. But no promises.”

He held up his hands in front of his chest. “That’s all I’m asking.”

With that settled, he briefed her on the day so far before grabbing his jacket and heading for the door. He was almost out when Alix called after him, “Have fun!”

That gave him pause for a second. He liked having time off as much as anyone else, but he wasn’t exactly a “fun” kind of guy. Shrugging, he brushed it off, said, “So long,” and made his way to his truck.

In hindsight, though, it probably should have been his first sign.
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The second sign, of course, was Lucas’s truck not being parked out in the lot behind the diner, but Lucas worked just down the street. He could have walked.

The third sign was all the other cars that were parked there.

He got out of his truck slowly, narrowing his eyes. It was like he’d said—two p.m. wasn’t a real mealtime. Why would the Sunny Days Diner’s lot be half-full?

Turned out, he was right to be suspicious. He took one step inside the back door, and the fourth through thirty-second signs of something being off all smacked him in the face.

Normally, the diner had a pretty standard layout. Booths along the sides, tables of various sizes arrayed throughout the main dining room. But all those tables had been shoved together to make one big one. Joe Millanopoulis—better known as Chef—was pacing around, while Hattie and another one of the usual servers dashed about, setting up what looked like little workstations, complete with cutting boards and knives and bowls full of ingredients, and this… This was…

“Hunter!” Chef caught sight of him. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

Hunter didn’t come to the diner all that often, what with it being in town and all, but the place was an institution, serving delicious, unfussy fare at a good price. You couldn’t be a Heart’s Hope Crossing resident without being on a first-name basis with Chef.

“Uh, yeah, about that,” Hunter started.

“We were full, you know. First time offering a cooking class. But Granny told me you were so keen to learn, so I managed to squeeze in an extra seat.”

Hunter’s jaw clenched. “She did, did she?”

“Come, come. You’re right here.”

And he didn’t really even have to look. He knew exactly what he was going to see.

So why did it still take his breath away to find Emma sitting there, right next to the last open spot at the big table? She had her hair up, which was probably smart for a cooking class, but it just showed off the long, gorgeous line of her neck.

“Oh!” Her mouth formed a soft O of surprise when she caught sight of him. “Hunter. I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“Funnily enough,” he said, just barely managing to keep the frustration from his tone, “I was expecting Lucas and a slice of pie.”

Her brows crinkled. “But the restaurant is…” Realization dawned on her, and her eyes widened. “Closed.”

“Yup,” he said, letting the P pop.

“We’ll be starting in just a minute,” Chef announced.

Hunter glanced around. There were a dozen-odd people either sitting at workstations, visiting with their friends, or generally milling around. All of them were shooting less-than-covert glances his way.

“Granny gave me my ticket,” Emma said. “By way of Hattie, in any case. Cleared my schedule, too.”

“My schedule was also weirdly cleared.” Hunter was honestly equal parts annoyed and impressed. This setup had taken some serious coordination.

He didn’t like being manipulated. He liked it even less when Emma was biting her lower lip and practically squirming.

“I mean, I have always wanted to learn how to cook. And the menu theme is ‘Greek Feast,’ which sounds pretty great.” She faked a smile, making the best of things the way she always did. “If you don’t want to stay…”

And he could imagine a version of himself that definitely did not. He could throw a fit and march right back out the door, and never speak to Granny or Lucas—or hell, even Emma—again.

But this wasn’t Emma’s fault. It definitely was Granny’s and Lucas’s fault, but he could give them a hard time about that later.

As pissed as he was at both of them, and at whoever else had been enlisted in this scheme, there was a small part of him that was… touched. Putting this much effort into giving him a free cooking class with a beautiful girl was exactly the obnoxious, meddling way that people showed they cared in this town.

And he’d been avoiding Emma for an entire week now. Ever since that almost-kiss, when they’d both backed away from the edge at the same time. He’d enjoyed their text messages, and he’d felt good about building something like a friendship with her, without the pressure of attraction pushing them to go further than either of them was ready to go. He’d told himself it was enough. That things were going great.

But…

And this was impossible, really. He’d only known her for a couple of weeks.

But he’d missed her. Her soft smile and kind eyes, and the way she looked at him, like she saw something the whole rest of the world didn’t. He missed the hum of energy between them, which he could feel even now.

He swallowed and flexed his jaw. His gaze darted to Hattie, who was setting out knives while definitely staring at him. And then at Chef, who wasn’t paying them any mind at all as he practically vibrated around the room. The guy was also probably an innocent in all of this. Just an amazing cook, excited to share some of his secrets with a bunch of folks who had come here to learn.

“Well,” Hunter said, his mouth suddenly dry. He pulled out the chair next to Emma’s. “Who am I to turn down a free meal?”
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Chapter Fourteen

OF COURSE, THERE WAS no such thing as a free lunch. Or a free… midafternoon meal? It came at the expense of blood, sweat, and tears. Lots and lots of tears.

“Oh my God,” Emma murmured, slicing away at her pile of onions. Tears streamed down her face in a way that set alarm bells blaring in Hunter’s chest—even if he knew it was just the damn onions. “How do real chefs do this all the time?”

“Here.” Hunter pushed his own cutting board aside and reached for hers to take over.

“No, it’s fine.” She was not fine, swabbing her eyes with her sleeve.

“I got this.” And okay, yes, his eyes were watering, too, but not nearly as bad as hers were.

“I swear I know how to chop onions, just this one is made of pure evil.”

“I know you know how to do it.”

They hadn’t been at this for long, but it was readily apparent that Emma had more skills than he had. That said, Chef had already taught him a thing or two, showing him how to hold his knife differently, in a way that gave him better control over what he was doing. He’d balked at first; everybody knew how to use a kitchen knife; no fancy techniques required. But then he’d tried Chef’s way, and it took a little getting used to, but surprise, surprise. It really had helped.

Putting his new knowledge to work, he went to town on Emma’s onion, chopping it finely, just the way Chef had told them to.

Chef was wandering around, giving out pointers. Emma straightened up, like she was going to get in trouble for not cutting up her own onion, but Chef just clucked sympathetically. “At home, try running a fan blowing away from you, or doing it under running water. It helps with the eyes.”

“Thanks.” She’d fished a tissue out of her bag and was still dabbing at her face with it. “I’ll try that.”

Chef patted her shoulder and gave Hunter a knowing look, which he did his best to ignore.

The way he’d hung out with Emma at the line dancing event had already gotten tongues wagging among the gossips in town. Being here with her today was going to cement it—especially with Betty Jenkins and Shirley Brown over on the other side of the table. But he couldn’t bring himself to care.

Honestly, he himself didn’t even know exactly what was going on between him and Emma. He was still attracted as hell to her; even though they hadn’t seen each other in a week, and he’d worried things would be awkward, they’d fallen right back into an easy, teasing rhythm. Half his brain was telling him to run away screaming, but the other half just wanted to wrap an arm around her and pull her in close.

But he wouldn’t. Not because of people watching, or because he was still trying to spite fate.

Mostly because he was literally covered in onion juice.

Finishing up, he slid her onion into a prep bowl and passed her cutting board back over to her. Chef had moved on, giving them tips for peeling and mincing garlic.

“Now I see why my mom always had a jar of the pre-minced stuff in the fridge,” Hunter grumbled.

Emma put her hand to her chest. “Blasphemy!”

“What, your parents always did this rigamarole?”

“My grandma would have had my mom’s head if she’d dared try to use anything else.”

“Harsh.”

“Yeah.” Emma shook her head, smiling wryly. “But that was Grandma.”

Her smile slowly faded away.

It wasn’t exactly an awkward silence that ensued, considering Chef was yapping away, and Hattie was fawning over Betty’s scarf, and everyone else was cursing their garlic as they mashed it into tiny pieces. He glanced over at Emma and cleared his throat.

“You, uh, said your grandmother lived with you when you were growing up?”

“Yeah. She had a bunch of health issues.” Emma chuckled. “My dad used to joke sometimes that she was my mom’s second child.”

“Sounds tough.”

“It was. But it was also cool. I got to know her a lot better than most people ever get to know their grandparents. And my mom would have done anything for her, you know?” She exhaled roughly, mincing her garlic to the point of almost being paste. “But it also made my mom so stressed. She worked, and took care of me, and took care of her own mom. We couldn’t go on much in the way of vacations or anything, because it would have meant getting some sort of interim care for Grandma, and she wasn’t well enough to travel for years there at the end.”

“Yeah, I get that.” Hunter’s parents had had all of their plans go up in smoke when his mom had gotten sick, too. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. Anyway, it’s cool that they get to travel together now.”

He snuck another glance at her. The wistfulness in her voice showed up as lines around her mouth.

He hesitated, focusing on sliding his garlic into another tiny prep bowl. Lord help whoever had to do the dishes after this class.

But then he cleared his throat. “So what was your dad up to, during all of that?”

“Oh, he helped, of course. But he worked this super intense job. Senior partner at a law firm. Long hours and all.”

“That sucks.”

“Yeah, but somebody had to pay the bills.” It sounded like she was quoting her dad there, and it grated at something in Hunter.

“Paying the bills isn’t everything.”

“No, but it’s important, especially when you have medical expenses to deal with.” She said it firmly. “And he really did pitch in the best he could. He kept all of our morale up. Reminded us to focus on the positive.”

Hunter couldn’t help feeling like maybe the guy had reminded them about that a little too much. Even now, Emma was visibly wiping the rueful expression from her face and replacing it with a way-too-cheerful smile.

“Can you pass me a tomato?” she asked.

He did, grabbing one for himself as well. Even with a giant, commercial stove in the kitchen, only so many folks at a time could get going on actually cooking. Chef had led the first group of four over to sauté up some chicken he’d chopped and marinated ahead of time with their onions and garlic, while the rest of them were starting in on preparing other toppings for the meal.

Hattie demonstrated coring and seeding the tomato, which was a pretty neat trick, if he did say so himself, and it was a good distraction while he tried to figure out whether to push Emma any further about her family.

He ended up compromising with himself, letting go of the whole grandmother issue to get back to cooking. “So, with all that mincing fresh garlic by hand going on, what kind of stuff did your mom like to cook?”

Emma perked up, seizing on the change of topic with obvious relief. “Oh, all kinds of things. A lot of Chinese recipes, of course, but she loved having the Food Network on in the background. She was always trying new recipes from all over the world.” She shook her head. “I know she’s having fun, going on Dad’s Great American Road Trip with him, but she must be losing her mind just a little bit, not having a real kitchen to play in.”

He shrugged. “Maybe she’s enjoying the break.”

“Maybe.” She shrugged, finishing dicing her tomato and moving on to a cucumber. “If they ever come back to the Northeast, I’m hoping maybe I can get her to give me some lessons.” She gestured around with her knife. “Not that this isn’t great, but I’d love to be able to cook more of the dishes she used to make when I was kid.”

“She didn’t hand down the recipes?”

“Half of them she made up, I think. The other half are scribbled on notecards and completely indecipherable.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Yeah. It is.” For once, she didn’t move on to “making the best of things” right away, her expression thoughtful as she finished chopping her tomato. Eventually, she cleared her throat, though, and nudged him carefully with her elbow. “How about you? Who was the cook in your family?”

“Definitely my mom. Well, you know.” He swallowed, his voice grating.

“Right—sorry—”

“No, it’s okay.” More than okay, honestly.

Before Emma waltzed into his life, he never talked about his mom. There was a big, closed door in front of him that he’d never really even tested the knob on. His dad had slammed it shut five minutes after the funeral, but that was over a decade ago. Now, somehow, Emma kept knocking, presenting him with opportunities to crack the door open, and…

It didn’t hurt the way he’d always thought it would.

He didn’t want to go hurtling on through, running roughshod through memories. His eyes had watered enough chopping onions, thank you very much. But taking a peek? Letting a little more light in through the gap?

Somehow, that was okay.

“She mostly made basic meat-and-potatoes kind of stuff.” He could see his mother now, standing in the kitchen, sunlight shining on her dark hair. “And I was a picky little bugger. She refused to cook two meals to appease me, but she never let me go hungry, either.”

“Oh?”

“She’d find something to put on the table that wasn’t junk that I wouldn’t mind, and I learned real early how to make a mean peanut butter and jelly.”

“Dinner of champions.”

He wasn’t going to mention the fact that he still had it at least a couple of times a week, though usually for lunch, not supper.

“She had both me and Kyra help her out, too. Nothing big or dangerous, but just little jobs, so we learned something about how to feed ourselves.” He exhaled deeply. “But after she was gone, I’m not gonna lie. My dad was a wreck.” Still was. “So it was a lot of Chef Boyardee and Hamburger Helper.”

“I think I’d rather have the peanut butter and jelly.”

“Oh, believe me, I did. Regularly.” He shrugged, focusing on the veggies on his cutting board. “But we got by.”

He braced himself, not wanting any pity or sympathy. And bless her, she didn’t offer him any. But for a moment, she set down her knife. Her fingers twitched like she was thinking about reaching for his hand, but they were both messy, and that still felt like an awfully big bridge to cross.

Instead, she merely slid over a couple of inches, and for a second, she let her arm rest against his, and it was… nice.

He still wanted her—God, did he ever. But when he thought about his parents’ perfect, predestined marriage, he thought about the little moments like these. The two of them working in the kitchen or cuddling up or talking.

He’d spent all this time pushing everyone away. He’d thought he’d been protecting himself—and maybe he had been.

But maybe he’d also been missing out on this.
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Eventually, they got their turn at the stove. Chef gave them a lecture about exactly how he’d gone about marinating the meat before they’d arrived, and then coached them through getting the heat right and what to look for as they cooked. Softening onions, the aromatic scent of garlic. Browning the chicken.

Hunter’s stomach rumbled as the meat sizzled. “Is anybody else suddenly starving?”

“Ravenous,” Emma agreed.

“We’ll eat soon enough,” Chef promised.

He helped them judge when their dishes were done, encouraging them to test out a handheld temperature probe. Hunter might have to acquire one of these himself. Even if he didn’t end up cooking at home all that often, it’d be handy to have for summer nights when he tossed together an easy dinner by throwing something on the grill.

He got distracted for a minute, letting his mind wander to what it might be like to invite Emma up to the cabin for a visit. They could cook together just like this. Have a couple of beers, or maybe wine if that was what she was into, and sear up some steaks on the grill. Afterward, maybe they’d sit together on the old porch swing that had come with the property and stare up at the stars…

And that was ridiculous. It was barely fall. The idea of enjoying a meal together at his cabin an entire year from now, when she’d never even been to his place, and when they were in this weird holding pattern…

It didn’t make any sense. But here he was, doing it anyway.

“Okay, I think that’s ready,” Chef prompted him, pulling him out of his thoughts and saving his chicken from burning.

“Looks good,” Emma told him as he followed instructions and transferred the cooked food to a plate.

They were the last ones to get a turn at the stove, so when they were done, Chef led them in assembling everything. They wrapped their chicken and fresh toppings in a warm pita, drizzled it with homemade tzatziki and dusted it with feta and olives, then set it alongside a garden salad and dill rice, and voilà. A Greek feast indeed.

They all dug in, and it didn’t even matter that maybe he’d charred his chicken a little in his distraction earlier. “Damn,” he mumbled.

“I am definitely going to have to figure out how to do this at home,” Emma agreed, eating with gusto. He’d rarely seen her so unreserved, and he liked it. A lot.

“Save some room,” Chef prompted them. “Dessert is still coming.”

“Too late.” Hunter had already devoured most of his.

“You can always take dessert to go,” Hattie promised as she wandered past, refilling water glasses and clearing away empty plates.

“We’re keeping things simple for dessert, with a cheater baklava,” Chef promised, “and I’ve done most of the prep work for you.”

He and Hattie passed out trays arrayed with new ingredients, including chopped nuts, simple syrup, honey, and little pre-baked phyllo pastry cups.

“Almost as good as fresh,” he assured them with regard to the pre-made pastry, “but readily available in the freezer aisle at the co-op.”

Following his lead, they mixed up a tooth-achingly sweet filling and spooned it into the cups, then drizzled it all with honey. Hunter snuck a glance at Emma, whose mouth was twisted slightly downward as Chef encouraged her to add even more of the sticky stuff. His thoughts flashed back to the line dancing class, when she’d tried to pretend to like the punch, even though she obviously hated it.

While their desserts were baking, Hunter flagged Chef down. “If you’re not a big fan of the super sweet stuff, are there other fillings you could use?”

“Of course!” Chef gestured enthusiastically with his hands. “The sky’s the limit. A dark chocolate mousse, berries and cream, apple pie filling. Experiment! Play!”

“Great, thanks.”

Emma elbowed him in the ribs after the man had moved on. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Of course I didn’t.” He nudged her back, gently, with his own elbow, allowing it to press against hers for just a moment, the heat of the contact searing through him. “But I have a vested interest in dessert.”

And he had an increasingly vested interest in sharing it with her.
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Emma’s heart was racing, and not just from the sugar high of that sickly-sweet dessert. All afternoon, she and Hunter had been drifting closer and closer, sharing stories while following Chef’s instructions. Letting arms rest against arms and knees graze knees. Exhilaration and confusion warred in her brain.

It was bad enough that he was tragically unavailable and unbearably attractive. Did she have to go and like him so much, too?

Exhaling hard, she wiped her sticky hands on a napkin, but the honey refused to come off. “I think this is going to need some soap.”

“I might have some industrial solvent in my truck,” Hunter joked, having similarly mediocre luck with his own mess.

Emma glanced at the kitchen, where there were half a dozen people gathered around the big sink.

“Pretty sure the bathroom’s free.” Hattie reached past them to clear some of their dishes.

“Thanks.” Emma stood, taking care not to touch anything.

Hunter shrugged as if to say worth a shot and followed her to the rear section of the restaurant. There were two single-user restrooms, but one of them was occupied. Hunter gestured at the open one and said, “You go ahead.”

She clumsily turned the tap to hot with her elbow. “Pretty sure we can both squeeze in, if you want.”

He frowned and seemed to consider for a moment before apparently deciding that there really wasn’t any reason not to.

Too late, she realized her obvious mistake. In the tight space, he had to stand right next to her, his big, muscular frame grazing her side, and the warm, cedar scent of him making it hard for her to think. She had to reach across him to get a squirt of soap from the dispenser. Heat flared all along her arm, and this was not sexy. They were just two people covered in honey trying to clean themselves off in a too-small bathroom, which was completely, totally normal.

While he soaped up his own hands, she rinsed off the best she could. She turned away, fast, but the paper towels were behind the door. She tried to grab some anyway, but as she did, the door swung closed with a bang.

“Oops,” she whispered beneath her breath, as Hunter turned around.

And yes, this bathroom was small. It had been since the moment she’d offered to share the space with him for completely selfless, practical, hygiene-related reasons. But had it been this small?

Had he been this big or handsome, or had he smelled this good? Had his hazel eyes been as deep, as their gazes met and locked?

“Emma—”

Her voice came out all breathy and strained and mortifying. “Yes?”

“Can I…?”

Oh, jeez. He was pointing at the paper towel dispenser she was standing right in front of. She tugged out a handful and shoved them at him, but their hands touched as he took them.

“I should—” She gestured at the door he was blocking.

They’d had a great time today, but they’d ended up here, together, because of Granny and whoever else in this weird, wonderful town she was conspiring with. They hadn’t planned it. Heck, she wasn’t even sure they’d wanted it.

But even as she made to leave and give him his space, he stood there, calmly drying his hands, watching her with eyes that seemed to see right through her and her crumbling restraint.

When he spoke her name again this time, it was so soft, her knees wobbled, and a tender ache gathered in her chest.

Dropping his paper towels in the trash, he reached forward as if to touch her cheek, the same way he had that night after the line dancing class. Before he could, she lifted her own hand to curl her fingers around his warm, rough palm. Tension arced through the air, electric currents swimming between them as she held on.

And this didn’t make any sense. She wasn’t ready for a relationship, and he didn’t want one. So why was she taking a step toward him? Why was he closing the space between their bodies? What was this heat, melting her from the inside?

Why did this impossible moment suddenly feel… inevitable?

She didn’t know.

All she knew was that when he finally curled his arms around her, warmth and safety bloomed in her chest. She’d still half expected one of them to flinch, but she drew in a deep breath, past the stuttering in her lungs. He didn’t pull away, and she didn’t, either. Emboldened, she looped a hand behind his neck, leaning forward on her toes, even as he was dipping down toward her.

Their mouths met in the middle in a kiss that was soft and tender—sweeter than the honey they’d been covered in, but in a good way. A great way.

Her eyelids fluttered closed as he swept his lips across hers. Once. Twice. Tentatively, she kissed him back, and the tingles that rushed through her buzzed all the way down to her toes.

They lingered like that for a moment before he pulled away by a fraction, keeping a steadying hand at the center of her back while seeking out her gaze. Raising his brows, he quipped dryly, “Well, that was certainly ‘trying something new.’”

“Yeah.” Laughing, she tipped forward to bury her face in his firm chest for a second, drinking in how good it felt to be held in his embrace. “Not quite as adventurous as line dancing…”

“But I felt like a whole lot less of a fool doing it.”

She lifted her gaze. “Exactly.”

After all that holding back and dancing around each other and trying not to get her hopes up, falling into his arms was new and exciting, but it was also as natural as breathing.

She lifted up onto her toes once more. The kiss this time was deeper, his warm lips parting hers, and she opened for him with a quiet gasp. His tongue pressed forward, and then everything was going wet and hot, desire igniting deep within her. Clutching him closer, she let her own tongue lick past his lips, reveling in the soft scrape of his beard and mustache against her skin. Her breasts pressed against his chest, and deep in her core, a flicker of wanting flared, almost too bright.

He let out a quiet, muffled moan and walked her back two steps until she was leaning against the wall. Somehow, that just made everything better. She ran her hands up and down his spine, mapping the dips and contours of hard muscle beneath his clothes, and good lord. Little whining sounds of pleasure spilled out of her mouth as he kissed down her jaw and along the column of her neck, and she tipped her head back, threading her fingers through his thick hair.

And she could just let go and see where this took them. She’d never seduced anybody in a public bathroom before, but the fire blazing within her burned so hot, she suddenly understood why that was a thing people did.

But there was still a teeny tiny bit of sanity lurking in the corners of her brain. This wasn’t just any public restroom. Everybody knew they were in here. Already, the incriminating nature of just slipping back here to wash their hands together was probably a scandal. If they disappeared for too long? Or if they made any real noises of pleasure?

“Hunter,” she gasped.

“I know, I know.” He released her throat and gently banged his head into the wall before letting go and stepping back.

And all she wanted to do was reel him in once more. His mouth was red and kiss-bitten, his pupils dark with wanting. When he dipped a hand into his jeans to adjust himself, her eyes just about bulged out of her head, and the fluttering between her thighs nearly brought her to her knees.

Was it really so wrong to jump a guy and have her wanton way with him in a diner bathroom?

Yes, yes it was—and even if it weren’t, just kissing was a pretty epic escalation without taking things any further.

“I should—” Hunter waved a hand at the door.

“Yeah. Want me to go first?” Was there any polite way to indicate that the guy maybe needed a minute to collect himself?

“Yeah. Okay.”

He let her pass, but as she did, he brushed a hand against her waist. She cast a longing glance back at him before forcing herself to keep going.

Out in the main room of the diner, people were starting to filter out. Hattie was gently shooing them. “Gotta get this place cleared out before the dinner rush starts. You do not want to get between those seniors and their early-bird specials.” When Hattie caught sight of Emma, she grinned unrepentantly. “Manage to get everything sorted back there?”

“Huh? Oh.” Emma held up her now mess-free hands. “Yeah, thanks.”

Hattie’s smirk deepened. “No problem.”

Maybe she and Hunter had been louder than she’d realized while they’d been shamelessly making out back there, because Hattie seemed fully aware that they’d sorted out more than just the honey situation.

Emma was gathering up her leftovers in a bag when Hunter reemerged, looking just as delicious as he had before, if a bit more put together. Their gazes met, and there was still a fire in his eyes that matched the one burning in her belly.

As he was bagging up his own little pile of take-out containers, she managed to slip him her mostly uneaten portion of baklava, which as he’d realized, really wasn’t her thing.

“Walk you to your car?” he asked.

“Oh, I walked.”

“Then can I give you a lift home?”

Her throat bobbed, and her insides did a delighted little dip. “Sure.”

This was all absurd, of course. He was saving her about five minutes. But it really wasn’t about the walk.

They were both quiet as he drove the handful of blocks to the bookstore, where he parked in the back lot. He didn’t turn off the ignition, which was both a disappointment and a relief. She wasn’t sure she should invite him up, and he clearly didn’t expect her to.

Unsure what happened next—both in this conversation and with regard to whatever it was that they were doing here together—she babbled, “Well, that was fun. I mean, I had a nice time. And Chef is great.”

“Yeah,” Hunter replied quietly. “He is.” One side of his mouth curled up. “Except his sweet tooth, maybe.”

She laughed. “That’s on me, not him.”

“Still.” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “I was thinking about those other suggestions he had for phyllo cup fillings. Figured it might be fun to give some of them a try sometime.”

“Yeah.” She brightened up.

He cleared his throat. “My kitchen at the cabin is pretty well-equipped. If you wanted to join me. Maybe tomorrow night?”

A flock of butterflies fluttered to life in her chest. “I’d love that.”

He turned to look at her, and she practically swooned. “Me, too.”

But she still had some dark moths of doubt fluttering around with the butterflies. “Look, Hunter, I know today wasn’t exactly either of our idea.”

“No.” Exhaling deeply, he pulled a hand off the steering wheel to rake it through his hair. “It really wasn’t.”

“And that wasn’t cool. But…” She chewed the inside of her lip for a second, looking down at her leftovers bag. “I really did have a nice time. I’m glad we both ended up there.”

He put a hand over hers, and warmth rushed through her. She lifted her gaze to his.

“Me, too. I—I don’t like anybody meddling in my life.” His eyes narrowed by a fraction. “And I still don’t want fate meddling in it, either.”

She was starting to feel a little less sure about that, but she nodded anyway. “Definitely not.”

“But I’m not going to let their meddling keep me from…” He gave her fingers a soft squeeze, brushing his thumb across her knuckles. “… Seeing where this goes.” He let go with a warm smile. “Or from making delicious pastries.”

“Amen,” she said, breathless, smiling so hard her cheeks hurt, because she had absolutely zero chill when it came to this man. “On both counts.”
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Chapter Fifteen

“DON’T YOU HAVE TO get going?” Owen asked, sweeping the floor behind the counter, pointedly working around Emma where she was banging her head against the geriatric computer system. Again.

The two of them were closing up the shop after a surprisingly busy Sunday afternoon. The register was all settled, and she was just trying get a couple of orders placed when—

“Dammit,” she muttered as the monitor went full blue screen of death.

Maybe the thing always crashed this often, but she swore that the second Granny left town, it had developed an honest-to-goodness vindictive streak against Emma.

“That’s its way of telling you it’s time to go,” Owen suggested.

“Yeah, probably.” She killed the computer’s power. Overnight, it could have a good, long think about what it had done. Standing up, she glanced at the clock and did a tiny double take. “Oh, man, I was supposed to leave—”

“Fifteen minutes ago?”

“Yeah.”

“Go on.” Owen gestured around. “Everything’s basically done. I can lock up.”

She followed his gaze. Everything did, in fact, appear to be in order—including the new decorations she’d been putting up over the course of the past week. The whole store gave cozy autumn vibes, which were only augmented by the lingering, delicious scent of the pumpkin spice lattes and treats the café had been serving up all afternoon.

She smiled, proud of the changes she’d implemented—if maybe also just a little bit nervous about what Granny would think of them when she returned. But Granny had told her to go ahead and make the place her own, and Emma had decided to start taking her up on that, at least when it came to the store’s decor.

She’d been getting good feedback, too, both from locals who came in to shop and from her followers on social media, who had been unanimously in favor of the store’s minor glow-up. The store’s accounts had been growing, as had her personal ones, opening her up to an even wider community of friends and readers, and she was feeling energized and inspired to keep going.

Tomorrow, in any case.

For tonight, she spent five more minutes locking up with Owen, and then dashed upstairs to her apartment. The place had been cute enough when she’d moved in, with pale walls and wainscoting, white-painted furniture, and a green couch with about a hundred floral-patterned throw pillows. But it still didn’t really feel like hers. Someday, maybe she’d take the time to do something about that.

At the moment, she was racing to change, fix her hair and makeup, and get out the door.

When Hunter had brought up the idea of her coming up to his place to try some more of Chef’s dessert ideas, she’d just about jumped at the idea. A part of her had expected him to back out, after he’d had some time to think, but he’d texted her earlier in the day to make concrete plans.

She still didn’t know exactly what they were doing together, and he’d basically admitted out loud that he didn’t, either. But all day long, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about that kiss. The hot press of his mouth and the rough brush of his hands. The solidity of him, and the strength and breadth of his shoulders. The soft rasp of his beard against her chin…

She clenched down inside as a tingle of wanting hummed through her. Pastries would be on the menu tonight, but she really, really hoped more kissing would be, too.

She was just brushing on a coat of mascara when her phone buzzed, and her mom’s name appeared on the screen. It had been a couple of days since they’d talked; she only had a minute, but she answered anyway.

“Hey!” She wedged the phone between her shoulder and her cheek.

“Hi there.” They exchanged a few pleasantries before her mom brought up the reason for her call. “I just wanted to tell you how lovely the store is looking! I saw that video you posted this morning.”

“Thanks.” Emma chuckled to herself. Her mom didn’t believe in social media, citing a whole litany of privacy concerns, but that didn’t stop her from lovingly stalking Emma on it anyway.

“Those fairy lights and autumn leaves you put up around the cozy chairs. They just reminded me so much of the forts you used to build when you were little.”

“Really?” Emma racked her brain but couldn’t really recall.

“Oh, heavens yes. You were always trying to redecorate your room or make these little cozy reading nooks. And fall was always your favorite.”

“Still is,” she agreed.

“We couldn’t let you get too crazy, of course. Half your forts were structurally unsound, and your father was afraid you were going to turn the place into a literal forest if we didn’t stop you from bringing in sticks and leaves—and they upset your grandmother’s allergies, too.”

“Hey,” Emma said in mock offense. “Those leaves and sticks were very artistic.”

“They were mostly ragweed.”

Okay, fine, dragging ragweed into the house probably wasn’t great. But there was a little squirm of discomfort in her gut. Now that her mother brought it up, Emma did have vague memories about having her creations confiscated. She’d been so proud of the things she’d made, and she’d had to watch them get tossed back out into the woods behind her house, and she hadn’t even been able to make a fuss about it. She couldn’t go upsetting everyone with her histrionics, after all.

Swallowing hard, she blinked away the sour memories, focusing instead on adding a touch of highlighter to her cheek.

Oblivious, her mom continued musing, “Anyway, you used to have so much fun with that kind of thing. It’s nice to see you getting back into it.”

Her mother changed the subject to their upcoming travel plans. As Emma listened and finished getting ready, she kept thinking in the back of her mind about what her mom had said.

Emma was finding a lot of satisfaction making the store more aesthetically pleasing, but she’d thought it was something new, inspired by what she’d seen on her feed, and by the gorgeous autumn scenery here in Vermont.

But who knew? Clearly her parents hadn’t given her much free rein; and Brock had always preferred minimalism, so she hadn’t flexed her interior design muscle much in their space, either. But maybe it really was something she’d always loved, and now that she had the opportunity to, she was simply rediscovering it.

As she finished her conversation, catching up with her mother, she regarded herself in the mirror.

Maybe she had a lot more to rediscover about herself, now that she had the opportunity to, too.
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Five years into owning the place, Hunter was only now discovering that his cabin was a barren bachelor pad. With Emma due to arrive any minute now, he glanced around in despair.

Had the place always felt this empty? This bare?

He’d always viewed his space as simple and efficient. He didn’t need much. But the plain white walls suddenly stared back at him. He could have put some pictures up at some point, but it had never seemed important before. The one, lone bookshelf housed his tiny collection of books, as well as a couple photographs. A shot of his family from… before. Framed school portraits of his niece and nephew, and his sister’s holiday card photo of her and her husband and the kids.

The TV sat on a low, wide wooden entertainment center, and opposite it stood his plain black leather couch. There was a matching recliner next to the window, for days when he wanted to read a book or drink his coffee in the sun. There was one fleece blanket for chilly nights and the two square pillows that had come with the couch, but there weren’t any other touches of color or comfort. At night, he drew plain, white shades over the windows. Even the rug was a muted gray.

The kitchen wasn’t any better. A plain pine table with two chairs. Stainless steel appliances and gray, granite countertops and matte, off-white tile.

Everything was serviceable, but there wasn’t any life to his house. It wasn’t a home. And he hadn’t really noticed until now.

There wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it at this point, of course.

As if to prove the point, the low rumble of tires on gravel sounded through the quiet air. He quick-checked the steaks he had reverse searing in the oven. It was too dark at night to fire up the grill at this point in the season, but at least part of the fantasy he’d entertained the day before about cooking for Emma had become a reality.

Now as to the other fantasies he’d been entertaining about her… especially after he’d pressed her into the wall and kissed her senseless, her fingers working magic against his scalp…

The doorbell rang, and he forced himself to pull his mind out of the gutter.

He opened the door to find Emma standing there under the porch light, looking like a vision. Her dark hair hung in shiny waves, her cheeks pink from the autumn chill. A big, fluffy, deep-orange scarf was wrapped around her neck about fifteen times, which was… adorable, actually.

And he should really stop standing there, gawking like an idiot.

“Come in,” he said gruffy, pulling the door wider and stepping aside.

“Thanks.” She smiled at him in a way that melted him. She unwound that scarf and tugged off her jacket, revealing a fitted, plaid, button-down shirt and jeans that hugged her curves in all the right ways.

He took her things and hung them up on one of the hooks by the door, taking his time with it all to keep his reaction to how beautiful she looked in check. When he turned around, it was to find her surveying the place, and self-consciousness rose inside him again.

Swallowing, he curled his hand around the back of his neck, rubbing the tight knot of muscle there in agitation. “I know, it’s kind of basic.”

“It’s nice.” Breathing in deeply, she shifted to face him, and her smile was utterly genuine. “It smells all woodsy and clean.”

He huffed out a chuckle, his shoulders finally relaxing a bit. “I guess that’s better than smelling like old socks.”

“Much.” She shrugged. “Anyway, you’ve seen my place.”

“Not since you moved in,” he reminded her.

“It hasn’t changed much, other than the fact that it isn’t full of cardboard boxes anymore.”

“Never got around to picking out new curtains?”

Laughing, she shook her head. “It hasn’t felt like a priority, and I don’t know. I’m not even sure what I really want.”

“Yeah, I get that.” He glanced around again. “Clearly I’m not a big decision-maker when it comes to interior design, either.”

“Minimalism is a decision.”

“Is it?”

She nodded. “In its own way.” Then she tipped her head toward the window. “Doesn’t the light ever bother you, though?”

“The shades do an okay job.”

Frowning, he put his hands in his pockets and took a few steps toward the hall. She followed him, past the plain, white bathroom with the clear, vinyl shower curtain and the bare spare room that he honestly wasn’t even sure why he had. At his bedroom door, he lifted his shoulders and put them back down.

It was the same as it was with the rest of the place, minimal to the point of sterile, save the quilt his mom had made during a brief but intense phase when she had gotten really into sewing. She’d always wanted to point out all the flaws in the stitching, but he couldn’t have cared less. She’d made it for him, and she’d made it blue, because that was his favorite when he was twelve, and it was the most important thing he owned.

But he wasn’t here to show Emma that. He gestured at the clunky white shades that covered the windows. “Now these…”

“Oh, jeez.” She bit her lip in concentration. “Are those east-facing?”

“More or less.”

“Yeah…” With a fond half smile, she blew out a breath of disbelief. “I don’t know if I could deal with that.”

He raked a hand through his hair. “Guess I have to go curtain shopping, too.”

Not that he cared about a little morning sun. But she did, and that mattered. He envisioned her waking up here in the morning, gorgeous and naked and thoroughly rumpled, her lips swollen from his kisses and her hair a glorious mess.

And there was that flare of heat in his blood again. Static crackled through the air as their gazes met, awareness rushing through him—like he could feel every inch of space that separated his body from hers.

Leaning against the doorway, she looked up at him from under her lashes. She licked her lips, and he suddenly remembered that he didn’t have to keep pushing away his desire to pull her into his arms.

He took one step toward her, asking permission with his eyes. Nodding, she leaned forward.

And it was just like it had been the first time they’d kissed—meeting in the middle with this tentativeness that slowly but surely melted away. The sweetness of her mouth warmed every inch of him, and he put one hand on her waist, gently brushing her hair back from her face with the other. Heat suffused him, blanking his mind to everything but the feel of her body against his.

He licked past the seam of her lips, and his fingers curled into the fabric of her shirt. He wanted to push it higher and touch her soft skin—hell, he wanted to tear it off.

But that wasn’t what he’d asked her here for.

Exhaling hard, he forced himself to release her. She wasn’t entirely having it, though, her hands on his shoulders tugging at him to stay close and extend the kiss. But eventually, she let him pull away with a pout that shifted into a smile.

“Hi,” she breathed, sliding her palms down his arms until they were basically holding hands.

He chuckled, delighted in a way that surprised him. “Hi yourself.”

They stood there for a moment, just staring at each other.

“I should, uh.” He cleared his throat. “Probably go check on the steaks.”

“Uh-huh.”

But she didn’t move away, and he didn’t either, and fuck it.

He hauled her back in and crashed his mouth into hers again. He hadn’t even known this woman for that long, but it felt like he’d been holding back for all that time. Now that the dam had broken, how was he supposed to keep his head on straight?

She moaned into the kiss, taking the initiative to press him back into the opposite side of the doorframe this time, and he liked that—maybe too much. He snuck a hand under her shirt, and his blood flared hot, his entire body responding to the softness of her skin and the warm welcome of her mouth.

He got lost in her for long minutes, but with every kiss, he just wanted more. Her enthusiasm bowled him over, too—her little noises and the press of her hands. The soft swells of her breasts against his chest.

And maybe dinner was overrated.

But before he could get completely carried away, she drew back. She was breathing heavily, clearly as affected by the electricity zipping between them as he was, her lips red and her eyes dark with wanting.

“Steaks?” she panted.

He would be so mad if he ruined the stupid things.

And besides. The attraction between them felt urgent, but he could deal with attraction. It was the emotional connection between them that had softened his defenses.

He breathed out hard, tugging the hem of his shirt down to hide exactly how much he wanted to ignore dinner altogether and keep going. But he nodded. “Steaks.”
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Chapter Sixteen

“I MAY HAVE GOTTEN a little bit carried away here,” Hunter cautioned as he surveyed the kitchen.

Emma bit her lip in a vain attempt to keep from smiling. Because, yeah. A little bit carried away was a massive, massive understatement.

First, he’d prepared a fabulous set of steaks that had her questioning whether he’d ever needed cooking lessons in the first place. He’d sworn they were one of about three things he knew how to make, but he’d seared them with panache and served them next to a spinach salad like an absolute professional. He’d even paired them with a red wine that he’d had recommended to him by his bartender friend. As they’d eaten, they’d talked about their days, and compared movies and TV shows and books they were enjoying; their tastes didn’t overlap very much, but they found plenty of common ground.

Then, after dinner had been cleared away, he’d revealed what else he’d been up to.

Namely, almost buying out the entire co-op grocery store.

“I just wanted us to have options,” he said, a hint of defensiveness creeping into his voice as he rubbed the back of his neck. “You know. For dessert.”

When he’d started pulling things out of his fridge and cupboard, she’d almost laughed. In addition to the pre-made phyllo pastry cups Chef had recommended, Hunter had picked up every possible variation on the ideas the man had suggested for alternate fillings. Fresh berries, cans of pie filling, chocolate mousse mix, cream cheese, fudge sauce, whipped cream—the works.

She smiled, both overwhelmed and touched. “Well, I daresay you succeeded.”

“We don’t have to make it all. I know it’s too much.” He moved as if to put some of the things back, but she wasn’t having that.

Impulsively, she reached forward and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. She tugged him down until she could place a firm kiss on his mouth, and a little thrill went through her. Because that was something she was allowed to do now. Just reach out and… kiss him.

She pulled away with one last press of her lips to his. “It’s sweet.” She cracked a smile as she smoothed her hands down his chest. “Literally.”

“But not too sweet?” he asked.

And how dare this man be so openly perfect and thoughtful? It stabbed at something tender inside her, and she had to look away.

“You know.” The tiniest hint of bitterness threatened to gather in the back of her throat. “I don’t think my ex-fiancé ever realized I didn’t like super sweet things.”

That was kind of pathetic to admit, but Hunter was being so kind that she didn’t know how not to compare the two of them.

“Really? You guys were together for years, right?”

“Seven.”

He shook his head in wonder. “What a douche.”

And she couldn’t help it. She cracked up laughing, a tear springing to her eye.

“Sorry,” Hunter backtracked. “I shouldn’t insult—”

“No, no, it’s fine.” She squeezed his hand right back, while with the other, she swabbed at her eye. “He kind of was a douche.”

“But you must have cared about him.”

“I did.” A part of her probably still did, even now. “But I’m far enough away from it all to recognize his flaws.” She glanced up at Hunter. “And to appreciate when someone is nicer to me than maybe I’m used to.”

He scoffed. “You deserve a partner who’s always nice to you.”

Her heart did a weird little dance inside her chest as she gazed up at him. He really believed that, didn’t he?

She didn’t know what she deserved. But there was definitely a part of her that wanted that to be true.

She swallowed past the sudden surge of emotion thickening her throat. Sweeping her hand toward the overflowing counter, she said, “So. Where should we start?”
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In the end, they started with the phyllo cups. Hunter arranged them on a baking sheet and slid them into the oven to do their thing. In the meantime, Emma inspected their options more closely, trying to come up with a game plan. Fortunately, Hunter had not only been generous but also smart. None of the things he’d picked up required extensive preparation.

While the pastry baked, they set to work, mixing up the packet of mousse and preparing a simple, no-bake cheesecake filling based on the recipe printed on the cream cheese box. While she started slicing up fruit, Hunter opened a couple of cans of pie filling, even though that was obviously too much.

She hadn’t felt this spoiled in ages—or maybe ever, for that matter.

Her heart fluttered, and she dropped her gaze to the cutting board in front of her, where she’d been dicing up a pile of strawberries.

They made a good team, moving around each other like they’d been doing this forever, even though it was all still so thrillingly new.

But even though they’d been sharing the space seamlessly, they were working in close quarters. They kept brushing hands, their sides grazing. More than once, he’d touched her waist as he moved past her, and the tight coil of desire building within her had nearly burst.

Hunter didn’t seem unaffected by their proximity, either. Every time their gazes met, his seemed to smolder with anticipation and wanting. But neither of them was jumping the gun. Whatever was happening between them? It wasn’t simple lust. It was serious. It was real.

He knew it. She knew it. And if he wasn’t running away from it anymore?

Well, she was choosing to be unafraid, too.

“Emma? Emma—” His big hand settled on hers, his deep voice repeating her name as if it weren’t the first time he’d tried to get her attention, and oh hell. She’d really gotten lost in her thoughts there, huh?

“Yeah?”

He smiled softly, his hand falling away from hers but leaving prickles of electricity in its wake. “I think those are probably chopped enough.”

She looked back down at her cutting board to find her pile of strawberries all but minced. “Oops, sorry. Got distracted.”

Their gazes met yet again, even more heat slinging its way back and forth between them.

“It’s fine.” The timbre of his voice was rough and gravelly, and it did nothing to keep her focus on their baking. “But maybe we should…”

She followed his gaze to the pastry shells, which he’d taken out a few minutes earlier, and which were probably cooled enough. She let out a deep breath. “Yeah. Definitely.”

She grabbed the cheesecake filling because it was closest, while he snagged the bowl of instant mousse. Neither of them had been confident enough to try to figure out how to use a pastry bag, so instead they just made do with spooning the toppings in. It wasn’t terribly artful, but that didn’t matter when Emma popped a cream cheese, strawberry, and fudge sauce mini phyllo tart into her mouth.

“Oh, damn,” she murmured, covering her face with her hand so as not to chew with her mouth open as she made a noise that was borderline sexual.

There was nothing borderline about the answering look that Hunter shot her way. “Good?”

“Delicious. Here.” She finished drizzling fudge sauce on another shell filled with the same combination and nudged it in his direction.

He picked it up and took an approving bite. “That’s great. But.” He’d assembled his own creation with dark chocolate mousse, raspberries, and whipped cream. “Try this.”

Rather than pushing the treat in her direction, he picked one up and held it out. Her lungs contracted. He was presenting it to her as if he expected her to eat it right out of his hand. The full-body flush that possessed her made it difficult to think, but that was for the best. The last thing she wanted to do right now was overthink any of this.

Pushing down any self-consciousness, she leaned in.

As she bit into the bittersweet, creamy filling, the succulent fruit, and the crisp pastry, the flavors burst over her tongue. Her lips brushed his fingertips, and his eyes darkened. Fires bloomed inside his gaze.

She pulled back, never breaking eye contact. “Incredible.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. A new huskiness colored his tone, and his throat bobbed. He pressed the remainder of the pastry cup into his own mouth before licking his thumb. She had to grip the counter to keep her knees from turning to water at the sight.

And they should keep going. They had all of this stuff half made, but the electric pulse in the air was a buzzing static in her skin. She was starving, but not for dessert.

His gaze drifted to her mouth. “You’ve got a little—”

“Oh.” She started to flick a fingertip across her bottom lip, but he was there before she could.

Slowly, he swiped his thumb just beneath her mouth, and that was it. She was going up in flames.

She reached out and grasped his wrist. Their gazes met as she pulled his hand to her lips. Heart pounding, she sucked the tiny smear of chocolate from his skin.

His nostrils flared, those deep, hazel eyes of his going molten.

They both broke at once.

She threw himself into his arms at the same time he hauled her up and in. Their mouths collided, warm and wet and desperate. Hooking her hands behind his neck, she climbed his big body. He grasped her by her hips and lifted her as if she were weightless. She landed on the countertop, her legs falling open, and he slotted himself between them as if he belonged there.

And maybe he did. She wrapped her thighs around him with a groan, and oh. The huge bulge of his erection pressed against her center, setting off fireworks inside her. Dizzy with desire, she skated her palms up and down his spine, drinking in the breadth and heat of him.

After all the times they’d edged toward the brink, only to step back before they could teeter over, she half expected him to pull away. But if anything, he deepened the kiss. His tongue slipped past her lips, pressing forward. He tasted like chocolate and sex, and she scraped her teeth along his lip. Moaning, he cupped the back of her neck, holding her steady as he plundered her mouth.

The fire that had been smoldering away within her roared to a blaze as she melted to his touch. It was an embarrassment of riches, running her hands all over him. The hot planes of his chest were so sculpted and firm, his beard soft and the hairs at the nape of his neck even softer. Subconsciously, she ground against him, chasing brilliant sparks of pleasure, high sounds falling out of her mouth, and she should probably be embarrassed. But her enthusiasm only seemed to turn him on more.

He skated his palms up and down her sides, skirting the edges of her breasts. She silently begged him to touch her there, her nipples going hard and achy. When he finally cupped her soft flesh, even through her shirt and her bra, it sent rushes of heat on a direct line to the needy place between her legs. She gasped, and he groaned.

“God, Emma, I’ve wanted this,” he growled.

“Me, too, me, too—”

Tightening her legs around his waist, she dragged him in even closer, but there was no such thing as close enough.

Daringly, she edged her fingertips beneath the hem of his shirt. The hot, smooth skin beneath stole her breath away. Apparently, he took her exploration as permission, and he tugged at the top button of her shirt. She helped him undo the endless line of them before shrugging the fabric off. She shivered at the cool air, but it was nothing to the heat burning within her as he drank her in.

He kissed down her throat, his beard scraping her tender skin in the best possible way. “So soft.” Glancing up at her as if to make sure it was all right, he pulled down the cup of her bra and took her nipple between his lips.

She arched her breasts forward, letting her head fall back with the pure pleasure of his mouth on her peak.

He kissed lower still, down her belly, and her entire body constricted as he nosed at the waistband of her jeans. The desire welling up within her was almost too much.

She tried to hide her disappointment when he dragged his lips back up her chest. “Bed,” he breathed against her mouth.

The one upside to his returning to standing was that she could fold her legs around him once more. Shaking her head, she crossed her heels behind his butt. “Beds are overrated.”

“For my first time with you?” His deep voice rumbled through her. “I’m pretty sure they’re rated exactly right.”

She barely had time to revel in the fact that this was the first time, hopefully of many, before he was lifting her. She shrieked, but the instinctive scream turned into a gasp of delight. Laughing, she clung to his neck and shoulders, her legs clasped around him for dear life—and yet she’d never felt so safe.

Or so happy.

They kissed the whole way through the cabin, down the hall and past the threshold of his room. He jammed his shoulder into the dimmer switch on the wall, turning on the overhead light at a medium glow.

Growling, he shoved aside the covers before setting her down on the bed. She refused to let go, though, dragging him along with her. When he landed on top of her, the hard line of him pressed into the very center of her body. Electric sparks shot all up her spine, and he moaned as he kissed her deeper and harder now. His hands were all over her, hot and rough, and how was any of this real?

“Unfair,” she rasped, pushing his shirt up. Rising onto his knees, he reached behind his neck in that unbearably sexy way and tugged at the collar to drag the fabric up and over his head.

And now it was really unfair. Good lord, he was hot. He didn’t seem like a gym rat, but he must spend every moment he wasn’t out on the trail lifting weights. Sitting up halfway, her throat suddenly dry, she trailed her fingertips over all the dips and ridges of muscle on his abdomen, across his pecs and the light dusting of hair between them.

His broad shoulders rippled with strength as he braced himself over the top of her once more. Lifting a brow, he slipped his index finger beneath the strap of her bra. “Pretty sure we’re still not even.”

She swallowed, a flush rising over her skin. But she didn’t hesitate as she reached behind her back. She released the clasp of her bra, and he dragged the rough pads of his fingers over her skin as he brushed the offending satin away.

And she should have felt exposed, but the appreciative way he raked his gaze over her bare chest sent a rush of confidence swelling through her.

“Beautiful,” he murmured.

He pressed her down into the bed again, and she went so willingly. She skated her hands along the lines of muscle framing his spine, drinking in all of that heat and strength. He kissed her mouth and cupped her breasts, taking her tight nipples between his finger and thumb, and sharp jolts of pleasure shot straight to the wet ache between her thighs.

She murmured his name, hooking a leg over his hip again to keep him pressed against her most sensitive places, but it was nowhere close to enough.

He swore anyway, shuddering, and then he was releasing her mouth, kissing down her body again. His hot lips on her tender peaks had her raking her fingers through his thick hair, but he kept going. Lower and lower, deft fingers undoing the fastenings of her jeans.

He pulled both them and her underwear down. She kicked off her shoes, and before she knew it, she was naked before him, wanton in a way she’d never really felt free to be before—and of course she hadn’t. She’d only been with one other person in her life.

A shiver of uncertainty threatened to ripple through her.

But Hunter took her by her ankles and dragged her to the edge of the bed, and oh God.

He dropped to his knees on the floor, his head level with her body, his big shoulders keeping her legs open wide. She really was exposed to him now, but he just licked his lips, gazing at her with eyes gone black with unshakable, liquid desire.

He leaned in, and her heart stopped.

The first broad, soft stripe he licked up the center of her stole her breath, and the second stole her mind.

“You don’t have to—” she started, even as she was clutching at him with her splayed thighs, one hand behind her head and the other trying desperately not to scratch him as she ran her nails down his neck.

But he wasn’t having any of it. “I get to.” His deep eyes bored into her, and he pursed his lips around her clit. “Tell me you don’t want me to, and I’ll stop. But I want nothing more than to make you come like this.”

And who was she to possibly say no to that? When she was aching for it—needy and pulsing and impossibly wet?

She collapsed back down into the bed, holding on to the back of his head for dear life as he licked and nibbled and sucked. Everything was pure pleasure, but he found the places that sent sparks shooting within her. Gently, he pressed a finger inside, and that made things even better. She bore down, the sounds falling from her mouth too needy and high, but he just kept going, groaning against her wet, open places as if she were the best thing he’d ever tasted.

Her mind spun, her whole body melting to the sensation as it rose higher and higher, twisting out of her control. “Hunter,” she breathed.

He focused in on her clit exactly the way she needed him to, slipping another finger inside and crooking the pads of his fingertips upward into that most perfect spot, and she hung on the teetering edge of oblivion, almost ready to sob at how good it felt.

And then she shattered.

Her climax erupted in endless waves against his mouth, turning her inside out. He kept going, gently easing her out the other side before lifting his head and slipping his fingers free.

“Holy shit.” Releasing her grip on him, she shoved her hair from her face. Her heart was beating out of control, her insides still fluttering, but she only wanted more.

Rising to his feet, he made a show of undoing the buckle of his belt. His thick length sprang free, and her eyes flew wide. His size was… intimidating. But she wasn’t deterred. Their whole thing was going on new adventures together, and she was more than ready to embark on this one.

Scooting farther up the bed, she drew him back down to her. His mouth was still wet with her, and the taste of her own desire on his lips only increased her need to make him feel as incredible as he’d made her.

Emboldened, she curled her hand around him, and he groaned into her kiss.

“Jesus, Emma,” he breathed.

She gave him a few long, slow strokes. He pushed into her touch, gently rocking his hips.

He buried his face in her hair, breathing against her ear. “I want you so bad.”

“Do you have a condom?”

With a groan, he rolled over and tugged open a nightstand drawer. The box he pulled out was unopened; was it possible he’d done the same thing she had and gone out to buy some specially? He fumbled with the cardboard and ended up tearing it in half. She took the foil-wrapped square from him and managed to get it opened more neatly. She rolled the latex onto him, annoyed even as she was doing it. She was on birth control, but without some sort of commitment, she was going to be smart and safe here with this man.

Which was hilarious. She’d never felt safer.

And was jumping into bed with a man who said he didn’t believe in relationships smart? When she wasn’t sure she was ready for one herself?

No. But she didn’t care.

She cared even less as he fell on top of her again, his sheathed length burning against the valley of her hip. He settled between her spread thighs and rubbed himself over her where she was so wet and open.

“Tell me what you like,” he babbled, watching himself glide over her skin. “How to make it good for you.”

She laughed, delirious. “You just gave me the best orgasm I’ve ever had. I think we’re good.”

His gaze snapped to hers. “‘Good’ is nowhere close to good enough.”

“Okay, okay.” She curled her hand around the nape of his neck, bringing him back down for a sultry kiss.

Then she reached between them and guided his tip to her entrance. Scarcely breathing, she arched into him as he pressed in. Slow and gentle, and holy hell.

She was as wet and open as possible, thanks to his earlier efforts, but it was still a stretch. He took his time, moving deeper with every restrained thrust, until finally he was seated within her. The fullness drove the breath from her lungs, the pleasure almost too much.

“Tell me,” he begged again, rocking against her.

“This. This is good—great,” she corrected when he started to rebuke her again. She put her hand on his cheek and held him against her mouth. “You feel incredible.”

He shuddered, growling, eyes fluttering. “Not as incredible as you feel.”

She didn’t believe that for a second, but a hot rush of pride moved through her. Curling her legs around him, she rocked up into his strokes. Deep within, he was hitting a sweet symphony of nerve endings that had pleasure blooming within her once more.

“Can you?” he breathed, his tempo beginning to quicken.

“I don’t know—I usually don’t—”

“Fuck usually.” His face was red with effort, sweat beading at his temples, his muscles bulging as he braced himself over the top of her.

Everything felt so good—his thrusts smooth and long, and lighting her up inside. She reveled in the weight of his body and the pressure of his hips every time he drove home.

“Let me make you come again,” he breathed, and it was almost a plea. “Want to feel you—”

Her head spun. She wasn’t used to concentrating on her own satisfaction like this; honestly, she was more than happy to manage to climax even once.

But as she tried to will herself to another orgasm, the elusive edge of ecstasy retreated, and the more she chased it, the further away it seemed. “I don’t know—”

He growled, pushing into her faster and harder, driving himself and her to the brink. “Tell me what you want. What you need.” Closing his eyes, he pressed his brow to hers. “Show me.”

A little prickle of something that was both arousal and embarrassment tugged at her gut. “I—”

“Please,” he whispered, and he was so close to unraveling, so gorgeous as he was trying so hard to keep himself from falling apart.

With his fervent plea ringing in her ears, she pushed aside any shame to slip a hand between them. The first glancing brush of her fingertips against her clit was exactly what she needed. The retreating edge of pleasure snapped back into focus, and she moaned.

“So hot.” He kissed her mouth again, driving away any possible lingering embarrassment. “God, Emma—love feeling you—”

“Faster,” she begged. There was a part of her that was reluctant to ask for what she wanted, but he gave it to her with so much enthusiasm that her entire concept of what was happening here went up in smoke.

“That’s it.” Straightening his arms, he rose higher over the top of her, staring down at her with an intensity that burned in the best possible way. He got his knees under himself, changing the angle and getting the leverage to speed up even more and—

“Hunter—” She gasped, eyes flying wide, and then she was there.

Her orgasm crashed over her, and he groaned with relief, slamming his mouth into hers. He drove in deep half a dozen more times, all the restraint within him snapping at once. Still lost to the pleasure, she scraped her nails down his back, drinking in his moans. He released inside her with a low cry, mouth going slack and eyes clenching tightly until his hips finally stilled.

Throbbing with aftershocks, she pulled him in. He collapsed over her, breathing heavily. She squeezed him with her internal muscles, and he laughed and shuddered before allowing his head to fall to the mattress beside hers.

She smoothed her hands over his shoulders and back. Even now, practically boneless, he was so careful with her, keeping most of his weight off her.

At last, he breathed in deeply. He pressed a soft, wet, messy kiss to her mouth before withdrawing and rolling off and onto his back. He got up just long enough to deal with the condom, then flopped down next to her again. Instinctively, she curled around him, her hand over his thundering heart.

Wrapping her up in his arms, he kissed the top of her head. “Wow.”

“I’ll say,” she agreed, but it felt too flippant for what they’d just shared.

She still didn’t know who or what they were to each other, but she’d never had sex like that before. She’d never been so connected, or felt so safe or adored.

A shiver trembled its way through her.

Mistaking her reaction for a sudden chill, he groaned and reached across her to snag the covers and drag them over them both.

And there was something about that kindness. That paying attention to the signals she was giving—even if he was interpreting them wrong.

She clenched her jaw shut tight, blinking furiously. But it was futile.

She hiccuped, and then burst into tears.
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Chapter Seventeen

ONE SECOND, HUNTER WAS just about the most content he’d ever been in his life.

The next, he was jerking upright, his heart pounding out of his chest.

“Emma?” Oh, shit, why was she crying? All the good endorphins that had been racing through his bloodstream got drowned out by a rush of ice and panic. “Emma, sweetheart, what happened?”

He didn’t know what to do with his hands, so he was left uselessly hovering them over her body. Should he touch her? Draw her close? Was that what had upset her in the first place?

“Did I hurt you?” He was trying to stay calm, but his voice came out broken and strained. “Was it—”

He’d just had the best sex of his life, and he’d sworn to God she was on the same page. They’d rushed into things a bit, sure, but he’d kept checking in with her. He was so sure she’d been into it.

Something in his chest went jagged and sharp.

Did she—did she not want that?

How could he have missed the signs?

Shaking her head, she half sat up, dragging the covers with her and tucking them under her arms. “Sorry,” she breathed.

“No, Jesus. I’m sorry.” He dug his nails into the meat of his palm.

“Don’t be.” Her soft fingertips came to rest on the back of his hand, tugging at him gently. With her other hand, she swabbed at her eyes. “I’m fine, I swear.”

“But—”

“They’re good tears.” She hiccuped and laughed, and okay. A little of the pressure behind his ribs eased, but he was still kind of freaking out here.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded vigorously. He grabbed the box of tissues off his nightstand and handed them to her, and she pulled out a couple. He looked away as she mopped at her face, which was funny—trying to give her a modicum of privacy when they were both sitting here naked, after just having been about as intimate as two people could be.

Or at least that was how it had been for him.

Holding the ball of wadded-up tissues in her lap, she sniffled. He dared to brush the backs of his knuckles against her knee. He was dying here, but he didn’t want to pressure her. “Talk to me? Please?”

Apparently, it was the wrong thing to say, because her eyes started to well up again.

“Or not,” he rushed to say, “it’s fine—”

“You’re just being so nice to me.” The words practically burst out of her, her cheeks going red, her hands in her lap shredding those tear-soaked tissues to bits, and—

Wait, what?

“I—” His throat closed, his brows pulling together. “Is that a bad thing?”

“No, silly.” She swatted at him playfully, and the ice started to retreat from his veins. Grabbing a fresh tissue, she blotted her eyes again. “Sorry, I’m being super weird.”

“I mean, maybe a little, but that’s okay.” Finding his confidence again, he slid a little closer to her in the bed. When she didn’t pull away, he put his arm around her, and she leaned into him. He breathed out deeply, relieved.

“This is going to sound terrible,” she said quietly, “and I swear I’m not looking for sympathy or anything. Just—I don’t know if anyone’s ever been so thoughtful, or paid so much attention to what I want.”

He almost didn’t want to know, but he had to ask. “Like, in bed?”

She nodded, then shook her head. “Yes, but also no. Just. Everywhere.” She let out a shuddering breath.

He’d already called her ex a douche. He really didn’t want to go insulting the guy again, but he also had a deep interest in running into the asshole in a dark alley someday.

Closing both arms around her, he rested his brow against the top of her head. “I don’t know how anyone could not pay attention to you.”

She let out a laugh, but it wasn’t entirely a happy one. “There’s a lot going on in this world, you know.”

“But none of it matters as much as the people you care about.”

And he was getting close to a dangerous edge here. Confessing too much. Could he pretend to not care about her, though? After what they’d shared together?

“I just feel like…” Her voice started out small, and it trailed off into nothing.

He wanted so badly to tell her to keep going, but he held his tongue, forcing himself to wait her out.

“I mean, obviously, there was Brock,” she said. “He wasn’t a bad boyfriend, I swear. He was never mean, and he made me feel really special, at least in the beginning. It was as if I was a part of his family, from the very start.”

This time he couldn’t keep silent. “But?”

“But he never noticed that I didn’t like all the same things he did.” She swallowed, her throat bobbing. “And don’t get me wrong—things between us were okay in, um. Bed.”

Her cheeks were crimson, and that was so damn cute.

Or at least it would be, if everything she was saying weren’t so infuriating. “‘Okay’ is definitely not good enough.”

“I thought it was.” Her voice broke. “Until today.”

He puffed up with pride, but it was tempered by his absolute frustration. Today had been amazing. They’d clicked in a way he hadn’t even known was possible, and she’d felt like heaven against his skin. He’d done his best to bring her pleasure, and it had brought him nothing but pleasure in return. He’d loved watching her fall to pieces.

But he hadn’t done anything revolutionary. Nothing he ever would have imagined could merit a minor breakdown, in any case.

“It should always be like that,” he told her, hugging her close.

“But it goes beyond romantic stuff. Even when I was growing up…” She pulled back by a fraction, and he loosened his grip. “I never felt like I was ever the focus of anything. Or anyone.”

Ouch. He made an encouraging noise, hoping she’d explain.

She flitted her glance up to meet his eyes. “I told you my grandma lived with us when I was younger?”

“Yeah, I think so. Your mom took care of her?”

She nodded, looking back down at her hands. “My mom was always so worried about her mom, and my dad was worried about the both of them.”

“I guess I can see that.”

“It was my job to just go with the flow.” She chuckled wryly again, and he was really starting to dislike the particular tenor of that laugh. “Not make trouble—or at least not any more trouble than we already had. I was their good little trouper, but every now and then…”

“Yeah?”

She shrugged, like it wasn’t a big deal, when it obviously was. “What if I’d come first? What if I hadn’t had to be a trouper, or what if I could have—I don’t know, thrown a tantrum in a toy store? Not that that’s cool, or anything, but I always felt like I had to keep this cheery face on, and keep whatever I wanted under wraps, and…”

She blinked, her eyes going glassy again, and oh no.

“Emma…”

“You won’t let me do any of that,” she said, like it was an accusation and a compliment, all at the same time, and what was he supposed to do with that? “You keep asking me what I want, and if I’m not careful, I’m going to get used to it, and…” She bit her lip.

Oh. The accusation suddenly dropped into place.

“And you don’t trust me,” he said dully.

“I do!” She took his hand in his, but she was still keeping her distance, too. “But—you don’t believe in fate, and everybody else in this town thinks some magical destiny threw us together.”

“Forget fate,” he pleaded. If only everybody in Heart’s Hope Crossing would forget it, too. “I don’t care about what anybody else thinks.”

“But you care about what happened to your dad.”

And yeah. Okay. That was true.

How could he even explain this? That he still didn’t believe in fate or happily-ever-after. That he still knew the ugly truth about what came after after.

But right now? That was the last thing on his mind. “I care about you,” he managed to choke out.

So much it scared him.

“I—” He swallowed, his throat suddenly raw. “I don’t know what’s going to happen in the long run, but I wouldn’t have brought you here if I didn’t think something was happening between us.” He closed both of his hands around hers. “I want to keep finding out every little thing you like. I want to make you dessert, and feed it to you in bed, and watch your face light up when something delights you. I want—”

He wanted a lot of things he’d never thought were for him. And that was terrifying.

So instead of saying any more of them out loud, he dipped down, possessing her mouth in a kiss that started soft but instantly went deep.

“I want you,” he breathed, parting from her lips.

“I want you, too.” Her fingertips dug into the back of his neck, clinging to him, and he never wanted her to let go. “But I’m afraid.”

“You don’t have to be,” he promised.

And who was he to make that kind of promise? How dare he? But he couldn’t bring himself to take it back.

He shook his head, kissing her again. He vowed, quietly, “Not with me.”

He could taste her doubt in her kiss, but what could he do to erase it? He’d accused her of not trusting him, but a part of him didn’t trust himself.

So instead of trying to convince her, he just held her close, pouring everything he felt into the motion of his mouth against hers. The covers fell away, and she let him pull her into his lap. She let out a soft moan, and his desire came roaring back to life.

Which was messed up—she’d been crying two minutes ago. She wasn’t crying anymore, though. She was giving him back everything that he gave her, and as she surrendered to the kiss—surrendered to him—he felt himself surrendering, too.

To her. To whatever was building between them.

And maybe, just maybe…

To fate.
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Chapter Eighteen

EMMA WOKE UP THE next morning deliciously sore—but alone.

She stretched out, frowning. Bright morning sun shone through the blinds, and seriously, if she was going to sleep over here regularly, she was going to have to take Hunter shopping for curtains sometime soon.

Her stomach dipped.

Was that too presumptuous? To be imagining spending the night often enough to merit redecorating his room?

Yesterday afternoon, she would have said yes. But after last night… after he’d told her point-blank that she didn’t need to be afraid of him walking away…

Nudging him about getting functional window coverings seemed borderline reasonable.

Turning over, she buried her face in a pillow, a wide grin curling her lips. The fabric smelled like him. Everything seemed like rainbows and happiness.

And even better than the scent of Hunter on the sheets, there was another scent beginning to waft through the air.

Bacon.

Her stomach growled loudly, and she laughed to herself. Between dinner and dessert, she’d eaten herself silly the day before, but apparently she’d worked up an appetite overnight.

With a groan, she got up. To her surprise, her clothes were folded neatly on the nightstand. Next to them, Hunter had set out a plain black undershirt and a pair of boxers. His thoughtfulness warmed her through. She pulled on the comfy clothes he’d been so kind to offer, shaking her head at herself as she did. The shirt was a dress on her, and the boxers barely stayed on her hips, but that was okay.

There was a bit of a chill in the air as she padded out of the bedroom. Spotting a throw blanket draped over one end of the couch, she grabbed it and pulled it around her shoulders, snuggling into the soft fabric.

But when she arrived at the threshold to the kitchen, she wondered why she’d bothered. A rush of heat flowed through her at the sight of Hunter, dressed basically in the same clothes she was, standing at the stove, frying bacon and flipping pancakes at the same time. His hair was adorably mussed from sleep, and he was quietly grumbling to himself.

“Smells amazing,” she said, trying not to startle him and failing, based on the way he spun around.

Good lord, he was even hotter from the front—though it was a close contest. In that thin shirt, the bulging of his muscles was unfairly distracting. There was something unguarded about him, barefoot in his kitchen like this, and her heart gave a little squeeze.

She really, really hoped he wanted her to start sleeping over regularly.

Their gazes met, and he smiled, his throat bobbing enticingly. “Morning.”

Her lips curled up in reply. “Morning.”

They stared at each other like fools for a solid minute. Then he seemed to remember what he was doing. Cursing under his breath, he turned back around and checked the pancakes. They were a little on the dark side, but not burnt, and he slid them deftly onto a plate.

“Hope you’re hungry.”

“Starved. You really didn’t have to go to all this trouble, though.”

“Wanted to.” Turning off both burners, he transferred the bacon to another waiting plate, lined with paper towels. He nodded toward the other counter. “There’s coffee, too. And we’ve got all that fruit from last night.”

She made a beeline for the coffee maker, which was blessedly full. She poured herself a cup and followed his directions to the milk. While she was in the fridge, she got out the leftover berries and a half-empty jar of syrup and set them on the counter, too.

“Thanks, by the way.” She gestured at the space he’d cleared on the island. Last she’d seen it, it had been covered in desserts. “I would have helped clean up.”

“It’s fine. You needed your rest.” His brows rose suggestively, and a full-body flush moved through her, but she wasn’t embarrassed. Rather, she found herself unreasonably pleased.

Still, she glanced away. “Can I help with anything?”

“Grab silverware?” He pointed her at the right drawer.

They made up plates, and then she followed him to the little table by the window. As she sat down, he seemed to notice the blanket she’d bundled herself in for the first time.

“Is it too cold in here?” he asked. “I can start a fire.”

She shook her head. “It’s fine.” All except her feet; the tile floor was freezing. “Don’t suppose you have a pair of fuzzy bunny slippers around here I can borrow, though?”

He chuckled, hopefully as amused at the idea of him running around in fluffy pink slippers as she was. “Here.”

He reached for her legs under the table, and she wrinkled her brow in confusion. But then his warm hands grasped her chilly ankles, and he hauled her feet into his lap.

“Oh,” she murmured.

It was an undeniably intimate position, but he didn’t make it weird or sexual. With his strong thighs radiating heat, he gently rubbed her feet, and she found herself warming up in no time.

Picking up his fork with his free hand, he glanced at her as if to make sure this was all okay, and she nodded. It took her a second to get comfortable, but once she did, she half wondered how she’d ever eaten breakfast any other way.

Vague memories of passing Brock in the kitchen while he made his morning power smoothie on his way to the gym flitted through her head. She’d usually spent her mornings cozied up with coffee and a yogurt bowl, with a good book to keep her company, and she’d never minded that ritual.

But this? This was something different.

“Is there anything wrong?” Hunter asked, looking up from his plate.

“No.” Her voice caught, because, really. Every single thing was exactly, perfectly right.
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After they’d eaten and cleaned up, Hunter took a shower. With regret, she got dressed in the clothes she’d worn the day before.

She’d forgotten to plug her phone in, but fortunately it had a little juice left. Charging it with the little battery pack she kept in her bag, she checked her notifications. There were a couple of what she could only assume were spam calls, a travel update from her mother, and a few silly group texts from the crafting club, including one from Hattie showing off a new bright orange hat she’d apparently just finished knitting for fall. After reacting to that one with a heart emoji, she tapped over to her favorite social media app, which had a surprising number of alerts. Apparently, a post she’d made for the Cozy Nook Bookshop had gotten some attention overnight, and she grinned as she replied to commenters wanting to know more about the books she’d featured.

Notifications on her personal bookseller account were less numerous, but more of the people reacting and commenting were familiar—folks she was really building community and relationships with. She took more time answering these.

Until she hit one that made her stop scrolling entirely. It was a reaction to an artistic shot she’d taken of herself reading in one of the shop’s cozy chairs, with a bright bokeh effect radiating from all the fairy lights shining in soft focus behind her.

@realjian: Love it!

An unexpected pang fired off behind her ribs. She hadn’t heard from Ji-An since their fight, when she’d blamed Emma for not realizing what Brock had been doing when he’d bankrupted the company and stolen their life savings.

Seeing her name now left a strange, bittersweet feeling in Emma’s chest. She’d missed her old friend terribly, but Ji-An had disappeared when Emma had needed her most. Having her pop back in with such a normal, banal comment was equal parts elating and infuriating.

She sat there for a long moment, her thumb hovering over the screen while she weighed possible responses in her head. Instinct told her to plaster everything over and try to reconnect, but she wasn’t quite sure she was ready to yet. In the end, she just tapped the like button and forced herself to close the app.

By the time the water in the shower turned off, she’d mostly shaken it off, and had moved on to doing her daily word puzzles. She looked up from the screen when Hunter walked in, a towel wrapped around his waist, his bare chest on display and his hair a wet mop atop his head. Her throat went dry.

“So I was thinking,” he said, leaning in the doorway all casual-like, as if he weren’t scrambling her brain with his very presence. “I have to work today, but I have a couple hours free if you want to hang out.”

She picked her jaw up off the floor and swallowed. Seeing him like this shouldn’t be so distracting; she’d seen even more of him last night. But she couldn’t seem to stop herself from ogling.

Smirking, he waved a hand in front of her face, and she snapped out of it.

“Right, yeah, that should be good. I don’t have to be at the shop until a little before noon.” She pulled up her calendar app just to double-check that there wasn’t anything else on her schedule for the day. And did a double take. “Crap.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just. Sorry—might have to take a rain check on hanging out this morning. I forgot I promised Granny I’d walk her dog today while she’s away.”

It was his turn to boggle. “You? Walk Mercutio? By yourself?”

Standing, she pocketed her phone. “Yeah, is that a problem? She said he was a sweetie.”

“He is, but still.” He walked back to his bedroom, tugging off his towel as he went.

She wasn’t a fool, so she followed. “Still, what?”

“Nothing, just I’ll come with you.”

“You really don’t have to do that.”

She scarcely got a glance of his bare—glorious—butt before he pulled on a pair of boxer briefs.

He shook his head as he tugged open another drawer. “We said we were going to hang out. We can hang out and walk a dog as well as any other activity.”

“Sure, but this isn’t really what I thought you had in mind.”

Grabbing an undershirt, he stalked over to her. “I’m doing it with you, right?”

“Yeah?” She shivered, suddenly cold against all his hot skin.

Smiling, he ducked down and kissed her. “Then it’s what I had in mind.”

Her brain was still a little scrambled as he pulled away and tugged on the shirt. He went over to his closet, but then he stopped and swore.

“What?” she asked.

“No big deal, just after we swing by Granny’s and deal with the dog, I’m going to have to go straight to work.”

“Seriously, you don’t have to—”

“I’m going.” His tone brooked no argument. “But I have a bunch of Scouts coming by after school lets out for a tour.”

“So?”

“Well.” He sighed and turned back toward the closet. “Just promise me you won’t laugh…”
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As they got out of Hunter’s truck, Emma wasn’t laughing, so to speak. But she was filming.

“So tell me,” she asked, grinning widely, “how does it feel to be a real-life descendant of Smokey the Bear?”

Hunter glared at her, but she couldn’t take it very seriously, considering the way he was obviously fighting a smile. “First off, it’s Smokey Bear, no ‘the.’ And second, are you mocking the forest ranger uniform?”

“I would never,” she vowed solemnly, still holding up her phone to record him in said uniform.

He really should look incredibly dorky in the drab, olive-brown ensemble. The canvas pants were stiff, the shirt buttoned all the way to his throat, and the jacket was square in a way that defied all logic. The brass buttons and badges only added to the effect. And yet somehow, on his big, muscular frame it sort of… worked.

He looked rugged and ready to save somebody from an avalanche at a moment’s notice. Earlier, at the cabin, she’d made him try on the hat, too, and it had only enhanced the inexplicably dorky-sexy vibe. He’d insisted on leaving the hat in the truck for the time being, which was probably for the best, but he still cut quite the figure, even without it.

He stopped on the sidewalk in front of Granny’s neighbor’s house, and he turned to her. “I’ll have you know, this uniform has a long and storied history.”

As if he were giving a lecture on the subject, he pointed to the various badges and patches on the jacket, crisply explaining their meanings.

Her brows rose as he schooled her on the proud tradition of the rangers. He clearly knew exactly how silly he looked, or he wouldn’t have warned her not to laugh before they’d left, but you’d never realize it, watching him now.

“This uniform deserves respect,” he concluded, crossing his arms. He tilted his chin up. “And also, Smokey Bear is a goddamn national treasure.”

“Amen,” she agreed dryly.

“You got all that?” he asked, dropping his pose.

She’d almost forgotten she was recording, swept up in his passionate declaration. She’d only pulled out her phone to be silly and grab a couple of pictures of him in the ensemble, but now it was something different.

“Yeah.” Pressing the button to end the recording, she lowered her phone. “You give any more thought to letting me get you started on social media? The internet would absolutely die over this.”

“Is dying a good thing or a bad thing in this context?”

“Good. Really good.”

“I don’t know.” He scuffed his hand through his hair, mussing it up in a way that only increased the sexy portion of the dorky-sexy situation. “Maybe.”

That stopped her in her tracks. “Wait—seriously?”

Huffing out a breath, he started up the walk. “I just said maybe.”

“That’s still a lot more open to the idea than you were the last time we discussed it.”

“Well, it’s like you said. If you want to reach people, you have to meet them where they are.”

Overcoming her shock at his change in attitude, she lurched back into motion, following him to the front door of the little white clapboard house. Despite the old-fashioned design of the building, it had a modern keypad attached to the handle of the door. She double-checked her phone for the code Granny had given her. From inside, there was a rough bark and the sound of nails clattering on tile.

And that should have been her first warning.

Actually, Hunter insisting on coming with her should have been her first warning, but that meant this definitely should have been her second.

She still shrieked when a giant white, black, and tan dog—or maybe it was a very fluffy horse?—leapt at her the second she opened the door. “Holy sh—”

The dog bowled her right onto her rear end, licking at her face and panting excitedly. She lifted her arms to defend herself, but before she could do much of anything, the dog was being lifted off her.

“Down, boy,” Hunter rumbled.

As Emma rose to sit, the dog had both paws on Hunter’s shoulders and was going at the man with his tongue in a way that made her wonder if she should be jealous. Hunter just laughed, though, keeping a firm hold on the creature’s collar while allowing himself to be affectionately mauled.

“Mercutio, I presume?” Emma managed dryly.

At her voice, the dog rounded again, coming back to sniff at her. His big, bushy tail was going seventy miles an hour, wagging back and forth. Tentatively, Emma put her hands in the dog’s fur, giving him a few gentle pats and scratches. That only excited the pup more, and he nosed at her neck, tickling her.

“The one and only,” Hunter confirmed. “See why I wanted to come with?”

It was a darn good thing he had. Granny’d told her that the dog would be crated, but apparently the neighbor’s mudroom-slash-entryway was their idea of a crate. If Hunter hadn’t grabbed the monster, he could have taken off, and she would have been in quite the pickle trying to chase after him.

“You are sweet,” she told the dog, taking his face in her hands. “But I still feel like I have been wildly misled.”

“It happens.” Hunter tugged Mercutio away again and nodded toward the open doorway. “Wanna see if there’s a leash somewhere in there?”

In an unexpected turn of events, the leash was exactly where Granny had told her it would be, hung on a hook just inside. She grabbed it and clipped it onto Mercutio’s collar, which was all the signal the dog needed, because just like that, he was off to the races.

“Whoa, boy,” she cried.

“Not a horse,” Hunter reminded her, closing the door while she ran after the dog, clutching the leash with all her might.

“You could have fooled me.”

Laughing, Hunter chased after them. He snagged the handle of the leash from her, and Emma let out a panting gasp of gratitude, her lungs burning from the unexpected sprint. Even with Hunter’s impressive musculature, it took him some effort to reel the dog back in. Mercutio turned and barked, staring at them with wide, puppy-dog eyes.

“You are way too big to be trying to charm us, buster,” Emma admonished.

“Hey, don’t judge him just on account of his size. He’s a big softie.”

“Emphasis on big,” Emma muttered, but she glanced up at Hunter. Mercutio wasn’t the only big softie out on this walk with her today. And by now, she definitely knew not to judge either of them based on appearances.

The dog clearly had a route he was used to, so once he demonstrated he wasn’t going to go careening into traffic, Emma and Hunter more or less let him take the lead. This wasn’t a part of town Emma had explored much, so she was surprised when he ended up taking them through the gates of a little park.

“He’ll probably want to head over to the dog run,” Hunter said, tipping his head toward the right.

But the pup dawdled, wandering over to a big, red maple. He circled it a couple of times, sniffing the grass aggressively before squatting.

Oh, right. Emma pinched the bridge of her nose. “Crap, I forgot the bags.”

“Heh.” Hunter chuckled like a teenager. “Crap, indeed.”

“Grow up,” she needled, poking him with her elbow, but she laughed, too. Fortunately, she spotted a bag dispenser back by the entrance to the park, alongside a sign reminding folks to pick up after their pets. “Hold on.”

She jogged over to grab one. When she turned back around, it was to find Hunter holding on to Mercutio’s leash with one hand, and holding his phone up with the other, the lens of the camera pointed at her.

“If you’ve ever wondered what these signs mean,” he said, “you know, the ones that ask you to clean up after your pet? Well, let me be the first to tell you. They mean clean up after your pet. Here, you can see a beautiful, responsible young woman getting ready to do precisely that.”

“Are you filming me getting a poop bag?” she asked, incredulous.

“Shh.” He tilted the camera to get Mercutio and his… leavings in-frame.

She wrinkled her nose. “Ew.”

“Exactly,” he said to the camera. “Bears shit in the woods, but that doesn’t mean your dog should. If they do, you know what to do.” In a deft move, he shifted his grip on the handle of the leash and took the bag from her. He filmed himself being a good citizen and tied off the bag. Then he flipped the camera to selfie mode. “This has been your daily advice on how not to be a jerk to your fellow hikers.”

He gave a thumbs-up with the poop bag before hitting stop on the recording.

She blinked rapidly. “Wow. You’re actually getting into this. Though I kind of question your choice of topics, not gonna lie.”

“That’s because it’s not literally your job to clean up the trails every day.”

She winced in sympathy. “Okay, that’s fair.”

He grunted as he stood. Mercutio was champing at the bit to get to the dog run now. There was a trash can just by the entrance, where Hunter deposited the bag. He helped himself to a generous dollop of hand sanitizer from a dispenser next to the trash can and rubbed it in before releasing an increasingly impatient Mercutio into the play area.

The couple of other dogs greeted Mercutio with yapping delight, despite the fact that he was double—if not triple—their size. Emma and Hunter waved to their owners before taking a seat on a bench and sitting back to watch the dogs tire themselves out.

“So what do you think?” Hunter asked, tapping his phone where it rested on his leg. “Between my knowledge of park ranger history and my opinions about pet etiquette, you reckon I still have the makings of internet fame?”

She screwed up her face in confusion. “Is that your goal? Becoming famous?”

“Absolutely not. But don’t you have to go viral to get anybody to see your posts?”

“It helps,” she allowed. “But you might be putting the cart a few yards in front of the horse.”

“Oh?”

“How about we start by just setting up an account?”

She didn’t want to sound too overeager here, or like she was pushing him at all. But she’d been having so much fun, both with the bookshop’s account and with her own bookseller one. Helping Hunter use social media to attract new visitors to the preserve and spread the word about being a good citizen of nature sounded like an exciting challenge.

Hunter mulled it over for a second before shrugging. “I guess that couldn’t hurt.”

She shifted closer on the bench so he could see her phone as she went through the basic setup for him. He wasn’t comfortable using his real name, so they went with just the initial, H, and chose a username to go with it—@H_ForestRanger. Something a little snappier might have been better, but they could always change it later. With that settled, she cropped and edited one of the photos she’d taken of him earlier to use as a profile pic.

“I guess that isn’t too awful.” Hunter frowned. “You’re sure you don’t mind managing it, though?”

“Not at all. It was my idea. But I’ll set it up on your phone, too, just in case you change your mind.”

He laughed. “I wouldn’t hold your breath.”

“I’ll play with it some more tonight. Follow some accounts to help the algorithm figure out what your deal is. Maybe even post that video from earlier, if you want?”

“Knock yourself out.” He shared the other video he’d taken about dealing with pet waste so she could edit that one and post it, too, though she might save that particular pearl of wisdom until the account was a little more established.

She chewed the inside of her lip. “Though you realize that if you really want to reach people, you’re also going to have to film a lot more than two videos, right?”

“Well, that just sounds unreasonable.” He grinned to show he was joking, nudging her knee with his before pulling away.

“We could try to film some more sometime soon. Maybe up in the preserve?”

“This your way of inviting yourself to go hiking with me again?”

She looked up at him, unsure, but the twinkle in his eyes set her at ease. Choosing to be bold, she asked, “And what if it was?”

“Well, then that would be all the more enticing.”

A warm thrill moved through her.

She really didn’t want to get her hopes up. She wanted to be easy and breezy, and able to go with the flow. But he’d also been so adamant about her being clear about her own desires and preferences.

And in her heart of hearts?

She couldn’t help but hope that this was the next step on their way to becoming something more.
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Chapter Nineteen

HUNTER WAS SITTING AT the bar a couple of days later, waiting for Lucas to show up so he could yell at him about tricking him into going to the cooking class—not that he was really mad about it anymore, but it was the principle of the matter. When his phone buzzed, he checked it right away, grinning when he saw that the message was from Emma.

Emma: The latest book your dad ordered just came in. Should I bother to call him, or should I just bring it with me when I see you tomorrow?

Hunter: Just bring it with you.

She reacted with a little heart emoji, and he swore to God, there was a little cartoon heart rising over his head as well. And it was absurd—he was turning into a teenager here. But could anybody blame him?

Emma was fun, smart, sexy. The whole package, really, but it went deeper than that. She made him feel like himself in a way he never had with anybody else before. Probably because he’d never been willing to give them a real chance. He’d tried to keep his distance from Emma, too, but it was futile. All he wanted was to be close to her.

It had only been two days since he’d seen her, and he was planning to go hiking with her tomorrow morning, when they both had the day off, but it didn’t matter. He wanted to ditch his friend and head to her place instead.

He wouldn’t. But he wanted to.

Taking a sip of his beer, he weighed his phone in his hand. There wasn’t any reason he couldn’t do both. The Tipsy Beaver was on the outskirts of town, but he could head down to the Crossing afterward, if she was into it.

He was just about to text and suggest precisely that when Lucas dropped himself down onto the barstool next to Hunter’s. The guy took one look at him, and his eyes went wide.

“Holy shit, you slept with her.”

Hunter just about choked on his beer. “Wait—what?”

“Who’d he sleep with?” Daniel asked from the other side of the bar.

“New girl,” Lucas told him.

“The one from the bookshop?”

Lucas rolled his eyes. “Is there any other new girl in town?”

Daniel raised his hands in front of his chest in a gesture of innocence. “Just asking.”

“Jesus Christ,” Hunter sputtered, glancing between the two of them. “Keep your voices down and your noses in your own damn business.”

“See,” Lucas crowed triumphantly. “He admits it.”

“I didn’t admit anything.”

“But you didn’t deny it, either, which is basically admitting.”

“He’s not wrong,” Daniel agreed. He pointed a finger at the empty space in front of Lucas. “The usual?”

“You know it.”

Daniel went to pour Lucas his beer, while Hunter was still sitting there boggling at the two of them.

“Look—” he started.

Lucas clapped him twice on the shoulder. “It’s all good, man. I’m happy for you.”

And what was even the point of denying anything? He didn’t like the idea of his business being spread all over town by his blabbermouth friend, but he didn’t want to lie. Honestly, he probably would have told Lucas all about the developments in his personal life tonight anyway. It was just the principle of the matter, was all.

Lowering his voice, he grumbled, “How’d you know?”

Lucas took on the same conspiratorial aspect, meeting his gaze with raised brows. Speaking in an exaggerated whisper, he said, “You’re smiling.”

Well, maybe he had been. But the glare he shot Lucas now was accompanied by a searing frown. “You are such an asshole.”

Wordlessly, Daniel set down Lucas’s beer, and Lucas gave him a nod of thanks.

“Everybody’s talking about it, you know.”

Hunter’s stomach sank. “Oh?”

“Yeah, how you and the new girl were all over each other at the diner on Saturday.”

“Which I still haven’t forgiven you for, just so we’re clear,” Hunter said, putting on a show of glaring at him.

“You will.” Picking up his drink, Lucas cast a glance at him over the top of his glass. “Supposedly, you two were ‘adorable.’”

Hunter’s hackles rose again, and he started to grumble, but there was a lightness inside his chest, too. He cut himself off. “‘Adorable’?”

“That’s the word on the street.”

And, well… Hunter didn’t exactly hate that. Even though he probably should.

Then Lucas had to follow it up with “And then there’s the part about how you were also being adorable together at the dog park two days later. Of course, I dismissed it all as gossip,” Lucas said with fake virtue. He waved a hand around as if to encompass Hunter’s entire body. “Until the shit-eating grin situation, that is.”

Right.

“So?” Daniel asked, appearing again as if out of nowhere. “You two are a thing, then?”

Hunter looked at Daniel and then at Lucas and then back. He ground his molars together.

He’d been the one to assure Emma that she didn’t have to be afraid of him freaking out and abandoning her. As much as it terrified him, the connection they shared was real. Was there any point denying it now? To his oldest and best—if most annoying—friend?

He exhaled in frustration. “Fine, we’re… a thing.”

“I knew it!” Lucas shouted, way too loud. There were definitely folks looking at them, and Hunter shushed him.

“Tell the whole town, why don’t you.”

“Why?” Daniel asked. “You trying to keep it secret?”

“No.” Of course not. Why would he? “Just… there’s such a thing as privacy, you know.”

Lucas laughed. “Here? In Heart’s Hope Crossing?”

There was a tiny hint of a bitter edge to his tone, which was fair. When he and Abby had broken up at the end of high school, it was as if they’d done it on a stage. That couldn’t have been easy for him.

Especially when he’d come slinking back a year later with a busted knee and an even bigger cloud of busted dreams.

Perhaps not picking up on the subtext, considering he hadn’t been here at the time, Daniel laughed. “Seriously. My grandma sent me a care package from Taiwan, and I swear to God a dozen people asked me if I had some overseas, long-distance girlfriend.”

Lucas guffawed out loud, and Hunter chuckled. He rolled his eyes at the both of them, grumbling, “Fine, fine.”

Even as he was trying to keep up his grumpy, annoyed-with-everybody attitude, he couldn’t help the touch of a smile that curled his lips. As much as he might prefer to keep other people out of his business, he loved this place, and he loved the idea of the entire town cheering him on. He wanted to stroll down Heart Street, holding Emma’s hand. He wanted people to notice and whisper and smile.

“Wow, you really are gone on this girl,” Lucas marveled. “Guess there’s something to that rumor about the Crossing after all.”

“No, there’s not.” Hunter batted away his nonsense instinctively, but there wasn’t any heat to his denial. Not the way there would have been, back a few short months ago.

And Lucas sure as hell noticed. “Wait—do you think there is something to the whole destiny bullshit?”

“Of course not.” Hunter was firmer this time, but he had to admit it. His conviction was wavering.

“Man.” Lucas shook his head. “This girl has really changed you.”

Had she? He was still the same guy he’d always been—just a little happier. A little more open to trying new things and to getting to know a new person.

A little less alone.

Once upon a time, he would have thought that was a bad thing. Being alone meant being safe. But now, he wasn’t so sure.

He let out a rough breath and took a long sip of his beer.

Maybe Lucas was right. Maybe he had changed.

But maybe—just maybe—that change had been for the good.
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“I’ve got to say.” Mayor Thompson gestured around the bookshop as Emma rang up his purchase. “You’ve done a heck of a job with this place.”

“Thanks—I just hope Granny will think so, too.”

“She will.” He handed her his credit card, and she tapped it and handed it back. “She had a good feeling about you, y’know.”

“So I’ve heard.”

Apparently, Granny’s “good feelings” were just another part of the magic of this town. Emma didn’t take any of it literally, but she found all the talk of destiny and intuition more charming by the day.

When she first arrived here, she told Hunter that she’d ended up in Heart’s Hope Crossing by chance—and that was true. She’d been hung out to dry, and Granny’s offer of a job and a place to live had been a lifeline, so she’d grabbed on to it with both hands.

But what if there was something to Granny’s sixth sense? What if Emma was actually, honestly meant to be here?

What if she and Hunter were meant to be together, too?

Smiling, she placed Mayor Thompson’s books and his receipt in a green paper bag and handed them over. As he thanked her, she glanced around the store. There was this sense of rightness gathering within her, a warmth she wasn’t sure she’d ever felt before.

Managing a bookstore had seemed like a wild leap from her past experience, but she’d risen to the challenge. She enjoyed the work. Picking books and interacting with customers and putting together events and displays. And she was pretty sure she was good at it, too.

While she missed having Granny bustling around the shop beside her, she’d taken advantage of being indisputably the one in charge while the store’s matriarch had been gone. All the dust had been swept off the shelves, all the old, crumbling decorations discarded.

There wasn’t anything she could do about the faded awnings—yet—but she’d given the exterior a fresh look, with colorful fall mums in planters next to the door, and bright showcases in the windows, featuring local authors and autumn-themed picture books. They’d already had an effect, too, with foot traffic up, and increased sales on everything she’d highlighted in the window displays.

All that new foot traffic had plenty to appeal to them inside the store, as well. It had taken days of after-hours effort, but she’d arranged the new decorations she’d picked up at the hardware store all around the shop. Now the whole place radiated cozy fall vibes, which she’d highlighted to great effect on the shop’s social media, and which had also been drawing folks in. More people were indulging in pumpkin spice lattes from the café, and customers were lingering longer, finding just the right book to curl up with on a cool, autumn night.

She had other big plans for the place, but she’d taken some real ownership in the past week or so. The new confidence had her standing up straighter, smiling more brightly, being clearer about what she wanted.

Some of that was thanks to her new job. Her new home. Her new apartment that felt warm and comfortable instead of cold and sterile, her new friends, her new view of the forest and the mountains. Her new access to fresh air, and the new welcomeness of greetings from strangers who were slowly turning into acquaintances, and who knew? She hadn’t imagined staying here forever, when she’d first answered that help-wanted listing for a bookstore manager. But maybe in twenty years, she’d still be here, by choice and not just by chance. Maybe all those strangers would grow from acquaintances to friends. Then she could be one of those people who knew everyone and got her nose in everybody’s business.

Maybe she’d live in that little cabin in the woods where Hunter had kissed her and cooked for her and made her feel so special she could hardly stand it.

And wow—she was getting way too far ahead of herself.

But a girl could dream.

Shaking off her haze, she smiled at the mayor and handed him his purchase. There wasn’t anyone in line behind him, so they made small talk for a couple more minutes before he headed out.

“He’s right, you know.” The voice coming from the other side of the counter made her jump.

She turned to find Hattie standing there. “Where did you come from?”

Hattie rolled her eyes. “Please. I’ve been hiding in the romance section since he came in.” She tipped her head toward the door to indicate her father.

“Really?”

Shrugging, Hattie placed a paperback with a particularly drool-worthy bit of man-chest on the cover. “You think I wanted my dad to see me buying this?”

Emma picked up the book and scanned the title. “Ooh, I hear this is a good one.”

“You can borrow it when I’m done.”

It was a sweet offer, especially considering Emma literally worked in a bookstore and could read it anytime. “I’d like that.”

She scanned the book, and Hattie rooted around in her big canvas messenger bag until she came up with exact change.

“So, uh.” Emma cleared her throat. “Your dad doesn’t exactly approve of your reading choices, then?”

Hattie laughed out loud. “My dad doesn’t approve of literally anything I do.” She shrugged. “But that’s okay, I’m used to it.”

“That sounds really hard.” Emma sometimes regretted the distant relationship she had with her parents, but she never felt like they disapproved of her.

“Eh.” Waving her off, Hattie changed the subject. “The good news is that he approves of you.”

“He approves of me bringing the store up to date a little.”

“Same difference.” Hattie smiled, a little of her usual mask of manic cheerfulness fading away. “Seriously, though. He expects a lot of everybody. Him telling you to your face that you’re doing a great job here is a big deal. You can take that kind of goodwill to the bank in this town—possibly literally.”

Huh. Emma hadn’t been looking at it that way, but she tucked the knowledge away in her pocket. “Well, thanks.”

“Anytime.” Just like that, Hattie’s walls went back up. “Anyway, I have a big date planned with this bad boy”—she tapped the cover of the book—“and a giant pile of takeout tonight, so I should get going.”

Laughing, Emma finished ringing her up. “Don’t let me keep you.”

Hattie slipped the book and her receipt into her bag. “By the way, Abby and I are thinking about doing an eighties-rom-com night at my place this weekend. You in?”

That sounded terrible—but in a good way. “Absolutely.”

“Cool, I’ll text you the details. Bring yarn and your beverage of choice.”

“Will do.”

With that, Hattie took her leave. It was a random weekday evening, so Emma was closing by herself tonight. She was able to do most of her tidying up while the last few customers were filtering out. Once she turned the sign on the door to Closed, she returned to the register to check over the receipts and cash out for the night.

She was just about done when her phone rang. Her heart rose, only to fall again as soon as she checked the screen. Another spam call from an unknown number. Rolling her eyes, she set the stupid thing back down. But as she did, she spotted the book she’d set aside to bring to Hunter when they went hiking the next morning. A smile curled the edges of her lips.

Followed immediately by a scowl. After she’d texted him, she’d had an unexpected rush of customers, and then she’d forgotten to come back and do the admin work to log the book in as received and, for all intents and purposes, delivered to the customer.

With a groan, she pulled up the clunky ordering system that was the bane of her existence. It had crashed half a dozen times today alone.

When Granny came back, she was going to have to push her about revamping it. She’d priced things out, and it really wouldn’t be that expensive to get a new computer that could meet their needs. The new ordering system could integrate with the new website she was putting together. Thanks to all the attention the shop was getting on social media, internet sales would probably pay for the investment in new tech within a few short months, and from there, they’d really be off to the races.

She paused, her brows pulling together and the corners of her mouth turning down.

Why was she waiting, again? Granny had told her that the store was her baby. She could do whatever she wanted with it. The changes she’d made so far had been modest in comparison, but just look how well they’d turned out.

In the back of her mind, she heard Mayor Thompson and Hattie and their glowing praise.

She heard Hunter. Hunter who kept telling her that she was amazing, and who insisted she be clear about her wants and desires. He was the one who’d helped her gain the confidence to start making real decisions, both in her personal life and here at the store.

There was still an uncomfortable frisson of anxiety, threatening to run through her at the idea of upsetting Granny with a big change. But underneath it lay conviction. Modernizing the shop’s technology would be a home run. She knew what she was doing.

And she was done holding back.
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Chapter Twenty

HUNTER STROKED A HAND over his beard, mentally preparing himself.

“Stop being chicken,” he murmured, and then before he could talk himself out of it, he jabbed his finger at the icon on his phone for the social media app Emma had installed for him.

He had yet to actually check it out, but he was sitting on a post at the preserve, waiting for her to join him for their hike, and he figured, well, what better time to take the plunge?

To his surprise, he wasn’t assaulted by teenagers dancing to god-awful pop music. Instead, another guy with a beard was demonstrating how to build a boat? That was weird, but not uninteresting. He flicked through and watched a scenic video of a waterfall, and something with a girl foraging for mushrooms, and she actually had decent advice.

A notification popped up. Someone had liked one of “his” videos, and he tapped over to see. “Huh,” he murmured. There were actually a decent number of reactions to the one where he introduced himself in his forest ranger outfit, which was… Flattering? Mortifying?

He hadn’t quite decided when a questioning voice sounded from behind him. “Boss?”

Starting, he blanked his phone and whirled around. Alix was coming out of the woods right behind him, and internally he groaned. It had been too much to hope that he could take a hike in his own preserve—and possibly film extremely embarrassing videos with the girl he was kind of sort of having “a thing” with—without running into any witnesses.

“Morning.” Slipping his phone into his pocket, he stood, hefting his pack higher onto his shoulder and trying to act like everything was normal.

She cocked a brow at him. “Thought this was your day off?”

“It is.” And he’d known he should have taken Emma hiking someplace farther afield, but she had work this afternoon, so he hadn’t wanted to make her drive too far.

“Shouldn’t you be off relaxing, then?”

“Shouldn’t you be off finishing those college essays?” he taunted, mostly teasing, but also hoping she’d get the hint that he wanted some time to himself.

Scowling, she told him, “Go take a hike.”

“Exactly what I’m planning to do.”

She rolled her eyes at him theatrically before heading off to the welcome center—and not a moment too soon. The crunching of gravel announced the arrival of another car. Hunter looked up and spotted Emma’s little hatchback. He waved, and she came over to park next to his truck.

The way he lit up at the sight of her was too much—way, way too much, but he was finding it harder and harder to tamp down his reaction to her. He stepped out of the way so as not to get his foot run over, but as soon as she’d turned off her engine, he moved to open her door for her.

“Hey, you.”

She beamed at him, undoing her seat belt and grabbing her bag. Extending his hand, he helped her out of the car. Of course she didn’t need the assistance, but her warm palm felt so good against his.

And Alix was going to tease him so much about this if she was still watching, but he couldn’t resist.

He pressed Emma back into the car, their bodies flush. The warmth of her seared him through, and he drank it in for a moment, staring down at her, enraptured. How did she keep getting more beautiful? How did this familiarity between them just make him want her more?

“Hi,” she squeaked, breathless.

“Hi.” With that, he dipped down to kiss her soft mouth. She opened for him without hesitation, and he tasted the coffee on her breath, felt the slick warmth of her tongue. His body responded, and he let a hint of a growl escape his throat.

But before things could escalate any further, he forced himself to pull away. She gazed up at him with those deep, soulful eyes of hers, her mouth wet and red and open, and he wanted nothing more than to press her back into the side of the car and seal his lips to hers again.

“Here,” she breathed. She pushed something against his chest, and he took it without really thinking about it.

He glanced down, and—oh. “Thanks.”

Her passing him the book she’d promised to bring for his dad effectively pulled his brain back out of his pants. That was probably for the best, even if there was a part of him that wasn’t entirely sure why.

Breathing in deeply, he took a full step back. The cool autumn breeze rushed in to fill the gap between their bodies, returning a couple more errant brain cells to where they belonged.

He went around to his truck and tossed the book for his dad on the passenger seat, then locked the thing up and turned back to Emma. She had her phone out and was taking pictures of the trees in all their autumnal glory, capturing the fiery reds and brilliant oranges and golds.

He smiled to himself. He spent so much of his time in these woods. He knew them and loved them, and yet there was something special to seeing them through a newcomer’s eyes.

“I just can’t believe how pretty it is up here,” she gushed. “It’s only been a week or two, but the leaves…”

“They’re pretty spectacular,” he agreed. “And we’re not even quite at peak.”

“How does anybody even look anywhere else but up this time of year?”

“Oh.” He exhaled through his nose, taking in the golden highlights in her deep black hair. “They manage.”

“Thank goodness, or they’d all be crashing their cars all the time.”

He laughed, and she put her phone away, turning toward him. A warm glow radiated through his chest. She always looked pretty, but he was especially partial to days like this, when she was dressed casually, her hair pulled back and her face either bare or close to it. Her T-shirt and fleece jacket were loose and comfortable but still hinted at her curves. His hands twitched, wanting to peel her jeans off of her.

Then his gaze settled on her footwear, and a pang of guilt tugged at him.

“We really should have gone and gotten you some hiking boots.”

He’d lamented that the last time, too, but had he done a damn thing about it?

She just chuckled, twisting to look at her low-top sneakers and making a crunching sound in the thin layer of freshly fallen leaves. “It’ll probably be fine.”

“Probably.” But there was a protective swell within him. He didn’t like the idea of taking any chances when it came to this woman.

“Hiking boots, curtains. We’ve got a real shopping list going at this point, huh?”

“You probably need a real winter coat, too.” He started leading the way toward the trail they’d be taking today, a slightly more intense one than the last time, but still manageable and with an incredible view.

Falling into step beside him, she shook her head. “I’m good on that front.”

“I don’t know about that. Some cute city pea coat isn’t going to stand a chance against a New England winter.”

Biting her lip, she grimaced. “Okay, fine, maybe I need a new winter coat, too. But I’ve still got plenty of time to worry about that.”

“Winter comes on faster than you’d think around here.” It was still early October, but snow on Halloween wasn’t unheard of. Harvest Fest was coming up in a few short weeks, and everybody knew that once that was past, it was time to get out all your cold-weather gear.

“Well, then I guess I’d better make time for a shopping trip pretty soon. Where do you even go for that kind of stuff?”

“Arlene’s in town has some gear, but it can be a little hit-or-miss. If we want home furnishings, too, we might as well take a trip up to Burlington.”

“That sounds fun.”

It did, actually. He usually avoided Burlington on account of all the traffic and the disturbing excess of hipsters. But it had some great microbreweries—and honestly, going anywhere with Emma was enticement enough.

To his own surprise, he found himself suggesting, “We could take a couple of days even. Find a little bed-and-breakfast?”

Lucas could probably suggest something. His folks were into little trips like that.

“I’d love that.” She curled a hand around his elbow, and something inside him melted just a bit.

Who even was he? Contemplating some sort of a romantic getaway with a girl he’d only known for a handful of weeks?

He barely knew. But whoever the hell this guy was who had inhabited his body, he liked him.

He glanced down at Emma.

He really, really liked her, too.

Or at least he did until she pulled away and brandished her phone. “So I have a bunch of ideas about stuff we could film today.”

He groaned internally—and maybe a little bit externally, too.

“Hey.” She fixed him with a look. “I am not forcing any of this on you. You were the one to say you were willing to give it a chance.”

“I am.” He cast his gaze skyward and pulled her in again, hugging her against his side. “It just goes against everything I stand for as a person.”

“Oh, is that all?” She was grinning into his shirt, and his heart swelled. How did he ever find a girl who thought his bullshit was adorable?

Fate, a contrary voice in the back of his head reminded him, but he ignored it.

“That’s all,” he agreed. Releasing her, he shoved his hands in his pockets and kicked at a stray stick lying across the path. “But it’s worth trying if it has a chance of helping the park’s numbers, or getting folks off their phones and out in nature.”

“That’s the spirit,” she teased, but again, it was said fondly.

He wasn’t kidding around at this point, though. “I, uh, looked at the account you set up for me. And I know people are liking the videos, but I still just don’t see why anybody’s going to want to hear about the Campsite Rule from a random dude like me.”

She stopped in her tracks, holding up her phone. “Wait—hold on.”

“What—?”

“Say that again.”

Oh, hell. She was recording him, wasn’t she?

He had to remind himself that this had been fun the other day. There was no reason to be self-conscious.

Putting his hands on his hips, he faced her squarely, effecting his grumpiest, most over-the-top surly tone. “I said I don’t think anybody on the internet is going to want to hear about the Campsite Rule from a random dude like me.”

She pivoted the camera around and lifted it up, getting herself in frame. Her eyes danced. “What do you think, internet? Do you want to hear about the Campsite Rule—whatever that is—from him?”

He waited a beat before asking, “What on earth are you even doing?”

“First rule of becoming famous on social media is engagement, engagement, engagement. Likes, comments, reactions. But especially comments.”

“Again, I have absolutely zero interest in becoming famous on social media.”

She flapped a hand in his general direction. “I know, I know. But it’s part of getting a message out. Now.” She directed her camera at him again. “Explain the Campsite Rule to me like I’m the most ignorant, uneducated person you’ve ever met.”

“Emma, you are literally the most brilliant person I’ve ever met.”

An adorable flush rose to her cheeks. “Then just pretend I’m not here.”

“Impossible.” Ignoring her camerawoman antics, he walked right up to her and kissed her on the mouth. It was brief but delicious.

When he pulled away, she looked appropriately dazed. But she blinked and shook it off. “For real, though,” she implored him.

He let out a deep breath. He was still skeptical, but she was weirdly invested in this, and it was making him get invested, too. “Okay, fine.” Scanning a little ways ahead on the trail, he spotted a good-looking tree with an empty sports drink bottle crushed into the ground beside it. Perfect—infuriating, but perfect. “Over there.”

She followed him to the tree, where he squatted down. Once she nodded to give him the go-ahead, he put on his grumpy voice again. And then he told her—and maybe the entire internet—about how the rule of camping was that you left your campsite in as good a condition as or better than you found it. Leave no trace—and definitely leave no gross, dirty trash.

As he spoke, he tried not to think too much about how weird this was. Instead of pretending she wasn’t there, he focused exclusively on Emma. On the way she was looking at him through the screen of her phone. On how delighted she seemed.

And on how natural it felt to trust her.
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The hardest part about being Hunter’s cameraperson was trying to stay quiet while she was recording. His stern, frighteningly competent and yet somehow kind-eyed delivery shouldn’t work, but it did. His dry sense of humor as he lectured imaginary people on cleaning up after themselves, watching out for wildlife, following trail markers, and avoiding poison ivy had her alternately enraptured and in stitches. The handful of times he got serious and pointed out actual highlights of the preserve were just as effective.

The camera loved him, too. He might shy away from the limelight in real life, but with his gorgeous features and tousled hair and rugged beard, he just about glowed in it. There was also the way his flannel shirt hugged his broad shoulders and muscular biceps. The exposed, tanned skin of his forearms and the hint of a dip at his collarbone, barely peeking out from under his shirt.

The view from behind wasn’t bad, either. As much as she wanted to, she resisted the urge to zoom in on his tight rear end in those jeans, choosing instead to keep his entire body in frame.

They were nearly to the top of the ridge he wanted to show her, and he was demonstrating how to safely make your way up a steeper stretch of the trail. She followed after him, keeping up in an attempt to maintain decent audio. If they did this again, she’d have to figure out how to mic him, but for now, she just had to hope that the sound quality would be okay.

“Now, this is the kind of place where a hiking pole can really come in handy,” he said, “but don’t overthink it. A good stick’ll do the job. Just don’t swing on any damn trees.”

He patted the smooth, well-worn trunk of an old tree that somehow sprang from the middle of the rocky incline. Clearly, more than a few people had used it as a handhold over the years. He lunged in the other direction to grab a big fallen branch from the ground and used it to help steady himself as he took the last few craggy steps to the top at a run. He didn’t really need the branch, but she appreciated his offering that kind of tip to folks who weren’t in as good shape as he was. Which was pretty much everybody.

Herself included. He’d fashioned her a walking stick out of another, smoother branch earlier in their hike, and it was a lifeline.

“Here,” he offered, heading back down the rocky slope like it was nothing to lend her his hand.

“Thanks.” Tucking her makeshift hiking pole under her arm, she clung tightly to her phone with one hand while reaching up to grab his palm with the other. With his help, she scrabbled up the steep incline. Arriving safely at the top, she let out a few panting breaths. “I’ll have you know, you’re way better than either a stick or a hiking pole.”

He laughed, giving her hand a squeeze before letting go. “Glad to be of service.”

Even with that nasty stretch behind them, the next bit of trail was awfully rocky. Following along after him, and using her branch again to help her keep her balance, she looked down at her phone to stop the recording.

But in her brief moment of distraction, looking at the screen, she stepped on a rock that jutted out at a funny angle.

All at once, the rock slipped out from under her. She leaned into her walking stick and almost caught herself, but it was too late. She fell to the side, her ankle crumpling with a searing jolt of pain, and she cried out. The hard ground rushed up to meet her. She landed hard on her ass, her phone clattering out of her hand, but she couldn’t bring herself to care.

“I’m all right,” she said, automatically, even though she definitely, definitely was not.

“What happened?” Hunter was right there beside her in an instant, all his good humor of a second ago gone.

“Just lost my footing, sorry. My ankle—” She hissed as she tried to move it.

“Don’t be sorry,” he ordered, and even through the haze of pain, the bossiness to his tone did something to her insides.

She’d thought he was frighteningly competent a few minutes ago, but that was nothing to the all-business way he zeroed in on her stupid ankle. He pushed up her pant leg, shockingly gentle despite his bulk and strength.

Self-consciousness brought a hot flush to her face, and she made a half-hearted effort at brushing him away. “It’s fine. I just need a minute.”

“Bullshit.” He probed the area, and yeah, it was decidedly not fine. Every touch had her wincing, even though she tried to hide how much it hurt. “Can you move it?”

“Maybe?”

She tried again, and oh, damn, that was not good.

“Okay, no problem.” He took off his pack and reached into it for an honest-to-God first-aid kit.

“Such a Boy Scout.”

“Always be prepared.” He said it lightly, but he was still one hundred percent focused. Within seconds of rummaging through the kit, he pulled out an ice pack. He cracked it and gave it a shake before applying it to her skin.

The sudden cold brought her back to herself—biting but not as bracing as pure ice. The pain ebbed, and she let out a rough breath.

“There you go.” A little bit of the tightness in his jaw faded. Still holding the pack to her leg, he sat down on the ground. “It’s probably just sprained, but we’ll have to get it checked out.”

“I can take myself to the clinic in town after we’re done.”

He boggled. “I’m taking you. Obviously.”

“You really don’t have to. And my car—”

“We’ll deal with it. I’ll talk to Alix and George and make sure it doesn’t get towed or anything.”

“But—”

The stern look he fixed her with shut her up. Clearly, he wasn’t accepting any arguments about this, and really, she didn’t want to fight him on it anyway. The shock was wearing off, leaving her with a dull pain and a pit of shame opening up in her gut.

God, this was so embarrassing. Why did she have to go and be a klutz and mess up their entire day?

“I’m really sorry,” she tried again.

But he wasn’t having that, either. “It happens. I’m the one who should be sorry.” Real remorse formed lines of regret between his brows. “Knew we shouldn’t have taken this path without proper gear.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“Then it’s not yours, either.” His tone was so stern, and he waited until she met his gaze before continuing. “You got me? I don’t want to hear any more apologies.”

She started to say she was sorry for saying sorry, but she clamped her jaw shut, narrowly managing to keep it in. He might have heard it anyway, because he finally cracked a smile.

Reaching into his pack again, he brought out a couple of granola bars and offered one to her. She accepted it and tore it open. Shouldering off her own bag, she grabbed her water bottle and took a swig.

It was only then that she caught sight of her phone. Murmuring another quiet curse under her breath, she kicked it closer with her good leg. Fortunately, the screen wasn’t cracked, but she was shocked to find it was still recording. Good grief, that was going to be mortifying to look at later, but there was probably some good footage from the beginning of the clip, when she’d been filming him making his way up the incline. As much as she just wanted to delete the whole thing right now, she left it be and blanked the screen.

In the meantime, Hunter was gazing off into the distance, chewing thoughtfully. “It’s still a little ways to the lookout. Guess we’ll have to come back some other time to see that.”

She hated that idea, but he was definitely right. She bit back the instinctive sorry that rose to her tongue again. “Yeah.”

“The real question, though”—he turned to look at her again, and then past her, down the incline—“is how we get you back down.”
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Chapter Twenty-One

“OKAY, THIS NEXT STRETCH is going to be a little tricky.” Hunter did his best to keep his voice calm and even.

They were nearly back to the trailhead. The journey had been painfully slow—and he wasn’t even the one who was literally in pain.

He still shuddered, remembering the sickening dip in his stomach when Emma had cried out and crumpled to the ground. It was as if his whole world had tilted sideways.

Thank God he was trained for exactly this sort of emergency. His instincts had kicked in. He’d assessed and treated the injury, and he’d kept his head on straight, even when a part of him wanted to panic.

A sprained ankle was bad, but it wasn’t life-threatening. She wasn’t alone or in any real danger. They’d rested, taken their time, had a snack. And then he’d helped her gingerly to her feet.

She still hadn’t been able to put any weight on her injured leg, but that was what he was for. Draping her arm over his neck, he’d held on to her by her waist. Determination had led him to a state of singular clarity. His only mission was to support her. To never let her fall.

Slowly, painstakingly, they’d set off down the path. Fortunately, he was fit enough that he’d been able to support her weight without any real trouble. Emma might not like leaning on other people, but she literally had no choice.

They took plenty of breaks, and once or twice, he had to carry her down particularly steep or rocky stretches of terrain. But that wasn’t any hardship. If she hadn’t been so obviously uncomfortable, he would have almost thought it was nice. Having her so close, keeping her bundled up safe in his arms.

By this point, she was flagging, though.

She followed his gaze and groaned.

The last big hurdle between them and the sweet, sweet parking lot was a stream. On their way in, they’d had fun picking their way across the rocks, but now…

“Just leave me here,” she protested. “I probably won’t get eaten by a bear.”

She was joking, obviously, but he knew her well enough by now to realize that the joke had an undercurrent of truth.

In no uncertain terms, he reminded her, “I am not leaving you here.”

“No one would blame you if you did.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. She didn’t really think he’d abandon her. Right?

“Everyone in town would have my hide, and once they’d found your corpse I’d get fired, and I’d never forgive myself.”

She waved a hand. “But other than that.”

“Other than that…” He gave her waist a gentle squeeze. “I guess you’re right.”

“See?” She smiled as if she’d won the argument and he was completely absolved for leaving her to die in the forest.

He twisted around to face her, and she let go of his neck. Still helping to steady her, he cupped her cheek, keeping her gaze on him. “I am not repeating this again. I like your company, and I do not want you to get eaten by bears.”

“I just said I probably wouldn’t get eaten—”

He cut her off with a quick, firm kiss. “Not taking any chances.” He shrugged off his pack, then slung it around to wear it on his front. “Now.” He tilted his head toward his back in invitation. “Hop on.”

“Um…”

The last couple of times he’d carried her, he’d done it bridal style, and it had worked well enough. But this time he needed to be able to look down and see where he was planting his feet.

“Come on, it’ll be fine. Trust me?”

Their gazes met, and she swallowed. “Yeah. I do. But…”

“No buts.” He grinned wryly. “You can even film it if you want.”

She laughed. All thoughts of recording any more content for his social media account had fallen by the wayside since she got hurt. She shook her head. “No—”

“Then I’ll do it.” Without waiting for her to give any further assent, he turned around and knelt down. “Here, put your arms around my neck.”

“I don’t want to break you—”

“I’m tough, promise.”

Being way too careful about it, she did as instructed.

“Now hold on tight,” he prodded her. Once he was sure she had a good grip, he rose to his full height, grabbing her legs and pulling them around his waist. She yelped, clinging at him, but he had her. Always.

Holding on to her with one hand, he reached into the front pocket of his bag and grabbed his phone. After a couple of taps, he managed to get it started recording a video on selfie mode.

“Hey there,” he told his imaginary audience. “Even experienced hikers make mistakes sometimes. If one of your adventuring buddies gets injured, do not leave them to get eaten by a bear.”

“Okay, fine, I get it,” Emma squeaked, “you can stop now.”

He ignored her. “If they’re able to continue with assistance, great, help support them and try your best to keep them from hurting themself any further as you head back to base. And, in a pinch, remember that you can always wear them as a backpack while forging rivers or traversing difficult stretches of terrain.”

With that, he repositioned the camera to get Emma in frame. Her expression was pinched but fond, and without releasing her grip on him, she managed to give a weak thumbs-up and a smile.

“This is humiliating,” she groused once he’d turned the camera back off.

“More or less humiliating than your obituary saying you died of a broken ankle?”

“Debatable.” Her shrug jostled her hold on his neck. “At least I wouldn’t have to be there to read the obituary, you know?”

Casting his gaze skyward, he tucked his phone back away. “All right, here we go.”

Making his way across the path of rocks wasn’t as lighthearted and fun as it had been the first time, but they managed it without incident. Honestly, he hated that she’d gotten hurt, but he’d give her a piggy-back ride anytime she liked. He loved the warmth of her breath at his ear, the feeling of her arms looped around his shoulders, the heat of her body against his spine.

All too soon, he took the final big step onto the bank on the other side. He paused, ready to put her down, but really—what was the point?

“You good?” he asked, hugging her legs.

“Yeah, but—”

“Cool, hang on.” Without waiting for approval, he took off down the path. He knew this trail blindfolded. There wasn’t any reason to hold back.

“Whoa—” She clung onto him even more tightly. “What—why—?”

“Why not?”

“Because—because—” she spluttered. “Just because.”

“That’s a terrible answer.” He half turned his head toward her. “Do you actually want to hop the rest of the way to the car?”

“No, but—”

“Then that settles that.”

She kept making weak protests about how he shouldn’t have to carry her like an invalid, but unless she specifically revoked consent, he was done arguing about it. Within a few minutes, they emerged from the foliage and out into the parking lot.

“I can walk from here,” she tried.

“I know you can.”

He still carried her over to his truck. Rebalancing her slightly, he hit the unlock button and tugged open the door for her. Then he turned around, letting her slide off his back and straight into the passenger seat. There was some junk there, including the novel she’d brought him to give to his dad. Reaching past her, he swept it all up into a bundle and threw it into the rear section of the cab.

She shrugged off her bag and set it in the seat well. Even though she was clearly trying to hide it, she winced, rearranging herself to face forward in the seat.

“You okay?” He hovered next to her open door, wanting to help more, but there wasn’t a lot he could do at this point except get her to the clinic as quickly as possible.

“Fine,” she bit out. But then she pulled out her phone and cursed. “I knew we were slow, but I didn’t realize we were that slow.”

It was his turn to try—and fail—to hide his wince. The trek back to the lot had taken at least twice as long as their trip out.

“I was supposed to be at work ten minutes ago.” She blinked furiously, a suspicious shine forming at the corners of her eyes.

“People have been late to shifts before,” he tried to reassure her.

“I haven’t, though. And Granny’s still away. Owen’s got a key, but he can’t run the place on his own.”

“He’s a competent kid.”

She shook her head, tapping at her phone. “We have to head straight there—”

“Hey.” When she didn’t acknowledge what he’d said, he put his hand over hers. “Hey.”

“Hunter, I—” She looked up at him, sheer panic racing across her face.

In no uncertain terms, he told her, “You need to see a doctor.”

“But—”

He looked pointedly at her ankle, which was obviously swollen. “What would you do if it was you working, and Owen had called out sick?”

She swallowed, a little of the manic haze fading from her eyes. “I’d deal with it. Try to see if I could get someone else to come in last minute to cover. But—”

“He’ll deal. I’m driving you to the clinic, and you can call around while we’re en route to see if you can find someone to take the extra shift.”

“But—” she spluttered, and he forced himself to hold his tongue. “I’m fine,” she said, almost desperately. “I just need a new ice pack and maybe an Ace bandage or something.”

“Maybe,” he allowed. Then a thought occurred to him. “Are you worried about the money? Because Doc Nguyen is really reasonable…”

“No, I have insurance—thank God. Just…” One of the fat tears brimming in her eye spilled over. “I don’t want to let Granny down, and I’ve already put you out enough. I ruined our hike, and—”

“Hey, hey, no.” He took her face in his hand, leaning down to put them eye to eye. “You didn’t ruin anything.”

“We had to turn around before we even hit the top. If I hadn’t been there—”

What was she even saying? “If you hadn’t been there, I would have been alone.”

And once upon a time, that was exactly how he would have preferred it. But not anymore. His heart squeezed in his chest, and in the back of his mind, there was a tiny frisson of discomfort. But there wasn’t any point denying the truth.

His throat raw, he confessed, “I’d rather do just about anything with you than hang around all by my lonesome.” He blinked, clearing the unnecessary emotion from his voice. Then he exhaled deeply, regaining his footing here. He managed a soft smile. “And that includes sitting around the waiting room at the clinic.”

“Oh.” Her smile echoed his for a second, as if she were really hearing what he was saying—probably hearing more than he wanted her to. But then her smile wavered, her mouth threatening to crumple all over again. “What if it’s really bad, though? If I can’t put weight on it for days, or if I need surgery or it’s really broken or…”

He didn’t have the heart to tell her that a break would probably be easier to recover from than a bad enough sprain. Not when she was spiraling like this.

“Then we’ll handle it.”

“But I live on the second floor.” She tipped her head back toward the trail. “Hopping down half a mountain nearly broke me. How can I do that multiple times a day?”

“We’ll handle it,” he repeated, subtly emphasizing the word we. “Maybe you stay at my place for a couple of days. Or maybe I stay at yours. I’m a really good crutch, remember?”

“I know.” Her lip quivered, and her gaze fell. “But it’s such an imposition.”

“It’s not.” He’d be happy to have her, in fact. Again, the contrast with his previous attitudes was almost too stark. He’d always preferred his home to be his Fortress of Solitude, but he loved the idea of having Emma there again. Even if she was hobbling around on crutches, and they didn’t do a damn thing except sit around watching TV together, or reading curled up on their own ends of the couch. Even if he ended up waiting on her hand and foot.

It didn’t sound like an imposition. It sounded… great.

Some of his excitement must have leaked over into his tone. She met his gaze again, one brow lifting. Tentatively, she reached out and ran a hand through his hair. Despite the cool temperature, he was probably all sweaty and gross from carrying her on his back, but she didn’t seem to care.

Finally, she let out an exaggerated sigh, dropping her hand. “Fine. Let’s get me and my giant, broken ankle to a medical professional.”

“Giant, probably sprained ankle,” he corrected.

“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes, and he stepped back. Just before he moved to close her door, she stopped him, though. “Hey, Hunter?”

“Yeah?”

“Just.” Her soft smile warmed his heart. “Thanks.”

“Anytime.” And honestly, he meant that.
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“It’s just a sprain, Mom.” Pinching the bridge of her nose, Emma took in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Sprains can be serious,” her mother reminded her.

“I know—believe me.”

Dr. Nguyen had made that abundantly clear after he’d examined her. He’d also made it clear that while her sprain had swelled her ankle to the size of a grapefruit, she would almost certainly make a full recovery. She’d probably be feeling better within a week.

But that wasn’t going to stop her mom from fretting. “But you have to take it easy. Remember: RICE. Rest—”

“Ice, compress, elevate. I got it, I promise.”

In fact, she was doing all four right now.

Unsurprisingly, the doctor’s instructions had included trying to stay off her feet as much as possible for the next few days, and not putting any weight at all on her affected leg until she could comfortably tolerate it. Once she’d been outfitted with a very stylish set of gray, metal crutches, she’d hopped her way out to Hunter’s truck, where he’d presented her with exactly two options: He could mother-hen her at his place, where there weren’t any stairs, or he could mother-hen her at her place, where there were.

Exhausted as she was, she’d opted for no stairs.

So here she was, curled up under a soft fleece blanket on his couch, her leg propped up on a pillow and her ankle wrapped in an Ace bandage, with a fresh ice pack draped over the whole kit and caboodle.

“Are you going to be okay at work?”

“Yeah. I got someone to cover for me today and tomorrow, and then I should be able to plant myself at the register for most of the weekend. Minimal time on my feet, promise.”

“But your apartment. Those stairs—”

“Seriously, Mom, it’s fine. I’m…” Emma swallowed, trying to decide how much to divulge. “Staying at a friend’s.”

“Oh, let me see if I remember. Is it Hattie or Abby?”

Well, crud. Emma might be able to be evasive with her mother, but she couldn’t outright lie. “Actually, neither.” She winced preemptively. “I’m staying at Hunter’s place.”

“Hunter.” The good news was that her mom’s voice had finally lost its frantic edge. The bad news was that it had gained a suspicious one. “I don’t remember you mentioning a Hunter before.”

“Sure I have.” She definitely hadn’t—not by name, anyway, but she’d absolutely mentioned him. “He’s the one I went hiking with, and we went to that cooking class at the diner, too.”

“Emma…”

Emma cringed. “I know, I know.”

“So soon? You and Brock only broke up—what? A month ago?”

“Almost two. But…” She cast her gaze at the ceiling.

Hunter had been a perfect gentleman, excusing himself from the room when her mom finally got around to returning her call, but it was a small cabin. Even if he was trying not to listen in, he’d be hard-pressed not to catch at least some of what she was saying.

“I’m not jumping into anything,” she said diplomatically. “But I really like him, Mom. He’s smart and funny.” And hot. But she didn’t need to mention that part to her mom. “And he’s been so nice to me.”

Her mom snorted. “It takes more than that.”

“Of course it does.” She bristled, shifting positions but ultimately settling back against the pillow again so as not to dislodge her ice pack. “But it’s a good start.”

“How long until you’re on your feet again?”

Emma wasn’t fooled. Her mom wasn’t changing the subject; she was asking how long she’d be staying at a boy’s house.

“Hopefully just a few days.”

Her mom let out a rough breath. “Well, in any case, I’m glad you’ve got someone to help take care of you.”

“Me, too.” Unexpected emotion rose to her throat.

Hunter had gotten her things for her from her apartment. He’d picked up a pizza and groceries. Then he’d settled her in on his couch with everything she could possibly need. There was a glass of water, a bag of chocolates, a book, a phone charger, the TV remote, and her admittedly still-early attempts at a knitting project—all within arm’s reach.

Had she ever felt so cared for before in her life?

This was only temporary, of course, but she was soaking it in while it lasted.

And maybe it was just that she was exhausted, her ankle dully throbbing. Her nerves shot.

But a pit of wistfulness threatened to open up inside her.

Her voice came out thin, cracking slightly, even as she fought to keep it steady and strong. “You don’t think—there isn’t any chance you guys might wander back this direction again sometime?”

Her mom had always been busy taking care of her own mom, leaving Emma to largely fend for herself. But whenever Emma got really sick, her mom’s focus would turn on a dime. She’d do exactly this kind of stuff—feed her and bundle her up in blankets. Kiss her forehead and remind her to take her medicine at the right times.

Her mom gave the best hugs.

Her father had never been as snuggly, or as inclined toward overreaction. But there had always been something soothing about his presence. When he was around, she had this conviction that somehow, everything was going to be okay.

“Oh, sweetie, I don’t know.”

The expansive feeling in Emma’s chest popped. “It’s fine—”

“Just, we’ve got reservations for RV sites all arranged already, and you know your father’s got his heart set on heading south before it gets too cold.”

“Right, sure, of course. I get it.”

“But maybe sometime next year.”

Next year? That seemed so far away.

She forced a smile, even though her mom couldn’t see it. “That’d be great.”

Her mother spent a few minutes telling her about the next few stops on their itinerary, after which Emma was tired and said it was probably time to let her go. After she’d hung up, she dropped her phone to her chest, leaned back into the couch, and scrubbed her eyes.

Hunter gave her a couple more minutes, but eventually the floorboards creaked in the hallway behind her.

“How’s your mom?” he asked, his voice strained.

“Fine. The usual.” Opening her eyes, she sat up straighter, twisting to see him.

He came around and sat on the other end of the couch, taking care not to jostle her leg. He touched her uninjured foot gently. “Want to talk about it?”

“Not really. She’s worried about me.” Both about her ankle and her romantic situation, but she didn’t need to voice that last part.

His mouth pulled to the side, like he was thinking hard about what to say. “But not worried enough to come visit when you want her to.”

Something cold stabbed the center of her abdomen. “It’s fine—”

“I know, I heard.” He shot her a conciliatory smile that softened his words. “You only said it about three thousand times.”

“I thought you weren’t listening.”

“I wasn’t. But I did hear.” Rubbing her good ankle, he exhaled slowly. “Listen, cut me off if it’s not my place, but have you ever tried telling her how you feel?”

She laughed out loud. “That’s hilarious.”

“I’m serious.” He tried to hide it, but a twinge of hurt furrowed the space between his brows.

Her laughter subsided. “Sorry, just. That’s not how it works in my family.”

“That’s too bad.”

One corner of her mouth pulled upward. “What, is your family some model of open communication?”

Now it was his turn to laugh. “God, no. But if I needed my mom, I could have told her, and she would have been on it in an instant.”

And she shouldn’t say this—she really shouldn’t. But she was tired and cranky, and she didn’t want to have to defend her mom any further. Before she could pull them back in, the words escaped her mouth. “And what about your dad?”

To her surprise, he didn’t get defensive or mad, though he would have had every right to. Instead, the shadow that crossed his eyes was just… sad.

“Fair enough,” he said quietly.

They sat there together in silence for a minute. Guilt gnawed at her for broaching such a sensitive subject, but he’d told her to stop apologizing so many times today already. And besides, he was kind of the one who started it.

Eventually, he cleared his throat, tilting his head toward the TV. “Want to watch a movie or something?”

Relieved, she nodded. “Movie would be great.”

It was annoying, but they managed to find a comfortable position, where she could snuggle up against him while still keeping her leg elevated. As the goofy action comedy they’d picked started playing, he curled an arm around her, and she leaned her head against his chest. Warmth moved through her at being so close to him, and as always, there was that crackle of attraction. But she didn’t feel any real impetus to act on it. Which was… nice. Comfortable.

Her mom’s warning about jumping into things too fast echoed in her head, but she pushed it away. So what if it had only been a couple of months since Brock had skipped town without her? It didn’t change the fact that she’d met a great guy—a guy who made her feel sparks, and a guy she could just lie around and cuddle with. A guy who was nice to her, and who pushed her sometimes, but usually in a good way.

A guy who encouraged her to embrace what she wanted and ask for what she needed.

… Right?
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Chapter Twenty-Two

THIS WASN’T EXACTLY HOW Hunter had pictured their second sleepover. For starters, they were wearing clothes.

Still, as he slid into bed beside Emma, he couldn’t bring himself to regret anything. Sure, he wished she weren’t hurt, but despite her injury, they’d had a nice night. Watching a movie on the couch with her was so much better than watching one alone. Her presence made the whole cabin seem brighter. More full of life.

Despite the chill in the air, his bed was warmer with her in it.

He glanced down at her. She looked so cozy in a soft, worn T-shirt, her long hair tied up in a braid.

And yeah, she looked sexy as hell, too. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and the soft curves of her breasts were entirely too obvious beneath the thin cotton. He didn’t think he’d ever not respond to her presence beside him.

Averting his gaze, he willed his erection to settle down. It was enough just to have her here. To know that she was safe; to have had the privilege of taking care of her when she was hurt.

“You good?” he asked, voice husky despite his best efforts.

“Yeah.”

Twisting to the side, he turned off the bedside lamp. Sudden darkness descended over the room, but there was still just a little bit of moonlight filtering in through the gaps in the shades.

The only other time they’d fallen asleep together, it had been in a sated, sweaty pile of post-orgasmic exhaustion. But somehow, it was entirely too natural to end up lying on his back, one arm curled around her as she nestled in against his side. Using his shoulder as a pillow, she placed her hand over his chest.

His heart was almost too full to contain, and he turned his neck to place a firm, fervent kiss on the top of her head. The sweet scent of her hair filled his lungs, the warmth of her body suffusing him, and for a second, it was entirely too easy to imagine having her here every night.

“Thank you,” he said quietly. “For staying here tonight.”

She let out a soft laugh, pressing her lips to the pulse point at his throat. “I was about to say the same thing. Thanks for letting me stay, and for taking care of me.”

“Of course.”

“I know it’s not quite how our day was supposed to go…”

“Shh.” He traced his fingertips along her upper arm, the silk of her skin unbearably, entrancingly soft.

Her breath warm against his jaw, she whispered, “And this wasn’t quite how I wanted our day to end.”

Was the woman trying to kill him?

His erection throbbed, the covers barely hiding the way he was tenting his boxers. “It’s fine,” he managed.

Then she slid her knee up his leg, and he stopped breathing. She kept going and going, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to stop her. A gentleman probably would, but he was only human.

When her thigh grazed the length of him, he twitched, his eyes fluttering closed. He tightened his grip on her arm, going from caressing to holding.

“Emma…”

Her soft lips pressed to his throat, then the point of his jaw.

“You’re hurt,” he gritted out.

“Not that hurt.”

And that was it. Stick a fork in him; he was done.

Turning to the side, he captured her lips in a fiery kiss, all the repressed desire he’d been keeping at bay surging forward in a rush. She kissed him back, her hand moving to his cheek. He wanted to touch her everywhere. Her waist, her neck, her breasts, her hips and soft thighs.

“We don’t have to,” he murmured between kisses. “There’s no expectation—just because you’re here—”

She held his face still, staring right into his eyes through the dimness. “I want to.”

And hadn’t he kept telling her? It was okay to ask for what you wanted.

Groaning, he recaptured her lips, sliding his hand beneath the hem of her shirt. She helped him drag it up and off her body, and then she was reaching for his, too. He practically tore the fabric in two. When he pulled her back into his arms, her breasts pressed against his chest, lighting him up inside. Hooking her thigh over his hip, she ground against him, and he nearly bit the inside of his cheek.

“Jesus, Emma,” he breathed. “You feel so good. Want you so much—”

“Me, too.”

“How—”

“Whatever you want.”

He shook his head, unable to stop kissing her, even to keep talking. “You drive.”

“But—”

He rolled onto his back, taking her with him, careful of her ankle, but she wasn’t fragile. She knew what she wanted. She landed astride his hips, and a shock of pure pleasure jolted up his spine.

“Oh,” she breathed, rocking over his hardness with all of her soft sweetness.

Her nipples scraped against his chest in the most erotic, delicious torture. He took her breasts in his palms, cupping the gentle weight of them and rubbing the peaks with his thumbs until she whimpered into his mouth.

“Like that.” She cried out, grinding down on him harder. “I want that.”

“Take it—any damn thing you want, baby. It’s all yours.”

He was hers, and there was a reason that was supposed to scare him, but it didn’t. Not anymore.

“Want…” She parted from his mouth, and no, bad, why was she moving so far away?

But as she kissed down his chest, all he could do was groan, threading his fingers through her hair.

“No, Emma, you don’t have to—”

She stopped with her mouth hovering right above the waistband of his obscenely tented boxers. “Stop saying that.” Her dark eyes seared through him. “I want to.”

And he was helpless.

Surrendering to this woman, he let her pull down his underwear to mid-thigh. He would have torn it the rest of the way off, but she was in control right now, her knees to either side of his. She looked up at him, and their gazes met.

And then she licked a gentle stripe all up the length of him.

The sudden shock of pleasure nearly punched the air from his lungs. She kissed his tip before gliding her tongue back down to the base and then repeating the sequence from the top.

Foul words escaped his lips. He didn’t know where to put his hands, so he curled one in the sheets and rested the other on the back of her head—not directing or demanding. Just trying to hold on.

After a few more teasing passes, she curled her fingers around him and lifted him up. His breath stuttered, his quads ready to burst with the tension of holding still.

Then she took him in her mouth, and his entire brain bled out his ears.

“Emma,” he gasped. Her lips pursed around him, her tongue slick and deft. As she moved her head up and down, the wet heat was nearly too much. It was all he could do to lie there and let her do what she wanted to him without losing it. “Your mouth…”

He carded his fingers through her hair and tried to think about baseball statistics, but there was nothing he could do to distract himself from how good she was making him feel. Just when he started to worry he’d embarrass himself, though, she released him.

She climbed back up his body like the minx she was.

“Incredible,” he babbled before she sealed her lips to his once more.

She was still wearing a pair of little shorts, which was a travesty. He smoothed his thumbs across the dips above her hip bones, then tucked them into the waistband.

“Can I?”

She nodded, and together, they got her naked. He finally kicked off his own boxers, and it was all awkward, with the way she was working around that hurt ankle of hers. He wanted to tell her again that they could stop anytime she wanted to, but he wasn’t a masochist, and he didn’t need another talking-to. She knew herself. He trusted her.

“Tell me what you want,” he begged her.

“This.” She settled over him again, her wet flesh dragging against him. She slid across him a couple of times, and it would have been fine—just that. But then she asked, “Condom?”

He’d never moved so fast—or so carefully—in his life. He somehow managed to get his bedside drawer open and the condom out and open and on him while barely dislodging her. She pushed him back down into the mattress, her hands braced on his chest, and she was so gorgeous, looming over him like this. Her dark hair falling out of its braid, her wet lips full and lush. Her breasts and her smooth, pale skin and the curves of her hips.

She rocked against him a few more times before gliding forward. He sucked in a breath, reaching between their bodies to get himself angled just right.

She sank down on him with a sigh, and it hardly mattered that it was the best damn thing he’d ever felt. Her head tipped back, baring her throat. Her mouth fell open, her eyes fluttering, and her pleasure was his pleasure.

“That’s it,” he murmured, dirty nonsense falling out of his mouth. She was heaven—wet and tight and taking him in all the way to the hilt.

She kept him in deep for a while, grinding against him in little shifts of her hips that would drive him out of his mind if she kept at it, but he didn’t care.

“You feel so good,” he told her. “I love feeling you—love seeing you like this.”

“Like what?” She laughed against his lips, their kisses loose and wet.

“Like you’re happy.”

Because he was, too. Happier than he’d ever imagined he could be.

As if she could feel how monumental that was, she kissed him deeper, and he closed his eyes. She moved on him with longer strokes now, and he slipped his hand between them like a question. She groaned her assent, and he touched her where they were joined, trying to get it just right, remembering how he’d taken her apart with his tongue the last time.

Her little pants and shudders were his guide, and before long, she was bouncing even faster over him. Ecstasy barreled down on him, but he was determined to drive her over the edge before he let go.

And then she was there, gasping. “Hunter—”

Her body squeezed down on him like a vise.

Groaning, he pressed harder at her with his fingers. She pulsed around him over and over, and he couldn’t take it a second longer.

Grasping her by the hips, he drove up into her for the final few strokes.

“Yes, yes,” she urged him, moving with him, her brow to his.

His climax crashed over him, and he shuddered with the spasms, pulling her close. She gasped against his mouth, still clenching around him until after his peak had crested. Collapsing over him, she buried her head against his throat.

He held her there while the haze of pleasure slowly cleared.

“You okay?” he panted.

“Never better. Except for the broken ankle, of course.”

“Sprained.” He craned his neck, trying to see down toward her feet while she was still deadweight on his chest. “Did we make it any worse?”

“No.” Shaking her head, she rose enough to kiss his lips, though it was hard to with how widely she was smiling. “That made it much, much better. In fact, we should probably do it again.”

“Is that right?” He couldn’t help grinning himself, tickled with her goofiness, and with the happiness and confidence radiating from her.

“For medicinal reasons.” She paused, sitting up a little straighter. “Assuming that’s okay with you?”

“Like I said.” He brushed her hair back from her face, his heart melting just that tiny bit more. “I’m all yours.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three

THE NEXT MORNING, EMMA felt like a new woman.

A sore, achy, woman who was temporarily hopping around on crutches. But still. While her ankle hurt, it wasn’t screaming the way it had been yesterday, and the swelling had gone down dramatically. Instead of being the size of a grapefruit, it was now the size of, say, maybe a navel orange. So what if it was also the color of a rotten eggplant? She was still counting it as a win.

Besides. Everything else was so great that she hardly cared. Despite her injury, she’d had an amazing night with an amazing man, including some of the most amazing, intimate sex she’d ever had. She’d been a total pain in Hunter’s rear end yesterday, and he’d still wanted her. He’d still been vocally adoring, and obsessed with her pleasure.

And now?

Now she was sitting at the little table in his kitchen, her foot propped up on a folding chair, with a fresh ice pack on her ankle and a piping hot cup of coffee in her hand. And he was cooking her breakfast.

Just when she was starting to get impossibly sappy about the whole thing, Hunter flicked the burner off with a flourish. She had to sit on her overwhelming instinct to offer to help—both because she was laid up, and because he obviously didn’t need it.

“Maybe I’m misremembering, but at cooking class last week, didn’t you say you weren’t much of a cook?”

“I’m not,” he said, using a spatula to wrangle a dozen strips of crisp bacon onto a paper-towel-lined plate. The toaster popped, and he grabbed two slices of toast out and dropped two more in without missing a beat. He set the bacon and the toast in the center of the small table, then brought over a bowl of berries and a frying pan full of fluffy scrambled eggs. “But as luck would have it, breakfast is my specialty.”

“I’ll say.” She laughed, overwhelmed yet again with this outpouring. “But you’ve also made me an amazing dinner. You pull out a halfway decent lunch at this point, and I’m officially declaring you a hustler.”

“Fortunately, my idea of a fancy lunch is a ham sandwich.” He set down a plate in front of her, and another in front of the empty seat beside hers. “Oops, silverware.” He retrieved a handful of utensils and returned to the table with them. “Anything else you need?”

“Just one thing.”

He raised his brows, and her heart thumped again. Whatever she asked for, he’d make it happen. She knew it with a certainty that made her whole chest warm.

She grasped his hand and gave a gentle tug. Understanding took a second to hit his face, but when it did, his smile was a reward all its own. Allowing her to pull him in, he braced himself with one arm on the back of her chair, leaning forward.

Their mouths met in a toe-curling kiss. She tangled her fingers in his thick hair, opening to him. He tasted like coffee and basically everything she’d ever wanted in this world.

And it seemed like such a shame to let this incredible breakfast he’d made for her get cold, but the heat between them was irresistible. Skating a hand down his back and tucking it into the waistband of his pajama pants, she let out a soft sound of pure wanting. He growled and kissed her deeper, his teeth scraping her bottom lip with a delicious sting. Between her legs, she pulsed.

She drifted her hand around to the front of his hips, where his pants were tented in the most enticing way. But before she could reach her destination, there was a loud banging at the front door.

“What—”

Before either of them could properly react, the door swung open and slammed against the opposite wall. The bright fall sun poured in, blinding her. She lifted a hand to shield her eyes, and Hunter drew away with a curse.

Standing in the open door was a man about Hunter’s height and Hunter’s build. With his coloring and his eyes. Only he was slightly stooped, deep lines etched into his brow and around his mouth. His hair and beard were more gray than brown, and the scowl he wore was more bitter than even Hunter’s grumpiest expression.

“Dad,” Hunter muttered. “What the hell?”

His father threw his hands up in the air before slamming the door shut behind him. “Don’t you ever answer your damn phone?”

“I’m a little busy here.” Widening his eyes, he tilted his head toward Emma.

She was still dressed in a sleep T-shirt and shorts, with no bra, no makeup. Her hair was swept up into the messiest of messy buns, and her wrapped, iced ankle had her more or less pinned in place. It was the worst possible first impression.

Hunter’s dad’s gaze darted from her to her leg to her face. He went pale.

And she didn’t know this man, other than what little Hunter had told her about him. But in that instant? It was clear.

The man had just seen a ghost.
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Hunter refused to be embarrassed. He was a grown man, living on his own in his own damn house. He could have his lady friend sleep over anytime he wanted to, and if his dad didn’t want to see him making out with her, then he shouldn’t barge in here unannounced.

He hadn’t done a single thing wrong—save apparently forgetting his phone on his bedside table.

So why the hell was his father looking at him like this?

“Dad?” he prodded. When that didn’t work, he waved his hand. “Hey. Earth to Dad.”

That finally snapped the old man out of it. “What?”

Seriously?

Hunter huffed out a breath, then pitched his voice in the most sarcastically chipper tone he could manage. “Hi, good morning, how are you—oh, and have you ever considered waiting for someone to answer the door before waltzing on in?”

His dad just rolled his eyes. “Never bothered you before.”

And okay, fine, that was true, but it didn’t change the facts of the matter.

“Um.” Emma shifted in her seat. “Sorry—”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” Hunter put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. Then he forced himself to take a deep breath and start over. For her sake, if nothing else. “Dad, this is my friend Emma. Emma, Charles Hall. My dad.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said sweetly, tucking a stray wisp of hair behind her ear and moving as if to stand.

“Don’t get up.” His dad lifted a hand in greeting.

“Emma twisted her ankle, so she’s staying with me for a couple of days.”

“Just until I’m back on my feet,” she interjected.

Or longer. Hunter would be fine with that. But that wasn’t a discussion to be having right now.

There was an awkward silence for a second. His dad shot a glance at the door, like he was weighing an escape plan.

“Would you like some breakfast?” Emma had this hopeful smile on her face that broke his heart—though he couldn’t exactly say why. She reached a hand backward to loop a finger through his. “Hunter made enough to feed a small army.”

His dad gave a rough huff of a laugh, shaking his head before glancing at Hunter. “Wonder where you got that from.”

For a second, the memories were almost too strong. Back before she got sick, Hunter’s mom would cook up feasts for every occasion. Easter brunch had been her specialty, with French toast and flapjacks and bacon, and these little haystacks—matchstick potatoes baked crisp with an over easy egg and salsa on top. She’d even let him help sometimes, and she always made too much.

He swallowed, his throat suddenly so tight he feared he’d choke. But Emma gave his fingers a soft squeeze. In a gentle tone, she suggested, “Hunter, maybe you should get your father a plate?”

“No, no.” His dad was already backing toward the exit. “I’m not staying. Don’t want to interrupt.”

Under his breath, Hunter muttered, “Little late for that.”

Emma’s tug on his fingers this time was more cajoling than reassuring, but he deserved it, so he didn’t mind.

“Just came by to pick up that book anyway.” His dad nudged the little table by the door where Hunter always threw his keys, and where he’d usually put things he was planning to take with him when he left. “You said you had it for me?”

“Yeah. Must’ve left it in the truck.” Honestly, last night, he’d been so worried about Emma, he wouldn’t have noticed if he’d left a live skunk in the back of the cab, much less a paperback novel.

“Got it.”

Emma shot him a look before tossing a meaningful glance at the door.

Ugh, she was right.

“I’ll walk you out,” he rushed to say. He pressed a quick kiss to Emma’s cheek before grabbing his keys and following his dad out the door.

He never locked his truck in his own driveway, but he hit the clicker anyway, as if that gave him an excuse to have come out here. Striding past his dad, he reached in behind the driver’s seat and came up with the next Cold War spy thriller his dad was apparently so desperate to crack into at seven o’clock in the morning.

“Here you go.” He held up the book, and his dad swiped it out of his hand with a grunt that was about as much thanks as he was likely to get.

His dad headed for his own older, dirtier, rustier truck. Before he could get in, Hunter bit his lip, and then against his better instincts called after him, “Hey, you okay?”

His dad tossed the book on the passenger seat, and for a second, Hunter was pretty sure he was just going to drive away without answering, and, well. That would pretty much be par for the course.

But then, to his surprise, his old man stopped and turned back around, scrubbing a hand through his hair.

His dad exhaled, and his shoulders fell, his gaze dropping to the ground. It was like he wasn’t looking at the gravel, though. His eyes were unfocused. Red at the edges.

“Just—seeing you and that girl there. You cooking for her.” His dad’s voice broke. “Taking care of her…”

Hunter’s stomach took a sickening dip.

All of a sudden, he knew exactly what his old man was about to say.

“Never mind,” he started.

“It reminded me so much of your mother.”

Right. Of course. What had he been thinking, following his father out here like this? Asking him how he was?

Their entire relationship was built on long silences and begrudging favors. If they talked at all, it was to complain. And that had always made something in his chest ache, but that had been fine.

It had been better than the alternative, in any case. Which was this.

His dad laying out for him that same old heartbreak. The pain that had ruined his life—the pain that had ruined Hunter’s, too, and that he’d spent the last decade avoiding with every fiber of his being.

“It’s just a twisted ankle,” Hunter choked out. His throat was raw. “She’s going to be fine.”

“Sure she is,” his dad agreed, because she would be. That was obvious. So why was he so shaken?

His dad looked up, and their gazes met for the first time in what felt like years.

And in his father’s eyes, all Hunter could see was his own reflection.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

SIGHING, EMMA TOSSED HER sad attempt at knitting a scarf aside. She was enjoying the process, but the product left… something to be desired.

As did all of the absolute drama queens picking fights with each other on the current season of her favorite reality show. She grabbed the remote and turned the television off.

Before he’d left for work that morning, Hunter had been a picture of kindness. He’d double—and triple—checked that she had everything she could possibly need. That she was comfortable and that she knew how to reach him.

There’d been something off about his demeanor, though. She couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was, but after he’d come back from talking to his dad, he’d just had this distance in his eyes. He hadn’t wanted to talk about the specifics of what his dad had said to him, and she’d decided it was best not to press too hard. She hoped it didn’t have anything to do with her or the awful imposition she’d made of herself. But after the way his father had looked at her, she couldn’t help the sinking sense that maybe it did.

Swallowing down the twitchy worry, she picked up her book, but she couldn’t seem to focus enough to read.

Hunter probably just needed some space. From the moment she met him, he’d been clear about not wanting anything to do with the meddling hand of fate that had tried to shove them together. He didn’t believe in relationships—and sure, they’d overcome that, to an extent. But they’d started spending time together as a way to hang out and have fun and try new things. He hadn’t signed up for playing nursemaid. He’d said he didn’t mind, but she hated the idea of being a burden to him.

Well, she wouldn’t stay a burden to him for long. Tomorrow, she’d head back to work, and he’d get some space, and everything would be fine.

She inhaled deeply and forced herself to let it out slow.

She grabbed her phone and scrolled social media for a few minutes, exchanging messages and comments with some of her mutuals who had steadily become friends, more than one of whom asked her how she was doing and what she was up to.

She bit her lip. It wasn’t quite her usual aesthetic, but a shot of her book with her swollen, wrapped ankle in the background was about as authentic as it got. She staged the photograph and posted it with a silly caption, declaring that the upside of being an inept hiker was that at least you got some extra reading time while you were recovering.

Rolling her eyes at herself, she closed the app. As she did, her gaze was drawn to the notification that her downloads had completed. A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. Hunter had promised to send her the videos and photos he’d taken during their hike the previous day, and he must have hit a slow patch—with cell reception!—because there they were.

After navigating to her camera roll, she tapped on the most recent video he’d sent over, even though she knew full well that it was going to be the embarrassing one of him wearing her like a backpack. Hunter looked so hot, explaining how to help an injured hiking buddy, and she looked so pathetic, clinging to him like a spider monkey.

She flicked over to the next video. Too late, she realized that it was the one she’d been recording when she’d taken her spill. But by that point, she couldn’t bring herself to look away.

Covering her face in absolute mortification, she watched between her fingers as the camera clearly flew out of her hands, her yelp of alarm drowning out whatever Hunter had been saying. The phone landed in a pile of leaves and dirt that obstructed the view a little, but still showed in startling detail how Hunter leapt into action to rescue her.

While he was calm and patient, she was obviously a mess. Heat rose on her cheeks, and she wanted to just turn the video off, but she stared at it like a train wreck.

Good grief. The way she’d looked at Hunter as he helped her up…

The back of her neck prickled. It was too open and vulnerable. Her feelings for him were written all over her face. Anyone who watched this would know.

Were the rest of the videos like this?

When she finally hit the end of the clip, she went through half a dozen more. In all of them, Hunter was stolid and gorgeous and endearingly gruff, while in the handful where she appeared, she was an absurd, lovesick fool.

She blanked the screen, and for a moment, she closed her eyes.

Was that how she looked at him all the time?

Had he seen?

She didn’t exactly feel like she had to hide her growing feelings from him. While she hesitated to call what they shared together a “relationship,” it was definitely mutual. But it had accelerated so quickly, and at least in the beginning, he’d been so adamant about not wanting to get involved. She didn’t want to rush things any further—both for his sake and for hers.

And she definitely didn’t want to share her feelings with the world.

Pinching her nose, she opened her eyes once more.

There were still plenty of good clips to work with, even excluding the ones where she’d butted her heart eyes into the frame. With some judicious editing, she could stretch the material they had into weeks’ worth of original content. Playing to the algorithm’s preferences, she could remix some of the videos with different text, sounds, and effects, too.

Reinvigorated, she got to work, putting together a pretty clickbaity little video of him showing off some of the beautiful fall foliage in the park. While she waited for it to upload, she checked out some of the engagement on the small handful of other videos she’d posted, which were reaching a very respectable audience for a brand-new account. Most of it was really encouraging, with several commenters saying they were going to add Silver Pines Preserve to their list of places to visit. Some of it was weird, of course, because it was the internet.

She laughed out loud at one growing thread, which was debating the origins of his @H_ForestRanger username.

@hikerbabe89: What does the H stand for???

@leafmealone: HOT!!!!!

@hikerbabe89: yesssssssss

The comments definitely fell under the category of “making it weird,” but it wasn’t as if they were wrong, so she left them alone.

She was just about to exit out and try to read again when her phone pinged with a notification from her bookseller account. Her eyes went wide. It was a direct message from Ji-An.

@realjian: What on earth were you doing hiking??

Emma chuckled beneath her breath. It was a fair question, considering the most adventurous place they’d ever gone together in New York was a bar on the roof of a three-story walk-up.

But it was also a very weird way to strike up a conversation, considering the months of radio silence.

She replied carefully.

@EmmaLovesBooks: What can I say? I’ve been branching out

@realjian: Well, if you’re ever looking to come back to civilization, let me know. I landed on my feet with a sweet gig at a new boutique publisher in Brooklyn, and our marketing department is hiring!

Emma actually flinched. What? Seriously?

@realjian: Also, sorry for being a total bitch last time we talked

Emma was absolutely reeling now.

@EmmaLovesBooks: Thanks, I think

Three seconds later, her phone rang with an actual call from Ji-An, surprising her so much she almost dropped the thing.

“Hi?” she answered.

“Okay, seriously, can we skip the groveling thing?” Ji-An asked.

“What?”

“You know, the part where I grovel for being awful and blaming you, when obviously it was your dickhead fiancé? I was, like, going through some stuff.”

“Yeah.” Emma swallowed, her fingers flexing around the phone. “Me, too.”

Ji-An laughed companionably, as if this was all just hilarious. “Normally, I’d say to meet me somewhere and you could tell me all about it over drinks, but considering you’ve relocated to Bumblefuck—”

“It’s not.” Emma bit the inside of her cheek. “It’s this really nice small town in Vermont.”

“Sure, if you say so. But seriously, we actually are hiring for our marketing department. Salary’s good, plus benefits, and I bet I could get you a relocation package, if you were interested.”

Interested? A couple of months ago, Emma would have absolutely jumped at an offer like that. Now, though?

A part of her was, in fact, tempted. New York and publishing had both been huge parts of her life for so long. She missed museums and new restaurants and people-watching in the park.

But Heart’s Hope Crossing had grown on her. She had new friends she adored, and rediscovering the great outdoors had been a literal breath of fresh air. She loved the quiet, and all of the inspiration she’d found for her online community and for the bookshop. She liked her job, and she…

Well, she had a whole lot of feelings about Hunter.

“I don’t know…”

“How about I at least send you the posting and give your number to our HR person? You can talk with her and get some more information.”

“I guess getting some more details couldn’t hurt,” she allowed.

“Great. Okay, I gotta go, but we should catch up more soon.”

“Yeah, definitely.”

“Bye!” And just like that, Ji-An was gone.

Which… was basically in character. She’d disappeared from Emma’s life once, only to reappear out of nowhere, so her hanging up without them actually discussing any of the things that mattered to Emma made sense.

Was that how their friendship had always worked? It couldn’t have been completely one-sided. Emma had definitely talked about her life when they got together.

But her life had always been so boring. Maybe she’d been more of a passenger in the relationship than she’d realized.

Shaking her head, she set her phone aside. Chances were, nothing would come of the job opportunity Ji-An had mentioned. Emma still wasn’t mad about the idea of getting more details; if she’d learned nothing else from the past few months, it was that it never hurt to have a backup plan.

Despite the wild ride she’d been on since her previous life exploded, she was happy where she’d landed. Picking up her book again, she left all thoughts of the life she’d left behind where they belonged: behind her.
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The next morning, Hunter drove Emma into town before heading off to work. She said she was feeling better—even starting to put a little weight on her injured foot. He still didn’t love sending her back to the bookstore, though. She was in charge, and she could rest as much as she needed to, but he didn’t want her trying to go up the steps to her apartment without him. If she fell again and hurt herself even worse…

As he parked, he glanced over at her, and the swell of feeling behind his ribs made it hard to breathe.

He cared about her. More than he’d meant to, and probably more than he should. There was a tang of raw terror in the back of his throat at the thought of anything bad happening to her—or anything worse than had already happened, in any case.

He swallowed hard and turned off the ignition. Trying to keep his voice normal, he asked, “You good?”

“Yup.” She was fiddling with something on her phone.

“Anything interesting going on?”

“No, sorry.” She turned off the phone and shoved it into her bag. “Just something an old friend of mine from New York sent me.”

She was being kind of squirrelly, but it wasn’t any of his business, really.

“Yeah?”

“Nothing interesting. Just a job posting for this new publishing company she’s working at.”

Oh. His stomach did a painful little dip. “A job in New York?”

She nodded. “I don’t think anything’s going to come of it, though. Doesn’t seem like a good fit.”

Thank God. His stomach returned to the section of his body where it was supposed to live. Still, he couldn’t help asking, “That was what you used to do, right? Publishing?”

“It was.” Undoing her seat belt, she chuckled. “Funny how that feels like a lifetime ago, now.”

It really did. The fact that he could hardly imagine his life without her was a testament to that. Even trying had his digestive system going into fits again.

He didn’t want to be unsupportive, though. “Do you ever miss it?”

“Maybe a little.” Shrugging, she turned to him and put her hand over his, making him realize just how tightly he’d balled it into a fist. “But I’m good.”

He forced himself to unclench, turning his hand over to entwine their fingers for a minute. A little bit of disquiet still lingered, but he pushed it aside. How many times had he asked her to trust him? It’d be a real dick move for him to go being all suspicious of her now.

Huffing out a breath, he got out of the truck and came around to her side. She already had her door open and was awkwardly trying to grab her crutches from the back. He reached past her and got them for her, but instead of handing them over, he leaned them against the side of the vehicle.

“C’mere.”

“You really don’t have to,” she argued.

“Believe me.” He curled his arms around her and lifted her out of the truck with ease. “I want to.”

Did he ever. She felt so right in his arms—like everything in the world was just a little bit better because he got to touch her from time to time.

Delicately, he set her down on her uninjured leg, keeping her steady as she got her crutches into position.

“Thanks,” she said, gaze on the ground in front of her.

Apparently, he still had a long way to go with convincing her he didn’t mind helping out, but he was a patient man. He’d keep showing up, and she’d figure it out. Eventually.

For now, he led the way to the door and stood there while she unlocked it. He had to get to work himself, but he helped her with opening up the store first, walking around turning on lights, checking that the restroom was looking okay, and generally taking care of anything he could. When he made it back to the counter, she was sitting at the little desk, doing something on the ancient computer there.

Hadn’t she mentioned something about replacing the old behemoth?

“New computer coming in soon?”

“Hopefully today,” she confirmed. She shook her head, grumbling, “And not a minute too soon.” Looking up at him, she asked, “You heading out?”

“Yeah, probably better.” He didn’t want to, though. “You sure there’s nothing else you need?”

She shone a soft smile at him. “I’m good. Promise.”

He still wasn’t so sure about that. But he ducked down to kiss her goodbye for the day. The kiss was mostly sweet, but with a warm prickle of attraction that made him eager to get the day over with already so he could come right back here and pick up where they were leaving off.

He pulled away with regret, putting a hand in his pocket to readjust himself in his pants. He raised a brow. “You sure you’re good?”

Her cheeks flushed in the most enticing way, but she rolled her eyes. “The store is opening in like ten minutes.”

“I can do a lot with ten minutes.”

“Believe me, I know.” She still shooed him toward the door. “Go on. You don’t want to be late for work.”

He was already late for work, but he didn’t care. He took a single, backward step toward the door. “You’ll call me if anything goes wrong?”

“You don’t get cell service.”

“Call the welcome center, then.”

She sighed. “Only if there’s an emergency. Otherwise, I got it.”

“Okay.”

Their gazes held for a long moment.

“I’ll see you tonight, then,” he promised, still looking for a reason to stall but coming up empty. “Right after work.”

“No rush.”

“Of course.”

But whether he—or she—liked it or not…

He’d always want to come rushing back to her.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

“OKAY, BE HONEST.” HATTIE stood beside the counter at the bookstore, holding up half of an autumnal sweater she was working on. It was a big, chunky creation, knit in cream yarn with gigantic, graphic orange and red leaves stitched in a repeating pattern. “Is this awesome or does it look like a pumpkin spice latte vomited all over it?”

Emma bit her lip, trying to choose her response carefully.

Hattie and Abby had come in half an hour before closing, supposedly to grab pumpkin spice lattes, though Emma was pretty sure it was also to see how she was doing.

They weren’t alone. Apparently, Betty Jenkins had spotted Emma coming out of Doc Nguyen’s on crutches the other night and spread the word around town that she was laid up.

Emma mentally rolled her eyes at herself. Maybe next time business was slow at the store, she should fake another injury. The increase in foot traffic thanks to helpful neighbors “just checking in” was a retail manager’s dream. According to Owen, it had been even worse the day before, when she’d been off. She owed him big for not disclosing her location to anyone.

While the other gossips’ attention had been an equal mix of touching and annoying, her friends’ presence reached right into her chest and squeezed. In a good way.

Which led her to her final verdict on Hattie’s bold pattern. “It looks like pumpkin spice vomited all over it, but in an awesome way?”

“Or maybe pumpkin spice merely rolled around on it, as opposed to actually being ill on it,” Abby suggested.

Hattie beamed. “Perfect. I’m trying to finish it before Harvest Fest.”

“You can do it,” Abby encouraged.

The annual fall festival was the talk of the town, with folks preparing ensembles and building hotels for black cats, just like Hunter had promised they would. With only a few weeks to go, knitting an entire sweater seemed ambitious, but Emma wasn’t going to rain on anyone’s pumpkin spice parade.

Hattie frowned. “Maybe I should have made it a size larger to accommodate all the cider donuts I’m going to eat.”

“Harvest Fest has the best cider donuts,” Abby assured Emma.

“And the little pumpkin tart things.” Hattie practically drooled. “I definitely should have knit a size larger.” She shrugged. “Oh well, too late now.”

As Hattie got back to work, Emma did, too, clicking the last few boxes on the setup screen for the new computer. The machine then prompted her that it needed a restart to install about three thousand updates. She hit the button, telling it to go ahead, and then she pushed back with her good leg, rolling her chair out from under the desk.

Her busted ankle dully ached. She’d been able to stay off her feet for most of the day, but she hadn’t been able to elevate her leg as much, and she was definitely overdue for a fresh ice pack. She glanced at the time. Technically, the store didn’t close for a few more minutes, but the place was deserted, save Hattie and Abby.

Emma tilted her head toward the door. “Would one of you mind flipping the sign to Closed for me?”

“Sure thing.” Abby took care of it.

The instant she did, Owen poked his head out from behind one of the shelves where he’d been doing some restocking. “Need me to help close up?”

She shook her head. “As long as everything’s cleaned up out there on the floor, I got the rest.”

“Anything we can do?” Hattie asked.

“Don’t think so.” Just then, her phone rang. She braced herself, half expecting it to be the HR manager Ji-An had offered to put her in touch with. The call was coming from a local area code, though, so she held up her finger in apology to her friends and answered. “Hello?”

“Hi.” The voice that came through the speaker was female. Probably young. Definitely bored. “Is this Emma?”

“It is.”

“This is Alix, from the preserve. Hunter asked me to call you.”

Emma sat up straighter, alarm bells going off in her head. Oh, God. Was he dead? Hurt? “What happened?”

“He’s fine.” Unveiled annoyance colored Alix’s tone, and that alone pulled Emma down off the ledge of panic she’d been teetering on. No one sounded that cranky while calling to tell somebody their significant other was dead. “Just, some dimwit lit a campfire, and there’s a Fire Weather Watch, so Hunter’s off dealing with that. He says he’s sorry, but he’s going to be late.”

“Oh.” Relief flooded her. “Okay, that’s fine.”

“Cool, bye.” Just like that, Alix hung up, and wow. Emma really hoped customer service wasn’t in her future career plans, because it was not her forte.

“Everything okay?” Abby asked carefully.

“Yeah, of course, Hunter’s just got something he’s dealing with at the preserve, so he won’t be coming by for a bit.” She kept her tone light and bright.

This was fine. Hunter was fine.

She’d take her time cashing out the register and closing everything up. She could hang out down here for as long as she pleased. Maybe she could even get some inventory done in the back.

And if Hunter was still tied up with work stuff when she got tired of that, she’d figure out a way to get up the stairs to her apartment. Now that she could put some weight on her injured leg, it probably wouldn’t even be that big of a deal.

Hattie and Abby exchanged a look.

Carefully, Abby asked, “Were you going to stay at his place tonight?”

“Probably not. I think the plan was for him to grab some takeout and help me get upstairs with it. But I’ve intruded on his hospitality enough for now.”

Hattie snorted. “Please. That man would love for you to intrude all over his hospitality anytime.”

Emma’s brows pulled together. “That doesn’t even make sense.”

“You know what I mean.”

Emma did know what she meant, but she wasn’t sure she entirely agreed. “Regardless, I can’t stay at his place forever.”

Even if, in the back of her mind, that was exactly what she wanted to do.

“Do you know how late he’s running?” Abby asked. “Do you need anything?”

“Not sure.” Emma shrugged, making sure to keep smiling. She opened her mouth to tell them she was fine. But then she stopped. “Actually.” She bit her lip, chewing on it for a second before releasing it. “I’m a little nervous about getting upstairs on my own. I don’t suppose one of you might be willing to be a spotter?”

“Absolutely!” Hattie’s enthusiasm took her aback.

What had she been expecting, though? For them to tell her to go to hell? Of course they wouldn’t let her fall to her doom. This wasn’t that big of an ask.

“Thanks.” Emma’s smile suddenly didn’t feel as brittle. “I really appreciate it. I just need five minutes to finish things up down here.”

“Take your time.” Hattie held up her knitting. “I’m not in any rush.”

Abby had her own project she was working on—a much more demure maroon cabled vest that she was also attempting to finish before the festival. “Me, neither.”

“You know,” Hattie continued, “takeout sounds pretty good.”

“Tacos?” Abby asked.

“Hell, yes.” Hattie looked to Emma. “Tacos good by you?”

“Oh.” Emma blinked a couple of times. “Yeah, sure. Always.”

“That’s if you don’t mind us inviting ourselves over,” Abby hedged. “But since Hunter’s tied up…”

The kindness of the offer bowled her over. It didn’t feel self-sacrificial or anything, though. Emma wasn’t putting them out. They were all just super into tacos, and the fact that it saved her having to cook or go forage in the wilderness with her bum leg was just a bonus.

“No.” She grinned. “I don’t mind at all.”
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By the time Hunter made it back to the ranger station, the sun was setting. He was exhausted, starving, and generally cranky as hell.

“Holy crap.” Alix’s eyes flew wide as he dragged his carcass into the office. “You reek.”

“Like you smell like flowers and roses,” he instinctively gibed back, but it was a half-hearted effort at best.

Honestly, she wasn’t wrong. He smelled like a smokestack, and he looked like one, too—which he knew because he’d put his phone on selfie mode right before he’d left the site and recorded a real barnburner of a rant for @H_ForestRanger to post at some point.

Stupid teenagers, setting a fire on a high-wind day in the middle of a drought. They were lucky they hadn’t set the whole state ablaze. Everything was contained, and everybody involved was safe and accounted for, thank God, but it had still been a mess.

He glanced at the clock and then back at Alix. “What’re you still doing here?”

The welcome center closed an hour and a half ago. She should have been long gone.

“Excuse me for sticking around when half the park was on fire.”

“It was a small, contained, accidental burn.”

“Same difference.”

He had about five minutes’ worth of desk work to take care of, and then he was out of here. All he wanted was something disgustingly greasy to eat, a shower, a beer, and then to cuddle up in bed with Emma for the night.

Shit. Emma.

Empty as it was, his stomach dropped into a pit of self-recrimination. First, his dad got in his head, comparing Emma with a twisted ankle to his mom with cancer. After he’d left, Hunter had gotten all weird and distant—and Emma knew it, too. And now he’d gone and stood her up. What a dick.

“Did you—” He couldn’t come up with the word, so he mimicked holding a phone to his ear.

Alix rolled her eyes. “Call your girlfriend? Yes.”

He wasn’t the kid’s dad, but he didn’t care for her tone. “Hey. Be nice.”

“I’m always nice,” she protested, which was categorically false. He raised a brow pointedly, and she huffed out a breath. “I’m often nice.”

“If you say so.”

“Just. I thought we were bros, you know?”

“‘Bros’?”

“Grumpy loner bros.” Her tone was still full of bravado, but there was just a hint of vulnerability lying underneath it.

She wasn’t exactly wrong, either. They were both grumpy loners who liked trees better than people.

He shrugged, trying to soften his annoyance. “Even grumpy loners occasionally find people they like.”

Frowning, she chewed her words for a few seconds. “Just be careful getting too invested. Folks who didn’t grow up here don’t always stick around.” An edge of bitterness colored her tone. “Just ask my mom.”

Right. Alix’s parents had split just a few years ago. Apparently it had been messy, and her dad had eventually decided to move back home to someplace on the West Coast.

His throat went tight as his memory flashed back to Emma talking about some job opportunity back in the city. She’d been very clear that she didn’t have any interest in taking it, but Alix had accidentally hit a sore spot.

“Appreciate the warning,” he said gruffly, even though he honestly, decidedly did not.

“Anytime, bro.” She gave him a thumbs-up. “Anyway, I better head out before my mom completely freaks.”

Hunter nodded, taking care of the handful of administrative tasks he needed to deal with while she was making her exit. They didn’t take long. By the time she let the door swing shut behind her, he was done. He sat there for a minute, staring off into space.

Then he breathed out deeply, sagging back into his chair.

He hauled out his phone, wanting nothing more than to hear Emma’s voice. He pulled up her number and gave her a call.

Something hollow panged in him when it flipped over to voicemail after barely two rings. Before he could think of what to say in a message, his phone vibrated in his hand. He pulled it away from his face to see an incoming text from Emma.

Sorry, impromptu movie night with the girls

He’d barely finished reading the first message when a second came through, this time with a picture. It was a selfie, with terrible lighting, but it didn’t matter. She looked as gorgeous as ever.

Behind her, though, were Hattie Thompson and Abby Zhang. He squinted. They were all in their PJs, surrounded by a tangle of yarn and half-empty take-out containers and what little was left of an entire quart of guacamole.

He swallowed before typing out, Looks fun.

It is, she agreed. It was Hattie’s idea to reschedule bad 80s movie night for tonight, and apparently it’s turned into a sleepover. Hope you don’t mind?

He did mind. A little. But not enough to be an asshole about it.

Of course not. Sorry about getting stuck at work.

No problem, she replied. Everything OK?

Yeah. Tell you all about it tomorrow?

Perfect. XO

He liked the hug-and-kiss sign off. But not as much as he would have liked actually getting to hug her and kiss her.

He was glad she was with her friends, though. They’d shown up for her when he’d flaked, and that was good. Maybe having a group of friends she could rely on would make her more likely to stay in town.

Not that he was worried about that.

Shoving his phone in his pocket, he rose to his feet. Beneath his breath, he cursed Alix. He didn’t care what she thought, but she’d really rattled him with all the “newcomers don’t always stick around” nonsense. She was just being a pain in his butt, though. He didn’t have anything to worry about.

It was time to go find that greasy meal he’d been craving, then the shower and the beer. Cuddling with Emma would have to wait until tomorrow, but that was all right.

They had all the time in the world.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

THE NIGHT BEFORE GRANNY was set to return, Emma barely slept a wink, her thoughts running a mile a minute and her nerves jangling. Hunter had slept over—she was mostly on the mend, but the stairs down from her apartment were still a little intimidating. Also, she’d gotten awfully used to having him around. Whether they stayed at his place or at hers, his warm, solid presence made anywhere feel like home. The one night she’d spent without him, when he’d gotten tied up at work and Hattie and Abby had invited themselves over, she’d had fun, but she’d missed him.

Fortunately, that one night of distance had seemed to do the trick. Whatever weirdness she’d sensed from him was more or less gone by the next day, leaving her to wonder if it had even been real or if she’d just let her imagination run away with her.

Either way, she was happy things were back on an even keel. He’d stayed over the following night, and then taken her back up to his cabin the night after that, and somehow, they’d fallen into a pattern of alternating nights.

At this point, he had to see that she was mostly back to full strength. But he hadn’t suggested going home without her, so she hadn’t brought it up, either.

Surely this couldn’t be their new normal—right? Couples who just moved in together right away almost always ended in disaster. But cohabitating with him was so easy. Easier than it had ever been with Brock, and they’d lived together for years. She didn’t feel like she had to tiptoe around him or change up her plans to suit his preferences. Instead of her fitting herself into his routine, they’d created a new routine. Together.

That said, he was currently standing directly in front of a vital part of her routine. She scowled at him, but he didn’t budge.

“Look.” He held his hands up in front of his chest, which wasn’t fair, considering the way his thin undershirt clung to his biceps and pecs. “I’m not going to tell you how to live your life. Obviously.”

“Uh-huh.” Ignoring the allure of his delicious muscles, she kept her eyes on the prize.

“But…” He winced. “Are you sure more coffee is really the answer right now?”

Of course, she started to say. More coffee was always the right answer, especially after a crummy night’s sleep.

But the man had never commented on her caffeine addiction before, and the tone in his voice was so gentle. Not manipulative at all.

She glanced down at her hands. Were they shaking, or was she vibrating?

She curled them into fists and shoved them in the pockets of her pajama pants. Her heart was also racing, and her anxiety was at an eleven out of ten, so maybe—just maybe—he had a point.

She exhaled deeply, giving up. “Fine.”

With that, he breathed out a sigh of relief and stepped away from the coffee maker to fold her into his arms. She breathed in his warm, spicy scent and let her head rest on his chest.

“I’m still having more once we get the pot going in the café, though, you realize.”

He kissed the top of her head, chuckling quietly. “I never doubted it.”

Snuggling up against him helped ease some of the nervousness rattling around inside her, and she was tempted to let her hands slide down his body. Getting naked before getting dressed would be a pretty great way to keep her brain occupied. It had certainly helped before bed last night…

But alas, she wanted to do a final check-over of everything downstairs before Granny got in, so with regret, she tipped her head up for one more-or-less chaste kiss before exiting his embrace. He let her go with reluctance, and with a smolder in his gaze that had her quivering inside, eagerly anticipating having more time to get distracted by each other later.

From there, it was the usual slalom. She clumsily got dressed in a cute dress with tights and lace-up boots that gave her ankle just a tiny bit of extra support. She did her hair and makeup, and emerged from the bathroom to find Hunter fully dressed in his autumn forest ranger pseudo-uniform of cargo pants and a thermal Henley and a flannel shirt and damn. Who would have known that lumberjack chic was going to end up becoming her kryptonite?

“Ready?” he asked.

Ready to tear their clothes back off? Absolutely.

That wasn’t what he meant, though. She nodded and grabbed her bag before heading for the door.

She got herself down the stairs without incident, taking it slowly, one step at a time. Hunter walked beside her, not that she really needed him anymore, but it was still nice.

He gave her a hand with getting the shop ready to open, striding around and turning on lights. She trailed after him, fussing with the autumnal garlands and straightening a couple of books on the central display table.

She woke up the computer and neurotically checked that the website was still up and running, which it was, naturally, but still. The fall fantasy romance bookstack she’d highlighted on social media had prompted dozens of orders overnight, which just went to show that this had been a worthwhile investment. Definitely.

“Anything else you need?” Hunter asked.

She shook her head, smiling at him, even though she was a bundle of jittering nerves. “Don’t think so.”

“Okay.” He came over to her and gave her a firm, warm kiss. He pulled away, one hand still cupping her cheek.

But before he could get any farther, there was a rattling at the front door.

Emma’s eyes flew wide, and she stepped back just as the door swung open. And in walked Granny Smith.

Emma managed not to let out an actual eep of alarm, but only narrowly. Granny’s flight had landed the night before, and she’d said via text that she’d try to pop by the shop before it opened, so they could catch up a bit before the Saturday morning mayhem started, but Emma had still figured she had an hour or so.

“Good morning!” Granny called. Her already medium-brown skin was a shade darker from two and a half weeks of soaking in the sun, her tightly coiled, gray hair held back from her face with a scarf. There was a relaxation to her posture that was new, though as her gaze swept the store, her brows rose and rose.

Then she took in Hunter and Emma, standing together behind the register. Time froze, and Emma gripped the edge of the counter.

Without missing a beat, easygoing as can be, Hunter called out, “Morning, Granny. Good trip?”

Granny cracked a smile, and Emma exhaled.

“Wonderful.” Granny’s eyes sparkled, her cane making soft thudding noises on the tile as she made her way over. Was she talking about her trip, or about the situation with Hunter just casually hanging out here at eight o’clock in the morning? To underscore the ambiguity, she darted her gaze between the two of them. “And I can see that you’ve been busy while I’ve been away.”

Emma’s throat closed up, but she coughed into her hand and forced a smile. “I sure have.” As in she’d been getting busy with Hunter? Heat rose to her cheeks. “With the store,” she clarified, but her stammering only made her sound more guilty.

“Clearly,” Granny intoned, wryly. She let Emma simmer in her discomfort for a few seconds before gesturing around. “Why don’t you catch me up on everything, then?”

“That’s my cue.” Hunter hugged her in against his side. “See you tonight?”

“Yeah,” Emma agreed, curling her hand around his for just a moment before they both let go.

Hunter stepped out from behind the counter and tipped his head. “Granny.”

“Hunter.”

He cast a single backward glance at Emma, silently mouthing, Good luck, and then he was out the door and off to work.

Emma’s throat caught. “So. Um.”

Raising a hand, Granny chuckled. “No need to explain. The minute you two met at the Crossing, I knew I’d find him lurking in my store some sunny morning, eventually.”

Right. If anything, Granny had shoved them together with an alarming lack of subtlety. Why would she have any qualms about them clearly having had a sleepover the night before?

“Also, Betty Jenkins called me the minute my plane touched down.”

Emma laughed and rubbed at her eyes. “Great, then you’re really all caught up.”

“On the personal lives of everyone in Heart’s Hope Crossing, yes,” Granny said dryly. “But there’s still the matter of everything you’ve been up to here.”

The nerves Emma had pushed down surged right back to the surface, but she was feeling steadier now. “Well, as you can see, I have done a bit of redecorating. But that’s not all.”

“You’d better take me through it, then,” Granny said kindly, all encouragement. No suspicion, no second-guessing.

Emma inhaled deeply before letting her breath out slowly.

And then she did just that.
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“Well,” Granny said, plunking down in the chair behind the desk. “Saying you’ve been busy while I was away was clearly an understatement.” She raised her brows and adjusted her glasses pointedly. “And that’s not even touching what you’ve been up to with that young man of yours.”

Emma’s heart was in her throat, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. “If it helps, I also learned how to make phyllo pastry desserts, and I got to check out Dr. Nguyen’s clinic.” She winced to show that it hadn’t been a social visit.

“Oh dear.” Granny’s eyes widened. “Are you all right?”

“Mostly.” Emma took a seat at the stool by the register. Her ankle felt okay, but the store was opening soon, so she should enjoy a few minutes of not being on her feet while she could get them. “Just a little hiking incident, but I’m mostly recovered.”

“Well, thank goodness for that.”

“So.” Emma fiddled with her nails, bracing herself. “What do you think?”

Granny smiled. “Mostly, I think I made a good decision hiring you.”

Oh, thank God. “Really?”

“Absolutely. I had a good feeling, the minute I posted that job and you sent in that stellar application not one hour later.”

“We both got lucky.”

“We sure did.” Granny tapped the edge of the new computer’s monitor. “I’ll have to trust your word on the technology, but we were well overdue for an upgrade.”

“We really were.” Emma bit her tongue. She’d already chewed Granny’s ear off about all the new features of the website and the seamless integration with the inventory system, and she’d rambled on enough about her estimates for seeing a positive return on investment on the whole, upgraded system.

Granny shot her a pointed look. “That also means that I’ll be trusting you to handle any technical support with this new machine.”

A wide smile spread across Emma’s face—a real one this time. “Of course. And the other employees are already up to speed.”

“Good.” Granny flicked her gaze around the storefront. “As for the rest of the changes you made, I must say, they seem a little much for my taste, but what do I know? If you say they’re bringing in more foot traffic, then I trust you on that, too.”

“They are. All the new displays are moving copies, and they’re presenting great on social media—”

Granny waved her off. Emma had already gone on at length about that, too.

“You know what you’re doing. It looks beautiful, and fresh, and seasonal.”

“Thank you.”

“And anyway, it’ll be good to have some extra decor for our booth at Harvest Fest.” Granny chuckled to herself. “Latonya’s always telling me that our table’s too plain. I say who needs more pumpkins when there are already a million of the damn things? But we’ll see. Maybe the two of you are right.”

Emma’s smile faltered. “Wait. We have a booth at Harvest Fest?”

The Harvest Fest? With the black cat hotels and the festive fall sweaters and the best cider donuts in the Northeast? The one that was happening in just a couple of weeks?

“Every year. Didn’t I tell you?”

“Not that I remember,” Emma said faintly, alarm bells starting to ring in the back of her head.

“Oh, you’ll love it. We have seasonal books, bookshop merch, and three local authors coming in to do signings.”

The ringing was now a full-fledged alarm.

Oblivious, Granny stood and started making her way to the back stockroom. “Speaking of which, did that special order I put in for their books come in? I know I was cutting it a little close—I meant to do it earlier, but with all the vacation prep, I forgot to put it in until that morning before we left.”

That exact morning floated back to her. They’d stood right here, Granny questioning her interest in redecorating, Granny springing her entire trip on her…

And the clunky old computer crashing about fifteen times in half as many days, to the point where Emma finally followed her gut, trusted her instincts…

And got a new computer and a whole new inventory and purchasing system.

“I’m not sure.” Her throat tightened, a sense of dread descending on her. “What was in the order?”

Granny rattled off at least a dozen titles, including several cases of books for each of their guest authors.

Stomach sinking, she dove for the new computer. She swore she’d ported over any outstanding orders from the old system, but with how finicky the old computer had been, could some have slipped through the cracks?

Her ribs squeezed inward. She couldn’t breathe.

Only…

This wasn’t her fault. Granny was the one who had put in the order at the last minute. Granny was the one who hadn’t told her she was going on vacation until the last minute, either, and she sure as hell hadn’t mentioned a booth at Harvest Fest, or special appearances by local guest authors. She hadn’t mentioned this special order. If she had, Emma would have followed up on it and triple-checked that it hadn’t gotten lost in the shuffle.

At the end of the day, though, it didn’t matter who was at fault. The books had gotten lost in the shuffle, and the shuffle had happened on Emma’s watch.

She scoured the incoming and still-processing orders one more time. But nothing changed. If she put the orders in now, she might be able to get them in time, but with the warehouse they worked with, getting multiple cases of books sometimes took weeks.

Rising mechanically from behind the computer, she followed Granny into the back room.

In a strangled voice, she said, “Granny? I’m afraid I have some bad news…”
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The Saturday afternoon mayhem was in full swing, but a herd of elephants could have wandered in asking for limited edition copies of Twilight, and Emma scarcely would have noticed.

“Isn’t there any way we can make this happen?” Her voice was frantic at this point. If she gripped her phone any more tightly, the screen might shatter.

The woman on the other end was the third representative she’d spoken to at the warehouse. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but between stocking, boxing, delivery… unless you want to drive to New Jersey to get them—”

“I can do that,” she blurted. North Jersey was only a few hours away, and South Jersey… well, fingers crossed they were talking about north. Either way, she could make it work.

“Oh.” The woman was clearly taken aback. “Well, then… Hold on one moment while I see what we can do. ”

While she waited, Emma sent up a silent prayer. Ever since Granny had dropped the news about their Harvest Fest booth that morning, she’d been scrambling, trying to figure out how to make the booth happen with approximately zero notice.

It wasn’t just the issue of the books, either. There were a hundred other tasks to see to. When she’d dared to voice her frustration about having this all tossed in her lap, Granny had merely waved a hand, assuring her she’d figure it out. She had another one of her “good feelings” about the situation.

Well, Emma had some feelings, too. And none of them were good.

The customer service rep came back on the line. “Ma’am?”

“Yes?”

“All right, I think we have everything sorted. One of your titles is back-ordered, but the rest we can have packed up and ready for pickup by your deadline.”

If she could reach across the invisible line and kiss the woman, she would. “Oh, thank God.”

The rep rattled off all of the details, including the date and a window of availability. Emma bit her lip as she scribbled it all down. This was still cutting things close. She’d have to drive down a mere two days before the festival.

“Also, there may or may not be anyone to assist you at the loading area, so you need to make sure there’s someone in your party who can lift fifty pounds. I also need you to be aware that this is a significant volume of inventory.” The woman hesitated. “I’d bring a truck, if I were you.”

A truck. And the capacity to lift fifty pounds. Right.

“Of course,” she stammered.

“Great, I’ll send you an email confirmation, and we’ll see you soon.”

After thanking the woman profusely, Emma ended the call, set down her phone, and wrote, in giant letters at the bottom of her mile-long to-do list, GET TRUCK / MUSCLES FOR JERSEY TRIP.

“So, that sounds like it went well?”

Emma jerked her head up to find half of the crafting club standing at the counter. Hattie led the charge, one of her brows quirked upward in question.

“Everything’s fine,” Emma lied. She nudged her notepad aside. “Is there anything I can help you all with?”

Toni laughed. “More like, is there anything we can help you with?”

“Don’t bother pretending you’ve got it all under control,” Abby counseled. She tipped her head to the side. “Betty was standing next to the register for like ten minutes eavesdropping and she told us everything.”

Betty put a wizened hand over her heart. “I would never eavesdrop.” When everyone turned to her with narrowed eyes at once, she dropped her hand. “I was very interested in…” She picked up a book that had been left on the counter and paled, but soldiered on. “Seduced by the Alien Assassin.”

“That’s actually a really good one,” Hattie said, sotto voce.

Owen chimed in, “I’d be happy to ring that up for you, Betty.”

Betty’s mouth puckered before smoothing back out, and she set the book down. “Maybe next time.”

“Anyway,” Toni said, all business, “Granny Smith hung you out to dry with respect to Harvest Fest, and now you’re scrambling.”

“She does this all the time.” Christopher reached across the counter to pat Emma’s hand. “Don’t take it personally.”

“She does?”

“Well, maybe not exactly this,” Abby said thoughtfully. “But something like this.”

Hattie nodded. “She always says she ‘has a good feeling’ that it’ll all work out.”

“And does it?” Emma asked.

“Yeah,” Owen assured her as he wandered past, “but it’s still a giant pain in the butt.”

While Emma was distracted, Hattie snuck closer and stole the notebook with Emma’s epic to-do list and held it up. “Okay, so we need a tent for the booth.”

“Oh, I can take care of that,” Toni offered.

Emma tried to grab her notebook back. “Hey—”

“Thanks, Toni.” Hattie plucked Emma’s pen right out of her hand this time and wrote Toni’s name next to the first bullet item on the list. “A sign.”

Christopher raised his hand. “My boyfriend’s sister owns a little screen-printing business. They can probably get that done for you.”

“Thanks, Christopher.” Hattie wrote his name down, too.

“I can call,” Emma interrupted.

Hattie held up a hand to silence her. “Lunch delivery for the guest authors—I’ll handle that. Plus I bet I can get Chef to throw in some extra treats for the table.”

Abby peeked over Hattie’s shoulder before glancing at Emma. “I’ll put together some fall florals for the table. I’m also decent with website stuff, if you want some help there.”

“Look.” Emma raised her voice a little this time. “This is all very sweet that you’re offering to pitch in, but—”

Toni’s brows rose in a way that brooked no nonsense. “If you’re about to tell us you can handle it, save your breath.”

Emma’s mouth snapped shut.

“There’s no point arguing with her,” Christopher said.

Hattie shrugged. “Welcome to small-town life. Everybody’s all up in your grill all the time, but every now and then, they get up in your grill in a good way.”

They all gazed expectantly at her for a minute. To her surprise, the edges of her eyes prickled.

She blinked a couple of times, then exhaled. She held out her hand until Hattie forked back over her notebook and pen. Swallowing, she met Abby’s gaze. “So, florals and website updates, then?”

Abby grinned. “Thought you’d never ask.”

Emma wrote Abby’s name next to both tasks with a flourish. She kept scanning the list. There were a lot of items she really, actually did need to handle herself, like putting up a pre-order for signed copies of the guest authors’ books. But anything that could reasonably be delegated, she went ahead and read out, and sure enough, volunteers raised their hands for at least half of them.

“What about that last item?” Hattie asked with a wink.

GET TRUCK / MUSCLES FOR JERSEY TRIP

A tiny twinge of guilt twisted her gut, but she ignored it. How many times had Hunter told her she could lean on him? Literally and figuratively.

She closed her notebook with finality. “Actually, I think I’ve got just the right person in mind for that.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

“THAT THE LAST OF ’em?” Hunter asked, mopping his brow. It was only sixty degrees, but it had been forty up in Heart’s Hope Crossing that morning when they’d left.

They were about an hour outside New York City, loading an absurd number of boxes of books into the back of his truck. He didn’t mind, exactly. In most situations, he’d consider a few hours driving back roads with Emma to be a pretty great way to spend a day.

These weren’t back roads they’d been driving, though. They were twenty-seven-lane highways, jammed with traffic in every direction. People kept honking and cutting him off and screaming obscenities at him—and it wasn’t that he didn’t know how to drive in the city, or in the hellscape that was the semisuburban sprawl just beyond the city.

He just avoided it at all costs.

And yet here he was, willingly doing it. The first leg of the trip had taken four hours in “light traffic”; who knew how long it would take to get back. To make matters worse, they were edging closer and closer to rush hour. If they didn’t make it to the Vermont border before the evening bedlam started, he might have a total meltdown.

Emma chewed on her lip, cross-referencing her list. He’d thought they were done half an hour ago, but then she’d realized that they were missing two boxes, which had led to a whole rigamarole with a couple of apathetic warehouse employees having to go searching for them. He appreciated her attention to detail, and he really, really appreciated her dedication to making sure they wouldn’t have to repeat this trip tomorrow. But still.

“Yup,” she finally pronounced. “That’s everything.”

Thank the Maker.

“All right, then.” It wasn’t supposed to rain, but he still pulled a tarp over the boxes, then raised the tailgate. Swinging his keys around on his finger, he headed for the cab. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

She waved goodbye, thanking the workers who had helped them, and then got in with him. Before buckling up, she put her hand over his, though.

“Thank you. Again.” She winced. “I really appreciate you doing this.”

He exhaled, forcing himself to soften and slow down. “It’s fine. I’m happy to help.”

“No, you’re not.” She laughed, leaning over the gearshift to touch his cheek and tilt his head toward her. She pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “Which is why I appreciate it even more.”

When she went to move away, he held on to her, keeping her close for one more kiss. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be so grumpy.”

“I like you grumpy.” Shifting back into her seat, she fastened her seat belt and shrugged. “I just don’t like being the reason you’re grumpy.”

“You’re not.” He put the truck into gear. “New York City traffic is.”
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“I am so, so sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Hunter muttered through gritted teeth. Ahead, there was nothing but a sea of taillights. If he didn’t have a metric ton of books in the back of the truck, he’d consider getting out and walking.

Their attempts to get past the city before rush hour had been stymied by an accident on a bridge that apparently took half an hour to clear. Things had only snowballed from there.

“Just.” He exhaled through his nose and did his best to force a smile. “Maybe next time, spring for delivery?”

She let out a despairing laugh. “If I’m still here next year.”

An ice-cold bucket of water slid down his spine. He jerked his head around. “What? You’re leaving?”

“I mean, when Granny fires me, I’m not sure what other option I’m going to have.”

Her tone was flippant, which was completely unfair, considering he might have just had a minor coronary event.

“Oh.” He struggled for calm, but as aggravated as he already was on account of the traffic, he was pretty sure he missed by a mile. Then he rolled his eyes. “Granny’s not going to fire you.”

“I’m not so sure about that.” She was chewing on her nails, something he’d never really seen her do before.

His brow crinkled. “None of this was your fault.”

“I know, but…”

He shook his head, not accepting whatever rationale she was about to give for why this situation that definitely wasn’t her fault also probably was. She’d explained to him what happened the better part of a week ago, when she’d first approached him about making this godforsaken trip, and then again last night. They’d now been stuck in this truck for… six hours and counting so far today, so he’d heard every version of the story. He wasn’t tired of it, by any means. Emma could read the phone book to him, and he’d listen, and her feelings were impossibly important to him.

But he didn’t have any more patience left for her saying unkind things about herself.

“If anything,” he interrupted, “you’ve been heroic, pulling this whole thing together at the last minute.”

He’d told her that before, too, but maybe this time it would stick?

She snorted delicately, dropping her hand from her mouth and turning to stare out the window. “Well, we’ll see.”

He let the silence hold for a minute. He should probably just let it go, but she’d rattled him. “You don’t really think you’re going to get fired, do you?”

She shrugged.

Hunter couldn’t believe it. Not even a bit. “Granny wouldn’t. She—”

“Had a good feeling about me, I know.” Emma threw her hands up. “She’s not actually clairvoyant, though.”

“Eh…” He tipped his hand back and forth.

He didn’t believe in sixth senses any more than he believed in fate playing matchmaker on random street corners. But he had to admit that Granny’s gut had an eerily good track record.

“Wait, you don’t think—”

“I don’t know.” He really didn’t. “But if she’s told you she has faith in you, then she means it.”

She didn’t argue with him on that point, which was progress, honestly. But there was a tension in the air that told him she wanted to.

Exhaling deeply, he reached over and put his hand on her leg. Touching her made him feel better, and maybe it did the same for her.

“Even if I’m wrong, though.” His voice grated. “If things, uh, don’t work out at the bookshop—which they will, just so we’re clear.”

“Yeah?”

“You—I mean.” His stomach gave a nervous, twitchy flutter. “You could stay.”

Her dour expression cracked, a hint of a smile shining through. She placed her hand over his, giving his palm a soft squeeze. “Could I?”

“Of course.”

“I don’t think Granny would let me live in the apartment if I weren’t working there anymore.”

“She wouldn’t kick you out.” Of that much he was completely sure. “At least not without a ton of notice. And if she tried to, the whole town would have an uprising.”

Emma laughed. “That seems extreme.”

Did it, though? She’d only been here a little over a month, but she’d made fast friends with so many folks. Couldn’t she see that?

“And if even that didn’t sway her…” His throat tightened, and a cold sweat broke out on the back of his neck. He directed his gaze outward at the never-ending line of cars idling in front of him, pulling his hand back to place it on the steering wheel, scarcely able to believe that he was about to say this. “You could always stay with me.”

She hesitated for a second, maybe understanding that this was a big step he was taking here, even bringing it up. “That’s really nice of you to offer. I still don’t know what I’d do for work, though.”

“You’d find something.” Was he starting to sound desperate?

God, this was pathetic.

“There just aren’t a lot of jobs for professional bookworms in middle-of-nowhere Vermont, you know? Heck, before I accepted Granny’s offer, there weren’t a lot of options in the city, either, but I have that lead that my friend sent me…”

His throat closed up again. “I thought you said it wasn’t a good fit.”

“It’s hard to say. I still haven’t talked to that HR person she was supposed to set me up with.”

HR? How serious was this? And why hadn’t she told him she was considering it? “Do you want to talk to them?”

“Of course not. Conversations with HR reps are the ninth circle of hell.”

“But other than that.”

“I don’t know.” Frustration started leaking into her tone. “What other choice do I have?”

He forced himself to take a deep breath. “There are always options. Just.” He swallowed. “If you want to stay in Heart’s Hope Crossing, things might open up. They have a way of doing that, you know?”

“So I hear,” she said, dryly but amused.

“People care about you.” His throat was so tight now he could hardly breathe. “They’d be happy to help out.”

A month ago, the idea of anybody living with him would have given him hives, but now? He wouldn’t just be “happy to help out.” He’d be ecstatic.

And the idea that she might not be? That was what made him feel like he might break out in a rash.

She hummed in acknowledgment but otherwise didn’t seem to have much to say in reply. His fingers twitched restlessly. He could turn on the radio. Or earlier, they’d been listening to an audiobook she’d picked out—a sci-fi story he’d been enjoying more than he would have expected to. At least until they’d hit White Plains and he’d had to have her turn it off so he could focus on the absolute mayhem careening around him on the road.

But they didn’t need a distraction right now, no matter how much he might want one.

This whole past month, he’d been letting himself get distracted. This time with Emma had meant so much to him. He hadn’t allowed himself to think about what it might be like if it didn’t mean as much to her.

If she decided to leave.

Gripping the steering wheel too tightly, he turned his head to the side, looking past her at the city skyline to the east.

“Do you ever miss it?” he asked.

“Hmm?” She followed his sightline, and a small smile curled her lips. “Manhattan?”

“Yeah.”

“A little,” she admitted, and the plastic of the steering wheel threatened to crack. “There were always cool cultural things going on, and new restaurants popping up. And I had a friend or two I miss.” She shrugged, shaking her head slightly. “What I sure don’t miss is the traffic, though.”

“Yeah.” He forced a chuckle, but it sounded flat.

She looked at him, and he met her gaze. “Heart’s Hope Crossing has really been growing on me, though.”

But was that enough?

“Good,” he managed to say.

Up ahead, cars slowly started to inch forward, the endless stream of brake lights finally giving way. With relief, he dared to tap the gas pedal himself.

As they started moving again, a little bit of his angst faded, replaced by relief.

But deep in his gut, he had a sinking feeling.

The relief was only temporary.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

“YOUR TRIUMPHANT HERO HAS returned,” Hattie announced, shouldering open the door to the Cozy Nook Bookshop’s back room. She heaved a cut-open liquor box onto the table near the door, sending the scents of delicious, delicious takeout pervading the space.

Emma managed to keep a straight face, but barely. “Your victory will be sung by our descendants.”

She, Hunter, and Abby were sitting on the floor, sorting through the crates of books she and Hunter had picked up earlier that day. Thanks to traffic, they’d gotten back awfully late, but her friends had rallied anyway, showing up and deciding to order Chinese.

Her heart squeezed with gratitude. How would she have managed this on her own? Harvest Fest opened in one day, fifteen hours, and… thirty-six minutes. She should be having a panic attack right now. But instead? She had everything in motion, every box ticked. Every confidence that she, her employees, and her friends could pull this off.

She was still feeling a little verklempt as Hattie handed over her order of spicy eggplant with garlic sauce and steamed white rice.

Abby caught her eye. “I’ve never seen anybody else order that before.”

“Seriously? It’s a family favorite.”

“With my folks, too,” Abby agreed, opening a packet of chopsticks and tucking into her own container of homestyle bean curd and vegetables.

“Ugh,” Hattie said in mock disparagement. “Authenticity. I’ll stick to my General Tso’s, thank you very much.”

Hunter extended his hand, and they did a little fist bump. “Solidarity.”

Laughing, Emma glanced at Abby again and felt a bit of solidarity of her own. She’d never felt particularly tapped into the Chinese American community, but it was nice to have a friend who understood that part of her life.

“And the best, most traditional, authentic part of the Chinese take-out experience, naturally…” With a flourish, Hattie pulled a two-liter bottle of orange soda out of the box. She started to pour some for each of them, but before she could finish, Emma shook her head.

“None for me, thanks.”

“What? Sacrilege.”

“First off, orange soda is not an integral part of Chinese cuisine.”

“It is in this town,” Abby said, sighing but accepting her cup of the sickly-sweet beverage all the same.

Emma held up a hand. “Secondly, I don’t like it.”

“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,” Hattie urged her.

A part of her wanted to just go along with it, but Hunter raised a brow at her. Exhaling, she held her ground. “Trust me. Sweet drinks just aren’t my thing.” Conciliatory, she added, “Thanks, though.”

Hattie gazed at her appraisingly for a second, and Emma suppressed a squirm of discomfort. “No sweet drinks at all?”

“Not really.”

“No pumpkin spice lattes? Or hot apple pie punch?”

“Unsweetened pumpkin spice lattes are okay. And I like cider,” Emma allowed, because she wasn’t a pumpkin-spice-Scrooge or anything. “But any sweeter than that, and…” She tipped her hand back and forth in the air. “Not really for me.”

But Hattie wasn’t letting this go. “So you don’t even like inappropriately named cocktails?”

Emma winced. She had pretended to like the Porn Star martini that Hattie had offered her the first time they’d hung out together. But she wasn’t going to let that doom her to a lifetime of pretending to enjoy things she didn’t. “Sorry, no.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Finally, Hattie shrugged. “Oh well, more for me.”

With that, she downed the extra cup of orange soda. Emma let out a little laugh, relief sweeping her—and maybe just a bit of revulsion. Chugging that much high-fructose corn syrup and artificial coloring couldn’t be good for a person, but Hattie was a responsible adult, and she could do as she pleased.

Clearly all starving, they focused on their meals for a while, but once they were more or less done, Emma was ready to get down to work. She pushed her takeout containers aside, nodding at Abby in thanks when she grabbed them to take them to the sink.

“Hunter, can you start sorting boxes by author?”

He flexed his arms. “Sure thing.”

“Hattie, I’ll have you count and unpack. Abby, here’s the list of pre-orders.”

“On it,” Abby agreed.

“Look at you,” Hattie said, laughing as she got to work. “Stating preferences, giving orders.”

Emma fought down another squirm of discomfort. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“Which it definitely is not,” Hunter said with a grunt as he picked up two cases of books at once.

“Of course it’s not,” Hattie agreed. “I’m saying it in astonishment and respect.”

“Thanks? I think?”

“Just, you’ve only been here a month, and look how much you’ve grown.” Hattie pretended to dab at her eye. “I’m so proud.”

Emma glanced at Hunter, who’d expressed a similar—if less melodramatic—sort of pride himself. But he wasn’t looking at her at the moment. Honestly, he hadn’t been making a lot of eye contact all evening, which she’d mostly chalked up to his being rightfully exhausted from the drive, but it was starting to worry her.

“It’s really not a big deal.” But then she heard herself downplaying something she’d worked pretty hard at, actually. “I guess I do feel more confident, though.”

“You’re a whole new person,” Hattie said, beaming.

Hunter set down a box of books with a loud thud, and Emma frowned. That wasn’t like him, but he moved to the next box without commenting.

Abby rolled her eyes at Hattie’s tendency toward exaggeration. “I don’t know if I’d go that far.”

Emma shot her a look of appreciation, happy to have a calmer voice of reason here. But at the same time, Hattie wasn’t entirely wrong. “What can I say? The change of scenery’s been good for me.”

And there was another loud thud as Hunter set down another box of books too hard.

“Whoa!” Hattie shot him an unimpressed look. “Careful with the merchandise, dude.”

He didn’t apologize, but he did swab at his brow. Had Emma pushed him too far tonight? All the driving, and now this heavy lifting.

The squirming from before returned, but it was different now.

She really had asked a lot of him recently, between her injury and her panic about Harvest Fest. Once this weekend was over, she’d have to make it up to him.

“It’s just hot in here,” he groused.

“Sure thing, muscles,” Hattie teased, but he didn’t react.

“I’m just going to go get some air for a second.” He grabbed his water bottle and made for the door.

“You sure you’re okay?” Emma asked, moving to get to her feet, but he waved her off.

“I’m fine.” He still wasn’t looking right at her, though, and something inside her sank.

Maybe he just needed some space again.

But she wasn’t the only one who noticed he was acting weird. Hattie waited until they heard the door swing shut behind him before asking, “What bug crawled up his butt today?”

“I’m not sure,” Emma said stiffly. “I think he’s just tired from the drive.”

“That’s fair.” Abby smiled. “I haven’t hung out with him in a long time, but we used to know each other better back in high school. He always hated having to go anywhere with more people than trees.”

That made Emma feel better. She got them back to work, but after a few minutes had passed and Hunter hadn’t reappeared, the uneasy feeling in her gut became impossible to ignore.

With things more or less in hand, she rose to her feet, shaking out her ankle as she did. “I’ll be back in just a minute.”

“Take your time,” Abby said, entirely too knowingly.

Emma managed a quick smile.

She went out the same way Hunter had, through the back door that led onto the loading dock. The cold air outside made her stiffen. She should go back inside and grab a jacket, but she couldn’t bring herself to turn around.

With every footstep, her pulse quickened. Was Hunter even still here anymore? Or had he left?

A dark laugh scraped the back of her throat. Hell, it wouldn’t be the first time a guy had randomly run off on her. At least maybe Hunter had stayed in the country.

It was a relief when she spotted him leaning against the side of his truck, his thick arms crossed over his chest and his face tilted up. It was a clear night—perfect for stargazing.

But when she called his name, he turned his head to look at her.

And there were thunderclouds in his eyes.
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Keep your shit together. Hunter had been muttering the same phrase in his head over and over for hours now, and he’d been doing an okay job, all things considered.

But sitting in that back storage room, listening to Hattie declaring that Emma was a “whole new person”… hearing Emma call her move to Heart’s Hope Crossing a “change of scenery”…

He was all in favor of her gaining some new confidence. He liked the backbone she’d been showing. But the reminder of how much she’d changed in such a brief period left him unsettled. Was her time here just a blip? Was she just passing through, having a life-changing experience, and building character on her way to bigger and better things?

A couple of months ago, he’d been perfectly, completely content with his life as a misanthropic hermit. He lived alone, mostly worked alone. Went into town when he needed to but otherwise stuck to the woods. He had one friend who he saw a couple of times a month, and it was great.

But now? The idea that Emma’s life here was some sort of a passing phase made his chest hurt. And yeah—that was hypocritical as hell. An outside observer would probably say he was a whole new person since Emma had moved here, too.

But she could move on. She could take her friend up on that job opportunity that was actually in her field. Go back to her life in the city or go forge some new life somewhere else entirely. She’d keep the confidence she’d gained here.

While he’d just…

Rot.

He clenched his hands into fists. This was why he’d avoided attachments in the first place. Letting people in just left you open to them punching holes in your chest when they left. Hadn’t he lost enough? Hadn’t he learned?

He swallowed, and his throat threatened to close.

Apparently not.

“Hey.” Emma’s voice cracked, and she stopped some ten feet away from him.

She’d chased him down to check on him—which was sweet, really. It made him feel all warm and gooey inside, but it also made him tighten his fists even harder.

Keep your shit together, he reminded himself again. Great lot of good that was going to do him.

She took another tentative step toward him. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he lied. He forced himself to unclench his hands, shoving them into the pockets of his jeans instead. “Fine. Just needed a minute.”

Her brows rose. “Out here in the cold?”

“It’s not so bad.” Shrugging, he kicked at a loose stone in the pavement.

She clearly didn’t share in his assessment. She crossed her arms over her chest, but she couldn’t hide her shiver.

Guilt tugged at the inside of his chest. “You should go back inside.”

“But you’re out here.”

And she said it so guilelessly, was the thing. Like she’d go anywhere, so long as he was there, and he couldn’t stand it anymore.

He moved back toward the door. He’d suck up another hour of manual labor inside with her and her friends. It was fine.

But as he swept past her, intent on leading the way, she curled her hand around his wrist. The gentle touch stopped him in his tracks, electrifying him the way it always did.

Instinct told him to pull her into his arms and kiss her until she wasn’t shivering anymore—until all the doubt inside him went quiet and still.

But there was another instinct. One that vibrated through him with a dark hum that left him all twisted up inside. One that told him to turn away. Run off into the woods and never come back.

So he did neither, coming to an abrupt stop, frozen in place by the openness in her eyes as she stared up at him.

Only for her gaze to shutter, and then fall.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I know today was kind of awful for you.”

His gut soured. Apparently, he done an even shittier job of hiding how badly the day had worn at him than he’d realized.

Shaking his head, he tried to brush off her concern. “It was fine.”

She looked back up at him again, but fake cheeriness had taken over her face. “Aren’t you the one always telling me to be honest about that kind of thing?”

“Okay, okay.” He pulled his hand away from hers to scruff it through his beard. “It wasn’t great.” He shrugged, managing a smile. “But at least the company was good.”

She shook her head. “I know none of this was what you signed up for.”

That gave him pause. “What do you mean?”

“Like—” She waved a hand between the two of them, as if that explained anything. “We were just supposed to be hanging out, trying new things together, and then bam. You’re having to take care of me while I’m laid up, and going on your version of the road trip from hell.”

“I told you, I don’t mind.”

Sure, he hated New York City traffic, and he hated the way she’d talked about the possibility that someday she might leave. But he’d do just about anything if it meant he got to spend the time with her. Just having her around made everything better. Didn’t she see that?

“I know, but I still feel bad. I just wanted you to know that I get it.” Her voice rose in pitch. “And I’ll make it up to you soon. We can find some new class to take, or there has to be some trail we could go hike together.”

Something dark and unpleasant swam around in his gut. “Emma…”

“I just want us to get back to having fun, you know?”

“Fun?” The word escaped his lips, even as he tried to keep them closed, the dark feeling in his abdomen expanding into a sinkhole.

Her brows pinched together. “Yeah. Of course.”

It was as if she’d found a bruise and pressed on it.

The gravel in his voice surprised even him. “Is that all this is for you?”

“What?” It was her turn to take a step back, her eyes widening into a different kind of shock.

And this was so damn unfair of him. He was the one who’d started this entire thing between them by saying that he didn’t believe in fate or relationships or any of that hogwash, and yet here he was, turning the tables on her.

But it didn’t even matter that they were outside, in the cool, fresh autumn air, the sky big and beautiful and open above their heads. Walls were closing in around him.

“Never mind,” he started to say.

“No.” She stood up straight, color rising on her cheeks. “What are you saying?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“It clearly does. You’ve been weird all day—and there have been other times, too, when you’ve gotten all distant, and I’ve tried to keep quiet and give you your space, but if there’s something you need to get off your chest… if this is too much for you or—”

“It’s not enough,” he finally exploded. A shock wave jolted through him.

She looked even more confused by his words than he felt.

“That’s not what I mean,” he backtracked, even though he was pretty damn sure it was. This was stupid, letting himself blabber when he was exhausted, but she was the one who’d insisted he keep talking. “Just—what we’re doing together here. It isn’t just trying new things and having fun. Not for me. Not anymore.”

The words threatened to choke him. God, this was awful. Like unzipping his chest and showing her the raw, tender insides of his ribs.

Her throat bobbing, she extended her hand toward his. Carefully, she said, “Hunter, it’s not just fun for me, either.”

A flicker lit in her eyes, and for half a second, he dared to imagine she was feeling all the same complicated emotions that he was.

Maybe she was, but fundamentally, they were at different junctures in their lives.

“But you talk about your life here like it’s some phase. A ‘change of scenery,’” he spat out. “Heart’s Hope Crossing is my home.”

Brows furrowing, she edged toward him. “It’s my home, too.”

“You’ve been here for all of about five minutes, though.”

“And yet I feel more at home here than I did for the past seven years.”

He shook his head. “You said earlier today that you miss New York.”

“I miss some things about it. Mostly public transportation and dim sum.” She reached out, touching his hand, sending electricity zipping through him, but it didn’t soothe the growing ache inside his chest. “But the people I’ve met here… you…”

“But you said it yourself.” His throat was raw. “You just sort of ended up here by accident. I don’t want Heart’s Hope Crossing to be yet another thing you ended up floating along into without meaning to.”

“It’s not.” She tried to entwine their hands, but their fingertips slipped past each other. “I mean, it was. I guess. But that was ages ago.”

It had been barely a month.

“Everything’s changed since then,” she said quietly.

Only that was the problem.

“And what if they change again? How can you be so sure you’re not just passing through?”

Realization dawned in her eyes. “Is that what this is about? Just—you think I’ll, what? Wake up tomorrow, decide this place isn’t for me, and leave?”

“Well, when you put it that way…” It sounded ridiculous, but the very idea of it punched a hole in his heart.

“I wouldn’t do that. Not to Granny and not—” Her throat bobbed. “Not to you.” She caught his hand in hers again, more firmly this time. “Don’t you know that?”

And they were in dangerous territory here. Too dangerous. The feeling of walls closing in around him again compressed his lungs; he couldn’t breathe.

“I know I ended up here by accident,” she admitted. A soft, tentative smile curled her lips. “But maybe all of that happened for a reason. Maybe it’s fate—”

He dropped her hand like she had burned him. She was giving him everything he could have possibly wanted, and in this moment, it was completely, totally wrong. “I don’t believe in fate.”

He believed in what happened after happily-ever-after. He believed in hospital beds and loss, and the dead look in his father’s eyes—the one that hadn’t receded in a goddamn decade. The one that probably never would.

He believed in the fact that—unlikely as it was—if she woke up tomorrow and decided she was just passing through…

It would break him.

“Bullshit,” she said.

His head snapped up. Pride flared inside him, right along with a healthy dose of annoyance. Once upon a time, she probably would have demurred or put on a bright smile if someone had talked to her like that. But not anymore.

Now fires burned in her eyes as she stared him down. “If you didn’t believe in fate, you wouldn’t have spent your whole life running away from people.”

“Hey—”

“Tell me it isn’t true.” She threw her hands out to the side. “Tell me you haven’t spent years keeping everyone out, just so they can’t hurt you.”

There was that bruise again, and she wasn’t just pressing on it. She was digging a goddamn nail right on through.

Well, if that was how she wanted to play this, then fine. “People leave. People die.”

“So then what’s even the point of living?”

Honestly? Hell if he knew. That was a question for philosophers and poets, not self-sabotaging forest rangers who never should have left the safety of the woods.

At his silence, her mouth quivered. Angry dampness gathered at the corners of her eyes. “It’s not that you don’t believe in fate. It’s that you don’t believe in us. And you don’t believe in me.”

“That’s not true.” He believed in her more than he believed in just about anyone.

And yet…

“I want this.” She gestured at him. “I want to be with you. I want to live in this ridiculous, wonderful town. I like who I am here.”

Nothing she was saying was funny. The laugh that bubbled out of him was humorless, too.

And when he spoke again, it was just plain sad. “But how can ‘who you are’ change on a dime like that?” Desperation was sandpaper scraping the back of his throat. “Do you even know who you are? What you want?”

When they’d first met, she was a chameleon, always hiding how she really felt. Putting on a brave face and making the best of every situation. He loved that she’d gotten bolder, but how was he supposed to trust that she wasn’t just telling him what he wanted to hear?

“Heart’s Hope Crossing can’t just be another thing you go along with,” he told her, his voice cracking. His throat caught, but he pushed through. “I can’t.”

She blinked furiously yet again, her hands curling into fists at her sides.

“How can you ask me that? If you think I’ve just been ‘going along’ with this… with us?” The fire in her eyes flashed black. “Then the problem isn’t that I don’t know who I am. It’s that you don’t know me. At all.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

THAT NIGHT, EMMA MADE her way upstairs alone for the first time in ages. Her ankle was fine. She was fine. Everything was fine, fine, fine.

Especially the little dent the doorknob made in the wall when she slammed it open. And the crashing sound it made when she slammed it closed behind her again.

Putting her back to the door, she dropped her head into her hands. Her eyes stung, and there was this awful, twitchy, twisting pain in the center of her chest. She scrubbed the heels of her hands into her eyes so hard she saw stars. That was probably all fine, too.

Downstairs, everything was ready for Harvest Fest—or at least as ready as it could be. After Hunter had exploded at her, accusing her of being a self-deluded, flighty, untrustworthy liar, she’d sent him packing in no uncertain terms. Hattie and Abby had exchanged concerned glances when she’d stormed her way back in, but she’d stayed focused on the task at hand. All of the crates of books were sorted, the pre-orders counted out and marked with autograph requests, and everything packed and ready to be loaded up tomorrow night so they could set up their booth bright and early Saturday morning.

Gratitude surged through her. She never could have done it all alone. Hattie and Abby had stuck around for hours, and Hunter had done all of that driving…

The lancing stab of pain through her heart stole her breath.

She’d already apologized for asking so much of him. But that had only seemed to set him off. She’d been trying to keep things easy and light. He didn’t believe in destiny or relationships, so she’d been living in the present, being agreeable and fun.

Turned out, “fun” wasn’t what he wanted.

So what the hell did he want? Seriousness? Commitment?

Sudden, warm pressure squeezed her lungs.

She would have been happy to offer him all of that and more. She would have offered him…

Well. Everything.

But he didn’t want it. Or maybe he did, but he didn’t trust the way she offered it, and what was she supposed to do with that?

She clenched her eyes shut tightly against the dampness threatening to form at their corners. She liked Hunter. So much—she even—

No. There was no point thinking about how she felt about him right now. It was like her father had always said. No sense wallowing. Just go with the flow, and if Hunter wanted to flow right on past her and out of her life, then that was his prerogative.

Opening her eyes again, she made a beeline for the kitchen and opened the freezer to pull out a pint of definitely-not-self-pitying ice cream. But as she turned to grab a spoon, her phone buzzed in her pocket. Her pulse quickened, a pointless hope rising in her that it might be Hunter, calling to apologize and admit to being a hypocritical ass.

But instead, it was an unknown number. She swore to God, if this was a spam caller, she was going to throttle them.

What if it was that HR person Ji-An told her would be in touch, though? It was awfully late at night for a work call, but New Yorkers kept weird hours. She tapped the button to answer the call, taking a deep breath before bringing her phone to her ear, opening her mouth to say hello in as polite a voice as she could manage, considering.

But before she could, over the staticky connection came the last voice she’d ever expected to hear.

“Jesus Christ, finally,” Brock groused.

Brock. Her former fiancé, Brock. Embezzling, abandoning, no-good Brock who’d been a jerk to her for their entire relationship, and who’d stolen every last dime they’d had before fleeing the country, and…

And…

If there was anyone in the world she should be able to yell at right now, it was him.

But instead, all the wind blew right out of her sails.

Oblivious to the little mental breakdown she was having, he barreled on. “What the hell, Em? I’ve been trying to get ahold of you for weeks.”

“I thought it was some spam caller,” she choked out. “You never left a message.”

“What? For the feds to listen to?” He barked a laugh, as if the idea were preposterous. “Look, I need you to do me a quick favor.”

“What?” She meant it as what the actual fuck, but apparently he thought she was asking him about the specifics of the favor.

“Could you go into the closet in the bedroom and see if you can find a black briefcase? Leather. In the inside pocket, there should be a code I need for this crypto wallet I can’t get into.”

“The bedroom?” she repeated numbly. “The bedroom. In our apartment. In New York.”

“Where else?” He laughed.

She stood there, blinking for a solid minute while her brain attempted to do a hard reset. Deep within her, all of the rage that had been simmering started to cook again, ominous bubbles rising to the surface.

“Brock, you left me.”

“Yeah, sorry about that—”

“And took our life savings.”

“Look, you gotta understand, I was in some serious heat.”

The man did not have any idea what “heat” even was.

“Brock,” she shouted, shrill, and not giving a single damn. “You can’t just flee the country with every dollar we had and leave a note and not tell your fiancée where you’ve gone and then call and ask for the code for a—a—a crypto wallet. Jesus Christ.”

“There’s not even that much in the wallet,” he said defensively, as if that were the issue here.

“I don’t care how much is in the wallet!”

“Jeez, I was just asking,” Brock said.

And the funny thing was that, back a couple of months ago, she might have gone looking for his stupid crypto wallet code for him. But now? Now, she was just furious and…

And sad.

“Brock?” Her voice cracked.

How many nights had she spent scrolling the internet, looking for this guy? Researching countries without extradition treaties to the United States? Imagining what she would say to him if she ever found him?

She’d been desperate to know what he’d been thinking. If their entire relationship was a sham, if he’d always been planning his escape. What he’d even needed the money he’d been stealing for.

“Yeah?” There was a cracking noise, like he had the audacity to be snapping gum in her ear from an entire other country.

And somehow, that nonchalance was what shattered her.

She squeezed the phone so hard she worried the plastic screen might break. When she spoke again, her voice came out painfully small.

“How could you leave me behind?”

He muttered something she couldn’t quite hear, and there was a rustling over the line like he was moving around. For a second she thought he was hanging up on her, but then there was his stupid voice again.

“Look, I feel like a dick about it.”

A single tear formed at the corner of her eye, and she let out a watery laugh. “You are a dick.”

“I didn’t mean to, like, hurt you or anything.”

He really meant that, didn’t he? As if leaving her out of the blue could be anything other than hurtful.

Only…

It wasn’t his absence that had hurt. It had been the dire situation he’d left her in—the way he’d thrown their entire life together into a shredder along with the rest of the documents he’d destroyed on his way out the door.

For the first time in this whole conversation, his voice pitched lower. “Look, we really weren’t exactly a house on fire, were we?”

“I mean…”

“And I know that isn’t any excuse.”

She huffed out an echo of a laugh and swabbed at her eye. “It definitely is not.”

“But we were just kind of rolling along on inertia, you know? And when shit hit the fan and it was time to go, the idea of going alone felt like… freedom.”

A dull pang echoed in her chest.

“To me, it felt like bankruptcy,” she quipped.

But in her heart of hearts, she had to admit it. Looking at a future without him? It had felt a little bit like freedom, too.

“I said I was sorry.” He exhaled loudly. “Look, it’s not that I didn’t care about you. We had some good times.”

They had. But most of them were in the distant past.

She still couldn’t let go of the way he’d left her, though. And she might never get the chance to talk to him again…

“Was I—” She swallowed, closing her eyes before forcing herself to ask the question she’d been harboring for all this time. “Was I really so easy to just leave behind?”

“Babe…” He hesitated. “No. Of course not.”

“You’re just saying that.” She wasn’t being dramatic, either. He was a dick, but he was a dick she’d shared her life with for years. She knew when he was lying to be nice.

“It wasn’t easy,” he insisted. “But it was a clear choice.”

Ouch.

“Right.”

“Just—you know how you are.”

“Do I?”

Echoes of the conversation she’d had with Hunter earlier that night reverberated in her brain.

“You know.” Brock sputtered for a second. “You’re completely indecisive, but then you get all resentful when you don’t get what you want. I have to make all the decisions, but I’m always wrong. It’s impossible.”

Was that true?

The silent rage within her was threatening to boil over again. “You never asked me what I wanted. You just did what you wanted.”

“I gave up!”

They’d been together so long. Was it possible that, once upon a time, he’d been more attentive? She could scarcely remember. She’d been so young—so accustomed to trying not to be a bother, raised to go along, not complain, not make any more trouble for anyone around her than they already had.

So maybe Brock was right. Maybe she had been indecisive, demurring, deferring.

But not anymore. She’d met someone who’d cared enough to tease out her preferences, who didn’t run roughshod over her. Who would never, ever give up.

Tears sprang to her eyes.

Except he had, hadn’t he? Hunter had made himself clear tonight. He didn’t trust how she felt about him. She’d been indecisive, demurring, deferring with him, too.

Well, not anymore.

“You can give up on your stupid crypto wallet, too, then,” she spat.

“Wait, babe—”

“And don’t call me ‘babe.’” Jabbing her finger into the end call button, she resisted the urge to throw the phone across the room, but barely. When it rang again immediately, she nearly did toss the thing, but fine, Brock wanted to get yelled at some more? Why not? She went to answer the call but then saw that it wasn’t Brock at all.

It was her mom.

“You have got to be kidding me,” she murmured, ready to send her mother to voicemail, but she stopped herself. Sucking in a deep breath, she paused for just a moment. She always answered when her parents called—always. They gave her such a hard time otherwise. We thought you were dead in a ditch!

Exhaling, she hit the accept button. “Hey, Mom,” she said stiffly. “I can’t really—”

“Emma, wait until you hear where your father and I went today.” Her mother’s voice was buoyant. “The most incredible garden. Your grandmother would have loved it.”

“Mom—”

“They had these flower-covered archways and those Japanese maples that look like they shouldn’t stand up, they’re leaning over so far, and—”

“Mom.”

“—just fields and fields of—”

“Mom!”

Her mother’s voice cut off. “Sweetheart.” She said the word like an accusation.

Dimly, somewhere in the distance, she heard her father asking, “Is everything all right?”

“I don’t know,” her mother said, muffled. Her voice came back clearer. “Is everything quite all right, Emma?”

And she wanted to lie. Put on that happy face and that chipper voice. Her parents didn’t need her whining or her complaining. She was their good little trouper.

Only today, she wasn’t.

Today, she’d driven through Jersey, and had this enormous blowup with Hunter, and on top of all of that, she’d had to listen to her ex’s… bullshit. She wasn’t a good little trouper.

She never should have had to be one in the first place, and the fact that she had…

It hadn’t been fair. None of this was fair.

“Nothing is all right, Mom!” She scrubbed a hand over her face. “I mean, I’m fine. Medically. But I’ve just… I’ve had a really, really bad day, okay?”

“Oh, Emma. I’m sorry, I just started talking and didn’t even ask.”

“You’re right, you didn’t.” And Emma had never spoken up for herself like this before, and yet she still knew the script. An apology was pressing at her tongue, demanding to be offered up, but she wasn’t sorry. Her voice cracking, she squeaked out, “You never do.”

“Well, I don’t know if that’s entirely fair.”

Of course it wasn’t. But what Emma had been doing for her whole life wasn’t entirely fair, either.

Her father said something again in the background, but both Emma and her mom ignored it.

“Look.” Emma blinked back the stinging in her eyes. “I know you care, but you’re always busy, and you always have something to say about your life and what’s going on with you, and today, I just can’t.”

“Is it your job? That young man—I knew you were rushing in too fast—”

“It’s all of it. It’s all a giant mess.” Emma pinched her nose and breathed out forcefully.

“Well, if you need to go—”

“What I need, Mom.” Her voice caught, and for a second, she couldn’t breathe. Finally, she whispered, “I needed you. So many times.”

“Oh, honey…”

“I needed you a couple of weeks ago when I sprained my ankle, and I needed you when Brock freaking left me, and took my job and my life savings with him, and I needed you—” One angry sob broke free of her throat, but she blinked furiously, swallowing past it. “I needed you when I was a kid, Mom. When you and Dad were so busy with everything else.”

“Emma.” Her mother’s tone was a mix of shocked and hurt.

“You did your best. I know that. You were taking care of so many things. Your job, the house, Grandma. But sometimes… Sometimes, I needed you to take care of me.”

And there it was. Out there in the open. The thing she’d never been able to say before, the truth she’d squashed down for so many years.

But she could say it now.

She could say it because of Hunter. Hunter who’d looked at her and really seen her. Who’d witnessed her discontent and called her out on it. Who’d seen her joy and encouraged it, from pastry to glittery pumpkin decorations to online communities. Hunter, who’d been so patient and kind, and who’d drawn out her hidden desires. Simple things like not liking soda and complicated things like the way she liked to be touched.

And even more terrifying things. Like the fact that she wanted to be taken care of.

That she wanted to be loved.

Because she did. She loved him—so much it hurt.

And he didn’t believe it. Because she hadn’t felt secure enough to tell him. She’d thought she knew what he wanted, so she’d gone along with it, and now he felt abandoned, and he’d lashed out. He didn’t trust how she felt, which was absurd.

Because she’d never felt anything stronger in her life.

She wanted to rush out. To find him right now and tell him that.

But in the middle of her epiphany, her mother was still talking in her ear, telling her everything she’d ever wanted to hear. Her mom loved her, her mom sacrificed so much for her, her mom took care of her the best she could…

“I know, Mom,” she broke through.

But words only counted for so much. Actions spoke louder.

And if Hunter wanted what she did… if he felt what she felt… and if he didn’t trust her to be all in it with him?

Then there was only one thing to do.

Show him.
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Chapter Thirty

HUNTER WOKE UP THE next morning with a pounding headache. His bed was cold, and it was all his own damn fault.

Wincing against the too-bright sunlight, he staggered to the kitchen, where he swallowed a couple of ibuprofen with two full glasses of water. In his effort to fill up the carafe for the coffee maker, he almost knocked over the empty bottle of whiskey last night’s sad-sack version of him had been considerate enough to leave by the sink.

To be fair, the bottle had been three-quarters empty by the time he picked it up. But he’d sure as hell chased all his hurt and anger to the bottom of it.

As the coffee brewed, he braced his arms on the edge of the counter and hung his head.

What had he been thinking, laying all of that on Emma last night? She’d been trying to be nice, apologizing for asking so much of him, and he’d taken every olive branch she’d offered him and whittled it into a shiv.

The thing was that he wanted to take care of her. He wanted to help her out with whatever she needed, and at the end of the day, he wanted her to want to come home to him. He wanted this to be their home. Forever.

And that realization terrified him straight down to his bones. He’d spent his whole life dead set against getting attached, much less finding a soulmate. He knew how the story ended.

So being here? In this purgatory of being attached to this perfect woman—a woman who was still discovering herself, and who was becoming more and more incredible every day? Who had hopes and dreams she still hadn’t even figured out? Who’d started this entire journey by just floating along? Just passing through?

It hurt.

So he’d pushed her away.

And he regretted being so goddamn harsh. A part of him wanted to drive over to her place right now and set the record straight. He’d take what he could get, and when she decided to move on, he’d be supportive.

But could he really do that? After everything he’d been through… after watching the way his parents’ love affair had gone…

Wasn’t it better to just stay here? He could go back to his old, grumpy, misanthropic, lonely life, and it would be fine. Great, even.

The coffee maker finally finished its cycle, and he poured the bitter brown magical cure-all into the biggest travel mug he owned. Back in his room, he got dressed for work. Just before he could head for the door, his phone buzzed, though.

Oh, Jesus.

It was a picture from his sister, Kyra—a selfie of herself standing in front of a jam-packed minivan.

Hitting the road right after the kids finish school, the message read. See you—and the pumpkins!!—soon

Right. Kyra and her perfect husband and her two perfect kids came in for Harvest Fest every year. He’d known they’d be on their way, but somehow in all of the commotion, he’d let it slip his mind.

Drive safe, he replied.

He was excited to see her, but that meant heading to his dad’s place right after work and being sociable and playing with his niece and nephew and having a beer with his brother-in-law. Which sounded great; he loved getting to spend time with them.

But seriously? Today?

Putting it out of mind for now, he got in his truck, the seat of which was basically molded to his ass after the hours and hours he’d spent in it the day before. He rolled the windows down for his drive out to the preserve, letting the crisp autumn air clear his head a little.

It worked, too. Between the coffee and the ibuprofen and the scent of fall leaves, his head was feeling better.

Right up until he walked into the ranger station and immediately got accosted.

“There you are!” Alix’s mom, Greta, launched herself out of his chair.

“Uh…”

“I am so sorry,” Alix murmured from the other side of the room.

“Can I help you?” Hunter asked.

Greta stalked right up to him and jabbed him in the chest with a pointy, pointy finger. “I don’t know. Can you?”

“Um—”

“She”—Greta jabbed a finger from her other hand at Alix—“says you told her not to go to college.”

Hunter was not caffeinated enough for this conversation. The headache he’d thought was fading came roaring back with a vengeance.

Edging past her, he set down his coffee, then took off his jacket and tossed it over the chair. Scruffing a hand through his hair, he turned back to face her. “Ma’am, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Tell him, Alix. Tell him exactly what you told me.”

“I didn’t tell her anything,” Alix pleaded. “Just, she was all in my face about my college applications, which aren’t due for months, by the way.”

“If you want to go early decision—”

“My early decision is that I’ve made the decision not to go!”

Hunter held up his hands, as if that were going to stop the two of them from going at each other. “Is this really the place to be having this conversation?”

“Yes,” they both answered at once, and okay, fine.

“Anyway.” Alix folded her arms over her chest. “I finally put my foot down and said I’m not going.”

“Because you told her not to,” Greta accused yet again.

Alix shouted in retort, “He told me that I should do whatever I wanted, because it’s my life, which is something it’s high time you got through your head!”

Hunter pinched the bridge of his nose, muttering, “That does sound like something I would say.”

“College will open so many doors for you,” Greta implored. “It’ll broaden your horizons.”

“But why do I have to broaden my horizons when I’m good, Mom? I don’t want to see the rest of the world. I have everything I need right here.” She looked to Hunter, desperation shining in her eyes. “Right, Hunter? I can just stay here forever and be a happy hermit, living in the forest like you.”

And then it hit him. That wasn’t just desperation shining in her eyes. It was admiration, which he’d never done anything to warrant. The kid looked up to him, which, okay, fine, he knew. But she was trying to be like him?

Suddenly all that stuff about being “bros” hit him with a new flush of meaning.

“Alix, I am not… What do you kids call it? ‘Life goals.’” He made the finger quotes and everything.

“Sure you are.”

“I’m not.” And he couldn’t keep the ugly chuckle from his voice now. If she could have seen him this morning, hung over and miserable and alone, she’d realize that he was the last possible person she should be looking up to as a role model. “There’s nothing wrong with being a hermit, if that’s what you want to be.”

“See?” Alix interrupted.

“I’m not finished.” He held up a warning finger to Alix and to Greta, whose mouth was already open to protest. “But you can’t push away the whole world, Alix.”

“I’m not.”

He fixed her with the sternest look he had in his arsenal. “Really?”

“You won’t even go visit your father,” Greta interjected.

Alix crossed her arms defensively over her chest. “California is all the way over there. If he wants to see me, he’ll come here.”

“He has. Multiple times.”

“Well, if he wanted to see me more, he shouldn’t have left.”

Good lord, maybe Alix really was just like him. No matter what her mom said, she found a way to twist it into a new, different problem.

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I think we’re getting off-topic here.”

“No.” Greta shook her head, a new clarity growing in her gaze. “We’re not. If anything, we’re getting to the heart of the matter.”

“We are?” Both he and Alix asked the question in unison.

“Of course we are.” Greta’s hands twitched, like she wanted to reach out and shake her daughter, but she clenched them together. “Alix, sweetheart. There’s a big world out there. And whether it’s California or UVM, you can’t pretend it doesn’t exist.”

“Yes I can,” Alix retorted, but her voice had a little tremor to it.

Something in his chest dully ached.

Because that was what he’d been doing, wasn’t it? All this time. His whole life.

“Your mom’s got a point,” he heard himself say. His voice was echoing in his ears.

“Of course I do,” Greta said smugly.

Alix’s jaw flexed. “But—”

Hunter held up a hand. The conversation he’d been having with Alix and Greta was important, but it faded into the background as the stark truth of his own situation came into focus.

He’d been hiding from the world, all right. Pretending it didn’t exist, even.

Until Emma came along.

And everything had changed. For the better.

“Staying closed off to the world is no way to live,” he said, and it was as if the words were coming from a long, long way away. “It’s scary to open yourself up to it. You might not like what you find. But you might love it.”

His throat tightened, and he coughed into his elbow in a vain effort to clear it. But there was no loosening the iron bands around his ribs.

“Hunter—” Alix tried to interrupt.

But he shook his head, well aware that he was speaking to himself as much as he was to her. “It’s easy to stay safe in one little place, all by yourself. There’s nothing wrong with being a happy hermit. But there’s also a lot more out there.” His heart squeezed even harder. “And maybe it’s worth exploring—even if it means a little risk.”
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By the time Hunter arrived at his dad’s place that night, his brain roughly resembled scrambled eggs. Between his fight with Emma and his conversation with Alix and her mom, he was all turned around, and there was a tenderness at the center of his chest. All he wanted to do was go home and pass out and hope things seemed clearer in the morning.

But Kyra only came into town a couple of times a year, and he wasn’t going to miss the chance to see her or her family. That said, he checked his watch getting out of his truck. If he was still feeling miserable in an hour’s time, he was fully prepared to fake a headache and nope out.

The instant he walked in the door, though, he was just about bowled over by forty-something pounds of pure chaos.

“Uncle Hunter!” His six-year-old nephew Wolf jumped on him and immediately started regaling him with everything he’d learned about dinosaurs in the past few months.

And, well. It was pretty tough to be too brooding when you were learning about apatosauruses and being used as a jungle gym.

“That’s so cool!” Hunter enthused, picking the kid up. Wolf’s four-year-old sister, Lena, was half hiding in the doorway, clutching a fluffy purple dragon plushie to her chest. Still holding on to Wolf, Hunter knelt down in front of Lena and held out his fist. “Hey there, pumpkin.”

“’M not a pumpkin,” Lena mumbled, shying away with her body but extending her fist to bump her knuckles gently against Hunter’s.

“You sure? You look like you’d make a delicious pie.”

“Mo-oooom!” Wolf launched himself off Hunter and went careening toward the other room. “Uncle Hunter wants to bake Lena into a pie.”

“What have I told you about cooking my children?” Kyra emerged from around the corner, a wry smile on her lips. She’d chopped her dark hair shorter since the last time he’d seen her, and she was dressed in a fluffy orange sweater and mom jeans.

It was way, way too good to see her.

“Don’t think it’s come up, actually.” Hunter rose to his feet and gave his sister a hug. “How was the drive?”

“Interminable,” she said into his ear. She pulled away, a tired smile on her face. “But we’re here now.” She gave him a quick look up and down. “You look like you had a rough day.”

“Understatement.” He wasn’t going to go getting into any of it, though. He glanced past her into the living room, where his dad was sitting on the couch, watching Wolf gather up a couple dozen plastic dinosaur figures in his little arms. Hunter raised a brow meaningfully. “How’s it going with Dad and the kids?”

Kyra shrugged. “Same as usual.”

The usual, of course, was their dad barely interacting with his grandchildren. A bitter stone lodged in Hunter’s throat.

“Don’t make that face,” Kyra chided him. “It’s fine.”

“Is it, though?”

If she had any reply, she got interrupted by her husband, TJ, coming out of the kitchen with a couple of juice boxes. TJ was a bald man with medium-brown skin and glasses; he and Hunter didn’t have much in common, honestly, but he was good to Kyra and their kids, and that was all that mattered.

Hunter had about twenty seconds to exchange a perfunctory hello with his brother-in-law while the kids sucked down their juice. From there, he immediately got swept off into pretend play involving dinosaurs—naturally—as well as sword-fighting knights, unicorns, and an intrepid infectious disease researcher (Lena’s suggestion). Pizza arrived, and they cleared all the clutter of their dad’s dining room table so they could eat. Conversation was lively if mostly nonsensical. Once or twice, Hunter glanced at his dad, and that bitterness threatened the back of his throat again as his dad just ate his pizza and otherwise mostly kept his mouth shut.

After dinner, Hunter cleaned up while Kyra and TJ got the kids ready for bed. They came down in pajamas, and TJ put on a movie—about dinosaurs! The kids flopped on top of their dad on the threadbare old couch, while their grandpa sat in his recliner, alone in a roomful of people, and Hunter’s jaw clenched as he fought so hard to swallow down bile.

“Hey.” Kyra had two bottles of Oktoberfest pumpkin ales in hand. Raising a brow in question, she nodded toward the porch.

It wasn’t a hard decision. Grabbing their jackets off the hooks by the door, they made their way outside. Once he’d popped the tops off both of their beers, they made for their usual spots, her on the decrepit porch swing, and him on the stoop.

She glanced up at the chain holding up the swing before she sat, giving it an experimental tug the way she always did. “One of these days…”

This entire house was falling apart from neglect, or maybe just plain despair. Hunter came over from time to time and tried to help his old man keep the place standing, but he tended to focus on the functional stuff.

The swing didn’t come crashing down when she sat, so it was apparently still sound.

“I’ll give it some TLC come spring,” Hunter promised.

Spring seemed a long way away right now, though. They’d already had their first frost, and the air had that sharpness to it, like the cold was ready to settle in for good. As if to prove his point, a gust of wind blew through the trees, sending crispy brown leaves scattering across the weed-strewn walk.

They sat there in silence for a minute, sipping on their beers, before she squared him with her annoying Big Sister look. “So, spill.”

He scrunched up his brow, looking over at her. “Huh?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. You’re in a pissy mood, and we both know it.”

“I am not.”

She rolled her eyes and did an impression of him that was straight out of their childhood. “Am not.”

“Hey—”

“Look, you did a good job fooling the kids, but you can’t fool me.” She reached down and grabbed a leaf off the ground and threw it at him. It missed by a mile, but she waved a hand like he knew what she meant by lobbing it at him. “Out with it.”

“It’s nothing. Just a rough couple of days.” He took a swig of his beer, but it didn’t buy him any time. She just kept staring at him in the yellow glow of the porch light, waiting him out. He looked away, off into the darkness of the woods on the other side of the road, until he couldn’t stand the weight of her expectation. “Fine, just—”

He cast about for someplace to start that didn’t involve him making a total fool of himself.

He surprised even himself when he landed on “Doesn’t it bother you?”

“Me?”

“Dad.” Wasn’t it obvious? “The way he just sits there. Doesn’t play with the kids, hardly says a word to either you or TJ. Just sits alone in this run-down house like he’s waiting to die.”

The bitterness wasn’t just in his throat anymore. It burned his tongue and leaked into his words.

Lines appeared between his sister’s brows. “Well. It certainly sounds like it’s bugging you.”

“Of course it’s bugging me.” He gestured at their surroundings with his beer. “It’s always like this.”

“It doesn’t seem any different from usual to me. I know I don’t see him as much as you do, so maybe there’s something I’m missing.” She shrugged. “Of course I wish he were a little more hands-on, but he is how he is.”

Hunter shook his head, fire gathering in his chest. “He didn’t use to be, though. Before—before—”

His throat locked up.

Before Mom died…

Something in Kyra’s features softened. “Oh.”

“How can you do it?” he asked. The question felt like it came from out of nowhere, but suddenly, it seemed like the only question in the world.

Because it wasn’t his father’s behavior that was bothering him; well, not any more than it usually did. What bothered him was his own future spreading out in front of him, full of risks he’d decided never to take. He might have talked a big game, earlier, with Alix and Greta. But deep down, he knew where all roads led. Heartbreak and a house in ruins, a life that didn’t have any life in it anymore.

He looked right into his sister’s eye. “How can you be with TJ and raise these kids, knowing it could all just…” He swallowed. “Knowing you could end up like him.”

And God, he hated the pity in her eyes. “How can you not?”

He laughed, the sound raw and grating. “Easy.”

“Is it, though?” She set down her beer and pulled out her phone. She didn’t turn it on, though, just fiddled with it between her hands. “Does this have anything to do with the cute brunette?”

His ribs crushed inward. “What?”

“Don’t look so surprised. I went into town for two minutes to hit the ATM, and no less than five people spotted me and ran over to ask me if you’d introduced me to Emma yet.”

This freaking town. He rubbed his eyes and scrubbed his hand down his face and over his beard.

“Also,” Kyra said, humming slightly, “Dad mentioned he walked in on the two of you”—she made finger quotes in the air—“‘canoodling.’”

“Dad needs to learn how to knock.” And yes, yes, his father had knocked, but then he’d barged in without waiting for an answer, which was almost worse.

“So? Don’t make me toss another leaf at you. What’s going on?”

“Nothing,” he said again, automatically, and why was he doing that? Pretending everything was fine was Emma’s move, only…

Only maybe it was his move, too. He pretended it was fine and pretended it was fine. For years, he lived alone in the woods. And then she came into his life, and nothing was fine anymore.

It was amazing. She was amazing. She’d breathed life and wonder into him after all that time spent stagnating and alone. She was beautiful and brilliant and easy to be around, fun to talk to. He’d never had so much fun in bed or felt a deeper connection. And they didn’t even have to have sex. She made everything better just by being around, and so he’d…

Pushed her away.

All because he was terrified of losing her.

“I just—” His voice threatened to crack, and he took a deep pull on his beer.

Slowly, in fits and starts, he laid out the entire story for his sister—well, the PG version of it, in any case. She listened attentively, sympathy gathering in her eyes, which he freaking hated, but he was being pretty pathetic here, so he had probably earned it.

“The thing is that she’s new in town, and she had this whole life back before she moved here,” he rambled. “She’s changed so much, and she’s still changing. What if she decides not to stay?”

One side of Kyra’s mouth drew higher. “Or—what if she does?”

A bubble of hope rose inside him.

Only to pop instantaneously.

“That’s what I thought.” Kyra shook her head.

“What?”

“Your whole face just fell.”

“No, it didn’t.”

“It did.”

It definitely had, but he wasn’t going to admit to it.

“You’re thinking about Dad,” Kyra accused, but there wasn’t any heat. Just more of that awful sympathy.

The worst part was that she was right.

“Of course I’m thinking about Dad.” He went to take another sip from his drink, but it was empty.

He resisted the urge to toss the bottle into the overgrown hedges. Just his luck, if he did, he’d be the one to step on the shards when he came over to clean up the greenery come spring.

He still set it down with force, rising to his feet and starting to pace in the limited space. “He and Mom were soulmates, Kyra.”

She pulled a face. “I thought you didn’t believe in that Heart’s Hope Crossing destiny stuff.”

“I didn’t.” He shook his head. “I don’t. It doesn’t matter.”

“I’m pretty sure it does.”

He wasn’t about to get into another does-not-does-too argument with her. Barreling on, he reminded her, “Ever since Mom died, he’s been this shell, and I can’t help thinking… I’ve always believed…”

“That it’s better to be alone?”

He looked at her helplessly, because what else was there to say?

“Oh, Hunter…”

“Don’t.” He shouldn’t have said anything. He should have kept his mouth shut, shouldn’t have kissed Emma in the first place, shouldn’t have gone to the stupid bookstore that first morning and run into her.

And yet. Would he take it back?

Not for anything.

Kyra patted the swing beside her, and with a sigh, he came over and sat with her.

“Hunter, you were really young when Mom died.”

“I wasn’t that young.”

“You were a tiny, tiny baby.”

He kicked her ankle, not hard or anything, just hard enough to tell her to knock it off. Mercifully, she did.

“You were even younger when Mom got sick, so maybe… Maybe you don’t remember as much about how she and Dad used to be.”

“I know they were blissfully happy.”

“They really were.” Letting out a deep breath, she twisted to face him more. “I know you think Dad’s a shell now, but do you ever think about why?”

“Because he lost the love of his life.”

“Because he misses her. Because they had, like, twenty amazing years together. He doesn’t have any regrets.”

He snorted, glancing away. “Yeah, right.”

“He doesn’t.” She reached over and squeezed his hand, just for a second, before letting go. “You think he would trade away a moment, just to spare himself the pain he had after?”

“I don’t know.”

“Not in a million years. He loved her, and yes, his heart was broken after he lost her, and yes, he’s kind of a recluse now. But you realize that you’ve been a total recluse your entire adult life, right?”

“So?”

“So.” She looked at him with eyes that were unbearably kind. “So you didn’t even get to have the good years before you put yourself in exile.”

Oh.

Oh.

He poked at her words in his head, his mouth opening and closing, but he couldn’t seem to find any holes in her logic.

“Don’t get me wrong. I am terrified of losing TJ, or of something happening to my kids. But it’s scary because I love them. Our lives are hard—and sort of bananas sometimes.” She smiled, shaking her head with a fondness that reached right into his chest and squeezed. “But we’re happy. If I did lose them, I’d be devastated, but really, is anything worthwhile if you wouldn’t be devastated to lose it?”

Something funny was happening behind his ribs. All the feelings he’d been pushing down and ignoring were escaping their cages, and he couldn’t breathe—but in a good way. What he felt was so big, so powerful.

He was afraid of losing Emma… He was afraid of letting her in, or trusting her, or building a life with her…

Because he loved her.

So much.

And yet there was still this fear, holding him back. “What if she doesn’t want what I want, though? What if she doesn’t feel—”

Kyra’s bark of laughter cut him off.

“What?” He scowled, all of that emotion that had been filling his chest receding. “You haven’t even met her.”

“I mean, not in real life…”

“What does that mean?”

His sister leveled him with an appraising gaze for a second. Then she let out another, softer, more disbelieving laugh. “Oh, wow, you really don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?”

She waggled her phone at him. “You seriously need to get with the twenty-first century, my friend.”

“Just tell me already, will you?”

“Hold your horses.” She’d opened up the same social media app Emma had installed for him on his phone, and he craned his neck to look over her shoulder. The home screen showed the usual nonsense—teenagers dancing to some awful pop song. But she tapped on a search icon and typed in hot forest ranger.

He was instantly filled with both excitement and deep, deep dread. When his own account showed up as the top result, the dread took over. “That is not what the H stands for.”

“Try telling that to the internet,” his sister crowed.

“Look, this was all her idea,” he protested.

“Obviously.”

Kyra flicked through a handful of videos, all of which he vaguely remembered filming, though they were barely recognizable now. Emma had really upped her editing game since those first couple of clips she’d posted for him, adding music overlays and snappy transitions. Little emojis showed up here and there, as well as floating text.

Something in the bottom corner of the screen caught his eye. He leaned in closer and just about choked on his own tongue. “This thing has how many views?”

“A metric shit ton, I believe is the accurate descriptor.” Kyra narrowed her eyes at him. “Did you honestly not know about this?”

“I knew about it,” he admitted. “She’s into this stuff, and she was helping me drum up visitors to the preserve, and maybe help folks get out into nature and do it safely and responsibly. But I haven’t looked at the account in… I don’t know. A couple of weeks?”

“That makes sense, because it only really took off last night.” She kept scrolling until she found a video he didn’t remember filming. “When your girlfriend posted this.”

He leaned in closer. Immediately, he recognized the clip, and his stomach dipped.

This was from the moment Emma had fallen.

“Why would she post this?” He took the phone from his sister and watched with his stomach in knots as the video captured five of the worst seconds of his life. The footage went all shaky, and then there were leaves covering part of the screen, and then there was him. Absolutely calm on the outside but losing his mind completely on the inside. He remembered asking all the right questions, doing all the right things. He remembered being one hundred percent focused on her.

And yet somehow…

The Emma on the screen wasn’t quite the Emma of his recollection. Because even through her discomfort, she was staring up at him like…

Like he was her world.

Just like she was his.

Kyra gingerly took the phone back and tapped on something to reveal the comments.

Kiss kiss kiss

Ughghghg the unresolved sexual tension!!!

She is gone for him

If she doesn’t put a ring on it, I volunteer as tribute

“The internet ships you two hard,” Kyra told him.

“I have no idea what that means.” But he was pretty sure he got the gist.

“There are more.” Kyra flicked to another video—one of the first ones they’d shot, when Emma had put herself in frame to comment on his uniform. In real life, he’d missed the look on her face, then, too.

And he still wanted to be cynical. Every instinct told him to hang on to his doubts.

Pausing the video, Kyra raised a brow in challenge. “Tell me that girl doesn’t feel the same way you do.”

“Those are just videos,” he replied weakly. “The internet isn’t real life.”

“Did any of that feel like it wasn’t real when you guys were recording it?”

Some of what they’d filmed had been staged, sure. But none of that.

Doubt still tugged at his insides. A fear so old he’d almost stopped noticing it.

But as he let his gaze linger on the image of Emma, staring at him on the screen, he couldn’t help remembering the advice he’d given Alix just that morning.

Sometimes you had to shake things up. Get out of your comfort zone.

To find happiness?

Sometimes you had to take a leap of faith.
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Chapter Thirty-One

EMMA WATCHED THE NUMBER of views, likes, and comments on the Hot Forest Ranger account’s new videos ticking ever higher and higher.

She’d never intended to show these clips to anyone—much less the entire internet. They were too vulnerable and intimate.

No wonder folks on social media couldn’t get enough of them.

She let out a wry laugh.

Hunter didn’t believe she loved him? Didn’t trust that she was willing to go all in?

Would the opinions of a million strangers convince him?

Probably not; goodness knew he didn’t put much stake in what was happening online. But she was willing to try anything.

Turning off her phone, she exhaled deeply. For about the twenty-seventh time, she put her hand in her pocket, feeling for the piece of paper she’d tucked away in there. Then she checked her watch.

It was early evening, and she hadn’t heard from Hunter at all since their fight the previous night. Already, she missed him. But he’d had work, and she’d been running around, keeping up with the normal, day-to-day running of the shop as well as finalizing preparations for their Harvest Fest booth. She’d just finished getting everything transported over to the staging area, then had come home to shovel some food in her mouth and take a shower.

And now?

She had a hot forest ranger who needed a stern talking-to.

As she gathered her things and headed for the door, she rehearsed her speech in her head yet again. She was going to be simple but firm. Tell him in no uncertain terms that she knew her own mind. She’d show him the videos and dare him to read anything into her expression but hopeless adoration. She’d let him read the polite but firm message she’d sent to Ji-An.

And then, if none of that worked, she’d pull out her ace in the hole and demonstrate exactly how committed she was to staying here in Heart’s Hope Crossing—for the long haul.

So decided, she hustled down the stairs, pushed open the door to the back lot…

And found Hunter standing there on her doorstep, looking exactly as miserable and repentant as she felt.

Okay, scratch that, he looked gorgeous. Maybe even more so than usual, which just wasn’t fair. His hair was disheveled—like he’d been running his fingers through it all day. He was still wearing his work clothes, and there was a smudge of dirt on his face, and—was that a tiny plastic dinosaur sticking out of the front pocket of his flannel shirt?

It didn’t matter.

The dark circles under his eyes spoke volumes, as did the hand he had half-raised toward the doorbell. He let it fall to his side, his brows drawing together.

“Uh.” He blinked a couple of times. “Hi.” Then he glanced around the doorframe. “Is there, like, one of those camera doorbells here or something?”

“No. I was just heading out.”

“Oh, thank God.” He raked his hand through his hair yet again. “The last thing I needed right now was footage of me pacing out here like a creep.”

“No footage, promise.”

That made him pause. Wryly, he asked, “Are you sure?”

Her stomach contracted. Oh, jeez. So he’d already seen the videos. That figured—with how much traction the clips had gotten, it was only a matter of time until someone in Heart’s Hope Crossing spotted them, and after that, they were destined to spread like wildfire.

Was that why he was here? Was he mad? Betrayed?

Flattered?

“I was actually just coming to see you,” she blurted. Whatever his reaction, she’d explain herself and make her grand gesture, and he’d either take it or leave it.

“Guess I saved you the trip, then.” He tipped his head toward the hallway behind her. “Do you mind if I come in?”

Right, because they were just standing here in the open doorway. “Of course.”

She held the door for him, then led the way upstairs. The awkward silence was crushing, and she rethought every part of her carefully crafted plan.

Only once they were safely inside her apartment did she turn to face him, wringing her hands as she did.

“Hunter, I—”

“Stop.”

Under the heavy weight of his stare, she did just that, frozen in place.

One corner of his mouth twitched. “Were you just about to apologize?”

“Probably?” She winced.

“Well, don’t.”

Her stomach did a little flip. “Sorry.”

He rolled his eyes, but it was affectionate in a way that allowed her to dare to hope.

“I saw the videos,” he confirmed.

“I figured.” She dug her nail into her opposite palm. “So what did you think?”

“I think you’re one hell of a videographer.”

“Is that all?”

“The ground is one, too.” He cracked a broader smile this time. “It caught every expression on that beautiful face of yours.”

“Oh.” She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move.

Fortunately, he was unaffected by whatever was holding her in place. He took a step toward her. “Tell me what you were thinking when you posted those.”

“I was thinking…” Why was her throat so dry? Her plan had been to show him the videos and hope he saw what everyone else in the world did. She swallowed again, but it did no good, and her voice broke. “I was thinking about what you said, last night. About how I don’t know what I want or how I feel, and I realized—the only way I could really get it through your head was to show it to you.”

“Me and everyone in the entire world who has a phone.”

Her head was spinning. “Well, yeah. But as it turns out, they all agree with me.”

“Do they?”

She faltered for a second. “Did you not read the comments?”

“I scanned a few of them.”

“Well, then you know.”

He’d kept advancing on her, and at this point, they were barely a foot away from each other. It was too much distance, and also not enough. Her brain was all scrambled by his intoxicating scent and the heat of him, and the sword of Damocles that felt like it was swinging right over her head.

“Know what?” he asked, all rumbly and low.

Her heart felt like it stopped. “How I feel about you.”

“And how is that?”

Was he really going to make her say it first? Hadn’t she been clear enough?

She screwed up her courage, throwing back her shoulders and tilting up her chin. She was trying to tell him that she knew her own mind here. She’d grown so much in the past few months. She possessed a confidence she’d never been able to summon before. Some of it had come from rebuilding herself in a new place, making new friends, coming into her own professionally and socially.

But so much was because of him.

She opened her mouth, ready to tell him exactly that. But before she could, he advanced the final step toward her and lifted his hand to brush the backs of his knuckles down her cheek. Flashes of warmth shivered across her skin.

Quietly, with a reverence that stole her breath away, he said, “Because the way I feel about you is something I’ve never experienced before. Emma, I—”

“I love you,” she blurted out, and instantly, tears stung the corners of her eyes.

He blinked, his throat bobbing. He cupped her face, and his voice caught on a wobble. “Well, good. Because, Emma Rogers-Li, I love you so damn much I can hardly stand it.”

She lunged at him at the same time he pulled her in. Their mouths crashed together, her heart exploding in her chest. Was this real? How was it even possible?

Who cared?

She kissed him with every ounce of love and need inside her. Everything she gave, he accepted and gave her back twofold.

And that was before she let herself really feel him.

Oh God, he was so hot, the hard planes of his chest so firm and sculpted beneath her hands. She wanted to touch him everywhere, couldn’t get enough no matter how hard she tried.

“I’m sorry,” he mumbled against her mouth. “Sorry, sorry—”

She pulled away with a gasp. “Thought I was the one who said that too much.”

“They way I acted last night—I was such a jerk.”

Yeah, he kind of had been, but she shook her head. “I blame Jersey.”

He threw his head back with the force of his laugh. “Everything is Jersey’s fault.”

He kissed her again, even deeper this time, his hands skating down her back before grasping her by the hips. She went all molten inside, her skin starving for him, but there was more to say.

“It was partly my fault, too,” she insisted between kisses. “I thought you wanted casual, so I was holding back. Not being clear about what I wanted.”

“It’s okay—”

“It’s not.” She shook her head, drawing away enough to be able to look him in the eye. “You’re the one who helped me understand that.”

Keeping herself hidden away, trying not to make trouble for anyone, refusing to express her true wants and desires… It had seemed like the safer path. As a child, it had been expected, and in her previous relationship, it had somehow become the norm.

But it hadn’t been healthy then, and it wasn’t healthy now. Here, in her relationship with Hunter, it had actively hurt him. He needed to be sure of her. Viral videos of her looking at him like he hung the moon were one thing.

Pulling back farther, she reached into her pocket. She clutched the piece of paper she’d found in her hand and brought it to her chest.

“Yesterday, after you left, I—I talked to Brock.”

Hunter’s eyes immediately narrowed. “What did that asshole have to say to you?”

She laughed and swabbed at her eyes. “Nothing important, he just wanted me to find something for him.”

She’d tell him about the rest of the conversation another time. About how it felt to finally hear from the man who had deserted her and stolen from her, and to have him act like it was no big deal. About how it felt to finally get angry about it—but to also finally be ready to do something with that anger.

“I sure hope you told him to go to hell,” Hunter growled.

“Yeah, basically.” She breathed in and exhaled in a gust. “But I also found what he’d been looking for.”

Lines of confusion appeared between Hunter’s brows. “Which was?”

“A crypto wallet.” Because her ex-fiancé was exactly that kind of bro. “I even figured out how to get into it. The jerk had fifty thousand dollars socked away in there.”

“What?”

“I know, right?” She shook her head, blinking hard. And Brock had had the audacity to tell her that it didn’t even have “that much.”

Hunter’s jaw went hard. “You’re not giving it back to him.”

“Of course not. After he drained our savings account, he owes me way more than this.”

“Damn right he does.”

“And the best part is that there’s nothing he can do about me pocketing it. He tried to hide our savings in this untraceable account, but now he’s the one who can’t trace me.” She tightened her grip on the slip of paper. “This money would have meant the world to me, back a couple of months ago. If I’d had it, I wouldn’t have had to move—or at least, I wouldn’t have had to be in such a panic about it. I—I might not have ended up here.”

“I can’t believe I have to be grateful to that asshole for robbing you blind.”

“Me, neither.” She swallowed hard. “With this money, I could go back to New York right now.”

That gave Hunter pause. “You could,” he allowed.

She spoke slowly, trying to make sure he not only listened but heard. “But I don’t want to.”

“Okay—”

Her fingers trembled. “I need you to believe me, Hunter. It’s so important to me that—if you tell me to—I will tear this up right now.”

“Holy shit, no, are you kidding?” His eyes went wide in panic.

Oh, thank God.

“I’m not kidding.” She sagged in relief, though.

“For Christ’s sake, you came here penniless a couple of months ago. Put it in your bank account, woman. Save it for a rainy day.”

“I mean, I may donate some of it to a kids’ literacy program…”

He grinned. “Of course you might, you bookworm.”

“Guilty as charged.” She put her hand over his heart. “But the rest is going into my savings so I have options. I could use it to move back to New York tomorrow if I wanted to, but I don’t. I even talked to the HR rep from that publishing company my friend put me in touch with, and I told them, in no uncertain terms, that I am not interested.” She raised her brows. “Got it?”

His gaze met hers, and he covered her palm with his own. “You’re sure?”

“Completely. I’m here because it’s my choice to be.”

He hugged her to his chest so tight it almost hurt, but that was good. She clung back onto him just as tightly.

“I’m so glad,” he murmured into her hair. “You staying… it makes me so happy.” He paused, leaning back just enough for her to see his face. “But you’re not staying just for me, right?”

“No,” she answered honestly. “I mean, you are my favorite thing about this place…”

“Good.”

“But I honestly love it here. I love managing the bookstore, and decorating for fall, and running all these social media accounts—including yours, if you’re still okay with that.”

“Of course I am.”

That was a relief.

“If Granny did fire me—”

“—Which she won’t.”

“But if she did, I would stay, and, I don’t know. Turn my bookworm social media into a full-fledged business, or convince the preserve to hire me as their marketing consultant.”

He laughed, curling his arms around her waist. “That actually might work.”

“But seriously. I like the fresh air and the friendly, gossipy people. I love the store and Granny and the diner and the preserve and my friends and learning to knit and do fancy video editing, and I love…”

“I love you so much.”

They got distracted kissing again for a minute, and she really had to stop interrupting them. Deep within her, desire was blooming, and she wanted nothing more than to let herself get utterly lost in him.

“I know what I want,” she murmured against his lips. “And what I want is you.”

He growled, low in his throat. “I want you, too, Emma.”

Based on the thick hardness pressing into her abdomen, she had no doubt about that.

“But what do you want want?” she forced herself to ask. “With us?” When he blinked at her owlishly, like he couldn’t believe she was still talking when they could be kissing, she clarified. “When we first met, you were dead set against letting some random encounter at the Crossing dictate your life.”

“You are not some random encounter.”

“I was.”

“You’re not anymore,” he told her, firmly. “You are the best thing to ever happen to me.”

The flush of warmth in her chest lit her up. “But—”

He shook his head. “I still don’t know if I believe in fate or soulmates or any of that. But I believe in you.” He took her hand and clasped it against his heart. “I believe in us.”

“Me, too,” she whispered.

“I want everything with you. The good, the bad. The whatever happens after happily-ever-after.”

“Hunter…” Her throat grated. “After what happened with your parents…”

“Emma, I am terrified of losing you.” Resolve filled his dark eyes. “But that just means that what we have is worth keeping. You can’t find happiness without a little risk.”

“Really?”

“Really.” It was his turn to reach into his pocket. “And look, this doesn’t have to happen now. We really haven’t known each other that long. But I’m one hundred percent certain about you.”

She hadn’t known how much she needed to hear that until he said it out loud. A shudder of pure happiness racked her, and she was smiling through the prickles of good tears forming at the corners of her eyes.

“Me, too.”

He pressed something metal into her hand. “It’s not much, but my home is your home.”

She looked down to find a key in her palm.

“No rush,” he promised. “You can come and go, or you can move in and stay. Or if you want, I can move in here, or we can find a place closer to town or—”

She cut him off. “I’d love to move in with you. Eventually.”

“Oh?”

“Really, I want to do it right now. But it’s like you said. There’s no rush. Let’s take our time.” Pulling away, she went to the little table near the door and dug through the drawer. She found her own spare key and handed it to him. “My home is your home, too.”

And both of them had found the perfect home. Here, in Heart’s Hope Crossing.

And in each other.

“When the time is right, we’ll figure the rest out,” she promised.

Because really. They had all the time in the world.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

ALL AT ONCE, HUNTER got why people risked everything for love. As Emma stared up at him, the sheer joy that filled him was almost too much to bear. He was a freaking cartoon character with hearts in his eyes, a lightbulb going off over his head.

And Emma was right, of course. There was no need to rush into cohabitation, or anything else for that matter. But he had no doubt in his mind now that they were building a life together. They’d sort out the details in their own time, but they were done playing it safe. All their cards were on the table.

And if fate decided to mess with them now? If everything ended up going to shit? They’d handle it. Together. The feeling welling up inside him, with her in his arms and their whole future spread out before them… It was worth it.

Especially when she threw herself at him and basically attacked him with her mouth.

He kissed her back, all the banked desire he’d been trying to hold at bay while they’d been talking about their feelings breaking loose at once.

“Hunter,” she groaned.

His name in that low, needy tone went straight to his erection. It hadn’t flagged a bit, even during the most serious parts of their conversation, but he somehow grew even harder.

“Anything else we need to talk about?” he panted.

“Yeah—”

Shit. “What?”

Her hot gaze met his. “The fact that we’re wearing way too many clothes.”

“Oh, thank God.”

With that, he really let go, hauling her in against his body. He got his hands on her perfect, round ass and lifted her. She was right there with him, climbing his body, grasping him by the back of his neck and wrapping her legs around his waist.

A rough growl of pure desire escaped him at the feeling of her hot center pressing against him through their clothing. He had similar complaints about all the offending fabric in the way, but how was he supposed to let her go long enough to take it off?

He kissed her and kissed her, one hand supporting her, while with the other he tried to take in every inch of her. He clasped her hip and traced a palm up her side, cupped her breast, before threading his fingers through her silky hair.

What the hell had he been thinking? Even considering walking away from this—from her? Just because someday he might lose her?

“Never letting you go,” he rasped between kisses, the words too reverent for the filthy way he was rocking his body into hers.

“Never letting you let me go,” she agreed, and then she slid her lips down his jaw and sucked on the tender spot at the side of his neck.

His erection kicked, and he clutched her closer. He couldn’t get enough, and this was stupid—making out in the middle of her living room.

While she turned him inside out, sucking on his pulse point, he staggered forward. Her bedroom was around here somewhere, but his brain had gone offline.

He made it as far as the hall, and he couldn’t take it anymore. He pressed her into the wall, and oh, yes—holy hell, yes. She moaned as he ground against her properly. With the wall helping him hold her up, his hands were more free to explore. He caressed her breasts and kissed her mouth and returned the vampiric favor, licking a hot line down the column of her throat.

Tipping her head to the side to give him better access, she slipped her hands under the hem of his shirt. He growled and shrugged his flannel off, but he couldn’t do any better like this.

Regretfully, he set her down on her feet. He reached behind his head to grasp the T-shirt he’d had on underneath and tore it off, before grasping her shirt and shoving it upward. She helped, and he got her bra undone.

When he pulled her in again this time it was all skin on skin, her nipples tight beads of desire, and she choked when he rubbed the sensitive peaks between his finger and his thumb. He kept kissing down her chest, kneeling to take one breast in his mouth and then the other. Arching backward, she scraped her nails through his hair, and it lit him up inside.

He pulled away to look at her, and his cock throbbed, and his heart did, too.

“You’re so beautiful,” he managed to say.

Her soft lips curled upward, and she drifted her fingertips over his beard and down his neck. “So are you.”

He laughed, because he didn’t know about that. But he’d never, ever felt better than he had with her. He’d never felt so wanted or so seen. Everything was beautiful, and the world was full of color.

He pressed his brow to her stomach, and for a second, he just breathed.

Then, slowly, he looked up. And he curled his fingers in the waistband of her jeans.
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Emma’s body was on fire, her breath coming too fast. Her legs trembled as Hunter gazed up at her in question. Without a beat of hesitation, she nodded.

Kneeling in front of her, he undid the button of her jeans, then pulled the zipper down tooth by tooth. He tugged the denim down, along with the silky fabric of her underwear. As he did, he leaned in and ran his lips along the hollow of her hip, dipping lower. Her breath stuttered when he pressed a soft kiss to the top of her sex.

Together, they got her clothes the rest of the way off, but before she could move to return the favor, he was pressing her back into the wall, one big, proprietary hand splayed wide across her belly. He slipped the other between her legs, touching her where she was all wet and swollen and so, so ready for him. He licked his lips and raised a brow.

“Yes, please,” she breathed.

He smiled and dove in, spreading her with his fingers and licking all along the length of her opening. She widened her stance and curled her hand around the nape of his neck, and it felt so wanton—standing there against the wall, holding his head between her legs. She felt powerful and sexy and adored.

And good lord, the man knew what to do with his tongue.

Raking her nails through his scalp, she arched into the motions of his mouth against her most sensitive parts. He teased her at first, dipping in and out of her, darting occasionally up to her clit and back down. But as her moans got louder, he zeroed in on his target. Hot pleasure bloomed within her, growing with every soft lap of his tongue. Then he slipped two fingers inside, and she gasped aloud.

“That’s it.” She gave his hair a tug, her eyes falling shut as she tipped her head back. “Right there.”

He chased her pleasure, licking faster and faster until there was nothing left to do but melt. Her climax burned through her in a blaze—only it wasn’t enough.

The second she came back to earth, she snapped open her eyes. He pulled away, wiping the back of his wrist over his mouth and gazing up at her with such reverence in his eyes that her chest ached.

She sank to her knees, too, and kissed him. He tasted like her, and she pulsed inside as she reached for his fly.

He groaned aloud when she pushed his pants and underwear down. His huge length sprang free, thick and hard and glistening at the tip.

“We should—” he panted, but he lost the thread when she curled a hand around his hardness.

Kissing his words from his mouth, she pushed him backward. He landed on the hardwood floor with a groan, and she settled astride him. She braced her hands on his shoulders, soaking in the solid strength of him as she grazed her teeth along his bottom lip. Groaning, he cupped her breasts. His hot, rough hands had her nipples straining, and jolts of electricity shot to her needy center. Slowly, she lowered herself down until she was gliding along the length of him.

The sound he made as her hot flesh met his reached right inside her.

“We should,” he breathed again, his hands going to her hips as if to stop her, and he was right. They should get a condom or go someplace more comfortable or at least get off the floor, but she didn’t care.

“I’m protected.” She glided back and forth over him again, grinding her clit against his crown and fluttering inside.

He froze. “Are you sure?”

She loved that he asked. “Yeah. Yeah.” She kissed him again, still moving against him. “Want to feel you…”

“Emma,” he groaned, “God, yes—”

The next time she slid forward, she kept going, and then the thick head of him was pressed right up against her opening. Her breath caught. He reached a hand between them to angle himself just that little bit higher.

When she sank down on him, it was with nothing between them. No secrets, no holding back.

“You feel amazing,” he babbled. “Holy hell, Emma, Emma—”

“You do, too.” All hot and thick and filling her up, her wetness easing the way.

When her hips met his, she stilled, her mouth open against his as the sheer pleasure of having him inside her ignited sparks behind her eyes. She just held there for a minute, as joined as two people could be, rocking gently. Her swollen clit throbbed with pleasure. It didn’t matter that he’d just made her come with his mouth two minutes ago. Being with him like this was a kind of completeness she’d never felt before. Had never imagined could be hers.

“I love you,” she breathed, starting to move.

He moaned, laughing with pleasure, eyes rolling back in his head. “I love you so fucking much.”

She kissed the profanity from his lips and rose and fell on the delicious length of him, over and over. He guided her with one hand on her face and the other at the dip of her waist.

The floor was killing her knees, though, her legs jelly. She kept going for a beat before asking, “Can we—?”

She leaned to the side, and he groaned. “Oh, hell, yes.”

A gasping whine of absolute pleasure fell out of her as she landed on her back, his body still buried within her. She was spread so wide like this, speared on him. Hooking her ankles behind his back, she let her hands roam the firm muscles of his shoulders and down his spine. He kissed her throat and the point of her jaw and her ear, and then his mouth was on hers again. Sucking on his tongue, she arched into his every stroke as he set up a fast, hard rhythm that had her ready to shatter within minutes.

“Perfect,” she breathed. “You’re so perfect—”

He shook his head.

“Perfect for me,” she managed to clarify, and all rational thought was flying out of her brain, but it didn’t matter. Some truths were too obvious to deny.

He laughed hoarsely, slowing his pace and driving in deep, deep, deep.

His gaze met hers. “Emma…”

“Hunter.” Her vision blurred, her love almost too much to bear.

Staring deep into her eyes, he pressed into her again and again, steady and smooth. The crest of oblivion was falling over her, but there was no rushing it or holding it back. She met his every stroke instead, pulling him closer until their breaths were one.

“I’m—” he started.

“Me, too.”

He slammed into her half a dozen more times, grinding in deep and putting exactly the right pressure on her clit. Flexing her muscles, she pressed up into him, and then she was there.

She cried out his name, and he moaned hers, kissing her as they both fell into ecstasy together. The warm pulse of his body within hers set off fresh waves of aftershocks that extended her pleasure until he was collapsing over her and breathing roughly into her hair.

They lay there like that for long minutes. He was so careful not to crush her, but she luxuriated in the weight of his body grounding hers. The lingering power of connection radiated through her.

Finally, he slipped free and rolled over onto his back beside her. As he did, he laughed.

He gestured with a limp hand down the hall. “There’s a bed! Right there!”

“I know.” She laughed, too, snuggling into his side and pressing her mouth to his shoulder. “But it was fun to try something new.”

He hugged her closer. “Tell me that when both our knees are bruised tomorrow.”

“Worth it.”

Craning his neck, he captured her mouth once more. His eyes were soft and his hands softer. “Absolutely.”

But she was pretty sure he was talking about a whole lot more than just their knees.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

“WELL, THAT WENT OFF without a hitch,” Granny remarked, leaning back on her stool behind the register at their Harvest Fest booth. It was late afternoon already, and their last guest author had just finished their signing.

A bark of laughter escaped Emma’s throat. “I’m pretty sure it was nothing but hitches.”

Waving away her concern, Granny shook her head. “What matters is that you handled it. I never doubted you.”

“Really?”

Emma had doubted herself at more or less every turn.

That said, even she had to admit that the event had gone well. The weather couldn’t be better. The bright, crisp autumn day had brought people out to the festival in droves, and just about all of them seemed to have made their way into the Cozy Nook Bookshop’s stall at one point or another. They only had a few copies left of each of the guest authors’ books, and they’d completely sold out of their bookmarks, mugs, and tote bags. The rest of the book selection had done better than expected, too, outpacing sales from last year by a wide margin. Emma liked to imagine it was because of their eye-catching, pumpkin-forward booth design and their enticing social media outreach, but who knew?

“You know…” Granny fiddled with one of the chunky, orange beaded necklaces draped around her neck. “Jerry and I had such a nice time on our trip this fall, we’ll probably be taking a lot more of them, now that we know the store can handle itself.”

The vote of confidence in Emma’s abilities made her glow inside.

But she still narrowed her eyes. “Sure. As long as you tell me you’re leaving more than three days in advance, and put any upcoming festivals or booth commitments on the calendar.”

“Of course, of course,” Granny said, as if she hadn’t failed to do both of those things this last time around. “Though in another few years, we were thinking… we might just go on vacation and never come back.”

Emma blinked a few times. “You’re leaving Heart’s Hope Crossing?”

She couldn’t imagine this place without Granny Smith, and she was sure she wasn’t the only one.

Including Granny herself. “Oh, gracious no. I could never. I suppose it would be more of a… what do you young people call it? A permanent staycation?”

“You mean retirement?”

“It sounds ugly when you put it that way.” Granny let out a breath. “But yes, I suppose you could call it that.”

“Oh, wow.”

“I could only do it if I knew I had someone I could trust to take over the shop.” Granny delicately raised one brow.

Emma swallowed, her ribs giving a gentle squeeze. “You mean me?”

“Am I speaking to anyone else?”

“No. Just. Wow. That would be such an honor.”

“I’d be looking for someone to buy me out, just so we’re clear. Generous terms, of course, and based on the value of the place before your improvements.”

“Understood.”

Emma still wasn’t sure if she believed in fate, but suddenly that windfall she’d gotten from Brock the other day felt impossibly prophetic. It probably wouldn’t be enough to buy the business, but it put her a hell of a lot closer than she would have been last week. She and Hunter had agreed that she should sock it away to help her shore up her savings and secure her future here in Heart’s Hope Crossing.

What better way to secure her future than to own a piece of it?

“And,” Granny continued, “based on said improvements, I’d say you’re well deserving of a raise. Effective immediately.”

“Thank you.” Emma hesitated for a second, but she couldn’t hold herself back anymore. She threw herself at Granny, wrapping the old woman up in a hug.

Granny returned the hug, patting her on the back and holding on to her tightly for a moment before letting go. Her eyes were just a tiny bit misty. “You know, I always did have a good feeling about you, Emma. From the moment your application showed up in my inbox.”

“You and your good feelings…”

“They’re never wrong.” Granny smiled, her gaze darting to someplace over Emma’s shoulder. “Speaking of which… there’s someone else I had a good feeling about.”

Emma turned to find Hunter standing just outside the booth, two paper cups in his hands and a smile on his face that looked like home.

To her surprise—and his, based on the way his eyes widened—he was accosted by two young women she didn’t recognize who screamed, “Hot Forest Ranger!”

As Emma watched, Hunter shook his head indulgently and let the women take a selfie with him. When that was done, he looked back at Emma. Their gazes met, and he shrugged.

“Go on,” Granny urged her. “You should get a chance to actually see the festival a bit, especially considering it’s your first one.”

“You sure?”

“Absolutely. Things are slowing down anyway.”

“Thank you. I’ll be back to close up.”

“I know.”

Emma shrugged on her jacket and wrapped her handmade scarf around her neck—error-riddled for sure, but cozy as could be—and all but skipped out to meet Hunter.

As she approached, she raised a brow. “So they actually let you leave work after all?”

He rolled his eyes, dipping down for a quick peck on the lips. “Alix and George practically kicked me out. They said I was attracting too much attention.”

Apparently, anyone who wasn’t at the festival was at the Silver Pines Preserve, which had become an overnight social media sensation. It was too early to go getting overconfident, but thanks to the Hot Forest Ranger, any concerns about budget cuts due to low visitor numbers seemed to have solidly been laid to rest.

Pulling back, he held up one cup and then the other. “Hot apple pie punch or decaf unsweetened pumpkin coffee with a splash of cream?”

“Hmm. Coffee, please.”

“I had a feeling you might say that.” He passed her the cup, and she took a careful sip. It was absolutely perfect—just like him.

“Thank you.” Clasping his free hand with hers, she leaned up onto her tiptoes to thank him properly. This second kiss was softer and warmer, but they managed not to let it get too hot.

There’d be plenty of time for that later.

“A little birdie told me you hadn’t managed to set foot outside your own booth today,” Hunter said.

“Granny?”

“Granny.”

Emma cast a backward glance at the old woman, who smiled knowingly and waved. She’d never question Granny’s meddling again. Today, she was even grateful for it.

“Come on.” Hunter started to lead the way, but she got distracted by one of the “cat hotels” on the sidewalk. As promised, they dotted the entire festival, containing all the black cats in town and keeping them from crossing in front of anyone.

“Oh, hello there.” This particular hotel had been built by Owen and his boyfriend, and it was decorated to look like the Cozy Nook Bookshop, complete with tiny coffee cups and miniature books. She held out her hand to the black cat sitting inside, who was sleepy and content and very well-fed, from the looks of it. The cat accepted a couple of gentle scritches to the back of its neck before rolling over and closing its eyes.

Hunter squeezed her hand, and she fell into step with him as they wandered past booths and stalls all overflowing with decorative gourds and autumn cheer. A brisk wind picked up, rustling the riot of red and golden leaves overhead, and making her savor her warm, cozy beverage all the more.

For a small town, the crowd was enormous, but everywhere Emma looked, she spotted familiar faces. Abby was doing a brisk business in fall mums and Christmas cacti down the way, while Hattie hawked free samples of Chef’s baklava at the corner, looking incredible in her completed autumn sweater. She spotted Betty and Toni both bedecked in bright orange, matching shawls, sharing cones of pumpkin soft serve with half a dozen overexcited grandchildren, and Christopher blowing up balloon animals for another small herd of rug rats.

As they walked, Hunter rattled off potential destinations. “There’s the corn maze over on the other side of the field, and hayrides. Apple bobbing, pumpkin carving. Carnival games tent is that way.” He pointed to the right. “We could pitch in with the community mural project if you want to get your hands dirty, or go pet some sheep at the animal barn. Oh, and there are cocktails at the big tent in back. Should be a live band starting up soon over there, too.” He smirked. “Lucas is in it, though, so it’ll probably be terrible, but we could check it out.”

She breathed in a big lungful of pumpkin-spice-scented air and beamed, threading her fingers through his. “Sounds amazing.”

“Which part?” Laughing, he released her hand to pull her in closer against his side.

“Everything.” Her heart rose in her throat as she gazed up at him, her chest impossibly full of love. “I want to do everything. So long as I get to do it with you.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four

Seven months later…

AT NOON SHARP ON Memorial Day, the doorbell rang at the cabin. Hunter kept cleaning the grill, shouting, “Around back.”

But the doorbell kept ringing. Over and over and over.

Emma put down the tray she’d been carrying out. “I’ll get it.”

“No.” Rolling his eyes, Hunter set down the wire brush and wiped off his hands. “We both know who it is.”

“True.”

Hunter went through the cabin to get to the front door. It was still going off incessantly when he yanked the thing open.

“Right on time,” he muttered dryly.

Sure enough, his dad stood there, his hand on Wolf’s shoulder as Wolf kept on gleefully jabbing the button.

“About time,” his dad said by way of greeting.

His sister, Kyra, came bustling up the driveway with Lena in her arms and TJ trailing behind, laden down with a casserole dish and a case of beer. “Sorry,” Kyra said when she finally caught up.

“It’s fine. Seriously, though, Dad,” Hunter said. “When you’re invited to a backyard barbecue, it’s generally understood that you’re supposed to go around to the backyard.”

“Look.” His dad adopted an expression of put-upon innocence. “Someone gave me a hard time about not waiting for people to come to the door.”

“That’s because someone has a bad habit of dropping by unannounced,” Hunter retorted.

As casually annoyed as he was by his father’s stubbornness, he couldn’t help the smile that curled the corner of his mouth.

His dad was still the same old curmudgeon he’d been since his mother died, but there had been a shift in the past few months. Maybe it was that Kyra and the family were visiting more often, or maybe it was that his favorite author had decided to release a new trilogy.

Maybe it was that Hunter’s attitude toward his father’s grief had changed.

Whatever it was, their relationship felt lighter these days. It was nice to be able to joke around with the old man a little. The fact that he was here at all—even if it was probably because Kyra had all but frog-marched him out of the house—was a sign of progress.

As Hunter was greeting the rest of the family, including a bear hug for Wolf and a still-tentative fist bump from Lena, Emma emerged. She shared her own warm hellos with everybody, including Lena, who went so far as to grace her with a rare, bright smile. Looking on, Hunter shook his head fondly. The kid might be shy, but she was a damn good judge of character.

“Come on. We’re just finishing getting set up out back. You’re the first ones here.” Taking the beer from TJ, Hunter led the way through the cabin and out to the patio.

As they walked, Kyra oohed and aahed. “Wow. Is this even the same cabin? It looks amazing.”

“Hey,” Hunter grumbled.

“We really didn’t change that much,” Emma demurred.

He shot her a skeptical look, but his chest was full and warm.

Earlier that spring, he and Emma had finally taken the plunge, and she’d moved in for real. A part of him wasn’t sure why they’d waited so long. They’d spent five nights a week together. She hadn’t wanted them to rush into anything, though, and he supposed there was some wisdom to that. She didn’t want to just float along into cohabitation with him the way she’d floated along into it with her ex. She wanted to be sure.

Hunter, though? He’d long since let go of any doubts.

Now she was here all the time, and it was better than he could have imagined. Gone were his silent, lonely nights.

And his decor.

Apparently, the passion she’d found for interior design and aesthetics had extended beyond seasonal decorating at the Cozy Nook Bookshop. Most of his furniture had stayed, but with his enthusiastic consent, she’d taken the lead in overhauling and improving almost everything else. After about a dozen visits to the hardware store—Lucas had given him so much shit—they’d painted the walls pale green and yellow and cream. There were new shelves overflowing with books, and a cozy nook where she liked to film her increasingly popular, bookish social media posts. Houseplants drank in the sun by the window, and paintings by local artists hung on the walls. They had new plates and new mugs with silly cartoon animals on them, and bedroom curtains that blocked the rising sun.

The place was full of life. It was full of love.

It was full of her.

It finally felt like a home. To both of them.

“Well,” Kyra said, “I love it.” She shot Hunter a wry, affectionate smile. “Happy for you, bro.”

Grumbling, he waved her off. “Whatever.”

But really, he was pretty damn happy for himself, too.

As an additional bonus, when Emma had announced to Granny that she was planning to move out, Granny insisted that the apartment over the bookshop was part of the compensation package, and it was hers to do with as she pleased. Emma’d found someone to sublet the place for the summer, adding to her income as she saved up to buy Granny out when she was ready to retire.

The guy who’d just moved in was nice enough, if quiet. His name was Nick Chiu, and he was one of those digital nomads, working from home, doing something with computers, while living wherever he pleased. Supposedly he was just passing through, but who knew. Not everybody who moved to Heart’s Hope Crossing stayed, but the place had a way of worming itself into some folks’ hearts.

Speak of the devil, the gate to the fence creaked open, and in walked the town’s newest resident.

“Hello?” Nick called. He was thirtyish, Asian, with floppy black hair and more muscles than a computer guy had any right to have.

“Hey!” Emma waved at him and welcomed him over.

Hunter definitely didn’t narrow his eyes at the man as his girlfriend greeted him. He was way too secure in his relationship to be jealous. So what if the new guy was objectively attractive? He and Emma were good.

Said new guy had brought some dumpling-type things, which he and Emma talked about excitedly, using Chinese words he didn’t recognize.

Fortunately, he was saved from having to lose his temper by Lucas, Daniel, and a few of the other guys arriving. Lucas raised a brow at Hunter over the accidental death glare he was shooting Nick.

“Chillax,” Lucas urged him.

“What are you talking about? I’m super chillaxed.”

He managed to stop glaring, and it was a good thing, too, because their next guests showed up moments later. This time, it was a middle-aged white man with thinning gray-blond hair and a mustache, as well as a short, slim Asian woman.

Emma ditched Nick in a heartbeat. “Mom! Dad!”

Hunter let out a breath as she ran over to her parents. Apparently, the three of them had had a good heart-to-heart last fall, during which she’d finally told them how she really felt. As a result, her parents had flown in for Christmas, then finished out the winter in the southwest part of the country before turning their RV northeast. They’d arrived in Vermont just in time for the lilacs to bloom. After spending a few weeks in Heart’s Hope Crossing, they’d wandered off toward Maine, but they’d promised to come back to enjoy the first part of the summer with their daughter before they continued up to Canada. And here they were, fulfilling that promise.

Hunter was still a little sour with them over how they’d made Emma feel like her needs weren’t important growing up. But he was glad they’d listened when she’d told them what she needed this time around. Their presence meant the world to Emma, and so it meant the world to Hunter, too.

After they’d hugged, her mom and dad came over, and Hunter said hello to them. He swallowed as he shook her dad’s hand.

Before the Rogers-Lis took off for the summer, he had to find some time to sit down with the man. He had an old, antiquated, way-too-traditional question to ask him.

For now, though, he invited them to have a drink and a snack.

All the while, people continued arriving. When Alix showed up wearing a shirt with the National Park Service logo on it, he suppressed a smirk. She and her mom had finally come up with a compromise, where she’d decided to take a gap year between high school and whatever came next. During said gap, though, she’d be doing a program where she’d be interning at a few different national parks and getting college credit. It wasn’t the four-year university experience her mom wanted for her, but it was a chance to try something new on her own terms.

He’d miss her, both as his misanthropic hermit bro and as his co-worker—especially with how busy the preserve was these days. @H_ForestRanger would never go as viral as he did the night Emma posted evidence of how gone the two of them were for each other, but he had a steady following, and he continued to both educate the public and draw attention to the unique natural beauty of this particular corner of the state.

Before long, the backyard was chock-full, with half the town milling around, eating and chatting. He fired up the grill and got some burgers and dogs going, while Emma hostessed like a pro.

It was a hell of a change from the previous summer. The only action his old grill had gotten was the occasional steak or brat for him and him alone. He never had people over; there weren’t enough people in his life to have any of them over.

And look at them all now.

“You okay?” Emma asked quietly, coming by to bring him some cheese to add to the burgers.

“Yeah.” He put down the grilling tongs just long enough to curl his arm around her. He looked into her dark, beautiful eyes. “Just happy.”

These few months with her had been the best of his life. He’d never imagined he could feel this way, or that he could be this happy. He’d been so convinced that letting people in just led to heartache.

And who knew. The future was uncertain. But what he and Emma had together? It was worth it.

“Me, too,” Emma said softly. She leaned up onto her toes, one hand on his chest. Their lips met in a kiss that was brief but that reached right into him. The depth of his feeling for this woman took his breath away. It didn’t seem possible, but he loved her more every day.

He couldn’t wait to spend the rest of his life with her. Starting really, really soon.

For now, though, he let her go, narrowly saving the wieners from burning.

“Who wants hot dogs?” Emma called.

“Me!” Wolf made a beeline for her, only to be yanked back by Kyra before he could manage to accidentally run anybody over.

“Forget hot dogs. I need a drink.” Hattie roared in like a tornado, her usually messy hair even messier than usual, a weird, wild look in her eyes.

“Uh.” Emma furrowed her brow. “Are you okay?”

“No. No, I am not okay.” Hattie popped open the cooler and rooted around in it until she found some vibrant pink wine cooler. She held it up. “You got anything stronger than this?”

“I mean, inside,” Emma started. “But seriously. What’s going on?”

“I met someone after picking up my check from the diner this morning. A guy. A big, strong, disturbingly hot guy.”

Emma laughed, clearly relieved. “And this is a problem why?”

“Emma.” The intensity in Hattie’s eyes grew exponentially. “The guy was a stranger. And I met him at the Crossing.”

Emma stopped laughing. “Oh.”

Using her shirt, Hattie twisted off the top of her drink. As she lifted the bottle to her mouth, she scanned the crowd, but when her gaze landed on Nick, she froze. “And he’s standing right there.”

Eyes widening, Hunter looked to Emma. As their gazes met, her mouth curled up into a smile, and his own heart lifted.

Nick might think he was just passing through. But after what had happened to Hunter last fall?

He’d never question the power of love—or fate—again.
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