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      Dear Reader,

      This book is set in the Deep South. As such, it contains a great deal of colorful, colloquial, and occasionally grammatically incorrect language. This is a deliberate choice on my part as an author to most accurately represent the region where I have lived my entire life. This book also contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

      If any of these things are not your cup of tea, please consider that you may not be the right audience for this book. There are scores of other books out there that are written with you in mind. In fact, I’ve got a list of some of my favorite authors who write on the sweeter side on my website at https://kaitnolan.com/on-the-sweeter-side/

      If you choose to stick with me, I hope you enjoy!

      Happy reading!

      Kait
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      “Where are your pages, Ivy?”

      Ivy Blake winced at the snap of her agent’s voice on the other end of the phone. Marianne was pulling out her stern, mom-of-three tone. That was never good. “They’re coming.”

      At some theoretical, future time that was actually true.

      “You’ve been saying that for weeks. And you’ve been avoiding me. You only do that when the words aren’t flowing.”

      You have no idea.

      “The book’s been giving me a smidge of trouble.” Understatement of the century. “But I promise, I’m nearly done.” Flagrant lie. Ivy wondered if Marianne’s Momdar was sounding an alarm. Ivy’s own mama had an Eyebrow of Doom that could be heard over the phone when engaged.

      “You have to give me something to give to Wally. I can’t hold him off much longer.”

      Walter Caine—who inexplicably went by Wally, a fact that made it utterly impossible to take him seriously—was currently at the top of Ivy’s avoid-at-all-costs list. Her editor was brilliant but a bit like a banty rooster when he got angry. He had deadlines. Of course, Ivy understood that. Everything about publishing involved deadlines. He’d absolutely blow a gasket if he knew she was still on Chapter One. The thirteenth version.

      It was probably a sign.

      “Next week.” Was this what it felt like to be in debt to a bookie? Making absurd promises in hopes of avoiding broken kneecaps or cement shoes? Except in this case it was Ivy’s career, not her actual life, in danger.

      “Ivy.” Marianne drew her name out to four syllables, which was tantamount to being middle-named by her mama.

      Ivy hunched her shoulders. “I swear I’m finishing up the book. In fact, I’m taking a special trip for the express purpose of focusing on nothing but that until it’s done.”

      Where the hell had that come from? She had no such plans. Apparently in lieu of offering up reasonable plot, her brain had decided to just spew spontaneous, bald-faced lies.

      Her agent sighed. “Fine. How can I reach you?”

      In for a penny…

      “Oh, well, you can’t. There’s no internet up there, and I was warned that cell service is spotty. The cabin has absolute privacy and no distractions. It’s perfect.”

      Actually, something like that did sound perfect. If she went totally off the grid, Marianne and Wally wouldn’t know where to send the hitman when she missed her deadline. The one that had already been pushed back once.

      You’ve never missed a final deadline, and you’re not going to start now.

      Marianne offered another beleaguered sigh. “Find an internet connection and check in on Monday or I’m hunting you down, understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Ivy had no doubt she meant it. Despite her trio of children and the stable of other writers she managed, Marianne would absolutely get herself on a plane and show up on Ivy’s doorstep if she thought it would get results.

      “I’ll do what I can to hold off Wally. This morning’s starred review at Kirkus for Hollow Point Ridge should appease him for a little while. You know he loves nothing more than seeing you rack up acclaim.”

      “Because acclaim means dollar signs for us all,” Ivy recited. As if she could forget that it was more than just her depending on income from her books.

      “Damn straight. I forwarded the review to you. Check your email before you go,” Marianne ordered.

      She’d already seen the review this morning. Somebody had posted it in her fan group, which had generated a discussion thread that was already twenty pages deep about where she planned to go with the series next. But bringing that up would only prolong this conversation.

      “Will do.”

      “Happy writing.”

      For just a moment, Ivy considered coming clean and telling Marianne the stark, unvarnished truth. Her agent was, ultimately, meant to be her advocate. But right now, she was only more pressure. So Ivy held in her snort of derision as she hung up the phone and tossed it on her desk.

      It had been a long damned time since she’d been happy writing. The truth was, she had a raging case of writer’s block, and she was already weeks past her initial deadline. That wasn’t like her at all. She was a machine. Her first three books had poured out of her. The next three were each successively bigger, deeper, harder. And with each had come more success and higher expectations from her publisher, who wanted to capitalize on momentum to maximize sales. That was a business decision on their part. She was a commodity. Ivy understood that. And up to now, she’d been able to work with it.

      But along with the professional pressures had come the rabid excitement of her fans. They loved the world she created, the characters she’d given them, and not a day went by when she didn’t get emails and messages on social media demanding to know when the next book was coming because OMG they needed it yesterday! They had no idea the months, sometimes years of work that went into each book. What ate up her entire life occupied theirs for mere hours or days. And their insatiable enthusiasm was just one more stone piling on and crushing her with stress.

      This book wasn’t like the other six in her best-selling series, and she just hadn’t found the right hook yet.

      She would. Of course, she would. She just needed some more time and less pressure.

      “Why don’t you ask for world peace, while you’re at it?”

      Dropping into her office chair, Ivy shoved back from the desk and rolled across her office to the massive whiteboard occupying one wall. At this stage, the whole surface should’ve been covered with color-coded sticky notes detailing the assorted character arcs and how they drove and were driven by the action of the external plot. But it was empty other than the scrawl of “Michael” at the top in red marker. Below it a bright yellow note read, You are a stubborn, taciturn asshole, who won’t talk to me. In a fit of pique and stress cleaning earlier in the week, she’d stripped away version number twelve of her plot. Now she couldn’t face the blank space.

      Page fright was so much a real thing.

      Maybe she should get away. Find one of those out-of-the-way cabins to rent, with no phone, no internet, no way to be crushed under the weight of other people’s expectations. Maybe then she could hear herself think.

      Rolling back to her computer, she opened a browser, compulsively clicking on the little envelope that told her she had seventy-nine unread messages.

      She’d cleared her inbox this morning.

      “Why do I do this to myself?”

      She started to close it out when a subject line caught her attention.

      Come visit the brand new spa at The Misfit Inn!

      She’d forgotten about The Misfit Inn. Last summer, she and several girlfriends had taken a weekend trip up there in spontaneous celebration of Deanna’s divorce. The owners had mentioned they were considering adding a spa. Ivy had signed up for the mailing list and promptly forgotten about it. She opened the email, feeling the first hints of excitement as she read it. Okay, maybe that was desperation. But really? A spa? One set right in the gorgeous Smoky Mountains, just four short hours away? She desperately needed to relax. It had to be a sign from the Universe.

      Someone answered on the second ring. “Thank you for calling The Misfit Inn. This is Pru. How can I help you?”

      Ivy remembered Pru, the kind-hearted woman who’d done everything possible to make the inn feel like home.

      “This is Ivy Blake. I don’t know if you remember me, but a bunch of girlfriends and I stayed with y’all last summer for a Thank God I’m Divorced party weekend—”

      “Deanna’s group! Yes, certainly we remember y’all.”

      “Well, I got the email about the opening of the spa, and it did say call to ask about booking specials that covered the inn and spa, so here I am.”

      “Wonderful!” The genuine warmth in Pru’s voice had some of the knots relaxing. “How many?”

      “Just me.”

      “In need of some pampering?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Okay then. When were you wanting to come?”

      The sooner the better. “Um…today?”

      “Today! Good gracious. Y’all are all about the spontaneity aren’t you?”

      Sure, let’s call it that. “I know it’s last-minute, but I was hoping to book two weeks.”

      “We can certainly accommodate that. But you should know before you make the drive that we’re supposed to be having some really serious winter weather. Full-on snow and ice. The drive is liable to be pretty nasty and there’s a really good chance you could get snowed in.”

      Snowed in at an inn and spa for two weeks, far away from everyone who knew her? “That sounds absolutely perfect. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
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      Grief smelled of onions, cheese, and cream of something soup.  Multiple tables groaned under the weight of death casseroles along one wall of the church fellowship hall. The scent of it wafted over as Harrison Wilkes walked in, simultaneously curdling his stomach and making it growl. A quick scan of the room told him the widow hadn’t made it over from the cemetery yet, but he spotted the man he’d come to support hovering near the dessert table. Careful not to make eye contact with the other mourners, Harrison wove his way through the crowd.

      If possible, Ty looked worse than he had during the service. But then, he was here against medical advice and had served as a pall bearer. Sweat beaded along his brow. His shoulder had to be hurting like a son of a bitch from over-exertion.

      “Sit your ass down before you fall down, Brooks.”

      Ty lifted bloodshot eyes to Harrison’s. “You’re not my CO.”

      “I’m still your friend.” He took a step closer and lowered his voice. “You did your duty to Garrett. Don’t you go blowing all the work you’ve done in PT by pushing yourself too far.”

      Ty’s pale face turned mulish, but before he could pop off, another familiar voice interrupted.

      “Step aside, y’all. I’ve got food to add to the table.”

      Sebastian Donnelly muscled his way past, a casserole dish in hand. Its contents smelled both familiar and noxious.

      “Tell me that’s not what I think it is,” Harrison said.

      Sebastian plunked the dish down on the table and took off the foil. “My famous barbeque beef casserole.”

      “More like infamous,” Ty said. “Only you would try to make a casserole out of MREs.”

      “I tried to talk him out of it.” Porter Ingram joined the group. “We all know how much Garrett hated that shit.”

      Sebastian straightened, suddenly sober. “Yeah, but he’d hate this damned wake even more.”

      They all lapsed into silence, aware of the dubious privilege of standing here able to bitch and moan about the wake. A privilege Garrett didn’t have.

      Everything about this sucked. Funerals sucked to begin with, no matter who they were for. They sucked worse when it was a friend. Someone you’d fought alongside, who’d saved your ass, who should’ve made it home. And they sucked most when they brought up old shit you were still trying to move past. There were too many ghosts stirred up for anybody to be comfortable.

      “Come on. Let’s either make plates or go sit down.” Porter’s voice interrupted Harrison’s thoughts.

      “I’m not hungry,” Ty insisted.

      “Then let’s get out of the way for the people who are.” Porter smoothly managed to nudge him toward a table.

      “Always the peacemaker,” Harrison murmured.

      “Yeah, he’s good at that.” Sebastian picked up a paper plate and began filling it from the assortment of dishes, skipping his own offering to the spread.

      Not knowing what else to do, Harrison fell in behind him.

      “How are you doing with all this?” Sebastian asked.

      It was instinct to deflect. “Better than Ty.”

      They both looked across the room, where he’d finally sat, shoulders bowed, head bent as if he couldn’t hold it up anymore. Porter had a chair pulled up, talking to him in a low voice, one hand on his arm.

      Sebastian scooped up some kind of hash brown casserole. “You think he’ll come back from this?”

      “You never come back from this. Not really.” Harrison twitched his shoulders inside the jacket of his suit, wishing the thing didn’t feel like a straitjacket.

      Glancing at Ty, seeing the clench of his jaw, the lines of strain fanning out from his eyes, Harrison knew exactly the kind of shit going through his buddy’s head. He’d been there. It was the reason he’d left the Army. It didn’t feel like three years. Not when so many familiar faces filled the room. Men he’d fought with, bled with. Many were still fighting the fight. In his own way, so was he. But he couldn’t do what they did. Not anymore.

      Harrison trailed Sebastian across the room, nodding acknowledgments to those who greeted him, but not stopping until he reached Ty’s table. Ty went silent, straightening in his chair with a Styrofoam cup he no doubt wished held something stronger than sweet tea, as they all realized Bethany Reeves had just arrived.

      Ty hadn’t spoken to her at the funeral. He hadn’t even been able to go near her. He blamed himself for Garrett’s death. Wrongly. But none of them could talk him out of that at this stage. So the three of them ranged around him, buffers between their friend and everybody else here. They shoveled in food and talked football and other stupid, civilian shit because he needed distraction and it was all they could do here. But they each tracked Bethany’s progress around the room and braced themselves when she made her way to Ty.

      He didn’t bolt. Ty was no coward and his mother had raised him better than that. But Harrison knew he wanted to.

      Bethany’s face was ravaged by grief as she reached out for Ty’s hand. “Ty.”

      “Ma’am.”

      Her expression twisted. “Don’t you ma’am me, Tyson Brooks. You were the closest thing Garrett had to a brother, and that makes you family.”

      Ty’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “I loved him like a brother.”

      “I know you did.” She tried to smile, but tears streamed down her face. “He got out because of you. You’re a hero for that.”

      Ty shoved to his feet so fast his chair tipped over, the metal clattering against the industrial tile floor as he jerked his hand from Bethany’s. In the sudden silence, his words sounded too loud. “I’m no hero.”

      He walked out without another word. With apologetic looks at Bethany, Sebastian and Porter followed, no doubt to make sure he didn’t do something stupid. That left Harrison to find the right thing to say to the poor woman to smooth things over. Fuck.

      He didn’t know how much Bethany knew about the details of her husband’s death. Some of the details were classified, as Ranger missions often were. There were things he didn’t know himself, but could easily fill in from experience. And he knew those things wouldn’t bring comfort to Garrett’s widow. In truth, he had no idea how to comfort those left behind. Standing beside her, looking into her stricken face, he felt all the old impotence rise up, strong enough to choke him.

      Harrison didn’t know what he said to Bethany. His head was too full of the visits he’d had to make to the significant others of his own men. But he said something, taking a moment to squeeze her hand because even he could tell she needed human connection. The grasp of her cold, clammy fingers sent him back, until his head echoed with tears and recriminations. Needing to get the hell out, he made his excuses and all but ran for the exit.

      Outside the fellowship hall, he braced his hands against the trunk of a car and sucked in big, cleansing lungfuls of the cold, winter air. It was so cold it hurt, colder than it should be in north Georgia this time of year. But the pain was good. The pain brought him back to the now.

      “Hey.”

      Harrison straightened and turned to Porter. “Where’s Ty?”

      “Sebastian took him home. He’s gonna stick around a while, keep an eye on him.”

      “Good.” Ty didn’t need to be left alone right now. He had a long, dark road ahead.

      Porter angled his head, studying Harrison with eyes that saw too much. “You’re not looking so great.”

      Because it was Porter, because he’d see through the bullshit, Harrison admitted the truth. “I need to get the hell out of here.”

      “I’ve got a cabin nobody’s using. It’s a chunk out from town, away from everything and everybody. It’s yours if you want it. Peace and quiet and a chance to get your head screwed on straight. And Eden’s Ridge is closer than you driving all the way home.”

      The whole idea of being in the middle of nowhere in the mountains of Tennessee, away from people and pressures, where he could think was beyond appealing. He had some decisions to make. It would be easier to make them without all the reminders of the past.

      “Lead the way.”
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      “They’re going to ask Michael to come back,” Ivy dictated into her phone app. “He’s pissed about it because he quit the team for a reason. But they’re going to ask, and he’s trying to dodge the call.”

      Feeling an unexpected kinship with her recalcitrant hero, Ivy paused, fully aware of how much of herself she was putting into the story. After all, here she was driving four hours into the mountains, straight into an actual snowstorm, to avoid more calls from her own powers that be.

      “So what extremes is he willing to go to in order to avoid these people? Somewhere remote. Rock climbing in the high desert. He’s totally the type who’d be into that craziness. Maybe even climbing without safety gear because he’s got that death-wish, guilt thing going on. And he gets to the top all in one piece, after some harrowing moment where he nearly fell to his death, and right as he’s enjoying the peace, a helicopter shows up and...he realizes this is the opening scene to one of the Mission Impossible movies. Damn it.”

      Disgusted with herself, Ivy dug into the sack of road snacks she’d picked up at a gas station in the last town.

      “Okay no high desert. Maybe he’s going on some backwoods fishing expedition. In Alaska. Less people in Alaska, harder to get to. So he’s on his way to…wherever he’s going, and he stops for gas at some little hole-in-the wall place with two pumps and moose antlers over the door. He grabs some chips and some Twinkies. Because, why the hell not?”

      She unwrapped one herself from the stash on the seat. “As he goes back out to the truck, he gets cornered by Annika. Because he’s been under surveillance. Of course he has. And of course it’s her. He could never run fast enough or far enough to get away from her. She was always in his thoughts. Sloan knew that, the bastard. So of course he’d send her to talk him into coming back to work.”

      Considering Annika’s arguments, Ivy snarfed down one of the Twinkies. “So how does she convince him? What can she possibly say to make him change his mind? Is that a Twinkie, or are you just happy to see me?”

      Ivy groaned and turned off the dictation. Comedic was not the tone for the series. But no amount of trying had helped her stay in the zone of serious. Also, she’d ruined Twinkies for herself. She couldn’t sustain it because she just…didn’t care if Michael agreed to come back to work. The man was tired. He deserved a damned break. Leave him alone with his fishing tackle and over-processed baked goods.

      She took a huge bite out of a second snack cake.

      Of course, Michael Keenan had a choice. Blake Iverson, aka Ivy Blake, was too busy eating Twinkies paid for with advance money for this book she hadn’t written yet. And she was self-inserting into her plot way the hell too much. Probably inserting too much Hostess into herself, too.

      She tossed the other half of the Twinkie back into the convenience store bag on the seat and put both hands on the wheel. Man, the snow was really starting to come down now.

      As a girl raised in the Deep South, she wasn’t used to this. The big, fat flakes made her feel like she was inside her Mawmaw Opal’s prize snow globe. As a kid, Ivy used to shake it and stare for hours, praying for snow. Enough they’d get out of school and be able to build a snowman. Being within spitting distance of the Gulf Coast most of her life, it had never actually worked.  But this—this was the real deal, and it was beautiful. Something she’d appreciate if she’d already made it to the inn and was standing inside it, beside a roaring fire with a mug of hot cocoa in hand. With marshmallows, because what was hot cocoa without marshmallows? But she was miles from the last town, and she was pretty sure she must have missed her turn while trying to navigate her missing plot.

      Why hadn’t she packed her GPS? Oh, right. Because she’d barely made it out with more than a suitcase of random clothes and her toothbrush before running with no plan other than getting the heck out of Dodge before Marianne flew in from Manhattan to personally check on her and the Book That Wasn’t. Maybe she could pull the map up on her phone and figure out where the nearest sign of civilization was. She’d program in her destination and let her phone be navigator like a sane person.

      “Siri, what is the nearest town?”

      But the little iridescent blob on the screen never resolved into an answer. Not enough signal. Which meant there probably wasn’t enough signal for Google Maps either.

      Stealing a couple of quick glances from the road, she opened her music. The silence was getting to her. Stabbing the screen at random, she managed to kick off her Eighties Power Mix. Lifting her voice, Ivy joined Pat Benatar, wailing about love as a battlefield as she slowed for a switchback. By the time she’d rolled through some REO Speedwagon and on into Journey—was there any better band for road tripping?—she’d climbed to a higher elevation and the snow was coming down hard enough she actually heard it hit the windshield. Did that mean there was ice mixed in?

      The more nervous she got, the louder she sang, until the windows all but rattled with her battle cry that she wouldn’t stop believing. It was the best part of the song, and she lifted a hand off the wheel for a fist pump—just for a second.

      The dark shape lumbered into the road.

      Her high note turned into a scream as she hit the brakes. The Blazer fishtailed, the back end spinning to the front. Ivy wrestled the wheel, struggling to turn into the skid. She had a split second looking into the eyes of the bear before the SUV slammed into the guardrail, as if it were a stand of toothpicks, and went over the side.
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      “You should get on the road, man. This storm is just gonna get worse.”

      Following Porter’s gaze, Harrison looked out the window of Elvira’s Tavern and had to agree. The thickening flakes had begun to coat the sidewalks of downtown Eden’s Ridge. Tipping back the last of his drink, he shoved away from the table and offered his hand. “I really appreciate this.”

      Porter took his hand and pulled him in for a thumping hug. “Any time. And if you decide you wanna stay longer, you just say the word. The tourist rentals dry up to next to nothing this time of year, and I’m just as happy it’s not sitting empty.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know.” At the rate he was going, he just might burrow in until spring. The real world held that little appeal.

      “There’s some stuff out there. Coffee, basic spices, some other non-perishables I keep on-hand for guests. But not enough to get you through the next few days if the weather turns like they’re saying.”

      “I’ll go by Garden of Eden before I get out of town.”

      “You need anything, you just holler. And that includes a friendly ear.” Porter shot him a meaningful look.

      He’d had a few years and more than a few offers of the same since he got out of the Army. But talking it out hadn’t been his preferred form of processing the shit he brought back to civilian life. Not then and not now. “Understood. I’ll give you a call on the flip side. Maybe we can get another beer and a pizza before I head back home.”

      Porter dipped his head in a nod. “That’d be good. Enjoy your quiet.”

      “It was good to see you, brother.” And now, God willing, he wouldn’t see another human being for the next six days.

      After loading up on supplies, Harrison stopped, out of long-ingrained habit, to gas up the Jeep before he left town. Even in that little span of time, the snowfall seemed to have more than doubled. The cold front that had come through earlier in the week had primed the ground for actual accumulation, and it looked like they were gonna be in for a doozy.

      The drive that, on a good day, should’ve taken a mere twenty minutes, stretched out near to an hour.  Harrison practically crawled up the mountain in his Jeep. When he’d accepted Porter’s offer to use his cabin for the week, he’d had no idea he’d need to put snow chains on. It was Tennessee for Chrissakes. It had been years since he’d driven in any real snow. At least while stateside and not driving a Hummer. The last thing he needed was to go sliding off the slick roads this far out from town.

      On the radio, the song broke and the local DJ came on. “They’re calling it Stormageddon, folks. It’s getting ugly out there. Snow’s coming thicker and faster and temps are dropping fast. The roads are getting dangerous. The Stone County Sheriff’s Office is asking everybody to get where they’re going and stay there until the storm passes. The kiddos will be thrilled because school is officially cancelled.”

      Heat pumped out of the vents, but it wasn’t quite enough to cut the chill inside the Jeep now that the sun was down. If he’d known he’d be coming into this kind of weather, he’d have switched to the hard top. But hell, it was sixty degrees at home last week. The cold didn’t really phase Harrison. Nothing much did. Still, he’d get a fire going when he made it to the cabin and put together some kind of stew for dinner. The kind that stuck to your ribs and warmed you from the inside out. With that happy thought in mind, he rounded the switchback and began the final climb. Just another mile or so.

      His headlights swept over the guardrail. Or what used to be the guardrail. What remained was a mangled twist of metal. New or old? He slowed. The ground was already coated in snow, but he could tell it was churned up beneath. His body coiled with tension as he stopped and put on his flashers. For a few long seconds, he sat in the driver’s seat, hands tight around the steering wheel as he stared at that gap in the rail.

      Memory crept in of another snowy mountain road. Of gunfire and blood. He’d made the wrong call and three of his men had paid the price.

      Harrison shook his head to clear it. This wasn’t Afghanistan. Not an ambush. Somebody had gone over the side.

      Hand on the Glock 19 at his hip, he climbed out of the Jeep and trudged carefully through the accumulating snow to the edge of the road. Some forty or fifty feet down the slope, an older model Chevy SUV was nose down, taillights on. No smoke plumed from the exhaust. Was the driver injured? He checked his phone. No bars to call 911. Looked like he was on rescue duty. At least if everything went to shit, nobody would be impacted but him this time.

      Returning to the Jeep, he popped the liftgate, shifting supplies around until he could get to the coil of climbing rope. He’d need more than that to get somebody else back up. Surveying his options, he added a couple of locking carabiners and some para-cord to his pockets and shut the Jeep. Working fast, he anchored the center of the rope to a tree and tossed both ends over before running the length through his legs, around his hip, and over his shoulder for an emergency rappel. Positioning himself at the edge, he slowly let out slack and made his way down the slope. It wasn’t as steep as what he was accustomed to climbing, but he was grateful for the rope. The ground was slick as hell, and the snow was getting deeper by the minute. The trip down took longer than he liked. As he neared the Blazer, he heard faint sounds of music. Singing? Ears straining against the strange muffling silence of the snow, Harrison listened.

      Was that...Whitney Houston?

      “I wanna feel the heat with somebody before I freeze to death, please God.”

      Not Whitney. The driver was apparently conscious and had some pipes. Was she delirious? Did she have a head injury?

      This close to the vehicle, he could see that she’d been saved by the trees. Wedged between two stands, they were the only thing that had kept the SUV from hurtling into a boulder fifteen feet below. But while they’d slowed the momentum, they’d also blocked all four doors.

      Harrison worked his way around the trees to the front of the vehicle. He could just make out a woman in the driver’s seat—still singing. No blood that he could see, but who knew what was going on below the dash or behind the spiderwebbed windshield. He reached out and rapped on the hood and the singing turned into a scream.
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