
  
    [image: Runaway Bride for the Mountain Man]
  


  
    
      RUNAWAY BRIDE FOR THE MOUNTAIN MAN

      An Ember Heart Ridge Story

    

    
      
        JESSA JOY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Jessa Joy

      All rights reserved

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      Previously published as Fir Real and rewritten to be a part of the Ember Heart Ridge world.

      Edited by Jen Greenway

      Cover by N. Caldo

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. Mia

      

      
        2. Griffin

      

      
        3. Mia

      

      
        4. Griffin

      

      
        5. Mia

      

      
        6. Griffin

      

      
        7. Mia

      

      
        8. Griffin

      

      
        9. Mia

      

      
        10. Griffin

      

      
        Epilogue - Mia

      

      
        Epilogue 2 - Mia

      

    

    
      
        Also by Jessa Joy

      

      
        About Jessa

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            MIA

          

        

      

    

    
      The winding mountain road stretches out like a thin gray ribbon as I grip the steering wheel of my sedan. The rain has stopped, the setting sun peeks through the clouds and there are patches of blue sky despite the cold temperature. My heart pounds in my chest, a staccato rhythm of fear mixed with exhilaration.

      I’m doing it. I’m actually doing it.

      Escaping.

      I’ve been driving for the last five hours, focused on taking the right route and not getting lost. But I’m so close now. The scent of the huge fir trees and damp earth blows in through the open window. It’s way too cold to have the window open, but the fresh October air blowing in is helping to keep me awake. My body is begging for rest, but I have to keep going. I can’t stop now.

      The trees whip by in a blur of yellow, orange and green as I accelerate up the winding road toward the town of Ember Heart Ridge. My little suitcase rattles around like a piece of popcorn in the trunk behind me. It has everything I couldn't bear to leave behind: sketchbooks, sewing kit, favorite dresses, and my treasured framed photo of Mom. The essentials, in other words. It kills me to leave my Mom’s sewing machine behind, but Dad would have noticed it was gone.

      Despite trying to focus on which way I’m going, my father’s words echo in my head. He was the one who persisted with this whole stupid arranged marriage idea. His business could carry on with Kyle’s dirty family money, so of course he wanted us to get married.

      The ice cubes in his glass of whisky were clinking together as he peered over his wire-framed glasses at me. “Mia, sometimes you have to think of the bigger picture. Romantic love doesn’t last, you know. It disappears pretty damn quickly when the wolf is at the door. Money, you can rely on. And remember, your duty is to your family!”

      Duty.

      That word left a sour taste in my mouth. I grasp the wheel tighter, pressing the gas pedal down as the outside world races past. The sedan's engine whines in protest but I don’t care—the more space between me, Kyle, and his seedy relatives, the better. An ocean would be ideal, in terms of distance, but some seriously wild mountains will have to do, for now.

      My wedding dress is ruched up around my thighs so it doesn’t catch on the pedals. My veil was abandoned in the parking lot outside the little church in Newgellen. I slow down a little, the lace of my dress rustling as I lift my foot off the gas pedal. The last thing I want is to have to explain to a police officer why I’m speeding into the mountains, dressed in a spectacular lace wedding gown.

      It was just my Dad on my side of the church, the space beside him glaringly empty, reminding me of Mom’s absence. He got much worse after she died, first throwing himself into his work, then drinking too much, and finally gambling away his savings.

      Kyle was standing next to his brother, his family lined up in neat rows on the right-hand side of the church. Both of their gazes dropped to the ‘V’ of my dress the instant I walked down the aisle. His mother looked spaced out, while his father was unsteady on his feet, already what Grandpa used to call “scuttered”. None of them knew me. Heck, I could barely pick Kyle from a lineup. Maybe that’s why it was so easy to turn around a quarter of the way up the aisle, then sprint out of the heavy wooden church door. I barred it from the outside to give myself more time and hightailed it to my car.

      I blink the tears from my eyes as my mascara starts to trail down my cheeks. Up here, miles from Newgellen, with just my car and a suitcase. I can never go back home, now I’ve publicly embarrassed both my father and my fiancé. But I loved the rolling green hills of my small town. I used to sketch them whenever I had a spare moment after work. And I adored my father’s old dog, Ranger. Will he be okay? Dad should take good care of him, but I'm sure as heck going to miss him.

      I speed up again and the trees flash by until they become a sea of green. I drive on into the gathering dusk, focusing on my destination. Ember Heart, whatever it holds, has to be better than going back to where I came from. The shadows lengthen as my little car winds its way higher up the mountain road. I pinch the bridge of my nose and yawn, my body begging for rest. Not yet. Finally, as the pink of the setting sun starts to fill the sky, a weathered wooden sign emerges from the shadows.

      Ember Heart Ridge 5 miles.

      I breathe a sigh of relief and ease off the gas again. Dense woods line either side of this narrow road, and the hind legs and snowy tail of a deer bounds off into the trees. Icy wind blows through the open window and I close it halfway, shivering. The temperature must have dropped ten degrees on my journey from Newgellen.

      Before the turning for town, the road leading up to the mountains forks off to the right, with a deeply weathered, almost unreadable sign nailed underneath: Ember Heart Cabins.

      My hands are numb from clenching the wheel, my mind foggy from the drama of today. At last, in a small clearing, my grandpa’s old wooden cabin comes into view. I steer my car up the rough dirt track leading to its front door and cut the engine with a sigh.

      The cabin is as sturdy as it looked in photos, nestled in the shadow of the taller, snow-capped mountain peaks. Grandpa’s retreat, passed down to Mom, which is mine now. Before Mom died, she pressed the keys into my hand, telling me to hide them. “I think your Dad’s forgotten about Ember Peak View. It’s yours now, sweetheart. If you tell him, he’ll make you sell it. Of course, you can sell it too, if you want. But that should be your choice.”

      I blink back tears again. Mom’s voice was hoarse from her last radiotherapy treatment. She must have known it was close to the end, even if I hadn’t picked up the signs. I’d stashed the keys in the loose panel in the wall by my bed. Mom was right, keeping it a secret from Dad was the right plan.

      Most importantly, this place looks deserted. I grab my suitcase from the trunk and stumble up the creaking steps, peering through a dusty window into the simple, cozy interior. Once every few months, someone from Ember Heart comes to air it out and check everything’s working. Mom left money for a couple of years of this, but I’ve already used a quarter of it on gas getting here. Now I’m here I can cancel the caretaker and take care of this place myself.

      My heart lifts a little. Sure, I’ll be alone in this tiny cabin miles from the place I call home, but I can finally breathe. No more expectations, no more duty. No seedy guy expecting me to do what he says because I’m his wife. A chance to live the life I choose for myself, at long last.

      I can’t face lugging my suitcase out of the trunk wearing this dress, so I leave it inside the car and walk to the front door. I’m so tired I lean against the door while I rifle around for my keys, and it swings open. The caretaker must have left it unlocked.

      I yawn as I go inside, closing the door against the rising wind. Darker clouds start to fill the sky, blocking out the sunset. It smells fresh, faintly of firewood and scrubbed pine, with books lining the walls and a diamond-patterned quilt on the sofa. I sink into the big, squishy, oversized armchair with a groan, kicking off my shoes. A clock ticks as I rest my head on my arm, curling my legs up. The rhythmic ticking is mesmerizing and I close my eyes, just for a second.

      The creak of a floorboard startles me awake. It’s dark here. I’m groggy, with no idea of how long I’ve been asleep.

      But I’m no longer alone.

      The man in front of me is hugely tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in rough clothes with a knit cap tugged low over his brow. My heart stutters as he gazes down at me, his features lost in the shadows. A wave of ice prickles down my spine. What’s he doing here?  Why didn’t I lock the door? Or turn the light on?

      He takes another step forward, boots heavy on the wooden floor.

      “What are you doing here?” His voice is a gravelly rumble, emanating from the depths of his chest. For a second, I’m reminded of the fairy tale where Goldilocks is confronted by the family of three bears. Except there’s only one bear here, and he’s frickin’ huge.

      He steps closer and I grip the arms of the chair, coiled to spring. My dress will make it difficult, but I’m going to go down fighting.

      I’m ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            GRIFFIN

          

        

      

    

    
      The cabin door creaks open as I step inside, shaking off the worst of the mud from my boots. A faint scent of jasmine lingers in the air, unfamiliar among the cabin’s usual odor of smoky firewood and pine.

      What the fuck?

      In my favorite armchair by the fireplace, a pretty girl is curled up like a cat, her chest rising and falling with each breath. Silky chestnut hair tumbles over her shoulders, stark against the ivory lace wedding dress she’s wearing. It’s like she’s stepped out of a fairy tale and into my cabin.

      Sleeping Beauty.

      I shake my head, trying to clear my scrambled thoughts. It’s been a long time since I was in the same room alone with a woman, especially one as gorgeous as this. No wonder I’m daydreaming about fairy tales and all that shit.

      Who the hell is this curvy bundle? And, more importantly, why is she in my cabin?

      I lean against the doorframe. The lace of her dress outlines her voluptuous shape and she’s so curvy that I have to swallow. She’s the sexiest goddam woman I’ve ever seen, there’s no question about that. There’s something mesmerizing about the way her breathing is so steady. Like she’s lulling me into some kind of goddamn trance just by existing. I step forward, onto the creaky floorboard.

      When her eyelids flutter open, I clear my throat. “What are you doing?” My voice comes out gruffer than I intend. “How did you get in here?”

      The woman jolts upright, clutching the armrests. Her eyes are a honey-brown color, wide and scared.

      “I pushed the door open and came in. Just like you did!” Her cheeks flush as she meets my gaze. She’s scared, but she’s not backing down. I like that.

      “Sounds like the usual way to enter a property. But most burglars come in through the window, don’t they? Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t call the sheriff. You’re breaking and entering.”

      “I could ask the same of you. Can you turn on the light, please?” Her voice is shaky.

      I’m irritated by this stalemate, but I click on the light next to the sofa.

      If I thought she was pretty in the dark, she’s a goddamn radiant angel in the light in that cloudy white dress. She bites her lip, looking up at me through those dark lashes, and an unwanted surge of protectiveness rises inside me.

      Who am I kidding? This woman is trouble. She’s on my property, inside my cabin, and she’s trying to make me think it’s my fault.

      “This is private property. Are you on your honeymoon or something? Get the wrong cabin?” I cross my arms.

      “Are you kidding? This is my grandpa’s cabin. I own it. He left it to my Mom and then she left it to me,” her voice hitches. That little break in her voice could mean she’s close to tears. I dial down the ferocity by a couple of notches.

      “Well, honey, I’ve been at Pine View for the last two years. This is not your grandpa’s cabin.”

      “Ember Pine View? This is Peak View,” she looks around, pushing herself up from the armchair. She’s maybe a foot shorter than me and at least a decade younger. Every perfect curve of her body is outlined in that dress and I try not to stare at her.

      “Pine.”

      “Peak?” Her voice is hesitant.

      “Nope. Pine. Ember Peak View is up the road. The one at the top. With the view of the mountain peak.” My mouth quirks upwards into a smile. At least she’s not a burglar. And even if she was, I’d be inclined to look the other way, thanks to the spike of heat that shoots through me as her hips sway in that dress. I struggled to keep my eyes off the swell of her tits peeking out from the low neckline.

      She’s a stranger, damn it. Confused and much younger than me. I need to get to the bottom of this, not stand around gawking at her like a teenager.

      “I’ve made a mistake. I apologize, I’m really tired. It’s been a long day. I’ll get out of your place. I could have sworn this was Peak View. Oh, well.” She drops her gaze to the floor, clasping her hands in front of her, then rubs her arms and looks out the window.

      “How about I trade you a cup of coffee for your name? I don’t bite, despite appearances.” That unfamiliar smile creaks onto my face again. I’m trying to relax her, to show I’m not a threat. Her eyes are still wide and she’s keeping a good few feet of distance between us.

      She smiles back and it’s like the sun comes out. Then it recedes just as quickly. “I don’t know if I should tell you my name. I’m meant to be hiding out.”

      “Well. I already know you’re staying in Peak View. I could ask around?” I walk over to the kitchen and put the pot on the stove.

      She glances out the window again as the wind blows some leaves against the pane, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Please don’t do that. I hope I can trust you. My name is Mia.”

      I open my mouth to tell her my name when we’re interrupted by an indignant meow. Vlad skitters into the kitchen, staring angrily at me with his indignant yellow eyes. He scopes Mia and walks over to sniff her dress.

      “Hey, sweetie! Aw, he’s beautiful.” She leans down to pet him and he arches his back to meet her hand.

      “First time he’s been called that! He had an argument with a car, and ended up in the shelter a few towns away. Frankie at the Heart’s Delight diner puts their animal photos up on her noticeboard. He was one of their long-timers, apparently a legendary mouser, despite the three legs. He’s sure earned his keep here. Hungry boy. Cream and sugar?” At the sound of my voice, Vlad runs over and paws his bowl.

      “Yes, one sugar, thank you. Is he Vlad because of the teeth?” She sits down on the sofa, her shoulders relaxing for the first time since she opened her eyes.

      “Yeah, I couldn’t resist it, what with his black coat and the fangs. As you can see, he’s friendly with it. Personality plus, my sister says.” I pour us both a cup and take them over to the sofa. I sit in the armchair Mia vacated, a lingering trace of her perfume still in the air.

      “Does your sister live in town?” She takes a sip.

      I shake my head. I’m not going to be drawn into that subject. Lily’s safety is too important. And despite her gorgeousness, I can’t trust this girl. I barely know her.

      The clock ticks in the background as we stare at each other awkwardly. I’m waiting for her to ask another question but instead she shrugs and drains her coffee, placing it on the table.

      “I’ll get out of your cabin and go to mine.” She stands up, but the weight of her heavy lace wedding dress pulls her off balance and she teeters over to the side. I jump to catch her arm before she falls, wrapping my other hand around her waist. Vlad stares at us like we’ve gone crazy and then blinks.

      Mia’s pressed against my side and a thrill runs through me like an electric charge. Up close, she smells even better, that maddening jasmine scent mixed with whatever shampoo she uses on her glossy hair. She stares up at me, her cheeks flushed pink, and my dick twitches.

      I steady her back on her feet and she laughs. “I’m not used to all this fabric. Even though I made it myself. Thanks for catching me…” She’s waiting for me to tell her my name.

      “Griffin. Are you going to tell me why you’re wearing a wedding dress?” I step to the side as she rustles over to the door.

      “Long story. I won’t bore you with it. Thanks for the coffee. Really sorry about the breaking and entering. Bye, Griffin. Bye, Vlad.” She wiggles her fingers at the cat and he does his special slow love blink right back at her.

      I open the door and Mia hikes up her skirts, revealing creamy thighs and pink sneakers underneath all that frothy white lace. She walks over to her car and I shut the door, then lurk by the window. She carefully maneuvers herself into the driver’s seat, folding the lacy dress around her thighs.

      Vlad meows and I turn around as she starts the engine and drives away.

      “Okay, your loyal servant is running a little late. Please forgive me.” I hunt in the cupboard for the food he likes. I end up having to go down to the storm cellar to bring up a new batch. Once he’s been fed he curls up on the sofa, waiting for me to come join him. My muscles ache from three weeks’ unbroken work out in the woods and I stretch out on the couch, closing my eyes. I have five days of vacation and I’m intending to catch up on some much-need rest.

      There’s a hammering on the door. I swing it open and Mia is standing there, damp from the rain, still in her dress.

      “That was quick. You okay?” I hold it open, gesturing for her to come in out of the rain.

      “Not really.” Her eyes are glossy with unshed tears. “Peak View has a tree through the roof. No power.”

      “We had a storm a few days ago. Meant to be another one on its way. It can get wild up here.”

      Her shoulders sag. “Great.”

      “You can stay here.” As soon as I’ve said it, I regret it. That wave of protectiveness I feel towards her is overriding my logic and good sense.

      “I barely know you. You’ve only just told me your first name.” She sighs.

      “Last name is Blake. I work up here as a logger, all year round. I cook in my spare time. The last place I lived was Newhope, with my sister, Lily. She’s over in Snowflake Falls now.” I lean against the wall, looking down at her. The top of her head is level with my shoulder.

      “Snowflake Falls? Where everyone falls in love?” Her cheeks flush again. I could get used to watching that tinge of pink spread across her soft skin.

      “That’s right. We have family there. And cousins here in Ember Heart. ” I’m not sure why I’m opening up to her, apart from the fact that I want her to feel safe with me.

      Even though I don’t know if I can trust her. I need to remember she might not be what she seems. She still hasn’t told me why she’s wearing a wedding dress.

      .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            MIA

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a relief to get out of my heavy dress. Mud splatters the unraveling hem and it’s crumpled, but nothing a hand wash, stitch, and press couldn’t fix. I’m proud of my handiwork, but I want to get rid of it. Sell the darn dress to someone who wants it, for the right reasons. Give it some good karma, to make up for the bad luck I’ve had.

      Griffin’s bathroom is small and sparkling clean. He told me to use the facilities and handed me a big fluffy towel. I have a shower, rinsing the sweat and stress of the day off my body. I’m in a stranger’s bathroom but despite my host’s enormous size and gruffness, I don’t feel scared anymore. Maybe it was seeing how kind he was with his kitty, or it could be how he effortlessly caught me when I almost tumbled to the floor.

      My brain is working some serious overtime. If I can’t stay at Peak View, what am I going to do? The plan was always to hide out there for a while, going into town to get some supplies and laying low. Then, once I was sure Kyle wasn’t coming looking for me, I could see about finding some work.

      But without a place to live, my master plan is disintegrating as fast as my wedding dress’s hem. I towel off my hair and change into my pajamas. My cheeks are flushed, but at least I don’t have mascara running down my cheeks anymore. Across from the bathroom is Griffin’s guest bedroom. It’s a small, cozy space with a pine double bed decorated with a quilt and a colorful rag rug on the floor.

      Vlad noses through the door and leaps up on the bed, purring. His fur is soft as he nuzzles against me. There’s something so normal and sweet about him. It’s miles away from my bride-on-the-run new life that my heart drops. Seeing Grandpa’s cabin with a tree through the roof was devastating. Tears prick at my eyes again. I bite my lip and blink them away. No use feeling sorry for myself. At least I have a roof over my head tonight. And an extremely handsome, bona fide mountain man providing bed and board.

      My stomach growls. I walk into the living room drawn by a delicious smell. There’s beef stew simmering on the stove and a note on the counter.

      Help yourself to stew. Beer in fridge. Gone to check out the damage to your cabin. Don’t wait up for me. Griffin.

      Okay then. So much for my little fantasy of flirting with the hot mountain man over dinner. I consider turning my cell on, but I can’t face reading through any angry messages. Instead, I serve myself a big bowl of stew and crack open a beer, selecting an old book from the shelf next to the dining table. It’s about embroidery styles, written by someone called Fenella Greenbury, and it’s surprisingly absorbing. I’m guessing it came with this house, since Griffin sure doesn’t look like the embroidery type. After I’ve washed my bowl and finished my beer, I head to bed. I lie awake waiting for Griffin to come back, but he doesn’t. Vlad sleeps curled up next to me and I can’t keep my eyelids open for long.

      The sun streaming through the crack in the curtains wakes me up. Vlad is gone and I spreadeagle my limbs out to all four corners of the bed. It’s quiet.

      Where’s Griffin? I picture him splitting logs somewhere in the woods, stripped to the waist. His muscles would flex as he stacked up the logs, a light film of perspiration leaving a sheen on his tanned skin. My hand moves downwards to rub my clit in slow circles, my breathing getting faster as I imagine him striding toward the house. He’d throw open the door and scoop me up, taking me to his bed. I pinch each nipple, my breathing ragged as I think about him sucking each of my breasts and it pushes me over the edge. I can’t help a small moan as I come, then disguise it as a cough.

      I get up and pull on some jeans and a top I made myself. It’s still silent as I go to the bathroom, brush my teeth and wash my face. Griffin’s bedroom door is closed, so I walk quietly to the kitchen. Nosing around in the refrigerator, I discover all the fixings for bacon and eggs. I put on the coffee pot and get busy, hoping the smell will rouse him.

      I’ve just put breakfast on the table when he emerges, pulling his T-shirt down over a six-pack which is way better than the one I imagined during my little fantasy earlier. Heat rises in my cheeks.

      “Smells great. Thanks for making breakfast,” he smiles. It’s a half-smile, slightly guarded, but devastatingly sexy in its own way.

      “My pleasure. Thank you for letting me stay.” I pour us both some coffee. “Vlad kept me company most of the night. I didn’t hear you come back in?”

      “Got back late. Sawed up most of that big tree that went through your roof. You’re damn lucky you weren’t there when it fell. Roof isn’t too bad though. Put a tarp up for now, in case it rains.” He takes a mouthful of eggs. His hands are so big they make the fork look tiny. Vlad sits expectantly under the table, clearly no stranger to treats dispensed from the table.

      “Wow, thank you. Again. How much do I owe you for your work?”

      “No charge. Actually, there is a charge. You tell me what you’re doing out here on your own in the mountains…wearing a wedding dress?” Griffin puts his fork down and gazes at me. His eyes are dark blue.

      “Would you believe me if I told you I was on my way to a costume party and I got lost?”

      He shakes his head.

      “How do I know if I can trust you?” I wrap my fingers around the warm cup.

      “You don’t. That’s why I don’t trust anyone. Maybe my sister.”

      “The one in Snowflake Falls? Do you see her much?” I shovel in some food, looking down at my plate. I want to take the spotlight off me so he’ll stop asking me questions.

      “Nice try, Mia. I might not trust anyone, but you can trust me.” He runs his hand through his thick, dark hair. His huge shoulders and defined muscles make him look like he’s built to be a protector. But his words ring in my head. If he doesn’t trust anyone, why should I trust him?

      “As I said before, it’s a long story.”

      “I have plenty of time. Especially for you. This food is delicious, by the way.”

      I smile. I could sit here all day and listen to him praise my cooking, but I need to put my guard up.

      “How long do you think it’ll take before I can live in the cabin?”

      “Couple of days, if the power comes back on. Maybe a week to get the roof fixed, if you ask around in town. You stay here and I’ll help.”

      “I’ve imposed too much on you already. Is there anywhere in Ember Heart I can stay?” I put my cup on the table and my fingers accidentally brush against his. A jolt of electricity runs up my arm and then down into my core. We both gaze at each other for a moment before I glance away.

      Griffin clears his throat. “Flora Brammer has rooms. I meant what I said, though. It’s no problem for you to stay here. I checked with Vlad.”

      I laugh. “That’s good to know. I won’t trouble you. You’ve been very good to me, but I need some thinking time. Life’s been a little unsettled recently. I’d be lying if I wasn’t scared of what the future holds for me.”

      His big hand encircles mine and squeezes, just for a second. “Sorry to hear that. I’ll follow you down the mountain and show you where Flora’s place is. I can ask around to see who could help with the roof, too.”

      “That would be great. All I can offer you in return is some mending, if you have any?” I stand up from the table to clear the dishes.

      Griffin stands too and I have to crane my neck to look up into his face. “You sew?”

      “It’s my job. Was my job. I’d love to have my own shop one day. I made this top.” I put my hands on my hips.

      “You’re gorgeous. I mean… it’s a gorgeous top.” He clears his throat again. “Give me a sec and I’ll show you the quick route down to town.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            GRIFFIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia drives behind me down the mountain. I go slower than I usually would, keeping my eyes on my mirror, especially when we turn onto the shortcut into town. That absurd sense of protectiveness rises in me again, despite how cagey she’s been about her past. I have the urge to stop my truck, get her to pull over and insist on driving us both down to town. Then she’d be able to relax and enjoy the scenery, instead of having to concentrate on each looping turn.

      I know these roads so well I could probably drive blindfold. I’ve come to love the fresh mountain air, the freedom of being outside all day, and the changing seasons. I’m not tied down to anyone or anything. If I wanted, I could get another job in a different mountain range, and keep moving. But something about Ember Heart suits me. The people in town are friendly and I can keep myself to myself without too much difficulty. Even if some of those gossipy ladies have a little too much interest in my lack of love life.

      But now I’m not quite so sure of myself. Mia’s arrival has shaken up my quiet life. Should I just leave her in town and walk away? But my lizard brain is crowded with thoughts of her curvy body, making plans to fix up her cabin and trying to dream up all the possible ways I can arrange our next meeting. She’s even more gorgeous in casual clothes,  and so much smaller than me that I could just scoop her up and throw her over my shoulder if I wanted to.

      And I definitely want to.

      Once we’re in town, I park on Main Street outside Flora’s place, having already texted Flora to make sure she has rooms available. I walk over to Mia’s car, open the door and squeeze myself into her passenger seat.

      “Tight fit,” Mia giggles.

      “You’ll need a sturdier car or ideally a truck if you’re planning on staying a while. These roads are hard-going in winter.” The whole car is filled with her maddening jasmine scent and I can barely get my words out.

      “I’m not sure what I’m doing. Taking each day as it comes, I guess.”

      “Are you ever going to tell me why you’re here?” I ask.

      She sighs. “You don’t give up, do you?”

      I shake my head. “Are you in danger?”

      “Are you offering to protect me?” She looks up at me through those long, dark lashes, and my cock twitches.

      “I am.” I cross my arms and scoot around in the seat so I can see her face.

      She pushes her hair away from her face. “I was getting married.”

      “I guessed that one. Go on.’

      “Well, I really didn’t want to be… I didn’t know the guy. My father needed the money.”

      “And your mother?” I soften my voice.

      “Passed. Two years ago.” Her eyes have that glossy sheen of unshed tears again.

      “I’m sorry, Mia. You ran away?” The wind blows a scattering of leaves and twigs against the windscreen and she jumps.

      “Yes. I’d been planning it for a while but only made the decision the night before. My fiancé’s family is sort of sketchy. I was worried they’d get wind of the plans and lock me up or something.” Her hair falls in front of her face as she looks down.

      “I wondered why you didn’t have an engagement ring. Sounds pretty quick.”

      “Yeah. Kind of a shotgun wedding. My Dad’s finances aren’t in a great place. He’s been gambling since before Mom died.”

      “And your fiancé?”

      “Kyle’s family wanted him to settle down and there was something to do with an inheritance. He had some trouble with a girl before, I don’t know what happened. I don’t think he objected to the marriage as much as I did.”

      “I bet he didn’t.” I’d show him my objection to his coercive marriage, the filthy prick.

      “Hopefully they won’t come after me. Anyway, nobody knows where I’m going. Maybe they can find another girl to marry Kyle.” Mia shudders.

      “Any man that marries a woman knowing she doesn’t want to do it is lower than low. My sister was in that position once, and I made sure we got the hell out of there. You did the right thing, Mia.” I want to reach over and clasp her hand again, but instead I look out the window.

      “I’m glad I did. At least I’m free. So what do I need to know about Ember Heart?”

      “Well, it’s a good place. Folks are friendly. See that building over there? That’s Ember Heart Search and Rescue. The Blake brothers deal with mountain rescue, they’re my cousins. All six of them.”

      “Six? Wow.”

      “There’s actually seven, the youngest is a firefighter in Snowflake Falls. What else… the Greenbury sisters will want to know your business, they have a hotline for new arrivals. They’re busybodies, but big-hearted with it. Flora moved here before I did, inherited her aunt’s place. She’s an artist and a baker. I think you’ll like her, most people do.” I want to tell Mia not to get out of the car. What I want is to order her to come back to my cabin and get into my bed, so I press my lips together firmly.

      “Thanks, Griffin.”

      I glance over at her again and this time I can’t resist clasping her hand in mine. It’s tiny, my fingers covering hers completely, her palm cool. By contrast, every part of me is burning with the need to get closer to her. Her big, brown eyes are mesmerizing and her soft lips are part. Tension crackles in the air between us as her fingers loop around mine.

      I lean down, not even aware of holding myself back, drawn by this unbearable need to taste her, to claim those lips with mine and possess her. As I brush my fingers over the soft skin of her cheek, she looks up at me and I can’t stop, pressing my lips on hers. She draws in a deep breath and her lips part, so soft beneath mine. I’m rock hard as I explore her mouth with my tongue, the heat of her cheek beneath my fingers. She gasps a little and draws back. We’re both breathing hard.

      “What…was that?” Her voice is breathy.

      “A kiss. Do you want me to show you again?

      She smiles. There’s a knock on the window. The sheriff nods and I crank the window down on my side.

      “Mornin’ Griff. And who’s this lil’ lady?” He looks over at Mia.

      “This is…” I pause. Will Mia want anyone knowing her name if she’s trying not to be found?

      “I’m Elaine. Pleased to meet you.” Mia’s tone is a little unconvincing but the sheriff doesn’t look too concerned.

      “Welcome to Ember Heart, Miss Elaine. I see this ol’ reprobate is showing you around already.” He taps his hand on the window frame.

      “Griffin’s been very helpful.” She smiles.

      “I’ll leave you two lovebirds to it. Griff, you shoulda told me you had a girlfriend, where you been hidin’ her?” He nods again and walks down the street.

      Mia’s cheeks are flushed.

      “Elaine?” I ask.

      “My Mom’s name. First thing I could think of. I kinda panicked. Maybe I should have told him my real name, do you think I’ll get in trouble?” She clenches her fingers together.

      “It’ll be fine. He won’t lock you up, he’s a friend of mine. But if you’re going to stay around here, you might want to come clean with him. Might get tricky having to use another name all the time.”

      She nods. I want to kiss her again but the moment has passed.

      I open the car door. “I’ll grab your bag and introduce you to Flora. But before we do that, don’t you think you should give me your cell number?”
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      “Delicious,” I put my fork down. “You’re a fantastic baker, Flora.”

      “Muscle memory. I’ve made this cake so many times that it just keeps getting better.

      And mom and grandma both made it before me, maybe it’s in the genes, too.” She stands up and goes to get the coffee pot from the stove. “Refill?”

      “Yes, please.” I spent the night in one of Flora’s cozy back bedrooms. Her house on Main Street is spacious, decorated with old-fashioned furniture mixed with more modern stuff she brought over with her from New York.

      She mentioned she’d had a bad break-up, although she didn’t go into much detail. I get the feeling that coming to live in Ember Heart was a way of escaping her old life for her, just like me. Now she’s an artist, recipe tester and baker, and I’ve already been treated to some of her dishes. The rain patters against the windows, and it’s warm and cozy inside her yellow-painted kitchen.

      But I can’t stop thinking about Griffin. When he asked me to stay, I wanted so much to say yes. My heart said ‘yes please’ but my logical brain said ‘no’. I don’t want to disrupt his calm, peaceful life with my chaos. And maybe I should just keep moving on, not settle in one place? He also has a power over me that I’m wary of. Should I be anywhere near a guy when I’ve only just gotten free? Staying at Flora’s will give me some space to think.

      “I’ll give Mrs. Trevelyan a call for you, hon. She’s been looking for someone to help out with their sewing stuff for a while, she’ll bite your hand off. And folks in town would love to have the option to get clothes made-to-measure, I’m sure. The nearest decent department store is an hour’s drive west.” Flora sets the coffee pot down on the table after she’s poured us both a cup.

      “Thank you so much! I’d like to make it work here, if I can get my cabin fixed that is. This is the kind of place where I feel like I can breathe.”

      “I know what you mean. It’s the air and the view, for me. The opposite of the big city. I’m not sure I could go back.” Flora cuts another slice of cake.

      My cell beeps. It’s Griffin.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have a surprise for you. Meet me at your cabin around six?

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart thumps. I know what kind of surprise I’d like from him.

      “Griffin?” Flora asks.

      I nod. “I’m going to drive up to the cabin in an hour. He wants to see me.”

      “You’ve made quite the impression on grumpy Griff. You two make a cute couple.”

      My cheeks heat as I shake my head. “Oh, we’re just friends. I only met him yesterday.”

      She laughs. “The chemistry was crackling. I could see sparks!”

      I giggle. “He is handsome. A real mountain man.”

      “Well, he’s definitely a man of mystery. Friendly, but he’s also sort of guarded. Do you know why he came to Ember Heart? There are all kinds of rumors. The sheriff knows and his cousins know, but they’re not saying.”

      “No.” What is it he’s keeping secret? Maybe I should be more careful. My treacherous heart stutters in my chest, imagining kissing Griffin again.

      “Griffin’s a good man, I know that. Heard he dotes on that funny little three-legged kitty of his. I can spot a keeper. I’ve had my fair share of shitweasels.” She sighs.

      “Shitweasels? I need to store that one away to use in the future,” I laugh.

      “Well, I sure hope you never need to use it, hon.” She smiles. “Now, make me happy and eat another slice of this cake.”

      An hour later, I’m driving slowly up the mountain road to the cabins. The wind and rain shake my little car, so I drive carefully around the looping bends. If I wasn’t so focused on seeing Griffin, this might be terrifying. His huge hands on mine, the heat from his body, his lips lighting a fire from my core to the tips of my toes–I want that again. Another perfect kiss, one that’s not interrupted by a cop banging on the window.

      A big branch blows across the road and I brake hard, my knuckles white around the steering wheel. It looks like the branch has blown down from one of the massive fir trees lining the road. I pull the hood of my coat up and get out, bracing against the fierce wind. The temperature is steadily dropping, carrying on each chilly gust of wind the ghost of winter to come. Rain turns into sleet and I have to be careful of each step so I don’t slip on the slushy road. I’m going to have to try and drag the branch to the side of the road so I can squeeze my car past it.

      The combination of the wind and the icy rain is making it hard to see what I’m doing. I squint my eyes to try and find which part of the big branch to grab. The scent rises up, a painful reminder of past Christmases when Mom was still here. Tears swim in my eyes, and it’s as if I’ve been dropped deep underwater. I take a deep breath and hook my arms under the branch. It’s so heavy that I have to brace hard to get it to move. But I’m determined, puffing out my breath and inching it along the road.

      As I’m about halfway across, a mighty gust of wind presses the branch back into my body and I go down, legs sliding beneath me. My arms are still locked around the branch. The back of my coat has snagged on the smaller branches and I can’t get free.

      Ouch.

      Pain shoots up from my ankle to my hip as I land heavily on the cold road. I try to free my arms but my coat caught on the twigs on the other side of the branch make it impossible. My first thought is to reach for my cell phone, but it’s in the pocket of my jeans. And my arms are hooked around the branch.

      I start laughing at the ridiculousness of the situation, but another fierce gust of wind makes me stop. I’m on the side of a mountain, with a howling storm whipping up around me, trapped under a branch, with an injured ankle and nobody’s around. Shifting my weight so I’m not lying so heavily on my ankle, I flex it back and forth. It looks okay, but I have no idea how badly I’m hurt. Plus, all the branches and the driving rain make it hard to see.

      What the heck am I meant to do now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Six

          

          
            GRIFFIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Where in holy hell is Mia?

      I pace back and forth outside Peak View cabin, the rain cold on my face. Did she misunderstand where we said we’d meet? I grab my cell to read my message over again in case I made a mistake.

      No, I definitely said Peak View. But we had that misunderstanding before, so maybe she’s back at my cabin again. I fire off a text to her, letting her know I’m going to come back and check to see if she’s at mine.

      I’d worked myself up for the big reveal. I spent most of last night repairing the roof of her cabin. The power’s back on, I’ve cleared up the damage to the inside and it’s in decent shape, ready to live in. I want Mia close to me, not down in town. If restoring her cabin so she’s five minutes drive from my house is what it takes, then I’ll do it.

      I keep pacing back and forth. Am I making the wrong decision? I’ve kept myself detached from everyone, not wanting to explain about the darkness of my past. Not knowing if people would understand why I need to be alone, why I fiercely guard my own space, and why I crave freedom above everything else.

      Then this beautiful, curvy girl comes along, wearing a wedding dress, and I toss all my carefully constructed armor aside without a second thought. I’m being a fool, but there’s something about her that I can’t resist.

      Fists clenching, I get into my truck, the air heavy with the growing storm. I’ll show Mia the cabin, then leave her alone and let her settle in. Could she be scared of this storm, since it’s shaping up to be a big one? Maybe she’s stayed down in town? But why wouldn’t she text me?

      I pull up to my cabin and there’s no sign of her car. A crack of thunder booms, reverberating across the mountain range. Something about this doesn’t feel right. My heart quickens as I imagine something happening to her and I reverse, taking Lost Pine Road in the direction of town. I’ll check she’s okay and hopefully find her chatting with Flora over on Main Street.

      Mom would have called this torrential downpour a frog-strangler. She’d say that when it was pouring heavier than cats and dogs, it would even strangle frogs. I only have a couple of her belongings, the few small things Lily and I could carry when we escaped.

      I brake hard as I round the curve and come upon a big tree branch lying half across the road.

      Shit.

      Going to have to move that across to get back down to Ember Heart. I get out of the truck, putting my hood up, then trudging heavily over to the branch. I slow as I catch sight of a small car parked down the road from the fallen branch.

      “Griffin!” Mia’s voice is only just audible over the wind.

      I run forward. “Where are you?”

      “Down here…”

      She’s caught, her arms wrapped around the tree branch and her legs splayed underneath her. Those beautiful eyes are staring up at me, a mixture of fear and surprise on her face.

      “Stay still!” I raise my voice so she can hear me and she nods.

      I unhook her coat from the side of her branch and she sighs with relief, stretching her arms and sinking further to the floor. She rubs her ankle, her hair soaked, shivering in the cold wind.

      Mia’s shivering. “I hurt my ankle. If you help me up, maybe I can drive…”

      “Put your arms around my neck. You’re driving nowhere.” I lean down and scoop her up, breathing in her delicious jasmine scent. Her hands are cold as they encircle my neck. I press her body into mine, trying to warm her up with my own heat as I navigate around the tree branch to get her inside the car.

      “Thank you. You don’t have to carry me,” her voice is soft, her breath against the side of my neck. I could walk with her in my arms up the side of the mountain all the way back to the cabin, despite the storm.

      “I do. You’ve hurt your ankle?” The wind blows another branch down the hill and she winces a little at the crashing noise it makes.

      “Yes, I sort of fell on it as the branch took me down. It’s not too bad, maybe I should try to put some weight on it?”

      Nope. “You’re going in my warm truck, then back to my cabin. I’m going to build a fire and get you warm.”

      “I’m sorry about all this, Griffin. Every time I see you, I’m in need of assistance. I’m not usually this much of a disaster. I can… mend your curtains in return, or something.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind,” I lift her into the passenger seat of the truck, reaching over to turn the heater up to max. She’s stopped shivering and the color’s come back to her cheeks.

      Once I’m inside the truck with her, I take her hands in mine and rub them. “How long were you there before I arrived?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe thirty minutes or so? I was starting to get really cold.”

      “We’re lucky winter hasn’t hit properly. You could have frozen out there.” I reverse until I find a clearing, then head back up the mountain.

      “Lucky’s my middle name, didn’t you know? First, an arranged wedding to a sleazy guy, then a tree falls into my cabin, now this…” her voice trails off as she stares blankly out the window.

      “Well, honey, I’m here to turn your luck around.” I reach for her hand again. It’s still too chilly for my liking. I’d like to put her in the bath to get her properly warmed up. The thought makes me hard, imagining those voluptuous curves slipping into heated water, her hair long and dark in the water like a mermaid. I sit up straighter. She might be badly injured and I’m sitting here imagining her naked.

      Once we’re at my cabin, I carry her back inside and set her down on the sofa, quickly building and lighting a fire. Vlad eyes us curiously, running up to rub against Mia’s hand. I kneel down to take a look at her ankle, gently removing her shoes and socks, then cradling her foot in my hand.

      I flex it gently back and forth. “Does this hurt?”

      She shakes her head. I move her foot from side to side and she winces. “It hurts a little at the top. Not too bad. I must have sprained it.”

      “You rest there. I’m going to run you a bath while I heat up some soup. I want you to get warm. That’s an order by the way.”

      She smiles as I lay a blanket over her and Vlad hops up on her lap, purring. I run her a bath, hunting around for some of the fancy bath salts that were here when I arrived. When it’s full, I help her to the bathroom.

      Mia perches on the edge of the bath and I help her pull her sweater off. I crouch down to tug her jeans off, trying not to notice how soft and creamy her skin is. She giggles nervously as my fingers brush against her hips.

      “Do you want me to stay and help you in?” Say yes.

      She shakes her head. “If you leave me a towel, I can manage.”

      “There’s a handrail over the bath. Holler if you need me.” I try not to stare at her in her skimpy blue bra and panties, but it’s impossible. I walk out into the hallway, my dick like a rod of iron in my jeans. I busy myself stoking the fire and heating up some soup.

      Half an hour later, Mia emerges. She’s wrapped in a towel, her face pink. She’s limping a little and I walk over, putting my arm around her waist to take her to the sofa. Vlad gives me a disgusted look as we disturb him and heads off to the guest bedroom to get some quality sleep.

      She eats the soup I’ve made, then leans back against the sofa cushions with a sigh of contentment.

      “I feel much better. My hero.” She smiles up at me as she reaches her hand out to grip mine. Her towel is starting to unravel. I trail my hand up her arm, every movement sending electricity in a direct line to my cock. She settles back further, her throat exposed as her head rests against the sofa cushion. Her towel flaps open, her gorgeous full tits in view, and I expect her to pull it up again. Instead, she meets my gaze and her mouth opens.

      My hands move to stroke down her chest, cupping those glorious mounds in my hands. I run the backs of my fingers around her rosy nipples and she moans, the roughness of my fingers contrasting with the velvety softness of her skin. Her nipples are hard peaks as I run my thumbs over them and she wriggles against the cushions.

      “Is this making you feel better?” My voice is deeper than usual.

      “Yes. Please don’t stop.” Her voice is breathy.

      “I have no intention of stopping…” I lower my head to work each nipple in turn, relishing the sensation as I slowly lick and suck. The musk of her skin is driving me crazy, my dick threatening to burst out of my jeans.

      I work my way from my breasts down her soft belly, kissing her as her soft moans get louder. I bury my face between her legs, relishing her scent as my hands reach upwards to gently pinch her nipples. She arches her back, her legs opening wider to accommodate me as I lick her slowly from her juicy pussy lips up to her clit. I move my tongue in slow circles, her moans increasing as I quicken my pace.

      “You’re so wet. Good girl.” I growl, huffing my breath against her clit.

      Her whole body trembles as I return to licking, sliding one finger and then another inside her. She grasps the side of the sofa with her fingers, her breathing fast as she moans louder. Her eyelids flutter as she almost screams, her thighs tensing against my head as she comes hard. I rest, not wanting to disturb her, as her breathing slows and then move to look up at her.

      She’s beaming, her cheeks red.

      “I definitely feel better now…” she says.
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      I slept so deeply last night that it’s nearly midday when I finally wake up. I gingerly flex my ankle, but it doesn’t hurt. There’s a slight tenderness as I get out of bed and put my weight on it, but thankfully nothing worse than that. I smile to myself, remembering Griffin’s dark head between my legs and his beard tickling my thighs. Maybe he worked some kind of mountain man magic and healed me with his incredible tongue.

      After I’ve used the bathroom, I pad into the kitchen. It’s quiet in here, with only the clock ticking. Griffin’s truck is out front, but I don’t sense his presence in the house. The rain is falling steadily outside but that driving wind has eased up. I make some coffee, Vlad weaving around my legs, then walk over to the bookshelf.

      One of the books is a little smaller than the others and I take it off. It’s a thin volume, bound in white leather, with a modified cross on the front and The Gillard Group stamped in gold on the back. The name rings a bell, but I can’t recall where from. I open it, flicking through the pages, and a chill runs down my spine.

      Every word has been blanked out, slowly and deliberately, with a thick black pen. I put it back on the shelf and pick out another one. After an hour or so, the sound of an engine makes me look up. I peek out the window and Griffin’s driving my car, parking it next to his truck. He runs in, shaking the water off his coat in the entryway.

      “I moved that branch off the road and got your car. Didn’t want anyone coming up to the cabins to run into it. Not that anyone will be up here if we get another blast of that storm.” He walks over to me, wrapping his arms around me.

      “Do you want some coffee?” I ask, breathing in his fresh scent.

      “Sure do. But I want a kiss first.” He lowers his mouth to mine, but I’m distracted and he senses it, pulling back to look into my eyes.

      “You okay? Ankle bothering you?” He leads me over to the sofa and sits down next to me.

      I shake my head.

      “What is it, beautiful?”

      “Who are the Gillard Group?” I blurt out, regretting it instantly as his broad shoulders tense up. He looks away from me, out to the snowy mountain peaks.

      “Why do you ask?” His voice is quiet.

      “I found a book on the shelf. Why were all the words blanked out?” I want to reach my hand out and touch his face, but I’m not brave enough. I sit quietly, waiting, as the clock ticks, the rain falling against the window.  Griffin runs his hand through his thick, dark hair. He stands up and walks over to stare outside. I want to say something, but I also need to know the answer to my question.

      “I came up here to escape my past. Are you sure you want to know?” His voice is low.

      “I do.” I think I want to know, but I clench my hands together. What if I don’t like what he says? What if my hot mountain rescuer is a criminal? Or worse? I can’t actually think of what’s worse. A serial killer?

      “I mentioned my sister Lily, who lives in Snowflake Falls?”

      I nod.

      He walks back over to the sofa and sits down, but he doesn’t meet my eyes. “After my mother died, my dad met a new woman. She was a member of the Gillard Group, the religious cult, and sucked him in pretty quickly. Lily and I were teenagers. We had our whole lives uprooted when Dad moved us all to their compound.”

      “You couldn’t leave?” I put my hand on his muscular forearm.

      Griffin shakes his head. “Our whole lives were controlled by that crazed asshole, Ezekiel. We spent five years there. I had the opportunity to escape, but I wasn’t leaving my sister there. Ezekiel decided he wanted her for one of his wives and I knew we had to get out. Lily and I started a new life over in Newhope.”

      “I’m sorry. How come you came up to Ember Heart?”

      “Lily wanted to train to be a veterinarian, and we had family in Snowflake Falls we could trust to look out for her. I was tired of people, so I came here. I wanted to be out in the fresh air and not have to justify my existence to anyone. Ever.”

      “Is that why the words in the book are blanked out?” I ask.

      “Yes. I was angry as hell when I came here. Spent a year, just me, thinking about what happened. Then I ventured into town, adopted Vlad… I’m not in that same place anymore. And I met you…” Griffin squeezes my hand, his thumb stroking my palm.

      I reach my hand up to stroke his cheek, fingers trailing down to stroke his thick beard. Griffin's eyes meet mine, his gaze intense.

      “I want you so much, Mia. From the first moment I saw you, asleep in that chair, in that damn wedding dress. It's like I've been asleep too, and now I'm awake…”

      My heart skips a beat as Griffin's words wash over me. His hand cups my face and he leans in to press his lips to mine. The kiss is gentle at first, but quickly transforms into something more passionate, both of us breathing harder. I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him closer to me as his hands roam over my body.

      The heat rises between us as our bodies press together. I moan as Griffin's hands move down to my hips, pulling me even closer, pressing his hardness into me. He breaks the kiss to trail hot kisses down my neck.

      “Griffin,” I gasp out, my fingers tugging at his hair. “I need you…”

      He lifts me up, carrying me to the bedroom, his lips never leaving mine. We tumble onto the bed, both of us tearing at each other's clothes in our haste. My hands unbutton his checked shirt, his chest and stomach firmly muscled, his shoulders immensely broad. I inhale his outdoorsy scent, that hypnotic scent of fir trees and musk mixed together, and I can’t get enough.

      I arch my back as his lips find my breasts, his mouth hungry, pressing my breasts together to suck my nipples. His rough hands explore my skin, his fingers dipping into my panties.

      “You’re so wet already…” His voice is like a growl.

      “I’ve been thinking about what happened last night. But…” My words trail off and he raises his head to look at me.

      “But, what? You want me to stop?”

      I shake my head and a flush rises to my cheeks. I can’t look at him. “This is my first time. I don’t know what to do, I don’t want this to be disappointing for you.”

      He huffs out a laugh. “You, the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever met, worrying about disappointing me? I want this to be special for you. You’re giving me a huge compliment, beautiful.”

      “By not having a clue what to do?”

      “Your body is so responsive. You’re a natural.” He tugs down my panties, his fingers finding my clit and I gasp as he circles it slowly. “Do you like that?”

      “I love it. Don’t stop. I want to feel you inside me…”

      “My pleasure.” He pulls down his jeans and his enormous cock springs free. I have a moment of trepidation wondering whether he’ll fit inside me. “I’ll take it slow, beautiful.”

      He lines himself up with my entrance, his lips moving to suck each breast in turn, his fingers keeping up that unbearable rhythm on my clit. Slowly, carefully, he pushes his cock inside me and there’s a moment of pain, followed by the sensation of being filled up completely.

      He moves forward, inch by inch, my hands gripping his back until he rests inside me. His enormous girth stretches me wide, his thumb moving up to circle my clit. Sparks of pleasure radiate from my core outwards to every inch of my body as he begins to thrust in and out, and I moan his name with each one.

      “Good girl. You’re doing so well…” His breath tickles my ear as his thrusts get faster, my breasts jiggling with each one. That unbearable pleasure increases as a delicious warmth builds, my stomach tensing and breath coming in rapid pants. I moan louder, calling his name, my fingers clutching his back, our bodies locked together as I come hard, my pussy clenching around his huge cock.

      His pace quickens,  our bodies slick with sweat, until his body tenses and he groans loud and long, filling me up with hot spurts of come. He eases himself down, wrapping his arms around me as our breathing slows. His fingers gently stroke my face and I close my eyes.

      I wake up, the bed cold beside me. Where is Griffin? On the bedside table is a note and a glass of water.

      Hey Beautiful,

      I’ve gone to finish what I started in the cabin. It was a surprise for you. I’ll be back in an hour to collect you, so you can see it. That is if I can keep my hands off you…

      Griffin xx

      I smile, heading for the shower. Once I’m washed and have brushed my hair, I dress in warm clothes, since it’s still raining outside. I hear the sound of a motor approaching. I find my boots and lace them up, putting on my coat.

      There’s a knock on the door. Did Griffin forget his keys?

      I wrench the door open, a big smile on my face.

      My ex-fiancé is standing there, his expression grim. I try to close the door but Kyle sticks his foot in it and reaches for my arm. I yelp in pain as he drags me forward, his face blank.

      “No, you don’t, you bitch. Think I’m gonna let you humiliate me again? Think twice, stupid. You’re coming with me.”
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      Maybe I’ve gone a little ‘extra’, as my sister would say, but I don’t care. There’s a new red and white checked tablecloth on the wooden table in Mia’s cabin, the roof is in better shape than before the tree crashed through it and I’ve stocked up the refrigerator with all the essentials.

      I’ve let my guard down and now all I want to do is look after Mia. To keep her safe from the world, make her happy, and see her smiling every damn day after the awful experience she’s been through. I want to see her smiling face, to explore that glorious curvy body and kiss her lips over and over again.

      But I’ve gone from one state to another. It’s like the dam I built up to keep people out has burst and everything’s come pouring out. And it’s all for her. My Mia, the one I was waiting for without even knowing about it.

      I lock the door of the cabin behind me, pulling my hood up against the steady rain. The wind is still gusty, but the worst of yesterday’s storm has passed. I take a deep breath, relishing the freshness of the mountain air. It takes a moment for me to realize I’m smiling. I’m in the place I belong, on the land I was meant to work on, and I’ve finally met the woman of my dreams.

      The woman who, if I’m lucky, might still be snoozing in bed. Waiting for me to come in and bury my face between those creamy thighs. My dick’s hard as a rock again and I adjust myself as I get into my truck, driving a little faster than I would usually in my haste to see my gorgeous, curvy girl.

      A souped-up SUV with weird vanity plates flashes by in the other direction. It has mirrored windows and I can’t see the driver, but the license number ends in what looks like P4RT1. The car’s headed in the wrong direction to town, as Lost Pine Road leads to a sheer drop. Must be an out of towner. And it’s not the kind of day for sightseeing. I slow a little, my curiosity piqued, and then pull over.

      I punch the sheriff’s number on my cell and he answers immediately.

      “Hey Griff… you calling me to brag about that pretty lil lady you were driving around town with?”

      “Nope. My lips are sealed. I’ve just seen something odd, so thought I’d call it in.”

      He clears his throat. “Go on.”

      “Fancy-looking SUV. Weird plates: P4RT1. Going at quite a pelt the wrong way up the mountain road. Might be worth your while seeing if any stolen vehicles or…I don’t know…criminal masterminds have decided to slum it here in Ember Heart…”

      He laughs. “Well, that would be the most exciting thing that’s happened to me this year, bar none. Thanks, Griff. I’ll get on it now, it’s a slow news day here at the station.”

      “No problem buddy. Don’t eat too much of Flora’s pound cake.”

      I pocket my cell. My stomach feels jumpy, like it’s waiting to receive a rush of adrenaline. I don’t know why seeing that out of place car got me so jacked up. Sexual tension? I shake my head, start my truck up and make short work of the drive back to my cabin.

      It's quiet when I get inside. Vlad comes rushing to meet me at the door, meowing. I put some food in his dish, but he’s not interested.

      “What’s up, bud? You always love food time…”

      It’s so quiet in here. Too quiet.

      I walk down the hall into the bedroom. Mia’s not in there. I check the bathroom, the guest room, and then my bedroom again. Could she have gone outside? I make a quick circuit of the property but there’s no sign of her.

      Has she had enough of me already? I swallow a couple of times to quell the awful sensation in my throat, a mixture of surprise and crushed disappointment. I didn’t expect my beautiful runaway to run away from me. Especially not after last night.

      Once I’m back inside I stare out of the window. Her little car is still parked up on the driveway.

      Her car is still here. How could she have left, apart from on foot? And why would she leave in this weather? With her ankle not right yet? That glossy SUV going in the wrong direction pops back into my head. Wrong. It looked wrong.

      I jump up from the couch. What if someone took Mia? Her loser ex-fiancé, for example? I call my cousin Axel at Ember Heart Search and Rescue. He picks up on the second ring.

      “Griff? What’s up?”

      “I’ve called the sheriff already. I’m worried a woman’s been abducted, in a car heading the wrong way up Lost Pine… to the drop. Fancy-looking black SUV, plate ending in P4RT1.”

      Axel’s instantly serious. “We’re on it. Ryder’s out in the helicopter, I’ll get him to take a look. And Logan’s in the area.”

      “Thanks, cuz. Let me know what you find. I’m heading up that way myself.”

      My cell buzzes as I’m halfway out the door.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sheriff: Thanks for calling that plate in, Griff. My friend a couple of states away has been trying to track down that car, the guy who owns it is bad news. We’re investigating now.

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t have time to text him back. I run to my truck and jump inside. If Mia’s in danger and that asshole has her, what the hell is doing driving to the edge of a sheer drop?

      My stomach clenches. What if I’m too late? I push the thought away. If I drive fast enough, I’ll make it there in time.

      I have to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Nine

          

          
            MIA

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart is beating so fast that I have a thrumming noise in my ears. It’s like the noise you hear when you press a seashell against your ear. A rushing sound, like the tide coming in and covering everything in its path. It’s like I’m in a dream, my head fuzzy, but I know this is real life.

      Kyle tied my hands together with zip ties and tossed me on the back seat of his SUV. I hated that car the first time I saw it, with its vanity plates and mirrored windows. There’s a weird chemical smell inside, sort of like cat pee, mixed with the headache-inducing synthetic vanilla odor of his air freshener.

      The rain is beating down on the roof of the car and Kyle has his trap music playing at top volume. From the angle of the car and what I can glimpse out of the window, it looks like we’re headed up the mountain, rather than down. What the heck is he doing?

      He turns the music down and takes his foot off the gas.

      “You really are stupid, you know that? Using your own shitty car to run away in. Didn’t you think I’d have a tracker on it? I knew you were getting cold feet, you were so fucking obvious.” There’s icy contempt in his voice.

      “Tell me one thing, Kyle. Why would you marry a girl who didn’t want to marry you?” My voice is a little shaky and I take a deep breath. I don’t want him to know how scared I am. He’d probably like it.

      “I got you in a deal. A bad deal with your deadbeat Dad, but still a deal. I don’t enjoy my possessions going AWOL. So I’m here to show you what happens when you fuck me off. You won’t do it again.” He sounds smug.

      “I’m not a possession, I’m a person.”

      “Wrong. Again. Your father sold you to me. I deal in people all the time. Did you think my family really made all our money in real estate? Drugs and people, Mia. Everyone has a price. A young virgin like you has a high value on the open market. I needed the marriage to inherit half of my uncle’s estate. So I’ll have some fun with you, then sell you on when I get bored. I’ll enjoy breaking you in.” He laughs.

      “Jokes on you. I’m not a virgin anymore. And I’ll never let myself be bought and sold like a piece of meat…” I shiver at the idea of his carefully-manicured hands anywhere near me.

      He pulls up the car and turns his body around. His eyes are furious, the pupils pinpricks of darkness as he glares at me. “I knew you were a slut the second I set eyes on you. Took you less than two days to get yourself deflowered? Or did your Dad lie, and you’ve been a whore all along? I should have insisted on a physical inspection.” He shakes his head and gets out of the car. He’s outside for a long time as I struggle against the zip ties, achieving nothing.

      The door opens and the rain beats down on my head as Kyle drags me out. We’re on what I think is the end of Lost Pine Road, the mountain peaks shrouded in mist,

      “What…why are we here?” I can’t keep the apprehension out of my voice.

      “Sheer drop. I checked the map before I came out here.” He jerks the zip-ties around my wrists to get me walking behind him.

      “No, Kyle. What are you doing?” The ground is muddy and my feet are slipping as he walks closer to the edge. Griffin’s face comes into my head and tears prick at my eyes. I was so close to being happy and now I’m back in this nightmare again.

      “I was going to scare you. To show you what happens to runaway brides by dangling you over the edge. Then, when you promised to be a good wifey and obey me, I’d drive us home. Except…”

      “Except what?” I don’t want to ask, but I have to know what he’s planning. I need some kind of plan of my own. Tears start to stream down my face.

      “You’re pretty worthless now. I’m trying to decide whether to just toss you over the side and start again, or sell you on as damaged goods. You might still get me a good price.”

      I try to drag my heels in the mud, but his grip is too strong. We’re nearing the edge of the sheer drop and the wind whips my hair across my face.

      “Please, Kyle. Don’t do this.”

      “You should have thought of that before you humiliated me in front of my whole family, bitch.”

      I try to kick at his legs, but he steps away. He moves my body in front of his, gripping my shoulders. We’re close enough that if he pushes my shoulders and I stumble, I'll go straight over the edge. The howling wind means he has to shout to be heard.

      “This is it, Mia. Life or death. Either you’ve learned your lesson and you take whatever life I choose to give you, or you don’t.” His grip on my shoulders is tight enough that I’ll probably have bruises, if I survive for long enough.

      Images rush through my head.

      Mom laughing as she danced to her favorite song, Grandpa playing his fiddle, Vlad tottering up to sleep on my lap, and Griffin carrying me to his car. His face inclined to mine as he kissed me. The safety I felt every time I was with him. That has to be worth fighting for.

      There’s a sound like helicopter blades overhead and Kyle’s distracted, peering up into the sky.

      I stumble on purpose, going down on one knee, taking a sharp breath in as I land hard. Kyle’s grip around my arms has disappeared. I have to struggle to avoid falling face first into the mud, still so dangerously close to the sheer drop that I’m riding a wave of adrenaline that doesn’t stop coming.

      Muffled shouts come from behind me and I twist my body round, inch by inch, in the direction of the noise.

      Griffin’s sitting on Kyle’s back, pinning his arms behind him, looking like some kind of wild warrior. His shirt is wet, his hair slicked back, but somehow he’s absolutely at home here. By contrast, Kyle’s slacks are ripped and covered in mud and his face is contorted in pain.

      “What the fuck were you doing to Mia?” He shakes Kyle’s arms to emphasize his question.

      “She’s my wife. Let me go!” Kyle doesn’t sound so smug now.

      “Your wife? I don’t think so. And, if she was, isn’t it a pretty poor way to treat your spouse, threatening to throw them over the side of a mountain?” Griffin winks at me.

      “She’s worthless…” Kyle’s voice becomes a squeak as Griffin twists his arms further up his back.

      “No. She’s priceless. And my future wife, for that matter. How dare you try and force her to marry you and then get pissed when she ran away. You’re less than human…” Griffin’s words are drowned out as a police car and a truck speeds up the road.

      Griffin smiles. “That’ll be the sheriff. He knows some real bad stuff about you. You and your cracked family are the second biggest suppliers of meth in three states, according to his contact. They’ve been wanting to track you down for a while. Attempted murder, kidnapping - some more charges to add to the list…”

      Kyle lets out what sounds suspiciously like a whimper as Griffin hauls him to his feet and hands him over to the sheriff, who starts reading him his rights. Griffin walks over to me, reaching into the inside pocket of his coat. He pulls out a hunting knife and slices open the zip ties. He wraps me in his big, strong arms and I nestle into his warm body.

      “You okay?” His voice is gentle.

      “I will be. Bit shaken up. You rescued me, Griffin,” I whisper.

      “Just in time. I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner. You must have been so scared. You’re so brave, honey.” He softly strokes my hair.

      “I’m tired. And, weirdly, hungry.”

      He laughs. “Let’s see what I can do about that…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Ten

          

          
            GRIFFIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia’s body is cold and I want to get her inside as soon as I can. My hands are still shaking from the effort I made not to throw her ex-fiancé off the side of the mountain. When I saw him holding her so close to the edge, her little hands bound in front of her, my instinct was simple. Protect her and eradicate him.

      The sound of the sirens brought me back to reality, but I’m still wild inside. I want to kill him for scaring her. Mia’s special, and I want the chance to spend the rest of my life making her feel like the most precious person on earth. I’m not letting her out of my sight. She’s mine and I’m tied to her with an invisible bond. I’ll be her protector, her husband, and anything else she wants me to be.

      Forever.

      But I need to get her home and out of this rain first.

      “How’s your ankle?” I support most of her weight with my arm around her waist as we walk back to my truck.

      “It’s fine. Still a little sore. My wrists ache. He tied them too tightly.” Her voice is quieter than usual.

      “This is one hell of a shock for you, honey. I’m going to run you a hot bath and you can sleep if you like. Nurse Vlad will keep you company.” I squeeze her closer to me.

      “Do you think the sheriff will need to talk to me? I gave him the wrong name…” she winces.

      “Don’t worry about it. He’ll have his hands full with that shitheel Kyle and his family. You’ve done him and his buddies a favor. Even if he does want to talk to you, I’ll be there beside you every step of the way.” I hold the truck door open for her and settle her on the seat, turning up the heat to full blast.

      Once I’m in the driver’s seat Mia reaches over for my hand. “I’ve caused you so much trouble, Griffin. My life is kind of chaotic.”

      I wrap my fingers around hers. “Mine was too, until I came up here. Ember Heart has a way of putting things right. You’ll see.”

      She smiles. “I’ll see?”

      “Yes, since you’ll be living up here now. We can split our time between the cabins. I’ve been waiting to show you your grandpa’s cabin. I fixed it up for you…”

      “You did? Thank you, Griffin. I can’t wait to see it.”

      “I’ll take you over tomorrow. But for now, you need to rest up and let me look after you. I’m never going to let anything happen to you. Did you hear what I said back there?” I reach my hand up and stroke a lock of hair away from her cheek.

      “The priceless part?” Her voice is teasing.

      “The part after that. My future wife. You do have a nice wedding dress, you know. Shame to let it go to waste.”

      “I’m going to sell that. But I might be persuaded to make myself a new one. For the right person…” Mia glances over at me, her eyes sparkling.

      “I call that a challenge.” I bend my head down and kiss her soft lips.

      Once we’re back home, I run her a bath and lift her into it. I shampoo her hair, massaging every inch of her scalp, allowing the warm water to relax her. It seems to work, since she starts the bath clutching her knees and ends up stretched out, her face flushed.

      I wrap her in my bathrobe and take her to the sofa, pouring her a glass of brandy. “Isn’t it still a little early for alcohol? I’ve forgotten what time it is, but…”

      “You need it. It’s not every day that you’re kidnapped by your ex-fiancé and then rescued by your future husband.” I hand her the glass.

      She smiles and takes a swallow. “Ergh, this stuff is strong…”

      “Never had it before?” I walk back to the kitchen and start chopping vegetables.

      “Only with soda, I think? Or maybe vodka. I’m not a big drinker. My idea of relaxing is getting my sewing machine out. What about you?” She grimaces as she takes another sip.

      “Cooking. I’m working my way through an old recipe book of my Mom’s. Not her actual recipe book, but one I remember from my childhood. You can test them out for me. I’m making chicken casserole tonight.” I transfer some of the vegetables to a pan.

      “Griffin.”

      I look up. Her robe is open and I nearly drop the knife I’m holding. Her luscious curves are captivating, her legs spread and her hair flowing over the sofa cushions.

      I walk over to the sofa, throwing the knife on the counter.

      “Will you help me forget about today? Help me to feel better?” Her voice is low.

      I can’t help the satisfied grin that spreads across my face. I really haven’t smiled this much in years.

      “My pleasure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE - MIA

          

          One year later

        

      

    

    
      Flora smiles at me.

      “You’re a goddamn genius, girl! If I don’t get a date wearing this, pigs will fly. How did you do the neckline? No, don’t tell me. It’s clearly magic. And you’re a witch. Who needs some of my cake as a bonus…” She slices a big chunk and slides it towards me.

      “Flora, no! That’s nearly half your cake…”

      “Are you saying that Griff is going to turn down what you can’t eat?” She turns her head to one side, peering at me over her black-framed glasses.

      I shake my head. “You know, I might not even tell him about this. Keep it all for me and eat it in secret. Although he’ll sniff it out. Griffin’s cooking skills come with a nose like a bloodhound.”

      “I mean…you got yourself a man who can cook. A handsome, tall, mountain man. That’s some good luck right there.” She packs up the cake into a plastic container.

      “You know, I only had to run away from an arranged marriage in my wedding dress, fall asleep in his cabin, get stuck under a tree branch during a storm, and then be kidnapped by my ex to find him. Easy.” I take a quick taste of the icing. It’s sensational.

      “The way my love life is going, I’m seriously up for that kind of challenge.” Flora’s still smiling but she reaches out for my hand. “You went through a lot, Mia. You deserve your happy ending.”

      “You’ll get yours too, Flora. I know it.” I squeeze her hand, picking up the container from the counter. “Enjoy the dress and send a selfie to me when you wear it. You’re gonna slay them!”

      I drive up Lost Pine Road, Griffin’s truck steady on the tricky looping turns. The weather is better than last year, although we’ve been predicted a big thunderstorm in a few days. The red and yellow leaves, mixed with the evergreens, seem to glow in the sunset. I’ve come to love this place, small and remote as it is. Folks in town are friendly and my sewing skills have been welcomed with open arms by the community.

      My stomach rumbles. I’m not sure if it’s the cake or the fact that we’re so close to suppertime. Griffin said he was cooking something special tonight.

      I pull up to Ember Peak View, taking a moment to appreciate the pink glow of the setting sun on the snow-capped mountains. The air is crisp as I trudge towards the house, carefully balancing the cake along with my purse and keys.

      As I open the door, Vlad runs up meowing. I put my stuff on the side table and reach down to scratch his ears. He’s coped with the move very well, although Griffin reckons he sometimes returns to his old hunting grounds at Pine View in the small hours. Griffin extended the space up here and he moved in eight months ago. We’re renting out his cabin to a guy who wants the peace and quiet to write novels.

      “Smells incredible!” The mixture of tomato, garlic and what I think is oregano drives another hungry growl from my stomach.

      “Hey, beautiful! Five minutes. I’ll pour you some wine and you can relax.” Griffin is wearing a small, striped apron which somehow makes him look even more masculine. He walks over, a wooden spoon in one hand and a jar of herbs in the other, leaning down to kiss me.

      “You taste of…sugar. Even sweeter than normal.” He leans down again.

      “Present from Flora. Strawberry shortcake. A special bonus for her dress. She loved it.” I walk over to the couch and take off my shoes. A fire is blazing and Vlad jumps up next to me for more attention. I stroke his fur and he purrs, settling his small body against mine companionably.

      “She’s lucky. You make everyone look better with your creations…”

      “I can make you one too, if you like. Red satin okay?” I wink as he hands me a glass of wine, his fingers brushing mine.

      “Pink is more my color. And I doubt you have enough fabric.”

      “That reminds me. I need to make you some winter pajamas. Flannel check. You’ll look amazing in them and it won’t matter how cold it gets.” I take a sip of the wine.

      “Pajamas sound good. I think you ripped my last pair when we had sex against the wall at the old place.” He wiggles his thick eyebrows at me.

      “How could I forget?”

      Griffin serves me a huge bowl of spaghetti bolognese, with crusty bread on the side and a green salad. I’m so hungry that I stop talking and concentrate on eating. Vlad eyes my plate beadily.

      “Are you not hungry?” I ask. Griffin’s usually a man of healthy appetite and he’s eaten less than I have.

      “Oh, I was doing plenty of testing while I made this. Chef’s privilege. And I have a special treat for dessert.” He takes my plate up to the counter.

      I wait expectantly, my belly full and my heart happy. This massive bear of a man knows exactly how to make me feel safe and comfortable. Having Kyle locked away in prison, along with most of his awful family, means I don’t have to look over my shoulder anymore. I’ve deleted my father’s number from my phone.

      Griffin walks over with a plate that has a meringue on it. It’s in the shape of a clam shell, dusted with icing.

      “Wow, honey, this is glorious! Looks like something you’d get at a restaurant…”

      He sits down beside me and hands me the plate. “Check out the inside.”

      I carefully open the inside of the shell. There, sat on the frosty white interior, is a beautiful diamond engagement ring.

      “Oh, my goodness.” My hands start shaking and I nearly drop the plate. He takes it out of my hands, removes the ring from the shell, and kneels down beside me. Vlad rubs against his legs as Griffin takes my hand in his.

      “I knew I wanted you to be my wife the first moment I saw you, Mia. Will you marry me?” Even kneeling in front of me as I sit on the couch, he’s so tall that his head is level with mine.

      A huge grin spreads across my face. Everything’s falling into place. I’m at home here with my perfect man and his quirky cat, up in the mountains. I’ve carved out a career I enjoy, with people who are friendly and appreciative. Life gave me something I wasn’t expecting and I’m so grateful for it.

      I hold out my hand, my eyes filled with happy tears.

      “Yes.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE 2 - MIA

          

          Mia and Griffin’s wedding day, six months later

        

      

    

    
      Griffin smiles over at me as the photographer snaps away. He leans down and whispers into my ear, his beard tickling the side of my neck. Tingles rise and shoot down my spine to my core.

      “I can’t wait to get you alone, beautiful. That dress is incredible…”

      I smile back and the photographer points at us. “Yes! Just like that! Perfection!”

      I smooth down the folds of my dress. It’s so warm that I’m sweating in my gown. We’re having an unexpectedly hot summer, with blazing sunshine for the last week and a half.

      I’m proud of my creation. It’s the polar opposite of the lace dress I made for my first wedding. The doomed, arranged marriage where I was like a ghost at the ceremony. Instead of trailing white lace, I’ve gone for figure-hugging satin. The skirt is embroidered with tiny fir tree branches, my own little nod to the time Griffin rescued me on the road. I’m wearing a bohemian-style flower crown with roses from our backyard.

      The little church on the hill is decorated with summer flowers and the whole place smells of columbines and mountain irises. Flora lives so close that she walked here with our wedding cake, assisted by the sheriff and a group of local kids bugging her for a piece.

      After the ceremony, in the big reception area, Griffin’s sister Lily and her husband Thomas are deep in conversation with some of Griffin’s cousins. Everyone’s a little fascinated by the fact they live in Snowflake Falls, which has given so many couples their real-life happy ending. I’m not sure it’s the location that matters. It’s finding the right person, at the right time.

      Griffin’s Aunt Josie walks over to me holding a glass of champagne.

      “I thought you might need this.”

      I take it gratefully. “Thank you. I’m very happy but also kind of overwhelmed.”

      She laughs. “It’s your big day sweetie. That’s exactly how I felt. You better watch out, Griff’s said he’s determined to out-do my record for the highest number of sons in Ember Heart.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t imagine having seven boys.”

      “I couldn’t either. Thought we’d stop after Axel. But the twins were a surprise, and then my last baby, Zander, was kind of a bonus.”

      I laugh. “A big bonus.” The Blake brothers are all hugely tall and broad-shouldered, and take up a lot of space.

      “Never had to worry about Zander. Axel and Logan, on the other hand…” Josie waves her hand at where they’re both sitting. Logan looks a little wild, his eyes dark and almost haunted. Axel is more put together, but has a reputation as a grump. “I wish they could find happiness the way you and Griff have. It’s done him the world of good being with you.”

      I’ve had a couple of glasses of champagne and a big slice of cake when Griffin drives the truck around to the front of the church. It’s been cleaned and polished to within an inch of its life, and then decorated with ribbons and balloons. There’s a ‘Just Married’ sign on the back in case anyone else on the road doesn’t get the message.

      After our farewells and plenty of jokes about what we’re about to get up to, Griffin drives us back up from Ember Heart to our cabin. The cooler air rushing in through the windows feels good on my sweaty skin.

      Griffin is singing along to the radio, an old Beatles song about love that he knows all the words to. He’s a little off-key but I love the enthusiasm he puts into it, glancing over at me. He reaches for my hand and strokes my palm with his rough fingers.

      Once we’re parked outside, he comes around to my side of the truck and lifts me out, kicking the door closed behind us. He carries me up the stairs and pushes open the door of the cabin, carrying me over the threshold. Once we’re inside he starts kissing me, still holding me in his big arms.

      I break away, panting. “I need to get this dress off…”

      He smiles. “I think you do too. Get in the shower, gorgeous, and I’ll scrub you down…”

      I nod eagerly, heat building between my legs. I quickly make my way to the bathroom and turn on the shower. He helps me to unzip my dress and it’s a relief to step out of it and strip off my underwear. Steam fills the room, clouding up the mirror.

      When the water is hot enough, I step into the shower and close my eyes under the warm spray. Suddenly, his hands are on my shoulders, slick with shower gel, massaging them gently. I let out a deep moan, my muscles relaxing under his touch as his fingers expertly massage away any tension.

      Slowly, his hands move down my back, tracing every curve as he goes. My breathing becomes faster and more shallow with every movement of his fingers. He reaches around and cups my breasts in his hands, squeezing them gently.

      I can't help but gasp as his fingers tease my nipples, sending waves of pleasure through my body. He continues to massage my breasts as he leans in to kiss my neck. The hardness of his huge cock presses against my back, his breath hot on my skin.

      He reaches round to circle my clit with his thumb, his big fingers exploring my wetness.

      “Were you wet like this all through the wedding?” His voice is a deep growl in my ear.

      I nod. “I just wanted them to hurry up so you could fuck me…”

      His other hand gently pinches my nipples as my breathing quickens. “You want me to fuck you here? Right here in the shower?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He bends me over so my hands are placed up against the tiled wall of the shower, resting on the shelf there.

      “Stand on tiptoe.”

      I do as he says and his fingers explore deeper inside me, sending shooting waves of pleasure out to every inch of my skin.

      “Good girl.” He lines himself up with my entrance as the water cascades off our bodies like a waterfall. I moan as he enters me, inch by inch, filling every part of me. We’re locked together under the shower spray, both of us breathing fast. I grip the edge of the shelf as he starts to move, slowly at first.

      “Do you like that? I can’t hear you…” His voice is teasing.

      I moan my appreciation, incapable of speech right now. I moan louder as his thrusts get faster, his thumb still circling my clit with insistent movements. My breasts jiggle with each thrust and I struggle to stay on tiptoe. One of his hands moves to my waist to support me as the pleasure builds inside me. A warm wave floods though my body and I cry out, steadying myself against the wall. His thrusts get harder and faster until I feel his hot seed inside me.

      We rest under the water, still locked together. He helps me to straighten up and I turn around to gaze into his eyes.

      “That’s one way to consummate a marriage!” I slick back his wet hair and he gathers mine back from my face.

      He laughs.

      “How about making it completely official - in the bedroom this time? Do you think that’s a good plan?”

      I smile.

      “I do.”
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      Read Axel Blake’s story in Her Hero, book 1 of the completed Ember Heart Ridge series
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