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      Mandy is all about body positivity, refusing to hide her curves any longer. Logan is hiding from the world, his past, and especially his future.
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      LOGAN

      After dumping my chainsaw in the back of the truck, I waste no time getting over to the fire pond. The sooner I can ditch my filthy uniform and wash away the sweat of the day, the better.

      It’s not until I’m standing naked on the side of the pond that I realize I forgot my towel. I guess I’m more tired than I realized. Still, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d had to walk back to my truck bare-ass naked.

      And anyway, my chances of running into anyone are slim, with no-one knowing about the boomerang-shaped pond that I’m aware of. Cheesy as it sounds; I consider it to be my special place, somewhere to come and unwind without the world constantly trying to interrupt.

      Rather than wade slowly and painfully into the cold water, I walk out along a fallen tree and dive in where it’s deeper. On hitting the water, every nerve ending in my body sparks; the electricity generated zinging through the top of my skull.

      Damn, but that feels good.

      In an instant, I’m no longer dirty or weary, and the water has restored my inner peace. You’d think after three years I’d have stopped giving Brooke Harrison head space, but I haven’t. I can’t.

      At least when the upcoming fire season arrives, I’ll be too busy to dwell on the past. It doesn’t matter that I’m now employed as a forester rather than a firefighter. When I’m needed, I’m there.

      I strike out for the elbow of the pond in an effortless crawl, deciding to make the most of my last days of self-imposed isolation. This has my thoughts drifting back to what should have been my wedding day.

      I’m revisiting the scene from out front of the church when I swim straight into something, although a feminine shriek tells me it’s a woman. Where the hell she’s come from, I wouldn’t have a clue. All I know is that my left hand is stuck firm in her long, dark hair.

      When I try putting some distance between us, she shrieks again, this time in pain. Only then do I realize that it’s my watch strap she’s caught on. Unfortunately, the more she struggles, the worse the tangle gets.

      “Calm down and stop moving, will you? You’re caught on my watch.”

      My words must have been loud enough to cut through her panic, because she stops still. When she finally takes the time to look at me, there’s a flash of recognition on her face.

      Nope, never seen her before.

      It isn’t until she gasps I realize that in trying to stop myself from bumping into her, my free hand is all over one of her breasts. Well, mostly, because we’re definitely talking more than a handful, here.

      “Oh, sorry, sorry!”

      The second I take my hand away, we bump together, telling me she’s as naked as I am. Unable to stop myself, I peer beneath the water. I wonder if her nipples being pebbled are because of the cold water, or something else.

      The water temperature, sure as hell, isn’t affecting the erection I’m now working on. It only gets harder when I thump up against her sumptuous curves again.

      Dammit, we’re going to have to swim to the side and climb out if I’m to get us untangled. Once there, I won’t have a hope in hell of hiding the state of my cock.

      And knowing how she’ll probably take that, I’m now extra pissed at having my solitude interrupted.

      MANDY

      Having to clear my throat for the third time in five minutes tells me I’m done for the day. Sure, it’s easy enough to edit out all the extraneous noises, but I need to rest my voice. If I damage it, I can kiss goodbye to my career as a voice artist.

      On moving back to Coogan’s Break to help mom when my dad got sick, I’d been lucky I could work remotely. This helped financially and gave me a break from sitting at my dad’s bedside as his life slipped away.

      On shutting myself in the makeshift sound booth I’d set up in their basement, everything else faded into the background. No sick dad, no heartbroken mom, no foreboding of death.

      

      After hanging up my headphones, I turn everything off in the small studio at the back of the cottage I now call home. It’s been eighteen months since dad passed, and despite what mom says, she still enjoys having me near.

      But not so near that we have to share a home.

      I love my mom, but it was as if I was seventeen-years-old again. My bedroom hadn’t changed since I’d gone off to college.

      It was while studying economics and business at UCLA that I joined a local theater group. This led to voice-over work, something I was told I was a natural at. I’d been making enough freelancing to drop out, much to my parents’ horror.

      I’ve never regretted it, though; especially the freedom of working from home.

      Despite a croaky voice, I’ve achieved more than I’d hoped for today. Usually a contract, like the one I’m working on for a home improvement vlog, would progress like molasses.

      A quick check of the time says that if I’m to wash away the cares of the day, I’ll need to hurry. I rarely work much past two o’clock, but when it’s going well, I’ve learned to press on. It’ll mean a lazy day tomorrow.

      After locking the studio, I open the back gate onto the fire-break. This is all that’s between my home and the forest, something that’s both a blessing and a curse. While I love hearing the wind whistling through the trees, there’s always the threat of fire.

      I hold the gate open, waiting for Boston before I remember my Golden Retriever of ten years won’t be joining me. Him having passed a month back, he’s now keeping my dad company on the other side of the rainbow bridge.

      I’m unable to stop a sniffle. But then I think of the two males who’d been such a big part of my life, enjoying zoomies together, and I break into a sad smile.

      “Have fun, you two! Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”

      My greeting is still ringing in my ears when I’m swallowed up by the trees. It’s cooler in the shadow of these majestic monsters, but also louder. Bird song rings out as I zigzag my way through the trunks.

      There isn’t a trail and yet I know exactly where I’m going, and I have Boston to thank for this. It had been a year back that he’d slipped his leash when we were out for a walk. It wasn’t long after I moved into the cottage, and so I’d freaked out in a big way.

      On escaping, he’d gone from slow-old-dog to puppy in seconds, taking off as though his arthritis were a figment of the vet’s imagination.

      Thoughts of the damage he was doing, or him being lost in the woods, had me out of breath by the time I caught up with him.

      He’d discovered an old fire pond and was frolicking in the shallows. As panicked and then annoyed as I’d been, I’d had to laugh as I watched him splashing about.

      Of course, I’d also had to deal with his being a little slower on the way home. Despite this, it became a habit of ours at the end of my workday to hike to the pond for a swim. From what I could see, it hadn’t made his arthritis any worse, and he loved it so.

      

      On arriving at the pond, I have a quick check around before stripping off. Despite not having seen another soul since first finding it, I always check, especially with Boston no longer around, to act as my lookout.

      The water is as cold as ever, but this doesn’t stop me from floating on my back and gazing up at the old-growth redwoods. The other thing I love is the silence that descends when my ears are below the surface. All day I’m subjected to hearing my voice. A break from that and the constant chatter of the world is the perfect antidote.

      I’ve been floating for five minutes at the most, when my shriek of surprise cuts through the quiet. When something yanks on the hair on the back of my head, I shriek even louder.

      I’m freaking out until his, “Calm down!” breaks through my fear. He’d hardly do that if he was attacking me, would he?

      It takes a second to get myself under control enough that I can even look at the guy. Then my biggest challenge isn’t calming down, it’s breathing. He’s so familiar that it’s as if I’ve run into an old friend or a celebrity, and yet I’ve never set eyes on him before.

      It’s also that this sense of familiarity is deeper than just how he looks. And, trust me; you don’t forget a guy as drop-dead gorgeous as this one. At least, I wouldn’t.

      Transfixed as I am, it takes longer than it should to realize his free hand covers my left breast, and I gasp out. It’s only when he removes it I see he wasn’t fondling me as I’d thought. Our bodies bump together, and boom, he’s hard up against me. And he’s naked, too.

      Now I’m curious, because, if his shoulders are anything to go by, the rest of him will be mighty fine, too. When we bump together again, I’m not as mad as I should be.

      Actually, I’m not mad at all.
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      MANDY

      I’m so busy wondering about what’s hiding under the water that I have given no thought to how we’ll actually untangle ourselves.

      Especially not when all I want to do at this stage is tangle big time. Then I have to wonder how long it’s been since I last tangled, certainly not since I got back to Coogan’s Break.

      “Come on, I’ve got a multi-tool in my shorts. I can use the scissors to cut us free.”

      He rolls onto his side and starts kicking, without waiting for me to agree to an emergency haircut. Instead, he drags me along in his wake thanks to his grip on the back of my neck.

      It isn’t until I’ve joined him in kicking that I realize this will see us both naked on the side of the pond. No water to hide under, just the two of us standing there with nothing on.

      Okay, I can live with that. The question will be whether he can. Not all guys like curvy girls, and I’m definitely that. It’s only on us awkwardly exiting the water together that I get a good look at the rest of the guy.

      Seriously, he’s got the body of a Greek god. And the cold water hasn’t done him any harm in that department.

      For me, hiding my arousal is as easy as crossing my arms over my breasts. He has no such chance with his erection. Instead, he simply ignores it.

      I wish I could do the same. It’s, ah, impressive. After we’ve both bent down so he can rummage through his short’s pocket, I turn my back on him. This stops me from staring at his bits and makes it easier for him to separate us.

      “Only cut what you have to.”

      “Right, I’m on it.”

      “I don’t want a bald patch.”

      Rather than respond this time, he huffs out in what I’m thinking is annoyance. He follows this up by muttering as he works on the tangle, using what must be the world’s smallest pair of scissors.

      “Okay, we’re done.” He follows this up by holding a length of hair over my shoulder. “I only cut what I had to.”

      I take it off him and turn around, fighting to keep my eyes on his face. It’s not exactly a chore, even if it is a challenge. Seriously, the guy is hot.

      Despite us now being free to go our separate ways, he’s not happy.

      Actually, not happy is an understatement. The guy is furious. His brows knotted and his lips flat. The way his jawline is pulsing, says he’s close to breaking a tooth.

      “What the hell were you doing in there, anyway!?”

      There’s nothing polite about his question. Rather, it smacks of authority and has been loud enough that I take an involuntary step back.

      “I would have thought it was obvious.”

      His uniform says he works for the forestry department, but does that give him the right to tell me to get lost? This is public land, not private.

      “They’d blame us if anything were to happen to you while you were out here on your own.” He reaches down and grabs his shorts off the ground. He drags them on without bothering with his underwear, which he stuffs in one pocket along with the multi-tool.

      “You need to get out of here before I call headquarters.”

      His tone is brusque, his words clipped, and he hasn’t let up on the grim looks he’s been throwing in my direction. He’s surely spouting BS. Unfortunately, there’s no way I can prove it. My dad would have known if it was okay for me to be here.

      “Now, go on, get out of here before I call this in.”

      I’m not sure what it is about his stance that sparks me off, but I’m flooded with memories of my dad. Either way, I’m mortified when tears prickle my eyes. Really, I’d been holding up so well until Boston passed away.

      Rather than let Mr. Grumpy witness my tears, I throw the hank of hair in his face before rushing back into the pond. I then kick hard for the far end and my clothes.

      On exiting the water again, I focus on holding myself tall, the water running down my back. I don’t need to look back to know he’s still looking at me, no doubt to make sure I leave as he’s ordered.

      And who the hell is he, anyway? Sure, he works for the forestry department, but other than that, I’ve not seen him around town. Coogan’s Break is too darn small not to notice a man like that.

      Even when consumed with grief at my dad’s passing, I’d have noticed, if only cursorily. Still, he wouldn’t be the first person to join the forestry service from out of town.

      I then take my sweet time dressing in order to make a point. Like a striptease, but in reverse.

      LOGAN

      As I watch the stunning mystery woman dressing, I have to admire her resolve and her body. She’s not hurrying. She’s dragging it out, as if on purpose, and it’s working with my erection, not going anywhere.

      She’s stacked, but in a good way, with those pearly orbs of hers matching an equally generous ass. On seeing her struggle to get into her clothes, it’s apparent I’m not the only one who forgot to bring a towel. Would she have walked home naked if I hadn’t been here?

      It’s a question that has my cock twitching in response and it’s all I can do not to smile.

      Only when she’s disappeared into the surrounding redwoods, do I think back to the way I’d treated her. I hadn’t meant to shout at her, but our collision had surprised me. The other surprise had been her voice. Deep and husky, it had been nothing like that breathy little girl voice Brooke had favored.

      I can’t believe I’d once found that attractive. Certainly all trace of it had been missing when she called me on the morning of our wedding to tell me she’d changed her mind.

      So different, in fact, that for a moment I’d thought it was someone playing a trick on me, only it was no joke. She’d left it to me to show up at the church and tell everyone the wedding was off because my fiancé—ex-fiancé—was on her honeymoon at Lake Tahoe.

      The one plus on that awful day had been that mom and dad weren’t there to witness my ritual humiliation. Because Brooke changed the wedding date on no less than three occasions, my parents ended up being out of the country.

      It was the same reason none of my friends from home were there to offer support, with it effectively a destination wedding for them. I’d truly been on my own that day, and if not for a few guys from work coming, I think I’d have done a runner, too.

      Who knows why I’ve stayed at Coogan’s Break. I’m not a local, originally being seconded here because of an out-of-control fire. I hadn’t worked more than a couple of shifts when Brooke latched onto me, begging me to stay.

      We were engaged in just shy of three months, and due to be married, two months, make that six weeks, nope, make it a month after that. Whirlwind was how Brooke described it to anyone who was interested, and even a few who weren’t.

      Disgraceful had been my mom’s take on it when she eventually heard about it. She’d even asked me if Brooke was in the family way.

      Now that I’ve lived here for as long as I have, the thought of returning to my hometown in Oregon has my gut in knots. Showing up still single after an engagement that had been the talk of the town would be hell.

      Sure, the ribbing from old school friends and family would be good-natured, but it’d still hurt.

      I’m back at my truck before I admit why it was I’d been so angry seeing that woman swimming in what I consider my piece of paradise. She’d invaded my space, a space I’ve worked hard to maintain. My unwanted reaction to her body only fueled my anger.

      I don’t seek company; I stick to myself, roughing it at any of the several look-out towers or cabins. And, if hikers have booked them, I’ve got a one-man tent I can use.

      The most I see of my colleagues is at a weekly briefing meeting. I’ll see more of them during the fire season, but then we’re all too damned busy for chitchat and socializing.

      It’s been this way since I left the church on that fateful day. Being as I’d been living with Brooke at her apartment, staying on there wasn’t an option.

      It’s a simple life, for sure, but one in which I can’t get hurt, and with no chance of running into Brooke Harrison. Or worse, that loud-mouthed asshole she’s married to.
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      MANDY

      I’m off to a slow start this morning, unlocking the door to my studio just after ten o’clock. My dreams being invaded as they had been by Mr. Grumpy Pants, sleep had been fleeting.

      It would have been one thing if he was ugly, but how could so much nasty come in such a good-looking shell?

      Sitting at my console, I take a fortifying sip of my coffee before opening my emails. I’d made it a rule from day one of working from my new home that I wouldn’t have a computer in the house, and I’ve kept to it. When I leave the studio and walk back to my house, or to the pond, I want to leave work behind.

      Can I even go to the pond again?

      I am pretty sure I’m allowed to, but thoughts of having my private time interrupted by that man have me gritting my teeth. I’m busy seething when I open the first of a couple of emails from the day before. Annoyance turns to dismay in an instant.

      “They’re binning the home improvement vlog!?”

      I’ve said this out loud, fully expecting Boston to come back with a growl of disapproval. He’d been able to pick up from my tone whether I was happy, sad, or annoyed, his response appropriate. He’d been such a clever pup.

      I’m still reeling from the ‘YOU’RE FIRED’ email, when I open the next one, hoping for better news. I don’t recognize who it’s from, so that’s potentially a good start.

      After skimming over it, I lean forward in my chair to make sure I’m reading it correctly. Talk about a rollercoaster of emotions.

      Sacked and hired in the space of two emails?

      Okay, so it’s only an interview at this stage, but as I continue reading, the knot of worry in my tummy unfurls with excitement. This could be a gigantic step up for me, and with the videos I’d be voicing part of an ongoing series, my income would be stable.

      I could finally save up for those singing lessons my dad made me promise I’d get. Instead, I’d spent the money he gave me on vet bills for Boston. Something I’ve never regretted.

      It’s on reading the last line of the good news email that I squeak out in alarm. A quick look at my watch and I grab my coffee and drain it. I’ll need that caffeine, and more, if I’m to make the appointment they’ve suggested.

      Of all the mornings to sleep in.

      A scant three hours later and I’m sitting in Chief Larson’s office at fire headquarters, my chair tucked in behind the still open door. I’m on edge because of the interview when there’s a loud knock on the door right next to me, and I’m momentarily off my seat.

      Chief Larson looks up from flipping through my resume to address the new arrival. “Come on in, Logan, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

      The ass that passes right in front of me at eye height is fine enough that my breath catches. I’m clearing my throat when the new arrival turns. On seeing who it is, I’m coughing hard enough my eyes water.

      He—Logan—looks different with his clothes on, although his annoyance when he spots me is unchanged from the afternoon before.

      LOGAN

      I don’t have a clue why Chief Larson has called me into the office. Until I walk in and hear someone spluttering behind me.

      When I turn, anger flares in my chest. She made a complaint about my behavior yesterday? My reaction had been over-the-top, but to make an official complaint about it, really?

      “Close the door and take a seat, Logan.”

      Yep, I’m about to get ‘the talk’. Whether I’ll lose my job over it, I wouldn’t have a clue. I’m not going down without a fight, though. This alone has me sitting bolt upright in my seat, a posture that’s being matched by the woman next to me.

      It doesn’t help that I’ve seen her buck naked, and liked it. This reminds me I’d been in a similar state. Sure, she’d seen I worked for the department because of my uniform, but I never told her my name.

      “Mandy, I’d like you to meet Logan Young. He’s one of our more qualified foresters. He’s also got experience on the firefighting side of things. Logan, this is Mandy Gibson. You’ll be working with her over the coming weeks.”

      Before I’ve responded, Mandy beats me to it.

      “I, I’ve got the job?”

      Not until I’m over my shock that we’re to be working together, do I spit out, “You cannot be serious.”

      The thought of this woman trudging around weighed down by forty pounds of forest firefighting kit is laughable. She looks like she’d be more at home in my bed.

      Damn it! Where the hell did that come from?

      Chief Larson oscillates between Mandy and me, as if unsure whom he should address first. In the end, he answers her. “Yes, you coming in here was simply a formality. As soon as I heard you on that Tremaine Hardware ‘How To’ video, I knew you’d be perfect.”

      The old buzzard then winks at her, with even me surprised at my response. I know exactly what he’s getting at about her voice, and I don’t like it. That Mandy looks uncomfortable, adds to my ire.

      It’s just as well I’ve got questions, because I fire them at my boss. This soon stops him from looking at her like she’s as bare as when I’d last seen her.

      “Chief, you want to explain what this is all about? What job?”

      I want to hear what his harebrained scheme is this time. Even if we’re sadly lacking on the diversity front, we need to be realistic. To send this woman out to fight a fire would be foolhardy and potentially lift threatening.

      It’s a second before the Chief turns to face me. “Oh, yes, right?”

      Rather than signing her on as a firefighter, he’s investing in recruitment and induction videos to help boost numbers during the fire season. That’s where her skills as a voice artist will come in.

      Whether he’d decided on the expenditure before or after he’d heard her voice, he didn’t say. But I’ve got my suspicions. Even after he’s finished going through his ground-breaking plan, I’m still in the dark as to my involvement.

      “But what do the videos have to do with me? Last time I checked, I was up-to-date with all my training.”

      Chief Larsen slaps his hands down on his desk. “Exactly, Logan. Extensive training is the key. And that makes you the perfect person to take Mandy here through her induction.”

      I stop staring at our newest recruit long enough to glare at the chief. “Her what?”

      Mandy looks as confused as I am, with her, “My what?” coming out far squeakier than I would have thought her melodious voice would allow.

      It appears neither of us is happy with the chief’s plans.
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      MANDY

      The following day and I’m still reeling about the job offer. I’d said I’d think about it over the weekend, because why would I put myself through that?

      The induction, as outlined in the interview, doesn’t sound like a lot of fun. Logan, in particular, had been keen to stress what a challenge I’d find it. “Potentially impossible” had been his opinion of my chances of completing it.

      If not for my bewilderment, I’d have enjoyed the chief trying to downplay things in response to Logan’s up-scaling of them. As it was, I’d sat watching them back and forth like a tennis match.

      Personally, I don’t think it’s necessary for me to undergo the full induction in order to produce an interesting voice-over. And then I think about spending days on end with Logan, undecided if this would be a plus or a minus.

      Sure, he’s easy on the eye, but do I really want to be around that much negative energy? The man has issues; around women is my suspicion. “It would be fun winding him up, though.”

      If Boston was here, he’d now be barking in delight. “You know what, Boston, you’re right. I should take the job.”

      After all, it’s not every day a girl gets to spend time with a hot guy AND get paid for it. I don’t give myself a moment to think about it. I reply to the original email saying I’ll take the job and look forward to hearing more, adding my phone number to speed things up.

      Fifteen minutes later, I get a call from Logan, and he’s not a happy camper. Clipped as they are, his words lack warmth. As soon as I hear what’s up first in the induction, I know what he’s got planned.

      “I’ll pick you up at six-thirty tomorrow morning. Be ready!”

      I’m not given the opportunity to delay the trip until the Monday, or even negotiate a later start; he ends the call without giving me the chance.

      I stare at my phone for a second before grinning. “Oh, and it is game on!”

      Logan wants to show me one of their forest towers so he can go through what they’re for, and some history around them. The early call time and that he’s chosen the Bean Rock Tower let me know he plans on forcing me to quit.

      And that is so not happening. I’m not my father’s daughter for nothing.

      The tower Logan has picked for our first outing is a good six hours from the nearest trailhead, meaning it’ll be an overnighter. Something Logan has neglected to tell me.

      My bet is that he’ll rock up at my place tomorrow morning, say I’m woefully unprepared, and abort the trip.

      I spend the rest of the day checking through all my gear, making sure I pack everything I’ll need, and then some. Some might say I’m being petty, but he started it.

      After getting to bed reasonably early, it takes a while to fall asleep. Every time I shut my eyes, I can see Logan as he’d been when we clambered out of the fire pond. Wet, naked, and smoking hot, if such a combination is technically possible.

      That’d make him steamy, wouldn’t it? Okay, that works, too.

      Despite the man being annoying, there’s no getting past the fact he’s also good looking, with a body to die for, or even over.

      

      The following morning, I’m up showered and waiting out front of my place when Logan pulls up in a forestry department truck.

      On putting my backpack in the tray, I notice it’s bigger than his. This only reinforces my suspicions that he expects to drop me home later today, and that he’s packed accordingly.

      I jump in next to him, greeting him with a cheery hello and a big smile. I wouldn’t usually be so ‘bubbly’ in the morning, but he asked for it.

      Once again, I’m subjected to his intense scrutiny, my body instantly heating in response. I need to get a grip; the guy hasn’t even spoken yet.

      I also register when he takes in my outfit. As tempting as it had been to dress in something inappropriate simply to irritate him, I’ve dressed for hiking and comfort.

      The second my seat belt is secure, Logan stomps on the gas and I’m pressed back into my seat. Hah, it looks as if I’ve pushed a few buttons already. My smile only widens when he drives to the trailhead that’s farthermost from the tower we’re heading for.

      He is in for one hell of a surprise. Curvy doesn’t mean unfit or lazy.

      LOGAN

      On the drive over to Mandy’s place, I’m still as angry as I’d been when I realized I couldn’t get out of babysitting her.

      I’ve done my best to avoid women, not to have one foisted on me for however long it will take to induct her. The last thing I need is to be stuck with one who affects me as much as she does.

      I’d argued with the chief after she’d left, but the old guy wouldn’t budge. He said I had the best all-round experience and my workload was the lightest of anyone at present. When he’d started hinting that my job could be on the line if I refused, I’d shut my mouth.

      His last instruction as I’d stormed out of his office was to ‘make it fun for her’.

      Fine, if the boss wants her inducted, I’ll induct her alright, and she’ll have so much fun, she won’t last the first day. Hell, I’m going to make it so much fun that she’ll bail before lunch.

      Even better will be if she’s slept in, meaning I can wait a couple of minutes and then drive off. I’ll tell the chief she’d been a no show, and that it wasn’t appropriate to drag her out of bed. I then annoy myself more by visualizing that very thing, with her once again gloriously naked.

      On turning into her street, I spot her standing on the sidewalk. My ire only increases when I see the size of her pack. She looks to be prepared for an overnighter, unlike me.

      I stomp on any thoughts of us spending the night together, along with the brakes, pulling up next to her with a squeak of tires.

      I’m about to get out to load her backpack into the tray of the truck when she lifts it in herself. It’s an enormous pack, so given how easily she’s handled it, it’s more than likely full of a dollar-store sleeping bag. The cheaper the bag, the more space it takes up, or so it seems.

      I give into an evil grin. If she thinks I’m sharing, she’s in for a big surprise. That’s if we’ll need provisions. By my reckoning, I’ll be dropping her back home in six hours, seven at the most.

      All Machiavellian thoughts halt when she climbs in all smiles and sunshine. My body’s reaction whenever she is near irritates me. I haven’t so much as looked at a woman since Brooke decided my prospects didn’t match the lifestyle she’d planned for herself.

      I’m thinking I’ve got my body under control when Mandy sings along with the song on the radio. Her voice is sultry, the notes pure as they wind their way inside me, seeking all the dark spots. I reach over and wrench the radio off, the cab quiet but for the roar of the engine and rumble of the road under the tires.

      It’s not until we climb out of the truck at the trailhead that I see Mandy’s boots. It’s obvious they’ve seen a lot of miles. What I don’t know is whether Mandy is the one responsible. Only adding to my suspicions is the weight of her pack when I remove it from the tray of the truck.

      It mightn’t be as easy to deter this woman as I’ve thought.
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      MANDY

      I wouldn’t usually whistle and chatter, preferring the quiet of the woods. However, Logan’s shoulders hunching up around his ears whenever I burst out, is satisfying me to no end.

      Plus, it tells him I’m not out of breath, that I’m enjoying the hike, and that his plan to exhaust me is a bust. When we hit a fork in the track and he opts to go left, I decide to wind him up even further. Find another button to push.

      “Oh, lovely, we’re going the long way. It’s so much prettier this way.”

      He stops so suddenly that I crash into him. It’s only him spinning and grabbing hold of me that stops me from taking a tumble down the steep bank next to the trail.

      And just like that, jammed up against his hard chest, my thoughts have me back at the pond, both of us naked, skin on skin. As I look up at him, I’m out of breath, my heart thundering, my body buzzing like never.

      Of more interest is that Logan appears similarly affected. His moss green eyes are no longer as guarded, especially not as he drops his gaze to look at my breasts.

      He’s lowering his lips to mine when he catches himself.

      Then his eyes dim, and he drops me like I’m hot, before edging around me on the uphill side of the trail and retracing his steps. I’m expecting him to head back to the truck, but he shoots off up the track that leads directly to the fire tower.

      I have to dig deep to keep up with him, weighed down as I am by my backpack. It’s a far cry from Logan’s daypack. It’s going to be an interesting night, that’s for sure.

      I reach the fire tower not long after him, although he does his best to ignore me, staring fixedly at the ridgeline opposite. I’m scrambling up the steps that wind their way around the outside of the tower when I see Logan shove his hands deep inside his trouser pockets.

      Hmmm, someone looks to be making room for something. There’s no stopping the image this evokes of me straddling him and taking my fill.

      On reaching the window-lined viewing platform atop, my dirty thoughts have my arousal in full swing. My seeing there’s only the one bed does nothing to cool it.

      How on earth could I have forgotten that about this tower? Despite not having spent the night here, I’ve still seen pictures of it online.

      What happens now? Are we meant to share? I doubt that’s what Captain Serious has in mind. He’s fought me every inch of the trip to remain distant, both physically and metaphorically.

      One thing is for sure, though; I’m definitely not sleeping on the floor. This sees me dump my pack next to the bed and set about digging out my sleeping bag.

      When Logan finally puts in an appearance, I’ve got it out of the compression sack and am fluffing it up.

      He freezes inside the doorway. I guess he’d forgotten this tower only has the one bed, too.

      Or maybe he thought we wouldn’t make it this far.

      Or that he’d arrive first and claim the bed for himself, leaving me to sleep on the floor. Hah, as if I’d let him get away with that. Either way, I have to keep my back to him to keep my thoughts to myself.

      It’s all I can do to keep a straight face when I then move onto a late lunch. On lifting the lid on a plastic container, I make a production out of sniffing the bacon and egg pie I’d picked up from Skye High Pies the day before.

      Even a day old, it still smells wonderful enough that I can hear someone’s tummy rumbling on the other side of the room.

      LOGAN

      As I watch Mandy taking in the view while eating her lunch, I’m angry, although mostly at myself for underestimating the woman.

      It’s a mistake I won’t make again, even if all I can do as I stare at her back is wonder how soft her ass is. Probably not soft at all, given how quickly she’d made it up the steep part of the trail to the tower.

      And strangely, I find I’m okay with the idea of tight muscles hiding under that cushiony softness. It’s just another way in which Mandy is a polar opposite of Brooke. The only time I’d taken Brooke to visit one of the towers, it had been an unmitigated disaster.

      First off, she’d refused to carry anything other than a stupid pink backpack only big enough to hold her make-up. Yep, my little princess managed the entire weekend with a full face of war paint. Apparently, her followers on social media would leave in droves if they saw what she really looked like.

      The plan had been to spend a few nights at the tower. We’d lasted one. A night ruined by her constant sniping, about anything and everything. Strangely, none of this had shown in the Instagram posts about our amaze-balls trip.

      On thinking back, I wonder if that weekend and the lead up to our wedding had been more about social media content than love.
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        * * *

      

      Despite my trying to make the rest of the day arduous and boring, there have been no complaints from Mandy. Not even when I showed her how the Osborne Fire-Finder worked. Instead, she’d hung on my every word, and even asked intelligent questions.

      She hadn’t so much as peeped when I told her how to clean out the composting toilet in the small building at the base of the tower. In fact, after she’d finished, she’d said it wasn’t as gross as she’d been expecting.

      As I watch her preparing her dinner, I’m having difficulty swallowing the mouthful of protein bar I’m working on. I’m also struggling to stop comparing my protégé to my ex-fiancé. How can it be possible for two women to be more different from each other?

      
        
          	
        Physique?
      

      	
        Ethics?
      

      	
        Human kindness?
      

      	
        Not being a complete bitch?
      

      

      

      The list is almost as long as the tightly wound plait running down the middle of Mandy’s back. Thoughts of tugging her hair free and running my fingers through it swarm my brain, and I have to turn away. It doesn’t help that I’ve been as good as living the life of a monk for years.

      Only when she turns to face me do I see she’s holding two battered titanium plates. She hands one to me, along with a set of matching cutlery. Our hands touch when I take it, and I could swear I’ve just received an electric shock.

      It’s enough of a shock that I immediately sit, hoping to hide my body’s reaction.

      On seeing what she pulls out of her pack next, I know she’s suckered me on so many levels, and that I’ve only got myself to blame. My anger had blinded me to the obvious.
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      MANDY

      I have to admit, I’m enjoying the trip for more than just an opportunity to annoy Logan. We’d spent the afternoon with him telling me all about the history of the fire towers, something he appears passionate about.

      It was also something that saw us bumping into each other more than once in the confines of the viewing platform. While there’d been nothing sexual about this, that hadn’t stopped my body from humming in response.

      When going over many things I already knew, Logan had lost that haunted look, his eyes sparkling rather than dead. It would appear there’s a heart underneath all that muscle, after all. Who knew?

      Despite dad having worked for the forestry for a time, and me growing up in the area, it’s the first time I’ve spent the night at one of the towers. My preference is to sleep in a tent among the trees where there’s some protection from the strong winds you can encounter this high up.

      By late afternoon, temperatures have fallen. It’s something I’ve been expecting having checked the weather yesterday. This, as much as anything, had dictated what I’d packed.

      Being February, sunset is just after six, with Logan closing all the windows and the door before flicking on the solar powered lights. It’s this or we’ll have more nightlife inside the tower than there is out.

      As I set up my small camp stove and go about getting dinner ready, I’m conscious of his scrutiny. I can’t help but reflect on whether he likes what he sees. These are thoughts I’d never have entertained when I’d first met him at the pond.

      Dinner is of the dehydrated variety, with a few fresh ingredients and spices added to take things up a notch. Despite these meals having come a long way, they always taste better with some culinary help.

      His face is a picture when I turn and hand him a plate of food. I know it’ll be welcome, with him apparently only having granola bars and trail mix with him. I doubt very much he’s got a sleeping bag.

      When our hands touch, there’s a belt of energy that shoots up my arm. That this then immediately heads south has me freezing for a second to process it.

      Sheesh, I need to get a grip. We aren’t going anywhere. There is no WE.

      When I pull the bottle of 2019 California Syrah and a corkscrew out of my pack, there’s no missing the muttering coming from behind me. On my handing Logan a titanium beaker of wine, I know I’ve taken him unawares, again.

      This is yet more evidence of him thinking I wouldn’t last the distance and us being back in town by now. Well, he won’t be sleeping in his own bed tonight.

      All that remains to be seen is whether he’ll be sharing mine.

      Time and a sharp drop in temperatures will soon tell. If the forecast is right, it’s going to be a chilly one tonight. In the meantime, my temperature is heading in the other direction.

      I’m putting it down to the warming effects of the wine when I see Logan looking at me, and I know alcohol has nothing to do with it.

      LOGAN

      As I take a sip of wine before tucking into a meal that wouldn’t look out of place on a cooking show, I’m kicking myself. I’m also back to comparing Mandy to Brooke.

      The meal is delicious and a far cry from the granola bars I’d been facing with my not having packed properly. It’s for this reason I don’t have a sleeping bag with me. I have to shake my head at my stupidity.

      Wrapped up in flashbacks and anger, I hadn’t prepared for the trip like I usually would. Such a rookie mistake and not one I should make with my years working in these woods.

      As it is, I’m in for one rough night. There’s not a chance I’m sharing that bed with Mandy. I’m only human and as it is, the blasted woman has had me sporting a semi most of the day.

      There’s something about her that appeals at a primal level, perhaps even borderline caveman. I’ve only got to glance in her direction to imagine her writhing under me on a bearskin rug, a fire blazing in the background.

      

      At lights out, I’m still being bombarded by erotic images of Mandy. Unless I can clear my mind, I won’t get any sleep.

      I’m doing my best to get comfortable in my foil emergency bag on the drafty wooden floor when Mandy explodes.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake, I can’t sleep with you thrashing about in that thing. It’s like sharing a room with a blasted baked potato.” She flicks on the small camp light hanging on the head of the bed. “Get up off that floor and into this bed.”

      Her voice catches on the last word, as though realizing what she’s telling me to do. She wipes her forehead with the heels of her hands, before adding, “I do not want to be dealing with you being hypothermic in the morning.”

      She then shimmies to the far side of the bed. Her invitation being pragmatic with an edge of annoyed, I’m quick to take her up on it, or as quickly as I can. It’s only on standing that I realize exactly how stiff and cold I already am.

      A squawk from Mandy confirms just how cold I am when I roll against her on the narrow bed. I’m doing my best to get back into the survival bag when she huffs out in annoyance.

      “It’s just as well this sleeping bag opens out.”

      After unzipping her bag completely, she throws it over the top of both of us before rolling onto her side, away from me.

      I roll the other way, trying to keep as far from her as possible, with the temptation to turn my dreams into reality ever present. And there’s no way I’m opening myself up to that sort of heartache again.

      Ten minutes pass and despite having the sleeping bag over the top of me, I’m no warmer than I was when I got into bed. I must have chilled myself more than I thought. When a shiver wracks me, I hear a heavy sigh from the other side of the bed.

      Mandy followed this up by rolling over and jamming herself hard up against my back. She even wraps an arm around my waist and shoves one of her thighs between my legs to get closer still.

      Despite knowing she’s only doing it to warm me up, my body has other ideas. Her leg is tight up against my balls. How the hell am I supposed to react? On slowing my breathing to kill off my growing erection, I notice Mandy’s heart beating against my back.

      Interesting. It would appear I’m not alone in being affected by our closeness. I’m even giving consideration to rolling over when I notice Mandy’s heartbeat slowing. A change in her breathing then tells me she’s nodded off.

      That was close.

      Eventually my erection eases and I’m warm enough that my lids get heavy and I close my eyes. This would usually have my mind full of images of Brooke in that ridiculously expensive wedding dress. The dress that I’d help pay for. The one she’d worn when marrying that mega rich asshole in my stead.

      Her YouTube post chronicling the joyful event had been, in her words, ‘epic’. It had also been borderline infomercial, given the amount of product placement.

      Only that’s not what I see tonight. Rather, I’m subjected to a series of snapshots of Mandy as she’d climbed regally out of the fire pond, water streaming down her luscious curves.

      I like the new slide show better than the old one, and for the first time in years, I fall asleep smiling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEVEN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      MANDY

      Despite being fully clothed, I’m freezing when I wake in the morning, thanks to Logan hogging more than his half of the sleeping bag. I yank it back over myself and turn away from him, not surprised I can see my breath.

      It’s a lot colder than the weather forecast led me to believe. It looks as if I’ll be wearing everything I brought with me back down to the trailhead.

      The room, consisting mostly of single pane glass, means it’ll likely be as cold inside as it is out. Until the sun puts in an appearance over the hills behind us, I’m staying exactly where I am.

      As I lay waiting for sleep to reclaim me, I’m all too conscious of the heat rolling off Logan in waves. What is it about guys that they keep so warm? And yet he’d been icy when I made him get into bed last night.

      What a fool he was to come so unprepared. It made a mockery of him showing me the ropes. Instead, it had been the other way around, and if not for me, he’d have spent a miserable night. He was just lucky I didn’t let his animosity stop me from helping him out.

      Not exactly a hardship sharing a bed with him, though. I’m close to falling back to sleep when Logan rolls over and jams himself tight against my back. I can tell by his breathing that he’s still asleep, even if parts of him are up and raring to go.

      When his arm snakes around my waist and cups one of my breasts, I’m torn. Do I wake him up and tell him to keep his hands to himself?

      Or do I lie there and make the most of it?

      In the end, I can’t do it. If the circumstances were different, I’d be all over it. However, it wouldn’t be fair to Logan, and would make today incredibly awkward.

      I’m inching the sleeping bag to the side, in readiness to slide out from under his arm when he tweaks my nipple. It doesn’t matter that I’m still wearing a bra, t-shirt, and even a hoodie, that zing goes straight to where it shouldn’t, my gasp loud enough to wake Logan.
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