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Mason is having a hell of a time making it through the workday with temptress Eva working mere feet from him. But if he’s going to keep his late father’s dream alive and his logging business afloat, he can’t be distracted. Eventually, temptation wins out and wherever he takes her—to bed, over a fallen tree or against a wall—his passion for domination rages free. Soon she’s wiggled closer to his heart than he ever dreamed possible.

As a widow and mother of a young son, Eva struggles to make ends meet. Her job at Dorsey Forestry would be adequate—if she didn’t secretly dump half her pay back into the company account in order to make up for her late husband’s embezzlement. Her life might be spiraling out of control, but in Mason’s bed, she can let go and feel safe. But she can’t tell him her secret, let alone the state of her heart.
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Chapter One

 

At the sound of tires on the gravel drive, Mason shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Damn, I hear the swish of her tires and I’m already adjusting my junk. He nudged his fly, clamping down on the urge to growl his frustration. Hell, frustration didn’t come close to describing the torment sweet little Eva Frank provided him on a daily basis.

She came to work every day at the same time, at five minutes to seven in the morning. By 7:01, she was on the radio, directing the loggers in Mason’s family company to the jobsites. By 7:02, he was aching.

In approximately thirty-five seconds, she’d come through the front door of the office he ran out of his home and pierce him with her dark gaze.

As the seconds ticked by, he listened to the whir of the heater and the hum of the computer. His heart quickened in anticipation and he thrashed himself. It wasn’t as if he could date her. Not only was she his employee but he had no intention of sticking around this Podunk town.

Her footsteps sounded on the walk leading to the door. The office was an addition on the side of the hundred-year-old farmhouse where he’d grown up. His father had added the office after Mason had moved to Seattle. Before his father’s passing and Mason’s return, he hadn’t even seen the new construction.

He threw a wild glance around the office, hoping to tear his thoughts from the sway of Eva’s hips and the luscious curve of her lower lip. His cock stiffened painfully in the prison of his jeans and he clenched his jaw.

Five…four…three…

She opened the door two seconds early. He spun in his chair, carefully keeping his lower body beneath the desk so she didn’t detect his state of arousal.

Breezing in, she rooted him with her intense stare. “Morning, Mason.” The rich scent of vanilla reached him, sending his pulse racing. God, he loved that perfume on her. She’d worn it since high school. And her hair was especially pretty today, loose around her narrow shoulders, the front falling into one eye alluringly. He imagined how it would feel to run his fingers through those heavy locks.

“Hi, Eva. How were the roads?” He could give a rat’s ass about the state of the highways, especially if she was wearing that red blouse that highlighted her full breasts.

Fuck, I’m in for a long day. Maybe he’d head out into the field and cut down a tree or two to release his pent-up energies. He’d planned an entire day at his desk, but at least wanted to stand up without a tent in his pants. With Eva sitting five feet away, he was going to fail. Big-time.

Wishing he could control himself, he turned to watch her take off her coat. Everything about her movements enticed him. Each time he watched her, he thought of it as unwrapping a present.

First, she unwound her camel-colored scarf. The sight of her delicately arching throat made his mouth water. She meticulously folded the ends of her scarf together and rolled it into a neat bundle. Setting the garment on the side of her desk, she then fluffed out her hair.

The mahogany tendrils fanned over her shoulders and hung to her breasts, drawing his gaze. Her coat would be next. He licked his lips eagerly. Was she wearing the red blouse?

“Any calls come in yet?” She shot a glance at the phone. The light blinked crazily, indicating there was more than one call. He fleetingly remembered hearing it ring early this morning but he’d had a bit too much scotch last night and had stayed in bed too late.

“A few, yeah.” He couldn’t stop looking at her. Had she been this hot in high school? The answer was a swift hell, yes. Since she was a few years younger, they’d revolved in different circles but he’d always followed her with his gaze. He’d never asked her out because she’d been with Bill forever.

Now she was a widow in her prime and he was divorced…

Snap out of it. She’s your employee.

“I’ll pick up the messages in a moment.” She smiled, the corners of her plump lips turning up as if to say she knew he’d spent last night wallowing in lonely self-pity and drinking too damn much.

She continued to unwrap her stunning figure. The belt cinching her tiny waist was loosened and then she popped the buttons, her slender fingers sending spikes of need straight to his groin.

For hours, he’d find himself staring at her hands. Were they warm or cold? He kept the office warm enough but her desk was placed near the door where she might catch a draft. He knew by looking they were smooth. And she wore no wedding band since her husband’s passing.

The final button was unfastened and the coat gapped to reveal not the red shirt of his desires but a trim white button-down. The button at the fullest part of her breasts strained a bit.

He ran his hand through his hair. Christ, would he never get a break?

The phone started ringing again and she lunged forward and snatched it up before he could. Standing near him—too near—she held the phone between ear and shoulder.

“Dorsey Forestry.”

Mason shuffled some papers to distract himself. But it didn’t work. She shifted onto one foot, bringing her round hip inches from his shoulder.

His cock throbbed in the confines of his jeans. Did she have any idea how gorgeous she was? Always had been? He’d been half in love with her in high school—all the boys were. But no one dared to ask her out with Bill guarding her. Later, when Mason had heard she’d married her high school sweetheart, he’d been a little envious. Plus, her and Bill’s relationship had lasted much longer than his marriage. The ink on his marriage license was still wet when he signed the divorce papers.

Drawing a deep breath, he hoped to gain precious control of his physical response to her. Another fail. All he did was fill his head with her scent. The vanilla lay on the back of his tongue, as decadent as the woman herself.

“Sure, Danny, just head up there and start up the hog. We need to start hauling those logs out of there before the crew can come in to select cut.”

Mason focused on the conversation. He should get up to the jobsite and oversee things. They were logging off a parcel in three stages. The largest trees had been removed first, then a second round had taken the next in size. The smallest trees would go to a local hardwood dealer and be made into lengths of molding for homes. The whole operation had been set up by Eva and by Mason’s father before he passed away.

Mason’s gaze flicked up to the photograph of his dad on the wall over his desk—now Mason’s desk. Earl Dorsey was in his forties when the picture was taken and he’d been in his prime. Six-feet tall with thick, dark hair and muscled from the business he’d become known for in northwestern Pennsylvania.

When Mason looked at his dad’s smile, he couldn’t help but smile too. His father had one of those contagious personalities, always happy and the life of the pub, church picnic or local diner. The diner Mason now frequented.

His stomach rumbled at the thought of a big logger’s breakfast. Eva swung her gaze to him, eyes dancing with mirth. She continued to talk to Danny on the phone, hammering out the details of how many loads of logs the team thought they could haul today.

Mason gave up trying to look occupied with work and stared at her openly. A light flush climbed her throat and cheeks, making him think of a winter rose. Her blush against her dark coloring and white shirt were truly striking.

Her voice changed pitch as she spoke to the captain of their runner crew, going from businesslike to apprehensive. What was going on now?

Dorsey Forestry had four teams on various jobs at all times. His father had coined the term “runner crew” because he needed able-bodied men to go into an area on a moment’s notice to help out. Right now Team Oak was down and needed to hit schedule. Danny would ensure they did.

Mason was about to reach for the second phone to cut in on their conversation when her words supplied the missing piece of the puzzle.

“I’m not sure I can make Osborn’s retirement party tonight.” She listened intently while picking at a fingernail. “I’ll try. Yes, I know you think I should supply my polenta and chicken tartlets. You told me yesterday.” She laughed, a high, carefree sound that set Mason’s blood on fire. His cock stiffened further and he crossed his legs to keep her from noticing the swell in his jeans. God, to get her into bed and hear that laugh…

Stop! She’s your employee, a widow who might not even be over her husband’s death.

It wasn’t even five minutes after seven and he was dreaming of leading her through the house to his bedroom and tumbling into the big bed. He blasted that thought from his head with one very solemn one—I don’t plan to stick around here for long.

He’d been running his dad’s operation for close to a year, having dumped his life in Seattle and returned to the area after his father keeled over from a heart attack. At first, Mason thought he could convince himself that he enjoyed the logging business, but he missed his friends and the bustle of the city.

In Seattle, his job as a lumber consultant had put him in suits and behind oak desks. Now he sat behind a shabby desk with a leg that had been repaired and half the time he was in the field, acting as bucker or chaser or even hauling the logs when needed. For months he’d been thinking about selling Dorsey Forestry and moving West again. But leaving a woman behind wasn’t an option. He especially couldn’t do that to Eva.

She tugged on the lock of hair that often fell into her eyes, a sure indication she was nervous. He’d seen her do it before—while poring over a tricky contract or trying to settle a dispute over the phone.

“We’ll see, Danny. Now quit thinking about your stomach and get to work!” With a laugh, she pressed the off button and replaced the phone on the desk.

Turning to Mason, she gave an uneven smile.

“What’s going on? Someone requesting your presence at a party?”

“Yes. And yours too, I hear. Danny told me to remind you not to forget the beer.”

Mason smacked his forehead with his palm. “Damn, I did forget. Guess I’ll be making a lunchtime run to the beer distributor.” He looked at her closely. “You’re not going to the party?”

The retirement party had been secretly planned for weeks. Osborn was one of the oldest loggers in the business. He’d also been one of the first Mason’s dad ever hired. It was a true accomplishment to reach retirement age as a logger. The occupation held so many perils, many lost their love for it, their limbs, or even their lives.

“I don’t know…” She crossed to her desk but left the sweet scents of her vanilla perfume behind.

The cool morning light streamed through the east-facing windows, casting her in a glow. She sank to her chair and shuffled through a pile of papers on her blotter. Her desk was ordinarily neat, but last night Mason had cleaned his off and dumped a bunch of it on hers.

He watched her for another minute. What was holding her back from attending the party? She was good friends with Osborn.

“How can I persuade you to go to that party?”

She spun, chair whizzing, hair floating around her shoulders. Her dark eyes blurred with confusion. “What?”

“I mean, what’s stopping you?”

She ducked her head and picked at the invisible hangnail again. “I’m not sure I want to…”

“I’m not sure I want to either. Parties aren’t really my thing. But he’s a good friend and deserves the honor. Having both of us there will mean something to him. And the polenta and chicken tartlets are his favorite.” Mason grinned.

“That’s true.”

“I’m taking the question out of your hands. We’re going. We’ll go to the beer distributor first, and then the market to pick up the items you need to make the dish. You can take the afternoon off to bake them and get ready. Then I’ll meet you there at seven sharp.”

A dark current ran behind her eyes. Worry? Fear? What did she have to be afraid of? Mason’s chest filled with protectiveness. He had to get her to agree, if only to erase that expression in her eyes.

“Come on. You can’t turn me down. I’m your boss. Besides, if I’m spending good cash on supplies to make polenta and chicken tartlets, I’m not going to make them.”

Her spine straightened and she abandoned her interest in her fingernail. “All right, Mason. It’s a deal.”

“Shake on it.” He didn’t know what possessed him to say that. But he found himself crossing the space to her and extending his hand. He just had to feel her fingers against his, even for a split second.

She laughed again and took his hand, curling her delicate fingers around his. And he found out that they were indeed warm.

* * * * *
 

The December wind whipped Eva’s hair up and away from her face and sent tendrils of cold air down the collar of her winter coat. She huddled in the depths, trying to find a bit of warmth until she climbed into Mason’s big pickup truck.

He’d cleared the sidewalk for her, as the snow had fallen steadily since lunchtime. She followed his big footprints, unable to lengthen her strides to match his. When she did fit her foot into the imprint of his steel-toed boot, she marveled at how big it was.

Everything about him was big. He was at least six foot two with shoulders built for cleaving a hundred-year-old oak in half. She’d seen him wield a saw and axe more than once, and it thrilled her to the tips of her toes. The way his muscles bulged and flexed incited her.

She’d been alone far too long. A woman could only take care of herself in so many ways before she craved the feeling of a man on top of her—inside her. And Mason Dorsey was a man she’d love to take a chance on.

A blush crawled up her face as she thought this. What was wrong with her? She couldn’t risk taking him for a spin. She needed her job too much. She was hardly making ends meet as it was.

Relief still surged in her at the fact that Mason was footing the bill for the baking supplies. She didn’t have fifty cents to her name. Her bank account was dry until tomorrow’s paycheck was deposited, and the babysitter hadn’t been paid in three weeks. Eva was damn lucky the woman didn’t just stop showing up to babysit her four-year-old son.

The snow crunched beneath her boots. Mason had already reached the truck and had the passenger door open for her. Snowflakes dusted his short, chestnut-colored hair and he wore a smile that set her heart thumping. Fuck, why did she have to work for such a handsome man?

She brushed past him to climb into the silver truck, aware of the width of his chest in his woolen, red buffalo-plaid coat. The scents of musk and wet wool reached her, dizzying her momentarily.

Get a hold of yourself.

She vaulted into the cab of the pickup and tucked her legs inside. Mason flashed her a smile before shutting the door. She followed his journey around the front of the truck. She hated to admit it but her insides were mush when he was around. Working in such close proximity had been torture for many months. The minute she’d heard he was returning from the city for his father’s funeral with intentions of running the logging business, she’d practically swooned.

The Mason Dorsey? Coming back to Salzburg Springs? When she’d set eyes on him after all these years, she’d barely been able to draw a breath. She still couldn’t breathe deeply around him.

All the women she’d gone to school with had flocked to the funeral to see the son who’d fled right after graduation. Yes, she saw the same things the immature women did—Mason was tall, rugged and sexy as hell. But she also saw the deep sorrow in the man’s eyes at the loss of a father he hadn’t visited in too long.

Did he have remorse over that?

He jumped into the truck and shut the door. The heat was already blasting and he turned it down a notch so they could hold a conversation. He pierced her with his dark-gray gaze. She clenched her fingers into fists. A small shiver snaked down her spine. God, she loved his eyes—tender and sparkling, filled with humor and intelligence.

“Warm enough?”

“Yes.” She wanted to tear her gaze from his but he held it a beat too long. Her heart tripped and sped out of control. This was the first time they’d been in a vehicle together. Working in the same office had felt stifling, but this was impossibly intimate.

Had she ever noticed how big his hands were? They could span her waist easily. And the best parts of him were quite visible in the glare of light—the small laugh lines around his eyes and the salt and pepper at his temples. These additions to Mason Dorsey’s person only made her attraction to him grow. In high school he’d been handsome, but age had given him a rough masculinity that heated her core.

Besides, she was older too. She didn’t want a boy.

I can’t have either, so I should stop thinking about it.

Ripping her gaze from his, she looked out the window at the snow-covered world. Time to turn her thoughts to practical—and rational—ones. She had a four-year-old at home with a babysitter who was going to demand payment. She had no milk and fifty cents to her name. And she’d promised to make and deliver a special Italian hors d’oeuvres to a retirement party when she didn’t know if the slighted babysitter would be willing to stay with her child.

Fuck, why had the world gotten so difficult these past years? It started with Bill.

Mason backed up and headed down the long drive to the main highway. A silence settled between them that wasn’t uncomfortable but was electrically charged.

She tried to remind herself that he wasn’t feeling this—it was all in her head. Her romantic mind was starved for an emotional link, and Mason was the only man she spent time with.

Because he’s my boss.

He drove slowly down the driveway so he could scour his property for deer and turkeys. His house overlooked a flooded cornfield—a wetland that was stunning in its beauty. Ice crystals and thick snow clung to each stalk. The waters glistened with ice and snow.

She sighed happily.

“Beautiful, isn’t it? This was one of the things that drew me back here.” Mason stopped the truck at a particularly beautiful vantage point overlooking the old farmhouse and the wetland. “My memories of sitting over that flooded corn with my father, guns in hand, waiting for a duck to glide in and set down spurred me to stay on after his funeral.”

The gritty tone of his voice did things to her insides she didn’t want to contemplate. Beneath her blouse, her nipples pinched up tight. She was thankful for her thick coat and her scarf to hide her blush in.

“I love the birdhouses in particular,” she said. Earl Dorsey had crafted several big birdhouses and erected them in the fields during the summer when the corn was in. At all times, birds could be seen flitting from one to the next. Even when the field was drained in the spring, the birds called this area home.

“Me too,” Mason said. “Seeing the field rimed with ice makes me want to get out there and hunt ducks and geese.”

She smiled. “You could skip working Saturday and hunt instead.”

He’d worked every Saturday since his return. Though she didn’t work Saturday, she’d received more than one phone call from him, asking where a file was or if she knew a phone number. All too easily she pictured him in the office, poring through the finances.

Her heart gave a sputter and fear tingled to her fingertips. She knotted her hands and turned her face to the window to avoid his gaze. So far she’d been lucky. Mason hadn’t found out what she’d been doing at the bank. But it was only a matter of time before he actually looked at the records and found that for the past two years, she’d been dumping over half of her paycheck from Dorsey Forestry back into the company.

Bill, her late husband, had stolen tens of thousands of dollars from Mason’s family logging business after Earl had allowed her husband access to his checking accounts to buy parts to repair the equipment.

When Eva found out that the extra money padding her life wasn’t from her husband’s overtime pay, she’d gone crazy. Fury lifted in her even now. After she confronted Bill, they had been on the outs. And then the accident had taken him from her life forever.

Mason put a hand on her forearm. Heat seemed to scorch through the fabric of her coat. She tensed her thigh muscles to stop the sudden throbbing between them.

Turning to look at Mason, she found him staring past her intently. “Look at that.”

She followed his gaze. A pair of mallard ducks sailed over the wetlands, wings cupped and feet set to land. The male’s brilliant green feathers flashed in the sunlight. The pair angled themselves at precisely the same moment to set down.

Completely in sync with each other. How would that feel?

She couldn’t stop the smile that spread over her face at the sight of the wildlife. “Like you said—beautiful.”

“Beautiful.” He squeezed her arm lightly. His gaze was locked on her, the silvery depths twinkling with something she didn’t understand but stole her breath.

A heartbeat ebbed between them. She shouldn’t be looking at the damn creases around his eyes or the fullness of his lips. He was her boss and she had to keep this job until she was able to pay back the money Bill had stolen.

Besides, Mason Dorsey couldn’t possibly be interested in her.

A formation of geese flew over, honking loudly, and the fine thread between her and Mason was snapped. He released her arm and shifted the truck into gear once more.





Chapter Two

 

God, if Eva bent over one more time and wiggled that round little ass of hers, Mason was going to tip her over the shopping cart and take her. He passed his hand over his face for the tenth time, struggling to find control. At least his longer coat covered his evident arousal. Fuck, this woman was pure torture in one five-foot-three-inch frame.

She wended through the aisles of the market, selecting ingredients for the tartlets. She said there weren’t many ingredients but she sure as hell was taking her time choosing them. Scanning the prices and always selecting the one with the lowest cost. He could appreciate a frugal woman, but damn, did she have to keep presenting her lush ass to him?

His cock throbbed and his balls were as blue as a snow goose’s feathers.

Eva added a small jug of cream to the shopping cart and smiled at Mason. Need spiked in him at the sight of her moist lips. Had she just licked them?

Just then he heard her groan softly. Knitting his brows together, he studied her, trying to discern why she’d make that sound.

At that moment, he saw the reason—one irritating female named Amber Pratt. In high school she’d been the biggest gossip and, as far as he could see, she’d never changed. At his dad’s funeral, she’d clung to Mason, asking annoying questions that no one had any right to know. Personal was personal, in his book.

No wonder Eva had groaned.

As Amber approached, Eva stepped up to Mason’s side. That protectiveness lifted in him once more—an unusual feeling that he could learn to like too much. He’d touched her twice in the past few hours. Could he risk a third? To do so might risk his heart.

Biting down on that thought, he turned his attention to Amber’s overly excited greeting. She hopped up and down a little on her very high heels and made a show of embracing first Eva, then him.

He almost choked on the perfume clogging the air and her hair, stiff with hairspray, scraped his cheek. Stepping away as quickly as possible, he and Eva stood shoulder to shoulder, suddenly united against this person.

“It’s sooo good to see you both. And right before the holidays! There are so many parties. I’m surprised I haven’t seen you at any.” Amber raked her gaze over Eva.

Eva shrank back until she was flush against his side. He ached to slip an arm around her waist and anchor her to him. Why not? He’d get rid of Amber in a hurry, since she’d realize he wasn’t an eligible bachelor—something she’d called him at his dad’s funeral.

I’m just looking for any excuse to touch Eva again.

Resisting the urge, he tucked his hand into his coat pocket instead. Heat emanated from her little body. She was the perfect size to tuck against his chest.

“Are you coming to Mindy’s party tonight? It’s going to be great, just like old times. Except now we’re old enough to drink!” Amber rattled on, flipping her bleached hair with her fake nails. While she spoke as if she were best friends with him and Eva, her gaze heralded her disdain for Eva. She stared at Eva’s coat and shoes. Up close these things looked worn. Well-loved. He felt the need to shield her from Amber’s gaze.

Suddenly it occurred to him that Eva’s husband Bill had died and not left her provided for. She was probably left with a stack of bills and a mortgage, with only her low salary to survive on. No wonder she was careful with money, whether it was his, Dorsey Forestry’s or hers.

A growl rose in his throat. He had to get her away from Amber Pratt as quickly as possible.

“No, we won’t be at Mindy’s party, Amber. Eva and I are attending a party for an old friend tonight.” There. That made it sound as if they were going together.

Why weren’t they?

Amber’s face fell. “Okay. Well, it’s good to see you both. I hope we can catch up over New Year’s! Byeeee!” She toddled off on her treacherous heels, swinging her ass as if she were taking out attackers on either side.

Eva groaned louder as the woman retreated. “Agh. I hated that woman in high school. The last thing I’d do is go to a party with her. Thank you for getting rid of her.”

He stared down at Eva, their mouths inches away. Closer than he’d ever been to her. Could he resist this pull she had on him? You have to. Suck it up, buddy. Go home and jack off.

His balls clenched up tight against his body in response to that thought. He put one hand on the shopping cart and one on her elbow, steering both toward the checkout. He had to get her home to make those hors d’oeuvres and give her time to get ready for tonight.

Really, he had to get her out of his sight before he did something he regretted later.

* * * * *
 

Eva dumped the grocery bags on the kitchen counter and caught her four-year-old son Brady as he hurtled across the space into her arms. She lifted him easily and clutched him tight, kissing his round cheek.

He squirmed. “You’re cold, Mommy!”

“I was out in the snow, pal. Of course I’m cold.” She kissed him again and then set him down. He shot off toward the living room and his favorite toys.

Eva turned to smile at the babysitter. “Thanks for agreeing to come back tonight, Abby. Brady sounded excited on the phone that you’d tuck him into bed.”

She nodded. “Sure thing. I’ll just get going now and see you soon. But Eva—”

Eva’s throat constricted. Fuck, she was going to ask for her pay, and there was no way Eva could swing it until the following week. She racked her brain, mentally searching her coat pockets and underwear drawer for loose bills to settle with her babysitter and friend.

The dreaded words fell from Abby’s lips. “I know you’re strapped for cash, but could I please get paid? I have bills due.”

What was she going to do? Panic wove through her. This was the third time she’d fallen behind in paying the caregiver. Abby wasn’t about to stand for that for very long. Soon she’d take her services elsewhere, leaving Eva in the lurch.

“Uh…yeah. Just let me get my checkbook.” With fear a wild animal in the cage of her chest, Eva crossed the kitchen to the shabby desk that held her checkbook. She sank into the chair, doing the mental math as fast as possible.

There was no overlooking the fact that the balance of her checking account was $6.23. She owed Abby for three weeks, which amounted to $300. A bargain for child care, but out of Eva’s budget.

Tears sprang to her eyes and she blinked rapidly to dispel them. This was no time to panic. She had to find a way to make ends meet.

Hatred for her deceased husband rose in her anew. He’d done this to her—pinned her down and made it impossible for her to live. And he hadn’t even had the consideration to die properly by having a life insurance policy.

She sniffed and backhanded one that escaped. She had no choice but to write the check to Abby, then rush to the bank and pull the funds from the Dorsey Forestry account she’d just put in last week. They were technically her funds anyway. She just wouldn’t contribute as much this pay period. She’d do better with her money management next time.

She uncapped a pen with her teeth and hastily scribbled the check. Standing, she handed it to Abby, who was waiting nearby. “I’m sorry you had to wait for it. Thanks again for all your hard work and the care you provide Brady.”

“No problem, Eva. See you in a few hours.”

As Abby left, Eva eyed the clock. She had about an hour of work on those polenta and chicken tartlets. But she had to get to the bank before that check went through and bounced.

“Damn.” She grabbed her purse and rushed to get Brady ready. He protested loudly at having to abandon his play to run errands, but she promised him a lollipop from the bank.

Bundling him into the car, her mind jumped ahead to her next task. Get the money from the Dorsey Forestry account, deposit it and then run home and bake. She was pushing it for time, and likely wouldn’t have a moment to do more than freshen up before running back out to meet Mason at the party.

Meet Mason.

Her body tingled with renewed life and her worries fell away for a bit. She actually found herself humming as she made the transaction at the bank. Since she didn’t always stop at this small-town branch, no one questioned why she was exchanging funds between her account and the business account. This was one of the things that caused her the most guilt—every time she made a transfer, she changed how she did it.

One time she’d drive to a bank in the next county. Sometimes she made online balance transfers. And sometimes she actually used the ATM to deposit or withdraw. It made her feel more like a criminal than ever.

But for now, she had a party to think about. With a happy, sticky-faced boy in the backseat, she tried to dream up an outfit to wear.





Chapter Three

 

Mason couldn’t stop throwing glances at the window, waiting to see Eva’s familiar used compact car pull into the driveway at Osborn’s house. The party was in full swing but she still hadn’t showed. More than one person asked him where she was, and he replied that she’d be there.

She’d better be.

He paced before the front windows overlooking the icy world. He hated the thought of her on these dangerous winter roads in that bean-can of a car. She should at least have four-wheel drive and some thicker steel to protect her from an accident.

“Hey, Dorsey, what are you going to do without Osborn? You hiring?”

He turned to talk to the man who addressed him. He vaguely remembered the man’s name, though they all knew each other in this part of the country. They’d grown up together, and living in a small town meant everyone knew everyone else’s business.

“We’ll have to see how business is in the spring. We’re slowing a bit now that it’s the holidays.” Mason hitched a thumb in the pocket of his jeans and cast another look at the windows. No sign of Eva.

“Well, keep me in mind,” the man said. “I’ve been out of work at the mill for a couple months and jobs are hard to come by.”

Mason nodded. “Will do.”

Suddenly, headlights scoured the front of the house. Mason shot to the window, making out the shape of Eva’s little car. Relief flooded him. He spun and shoved past the throng of some forty people in Osborn’s small house to reach the door.

He whipped it open and found Eva standing there, flustered, pink-faced…and sexy as hell in a leopard-print skirt. Damn, where had she found that? Was it the infamous leopard-print skirt from high school?

She graced him with an uneasy smile and extended the tray of what smelled tantalizingly like polenta and chicken tartlets toward him. “Hi, Mason.”

He fielded the tray and ushered her inside. A cheer rose up at her entrance and she blushed violently, splotches of red climbing her face and settling in hectic patterns on her cheeks. His heart lurched at the sight.

She was engulfed by people asking her questions, taking her coat. And yes, it was the leopard skirt Mason remembered so well from their youth. She’d once worn it to a school dance and he’d spent a miserable night with a hard-on the size of the Allegheny River. He’d run home after that dance and jerked off to visions of ruching that skirt over her hips and burying himself inside her.

Now was no different. In fact, it was worse. His lust swelled to gigantic proportions. Hell, he might have to hide in the bathroom and relieve himself. It would take all of two minutes.

He followed her with his gaze, listening to her talk. She had time for everyone. Hugging, laughing, asking after wives and children.

“How is Brady?” Osborn’s wife asked.

Eva’s face lit up like a store window at Christmas. “He’s just fine. Thank you for asking.”

A pang stabbed Mason’s chest. Brady?

Someone took the tartlet tray from him and he hurried to Eva’s side. One of his logger crew from Team Elm stopped him to talk business and he was caught up for a torturous ten minutes.

All the while Eva was passed from one person to the next. A bucker who felled logs for Team Elm grabbed her up and hugged her. He let his hands linger too long on her spine, dipping low over her lower back.

Mason caught the growl in his throat before he released it. Was that man seriously going to feel her up here in the middle of the party?

Quickly he stepped in. Starting up a conversation with the bucker meant that the single guy wasn’t able to continue holding Eva. She stepped away from him, but not before Mason caught the sparkle of electricity in her dark, espresso eyes.

He had to get her alone.

Five minutes of talk later, Mason ran her to earth in the crowded kitchen. There she was hand-feeding the man of honor a polenta and chicken tartlet. It was almost comical to see the dainty hors d’oeuvre disappear into the giant logger’s mouth. But his smile said it all.

Osborn smacked his lips and grinned at Eva. “That in itself was worth retiring for!”

She beamed.

Osborn wrapped her in a bear hug. She was lifted off her dainty high heels. The motion drew Mason’s attention to the swell of her buttocks in that sexy skirt and down to the shapely curve of each calf. Her legs were bare, he noticed for the first time. In this weather?

She was set on her feet, laughing and flushing again. That was it. Mason had to make a move.

He lashed his fingers around her elbow. She jerked, shock crossing her stunning features. Before she could react more, he towed her through the crowd. In the entryway he rummaged through a pile of coats until he found theirs. Then he bundled her into it and out into the night.

The frigid air seared his lungs. He finally drew a deep breath. Getting her out of there had been one of the smartest things he’d done in his life.

“Mason, where are we going? Is something wrong?”

He stopped on the gravel driveway and spun to face her. Taking her hands, he stared down into her eyes.

She searched his face. “What—?”

He dropped his mouth by degrees. “Eva, I’ve been dying to do this all day.” In one swift motion, he claimed her sweet lips.

 

The first contact of Mason’s mouth nearly rendered her unconscious. Dizziness washed over her, followed by desire stronger than anything she’d ever known. His mouth was hard and demanding and he exerted the perfect pressure on her back, lifting her onto tiptoe against him.

Her pussy squeezed and juices flooded her panties. He plundered her mouth for a moment before she remembered what to do.

Sliding her arms around his neck, she angled her head and met his kisses. The scrape of his five-o’clock shadow sent a spike of need to her sex. Her head filled with the musky scent of male, leather and wool, and also the underlying tang of freshly cut wood.

A moan bubbled to her lips. He glided the tip of his tongue over the seam and she opened to him automatically.

With a rumble, he took instant advantage, sweeping the cavern of her mouth. She was brought against the full length of his body, clamped to him, dizzy for air but unwilling to fight for it. The first velvety flip of his tongue ignited a fire in her and she spun out of control.

He cradled her face in his big hand and pressed on her chin with his thumb, urging her to open farther for him. He plunged his tongue deep, filling her head with his essence. The flavors of beer and mint made her hungry for more.

She twisted her fingers in the hair on his nape, drawing him down to her again and again. Her nipples were hard pebbles, aching for the touch of his rough fingers and his hot mouth. Her inner thighs were soaked with need.

And his cock was unmistakably steely against her belly. She fought the wanton urge to rock against it, to learn its length.

He drew back and stared at her for a full heartbeat. The wind had died down and the moon kissed the top of his head, highlighting the snowflakes on his dark hair. She ran her fingers over them and the cold melted on her skin.

A shudder racked through him. “Eva, I can’t apologize for that. In fact, I’m going to do it again.” He swooped in and captured her lips, feeding her his passion in nipping bites. She swirled her tongue over his, learning the textures and flavors of his tongue, teeth and lips.

She explored his shoulders and the outline of his chest. Beneath the thick coat he wore a simple button-up shirt that strained across his muscles. Too easily she recalled the way he looked shirtless. Several times in the summer she’d arrived at a jobsite to find him bare-chested in the heat, coated with sweat and sawdust and looking sexy as hell.

And he was kissing her as though he’d never stop.

He slid his fingers into her hair, tangling them above her ears. He angled her head just the way he wanted it and plunged his tongue deep. She gasped as he filled her mouth. Her panties were drenched and molded to her body. Suddenly the leopard skirt from high school she’d managed to wriggle into and the white blouse she’d worn to work were too confining.

It also felt as if Mason’s jeans were too tight to accommodate his erection. He shifted from foot to foot and she longed to grind against him, to learn the inches that were thickened for her.

Beneath her fingers, he seemed to vibrate. She wrapped her arms around his neck and clung, never wanting him to let her go. Knowing he probably would let her go—he was her boss, not her lover. They were exploring unstable ground.

He pressed the small of her back, bringing her in full contact with his throbbing length. Her pussy clenched and released. Juices flowed down her inner thighs. No, this was too good. And she’d gone so long without a man’s touch.

Just one more minute…

Suddenly he broke away, gazing down at her with an intense expression that was almost a scowl. His thick, dark brows were knitted together in a V and his breath plumed in small clouds that glimmered in the light from the garage and the moon.

“God, that was amazing. You’re amazing.”

Before she could respond to his heated words, he gripped her hand and towed her toward his truck. Electricity ripped through her body from his kisses. “Where are you taking me?”

“I’m not finished kissing you, Eva.” His gritty tone sent her heart galloping like a runaway horse.

They reached his truck but he didn’t open the door. He turned to her slowly and pulled her back into his arms. Heat slammed her, like striking a wall. His muscles, his scent and his warmth overwhelmed her.

And this time he kissed her with purpose. The tentative swirling of tongues was gone, replaced by passionate demand. He bit her lips until she opened for him and then he drank from her roughly.

Each flick of his tongue maddened her. She slid her palms beneath his coat and felt the swells of muscles around his torso. Without warning, he spun her around and pressed her against the door of the truck. Her spine struck and the forcefulness ratcheted up her desire another notch. She was in no mood to play games and apparently Mason wasn’t either.

He tore his mouth away and loomed over her, trapping her in the cage of his thick biceps. His broad shoulders blocked all the light and she could barely make out his glittering eyes in the darkness.

“Eva, you’ve been driving me wild for days. Weeks. Fuck, it’s been months!”

Her belly hollowed out at his confession, feeling as if she’d just gone into a ten-story drop on a roller coaster. All the times she’d looked up from her paperwork to find his gaze on her made sense all of a sudden.

He pressed against her, letting her bear his weight. She reveled in it. Feeling a strong man again dizzied her. “Tell me you want it too.”

“Mason, I do. You’re— Yes, I do.” It had been on the tip of her tongue to say more, to add emotion to this interlude. But the time wasn’t right. It might never be. She wasn’t about to screw up a night of bliss with him. Even if it was only a night, she didn’t care. She wanted him.

Twisting her fingers in his hair, she drew him back to her mouth. His scents crashed over her and her breasts ached for his touch.

He kissed her fleetingly and then locked her in his gaze. “Come home with me, Eva.”

Her heart flipped and then soared. He nuzzled her ear and throat. Boneless, she sagged against him. Weakly, she answered him.

“The babysitter is with my son. Maybe she can stay. I’ll give her a call.”

He jerked, pulling away a fraction. Worry filled her. In the year she’d been working for him, she’d never mentioned her son. Was it possible he didn’t know about Brady? It was a small town and she thought everyone knew her business.

Maybe Mason wouldn’t get involved with her now, knowing she had bigger responsibilities.

He trailed his lips over her earlobe, his heated breath a sharp contrast to the scrape of his facial hair. She shivered. Finally, he spoke. “Good. Then it’s settled. If I can stop kissing you long enough, we’ll drive home.”

Moaning, she turned her mouth against his, hungry for his taste. Passion raged in her unchecked as he stroked the walls of her mouth with his tongue. He explored her waist with his hands, moving upward inch by inch until he cupped her breasts through her coat.

She arched against him, needing more.

“Fuck. I’m going to take you here if I don’t stop.” He moved her away from the truck door, opened it and motioned for her to get in.

The hint of a smile crossed his handsome face, cutting a bracket around his mouth. She returned it. Was this a dream? She’d never allowed herself to fantasize about Mason because he was her boss. Besides, he’d always been out of reach. In their youth, she’d been too enthralled with Bill to look at other boys. And when Mason returned to take over Dorsey Forestry, she’d never considered him a romantic interest.

She climbed into the truck. Instead of shutting the door, he climbed into the passenger seat with her. With the flick of a wrist, he sent the seat flying backward. A laugh bubbled from her and he rumbled a response. Then he brought his weight down upon her, pinning her securely beneath him.

Gasping, she pulled him closer, hitching a thigh around his hip and bringing his erection against her.

He groaned and fumbled to get her coat off. She worked over his too, until she was able to slide the heavy wool off his shoulders. He tossed it over the seat. Leaving her coat on but open down the front, he dropped his head to the swell of her breasts, nuzzling the cleavage she’d spritzed with perfume before leaving for the party.

His soft hair caressed her skin, lighting a fire in her that blazed out of control. Once he touched her, she wasn’t going to hold out for long.

“So sweet. Damn, do you know how much I love this shirt?” He popped the top two buttons, exposing her lacy bra. He issued a noise from the back of his throat that made her feel beautiful and desirable—two things she hadn’t known for many years.

A shiver ran down her spine.

“You’re cold.”

“Far from it.”

His dark eyes burned into hers. Their mouths were inches away and it felt entirely natural to surge upward and capture his lips. The hard planes of his body sank against her again. Musk and the leather from the seats lingered in her head. If she lived to be a hundred, she’d remember this moment. The fire in her belly was bigger than anything she’d ever experienced. Hell, it was the man. Mason was larger than life.

He traced the lines of her ribs, down to the hollow of her stomach. She tensed a bit, too aware of the loose skin that was the result of carrying a nine-pound child. Her body was far from perfect. Stretch marks marred her hips and lower belly too. Would Mason care?

Locating the indentation of her navel, he pressed his thumb into it. As he kissed her, his smile spread over her lips.

“I want you, Eva. But not here. In my bed.”

He swung a leg over the console and dropped into the driver’s seat with a thump. She sat up and searched around for the handle to adjust the seat into an upright position.

When she’d fixed her seat and righted her blouse and coat, she looked up to find his gaze on her. Warmth pooled in her cheeks and slipped south between her thighs. She resisted the urge to wriggle to ease her need.

The faint blue moonlight trickled over his carved features, etching them in a surreal glow. Now that she’d explored his seemingly hard lips and knew they were soft, she saw them in a new light. Everything about him was amplified, bigger and better now that she knew him more intimately.

A tingle took up residence in her core. By morning, she’d know him in ways she’d never contemplated.

He reached across the space and stroked her cheek with the back of his knuckles. “So beautiful. Tell me to put this truck in gear and get on the road before I attack you again, Eva.”

She laughed, a free sound that filled the cab. When had she last laughed with such abandon? Suddenly her cares and responsibilities were nonexistent. After a quick call to Abby, she was set.

Placing her hand atop Mason’s, she guided it to the gear shift. Holding his glittering gaze, she said, “Take me home with you, Mason.”

 

Blood surged through Mason’s body, pounding in his ears, throbbing in his fingertips and pooling in his groin until he thought he’d scream with the need to blow. He was on the verge of losing control, and that was the last thing he wanted the first time he took Eva to bed.

Grinding his molars, he fixed his gaze on the road and tried to concentrate on driving rather than tearing off her clothes.

He ran the point of his tongue over the roof of his mouth. Damn, he could still taste her. Sweet vanilla and feminine musk. If her mouth tasted that good, how would her body taste? Images flitted through his head, of peeling off her leopard skirt and going down between her thighs.

Reaching across the console, he planted a hand on her knee. The flesh was bare and slightly chilled. He flipped the heater on to warm her and she thanked him in a soft voice that sent his control skidding on thin ice.

His house was a mere five miles away but it was too far in his book. How could he keep his mind from taking her now? He wanted their first time to be slow and pleasure-filled for her.

Casting his mind about for a bit of conversation, he settled for discussing the party. “Your tartlets were a hit.”

She giggled. “You didn’t even get one.”

He cast her a sidelong look. To tear his gaze completely from the road would be a disaster. In these conditions and with his heightened state of arousal, he was liable to put the truck in the ditch.

“No, but I’ll get something better.”

She shivered again and he realized it had nothing to do with the temperature of the truck. Her hair was fluffed over her shoulders, the waves glossy in the light from the dash. She crossed her legs, drawing his attention to her round little thighs. God, she was curvy. She might have been a pinup girl. Too bad she wasn’t wearing stockings…

Who had been the last man to touch her? Her late husband Bill? Or someone else? “Tell me about this Brady character.”

A grin settled over her face, stretching her lips wide and reaching up to capture her eyes. “He’s very special to me.”

Irritation flamed in his chest. He shot her a look. Should he ask her outright if she was involved with someone else? Then why would she agree to come home with me? He’d known her long enough to understand she wasn’t the type to flit from man to man. He wouldn’t be surprised if Bill had been her first and last lover.

When he didn’t reply, she placed her hand over his. “Mason.”

He swung his gaze to hers. Lightning clashed between them, fireworks in the middle of winter. His balls drew up tighter to his body. “Yeah?”

“You don’t have any idea who Brady is, do you?”

“No.” Keeping the annoyance out of his voice was beyond him. From the moment he’d grabbed her with the intention of getting her alone, he considered her his. He didn’t share.

She stroked his fingers, her touch light and soothing. “Brady’s my son.”

The hard knot of worry in his chest released and flowed away. She’d mentioned a babysitter and he’d been shocked. Her desk sported no picture of a child and she’d never brought him up.

He’d be lying to himself if he said that didn’t scare him. He had little experience with kids. “How old is he?”

“A rambunctious four years old.”

He did a quick tally in his head. So the boy was definitely Bill’s son. Her husband had only been gone a couple of years. A pang of concern spiked through him. She was on her own with a little one to care for on her measly salary. When Mason had taken over Dorsey Forestry, he’d been a little disgusted that his father had paid her so little. She supported the entire company. Now Mason felt like an ass for letting it ride. Telling himself a single widow probably had a pension or life insurance award to balance her low pay had helped him put the thought from his mind.

Not so now.

He’d been silent so long, she went completely still. Removing her hand from his, she clenched it in her lap.

A shower of icy remorse splashed him and he drew her hand back into his. “Thank you for telling me. But why didn’t you ever mention your son before?”

She relaxed minutely. “I figured you knew.”

He shook his head. “How could I know?”

“Well…you spend a lot of time at the Mack Hollow Diner.”

He couldn’t help but smile at her reasoning. “Yeaahh, so?”

“So anyone there could tell you I have a son.” Before he could respond, she went on. “Mason, are you sure about this? About me coming home with you?”

A thread of heat wove through him. He scanned her petite form—the body he’d longed to explore for a year. He’d taken the step and wasn’t about to turn around now. His raging hard-on wasn’t going to let him back out.

Then there was that small spinning feeling in his heart, as if the wheels were just about to get unstuck and it would speed off, out of control. He’d never known such a feeling. He liked it.

He met her gaze across the small space. Lifting a hand to her jaw, he cradled it, stunned anew by the delicateness of her frame. “I’m very sure.”

By the time the fields before his house came into view, he was aching. The last mile, she’d teased his fingers with her fluttery touch and even drawn his hand to her mouth, pressing a kiss to his palm.

Stunned and reeling from the gesture, he stepped on the gas in his eagerness to get her to his bed. The truck fishtailed. She gripped the armrest, stiffening in fear. He righted the vehicle and kept on, frustrated by the slow pace.

Her gasp drew his attention. “Look how beautiful the wetland looks in the moonlight.”

He drew to a stop along the road and together they stared at his favorite part of the farm where he’d grown up. His early years were laced with memories of his mother. She still lived happily in Oregon, having left Mason’s father when he was eight. She said she simply couldn’t live another minute with a man who loved the forests more than her.

Snow lay thickly on the thin stalks and leaves of the corn, a pale blue blanket over the land. As far as Mason could see was Dorsey land. His father had amassed so much property during his years that some joked the town should be called Dorseyville rather than Salzburg Springs.

Eva made a quiet noise and Mason pivoted to take her into his arms. Without thought, he kissed her. The simple touch stoked the fires of his need and he was instantly aching again. Out of his head with lust.

She ran her tongue over his lip, touching his teeth in a way that drove him wild. He plucked her out of her seat and drew her so she was half lying across his lap. He wrapped her close and bent to her throat, learning the curves and the hollow of her collarbones.

He drowned in vanilla perfume. She mewled when he sucked her delicious skin into his mouth. He lost himself in her flavor and feel for a long minute. When she started to squirm, he eased the sucking pressure of his kiss on her neck and licked the spot. He’d drawn her blood to the surface, without a doubt. Juvenile, maybe. Dumb, probably. An animalistic need to mark her had driven him to it.

She quivered in his hold. “Mason, I need you.” Her throaty statement rocked him. His hands convulsed on her waist, drawing her nearer. He fought the urge to attack her neck once more.

Gently he settled her back into the passenger seat. She blinked at him with wide, glistening eyes. Was that passion in the blurred depths? He had to get her home, light a fire in the grate in his bedroom and see for himself.

He moved the truck forward. The yellow porch light was a beacon in the night, spilling across the snow welcomingly. Had he ever enjoyed returning to this place as much as he did now?

Cutting the engine in the drive, he quickly helped her alight from the truck. Her tall heels sank into the snow and the drifts engulfed her bare feet.

“Christ, woman, where are your boots?” With a burst of joy, he whipped her off her feet and carried her up the couple of steps to the front door. In their small town, no one locked their doors and he shoved through into the warmth of the old house without the irritation of using a key.

The very timbers seemed to greet them, creaking their welcome. He kicked the door shut and set Eva on her feet.

She shivered and he glanced at her wet feet. “Slip off your shoes and I’ll get a towel.” Guided by the light of a lamp he always left on in the hallway, he went into the bathroom and grabbed a fresh towel off the shelf. He glimpsed himself in the mirror over the sink and stopped, struck by his appearance.

Who was this man? A manic light gleamed in his eyes and his face was flushed. He threaded his fingers through his hair, knocking a few snowflakes loose. Then he hurried back through the rooms to Eva.

She’d removed her coat and shoes and stood waiting for him with a smile. The sight brought him to a dead stop. God, had she ever been more beautiful? Shining with life?

He dropped to one knee and began to wipe the cold snow from her ankles and feet, to her protestation. The ripe scents of her arousal caught him unawares and he almost lunged between her thighs there and then.

Slow down, man. Give her wine. While she sipped it, he might have to take two minutes in the bathroom to relieve his need. If he didn’t, he’d never last.

“Mason, please.”

He looked up at her and a fresh wave of desire slammed him. Gaining his feet, he tossed the towel aside and drew her into his arms. Kissing her now was familiar, but in no way ordinary. He never wanted to stop.

She dug her short nails into his spine and swayed toward him. He pulled her on tiptoe, sinking his tongue into her mouth again and again, quickly giving up control. In a few minutes, he’d be pulpwood in her hands.

He gripped her upper arms and spun her to the wall, crushing her between it and his body. Dipping his knees, he rocked his hips into hers, grinding his cock into the scorching warmth between her thighs.

Catching her moan in his mouth, he fed her one of his own. Need hummed in his core. In his mind, he was already making love to her in a dozen different ways—on the sofa, in the shower, on the hearth rug in his bedroom, on her desk in the Forestry office…

She bit his lower lip and he reared back, pulse racing at the carnality of the act. His lip stung and he ran his tongue over the sore spot, reveling in it. Was she a rough player? She didn’t seem to mind him being a little forceful with her, kissing her roughly and shoving her against the truck or wall. Would she let him mark her again? Her neck bore his red kiss, a dark stain against her pale throat. He wanted to plant one on her belly, her inner thigh.

He lifted her on his cock. Sweet heat sank through his jeans. Shit, he wasn’t going to hold out. He was going to come in his pants as if he were a fifteen-year-old boy.

Tearing his mouth from hers, he stared into her face, memorizing the expression in her very dark eyes. “Eva, you want this?”

“I can’t even contemplate walking away.” Her lips were swollen from his kisses, her eyes bleary with passion. She’d never buttoned her shirt up and it hung open, exposing her white lacy bra. Her creamy breasts spilled over the tops of the cups, ripe and ready for his touch.

He popped the rest of the buttons and stripped the cotton off her arms, abandoning the garment in a whisper. Her hair lay in mahogany waves over her pale shoulders. He wanted to twist it in his fist and sink into her.

She reached for him, her fingers light and quick on his buttons. A growl grew in his chest until he could barely contain it. He had to feel her warm hands on his flesh.

She stared at his chest for a long minute. A hard flush lit her face. “God, Mason. I don’t know if I can wait.”

Her admission was all the fuel he needed. He surged into action. Cupping her ass, he lifted her. Her skirt slid up her bare thighs and she wrapped her legs and arms around him. He carried her through the house, his tongue in her ear, then in the delicious spot beneath her jaw.

They bounced off a wall and he drew away laughing. The full globes of her buttocks fit his hands perfectly. He couldn’t wait to peel away her panties and learn every inch of her—inside and out. And fuck, could she kiss.

She tugged his hair insistently, trying to bring his mouth back to hers, but somehow he resisted. Kicking open his bedroom door, he entered with her. He wished he’d had the foresight to have emptied his hamper and made the bed. She’d think him a slovenly bachelor.

He cradled her head and lay her down gently, falling atop her and pinning her to the plush mattress. Without pause, he savored her mouth, slowing the kiss. Each lazy flip of her tongue sent him up the steep slope of need.

Leaning on his elbows, he broke the kiss to really look at her in the moonlight. He wanted to remember everything about her right now. From the disheveled state of her hair to the soft dip of her belly above her skirt, she was stunning.

A flush crept up her throat, exaggerating the mark he’d given her. Possessiveness shot through his soul. He twisted his mouth up at the corner.

“I can’t believe I’m here with you,” she whispered.

He nuzzled her throat, unable to get enough of the scent that had driven him crazy all this time. “Why? I’ve been dying to get you here for so long.”

She shook her head, tangling her fingers in the longer hair on his neck. “Crazy…”

Sliding a finger beneath the cup of her bra, he caressed the swell of her breast. A puff of air left her and she bowed her back, bringing her mound into his palm. “You’re driving me crazy, Mason.”

“Good. I intend to do so all night.” And as long into the morning as I can. Reaching beneath her, he located the clasp of her bra. It took him a couple of tries, but he popped it. The fabric loosened and he stripped it off her, throwing it aside.

He ground his teeth to keep from releasing a bellow of joy. Fuck, she was gorgeous. Her breasts were high and full, the tips cherry red. A tiny brown freckle dotted one side and it drew him like a bee to nectar.

Extending his tongue, he lapped it, holding her gaze. A shudder ran through her and into him. She tore his shirt off and let her hands rove over his chest, shoulders and back. When she reached his nipples, she swirled her fingers over them.

His cock jerked and he clamped down hard to keep himself from coming. He had to take her soon but first he wanted to watch her come apart.

He caught her nipple between his lips, pinching it lightly. She moaned and lashed his head to her, holding him prisoner as he licked her nub. It hardened on his tongue. His mouth watered for more. Sucking it gently, he stared up at her face, stunned by her beauty.

She squeezed her eyes shut in ecstasy, her lips open in an O. The soft pink interior of her mouth almost unmanned him. He released her nipple with a pop and moved to the other, drawing deeply on it. She pressed on his nape.

“More…”

He grazed it with his teeth and she bucked. Stealing a look at her face, he was shocked to see her wild expression. Her lips were pulled back over her teeth and her eyes were slits.

“Please, Mason!”

Before his control snapped, he had to taste her. And he wasn’t going to go another minute without pulling this skirt off her. He’d wanted to do it long ago and even more so now.

With deliberate slowness, he hooked his fingers into the waistband of the tight skirt and drew it down her hips. She lifted her ass to help him remove it, her tongue moving maddeningly over her lower lip.

“Fuck, you’re more gorgeous than I ever imagined, Eva.” He stared at the swell of her belly, slightly rounded and feminine as hell. She wore a scrap of black lace that barely covered her mound. A few short curls escaped the fabric, enticing him more than a bare pussy.

He clamped his hands into fists and sat back on his heels to stare at her. The scents of her arousal flavored the air. His body reacted violently.

Careful, man. She won’t be able to handle your strong needs. At least not yet.

Sometimes he walked on the rough side of the vast forest of intimacy. Most women didn’t share his appetites and he often found them walking away after one night with him. He didn’t want that to happen with Eva. If he had to tame his lusts, he’d do so to keep her in his bed.

He swiftly removed her skirt and stretched out between her thighs. She quaked in his hold as he gripped the string of her thong in his teeth and drew it down her body. When he reached her knees, he finished removing it with his hand, tossing the tiny piece of lace across the room.

She sank her fingers into his hair. Her hips worked back and forth, almost as if she couldn’t control herself, waving her pussy in front of his nose.

“You smell delicious. Let me see how you taste.” With that, he opened his mouth over her sex in one big bite. He laid the flat of his tongue against her slick seam. Juices burst on his tongue and filled his head. His cock hardened painfully, the head leaking pre-cum.

“Ohhhh.” Her moan echoed, spurring him on. He nudged her thighs apart and her thick outer labia fell open to reveal the petals of her inner folds.

Sweet Jesus, how was he ever going to hold back? He drove his tongue into her pussy, gathering her flavors. Her heat scorched him and he burrowed his tongue deeper to get at her core. When he breached her entrance, she cried out, shaking from head to toe. Fuck, her state was as heightened as his.

He tasted her, curling his tongue against her spongy wall. When more cream flooded his tongue, he sucked it down. Then, moving up the seam of her pussy again, he located her straining pearl. Pressing the hood back with his tongue, he flicked the bundle of nerves.

She cried out, her nails marking his shoulders with crescents. The pleasure-pain nearly sent him careening over the edge. He clung to the cliff of control, determined to make her come on his tongue.

Running a hand up her inner thigh, he kneaded the crease between her mons and her thigh. She writhed but he hung on, continuing to bathe her sex with his tongue. Following the lines of her outer lips, he located her dripping opening. Easing a finger in, he applied pressure to her clit with his mouth.

She came apart. Contractions racked her. Her flesh pulsated on his tongue and around his finger, jolting up his arm and spreading like a wildfire through his limbs.

Small, squeaking gasps burst from her as she rode the waves of her orgasm. A flush stole over her body and she bit into her lower lip ruthlessly. The plump skin bulged around her sharp tooth. Fuck, what he wouldn’t give to feel those teeth on him. Scraping, nipping…

He pumped his finger against her G-spot, extending her release. Slick juices soaked his hand and he released her nubbin to lick his knuckles. Then, removing his finger entirely, he sucked it all the way into his mouth.

Her eyes were half-lidded with bliss. “Come to me, Mason. Now. I need you to stretch me.”

Though he’d never needed such a thing here in Salzburg Springs, he kept a stash of condoms in his nightstand. He ripped the drawer open with so much strength, it hit the floor with a crash.

“Fuck!”

Eva jackknifed on the bed, curled on her side and convulsing with giggles. He focused on the shivering flesh of her breasts, visions of sliding his cock between the round mounds threatening his control. Another minute and he wouldn’t need a condom.

He dangled over the side of the bed, located a foil wrapper amongst the spilled contents of the drawer and ripped it open with his teeth. In a flash, he had it in place.

Stretching atop her, he poised at the heat between her thighs. She dug her nails into his ass but he resisted.

“Baby, I’ve been dreaming about getting inside you for a very long time.”

“Please, Mason!”

Leaning down, he claimed her lips, sharing her juices with her. She went wild, lapping at his lips and tongue. When he still didn’t join them, she hooked a heel behind his back and jerked him against her with surprising strength.

He sank deep, plunging through her soaking walls. Setting his teeth together, he bit off a feral grunt. His balls ached and he felt the familiar rush that meant impending release. Trapping her face in his hands, he kissed her more fervently. And began to move.

Her body gave way, cupping him, a perfect fit. She rose and fell beneath him but it wasn’t enough. He slid his hands under her round buttocks and brought her up sharply. His cock stabbed her and she cried out. She clenched him, shaking, her nipples two ripe buds begging for his kiss.

“Fuck, I want this to last but I can’t hold out long, baby.”

“More, Mason!” She bucked against him and he realized she wanted him to spear her as he did before. Rough. Deep.

He jerked her against him. Once. Twice. A bellow of completion passed his lips as hot ropes of come spurted from his cock. Her walls twitched around him as she tipped over the edge too. She clung to him and he found her mouth, feeding her his passions through a sucking, tongue-swirling kiss.

Her soft body cradled his, her pussy enveloping his cock as the release ebbed away. Vanilla pooled in his sinuses and flavored his tongue. He came to his senses slowly, aware of the hum of the furnace and the tick of the grandfather clock in the hallway.

Eva’s breathing slowed and finally she released a stuttering sigh. He supported his weight on his elbows and stared into her tumultuous gaze. Dark sparks of emotion resided in her eyes, raising that feeling of utter possessiveness once again.

“That was amazing, darlin’.”

She shivered. He reached for the blanket and tossed it over them both. Nestling her face against his chest, she gave a sigh.

He smoothed the hair off her forehead and kissed the sweet-smelling spot on her temple. “You all right, Eva?”

She answered by wrapping her arms tightly around his waist. Her smile spread against his chest. “Did you really want that for as long as you could remember?”

“Yes.” He rolled off her and pulled her atop him so he could explore the curves he hadn’t yet learned. Like the dip of her lower back. And the crest of her buttocks.

What was she thinking? Usually he didn’t stop to wonder after getting physical with a woman, but she was different. More important. Maybe even a little fragile.

He caressed her back in long, sweeping strokes until gooseflesh pebbled her body. Minutes ticked by and his worry grew. Finally, he had to know what was going on her head. “Eva, talk to me. Tell me what you’re feeling.”

 

Eva’s senses whirled, her mind spinning like a windmill in an eighty-mile-an-hour wind. The tempest of their lovemaking was over, but now what? The physical link to Mason had been mind-blowing. Her body still hummed and small aftershocks tore through her. But what now? She was his employee. She wasn’t going to be able to walk back into the Dorsey Forestry office and settle in to work as if nothing happened.

And there was the not-so-small problem of her secret concerning Bill’s theft. Now that she was sleeping with Mason, it might bring her activities into focus. What would happen if he discovered what she was doing with the Dorsey Forestry accounts?

He pressed a tender kiss to the hollow of her throat, bringing her back to the present. She was in his bed and he’d been a fantastic lover. The ache between her thighs was testimony to that.

He’d asked what she was feeling. How to answer him?

Start with the basics. Squeezing his developed biceps, she smiled at him. “I’m feeling satisfied.”

A smug smile spread over his rugged features and lit his eyes. Up close the depths were speckled with many colors, like a kaleidoscope. Gray, green and gold fanned around the centers. His lashes were bristly and thick, the same dark hue of the hair on his jaw.

She chafed her knuckles over this growth. “Very satisfied, Mason. In fact, I might want to do that again.”

His eyes hooded at her words. No matter what the state of her bank account and her late husband’s crime, she thoroughly enjoyed being in Mason’s bed and she wasn’t about to get out anytime soon. The chiseled tilt of his jaw thrilled her. His carved abs begged for her touch. And she hadn’t yet tasted his body as he had hers. If she had one shot at this, she was damn well going to make the most of it.

Tomorrow she’d deal with the repercussions. And the state of her heart.

“Hold on.” He released her and climbed off the bed. His sculpted buttocks disappeared into the adjoining bathroom. A minute later, he returned with a towel swathing his hips and crossed to the door. She heard him rummaging in the kitchen. When he returned, he carried an open bottle of wine.

She sat up and dragged the blankets over her belly so he didn’t see the wrinkle of loose skin. “Where are the glasses?”

“Who needs them?” He handed the bottle to her and she took a swig. The red wine slid down her throat and pooled deliciously in her lower belly. Her pussy still throbbed with need even after the proper fucking she’d had. But she’d been untouched for years. One encounter wasn’t about to satiate her for long.

Not with Mason Dorsey anyhow.

She handed him the bottle and he accepted it, sinking to the bed with a grin.

“Now…”

She quirked a brow at him, aware of his gaze. The predatory glint sent her blood dancing again. He’d taken her hard and her body stung in many places from his rough kisses and nips. It made her feel alive in a way she hadn’t ever felt before. “Now?”

“Now I have to kiss that sweet mouth of yours again.” He set the wine aside and pressed her back on the rumpled bed. Tracing a big thumb over her lips, he stared at her until a blush settled in her cheeks.

When she thought he’d never deliver the kiss he promised, she surged upward and claimed her due. The initial contact of his lips dizzied her anew. Waves of need struck her, towing her under. She drowned in his scent, which was mingled with her flavors. The memory of him going down between her legs and eating her pussy brought a fresh trickle of moisture from her folds.

She clamped her thighs together but he nudged them apart with his knee.

“Open for me. Let me feel that moist heat.”

“It’s my turn to explore.” She placed a palm on his chest, pushing him until he rolled into the blankets.

He lay staring up at her, a boyish grin stretching his features. She raked her gaze over his body, starting at his bulging pecs and skimming to his hard thighs. His stomach muscles were thickened and cut as if he’d been shaped for a men’s fitness magazine. Those guys could spend hours in the gym when Mason simply worked hard in the field, wielding a saw and running his ass off to speed up the production of the logging business.

A nest of brown curls cushioned his cock. It was thick and lengthening as she looked at it, the tip purple and veins twisting beneath the velvety sheath of his skin.

She straddled his lower legs and splayed her hands over his thighs. His shaft bobbed against his abdomen. He tensed, his breathing coming shallower. She stroked his pubic hair. The springy curls were like the icing on the cake of his body. The tip of his shaft oozed and she hungered for a taste.

Without warning, she prostrated herself and swallowed it to the root. He jerked, cupping her face. She held him in her mouth and he pressed her down, forcing her to take it all. The head scraped the back of her throat. The salt of his pre-come lay on her tongue but he tasted freshly washed. He must have cleaned up in the bathroom.

She bathed his shaft with her tongue. He dragged her upward, bringing her mouth to the tip. Excitement blossomed in her core. The control he exhibited over her thrilled her. She’d never experienced anything like it. Bill had been an adequate lover, but this was entirely new and exciting.

She sucked Mason’s length in again. His curls brushed her nose, lightly scented of them both. Under her fingers, his body was like iron.

“Fuck, yeah, baby. Take it all. I’m surprised you can.” He twisted her hair in his fist, drawing it off her face. The roots tugged at her scalp, sending delicious chills down her spine. He shoved at her nape, making her take him deep again.

Her nipples swelled against the warmth of his legs and she arched her back, bringing her ass up, trying to ease the throbbing between her legs.

“Goddamn, that’s beautiful. Your ass in the air and my cock in your mouth. Damn, Eva. You’ve gotta stop.”

He gripped her upper arms and yanked her up his body. She sprawled atop him fully, reveling in every inch of his male hardness. His size made her feel delicate and that look in his eyes made her feel precious.

Outside, wind drummed the house. A loose shutter flapped—something she’d heard before, but lying in bed with Mason, wrapped in his arms, gave the noise a familiarity that was at once intimate. Never in a million years would she have expected to lose her head and allow him to bring her here in the middle of that party.

“You’re blushing.”

She burrowed her nose in his throat and drew a gulp of his musky scent mixed with soap and water.

“Why?”

“I wonder what people will say when they realize we left the party together.”

“Who cares?” He nudged her chin up to meet her gaze. The pressure of his fingers on her chin enflamed her. “Do you care if they’re all talking about us at the diner? Or at church on Sunday?”

She shook her head. What did it matter? She was free.

“Good. Because I like the thought of all those loggers getting jealous that you’re in my bed.”

Her stomach flipped and heat slithered between her legs. She reached for one of the condoms on the floor and rolled it down over his length.

Grinning, he ground his erection against her. “Sit on it, Eva. Ride my cock.”

With a grin, she seated herself on him, his length gliding over her wet folds. He palmed her breasts, weighing them, his eyes like two gems. The need she read on his face fed her passion.

Gripping his cock at the base, she positioned it at her pussy. Then slowly she sank down on him. Tossing back her head, she moaned into the quiet of the room. Each throbbing inch stretched her, filled her. Pressure grew in her belly, a heat she couldn’t ignore.

He pinched her nipples. Hard. A cry burst from her and she snapped her gaze to his. He twisted them again, rougher than anyone had ever touched her. God, she’d never have guessed the pleasure to be had by the spear of pain.

She rocked against him, taking him deeper, her thigh muscles quivering. Her pussy clamped down on his shaft. Goose bumps broke over her at the vibrations coursing through her body. Need rushed up, the pulsations beginning in her hypersensitive core.

“Mason!” Her control fled and she rode him wildly.

He sat up, locked her to him and pumped his cock inside her channel. Each stroke drove her higher until she was gasping, crying out. She gave herself up to him, clinging to him and depending on him to hold her through the storm.

“Look at me, baby. Let me see your eyes as you splinter.” His gritty tone made her obey at once.

Holding his gaze, she let go. Release claimed her and she shattered with a scream that he swallowed with his kiss. Tremors racked her and joy burst in her heart. As she slumped in his hold, only a single thought flitted through her head.

Dawn was hours away and she was going to take advantage of every minute.





Chapter Four

 

Mason choked the engine of his chainsaw and adjusted it until it was purring. Much like Eva last night.

The vibrations of the saw ran up his arms and through his shoulders. He squinted up at the treetop, assessing it once more. Never could be too careful. Loggers died every year. Even those with a ton of experience like him had accidents.

He tried to shift his night with Eva from his mind so he could focus on bringing down this white oak. The top was heavy on the right side but he didn’t want it to fall that direction. If it did, it would take out a solid thirty-incher that could be cut in a second wave.

He wanted this particular tree to shoot the gap he’d cleared to the left, which meant some fancy saw work was needed.

The wind was nonexistent and the air still after his regular faller, Tommy Cook, had just felled a tree. Two hundred yards away, he was busy select cutting too.

Mason approached the tree and set his saw blade at an angle. The teeth cut through the thick bark and wood like a hot knife through butter. He pulled the blade back and dug in again, drawing the saw upward to cut a wedge from the trunk. Wood dust showered his arms and coated the backs of his gloves. It burned his nose and he sniffed deeply, loving the scents of the sap and the pull of exertion in his veins.

Using the point of his saw, he tapped the notch he’d cut. It dropped to the forest floor soundlessly, disappearing into the shallow drift of snow around the trunk. Circling the tree, Mason set his boots precisely, prepared to jump back in the event that the log kicked out.

Then, glancing around quickly to ensure no one was within distance of this tree, he set the blade at an angle on the backside of the cut. As the trunk was severed in two, it tipped. Cracking and popping noises sounded even through his hearing protection. He felt the smile of satisfaction spread across his face.

With a scream, the white oak plummeted, the top branches ripping through the limbs of other trees, brushing them in farewell. It slammed to earth with a resounding wallop.

A cheer went up from across the clear-cut. Mason looked up to find Tommy sending him a wave of camaraderie. He cut the power on his saw and thwacked his hands against his thigh to dislodge the sawdust from his gloves. The cracked brown leather gloves had been his father’s and one of the only things Mason had saved of the man’s personal possessions.

He’d found them on a high shelf in the entryway. Drawing them down, he’d brought them to his nose and inhaled the tang of leather and sawdust. Both scents he associated with his dad.

He set his saw on the fallen trunk and pulled off his glove. A shock tore through him as the sweet aroma of Eva’s arousal struck him. He’d spent all night loving her. Even this morning he’d fingered her to completion before allowing her to climb from his bed. Christ, he could hardly wait to get home to see if his sheets smelled of her.

He’d barely kept himself from begging her to stay longer. Returning her to Osborn’s house to pick up her little car had spurred that deep possessiveness in him again. Osborn had come outside to harass them about where they’d gone. Mason had put a stop to it, but not before Eva was as flushed as a Christmas rose.

He brought his fingers to his nose and inhaled. His balls clenched instantly at the scent of her he caught there. He’d promised to call her later tonight, but he felt like a goddamn teenager, dying to pick up the cell and call her now. Immediately.

What was she doing? Now that he knew she had a child to care for, he envisioned her in several different scenarios—the boy nestled on her lap as she read a story or seated on the floor building a block tower with him.

Why hadn’t he seen it before? She wore her motherhood like she displayed her femininity. She was always caring for people. Even hand-feeding Osborn a tartlet last night.

Mason wanted to jump in his truck and race to her house right now, and that scared the hell out of him. He’d never known such longing, even with his ex-wife. Eva and his ex were like heartwood and rotted wood though. One was strong and beautiful, something wood connoisseurs prized. Mason knew heartwood when he saw it.

Trouble was, he wasn’t going to stick around Salzburg Springs for long. He’d already contacted the company he’d left when his dad died a year ago and been told he always had a job with them. In fact, they wanted him as soon as possible. His roots weren’t firmly entrenched in western Pennsylvania, but they were plunging deeper after last night.

He mentally kicked himself. He never should have toyed with Eva. She deserved much more than a bachelor with a bent for rough play in bed.

Fires flared in him at the memory of her response to that heavy hand. She’d come unglued when he pinched her nipples so hard. And her skin had lifted to him when he tugged on her hair. How far could he push her?

He was drooling to find out. Though she’d obviously enjoyed his lovemaking skills, she’d taught him a few things too. Like how much he loved her gentle kisses and fluttery caresses.

The crash of a tree brought his head up. Tommy stood back, watching it hit. Snow and mud splashed up around the man. Pride lit the logger’s face. He lived for this, but did Mason?

He didn’t mind the hard work or even the paperwork. With Eva to take up the slack in the office, Dorsey Forestry was running smoothly. Could he make a life of this though?

Thinking of his apartment in Seattle, he tried to place himself there once more. After a year with these hearty and good-natured people in the town where he’d grown up, could he return to the pettiness and shallow life of a city dweller?

This morning he’d stopped at the diner for a real logger’s smorgasbord—ham, fried eggs, hash browns and a stack of pancakes taller than a small child. Or almost. Friends had flanked him at the counter and Karen, the waitress who’d been there since he was a kid, had poured him a cup of coffee on the house.

Then they’d settled in to talk about the weather and old Osborn’s retirement party, the amount of snow expected on Christmas and the way people seemed to fall in love when they were stuck inside in winter.

He’d caught on to that quickly, staring down Karen until she burst into a peal of laughter. It didn’t surprise him that she’d already heard about him leaving the party with Eva.

Running a hand through his hair, he fought to concentrate on the task at hand. Typically his crew didn’t work a Saturday, but they were behind. And frankly, Mason needed the distraction. Sitting at home, he’d only find himself longing for her.

Damn, how had it happened? One minute he was her boss, the next her lover. But he’d be lying if he said he’d rather return to simply signing her paychecks.

To his right another tree struck the snow. In the distance, a big truck rumbled to life and headed their way. Wait—was that another vehicle he heard? He pulled his ear plugs and strained to hear above the roar of the saw and the heavy equipment.

Could it be—?

His cock hardened instantly at the sight of the little white compact car driving into the clearing. Eva.

Quickly he emerged from the woods, dumped the saw in the back of his truck and continued toward her. “You have no business on these bad roads in that car.” Giving her hell was the closest he could come to telling her he was fucking overjoyed to see her.

Before she could respond, he grabbed her and pinned her against the car. Her body conformed to his, sweet and soft in all the right places. Her arms came around his neck and she turned her face up to his. God, she smelled good. Of vanilla, something freshly baked and feminine woman.

He claimed her mouth, taking advantage of her gasp and sweeping inside with his tongue. Moaning, he tasted her for long minutes, allowing his hands free rein over the body that was swiftly becoming as familiar as his own.

When she grazed his lower lip with her teeth, he loosed a growl. Tearing away, he stared at her, letting her see his passion. “What are you doing here?”

“You going to keep on giving me hell, Dorsey?”

Her comeback brought a grin to his face. Damn, she was stunning. Her body was concealed in a pair of worn jeans, lace-up winter boots and an oversized parka, but he knew the curves that lived beneath the layers. The cold reddened her cheeks and her dark hair waved down her back.

“Am I giving you hell, baby?” He pressed his arousal against her belly suggestively.

She laughed, a hearty sound that made his synapses fire. “I thought you might be happy to see me.”

He brushed his lips over hers. “I am. But I’d be happier to see you in a four-wheel-drive truck.”

“When the truck fairy drops one at my house, I’ll happily drive it. Until then, I have this.” She thumped it with one gloved fist, making a hollow sound.

Once again, the state of her livelihood rose to the fore. How did she support a child on her meager income? She deserved more pay, that was for sure. Without or without a small mouth to feed, she earned more than Mason paid her. The fact ate at him. However, giving her a pay raise now would look as if he was paying her for her services.

“How did you get away? I thought you said the sitter was off today.”

“She is. But a girlfriend of mine asked if Brady could come over to play with her son and I thought I’d take the opportunity to come up here. Is that okay?” Her voice held a note of uncertainty, which he staunched immediately.

Lifting her onto tiptoe, he captured her mouth. Plundering it for long minutes was pure bliss—and torture. He had men around them felling logs. The bucker was on the white oak Mason had just dropped, his saw zipping as he sliced the length into manageable pieces.

He didn’t care who saw them making out, but he wanted her naked. And he didn’t want to share that with anyone on earth.

“You taste like syrup,” he murmured. Pulling away, he stared down at her.

She smiled. “I had pancakes for breakfast. Brady’s favorite.”

“I had some at the diner too.” With all his heart, he suddenly wished they’d had breakfast together.

A bellow sounded and he looked up sharply. His faller was running toward his bucker. Mason whirled around and took off sprinting, his mind racing with the possibilities. Dorsey Forestry hadn’t had an accident in several months, and that had just been a finger smashed between two logs. Nothing major.

He leapt over a shallow ditch filled with running water and sloshed through the snow toward the men. The bucker was holding his knee and blood drenched his fingers.

“What the fuck happened?” He drew up before him, assessing his complexion. The man didn’t appear to be ready to pass out, but he couldn’t be too careful. “Get him down. Sit, man!”

Tommy grabbed him around the chest and lowered him. “The saw kicked back and grazed him, boss.”

“Shit.” Mason hissed this, his gaze glued to the streaming gash. He dropped to his knees in the snow, his pocket knife in hand. He flicked open the blade and set the point into the fabric above the bucker’s knee. With a swift jerk, he sliced the cloth.

Relief welled in his chest. A flesh wound. Superficial. But still bleeding like hell. He clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder. “It’s not deep. Nothing major’s cut but you need stitches.”

Suddenly Eva was there, her cell phone in hand. “What happened? What can I do?”

“Did you call for an ambulance?” Mason asked.

She shook her head, a dark stain mottling her face and throat. Tears sparked in her eyes. “No. My phone’s…dead.”

He stared at her hard. What was the matter with her really? There wasn’t time to consider it. He had to get the crew member to the hospital.

“Tommy, help me get him to the truck.” They positioned themselves on either side of the bucker and, using a two-man carry, got him into Mason’s truck. Eva trailed behind, looking torn and more than a little upset.

Before he climbed behind the wheel, Mason grabbed her and drew her into his embrace. Kissing the tender spot between her eyebrows would have to be enough for now.

“I’ll call you later.”

“Okay.”

“You going to make it home all right in that soup can you call a car?”

She waved a hand in dismissal. “Of course.” Watching her take off toward said vehicle with her head down, his heart squeezed hard. He didn’t want to see her walking away, let alone not know what was troubling her.

“Eva!”

She twisted around.

“You’ve got an accident report to fill out. Come over later.”

* * * * *
 

Dead. Eva’s phone was dead—the service cancelled because she was two months in arrears with her payments. God, what was she going to do now? She didn’t even have a landline. What if there was an emergency with Brady? Or what if her car skidded off the back road and no one came by, which was a very real possibility in this remote area.

She dropped the phone to the passenger’s seat with disgust and absolute despair. Now Mason couldn’t even call her.

The tears that burned in her eyes finally blurred her vision and spilled down her cheeks. She needed some extra cash, and fast. If she didn’t continue to give half of her pay to compensate for Bill’s crime, she might be able to get back on track. But that meant the black cloud hung over her head forever. And eventually Mason would discover it.

The total amounted to about thirty thousand dollars. Not much to some, but to her, it was a fortune. Even putting half her check back into the account, it would take her years to pay it off. She couldn’t last years in this state.

Despite her tears, she carefully guided her car out of the valley and up the steep hill leading home. She racked her brain for a solution to her problem. Whatever way she added it all up, she didn’t have enough—would never have enough.

She might have to take up her mother on her offer to come live with her in the South. There, she could share expenses. She’d have built-in child care. Perhaps she could continue to pay back Dorsey Forestry from afar.

Eva heaved a big sigh and headed home. Right now, Mason would be on his way to the hospital with the injured man. Accidents were a part of every logger’s life. They worked in a perilous profession and no matter how many safety precautions they took, sometimes they got hurt.

She silently thanked God that Mason hadn’t been the one hurt. Besides having affection for him as a friend and her employer, the intimacy they’d shared last night sent new feelings through her.

Damn, the way he looked at her… She gulped as heat clawed at her insides again. She’d had countless orgasms in the past twenty-four hours. She tried to tell her body she didn’t need more, but it only responded by throbbing.

She’d taken a chance by coming to the jobsite to find Mason. Relief had flooded her when he didn’t turn her away. She’d been scared witless he’d do just that—tell her thanks, but he’d had his fill. Instead, he’d crossed the clearing and scooped her up, kissing her as if she’d never left his bed.

She smiled to herself and tucked a loose lock of hair behind her ear. While she had no clue what was really going on between her and Mason, she wasn’t going to turn away the one man she’d ever hungered for this way.

Once she reached her house, she sat staring at the rundown façade for long minutes. Her chest burned with tears. There was so much her son needed and she couldn’t provide.

Milk, for one. She’d been using the leftover cream Mason had purchased for the tartlets, watering it down for her son. And Christmas was quickly approaching. She’d been lucky enough to buy a secondhand bicycle for Brady from a yard sale. She’d had it hidden since summer. It had a couple dings, but he wouldn’t mind.

She wished she could have a real Christmas for him—one like she and Bill had given him before she discovered her husband’s treachery. After that, things had quickly gone downhill. Finally he’d gone into the woods to hunt and not returned.

The coroner had ruled his death a hunting accident but he’d told her on the side that the angle of the shot looked deliberate. Either way, Bill didn’t carry life insurance.

She dropped her face into her hands and drew deep breaths, trying to dispel the fury in her heart.

There was no choice but to keep running toward her goal. Maybe a shift would open up at the diner and she could pick up some extra cash. And next year, her son would be in school all day, which meant she would no longer be burdened by the babysitter’s fee.

One more year.

She got out of the car and went inside the house. Cleaning and doing laundry filled her time until Brady came home. When it came down to it, her son was her universe. She’d do anything to help him grow up to become the man his father wasn’t.

Thinking about Brady as an adult, she pictured him not as a younger version of Bill, but of Mason Dorsey.

Mason was everything a man should be—strong, rugged and a hard worker. After spending the night in his arms, she knew he was so much more. Passionate and a little rough, endearing, as well as funny and playful.

She shot a glance at the clock. He’d said he’d call, but he wasn’t going to reach her now that her phone was out of commission. Maybe she could get it turned on after she got paid.

The tears fell without warning, a sob rushing up and out. The floodgates had been opened and without her son at home, there was no reason for Eva to hold back. She sank to the kitchen chair and dropped her face into her hands. Tears dripped between her fingers. Her hoarse cries filled the small kitchen.

What if Mason did want a relationship? She couldn’t continue to hide the secret swapping of funds from him. It wasn’t right. In fact, it had eaten at her off and on all night long. A couple times it had been on the tip of her tongue to tell him. Fear had kept her lips sealed—fear of being turned away. Of being blamed for her husband’s stupidity.

After long minutes, she gained control. Exhaustion claimed her. Mason had kept her up all night, loving her. Today she felt the effects of his attentions. Her body was sore in places she hadn’t remembered existed. And she could still taste his musky flavor on her tongue.

There was no time for a nap now. She had to go pick up Brady at her friend’s house.

In the bathroom, she splashed water on her face and brought her hair to order. Her eyes were red-rimmed and her cheeks too flushed, but she didn’t bother using makeup.

She went out to her car again and headed south out of town. Past the small market and the single gas station that still offered full service. Salzburg Springs hadn’t changed in decades. Most of the people hadn’t either. People like Abby from high school or the woman who waitressed at the diner. Their personalities were set and they never deviated from the paths they’d worn for themselves.

Eva wanted more though. She wanted to get out of her financial rut and start living. Leaving her worries behind seemed to be the only way. She couldn’t even get over Bill while she was still paying off his damn debt. How could she forgive him when she lived with his mess day after day?

The best thing to happen to her in ages was Mason Dorsey. What had spurred him to make a move last night? She’d spent more time on her appearance, even unearthing that leopard miniskirt from her high school days. Surprised she could still wriggle into it, she’d been a little nervous to enter the party. But Mason’s eyes had lit up as if she were the most glorious creature on earth.

He’d made her feel that way many times in the past day.

When Eva picked up Brady from her friend’s house and had strapped him into the backseat, the first thing he asked for was a cup of milk.

“Not that yucky milk, Mom. Good milk with the red lid.”

Anxiety speared her chest. Fuck, what now? The kid deserved some decent milk, not watered-down cream. But she still only had fifty cents to her name. Could she possibly run by the ATM and take out a few of the dollars she’d put into the Dorsey account to cover a trip to the market?

Flipping on her turn signal, she switched lanes to go to the bank. A horn blast made her look up, only to see Mason’s big silver truck. He threw her a wave and a grin that, even across fifty yards and through two thick windshields, melted her heart.

Heat sank low in her belly.

Her son was talking to her. About what? She listened with half an ear to a story about what he’d done with his friend but her mind was racing. God, she wanted nothing more than to follow that man to his house, step into his arms and confess everything. The burden was bending her, bowing her beneath the extreme weight.

“Mom, I’m thirrrrsty.”

Irritation prickled but she clamped down on it. She was not going to snap at Brady because of the crises in her life. It wasn’t his fault and she was going to own her problems.

“All right, buddy. We’ll run through the ATM, and then go to the store for some milk.”

“With the red lid.”

“With the red lid,” she repeated. She waved at Mason and turned, speeding away, praying he didn’t follow. Because she was going to the bank to remove funds from the Dorsey account for the second time in two days.

There had to be a solution, but for the life of her, she couldn’t see the forest for the trees.





Chapter Five

 

“Hunter’s breakfast!” The waitress slid Mason’s platter before him. The scents of sausage, pancakes and eggs wafted to him and his stomach clenched in renewed hunger. Since leaving the house this morning, he’d felled about twenty trees and spent an afternoon visiting his injured employee.

“That’s your second breakfast today, Dorsey.” The waitress, Karen, smiled at him across the worn laminate counter. The interior of the diner hadn’t changed since Mason was a kid. He remembered elbowing up here with his dad and a logger on the other side of him, listening to them talk trees while hammering stacks of pancakes. The pea-green interior somehow added to the place’s charm.

He picked up his fork, tines down. “It sure is. A man sometimes finds himself in need of two breakfasts.” Especially when he’d gone all weekend without even speaking to the woman he’d slept with Friday night. Monday morning couldn’t have come fast enough, but he’d been out in the woods before he’d gotten a chance to set eyes on Eva.

“Rough day?” Whit Hammond hitched himself onto the stool beside Mason, cradling his steaming coffee mug.

A grin spread over Mason’s face at the sight of one of his oldest friends. He and Whit had grown up running the surrounding woods and farms, hunting, fishing and later fighting over girls.

“Little bit rough, yeah.” Mason drew a sip of coffee into his mouth and savored the brew. “Had a man to the ER Saturday.”

“Bad?”

“Just stitches. Could have been much worse.” He forked up a piece of sausage and popped it into his mouth.

“You’ve had a good run so far, Dorsey. No injuries in the year you’ve been operating the old man’s business? Count yourself lucky.”

“Believe me, I do.” He let his mind wander to his luck the past few days. Having Eva in his bed had been consuming his every thought. But he seriously had to think about his future here. Did he want to stick around or unload the forestry business, which was his original plan? He couldn’t help but feel as though he were a kid trying to fill his dad’s shoes and they simply would never fit. Dorsey Forestry was his father’s life. Never Mason’s.

“What else is new over there at the Dorsey place?” Whit’s question sent off alarm bells in Mason’s brain. He’d heard that cajoling tone more than once in his youth. The last time was associated with one particular cheerleader, if he recalled correctly.

Mason swallowed his food and looked at his friend hard. “What’s on your mind, Whit?”

“Well…” Whit set his mug down and twiddled with a napkin, twisting it. “I heard there was a party for old Osborn. And that you were there.”

Mason raised a brow.

He continued. “Rumor is you left pretty quickly with a beautiful woman.”

Irritation prickled Mason. Eva was breathtaking—more gorgeous than any of the women he’d ever been with. But he didn’t want Whit to acknowledge that beauty.

He set down his fork and leaned away to pierce Whit in his gaze. “Took the town long enough to spread that story.”

Whit grinned. “When it’s a good one, it travels faster than a log truck on a back road. So what happened, Dorsey?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He picked up his fork and started eating again, though his stomach was no longer eager.

“You don’t want to discuss the little Italian bombshell that left the party with you?”

Mason gave him a warning look. “No.”

Whit took a swig of coffee. “Well, I appreciate a man who doesn’t kiss and tell. And if I had a chance at Eva Frank I wouldn’t want to share the details either.”

Mason’s ears perked up. “What do you know about her? About Bill, I mean. I remember him in high school. They were always together. What happened to him?”

Whit lowered his voice and leaned in. “A gunshot wound took him out.”

“Hunting accident?”

His friend wagged his head. “Some say it was. But I’ve heard differently.”

A spike of dread hit Mason’s stomach. “Heard what?”

Whit pitched his voice to a murmur. “I’ve heard that it was a suicide.”

Mason mentally searched his stores of knowledge and even the encounters with Eva. Had she ever said anything to indicate her husband had killed himself?

“Was he a drinker?” Many men in the area turned to alcohol. More than one of the guys Mason knew from high school spent their days and nights glued to a barstool, hugging a whiskey glass. Had Eva been forced to live with that day in and out? The thought speared him to the core. A protective growl rose in his throat and he bit down on it.

“Nah. Not Bill. He was a hard worker, but toward the end, he got a bit shifty.”

“How do you mean? Was he cheating on Eva?”

Whit gave him a long, level look.

“I don’t really know what was going on with Bill Frank. He stopped talking to people and started staying home more. Then one day I heard he’d been found dead.”

Mason pushed his plate away, unable to pretend he was hungry anymore. “And what of her security? Had he provided for her?”

Whit made a noise in his chest. “Mason, look at where she’s living. Her house is in disrepair and her car is worse. No, I don’t believe Bill did anything to ensure she and his child were cared for after he was gone. Whatever money she got, she probably spent to bury him.”

Mason’s chest burned with emotion. Fury and desperation mingled with a tenderness he didn’t want to contemplate yet. He didn’t like hearing that. No, he did not.

In the year he’d been in Salzburg Springs, he’d never had the opportunity to drive past Eva’s house. He pictured a falling-in roof and sagging porch, a wood burner belching black smoke into the sky.

He ran a hand over his face. “What about the boy? Brady. You ever seen him?”

Whit thanked the waitress when she poured him another cup of coffee. She hovered over Mason’s cup but he placed a hand over it.

“No, I’ve never seen him. They ever come in here, Karen?”

“Eva and her boy? No.” She leaned over and whispered, “I suppose she doesn’t have the money.” She shuffled off to the kitchen, where she struck up a conversation with the cook.

God, everything was made worse in Mason’s mind. The blurred edges of Eva’s life sharpened to razor points. He had to do something to help her. She couldn’t possibly be making ends meet. Why hadn’t he given her a pay raise before now?

Because I’ve let decisions about the company go. He couldn’t do that anymore. He either had to grab up the saw and run into the forest or walk away and leave it untouched.

But he’d already touched Eva. That was the trouble. His body knew hers and now his heart cried out to learn everything about her too.

He reached into his back pocket and removed his wallet. Slapping a couple bills on the counter, he called out to let Karen know he was finished. Turning to Whit, he shook hands. “Thanks for the info, man. I’ll catch you another day.”

Outside, the snow was softly falling. The fields around his house would be drifted in heaps and the resident geese would be holed up in the wooden boxes Mason’s father had long ago built for them. As Mason headed home, he yearned to drive past Eva’s house, but part of him didn’t want to see it.

* * * * *
 

Eva had worked all day on Monday without even a glimpse of Mason. Disappointment still echoed in her heart. Was he avoiding her? It wasn’t unusual for him to be out in the woods working before she arrived for her day, but still…confusion filled her.

The morning sun clung to the frost defining the tree branches. Another day. Another chance.

She approached the door of the forestry office, carefully placing her feet so she didn’t slip. Where was Mason? It was unlike him to neglect the sidewalk. And the driveway had been closed off with snow. Her little car had barely made it.

She reached for the door handle when suddenly it was whipped open. She gasped and jumped back a little. Then laughed at herself because it was only Mason.

Mason looking ruggedly appetizing in a black knit ski cap, plaid shirt and leather gloves. She sucked in a sharp breath. Her gaze lingered on his big hands. The leather stretched deliciously over his knuckles. She longed to feel them on her.

She shivered.

Reaching out, he wrapped his hand around her forearm and yanked her inside. “You’re cold.”

Before she could respond, he kicked the door shut and pressed her up against the wall. She met his gaze a split second before his mouth crashed over hers. Instant need rose in her.

He pinned her with his body and when she tried to move her arms around his neck, he gripped them in one gloved hand and nailed them to the wall over her head. Tremors of excitement ripped through her.

She tore her mouth away, panting, her panties growing moister by the second. “Mason.”

“Eva.” The way he grated her name out made her stomach flip. Heat pooled in her core.

“Take off my coat.”

He stared into her eyes for one eternal heartbeat. Then, keeping her firmly secured to the wall, he one-handedly unbuttoned her coat. Sliding a hand inside, he found her breast. Electric heat shot through her. Her synapses snapped at the silken glide of the leather over her blouse. Fuck, she wanted it over her flesh.

Whimpering, she arched her back off the wall, bringing her breast fully into his palm.

“Have you been thinking about me?”

“Yes,” she said breathlessly. He smelled divine—fresh soap but with an underlying hint of leather and musk. She drew a deep, shuddering breath as he peeled away her jacket.

He dropped his face to the hint of skin peeking from the V of her blouse. “You wore the red blouse. God, Eva. I’ve gotta have you.”

Picking her up beneath the thighs, he turned with her for the main part of the house and the bedroom. His cock was hard steel against her sex. Through the cotton of her pants, its heat scorched her.

He stopped in the hall to capture her lips. With her hands free, she was able to sink her fingers into his hair and tug him closer. He nipped her tongue with his teeth lightly—just enough to send her spiraling out of control.

Small noises issued from her. She worked at her shirt buttons then his, popping them quickly as he plundered her mouth. For days she’d been thinking about just this—walking in the door for work and him meeting her.

He scraped his rough jaw over her throat, pressing hot kisses to her neck and along her collarbones. “I’m sorry I didn’t see you yesterday. It was one of those days when the business consumes a person. Over the weekend I couldn’t reach you by phone. I was worried.”

“My phone is off,” she said before she could check her words. He flicked his tongue over the swell of her breast and she gasped. Clutching his head to her, she battled the emotion that welled in her from knowing he’d tried to reach her.

Her mind said he was simply being nice but her heart said something more. He reached into the lace cup of her bra and located her straining nipple with his leather gloves. White heat flowered in her belly and she writhed against him, eager for the bite of his teeth.

He looked up at her, passion emblazoned on his rugged features, his eyes glittering. “Tell me you want me to take you to bed.”

“Please, Mason.” Boldly she slid a hand down the ridges of his abs to the swell in his jeans. She could nearly taste the musky length on her tongue. She licked her lips and he issued a growl.

Plucking her off her feet, he continued down the hall with her. His footsteps rang against the hardwood floors and the scents of a fire burning on a hearth somewhere in the house reached her.

She sank her teeth into his earlobe, raising a rumble from him. Worrying it between her teeth, she hummed with anticipation of his lovemaking. She’d thought of little else since they’d been separated. The weekend had lasted too long, and yesterday had been torture.

His steps changed tone as he hit the carpet. She glanced up to find herself in his bedroom. In three strides, he reached the bed. Tenderly he spread her out on the down comforter. His scent wafted from the bedclothes, bringing her to a fever pitch.

She kicked off her boots and yanked him atop her, wildly removing his plaid outer shirt, then the plain white cotton t-shirt beneath. His muscles stood out sharply—carved abs, the bulges of his biceps and the cuts of his pecs.

He gave her a crooked smile that set her blood boiling. “Slow down, darlin’. We have all day.”

Raising an eyebrow, she gripped the button at his waistband. “What about the business? It’s going to wait while we’re in here?”

His smile broadened, followed by a sheepish look. “I might have turned on the answering machine before you came.”

A laugh bubbled up her throat. It filled the space. Mason’s expression changed suddenly, his smile falling away and his stare growing in intensity. Leaning away, he roughly shoved her top open so most of her cleavage was exposed. “Fuck, yeah. That’s beautiful.”

She watched him with hooded eyes as he drew her breasts out of her bra cups so they rested on the bunched cloth of her favorite bra. Apparently his favorite too, by the look on his face.

He knelt over her, strumming her hardened nipples with the flats of his hands. The feel of the leather against her flesh drove her mad. Scooping up her full breasts, he pressed them together and then let them fall naturally under their own weight. “God, Eva. Do you know how many times I’ve imagined doing this to you? Every damn time you wore this top.”

Abandoning her breasts, he unfastened her pants and drew them down her hips. He tossed them to the floor. She dipped her fingers into his waistband but he rocked his hips backward to avoid her touch.

“Not yet, baby. If you touch me, I’ll blow. And I want to see you pleasured first.”

With that, he swooped in and opened his mouth over her nipple. His scorching tongue swirled around the areola until she was writhing with need. Her panties were soaked and her nubbin throbbing for his touch.

“Stroke me, Mason.” The heated plea left her before she could stop it. She’d never been so vocal in her sex life with Bill, but Mason dragged out a new side to her—one that was more primitive and hungry to get what she wanted.

He moaned against her breast and then pulled away. The moisture on the pink tip glistened in the light of the fire. Suddenly he clamped his hands over her wrists and held them out to the sides. “Don’t move.”

A quiver began in her core. He glided a sheathed finger beneath the thin elastic strap of her panties, back and forth over her needy flesh.

“I’m going to make you scream for me, Eva. And then I’ll push you farther.”

A dark thread of lust wove through her belly. Part fear, part excitement loomed up and swallowed her whole. She had to have him, had to know what he intended to do to her.

“Yes. Please!”

With a quick jerk of his hand, he snapped the elastic. Her panties loosened around her body and the triangle of lace covering her mound fluttered aside, exposing her to him. She moaned.

“Christ, Eva. You shaved.” He stretched out between her thighs, sliding his hands beneath her ass and drawing her up to his mouth as if she were a tasty treat.

She stared down the length of her body at him, half in love with the glow of his eyes and the sight of his dark facial hair next to her pale flesh. Not to mention the rough leather gloves against her skin.

A shudder racked her. She started to reach for him but he stilled her. “Keep your arms at your sides.”

He dipped his tongue into her moist seam. She cried out and instinctively moved, clutching his shoulders.

Raising his head, he gave her a look that curled her toes. “I told you not to move, Eva.” He abandoned his place between her legs and rose off the bed.

Anticipation claimed her. She followed his sharp movements as he crossed the room. He took a moment to kick his boots into the corner, turning his back on her as he did. The lines of his back were roped with muscle and his worn denim sat perfectly low on his hips. She clamped her thighs together to ease the ache.

With jerky movements, he yanked off his gloves and tossed them away. He grabbed a black t-shirt off the dresser top. Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew a silver knife. He snapped the blade open and set the point into the cloth. The tearing sound ignited her. With a shock, she realized he was cutting it into strips.

Pivoting back to her, he dropped the knife on top of the dresser. The strips of ragged cotton hung from one clenched fist.

His brows were drawn together thunderously but something about the soft set of his mouth reminded her she had nothing to fear.

“Sit up.”

She obeyed at once. He wrapped a strip of cloth over her eyes and tied the ends at the back of her head. Tremors tore through her.

He picked her up and carried her away from the bed. Unable to see, she threw out her other senses. The heat of the fire bathed her skin as she passed the hearth. In a second, the cold, hard frame of a chair was beneath her. He forced her to kneel.

“Lean over the chair back.” Using a firm touch on her lower back, he guided her where he wanted her. “Now put your wrists together behind your back.”

Shock was a dark thread inside her. What was he going to do? Was it safe?

He pressed a fleeting kiss to her nape. “Come on, baby.”

His encouragement was all she needed to do his bidding. She locked her wrists together behind her back and a second later found them bound. She tested her bonds, learning they were loose enough that they didn’t cut into her. Fears abated, she again sent out her senses.

Mason’s breath was coming raggedly behind her. Her torn panties had slipped down her thigh and were caught around her knee. Beneath her, the chair was hard but the warmth of the room soothed her.

All of a sudden, his mouth was at her ear. “Gorgeous. Arch your back for me. Yeah, that’s what I want. Let me see those beautiful breasts spilling over that red blouse.”

“Touch them please,” she begged.

His palm came down upon her bare ass cheek, making her cry out from the sound and shock of it. A thrill spiked her pussy and cream flooded her inner thighs.

“Don’t beg me unless I tell you to. You hold still and be a good girl.”

The grating sound of his zipper sliding down sent her passions raging.

“Lean over the chair more.”

She obeyed without thought, trusting him implicitly, needing everything he would give. She’d expected to come to work and gain a stolen kiss or two, but this was far from her wildest dreams. Never in her life had she played out a scenario like this in person or in her mind. She needed more. Now.

Again, he brought the flat of his hand down on her ass. Her cheek lifted and the sting maddened her with desire.

“Oh fuck, Eva, that’s perfect. Your skin bears the mark of my palm. Perfectly pink.”

He moved around in front of her and she caught his scent—the male musk that made her mouth water. She parted her lips automatically and the velvety head of his cock brushed over them.

She moaned at his taste. A drop of pre-come hit her tongue and her fires flamed. She wanted to beg him to touch her, to sink a finger into her pussy, but she dared not.

“Take me all the way into your mouth, Eva. Let me see your gorgeous lips wrapped around my length.” He nudged his way in until the tip touched the back of her throat. She swallowed around him and he growled in response.

Without her sight and the use of her hands, she relied more on her sense of taste. She sucked him greedily, eager for his juices. He slid out and disappeared. She mewled in disappointment and earned another smack on the ass for it.

Issuing a hiss, she bit back the urge to yell for more. The sting on her ass enthralled her. Briefly the strangeness of the act gave her pause, but when he slid two fingers into her throbbing folds, she forgot everything but her bliss.

She felt his heat blanketing her. She arched her back farther and he bit into the side of her neck. “That’s it, baby doll. Thrust your ass up for me. I’m going to drive deep.” The snap of a condom made her want to scream for him to hurry.

Behind the blindfold, she pinched her eyes shut. Her shoulders rested on the chair back and he gathered her up gently, his big arm cradling her. In one solid thrust, he joined them.

Her gasp reverberated through the room, followed by his groan. “Fuck, Eva. You’re…so…tight.” He bit the words off.

His length stroked her so deeply, intimately. She let go of her worries and gave him all the control. He speared her again and again, his arms tight around her, supporting her—a safe haven.

“Mason!” Her walls clamped down on him as the first waves struck. The orgasm rolled through her swiftly. Only the beginning of a massive buildup. The heat in her belly increased tenfold. “I can’t get enough. Please!”

The crack of his palm on her ass made her cry out. She screamed again as the final and largest wave of release struck.

“Oh God!” He pumped harder, spurred on by her orgasm.

Together they rode the ecstasy. She drooped in his hold, helpless against the torrent of sensation, loving the feel of his big body curled around her.

The knot on the back of her head loosened and the blindfold fell away. He turned her face toward him, his lips tender against hers. “Damn, baby, I’ve needed you these past days. I have half a mind to keep you in this bed and never let you up.”

His words tore away a bit of the wall she’d erected since she’d discovered Bill’s treachery. She didn’t want Mason Dorsey—her boss and the man she was deceiving—to tip through the gap in that wall, yet he was.

Emotion filled her chest and she tried to fend off the surge of joy. In his arms she was helpless against it. For a year they’d been friends. In a few short days, he’d become her hope. For once she wasn’t going through the motions of life but truly living. And there was no denying the warm kernel of emotion that was quickly blossoming in her soul.

He unbound her hands and pulled free of her body. Then, lifting her off the chair and into his arms, he turned for the bed.





Chapter Six

 

The scream of ambulance sirens cut through Mason’s sexual haze. He jerked his head up from the down pillow and stared at the window. The light outside had changed. Fuck, I fell asleep!

Another horn bleated from the drive and Eva bolted upright. “What’s going on?”

She was tousled from sleep, more beautiful than ever. He wanted to dive back into the covers with her and never surface.

The horn blared again and sudden dread filled him along with understanding. His sleep fog finally gone, he jumped out of bed. “Someone’s here.” In two strides, he reached his jeans and jammed his legs into them, not bothering with boxers.

He stuffed his bare feet into his big winter boots. At the door, he whirled toward Eva. “Stay here.”

Something crossed her face that made his heart clench but he had no time to ask about it. That insistent person in the driveway obviously had an issue that needed immediate attention.

Mind racing, Mason hurried to the office. He found Tommy Cook already there, a look of slight panic on his face.

“What’s happened?” Mason barked.

“Accident. A tree ripped down the cable rigging and it backlashed. Mason, it’s not good.” He shook his head, his face mottling red with emotion.

“Who?” Terror sank through Mason’s body, right down to his bare toes. God, who had the forestry business lost? Which man? And from which team?

“Jack Caffrey took the hit. He’s real bad, Mason.”

“When?”

“Half hour ago.”

“Then why are the ambulances just now screaming by? Christ!” He grabbed a coat off the hook and took off out the door. The day had lightened considerably while he was in bed with Eva.

Guilt shook him to the core. They were rolling around together instead of taking care of the business. What calls had they missed?

“Dammit!” He jumped into his truck. Ahead of him Tommy started up his big vehicle and tore down the snow-covered lane.

Fumbling for his cell in his jeans pocket, Mason called the office. “Eva, pick up if you hear this. There’s been an accident up on the crest. Jack Caffrey hit by a flying cable. They say it doesn’t look good. I’ll be in contact soon.”

Pressing the “end call” button with his thumb, he tossed the phone to the passenger’s seat. Damn, this was the second injury in a few days. What if they lost this man? He was a good man—a husband and father. Mason would never forgive himself.

A voice in the back of his head reminded him that he couldn’t have done anything to prevent the accident, even if he’d been on the jobsite. Sitting at the desk waiting for the call to come in wouldn’t have helped Jack either, but feeling helpless was the worst.

The rear of his truck fishtailed on the snow- and ice-encrusted road. Mason geared down, not wanting to slow. He burned to get up on that ridge and see what fate had befallen his worker.

What was Eva doing right now? He pictured her at her desk, hair tousled from their lovemaking, his scent all over her and her pale flesh marked by the scrape of his beard. She already wore a dark kiss mark on her throat from their first night together. It was hidden beneath her hair but when he’d spotted it earlier today, it had given him an undeniable thrill.

His phone rang and he snatched it up. “Dorsey.”

Her sweet voice trickled into his head. “Mason, I just got the scoop from Team Elm’s boss. The rigging came loose and the cable lashed back. But that’s not all. The pulley came down and caught him in the side of the head.”

“F-f-fuck,” he said sharply.

A head injury. A guy could bust up his legs and bear scars but he only had one mind. With that fucked up, he was possibly screwed for life.

“Get all the insurance and claim papers filled out, Eva.”

“I’m on it. Mason…” Her voice faltered.

His heart pinched hard to hear it. “Yeah, sweetheart?”

A sigh sounded in his ear and he pictured her blowing it out through pursed lips the way she sometimes did. “It’s no one’s fault. Accidents happen.”

Leave it to her to know what weighed most on his mind. Deep down he knew she was right, but just now he couldn’t wrap his head around it. The guilt he bore was mixed with emotion concerning her. He’d had no right to drag her into his life when he didn’t even plan to stay here. Yet now that he’d had a taste of her, he didn’t want to give her up. Tearing himself from her arms would slaughter him.

Fuck, I’m in deeper than I thought.

“Thanks, Eva. I’ll be in touch.” He ended the call and continued up the hill to the place where Team Elm had been set up. They were clear-cutting a plot of land for a big contract. But the lay of the land made it difficult, if not impossible, to take the logs out. So they’d strung a series of cables that hauled the timber off the hillside and down to be loader below. If Mason had ever expected a problem, it would be on the bottom end—logs tumbling out of control down the hillside to take out the loaders.

He reached the clearing. Ambulances surrounded the yard. He jammed his boot onto the brake, cut the engine and was out of the truck before it had stopped its momentum.

With long strides, he crossed the clearing. A knot of men gathered at the center. From the corner of Mason’s eye, he caught a glimpse of the fallen rigging. His stomach dropped out from beneath him. God, it had to be bad.

“Load him up!” an EMT called.

A stretcher was lifted and the form of Jack Caffrey was borne off to the gaping ambulance doors. He was strapped down, his head immobilized by a brace and his pallor was deathly. One hand slipped off the side, dangling lifelessly.

Mason’s breathing hitched and his heart raced out of control. He jumped into the midst of the men. “What happened?”

They recounted the events quickly. One of the EMTs filled him in but couldn’t give him the information he really wanted—would Jack live?

His chest was on fire with worry for the man. And beneath that, his practical side told him this could finish Dorsey Forestry. A huge hike in insurance, cutting into the revenues. A settlement with Jack or possibly his family. And Mason would never skimp on such a thing. He’d go bankrupt before he’d see a family struggle because their breadwinner was injured on a Dorsey jobsite.

He had to go forth with his original plan to unload the business. He simply couldn’t be responsible for so many men. Perhaps his father was made of tougher stuff. Mason didn’t possess the same passion for the business. At times he felt the joy of a job well done, but times like this threatened to break him. Didn’t seem worth it.

Beneath all these emotions was an undercurrent of pure pain. If he abandoned the business and returned to the West, he’d leave Eva. He’d surely lose a piece of his heart too.

He rammed his fingers through his hair. Her scent was on him—his fingers smelled of her arousal, her vanilla perfume clung to his skin. Running his tongue over his lower lip, he almost came undone because he could still taste her.

Could he really walk away now? Maybe he wasn’t in that deep yet. Their relationship might be infatuation and the fact that he hadn’t gotten laid in a very long time before taking her to bed.

He didn’t think so though. Right now all he wanted was to return home and wrap his arms around her. Finding solace in her embrace consumed him.

Climbing back in his truck, he drove to the hospital to await the news on his employee. Standing vigil with the man’s friends and family, Mason wondered if something happened to him whether anyone would really be there the way they were for Jack Caffrey or his father.

* * * * *
 

Eva pulled away from the large branch of the bank in the next city, breathing a little easier. Finally she had her paycheck and could live a little. Although she’d deposited her usual half into the Dorsey account, she’d at least manage to pay most of her bills and get a few groceries. If she was careful, she could make it two more weeks.

Mentally, she ticked off the list of things she needed. First, she was going to buy enough milk to keep Brady happy. And she needed fruits and vegetables. They could live without meat if she went deer hunting and bagged one. It had been years since she’d hunted, but she remembered well enough how to shoot Bill’s rifle.

Christmas was coming. If she harvested a deer, she could make up some bologna to use as gifts. She hadn’t been invited to any gatherings but she’d have something to take if she were.

Brady’s bicycle was all shiny now, the rust spots buffed out and painted. It even sported a little bell. A brand-new bicycle helmet was wrapped and hidden away in her closet. If she had a couple more gifts for him, she’d feel happier. And she desperately wanted something to give to Mason.

The miles flew by as she made her way to her hometown. For the tenth time, she racked her brain for a gift for him. A gesture? A night in his bed? Maybe she could get the babysitter to agree. If Eva actually got a deer, she could use the extra grocery money for the babysitter.

“Santa is everywhere, Mom,” Brady’s chirping voice sounded from the backseat.

Eva glanced around at the shop windows and signage. “You’re right. He’s watching you.”

“Have I been good?”

“Buddy, you’ve been the best boy.” She looked at his smiling face in the rear view mirror. Her heart pinched a little and happy tears stung her eyes. He was a terrific kid. She didn’t know how she’d gotten so lucky. Raising him alone had been a breeze so far. Sure, his teen years would be a trial, but even whole families had problems. She had faith that she’d make it through those years not only alive but happily.

“Let’s get chicken nuggets,” he said as they passed the diner.

She vacillated. She had a few dollars in her pocket now. Maybe she could spring for lunch. She didn’t need to eat, after all.

“Pleeeease?”

“Okay.” She turned around and went back to the diner. Automatically she scanned the parking lot for Mason’s truck. It wasn’t there but part of her wished it were. He had thoroughly loved her countless times, even taking her on the desk at work. He knew her body inside and out, but he knew little of her other self—her motherly side. Brady was her universe. If Mason was going to be part of it too, he’d need to come to terms with that. Luckily Brady was small enough he didn’t remember his father. So adding a new man to the equation would be little strain for him, as long as Mason was attentive and accepting.

Inside, the counter was lined with loggers and truck drivers. The booths were filled with a few people she knew—the mailman on break, the girl who bagged their groceries at the market.

Eva led Brady to a table for two and situated him. When the waitress, Karen, came over for their order, Brady piped up, telling her everything he wanted to eat. Chicken nuggets, chocolate milk and an ice cream sundae.

Eva’s pocketbook couldn’t exactly handle that, but how could she resist? “Sounds great. I’ll just have some water with lemon, Karen.”

The waitress dragged her gaze over Eva. “You dieting or something, honey? The last thing you need to do is lose a few. You have the same perfect body you had in high school.”

A flush climbed Eva’s face and disappeared into her hairline, especially when Whit Hammond pivoted on his counter stool to look at her. She flushed more deeply until a light dew of perspiration dotted her forehead.

She’d run into the handsome logger a few times since she’d lost her husband. Each time Whit stared at her with an intensity that sent her off-kilter. He and Mason had been inseparable growing up. Did he know about her and Mason’s recent affair?

“How’s it going, Eva?”

She nodded and put out a hand to stop Brady from drumming the table with his silverware. “Pretty good.”

“Heard there was some trouble at Dorsey with an injured man.”

“Yeah, but he’s going to make it.” Word had come in that Jack Caffrey would survive his accident, though it would be a long rehabilitation. The man had lost his ability to speak and had little function in his left side.

Mason was still out of his head with worry over the logger. He’d even been calling some bigger outfits in the area lately and was taking private calls from their owners. She suspected he was asking their opinion about how to handle the claims and settlement.

“Your boss is a good guy. He’ll take care of his employee.” Whit eyed her until she squirmed. He had to know something.

She ducked her head and hoped to avoid that conversation. She had no idea how to define her relationship with Mason. In the few weeks since they’d started sleeping together, she couldn’t deny the feelings she had for him. But he might not feel the same. Hell, they might just be sleeping together. Either way, she wasn’t about to leave his bed until he evicted her from it. The time spent in his arms equaled the best moments of her life.

“What are you doing for Christmas, Eva? Spending any time with Mason?” Whit’s question made her head whip up. Damn, he’d asked, when she’d hoped he wouldn’t.

She shot a look at Brady. She hadn’t mentioned Mason to him. He was four—he had no inklings about the workings of adult relationships. And she wanted to keep it that way. If nothing panned out with Mason, then her son would be none the wiser. If it did, well…then she would have thoroughly considered the ways to introduce Mason.

“I think our Christmas will be quiet this year. Just me and Brady.”

“We gots our tree up!” Brady interjected.

“Do you, now? Is it a big one? About this tall?” Whit held up a hand. Even seated, he was tall. When he raised one long arm, it was about eight feet.

“No.” Brady giggled. “A wittle tree like Charlie Brown has.”

Blood infused Eva’s face once more. It wasn’t that small, but she had cut it from their backyard, being too broke to buy one and too tired to go traipsing into the woods after one.

Whit laughed but she knew by his expression that he took note of her embarrassment. “I’m sure it’s a very special tree, sir. You have a good momma.”

Fortunately Brady’s lunch arrived and Whit turned his attention elsewhere. Eva hurried her son through his chicken nuggets and even the hot fudge sundae with sprinkles. But by the time she got him into the car, she was a mess. The last thing she needed was Whit to tell Mason about their conversation. While she hadn’t given anything away, it might bother Mason that others knew about what was going on between them. They’d kept their looks or touches to a minimum as much as possible, but Mason made that more than difficult.

As she bundled Brady back into the car and drove home, a thought struck her. Had Mason confided in his old friend Whit about her?

A seed of warmth sprouted in her belly at the idea. For her, it wasn’t just sex. She wasn’t ready to delve into the particulars of her emotions, but she couldn’t just make a clean break from Mason Dorsey. Each moment she’d spent with him was ingrained in her soul. At any given moment she was able to conjure the way he’d looked at her, his rough kisses, tender touches and his passionate words.

No, she was far from being in control of her feelings for him. But did it matter? When she was in his arms, she relinquished all restraint to him, and gladly.





Chapter Seven

 

The crack of a rifle shot made Mason jerk. He stopped mid-step, his boot hovering over the snow as he searched his surroundings. The forest was thick here and the mountain laurel tall. He could barely see thirty feet in front of him, and that’s exactly what worried him. If someone was in these woods hunting, then they couldn’t see him either.

Who the hell was on his personal property anyway? The ground was posted against hunting. In all his years growing up, he could only remember his father asking one person to get off their land, and that had been someone from out of state who didn’t know any better.

He listened hard for the crunch of feet on snow. In places, the snow surface had been melted by the sun and formed a crust. It made for difficult walking but he’d had to get out of his house to clear his head or he’d scream. Walking down the road didn’t offer him the peace he got when hiking in the woods.

He whipped his head to the left at the sound of footsteps. Pivoting, he backtracked, placing his feet in the original places he’d stepped before, trying to be as quiet as possible. The scents of pine and laurel enveloped him, but there was something else he detected on the breeze—blood.

Since he was old enough to walk beside his dad, he’d been in the woods with him, hunting deer and turkeys and many other birds in this part of the state. He knew the scent of blood.

Someone’s poaching on my land. Pissed now, he strode around the laurel. The trees thinned and he was able to see a trail of footprints leading away from him. Quickly he moved forward to find the tracks were close together and the feet small. A kid? The anger in his chest abated a bit. A young hunter might not know this land was posted, especially if he entered in a stretch without a sign.

Still, he was going to set the kid straight so he didn’t think he could continue to take deer off Mason’s property.

Ahead, he caught a flash of an orange hunting jacket. “Hey!”

The person spun at once, still too far away for Mason to make out the features. But the figure was small and young.

The hunter looked around nervously, his rifle butt rested on his boot, safely pointed away at least. Mason quickened his pace, his thigh muscles warm from the exertion of moving through the hard snow.

As he approached, the hunter slid off his hood to reveal gleaming mahogany waves. Mason sputtered and drew up short. “Eva!”

“Hi, Mason.” Her lips and cheeks were cherry red from the cold, but as their gazes met, a dark blush stained her face.

She was bogged down in a very large hunting coat—probably Bill’s. And she had on a pair of jeans and no other outer layers. They were wet to the upper thigh.

“Christ, Eva. You’ve gotta be freezing. What are you doing out here?”

Emotion flickered across her face, confusing the hell out of him because it was unreadable. What was going on in her mind?

He moved close, reached for her. She came into his arms easily but held herself stiffly. Tension hummed in her.

“What are you doing?” he asked again. “Are you hunting?”

“I was, but haven’t seen anything.”

Unease wove through him. “I heard a shot.”

“I was…sort of practicing, shooting at a stump. I haven’t hunted in a long time.”

“You do know this is my land?” He pitched his voice low to avoid sounding accusatory. He didn’t give a damn if she was on his property. Hell, he wanted her in his house—in his bed. And a small voice in the recesses of his brain cried out that she was his property.

Tamping it down, he brought Eva’s chin up with his thumb. Her dark eyes glittered with something so close to fear that Mason’s heart flipped over.

“Are you okay?”

“Of course.” She let her gaze slip away. “I didn’t know it was your property, Mason. I’m sorry. I guess I’m not entirely sure where I am. I thought this was public ground.”

She shifted and he allowed her a bit of space but kept her in the circle of his arms. Dammit, something was off. She was acting strangely. Was she lying to him?

“No, not public. The boundary runs there in a jagged line.” He pointed toward the row of ash trees his dad had planted decades ago to mark the Dorsey border.

“I see. I’m sorry.” Her tone was so forlorn it tugged his heartstrings.

Caressing her hair off her temple, he stared into her eyes. “Sweetheart, it’s okay. You’re welcome on this land. Hell, how could I ever deny you anything?”

Her breath quickened. It passed across his face, scented with mint. Even out here hunting she smelled of vanilla. His cock reacted instantly, swelling to almost full erection in seconds.

“Could you deny me this?” She dropped her rifle into the snow, heedless of its care, and then wove her arms around his neck. She yanked him down and brushed her lips over his, igniting the fires of passion in him.

He pulled her onto tiptoe and dipped his tongue into her hot mouth. The first taste raised a groan from him. He hadn’t taken her in too long. The weekends were torment. He couldn’t reach her by phone and he spent the entire two days longing for her. Not only her body beneath his but the sound of her voice and the flash of her dark eyes.

Picking her up, he turned with her and pinned her against a tree. The maple was slightly wider than her—perfect for holding her against and driving into her.

“Damn, Eva. You’re even gorgeous in all these layers.”

He sank his tongue into her mouth and kneaded her rounded hips. A low throb captured his cock, growing more insistent as he kissed her.

Shivers ran through her and into his hands. He tore away to stare down at her, panting for control. “Come home with me, baby. Can you stay with me today?”

She dropped her gaze, concealing her eyes beneath her heavy lashes. “I can’t. I need to get home soon.”

He rested his forehead against hers, still gripping her hips tightly. He didn’t want to let her go. Had no desire to spend another Saturday alone. And the upcoming workweek was a short one because Christmas fell on Thursday. That meant he wouldn’t see her for four days. A searing pain stabbed him.

No, he wasn’t going to stand for that. They had to make arrangements. With her son in the picture, Mason was hesitant to show up at her house. He didn’t want to confuse the kid, and besides, it was Eva’s place to invite him if and when she was ready.

Suddenly, he realized she might not be as eager to spend time with him as he was with her. She never gave any indication that she wanted to hear from him when he said he’d called and her phone was still out of service.

He loosened his hold on her hips and drew away. “Eva, what’s going on with us?” The words flew from him without caution. He regretted them the instant they were out in the cold air, a fog of uncertainty between their bodies.

“I-I don’t know, Mason.”

Fuck, that was the last thing he wanted to hear. What did he want to hear? Maybe that she enjoyed being with him and yearned for him on the weekends too. Or that she at least wished she could come home with him and spend the day abed, making love, sharing food off a tray and watching the birds play in the wetlands from his bedroom window.

She said nothing more and the silence swelled to gigantic proportions. The sun was out again, slanting through the trees and capturing her in a ring of light. Her eyes shone with tears and his heart squeezed hard in response.

Tenderly, he cradled her face. “Sweetheart. Talk to me.”

“I’m afraid to say too much, Mason.”

He locked his jaw, determined to take it like a man if she was turning him away. It would be a blessing if she did. She’d cut you loose and you could go West again without thinking you’d missed out on something here.

Was that what he was doing? Waiting for her to dump him so he’d have the go-ahead to leave? When had his universe shifted so abruptly? Up until a couple of days ago, he’d been making phone calls to bigger forestry companies in the area, offering to sell his business to them. One outfit was seriously interested but first Mason had to get the accounts in order so they could see what they were purchasing.

What if she told him she wanted him to stay—if she whispered the emotion he saw so plainly in her eyes?

He swallowed hard. “All right, baby. I don’t need you to say anything else. But before you go, I’m going to leave you with this.” He slammed his mouth over hers, claiming her body if not her heart. Need hummed in his veins and drew his balls up tight against his body. The ache in his groin spread.

She gasped into his mouth, tipped her face up and kissed him with utter abandon. She slid her gloved hands beneath his coat and stroked his sides and back. The desperation in her kiss spoke more than she ever had. Even if she remained closed-lipped, he knew she wanted him. He’d pushed her farther than any lover he’d ever had and knew that he’d breached the walls of her heart. No one responded to him that way and didn’t give him the trust and love he craved.

He craved. The words shocked him. Never had he admitted this to himself. He’d never known this desire for absolute control with his ex-wife or anyone else. Only Eva fulfilled his need to wrap his arms around something fragile and hold it near, stripping away the outer layers until the softer center was revealed to him.

A sound burst from him. He unzipped her coat and brought his warm body against hers so she didn’t get chilled. She opened her mouth wider and he swept into it, tasting her heated walls and the velvety silk of her tongue.

“I’m taking you.”

“Yes!” she whispered.

He stuck his finger in his mouth and pulled one glove off with his teeth, followed by the other. Dropping them at their feet, he reached into her coat and found the curve of her waist. Squeezing it hard, he set his lips against her bared throat and began working over the red bruise, which was now fading. He wanted it back—a marking that said she belonged to him.

She arched to give him better access, writhing when he drew on the skin. “Mason! I need you.”

“Tell me again.” His voice was ragged, as if he’d just single-handedly cut down a forest. He forced her to meet his gaze.

“I need you.”

“How?” he grated out. “Here?” He pinched her nipples through the cotton of her sweater until she screamed in ecstasy.

“Yes!”

“And here?” Letting one hand travel downward, he dipped it into her waistband. The moist heat of her pussy met his hand and he continued on, running his finger over the seam, pressing the cotton into her needy sex.

She whimpered.

He burned to push her to give him more—give him the words he suddenly ached to hear. Finding her in the woods like this was completely unexpected and yet right. It made him realize she needed to be with him. Maybe even be with him always.

Flicking his finger against her straining pearl, he watched the bliss cross her beautiful features. Dark heat rose up in him. God, he wanted to see her tied up to his bed spread-eagle and the folds of her pussy juicy with want for him. But they’d have to make do with their surroundings.

Pulling his hand free, he lifted her again. Near the laurel there had been a fallen tree that sat low to the ground. The perfect place to lay her out.

“Mason, please…”

Moving back to the fallen tree, he kissed her before settling her on the thick trunk. His cock throbbed and he shifted it to ease it, standing back to look at her.

Her coat fell open to reveal a thick navy-blue sweater. She wore a t-shirt beneath it and God knew what else under that. Despite how warm he could make her, he couldn’t strip her in this weather. But he intended to get those jeans off her quickly.

“Lie back.” He guided her into position. Her legs splayed on either side of the trunk, her boots resting on the ground. The thickness of her coat hood cradled her head. “Your coloring against the snow is magnificent.”

She reached for him but he held her hands away. “No, darlin’. I’m in charge here, remember?”

Her eyelids fluttered and her lips parted on a sigh. “Yesss.”

Gliding his fingers into her waistband, he popped the button of her jeans. The zipper slid down with ease, exposing the V of her white cotton panties to him. He scrubbed a hand over his face, fighting for control. The sight of those innocent panties was somehow worse than the scrap of black lace he’d ripped off her before. He longed to get her soaking wet and just stand back and look at her pussy lips through the cloth…the dark shadow of the seam beckoning to him until he could stand it no more.

He couldn’t stand it now. He pulled off her boots. Lifting her ass in one palm, he tugged down her jeans. Then, removing his jacket, he spread it under her bare flesh so she didn’t get scraped on the bark.

The cold air pebbled her upper thighs and lower belly. And the space between was glistening with cream.

“You want this, don’t you, Eva?”

Her eyes darkened. “More than anything.”

“Or anyone?” Why was he pushing her to admit she wanted only him? That primal urge to possess her had taken over—a wild need that must be satiated right now in these woods.

“No one else has ever made me feel this way, Mason.”

Satisfaction threaded through his body and took up residence in his cock. “Touch yourself for me, baby. Let me see your desire on your fingers.”

She purred as she set her heels against the trunk and drew her knees upward to slide two fingers into her tight seam. He swiftly unfastened his jeans and dug into his wallet for a condom. He hadn’t carried them since high school, but now with Eva, he never knew when he’d have need of one.

Stroking her slippery folds, she moaned softly. The sound blended with the song of the wind and the rustle of the leaves. Sunlight filtered through the tree canopy and speckled her with glorious warmth.

Condom in place and cock straining, he stopped the play of her fingers before he lost control. He swung his leg over her and the tree trunk. Gripping her wrist, he brought her fingers to his nose, inhaling deeply. Her sweet musk threatened to send him over the edge.

“Taste me,” she urged.

He held her dark gaze as he drew her fingers to his mouth. He sucked her delicate, juice-coated fingers onto his tongue, groaning at the flavors. A shudder racked her and her belly dipped sharply as she inhaled.

“I can’t wait another minute, baby. Put your hands on my hips.” He positioned himself at her drenched sex, his purple head nudging her entrance. Come oozed from the tip, smearing the inside of the rubber.

She obeyed him, latching on to his hips with a force that enthralled him. Hell, everything about her completely enchanted him. In a short time, she’d consumed his actions and thoughts.

“Fill me, Mason. Please!”

In one swift thrust, he speared her. Their gasps were music, the sough of the wind the melody. He gripped her bare thighs and drew her up to meet his movements. Heat clawed at his insides. She wrapped around him so perfectly, hugging him with her body.

He closed his eyes and listened to the woods and his woman’s pleasure. He knew he could drive her to heights she’d never experienced but he wanted more. The softest part of his heart broke open and she trickled in without warning.

“Come on me, baby. Flood my cock.”

“You’re soooo…deeeep,” she rasped.

Her body shuddered around him and with a cry, she splintered in his hold. He pounded her harder, forcing the orgasm to peak as his cock twitched with his own release. He threw his head back and roared at the sky. In that moment, he had no idea what he was going to do about the logging business or his decision to sell it. But he knew one thing—he wasn’t going to be happy without Eva.

He drew her against him, cradling her while their breathing slowed and their waves of pleasure washed away. Regretfully he helped her to dress without putting her socks into the snow. He tied her boots for her and zipped up her coat.

She was softer now, made looser from his attentions. But there was still a worried light in her eyes he didn’t understand.

He pulled her against him and stroked her spine. “You sure you won’t come home with me?”

“No, Brady will be waiting for me. The sitter can’t stay very long. I promised to be back after— Well, soon.” She avoided his gaze again, casting a look far off where her footprints were now deepening in the sunshine.

He followed her stare, his mind casting about for some way to ask her to come over and bring Brady too when he spotted it. A spatter of blood on the pristine snow—the blood of a deer she’d shot and lied to him about.

* * * * *
 

Eva couldn’t stop shaking. The shock of finding herself with a dead deer in the woods and Mason bearing down on her clashed with the physical release she’d had. Add that to the exertion it took to go back and get the animal after he’d left the woods, prepare the deer and drag it to her car, then load it into the small hatchback, and she was spent.

Her knees wobbled as she climbed from her car. The curtain in the front window twitched aside and she heard a cry from inside that could only be Brady.

That’s right, I’m home and I somehow have to drag this animal to the shed to hang so we can freeze the meat and eat it for the next four months.

Her hands were rimmed with blood. She couldn’t bear to look at them. Not because it grossed her out but because she considered the blood tainted. She’d taken the deer on Mason’s land and then lied to him about it.

Her chest tightened anew. In the woods, she’d done everything she could to hide the spot where the animal had bled out. She’d kicked snow over it, stirred up the mud and even dragged some fallen branches over it. Hopefully he’d never go check, but if he did, it wouldn’t take a genius to realize what she’d done.

Betrayed him.

Fatigue struck her as she mounted the few steps to the front door. Brady whipped it open before she could and hurled himself at her legs. They threatened to buckle but she grasped the doorframe before she fell.

“Hey, little boy. You look like you had some cookie dough.”

“I did! It’s chocolate chip and so yummy!”

“Let me in. I need to wash up and then I’ll sample one.” She scooted past the babysitter and toed off her boots. Brady danced around her all the way to the bathroom. She answered him patiently but her mind was far away.

Enclosed in the bathroom alone, she scrubbed her hands clean and then looked at her reflection in the mirror. What was she doing? Was she any better than Bill? She was deceiving Mason about the money and had outright lied about the deer.

Tears threatened and she battled them, holding her eyes wide to keep them from dropping. She flooded the sink with cold water again and splashed her face until she calmed. Then she went about peeling off her layers until she wore only her thin tee and jeans.

She didn’t want to think about the stickiness between her thighs from her encounter with Mason in the woods, but her blood simmered at the mere memory.

Just focus on your life and your family. Pay off the debt and you’ll be free.

But would she? She wasn’t intimate with Mason because of her obligation to pay off the money her husband had stolen. Her link to Mason Dorsey went much deeper.

She paid the babysitter and thanked her. Brady kissed his caregiver and favorite playmate goodbye, and then Eva contemplated how to get the deer to the shed. Her nearest neighbor was a half mile away. She still had no phone to call him, but knew if she showed up at his house, asking for help, the retired mechanic would aid her. She could offer him some of the harvest in repayment.

Feeling bolstered by her decision, she put her son into the car and they drove to the neighbor’s house. Later, while her neighbor hung and dressed the deer in her shed, she thought about Mason and how she could possibly give her body to him freely but withhold her mind, her emotions and her heart.





Chapter Eight

 

Mason unscrewed the cap of his thermos and the steam from the hot coffee wafted out. He drew a deep breath of the scented air. Around him the world was at peace. The breeze was nonexistent, the clouds fluffy in the bright-blue sky. The snow had ceased to fall but the wetlands glittered with ice.

Long ago his father had erected a blind. Sometimes they’d hunt geese from it, but now Mason couldn’t bear to take down a bird that inhabited his land. He loved to sit here and watch the creatures. Times like this, it cleared his head.

He had no idea what his purpose was anymore. After Jack Caffrey’s accident, the business was a little strapped. Eva assured Mason that it would get better once the disability picked up and started paying, but right now their payroll account was low. And the last thing Mason wanted to do was dip into the big account. His dad always said that was for emergencies and big-ticket items such as new equipment.

In all his life, Mason had never experienced money troubles and he didn’t want to start now. He’d always had good food, warm clothes and a sturdy roof over his head.

Thinking of these things brought to mind Eva. What had she been doing in his woods? Hunting, without question, but why? The only thing he could guess was that she was low on funds and needed the meat. He was the last person to deny her the right to feed herself and her son.

He set his coffee aside without drinking it. Fuck, how could he help her without it seeming like charity? Christmas was a day away. She had meat but did she have other things like gifts and cookies and a tree?

The stillness of the air was broken with the churning of her car tires on snow as she trundled carefully up the long drive.

Was it seven o’clock already?

He gained his feet and kicked the wooden stool against the back wall of the blind. Then, grabbing his coffee, he picked his way through the high grass to the driveway. She braked the instant she spotted him, a smile wreathing her gorgeous face.

His heart flipped over and sped out of control. She was here, and for the day, she was his.

A voice in his heart screamed that he wanted more, but he shut it off and stepped up to her door.

“Hey, stranger. You need a lift?” Her joking tone brought a smile to his lips.

“That’s what you’re into this morning? Because I’ll be glad to role-play.” His darker insinuation brought a flush to her cheeks. Taking pity on her, he said, “Turn off the car, Eva. Walk with me.”

She did as he asked and he opened her door for her, drawing her out as if she were a chain from a velvet box. She unraveled into his arms and he tucked her snugly against him, burrowing his nose in her fragrant hair and allowing his body to come to life at her nearness.

“Mason, are you okay?” Her words were muffled against his coat.

He took her hand and led her away from the little car. Beneath their boots, the snow crunched. Her glove was soft in his leather one. Her thumb moved back and forth over his, giving him an immediate hard-on.

Pondering her question, he thought about how to answer. He didn’t truly think he was okay. Smitten, yeah. Filled with lust, definitely. There was more, and he didn’t want to contemplate it yet.

They reached the blind again. “Sit with me and talk.”

She hesitated, looking up at him with those fathomless eyes that he could tip right into and drown in. “Okay.”

He pulled out the stool for her and she sank to it, never removing her gaze from him. He offered her the thermos of coffee but she refused it, knotting her hands in her lap.

“Tell me about your life, Eva.”

She started. “W-what?”

He drew up his stool close to hers and gathered her hands into one of his. “I don’t know enough about you. I know that you come to work at seven on the dot and that your eyes grow darker when you come—”

She blushed furiously.

“But I don’t know what you do when you get in that car and go home.” I need to know.

She fidgeted and the action looked so like her restless movements in bed, his balls began to ache with fullness. He wanted to peel off her outer jacket and skim her curves, nuzzle the swells of her breasts and maybe sink his teeth lightly into one.

He bit back the growl that pressed his lips.

“Hmm. I go home to my son. Mason, do you think there’s someone else?”

He drew up straight. “No, why?”

She grew flustered, sputtering in reply. “The other day in the woods… You asked if you were the only one.”

“Ah.” He scuffed a hand over his two-day-old beard. He’d pushed her then, wanting to hear her say the things her body already told him. That she was in love with him.

Wasn’t she?

Unsure, he didn’t speak.

Her warm brown gaze seemed to drill into him. “You’re the only one in my life, Mason. I don’t… I haven’t been with anyone since Bill.”

His gaze ticked up to hers. “Does your son remember his dad?”

A distant look crossed her face and hardened her features. “No. He sees the pictures and talks about him, but he was too small to remember.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Not really.” Her instantaneous reply made him study her harder. Wishing he knew what was going on in that pretty little head of hers, he took a sip of the hot coffee.

“Brady is pretty well-adjusted,” she went on. “He has people who love him and that’s all that matters.”

“But he doesn’t crave male attention? Miss that bond a son has with his father?”

Her brows crinkled. “Maybe he’s too young right now.”

Mason crossed his ankle over his knee and leaned forward, placing the coffee in her hands. “Maybe.”

“We’ll visit my mom and dad this summer if we—” She broke off, drew a deep breath and then plowed on. “If we have the money. Brady loves his grandpa. He can get lots of male bonding then. They’d like us to come live with them.”

His air was cut off, leaving him with a feeling that he’d strangle. What would he do if she left? All this time he’d been thinking hard about what would happen if he left her, not the other way around. “And you’re thinking about moving?”

“I don’t know. I would prefer not to. I don’t have to make that decision right now.”

“But you might have to later?”

She met his stare straight on, and for the first time, he saw into her soul. That wall she’d erected between him and her personal life crumbled momentarily. His heart reached out to her. Damn, how he wished she would purge to him, tell him everything that was hurting her now and ever had in the past.

Finally she nodded but the veil was drawn over her pain again. “Yes, I might have to make that decision someday.”

He gazed across the wetlands at the small wooden box that housed the pair of geese. He’d placed fresh straw in it to give them a warm nest. A few pieces protruded from the square door but he was unable to see the pair that was mated for life.

“Decisions that affect your life so strongly are difficult to make,” he said. “I have a few of my own, and I’m not sure what to do.”

She swallowed audibly, but he noticed she hadn’t taken a drink of the coffee. “Like what, Mason?”

He tugged his knit cap down lower on his brow, wishing he hadn’t brought up the topic but determined to say it aloud. If she knew he might sell the business and leave the area, she might be forced to show him some emotion—some small indication that she cared about him the way he did about her.

“I never meant to stay here and run my father’s business. I sort of settled into it because at the time I didn’t want to let it go. It’s an empire he built, and selling off something that meant so much to him was beyond me for a long time.”

A stony expression froze her face. “Now you’re ready to take that step?”

No, goddammit, I’d love to take another step if only you’d give me the words.

He shook his head. “Not sure yet. Jack Caffrey’s accident is tipping the scales. But there’s a lot that would need to be done before I could sell.”

Something moved behind her eyes. “I’m sure there is.” She sank her teeth into her lower lip. He focused on her plump flesh, zeroing in until he could see nothing of the beautiful world but Eva.

“I’d help you in any way I could, Mason. But I have to say… I don’t want—” She broke off, struggling.

He watched her, silently urging her to let him know her thoughts and feelings.

Finally, she said, “I don’t want you to go.” Tears sparked in her eyes.

Elation burst in his chest. He tore the thermos from her hands and dropped it to the floor. And then he scooped her into his arms, pulling her off the stool and onto his lap, commanding her mouth, kissing her until she was gasping. Still he couldn’t get enough.

She touched him all over, clinging to his shoulders, wrapping her arms around his torso, clasping his face and forcing him to kiss her more roughly. “Mason, let’s go into the office and check the answering machine.”

He met her gaze.

“And then you can take me to bed.”

He made a noise in his chest. To him, her suggestion was as good as telling him to love her.

But he already did.

* * * * *
 

Mason held Eva’s gaze, the dark depths of his eyes a caress that she felt all over her body. Her nipples were hard and aching and her bra felt too tight. But she could breathe. Here in his bedroom, she let go of her financial worries and even the terror that he’d sell the business and just listened to her body and the thrum of her heart.

He closed the door behind him with a soft click. His legs were braced wide and his gloved fists clenched at his sides as he stared at her. “Take off your clothes, Eva.”

She pulled off her winter coat and then removed her boots, glancing at him between her actions. Everything about him called to her, but the sight of his leather gloves thrilled her to her core.

Her pussy squeezed and juices flooded her panties. She’d worn the red lace ones for him today, hoping he’d abandon their work if only for five minutes. Today they had only one logging team going and their manager was one of the most experienced in the state, so he wouldn’t require much guidance. As she and Mason passed through the office, kissing passionately, he’d torn his mouth free long enough to tell her he was confident that team wouldn’t be calling in for a while.

She pinched the hem of her top and pulled it over her head. Her hair waved around her shoulders, stroking her skin and raising gooseflesh. Her gaze shot to Mason’s again.

He continued to stare at her, an intense expression on his rugged features. His eyes were narrowed but his lips relaxed. Full. Enticing. Would he taste her today?

Reaching around her back, she found her bra clasp.

“Leave the bra.”

A shiver ran over her at his command. She wanted to beg him to be allowed to remove it. If he didn’t touch her breasts, she’d die.

Keeping her lips together and her plea in, she unbuttoned her black dress pants. Aware of the growing bulge in his jeans, she slipped the cloth down her hips, removing her socks too.

Standing in only her bra and panties, she waited for his next instructions. Their gazes clashed and held, held, until she grew dizzy and stars burst behind her eyes. Suddenly she realized she wasn’t breathing.

Dragging a gulp of air into her lungs, she found it flavored with Mason’s musk. God, she wanted to kiss a path down his thick chest to his carved abs, and lower, nuzzling the nest of his pubic hair.

“The panties, baby. Take them off.”

She jerked into action, hooking her thumbs in the red lace and drawing them down. When she looked up at him again, he was stroking his cock through his jeans. Trembling now, she stepped out of her panties. She moved to let them drop to the floor but he stopped her.

“Bring them to me.”

As she obeyed, her hips swayed more than usual because her thighs were slippery. Her bare feet scuffed the thick pile carpet and a log shifted in the fireplace, crackling.

Her nerve endings felt electrified by his gaze and the excitement of what he was about to do. She came within a foot of him and a wall of heat from his body bathed her.

He started to remove his gloves but she stayed him. “Will you leave them on?”

A rumble sounded in his chest. “Mmm, you like them, baby? For you, I will.” He held out a leather-clad palm and she placed the scrap of her panties on it.

Holding her gaze, he drew them to his face and inhaled deeply.

A spear of need ripped through her. She clamped her thighs together to keep from touching herself. Her nubbin throbbed within her soaking folds.

Again, he breathed in the essence of her panties, his eyes hooded with desire. “Turn around.”

Shuddering with absolute need, she did his bidding. At once, he clutched her wrists together. The cool touch of his leather gloves against her wrists ignited her. The smoothness sent images racing through her mind, of one index finger running down the seam of her pussy and entering her.

Out of control, she rocked her hips backward, thrusting her ass toward him. She longed to see the length of his cock in his black-clad fist, the velvety shaft pulsating and pre-come oozing from the tip.

Knowing better than to beg, she waited as he knotted her wrists together using her panties.

She threw a glance over her shoulder.

“Don’t turn around.”

The rustling sound of clothes being removed reached her. She mentally undressed him—heavy coat, worn flannel shirt, jeans, boots—all abandoned, leaving him in his tight black boxers, his cock canted sideways, the head nearly touching his hip.

More moisture flowed from her. She inhaled sharply when she felt his rough facial hair against her bare spine. Writhing, she barely contained her need to cry out.

He ground his jaw against her lower back and down to her bound hands. He nuzzled her bonds, inhaling the scents of her musk on her panties again. White heat captured her and she nearly turned to face him.

He gripped her hips with his gloved hands. “Don’t move, Eva. I’m going to do what I want with you. How does that sound?”

“Yesss.”

“Like this.” With a shock, she felt his tongue on the seam of her buttocks. Warm, wet heat swirled up and down, prodding inward with every pass. The intimate and forbidden kiss sent dark tendrils of bliss through her like ink in a pool of water.

“Bend over.” His hot breath fanned her ass cheek, nearly unhinging her.

“Mason—“

“Shh.” He pressed on the small of her back until she tipped forward enough for him. Then, using his gloved hands, he parted her globes and thrust his tongue deeply between them.

Whips of need lashed her as he stroked her. Juices pooled between her thighs. When he breached her nether hole, she cried out. The lusty tone echoed throughout the room. He prodded the ridges, running his tongue around them until her legs grew weak.

He supported her and sent his tongue into the opening. In slow, mind-numbing flicks, he tasted her. He pulled back and a minute later she felt his bare finger at her opening. He eased the tip in.

“Ohh Mason, please!”

He slapped her ass cheek with his other bare hand. “You naughty girl, you aren’t allowed to beg.” He removed his finger and replaced it with his tongue. Her pussy clenched hard, pleading in its own way. If she didn’t find release soon, she’d burn up, be reduced to a pile of ash.

Her legs collapsed. He lifted her easily and bore her off to the bed. He carefully eased her down, positioning her since she was bound helplessly. She lay on her belly with her face turned to the side. He drew her onto her knees and then wedged a pillow under her belly.

“I’m going to make you come in so many ways, Eva. Is that what you want?”

“Mmm-hmm.” From the corner of her eye, she saw him on his knees, nude, behind her. His roped muscles sent a tingle through her. His power thrilled her more than anything. She’d give up control to him again and again. She’d never felt safer or more loved than in his arms.

His weight on the bed shifted and then she heard the familiar noise of the drawer opening. The rustle of a condom wrapper reached her.

Senses snapping, she waited, quivering for his touch. Her ass was exposed to him and she couldn’t stop replaying the moments when he’d licked her opening.

“Fuck, you’re wet. I can see you glistening.” His groan washed over her.

She twisted her face into the covers, forcing herself to remain silent. Waiting torturously for him to touch her, to ease in.

When he finally slipped a finger between her thighs, she cried out. The knot in her belly tightened until she thought she’d burst. A single finger against her clit would send her over the edge.

He traversed her folds expertly, smoothing her outer labia, then inner. When he drove two fingers deep into her channel, she screamed in ecstasy.

“That’s it, love. Let me know how good it feels.” He withdrew his fingers with excruciating slowness, and then speared her again.

“Yes!”

“Fuck my fingers, baby. Get them all wet. And then I’m going to ease them into your ass.”

Her belly hollowed out at his words. She’d never experienced anal play before. Yet she trusted him. He’d never hurt her.

She rocked against him using her stomach and thigh muscles. He curled his fingers against her G-spot, stroking the bundle of nerves, pressing, dipping deeper…

In a blinding flash, she came. Her body clamped down on his fingers. Waves of sensation struck her hard, stealing her breath and all her senses. She only felt. He continued to plunge into her, extending her pleasure until she found herself starved for oxygen and gasping for air.

Before she could gain her wits, he thrust his cock into her still-pulsating pussy. She splintered again. He held perfectly still as she came around him, soaking him with her juices.

“Yeah, baby. Come on me. That’s two.”

Slowly he pulled out, letting her feel every inch of his veined shaft. He wrapped his fingers around hers where they were bound on her lower back. The tender touch brought tears to her eyes. Her heart welled up with emotion and overflowed. In that instant, she knew she’d fallen for more than his muscular body and his amazing abilities in the bedroom.

She loved Mason Dorsey, the man.

He began to move rhythmically, robbing her of all thought. Her world narrowed to a pinprick that included only him and the sensations he heaped upon her. Her nipples rubbed against the covers, raising her pleasure.

When she thought she couldn’t reach bigger heights, he probed her secret opening with his wet finger.

Bucking backward, she silently begged him for more.

“God, that’s beautiful. Arch for me.”

She did and he growled his approval. In tandem, he worked his cock and finger into her body. When she was sufficiently ready, he added a second finger. Stretching her. Filling her.

She exploded, but this release was like nothing she’d ever known before. Her whole body tensed and in one big whoosh, she came. Her pussy clenched and released around him as her anus tightened around his fingers. A double orgasm rocked her.

At that moment, he stiffened, drove deeper and poured out his hot seed. She felt its warmth and wished they didn’t have the barrier of the condom. She wanted that connection—the feeling of his flesh against hers, united.

With jerky movements, he worked in and out of her until the last aftershocks ebbed away. Then he blanketed her with his body, holding her close. She wriggled her hands and he gave a quiet laugh against her back.

“You’ve been a very good girl. I’ll untie you.” He slipped her panties off her wrists and then pulled out.

She rolled onto her side, her breathing still harsh. As it slowed, he went into the bathroom. The water ran in the sink and then he returned. When he curled up behind her, she gave a happy shiver.

He pressed kisses to the column of her throat and she detected the mint of his mouthwash. “Eva, you were fantastic. Was that your first anal orgasm?”

She flushed to the roots of her hair but nodded.

“God, I’m glad you gave that to me.” His heated whisper kissed her shoulder.

“I’d give you so much more,” she murmured back.

He jerked. For a minute she fought her emotions. She wanted to tell him everything in her heart, spill the story of her husband’s embezzlement and how she’d been trying to put it to rights. Tell him how she ached for him to really know her son. And how deeply she’d fallen for him.

But she couldn’t put herself out there like that. She relied on the walls she’d erected around herself. She needed them to remain strong and get through the tougher parts of her life. Without the walls, she’d crumple and there would be no one to catch her.

Would there?

Mason lashed her to him with an arm around her waist. Her ass was cradled by his hips and his softening cock. Warmth spread through her and she relaxed. The rise and fall of his chest against her back soothed her. For long minutes, they remained this way.

Outside, the sunlight flickered through the clouds. The shadow and light played cat and mouse on the walls of the bedroom. The rich green and blue hues undulated, making it seem they were in an underwater universe.

Wherever she was, she didn’t care. As long as Mason was with her. What if he did sell Dorsey Forestry and moved back to the West? Losing him now would feel like a death. In a short time, he’d become her world.

She covered his hand with hers, stroking his roughened knuckles and the coarse hairs there. Christmas was almost here. What would he do to celebrate the holiday? Could she bring herself to invite him over for a meal, knowing he’d see the dilapidated porch and the cracked tiles in the entryway? Could she feed him the venison she’d poached from his land and lied to him about?

And how would he interact with her son? She was a package deal—buy one get a preschooler free.

She swallowed back the urge to blurt out the invitation. No, this was one thing—lying in bed together and mind-blowing orgasms. She didn’t know if she should offer to share her universe with him, for fear of rejection.

Besides, he didn’t know her truest, deepest self. She had to conceal her lies from him until she was able to reconcile the debt. Then she hoped to tell him everything. If he’s around that long.

Using a hand on her hip, he rolled her onto her back. Leaning over her on his elbows, he gazed into her eyes. The depths of his sparkled with affection—or something more?

He smoothed her tumbled hair off her brow and leaned in to press a kiss between her eyes, on each lid and then her lips. The brushing of their mouths was slow and gentle but more filled with passion than she’d ever known, with him or anyone else.

Salty tears clogged her throat and lay on her tongue. Hold it together, Eva. Give it more time before you open your mouth…and possibly lose it all.

He pulled back and grinned at her. The knee-melting, crooked grin carved a bracket around his mouth. His dark hair dipped into one blazing eye. “I want you again, woman. I can’t seem to drag myself away from you. But we have work to do.”

He slapped her playfully on the hip and then rolled off. She watched him stride naked to the bathroom, wishing she were braver.





Chapter Nine

 

Mason tossed the remnants of his cold coffee into the sink and set the mug down, filling it with water. He leaned the heels of his hands on the countertop and stared out the kitchen window at the back field. The wetlands wrapped around the house on three sides, but from here he had a view of only the woods.

Snow lay as thick as marshmallow creme on the branches, making them droop.

Christmas Eve snow. But he had no one to share it with.

His chest burned for Eva. In the five hours since he’d awakened, he’d yearned for her. He’d called the only phone number he had for her five times, six times, listened to it ring ten times before hanging up. Her number was out of service, and the one in the old phone book—the listing under Bill Frank, which infuriated Mason to the tips of his fingers—was also disconnected.

Didn’t she have a phone?

There’s only one way to find out. He battled the need to hop in his truck and go to her house. Just drop in. How would she react? His gut told him she might not welcome him but what did he have to lose? He was on the edge of a precipice. One shift to the right and he was on solid ground, with her safely in his life. A sway to the left and he was plummeting, his stomach and his heart ripped out.

Doesn’t she take a chance in bed with me? Give her all?

Was it time to give his?

He scrubbed his hands over his face and raked his fingers through his hair. He hadn’t shaved in two days and his shirt was dirty. Would it matter?

Turning from the window and the landscape that looked much more tranquil than he felt, he stomped through the house to his bedroom. He paused in the doorway, prepared to be stricken by her scent. Vanilla and sweet arousal seemed to hang in the air here. He kept the door shut so it wasn’t released. Falling into bed at night with her smells surrounding him did more to calm him than he’d even admitted to himself.

Until now.

He needed her.

“I’m going,” he said aloud to the space where he’d lain with her so many times, loved her so often.

He pinched the cloth of his t-shirt between his shoulder blades and yanked it over his head. Then he found one on the chair in the corner, sniffed it to see if it was clean, and pulled it on.

Satisfied, he went out and closed the door behind him, trapping her scents. He located a coat and his truck keys. At the door, he realized he was missing something very important. It was Christmas Eve and he had no gift for her or for her son.

Pain sank deep into his soul. He couldn’t go over there without something. Anything. Why hadn’t he thought to get her a gift? Or Brady? What kind of selfish bastard was he—sleeping with a woman and expecting her to fall in love with him when he hadn’t had the forethought to buy her something for Christmas?

He threw a glance at the clock. It was too late to shop for anything. In this Podunk town, the businesses were closed for the day. He could swing by the gas station, but he couldn’t very well show up with a case of soda and a candy bar.

“Fuck.” He scanned the room, hoping for inspiration, when suddenly he spotted it. The fruit basket sent by his old employer in Seattle. Happy Holidays. Hope to celebrate it with you next year,
the card read.

He ripped it off and tossed it onto the side table. Then, scooping up the basket, he headed out the door to the Frank residence.

On the way, he had a fit of terror. Would she send him away? Rage at him? He didn’t know if he could live through that. The sun would blacken in his sky if she were ever angry with him.

He threw a worried glance at the fruit basket on the passenger seat. Goddamn it, he wished in its place set a stack of beautifully wrapped presents—toy trucks for Brady and a luxuriously soft red cashmere sweater for Eva.

Or a gleaming diamond.

Instead, he had a fucking basket of apples and oranges. Maybe there was a mango in there, but still…

He slowed as he approached a wide spot on the dirt road. He could turn around. Then what? Spend Christmas Eve alone, as well as Christmas Day. No, he was going, and hell with the consequences.

By the time he turned down the Y leading to her house, he was in a sweat. He located her house by memory. The last time he’d been down this road he’d been a teenager, with Whit at his side and a couple of giggling girls in the backseat. Bill Frank had grown up here and his parents must have left him the house after they passed away.

Mason pulled into the short drive and cut the engine. Through the windshield he studied the place. An acre of yard with a few gnarled apple trees and a scrubby pine stood in the front. From what he could see of the back, there wasn’t much space for a boy to play. Eva’s car wasn’t parked in the driveway, but it might be inside the small one-stall garage with the sagging roof.

Fuck, she had a sagging roof. And her porch posts leaned precariously, appearing on the verge of collapse. The front steps were chipped and hanging low, in mirror image of the roof.

She needed a raise. Like yesterday. For a moment he considered popping the glove compartment and digging out his checkbook. Scribbling a big, fat bonus check might be the best gift he could ever give her.

But he couldn’t do that. He was fucking in love with her, and he simply couldn’t insult her that way.

Grabbing his fruit basket, he settled it under his arm and climbed out of his truck. The sky was dirty gray and the wind brisk. Her walkway was blown shut. On the porch, he spied a shovel, which he’d use to clear the snow for her before he left. Hell, he wished it were summer. He’d round up a bunch of his guys and set them to work on that roof.

Putting his head down into the wind, he trudged through the deep snow and to the front porch. Mounting the steps, he found the boards were in worse repair than he originally thought.

The door was old and warped. The doorbell, when he stabbed it, didn’t work. Damn, it was getting worse and worse. What would the inside reveal? If she was living in squalor, he’d never forgive himself. Hell, he’d probably have nightmares about running her into the poverty level.

Rapping on the door, he waited. Inside, he heard the low voices of the television. Knocking again, he heard Eva call out, “Be right there!”

His heart kicked into overdrive. Small, pattering footsteps sounded on the other side of the door. Mason’s pulse raced. A thin barrier of wood separated him from the little boy Eva shared with a man who’d most likely killed himself. An innocent child, raised by only a loving mother. But did it make up for the things the child couldn’t possibly have? Like a roof that didn’t look ready to fall in?

“Let me get it, Brady. What have I told you about answering the door?” The muffled warning came to Mason’s ears, the inherent sultriness of her voice igniting him as always.

Fuck, now I have a hard-on. Merry Christmas, Eva.

She opened the door and gasped. Her hands flew to her mouth.

His heart surged onto his tongue at the mere sight of her. Wearing sweats and a tight-fitting tee in a holly red color, she absolutely glowed. She wore no makeup and her hair was in a messy bun atop her head.

He leaned in and kissed her fully on the lips. “You look beautiful.”

 

Reeling, Eva stepped aside to allow Mason to pass. He pressed a basket of fruit into her hands and turned at once to her son.

Bending down to Brady’s level, Mason smiled at him. “Hey, big guy. You must be Brady.”

“Yup!” He bounced up and down like a jackhammer.

Eva’s heart turned over. A constant tremor ran through her. What was he doing here?

She placed a hand on Brady’s head and mussed his soft, thick locks. “This is Mason.”

“He brought a present! Is he Santa?”

Mason smiled but a sad little spark lit his eyes. “Well, I come bearing fruit.” He pressed his lips together into a tight seam.

Eva’s chest fizzed with affection. Heedless of Brady’s presence, she stepped close to Mason and wrapped her free arm around his neck. Into his ear, she whispered, “I’m glad you’re here.”

He hugged her perfectly tight, flexing his arms, then curling them tighter on her body and squeezing her again. She imagined a hum in his muscles, just beneath the surface.

Brady threw himself at Eva’s legs and she and Mason shared a laugh. She stepped away and gave him a smile. “Come in.”

While he shed his coat and boots, she watched him, amazed at his size. Here in their little house, he seemed to take up so much space. Had she ever realized how broad his chest was?

“What is that, Mommy? Lemme see.” Brady hopped around her until she abandoned her study of Mason and held out the fruit basket to her son.

“Can I carry it?”

She tipped it into his arms and he strode off toward the kitchen, a cocky swagger in his step.

Mason was gazing at her, his eyes warm and tender. “I hope it’s okay that I came.”

“I can’t think of a better gift.” She went into his arms, hungering for his touch. Tears rode the surface of her eyes. At this moment, she was the happiest she’d ever been in her life.

Too bad she hadn’t known he was coming. She was dressed for comfort and not a smear of lipstick graced her face. She hadn’t even washed her hair.

Reaching up, she moved to tug out the pins holding it.

Mason gripped her wrist. “Leave it.”

A thread of excitement wove through her belly and settled between her thighs at his tone. She nodded. “Come and make yourself at home. We were just making a new batch of Christmas cookies. Somebody ate them and there weren’t any left for Santa.”

She led Mason through the living room and into the kitchen, where Brady had unwrapped the fruit basket and had already sunk his teeth into a shiny apple.

Mason laughed, a hearty and heart-warming sound that bridged the gulf in Eva’s life between existence and true joy. He swung his gaze between her and Brady. “He looks like you.”

A smile spread on her face. “Some say that.”

“That good, Brady?”

“Mmm-hmm,” he said around a mouthful.

She urged Mason to sit at the counter and took up her spot before the mixing bowl again. She felt his gaze on her every movement. A hot flush crept over her skin. God, how was she ever going to make it through an entire afternoon, and possibly an evening, with him? She wanted nothing more than to throw herself into his arms and kiss him until she could no longer breathe. But not with Brady’s very curious gaze upon them.

“What have you been doing all day?” she asked Mason, trying to take the focus off her.

“Thinking of you.” His abrupt and very blunt answer made her fingers twitch into fists. Holding herself back was going to be more difficult than she thought. Especially seeing him seated beside her son.

Brady devoured the apple and started in on another before Eva could stop him.

“Hey, mister! One wasn’t enough?”

“Uh-uh. It’s good.”

She grinned at her son, happy he was getting the fruit he loved. She had a hard time keeping fresh produce in the house, especially on a budget. In the fall, there were apples galore in the surrounding fields, but they were harder to come by in the winter months.

“Perfect gift,” she said to Mason.

The set of his shoulders relaxed minutely and he leaned across the counter to peek into her bowl. “What are you making?”

“Just chocolate chip. Little Mr. Frank’s favorite. And Santa’s too.” She quirked her brows upward and Mason smiled.

“What other plans do you have for the evening, besides leaving out cookies?”

“Leave a carrot for the reindeer,” Brady piped up.

Mason fixed him in his gaze. “A carrot? I thought they ate magic corn.”

Brady’s dark gaze shot to hers, a question in his eyes. He stopped chewing. “We have magic corn, Mom?”

“Nope. Santa feeds them magic corn for breakfast, lunch and dinner. The reindeer like a tasty treat now and then, and that’s carrots.” She smiled at both of the men in her life, then continued mixing the ingredients.

She let Brady dump in the chocolate chips, but before she could stir them in, he snatched a fistful. Dropping them onto the countertop, he looked at Mason.

“Wanna share?”

“You bet.” He pinched one chip between his thumb and forefinger and popped it into his mouth. Catching her gaze, he winked.

Warmth bathed her insides and engulfed her heart. She’d never been able to picture him here in this space with her. Somehow their relationship was real only when she was at work. Having him at her house gave her an acute pang of emotion. Was there more to their relationship than she’d suspected?

He wouldn’t have come otherwise.

He caught her staring. “Give your momma one.” He didn’t tear his gaze from hers.

Brady held out a chocolate chip and she leaned in, opening her mouth to accept the bit on her tongue. A shudder shook Mason’s big shoulders.

Straightening, she went on mixing. “We put out our cookies, a glass of milk, and a carrot, and then get tucked into bed so Santa can come. Isn’t that right, Brady?”

“Yep. And he’s gonna bring me a big dinosaur.”

She ducked her head. For the past two weeks, he’d been asking for a dinosaur and she hadn’t purchased one. She had the bike and helmet, a new set of PJ’s and a few other small gifts hidden away for him, but not a dinosaur. At this moment, if she were within a fifty-mile radius of an open store, she’d splurge on a dinosaur and damn the money.

Mason reached across the counter and trailed a finger over the crest of her cheek. When she met his gaze, she hoped her despair didn’t show.

“Well, these cookies are ready for the oven. Brady, do you want to help?” She looked to her son, who was just polishing off his second apple and reaching into the basket again.

“Uh-uh. No more for now. Now come wash your hands and you can help me scoop the dough.”

“Can I help?” Mason’s eyes danced.

Her knees melted. Waiting to get him alone was proving to be harder by the second. Did he understand what he did to her? She was having a hot flash and her panties were moist.

Once again, she wished she could sneak away and change into something else.

His gaze roved over her as she held Brady up to the sink to wash his hands. Then she gave her son a small ice cream scoop and set him to work scooping dough. When he had trouble releasing the dough onto the cookie sheet, Mason wrapped his big fist around Brady’s very small one and helped him squeeze it out.

Eva’s eyes filled with tears. Helpless against them, she simply looked on as her two favorite people interacted.

As if they were a father and son.

She twisted away to the sink. I’m getting sappy. Just because he’s here doesn’t mean he wants to take over the raising of a child who is not his.

She gathered up a dish towel and quickly wiped her eyes. But not before Mason saw.

“Eva.”

Drawing a deep breath, she looked up. He wore an expression of concern, his dark brows drawn low.

“Come here.” He waved an arm and she came around the counter. He pulled her against him roughly, while still helping Brady drop dough onto the cookie sheet. Mason smoothed a hand up her nape and cradled the back of her head, drawing her face to his shoulder.

She laid her cheek on him, soothed by his touch and closeness. For so long she’d kept her own counsel, she couldn’t remember what it was like to share the burden of a worry. Could she spill out everything right now? Tell him about the dinosaur and the telephone and how she never had enough to pay the sitter, and all because of her damn late husband, who’d stolen from Mason’s father and then shot himself as a way to escape the reality?

The anger was back, and she knew from experience there was no absolving it. It had to ebb away on its own. Sometimes she even pitied Bill. But since she was left to sweep up so many shattered pieces after he was gone, it was rare that she knew pity.

Mason trailed his fingers up and down her spine until she relaxed against him. “Here, buddy, you try the next one. Your mom needs help right now.”

He licked off his sticky fingers and then twisted on the stool, pulling her between his legs. Wrapping her tightly against his chest, he buried his face in her hair and simply held her. For long minutes, she enjoyed his strength and support.

Suddenly he raised his head and burst out laughing. She followed his line of sight to Brady, who had the entire ice cream scoop shoved into his mouth, his cheeks bulging with metal and cookie dough. Drool ran down his chin.

She giggled. Before moving away from Mason, she gave him one last squeeze and received a pinch on her ass in return.

Grinning, she set about cleaning up her son, knowing this was going to be a brighter Christmas Eve with Mason present.





Chapter Ten

 

Outside Eva’s little house, the wind raged and snow drifted. The last thing Mason wanted to do was go out into that. Hell, that wasn’t the problem and he knew it. He didn’t want to walk away from Eva.

He stood in the living room, waiting for her to return from tucking Brady into bed. It took everything in him to keep from following them. A burning urge to see her sitting on the edge of Brady’s bed, reading him a story, consumed Mason. When she interacted with her son, she wore a gentle expression that made Mason’s breath catch.

For long minutes, he revolved through the space, looking at pictures of a smiling Eva and Brady together, taken at picnics and out in the snow. When he came upon a small snapshot of Bill and Eva in high school, he spun away.

Dammit, he didn’t know enough about her. Was she happy? How was she faring since her husband’s death? Did she pine for him or had there been a bad root there amongst the good of the family?

At the sound of her step, Mason spun. She wore a sad smile. “You’re leaving?”

“Uh—” He took two steps toward her and then drew up short. Suddenly he was more uncertain than he’d felt in a long time. “What do you want?”

He asked her often enough in bed, but in this context, the question fed his confusion. He didn’t know her, didn’t know what she wanted, not really.

She twisted her hands together and dropped her gaze. Silence stretched between them.

She wants me to go.

He inched toward the door.

She snapped her head up and pierced him with her gaze. “No, Mason. Please stay. I-I want you to stay.”

With the words spoken, she relaxed perceptibly and his heart soared with joy. His pride and confidence back in place, he crossed the small living room to her, taking slow, measured steps.

Her chest heaved with every breath, bringing attention to her breasts. They were high and full and he wanted nothing more than to cup them and lavish kisses upon them.

She shivered but held her ground. “Stay with me and we’ll sit and talk. I have… some wine we could share.”

“You have much more to share and you know it.”

Fear crossed her face, widening her eyes and stretching her lips. What was that about? It hurt him to see that look on her beautiful face.

“Mason…”

He wrapped his fingers around her upper arms and yanked her against his chest. “Give me your body tonight, Eva. I don’t want to go home. And it’s the best gift I could ever receive.” His voice sounded throaty even to his ears.

She made a noise in her throat like a sob. He tilted her face up and kissed her, swallowing any resistance she might have had. If she asked him to go, he’d do it, but it would shred him.

“I need you tonight, Eva. I need you so badly.” He slid his arm beneath her knees and plucked her off her feet. She found his mouth, her lips seeking, asking for something but he didn’t know what.

He angled his head and parted her lips with his tongue, tasting her familiar passion. Their tongues tangled for long minutes, swirling and dancing as they’d done so many times before. But Mason’s heart told him this was different. They were on her turf and on her terms. This might be the night she truly gave her heart to him.

And God, he couldn’t wait to cherish and protect it.

Pivoting toward the hall, he murmured against her lips. “Tell me which room is yours.”

“Third door.” She bit his lower lip lightly, her eyes shining like two Christmas stars.

Electric heat clawed at his insides, urging him to stretch her out and make love to her until Christmas Day dawned.

He quietly drifted down the hall with her, aware of her sleeping child. Could he keep her quiet while he loved her? Visions of his fingers over her mouth, her sharp little teeth digging into his hand flashed through his mind.

His cock swelled painfully, throbbing for release.

At the entrance, she reached out a hand and pushed the door inward. The ripe scents of her perfume and personal musk filled his head, dizzying him. He groaned.

“You’re sure about this?” she whispered.

“Never been surer about anything in my life.” If he had a goddamn ring, he’d be on his knees before her, begging her to be his wife. He wanted to take her and Brady out of here and give them a better home. Create a family. He’d put an end to this eternal longing.

He swung her to her feet and stared at her shadow as she moved away from him. She kicked something and gave a soft curse, which sent laughter boiling up his throat. He clamped down on it, but by the time she switched on a small lamp, he was doubled over, choking with laughter.

“What’s funny?”

“You. Swearing and trying to be stealthy to keep your son from waking up. It’s just so…perfect.”

She clasped her hand to her mouth and shared his laughter.

The lamplight bathed her in gold. Her room was simple and clean like the rest of her house. He threw a quick look around and was happy to find no more photographs of Bill. He didn’t want to make love to her with her late husband’s memory looming over them.

“The tones of your room suit you. Reds and golds. But you look equally beautiful in my bed, silhouetted by blue and green. You’re like a gem, Eva.” He captured her at the side of the bed and bore her down, supporting her when she suddenly went boneless.

The soft mattress engulfed them. He covered her fully with his body, letting her feel his arousal.

“Stay with me tonight, Mason.”

“Yes.”

“Make love to me and then hold me while I sleep.”

“I’ll guard your dreams.” He kissed her, trailing his lips back and forth over hers in a lingering caress.

Her sigh filled his mouth and he fed one back into hers. He ran his hand down her side to rest on her hip, probing the hollow of her pelvis. Need was a bright spark in his mind, but he wanted to take his time with her and do this right. In his house, he’d made love to Eva the woman. Here, she was more vulnerable. A mother. A widow.

He pressed kisses down the point of her chin to her throat. She angled her head back to grant him better access. He nipped her skin down to the tops of her breasts, and then bathed them with his tongue.

“My beautiful Eva. I can’t get enough of you.”

She mewled in response. Digging her fingers into his shoulders, she guided him from one round breast to the other. He bit into her nipple through the cloth of her shirt, wetting the fabric. Spurred on by her moan, he lapped at her stiff peaks until the cloth molded to her body.

She wrapped her thighs around him and locked her heels on his spine. “Come to me, Mason. I need to feel you moving within me. Making this feel real.”

“It’s real. I’m here, exactly where I want to be.” He surged upward and claimed her lips in a sucking kiss. He drove his tongue into her mouth, gathering the flavors of cookie dough and the venison stew they’d shared for dinner.

His cock bulged against her heat and he rocked his hips, grinding. She hissed her pleasure and he continued sliding his cock against her pussy. She rode him, moaning as he pulled back. He trapped her face between his hands and watched her eyes hood as he drove her higher.

“Feels good, baby?”

“Mmm.”

“What if I take off these pants?” He knelt before her and drew her sweats over her glorious hips and off. Abandoning them on the floor, he turned back to find her wearing simple black panties. Through the cloth, the outline of her labia was visible.

“Fuck, baby, that’s so hot. Let me taste.” He dove between her thighs and licked her moist seam through the thin silk. He located her hardened pearl and pressed it into her body with the tip of his tongue.

She dug her nails lightly into his scalp and forced him against her harder. “God, I need your mouth on my pussy, Mason.”

He froze. She’d never spoken so boldly.

Leaning away, he studied her for a heartbeat. Maybe this was the opportunity she needed—the freedom to speak and command him. If she did, what would she say?

Her passions were heightened by the idea of being told what to do. He nuzzled her inner thighs. “Tell me what you want.”

Her eyes flashed. “Lick my pussy.”

He ran his tongue over her panties. “Like this?”

She reached between her legs and pulled the fabric aside, exposing her juicy sex. “Like this.”

He worked his tongue deep into her folds and she bucked wildly, barely containing her noises. He reached up and covered her mouth with his hand. She nipped his fingers and he groaned against her flesh, lapping at her pussy with more vigor.

Around his hand, she whispered. “Deeper.”

He thrust his tongue into her channel, tasting her hot moisture. Her walls trembled around him. Using his free fingers, he pulled back the hood of her clit and stroked her core. Again and again he strummed her.

Her muscles tensed and she lifted her hips off the bed.

He withdrew his hand from her mouth and she urged him on. “Kiss it, Mason. Kiss my clit.”

With a groan, he opened his mouth over her button, applying the scantest of pressure. She lost control, raking her hands over his shoulders and the back of his head.

When he sucked her nubbin into his mouth, she jerked, stiffened and came. Her body pulsated on his tongue and he gripped her hips, holding her in place as the release pulled long, hushed moans from her.

He continued to flick her straining flesh with his tongue until she gave a last shudder. Then, slowing, he raised his head and pressed a kiss to her mound. Looking up the length of her body, his heart squeezed at the sight of her. Tousled. Undone. Mine.

He pulled off her panties and threw them aside. Her shirt followed. She wore a cotton bra that was as sexy as any lace he’d ever seen. Her skin was golden against the white cloth. The tips of her breasts were darkened where he’d wet them with his mouth.

A shudder ripped through him and he nearly came unhinged. He pinched the head of his cock hard to regain control.

She stared up at him, her pink lips parted. “Slide into me, Mason. I need to feel you.”

When he didn’t move fast enough, she sat up and caught his jeans in her teeth. With a flick of her head, she opened his fly. Watching her slide down the zipper with her teeth was a sight that would live in his mind forever.

Fists clenched, he struggled to hold back. Everything in him screamed to take control but this was her house, her rules, her perfect night. Maybe if he gave her free rein, she’d open up to him and ultimately give him what he wanted, which was her love.

It had worked that way with him, right?

He tumbled into the rumpled covers and gazed up at her. “Do what you want with me.”

Surprise shivered over her features. She stretched her mouth into an O, and then shut it. A gleam lit her espresso eyes. Her nipples stood out beneath her bra and he ached to touch them.

Seeing his gaze on her breasts, she smiled. “You wanna see them? Play with them?”

He pressed his lips together, fighting not to take over. He nodded.

She reached behind her back and unclasped her bra. It fell away to reveal her turgid peaks, the tips dark rose with need. As he looked on, she drew off her last garment and then cupped her heavy breasts on her palms. “You like these?” She compressed them, creating deep cleavage. Then, holding his eyes, she dipped her tongue to one hard nipple.

Shock tore through him, and on its heels, desire unlike any he’d known. He couldn’t stop the groan from rumbling out. He zeroed in on her wet, pink tongue swirling over her straining bud.

“And this?” She lapped at the other only briefly, but it was long enough to nearly send him over the edge. His precious control was slipping through his fingers as if it were a handful of sand.

She released her breasts and they fell naturally, jiggling in a way that almost drove him mad. His breath came faster and his cock throbbed, feeling as if it would burst the confines of its skin.

With a secretive smile, she stripped him. Shirt, jeans, boxers. Boots and socks. All of it hit the floor with a whisper and a thump. Before he could draw breath, she was scraping her nails lightly down his chest to his abs, and then lower, brushing the edges of his groin as she continued down to his thighs. He held his breath and counted to ten. He was still on the verge of explosion. He began to count again.

Then without warning, she leaned over him and captured his length between her hot breasts.

He bit off a growl. “Fuck!”

“Oh, I intend to, babe.” She clasped her globes together and moved so his shaft slipped through the channel she’d created. Fires raged in his groin and his balls couldn’t be any bluer. Just weeks ago he’d been practically coming in his pants at the sound of her tires. Now she was seriously tipping him over the edge.

When he thought it could get no harder to gain control, she licked the head of his cock. Juices strung between her mouth and his body. He pinched his eyes shut to avoid the sight. Either that or risk blowing. Soon he felt her tongue in the depression of his swollen head and he snapped his eyes open again.

“God, Eva. I want you.”

“Shh. No talking.”

He bit into his lip ruthlessly. Lust raced through his body, an all-consuming fire. He reached for her, sliding his palms down her bare spine. Her skin was silk, each curve torment.

She pulled off her panties and straddled him. The touch of her bare, wet pussy stole all thought. He gave himself up to her whims, determined to let her have her way in hope that she’d give up her heart.

* * * * *
 

Eva gazed down at the man she’d spent countless hours loving this way and finally admitted to herself that she wanted it to be forever. His swollen shaft bulged against her sex and she chafed her folds back and forth over him.

She ached to feel him inside her. But she wanted to extend his pleasure the way he always did hers. Reaching behind herself and between their bodies, she located his ball sac. Cradling it gently, she rolled the flesh back and forth.

Ecstasy crossed his handsome face. She ground her pussy against his cock and fondled his sac until pre-come oozed from the purple tip of his shaft.

“Want more? Want me to lick them?”

He grunted. Taking that as agreement, she traveled down his body, positioning her mouth over his sac. When she leaned in and delivered a wet, open-mouthed kiss, he bucked his hips upward.

Turned-on beyond belief, she continued her exploration of his body. Mouthing one side, then the other, running her tongue between the two to the flat spot beneath. She pressed the point of her tongue into this sensitive and uncharted spot.

Hissing, Mason grasped her face. “Fuck, baby, I can’t last. Please.”

She raised her head and bit into his inner thigh, raising a squawk from him. “No begging, Dorsey.”

Running her tongue up the rigid flesh of his erection, she dipped her head and swallowed his spongy tip.

“No, Eva. I can’t stop!”

She dug her nails into his outer thighs, leaving crescent moons on his skin. “Then you want me to sink down over your cock?”

“Yesss.”

Hastily, she located one of the condoms she’d picked up a few days before and rolled it over him.

“Want me to slide down on you like this?” She hovered over him, holding his gaze as she slowly dropped down on him. His girth stretched her perfectly. Her pussy hugged him, her walls soaking and smoothing his way.

Her breath hitched and stopped. When he was fully rooted within her, she met his gaze. “Mason…”

A smile twisted his lips. “Yeah, baby?”

“I need you more than you know.”

His eyelids flickered. “I was hoping you’d say that, darlin’.”

With joy in her heart, she began to move. Rising and falling on his veined shaft, his head nudging her G-spot again and again. Heat lashed her insides. She ran her hands over the swells of his pecs, swirling her pinkies over his nipples. He groaned and lifted her, letting her drop over his cock.

She held his gaze and he never looked away. Desire built between their gazes and their bodies, reaching a fever pitch.

“You’re going to make me come,” she whimpered. Harder, faster, they matched their rhythms, perfectly attuned to each other’s desires and needs.

He slammed into her once, twice…

With a muffled cry, she splintered. Waves of ecstasy struck her, towing her under. Dark tendrils of passion mingled with absolute joy and love. For a shimmering moment, the words were on her lips. Then Mason surged upward and claimed her mouth, swallowing anything she might have said.

She fed him her tongue as though it were love words, hoping he understood. He stiffened and rumbled his pleasure, spurting his hot seed. The warmth of it in her body thrilled her and her belly flipped.

Together they continued to move until their releases flowed away. He gripped her waist and turned her onto the mattress. Their bodies still joined, he held her tight to his chest. Her cheek was pillowed on his chest and his heart beat erratically beneath her ear.

She felt his hands moving in her hair. Shivers passed down her spine. Outside, a true Christmas storm brewed but in here, she was safe within his hold. Her son was in the other room, safe and sleeping soundly, waiting for Santa. Though he wouldn’t get the dinosaur he wanted, he’d have a good Christmas. And next year would be better. It had to be.

A little voice in the back of her mind asked how that could possibly happen if she’d still be dumping half her pay into the Dorsey account, but she whisked the reminder away. At this moment, nothing was going to pop her fragile bubble of happiness. Not finances, a toy dinosaur, or even Bill.

Mason pressed a trail of kisses over her shoulder and up her throat, ending at the soft spot behind her ear. He smoothed his tongue over it and she broke out in gooseflesh.

“Merry Christmas, Eva.”

She smiled against his skin. “To you too.”

“There’s something I need to tell you.”

Her heart tripped, flipped and sped out of control. Did she want to hear it?

He went on, his voice a low rumbled against her ear. “Eva… I need you more than you know too.”

A cry burst from her and she turned her mouth into his, meeting his impassioned kisses stroke for stroke. Her world tilted on its axis and began a new rotation—a rotation that travelled around Mason, who was now her sun.





Chapter Eleven

 

“Fuck! What do you mean the settlement will be a hundred grand?” Mason yelled into the phone. He paced before his desk, boots stomping but doing nothing to alleviate his frustration and growing fury.

His lawyer was on the phone, giving him the rundown about Jack Caffrey. The man was going to have a long road of recovery ahead of him, and while the health insurance would cover his medical bills, he still needed something to live on. Disability wouldn’t cut it, and it was only right to provide a settlement. But to the tune of three hundred thousand dollars? Dorsey Forestry couldn’t support that kind of number. Not without bankruptcy.

Or a buyer.

His chest burned. A week ago, he’d practically admitted his love to Eva. Since Christmas Eve, he’d stayed with her every night. He couldn’t drag himself away from her. Fuck, he wanted to marry her. But now he didn’t even know if he could support her and Brady. If the company went under…

He listened for long minutes while his lawyer explained everything in detail. As he talked, Mason formulated various plans, imagined himself going through with them, and then discarded them one by one.

When it came down to it, he’d always have a job in this area because he could wield a chainsaw. Taking down trees wasn’t his passion—he preferred the business end—but it was good, honest work. And I can support a family on it.

Breathing a little easier, he steeled himself to say the words he’d planned to say for a long time.

“Drayer, we’re going to start the ball moving on selling out Dorsey Forestry.”

As soon as the words were out, a hollow chasm spread through his stomach as if it were a rampant disease. Would his dad take the high road in a time of trouble? The man had made it through highs and lows in the industry. When Mason was a kid, they’d had spells of bounty and ones of lean. Never would Earl Dorsey bug out because he had to pay out a big chunk of money to a worker.

But Mason’s business sense told him it was best. Besides, he didn’t have the love for Dorsey Forestry that his dad did.

While Mason continued to talk to his lawyer about the particulars, he spun to look at Eva’s desk. Her empty chair gave him a sharp pang. What happened if the business sold and she was replaced by the owner’s employee? Chances were it would take place.

“Fuck. Drayer, I can’t talk about this anymore right now. I’ll do what you suggested and get to the bank to gather the statements from the last two years. All right. I’ll speak with you soon.”

Switching off the phone, that hole in his gut grew. Was he making the right choice? A voice in the back of his head told him he couldn’t afford to take a huge hit to his finances like the one Jack Caffrey’s settlement would require. Mason believed with his whole heart that the logger deserved it. He just wished to hell his insurance had paid it. Withdrawing chunks from the bank account would mean little working capital. They could get to the point where he wouldn’t have money to pay for the fuel bills to cut the logs down, haul them out or ship them. Selling now wouldn’t keep them from paying the settlement, but Mason wouldn’t deal with the aftermath.

He raked his hand through his hair, continuing to stare at Eva’s desk. Not a single picture of her son graced the top, which was the reason he hadn’t known about Brady. That fit with her personality—she was close-lipped to a fault.

But she had admitted that she needed Mason. Warmth spread through him. For her, that was akin to telling him she loved him.

To be fair, he hadn’t exactly said the three big words to her either. Now he didn’t know if he had a right to. Asking her to start out in more hardship than she probably already knew? Taking on the debt and mess of a business?

He glanced at the calendar, already knowing it was Saturday. His lawyer was always available to Mason on weekends, but thank goodness Eva wasn’t. He couldn’t have held that conversation in front of her. Luckily she was home with Brady, maybe enjoying a lazy Saturday morning together.

Undecided, he swung like a pendulum between thoughts. Going out to the bank and gathering those statements meant shoving off the wrecking ball. Staying here meant going down on a sinking ship.

He slammed his fist down on the desk top. His father’s picture danced on the surface. An omen? But what was it?

His dad wasn’t here to pick up the pieces and offer his level head to the situation. All Mason could do was move forward in the way he saw fit. And at this moment, he only saw a tunnel out.

Then maybe he could convince the love of his life to marry him.

Fishing in the front of his jeans for his truck keys, he went out of the office and into the wintry air. The white world glittered in the brilliant sun, but to him, it was black.

During his drive, his mind was consumed with thoughts of Eva. By selling the company, he might be cutting her job. But if he could get a good faller position at one of the neighboring companies, he could probably support them without trouble. They’d be rich by no means, but they’d have everything they needed. Hell, he already had the warm, solid house for her and Brady. Unloading the house she lived in seemed a better course than fixing it up. Besides, Mason could never give up the view of the wetlands.

Weeks ago I was thinking of heading back out West.

He passed by the diner. His old friend Whit’s truck was parked in front. As he didn’t have a warm woman to curl up with on the weekends, he spent his time at the diner, talking trees and soaking up what companionship he could, along with cup after cup of hot coffee.

Mason shook his head. He didn’t want that forever. He’d been a bachelor long enough. And he wanted a family.

Images of Brady’s happy face on Christmas Day flitted through Mason’s mind. He’d helped Eva spread the meager bounty of gifts beneath the tree. A bicycle sporting a bell and a red bow was wheeled in from the garage. At the time, his heart had broken, feeling there wasn’t enough for Brady. And there was nothing for Eva.

But when the child had awakened and set eyes on that bike, happiness had flooded Mason. Together, he and Eva had watched the little boy open his gifts and take his bike for a spin around the small living room. He hadn’t asked about the dinosaur he never received, but Mason read its lack of appearance in the lines etched around Eva’s mouth.

Still, they’d spent a wonderful day together. He’d shoveled a path in the snow for Brady to ride his bike and later they’d shared a venison roast and vegetables. Brady had proudly wielded his fork at his mother and said with a mouthful of meat, “Mom shot this deer.”

She’d blushed to the roots of her hair. The sight had driven Mason’s heart into his mouth. At that moment, he didn’t give a damn if she’d poached ten deer off his land. She was welcome to them. He just wished she’d trusted him enough not to have lied about it.

Maybe that will come in time.

Arriving at the bank, he stiffened his upper lip and went inside to ask for the statements. Eva took charge of the financial part of the business—paying bills and balancing accounts. He could dig up the records in the filing cabinet beside her desk but this was simply easier, and he’d have unmarked copies for his lawyer.

“Hi, Mason.” The bank teller smiled as he approached her window. He’d gone to high school with her, though she’d been a few years younger. Hell, he knew everyone in this town. Most likely they all knew the time at which he climbed out of Eva’s bed and made his way home the day after Christmas.

He told the teller what he needed and she set about printing the statements out. When the final one was spit out, still warm from the printer, she stopped and examined it.

“It’s not reflecting the latest transaction.” She looked between her screen and the paper.

“What’s that?”

“Eva was in here early this morning and withdrew two hundred dollars.”

Mason’s heart seized. His throat clamped shut and his bowels turned to water. Suddenly he felt as if he’d missed the top step of a flight of stairs. Falling, dizzy, tumbling feet over ass and crash-landing at the bottom in a tangle of despair.

He cleared his throat. “Eva?”

“Yes, she made a withdrawal. Let me just write it down here.” The teller inked the information at the bottom of the printout.

Mason’s eyes refused to focus. She was withdrawing funds from the Dorsey account? Money that wasn’t hers?

The memory of blood-spattered snow flashed behind his eyes. She’d lied once. What else could she be lying to him about?

Fighting for calm, he collected the stack of statements and went back out.

In the truck, he scanned withdrawal after withdrawal. From ATMs, online transactions and random remote branches of the bank. Small amounts, but she was still taking money that wasn’t hers. Many small deposits were tracked too. He wasn’t sure what those were, but he didn’t care right now.

Betrayal rose up in him, a black cloud of rage that blocked out all the light of his love for her. Why? He slammed the heel of his hand off his steering wheel violently. Then again drove his knuckles into the dash with a deafening crash. The papers fluttered across his lap.

Each tiny letter and number spelled one thing to Mason—Eva was a liar. And she didn’t return his love.

* * * * *
 

Eva jerked her head up at the sound of a truck in the driveway. Mason! She hurried to the door, happy that she’d returned from her errand this morning. She’d had no choice but to drive to the neighboring town and withdraw more of the money she’d put into the Dorsey account in order to pay her babysitter. It was that or have no childcare next week.

When she’d driven to the sitter’s house to pay her, Brady had begged to stay and Abby had agreed to let him help her around the house, then she’d bring him home in an hour.

Eva whipped open the door before Mason even reached it, a grin stretching her face and her heart pumping with love and affection for him.

Catching sight of his expression, her heart sank and continued right down to her feet. Her face and fingers tingled. What was wrong?

He brushed past her into the house without even meeting her gaze. She shut the door behind him and twisted her fingers together. Turning to face him, she quivered with terror. What was it? What?

His brow was drawn low and his face was mottled red with anger. “Where’s Brady?”

“At the sitter’s. What—?”

He waved a sheaf of papers in her face. “Know what these are?”

“N-no.”

He thrust them into her hands. One wafted to the floor. She tried to focus on the print but she already knew what they said. He’d discovered her secret. He knew.

Her hands trembled so violently, the papers rattled. “Mason—”

“You’ve been stealing from me, Eva! Christ!”

“It’s not what you think—”

“Not—? How can that be? It’s written right there!” He jabbed the papers and they fell out of her lax hands, floating to the floor around her feet.

Tears choked her and spurted from her eyes. “It isn’t. Mason, please.”

He made a sharp gesture with his hand and spun away from her. A sob rushed up her throat and she fought to hold it back. She had to make him understand. Had to.

“All this time, you’ve been lying to me. Stealing money out from under my nose while rolling around with me in bed.”

No, not that. She couldn’t stand for him to think she’d slept with him to distract him or even to make up for what she was doing.

“Mason, I can explain.”

“Explain what? That you’re not who I thought you were? While you were lying to me—stealing money and shooting deer off my land—”

Shock ripped through her.

“Yeah, that’s right, I saw the blood from that deer you shot, Eva. I knew you’d lied to me then.” He jammed a hand through his hair, sending the dark locks on end. His gaze snapped. “While you were embezzling and poaching, I was falling deep, deeply in love with you. Goddammit!”

He whirled away from her, hiding his devastated expression but she still saw it in the set of his shoulders. They hunched around his pain—pain he rightfully owned.

“Mason… Hear me, please. Let me try to explain.”

“Explain that you’re a con artist? That you’ve been sleeping with me, what? To make up for your treachery?”

Anger rose in her, a force bigger and brighter than anything she’d known before. That word “treachery” was one she associated with Bill. And this was all his fault. He’d stolen and she’d been paying. He’d taken the easy way out by putting a bullet through his brain and she was picking up the shattered pieces of their lives. Now he had completely annihilated her one chance at love.

She stumbled forward, slipping on the papers and righting herself before she toppled over. She reached for Mason but he jerked away.

Fury broke over her in waves. She balled her hands into fists and faced him fully, unleashing her anger. She bent and scooped up a handful of papers. Poking a finger at one, she screamed. “See that? It says there’s been a five hundred dollar deposit. Five hundred! Made by whom? By me, Mason. I’ve been putting money into the Dorsey account for years! Bill embezzled from your father and then took his life to escape his treachery.
So when I took money out, I was really withdrawing funds I’d put in!”

His expression grew stony, impenetrable. What could be going on behind those dark, steely eyes of his?

She didn’t care anymore. Anger mounted until she quaked all over. She threw the papers and they dropped softly to the carpet. She wished they were bricks. Stones. Anything hard.

“And I didn’t sleep with you to stop any guilt for what I was hiding, Mason. Yeah, that’s right. For the first time in my life, I felt a love bigger than anything in the world. You were my world. I loved Bill, but it was a comfortable love born from our teen years. Not the passionate ache between a man and woman like you and I have.”

She stalked across the room and grabbed Bill’s picture off the wall. She hurled it across the room. It hit the tile kitchen floor with a satisfying crash. Spinning back, she pierced Mason in her gaze.

“I was wrong to hide it from you, but dammit, I didn’t know what to do! Do you get that? I’ve been trying to pay back Dorsey Forestry for years, living on half pay, scrabbling. I couldn’t even… Get… A dinosaur… For my son!” She forced the words through her sobs.

He took a step toward her but she threw out her hands to ward him off.

Emotion raged in her, out of control. She picked up Brady’s brand-new Christmas pajamas he’d taken off that morning and hurled them to the floor. “I can’t buy my son apples! Can’t afford meat! The fucking porch is falling down and the roof sagging. But I’m trying to pay you back, Mason. And I’m sorry if I can’t make ends meet all the time. The money I took out was to pay the babysitter so I can continue working to pay you back!”

His features spasmed with pain. “Eva—” He reached out for her and she put more distance between them.

“Just get out, Mason. I swear I’ll find a way to pay you back if it kills me. I’ll sell the house and give the money to you! Don’t you worry. I won’t ever try to climb into your bed again.”

She turned and dropped her face into her hands, unable to hold back the sobs anymore. The world crumbled around her.

The thud of Mason’s boot sounded just behind her. She jerked farther away. Pain spread through her body and her heart bled. She just wanted to gather up Brady and run with him. Maybe go South to her mother’s. She wouldn’t need much—a couple of suitcases and a basket of toys would be sufficient.

I don’t have enough money for gas to get there.

Mason’s breathing was labored. “Fuck!” He stomped away from her. A second later she heard the door slam.

The roar of his truck engine sent her into a frenzy of action. She ran down the hall and into her bedroom. Ignoring the memories of the times she and Mason had shared there in the past week, she hauled two suitcases from under the bed and began to stuff her clothes into one.

* * * * *
 

The harsh glare of the desk lamps lit up the office. Mason reached into the filing cabinet by Eva’s desk and removed another file bulging with papers. With a sigh, he sank to the floor with his spine against her desk leg.

Every cell in his body ached for her. The vision of her pain flashed in and out of his mind repeatedly, flickering as if it were a neon sign.

The weight of her confessions pressed on him. As he sat here poring over the accounts, receipts and finally the bank statements she’d filed away, he felt less fury and more sadness.

He’d found nothing out of the ordinary with the accounts. Other than the bank statements that reflected her deposits and a few withdrawals—always in small amounts—everything was in perfect order.

Which meant she was telling the truth.

The papers fluttered and with shock, he watched his hand pulse up and down with unsteady nerves.

He dropped the file to his lap and dipped his face into his hands. Pain burned in his heart and knotted his stomach. Deep down, he felt responsible for her problems. Bill had created the original mess, but if Mason had paid her more…

Drawing a deep breath, he fought to see a path that would lead him and Eva away from the trouble. His father had always been a levelheaded man. He didn’t let passion rule. Mason hadn’t reacted well to the find at the bank and he regretted it deeply. How was he going to fix things with Eva?

Not by sitting here.

He abandoned the papers and jumped to his feet. A glance at the clock told him it was two o’clock in the morning—much too late to be barging in on her and waking up Brady. But what choice did Mason have? He had to talk to her.

Together they could get through this. She had to understand that now that he knew the details, he didn’t blame her. But could she forgive his accusations?

He prayed that she would.

First switching off the lamps, he then headed out the door and to his truck. His leg muscles burned to break into a run but he simply strode faster. The world glittered with ice. When his headlights brightened his property, snow swirled before the beams. On the distant shores of the wetland, the light glinted off the eyes of the pair of geese that had battened down for the winter.

Two are always better than one.

With that, he put his truck into gear and headed down the drive toward the main highway that would lead him to the love of his life, Eva.

If he could convince her he’d been an ass, she might stop and listen to what else he had to say—that he didn’t give a damn about the money Bill had embezzled, that he wasn’t going to sell out Dorsey Forestry but pour the love into it his father had. They’d pay out the settlement to Jack Caffrey and plow forward, picking up new contracts and hopefully digging themselves out of the financial trench.

But Mason only wanted this with Eva by his side.

He wished he had a ring to give her tonight.

The instant he pulled up before her house, he knew she wasn’t there. His heart plummeted to the soles of his boots. He jammed the truck into park and jumped out. Striding up to her dark house, he could sense there were no inhabitants within. Before he looked through the little garage window, he knew he wouldn’t find her car there.

Heart drumming wildly, he drove his knuckles into the wooden door. “Fuck!” Running up to the front porch, he leapt the stairs.

Ignoring the broken doorbell, he rapped loudly on the door. When no one answered, he tried the handle and of course found it locked. She wasn’t home. Gone. Taken Brady and left for where? She’d mentioned her mother in the South.

“Dammit!” Mason’s lungs seized and for a wild minute, he couldn’t even drag breath through them. His mind raced. Where was she? How was he going to find her? Her phone didn’t even work. Now he knew it had most likely been shut off because she couldn’t pay the bill. How could she, surviving on a measly half income?

He jerked into action. Running through the snow, he reached his truck. In seconds he was backing out as fast as possible and heading for town.

* * * * *
 

Eva looked into the rear view mirror at her sleeping son. He had protested loudly at being bundled into the car and driven from his home in the wee hours of the night. But after restlessly pacing her house for several hours, she simply couldn’t sit there another minute, yearning to go to Mason’s house to try to talk to him.

She clenched her fingers tighter around the steering wheel. She’d fucked everything up. What else was there to say? She could beg him to make him understand, but he’d taught her not to plead.

At this point, her pride was nonexistent. Coming clean about her lies had slaughtered any tenuous hold on control she’d had. Breaking down in front of him had been one of the worst moments of her life. Yet at the same time, it had been freeing. Simply sharing the burden that was in her heart, from the financial struggles to her sadness over not having a dinosaur for Brady, eased her a bit.

Now she’d just have to pick up the pieces of her shattered heart and try to make a new life for herself and her son. Her mother had been thrilled to hear she was on her way South. Eva planned to spend a week there, hunting for a job with health benefits and enough pay to allow her to continue to pay back Dorsey Forestry.

And she was going to spend some time licking her wounds.

Eventually she’d go back home to pack up the house and try to sell it, but it was going to be difficult in the dead of winter and in a bad market.

She focused on the ribbon of black road in front of her and drew a deep breath. By lunchtime she’d be in a new place, ready to settle into a new routine.

She glanced in the rearview mirror again. A headlight passed across Brady’s sleeping face and her heart warmed. He was losing his baby features and beneath the flesh she saw what would be Bill’s bone structure. The cut of his brow and his jaw reminded her so much of her first sweetheart.

Memories flicked through her mind like a slide show. Their times hadn’t all been bad. She had loved him. If he’d lived, however, she didn’t know if she would have been able to trust him again, or to overcome the fury she’d felt upon finding out about the embezzlement.

She sucked in a sharp breath. Her mouth popped open as she realized that for the first time in years, she no longer felt that all-consuming anger. Quickly she searched her heart for it and found only a small, bruised portion where it had once lived.

As she drove away from her hometown, her life and her lover, a sad smile stretched her lips.

In telling Mason about her hardships and lies, she’d also exorcised her demons.





Chapter Twelve

 

Mason burst through the door of the diner and zeroed in on the two people who might be able to tell him where Eva was—his friend Whit and the waitress, Karen.

“Well, look who blew in.” Whit’s smile faded as he got a good look at Mason’s face. He clambered off the stool. “What happened?”

“I can’t find Eva. I need your help.” He looked at Whit then Karen. “She and I had an argument and she’s taken off. She hasn’t been home in over twenty-four hours. I’ve been driving for a lot of that time, scouring the county for her.”

Desperation rose in him as he forced the words out. The long hours of the night had worn on him. At one point, he’d had to pull the truck over because he was shaking so hard. Then he’d completely broken down. He felt those sobs push at the back of his throat even now.

Whit clamped a hand on his shoulder, hard enough to bring him to his senses and give him enough control to continue.

“You think there’s foul play?” Karen spoke up.

He shook his head. “No. I think she’s just left. I drove her…to it.” He passed a hand over his face.

“Karen, get him some coffee.” Whit steered Mason toward a stool but he refused to sit.

Eva was on her way to her mother—he knew it in his bones. If he let time stretch between them, he’d lose her forever. Each hour he didn’t try to set things right she’d grow a little more hurt. Eventually the chasm would be too large to breach. He couldn’t let that happen.

He shook his head. “No, Whit. I can’t sit. I need your help. Have you ever heard anything about Eva’s mother? Know where she lives? It’s somewhere in the South.” He grabbed the coffee mug Karen set before him and drew the scalding brew into his mouth. He hadn’t had anything to eat or drink in hours and the liquid fortified him.

“South Carolina, I think.” Karen pushed a plate of muffins toward him. “No, maybe Virginia.”

“Eva grew up here. Her mother lived here. Surely she keeps in touch with someone in Salzburg Springs. An old friend.” Mason bit into the blueberry muffin and his stomach cramped. Until now, he hadn’t realized how hungry he was. But there wasn’t time. The minute he had a destination, he was driving south to find her.

“Yeah, maybe Mary Drummond still talks to her. They were pretty close.”

“Where does Mary Drummond live?” It was a small town, but Mason had been away for years after high school and didn’t remember. “She’s related to the Richie boys, isn’t she?”

Whit nodded. “Yeah, and she has that farmhouse adjoining the Richies’ farm.”

Mason swallowed hastily and drank off the rest of his coffee. The hot fluid scorched a path to his stomach but his heart raced with excitement. He set down the mug and twisted toward the door again. “I remember where the Richies live. Thank you, guys!”

With that, he launched himself back out into the cold. Snow was falling rapidly now and his truck had been coated in the short amount of time he’d been inside the diner.

“Mary Drummond, I hope you know the whereabouts of Eva’s mother,” he said to himself.

The distance to the farmhouse wasn’t far, but it gave Mason time to compose himself. He’d find the address and drive all day and night to reach Eva. And along the way, he hoped to stop off and pick up a diamond ring and the biggest toy dinosaur he could locate.

He’d get on his knees and beg her to accept him. Again and again, he played out the scene in his head. It could end with her whooping for joy and rushing into his arms, or she could turn him away forever. If that was the case, he wasn’t certain he could remain in Salzburg Springs.

His father’s passion had been the logging industry, but Mason’s love was for Eva. To him, she was as much a part of Dorsey Forestry as his father had been. For months, Mason had looked forward to his workdays only because he’d get to see Eva’s lovely, smiling face. With her by his side, Mason could stand tall and overcome the trials the business had thrown at him recently.

Without her, he was nothing.

When Mary Drummond found him on her doorstep, the older woman yanked him inside. For excruciating minutes, he endured stories about her nephews, the Richie boys, while being plied with tea and cookies.

An hour later, he left the Drummond residence, having made a new friend, with a full stomach and clutching a slip of paper with the address of Eva’s mother.

* * * * *
 

The suburban Virginia landscape did nothing to alleviate Eva’s ache for her home in Pennsylvania. The warmth of the sun seeped through her car window and heated her arm. She wore a lightweight jacket rather than bundling up in parka, scarf, hat and gloves. At this time of year, it felt sacrilegious to leave those well-known items behind.

For most of the day, she’d been pounding the pavement in search of a job. Because of her work history, she hoped to get hired on at a construction company or even in the hospital’s accounting department. As long as Mason didn’t press charges against her or give her a bad reference for her wrongdoings, she’d be okay.

The mere thought of Mason slammed her with need. She’d spent the first few hours at her mother’s kitchen table sobbing over her loss with her father hovering worriedly nearby. She’d fought to keep her eyes dry throughout the day, but it was nearly impossible.

She sniffed and backhanded the tears off her cheek. Right now, she had to focus on getting a job so she could support Brady. With her parents’ support, Eva would make ends meet. Maybe she could even get her phone turned back on. And the money she saved in babysitter costs would make a nice payment to Dorsey Forestry.

As she headed back to her mother’s quiet street, she chided herself for letting herself fall so deeply in love with Mason. It had begun as a physical attraction, but his confidence and good-natured personality had lured her in. Sucked her under. Now she floundered in the waves without the raft of his presence.

Shaking herself, she slowed down for the curve before her family’s home.

Suddenly, she spotted it. Mason’s big silver truck parked in the drive. And the man himself leaning against the side, head sunk low between his shoulders, hands in the front pockets of his jeans.

Her heart slammed the wall of her chest and raced out of control. Should she just stomp on the gas and speed by?

Trembling, she found herself pulling in behind the truck and shutting off the car. He raised his head. Through the windshield, their gazes met. And held.

Then he was striding toward her car and yanking open her door, pulling her out and into his embrace.

“Eva!”

He wrapped her tightly against his chest, almost crushing her. Her breath whooshed out but it didn’t matter because she’d stopped breathing anyway. Her head spun, her senses addled by his scent and strong arms.

His arms shook around her and she realized he was quivering as much as she was. Tears choked her. He’d come all this way for her? To hold her?

Pain rose up. Their argument was suddenly very close. His harsh words echoed in her mind.

But so did the part when he’d said he’d fallen deeply in love with her.

“Mason—”

“No, hear me out. Please.” He drew back enough to look at her but held her captive, not allowing more space between them than necessary.

She met his gaze fully. Electricity snapped between them. His eyes flooded with tears.

“God, Eva. For sixteen hours, I thought of nothing but what I was going to say to you when I had you before me. Now it’s all fled. Baby…” His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Forgive me for the way I accused you the other day. I had no right attacking you. I know I hurt you badly, but I hope you can accept my apology and the fact that I’m sometimes a total ass.”

She drew an unsteady breath and battled for her sense. With him so near, she was reeling. Mason was bigger than life. He was her universe. But he was right—he’d cut her with his words. When she’d asked him to hear her out, he’d refused.

As she stared at his handsome features, which were twisted in anguish, she knew she couldn’t do the same to him by refusing to talk to him.

She did need space though. She shimmied out of his hold and took two steps away. He clenched his fist on the air where she’d been then dropped his hand to his side. His eyes took on a frightened light, darkening with pain.

“Eva…”

“No, listen to me, Mason. I lied to you for the past year. At any moment, I might have told you the truth about what I was doing with the account and about Bill’s embezzlement, but I didn’t. For that, I feel horrible.”

His lips tightened. “It’s not your crime.”

“No, but I benefitted from it before I discovered what was happening. When I confronted him with it, there were major fights between us. Then one day, he went out hunting and never came back.”

His features spasmed then settled. “He took his life.”

“Yes.” It should shock her that he knew this information, but it was most likely common knowledge in their little town. Hell, the residents of Salzburg Springs probably knew everything about her from her birth weight to the color of her panties. They obviously had known where to send Mason to find her.

Her heart soared that he had traveled all this distance for her. But could he truly trust her now?

“I’m so sorry I lied about the deer. That was stupid. But after I did it, I panicked. I shouldn’t have taken it off your land or lied, but I—”

“Needed the food. Baby, whatever is mine is yours. If you need a hundred deer, you’re welcome to them.” He took a step toward her, searching her face.

“I can pay back what Bill stole. It amounts to—”

“I don’t need to know what it amounts to, sweetheart. From this day forward, the figure no longer exists.”

She locked her knees to keep from falling over. “I can’t let you do that.”

“You can and will.” His tone sent tendrils of heat all the way through her body. A knot settled in her groin, warm and liquid with need. It was the voice he used to issue his commands in the bedroom.

She sucked in a breath and with it, a head full of his musk. “I can pay it, Mason. With a job here and my parents’ help, I can pay you back within a couple of years.”

He shook his head. “Dammit, you stubborn woman. Don’t you hear what I’m saying? The money is nothing, the deer nothing. You were in a bad place and I forgive you for that. But only if you’ll accept my apology for being an ass.”

She blinked back the tears that threatened to tumble down her cheeks.

“Eva.” He dug into his front pocket and pulled out a small, shiny object.

A gasp burst from her. She plastered her hands to her mouth, fighting to contain a cry.

He closed the distance between them, holding the glittering diamond and platinum ring before her eyes. “Marry me. I need you in my life. You are my life. Without you, there’s only blackness—a bleak forest of days, strung together with nothing worth smiling about.”

He wrapped his fingers around her wrist and pulled her hand free of her mouth. He held out the ring, letting it hover over the tip of her third finger. His eyes glowed, love sparking in the depths. His hair dipped into one eye.

Her stomach was jelly and her knees water. If she started breathing, she’d hyperventilate.

“Give yourself to me, Eva. Let me take care of you and your son. Move into the farmhouse with me and we’ll be like a couple of geese, mated for life, tucked up together and raising a family. Maybe you’ll let me give you another little gosling.”

She swallowed the sob that rushed up her throat. “What can I give you? Will you ever trust me again?”

His eyelids fluttered. “Baby, you’ve given me nothing but trust from the start. When I took you into my bed, you let me into your heart and soul. Then you allowed me into your home and entrusted me with knowing your son. I realized you had given much more than I had. That’s why I’m trusting you with this—my heart.”

He slipped the ring onto her finger. The warm metal seemed to sear her. White heat traveled up her arm to her shoulder and pumped through the rest of her body.

Mason caressed the fat diamond with his thumb. “Please be my wife, Eva. Our past is one small chapter in the book of our lives together. What happened is finished. We start fresh. Together.”

She released a ragged sigh, tears bulging over her eyelids and trickling over her cheeks. “Yes, Mason. Yes!”

She opened her arms and he scooped her up around the waist, hauling her off her feet and against his thick chest. He crushed his lips to hers, his kiss rough and impassioned.

When he swept her mouth with his tongue, she tasted his salty tears too. She gave herself up to the feeling of absolute joy pounding through her veins. Threading her hands into the longer hair on his nape, she angled her head and brought him down for a deeper kiss.

The velvety flip of his tongue over hers scorched her heart as well as enflamed her body. The ring on her finger was no small link to this man, but in comparison to the thread between their hearts, it was miniscule.

He broke away and stared down at her, eyes dancing and a smile carved across his handsome features. “Let me just do this one thing, Eva.”

Setting her on her feet, he captured her hand in his big one and towed her to the front door of her family’s house. A shock tore through Eva as he opened the front door and stuck his head inside.

“Mrs. Callahan, with your leave, I’d like to take Eva away for the rest of the day and tonight.”

Eva’s mouth fell open. Her mother came to the door with a broad grin. Brady bounced up beside her, his arms filled with a giant plastic dinosaur. Her mother ruffled his hair.

“Go on. Brady, Grandpa and I will be fine until you come back. Eva, honey, you’re glowing.”

Eva stepped up and hugged her mother tight, then dropped a kiss to Brady’s cheek and told him to be a good boy. In a whirlwind, she was ushered back to the driveway and placed in the passenger seat of Mason’s truck.

He backed her little car out and parked it on the street. In a moment, he launched into the truck with her. Leaning across the console, he hooked a hand behind her neck and drew her in for a lingering kiss.

Love flowed through her along with moisture between her thighs. His roughened jaw cut into her skin deliciously. She snaked her arms around his neck, eager for more. To feel that coarseness on her sensitive inner thighs.

Drawing away, he smiled down at her. “The first thing we do is get you a new car. Until I parked it just now, I didn’t realize your bean can was in such bad repair. I think you need a nice, new four-wheel-drive vehicle. Of course, you won’t be driving to work anymore. You can walk out of our bedroom and down the hall to our office.”

Her heart flipped and settled into a happy staccato. She put her hand into his and anticipated her role as Mrs. Mason Dorsey. In the meantime, she ached to know where her future husband was taking her.





Chapter Thirteen

 

Mason pulled into the parking lot of an upscale hotel. He cut the engine and turned to face Eva. Her steady gaze set fire to the kindling in his soul. He devoured her with his gaze, taking in the happy gleam in her eyes and the soft twist of her mouth.

Mine.

He reached for her. “I hope this is okay. I just need to be alone with you. To prove to you how much I love you.”

Across the console, she came easily into his embrace and dropped her head to his shoulder. “Well, if the fact that you drove thousands of miles to find me or the new engagement ring on my finger didn’t prove your love, there’s something that does.”

He drew back to stare into her face. “What’s that?”

“The dinosaur Brady was hugging.” Tears gathered in her dark chocolate eyes, making them sparkle in the fading afternoon light. “Mason, that was the best thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

He pressed kisses to her temple, the crest of her cheek and her full lips. “I promise there will be so much more. I want to give you and Brady everything. Starting tonight.”

Releasing her, he opened his door and climbed out. Before she could open her door, he was pulling it open and tugging her into his arms.

Inside the hotel, he booked them a room. Then, leading her by the hand to the bank of elevators, he fought his rising need. He wanted nothing more than to sink into her again and again to assuage his lust, but this wasn’t the time. He wanted to give his fiancée the most romantic, sensual night of her life.

Beginning now.

They entered the elevator and he jabbed a finger into the “door close” button before anyone else could board. He pressed their floor and the elevator shot upward. Turning to her, he caught her around the waist and shoved her against the wall.

Her soft curves conformed to him. He sagged at the knees and ground his cock into the V of her legs. The heat of her body scorched him even through their clothing.

A moan broke from her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and yanked his head down. Tilting her face up to his, she parted her lips for him.

He took immediate advantage. Easing his tongue between her lips, he met the velvety tip of hers. He groaned into her mouth and rocked his erection against her pussy.

The silken feel of the interior of her mouth impassioned him. He angled his head and gathered all her flavors, hungry for more. She tugged on his hair, drawing him deeper. The elevator hummed beneath his feet and through her petite form.

He glided a hand down her spine to the curve of her lower back. The swell of her buttocks filled his palm perfectly.

“God, I can’t believe I’m lucky enough to get to do this every day.” He captured her earlobe between his teeth and worried it lightly, flicking it with his tongue.

The elevator lurched to a halt, joggling them closer together. She laughed softly, her breath teasing his neck.

Swiftly he scooped her up behind her thighs and tipped her against his chest. A joyous laugh echoed down the long corridor. He held her tightly, reveling in her weight in his arms. His to have and to hold forever. A built-in family too.

She ran her fingers over his shoulders and back, giving him chills. His cock stiffened painfully.

Slow.

Reaching the door, he supported Eva with one arm and fished in the front of his jeans for the room key card. It took him four tries to open the door, and by then, Eva was giggling uncontrollably.

The sound inspired images of kissing her open, laughing mouth. Pushing through the door, he strode directly to the bed with her. Instead of laying her down though, he continued to cradle her against him.

He searched her gaze. “Thank you for saying yes.”

“Thank you for asking.” Her throaty tone threaded beneath his skin.

Swiping his tongue over the seam of her lips, he fought for control of his passions. His instinct was to tear her clothes off and take her. He shuddered, thoughts of her bare flesh against his nearly undoing him.

She met his kiss eagerly, swirling her tongue against his for long minutes. The air conditioner unit buzzed and outside the faint noise of traffic sounded. But in here, he detected only her breathing, coming quicker with each pass of his tongue.

Swinging her to her feet, he broke the kiss. He tangled his fingers in her hair and stared at her blurred gaze. “Let’s start in the shower,” he said.

A soft smile spread over her lovely face. All at once, he saw her in a dozen different scenarios—at his side in a white gown, by his side in the Dorsey Forestry office and holding their first child together.

He swallowed hard.

“Yes,” she whispered.

He led her to the bathroom. Switching on the light, he found luxurious fixtures, including a huge shower and a separate soaker tub with water jets. She gripped his hand hard.

“Mason, this is going to be interesting…”

“Shower first.” He adjusted the water and then turned to her. As one, they reached for each other. Buttons, zippers, hems eased up and down. He peeled her clothes off with wild abandon and she did the same to his.

When they faced each other in the nude, his head took over again. Slow. He slid his hands up her sides, his cock growing harder as he felt the curves he adored. Her long hair tumbled over her shoulders, the ends curling around her full breasts. Her rounded belly made him want to nuzzle it and the sight of her pussy sent his cock bouncing against his abs.

He circled her nipples with a fingertip, watching her expression turn to one of bliss. Her nipples pebbled under his hands, growing into two stiff peaks. He pinched them lightly, rolling them between his thumbs and forefingers.

She swayed against him, seeking more. He cupped one breast on his palm and lifted it to his mouth as he dipped his head. The sweet jewel hardened on his tongue. He sucked it deep into his mouth, drawing on it while swirling his tongue over the sensitive perimeter.

Digging her fingers into his hair, she lashed him to her. A shiver coursed through her body. “Mason, I need you.”

He released her breast and surged up to claim her mouth. He slanted his lips over hers until she was gasping and weak-kneed.

Picking her up, he turned for the glass-enclosed shower stall. The warm water engulfed them. Kissing her, he tilted her back into the stream. He wrapped her long hair around his fist and tipped her head farther so she was no longer under water. The droplets poured over the arch of her throat and breasts. He sank his teeth into her slender neck and sucked the skin into his mouth.

Once he’d marked her out of the need to possess her. He knew that now. But he no longer needed to do such a thing. The ring on her finger told the world she was his.

Heart drumming, he pulled her up and against him. She went on tiptoe, circling his neck with her arms. The crush of her soft body ignited him.

She reached between their bodies and without warning gripped his cock. Her slippery fingers around his shaft nearly sent him over the edge.

A smile tipped her lips into a beautiful bow. She pumped his length through her fist once, twice.

He gripped her wrist and pulled her hand away. “Not yet. I can’t lose control.”

Reaching for the bottle of hotel soap, he squirted a copious amount into his palm. He rubbed his hands together suggestively and then started to wash her. The creamy soap slicked a path from her neck to her inner thighs. He purposely avoided her pussy, knowing it was the neediest spot.

She twisted in his arms. “Please, Mason.”

He nipped her earlobe. “Please what, love?”

“Touch my pussy. I need your fingers on it. In it.”

Grinning, he cupped her mound. The smooth crest drove all thought from his mind. He let himself simply feel and his hands wander.

Sliding a finger down her seam, he nudged her button. A moan broke from her. He smoothed his finger back up, brushing it in the barest of touches. Her eyes hooded and her lips fell open.

He cradled her head in one hand and took her mouth as he stroked her clit. The flesh swelled under his finger, urging him on. He pulled back the hood and located her core. Pressing it into her body, he swallowed her moans.

For long minutes he rubbed her clit until her muscles were straining for release. “Not yet,” he growled, and turned her into the spray again. Rinsing her clean, he then pinned her against the wall and drove two fingers deep into her pussy.

She rocked, riding his fingers. He glided them in and out, his fingers sliding smoothly into her channel, the path made ready with her juices.

Escaping the spray, he dropped to his knees before her. She cried out and he met her gaze up the length of her body.

“I’m going to taste you and make you come. Then I’m going to stroke you right here—” He curled his fingers against her spongy inner wall, locating her G-spot with practiced ease.

She trembled all over. “Yes!”

“And then I’m going to take you against the wall. Then the bed. Then the floor. The desk. The window seat. I’m going to love you all night and long into the morning, baby.”

She gave a mewl that turned to a low cry as he sent his tongue into her wet folds. Her flavors burst on his tongue. Sweet musk and desire. He lapped at her aroused pearl until the first spasms began around his fingers.

He stroked her faster, keeping the tempo even. Her sex pulsed heavily. With a cry, she came. Juices squeezed from her folds and she raked his shoulders with her nails.

“Fuck!” She bucked against his mouth and he licked her sweet pussy faster, extending her orgasm.

Shudders of delight ran through her. Before she could come down, he shot to his feet and claimed her mouth at the same time he sank his fingers knuckle-deep into her spasming channel.

A scream ripped from her. She clung to him, running her hands over his chest and shoulders.

He tore his mouth away. “Fuck my fingers, darlin’. Let me make you come. That’s it. Is that fire burning?”

“Uh-huhhh.”

“Focus on it. God, I can feel you starting to tighten. Fuck!” He drove his fingers in and out of her body mindlessly. Still fucking her with his fingers, he sucked a nipple onto his tongue.

He lightly grazed her nipple with his teeth, taking her to new heights. She grew taut as a sapling in a driving wind. When he thought she could bear no more, she shattered.

Her body clenched and released around his fingers. He pulsed into her with quick movements. Cream flooded his fingers. Harsh rasps filled the shower, along with the scent of her desire.

Long moments passed. Her breathing slowed as he withdrew his fingers and then eased them in with an exaggerated motion.

“Mason…”

“Yeah, baby?” He stared into her dark eyes. The centers were blown wide with her pleasure.

She curled her fingers around his cock. “Your turn.”

 

The citrusy scent of the body wash rose around Eva as she squirted some into her hand. She’d never showered with Mason before and was eager to feel his muscles beneath the slippery bubbles.

She soaped up her hands and splayed her fingers across his rounded pecs. His hard body thrilled her. The thought of waking up next to him every day for the rest of her life seemed surreal. Like a fairy tale. Mason Dorsey was the whole package—brains, brawn, unbelievably loving and out of this world in bed.

Or in the shower.

She caressed his pecs and downward to his ridged abs. She spent some time creating suds on his love trail. By the time she plunged her fingers into the curly nest of his pubic hair, she was throbbing with need again.

Her body hummed from her back-to-back releases, still tingling but eager to feel him moving inside her. First she was going to torment him a little.

He gasped when she gripped his cock. She spread the soap along its length, letting it glide through her palm. The mushroomed head seemed to throb. She skimmed it, watching his eyes close and his stomach muscles clench.

“You like that? My hand on your erection?”

“God, baby, I can’t hold off for long.”

“Then don’t. Come on my fingers. Then I can tease you to a new state of arousal in a few minutes.”

His eyes flashed open. A crooked smile tipped his lips. “You think you can?”

She leaned in and put her mouth over that bad boy smile. “I know it,” she breathed. She began to stroke him in earnest.

A feral growl burst from him and echoed off the shower walls. The warm water created a fog around them, turning him to a god. She lost herself in each stroke.

“Rinse off. I’m going to take you in my mouth.” She grabbed his biceps and pushed him back into the spray. It ran over his body, taking the bubbles with it. He reached for her but she dropped to her knees. He grasped at the empty air, snapping his hands into fists when she swallowed him whole.

He groaned and trapped her head between his hands, drawing her farther down his length. The head hit the back of her throat and she tasted his salty, musky come. Hollowing her cheeks, she sucked on him, tongue swirling over the veined velvet. Small moans sounded and she realized she was vocalizing.

Digging her fingers into his ass cheeks, she dragged him into her mouth, bobbing on his shaft.

“Enough.” His gritty tone broke through her sexual haze. He dragged her to her feet, hooked a forearm beneath her thigh, raising it high and drove into her in one solid thrust.

Stars exploded behind her eyes as ecstasy filled her. His cock split her needy folds and rooted firmly inside her. Their gazes met. Unspoken words flashed between them.

“I know, baby.”

“Me too,” she whispered.

He began to move. Plunging again and again, taking her to new pinnacles. She wrapped herself around his muscular form and gave over all control to him in mind, body and spirit. Never again would she withhold anything from this man. She was giving herself wholeheartedly, and knew he’d handle her with loving care.

His features twisted in bliss. “God, Eva, I’m not going to hold out very long. Come with me. Let me feel you pulsate around me.”

His hot words infiltrated her senses, ratcheting them up a notch. She bucked against him, drawing him deeper. His cock chafed her channel deliciously.

In a blinding burst, she exploded. He followed instantly, his hot come spurting her walls. With a fissure of shock, she realized they’d given no thought to a condom. But she felt secure that this was right. He’d never allow unprotected sex to happen without confidence that he was clean. She was. And who cared if there was a baby? She’d welcome his child.

His hips moved faster, cock pistoning within her. His breathing was a harsh rasp washing over her skin.

They came down slowly. Her mind reeled as passion coursed through her. Pure love filled her every thought.

“Fuck, I forgot—”

“I know. It’s all right on my end.”

“Mine too. Damn, Eva, I wasn’t thinking of anything but getting you into this shower.”

She curled her hand around his nape and brought his head down. “It’s all right, Mason. I’m totally, completely and utterly in love with you.”

He made a noise in his chest, his mouth hovering a breath away from hers. “You’re my universe, Eva. Eva Dorsey. And Brady. I want to adopt him—give him my name. If that’s all right with you. Of course his father’s memory should be honored, but I’d like to make us a family in all ways.”

She nodded, tears scalding her eyes. “You belong to me and Brady now.”

He held her close, his lips moving over her hair, then down to her temple, cheek, and finally her lips. They shared a sweet, lingering kiss.

But the flames of desire rose up around them like the shower steam. He grew hard within her again and she rocked against him.

“Take me to bed, Mason.”

He pulled out and proceeded to wash them both. When she was squeaky clean, he turned off the water and scooped her up in his arms. With one quick kick, he sent the shower door flying open.

She threw back her head and laughed, her soul singing with joy.

“Now it’s time to really play, Eva.”

“Forever. You’re my playground.” She yanked his head down and bit into his lower lip, hungry for the roughness that balanced his tender side. Knowing that as long as she lived, she had someone to love and support her who was worthy of receiving her and Brady’s love.
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