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        She’s running from a forced marriage. He’s holding onto the promise she forgot.

        And one lie could ruin them both.

      

      

      Annabelle Waters:

      When I return to Lord’s Valley, it’s not for love. It’s not even for redemption.

      It’s survival.

      The man I married is a monster—and I’m trapped in a blackmail scheme that could land me in prison… or worse. So when Derek Fields, the brooding mechanic I once gave my heart—and my body—to, offers me a place to stay, I accept.

      Even if he doesn’t know the truth.

      Even if staying with him means lying through my teeth.

      But Derek sees too much. Feels too deep. And every time he touches me, I remember the girl I used to be. The girl who swore she’d never need saving—until now.

      He says he’d do anything to protect me.

      He has no idea what that’ll cost.

      Derek Fields:

      Annabelle was always mine. Even when she left without a goodbye.

      But now she’s back. Broken. Hiding. And every instinct I’ve got is screaming to pull her close and never let go.

      She thinks I don’t know she’s lying. But I see the bruises. I hear the panic in her voice when she thinks I’m not listening.

      And I’ll burn this whole damn town to the ground before I let anyone hurt her again.

      The problem is, I need her to marry me—for real.

      To save my land.

      But the deeper I fall, the more I realize:

      Annabelle’s not just keeping secrets.

      She’s living a lie that could destroy us both.

      From the Author: Dirty Mechanic was originally published in 2015 under the title Double Crossed. While the core characters remain the same, the story itself has undergone a complete transformation. Dirty Mechanic can be enjoyed as a standalone novel. While the series can be read in any order, to best follow the ongoing plot and character development, the author recommends starting with Dirty Cowboy, Dirty Mechanic, and Dirty Con.
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      If love were safe, I wouldn’t be coming home with a lie and a target on my back. My suitcase scrapes the dirt road, wheels bouncing like a shrapnel echo. I should’ve packed sneakers instead of stilettos and at least a shred of survival instinct. The plastic suitcase thuds against my shin with a measured beat, matching the pounding in my chest. I’m hours late, and every minute that ticks by feels like a second chance slipping through my fingers.

      I pick up my pace.

      Today marks Day One of Belle 2.0. Scratch that. Annabelle 2.0. Sparkling with commitment, rebooted, and emotionally available. Maybe even…married?

      To a mechanic.

      Not just any mechanic. Derek “grease-stained” Fields—king of engines, wrenches, and reckless wagers. Back when I thought glitter eyeliner was mysterious, he told me if we were both still single by Lords Valley’s centennial May Day, we’d get married.

      We shook on the deal. Then we found other ways to seal it that night.

      This year marks the ninety-ninth anniversary—one year shy of a century.

      But guess what?

      I’m single.

      He’s single.

      Why not?

      I can almost hear wedding bells under the cherry blossoms. My new sister-in-law has nailed the timing this spring, and the ranch must look like a postcard. My brother and Emma are about to say, “I do,” and I picture Emma fussing over last-minute details, every petal and place setting.

      I break into a brisk walk.

      I’m five hundred feet away from freedom and three thousand miles away from a landlord from hell who installs hidden cameras in bathrooms. The universe might be a dumpster fire, but for once, she came through and gave me a backbone.

      Not just for me. For Derek. For the man I’ve loved since I was old enough to understand what love meant. The same man I pushed away with every silent year I spent away.

      I told everyone I left town for nursing school to become Lords Valley’s first nurse. But after I got my degree, I never practiced. Every exam room, blood stain, and broken bone brought me back to the night John Huntz kidnapped me and my brother. When white coats made me suffocate, I stashed my diploma in a drawer and buried myself in baking. Though pies couldn’t make me whole, flour and butter on my hands felt safer than patient charts.

      Yet even as I buried myself in baking, the world back home never stopped turning.

      In two weeks, Lords Valley will flood with banners and beer tents for the May Day race. I’m sure Derek’s entered again, as he has every year. When I lived back home, he spent every dawn wrestling that burgundy ’67 Mustang Fastback into submission, tweaking its fuel maps and cornering springs so it hugs the turns like a thoroughbred.

      I cross the last bridge, round the bend and close the last quarter-mile. My parents’ farm unfolds like a living photograph. River-washed breeze, tinged with hay and wildflowers, brushes my cheeks as petals drift through the air.

      My throat goes dry and my fingers tingle at the wrought-iron gate.

      God, I’ve missed this place.

      But mostly, I missed him.

      I hit the gate—W-shaped flourish and all—and push through with a grin. Derek’s probably pacing by now, boots clicking on the brick path, ready to throw down a wedding right after my brother and Emma’s vows. That would be so him: zero patience, all heart.

      The thought makes butterflies riot in my stomach.

      Except, I’m late. And they probably already said their vows.

      If Derek saw me now, heels deep in soft grass, he’d laugh. Or maybe pull me into one of those rough, grounding hugs that smell like motor oil and home.

      My phone buzzes. Derek’s name lights up the screen like a lifeline, until leaves rustle behind me. I freeze, and the call goes to voicemail.

      No.

      “Going somewhere, Belle?” ​​His voice is an icicle down my spine. The taste of copper builds on my tongue.

      My legs lock and my gut hammers to run.

      I turn slowly, like I’m stuck in some nightmare, and if I move too fast, it’ll make the monster real.

      But the nightmare is real, and the monster’s alive.

      Mike Bishop, my former landlord from hell, steps from behind a weeping willow, all smirk, swagger, and venom dressed up in expensive cologne. His eyes gleam with cruelty.

      My stomach twists in on itself.

      “Mike,” I swallow, a worthless sound.

      He crosses the last yard in two strides. “I knew you’d try to slip away.” He reaches out and drags my suitcase free.

      “Give it back.” I lunge.

      He sidesteps, amused, his glare dipped in gasoline. “We’re going back to San Francisco.”

      “No.” My voice cracks. “My lease is up. I’m going home.”

      His laugher echoes as he opens up his coat and removes my black journal from within.

      “How did you get that?” I snatch it.

      He smirks. “You think I didn't see you writing in it? Cameras in your apartment catch everything, and I kno-o-o-w what you did…” His tone drips with taunt before snapping deadly serious, intimate in the worst possible way.

      The world tilts, and I sway.

      “You’re lying,” I whisper, but even I don’t believe it.

      “Am I?” He yanks it back and swings open his coat on the other side. My revolver is nestled against his hip.

      “You left this too. Tss, tss, tss…sloppy, Belle,” he sneers. “My brother Rick says you owe us both, but I’m just the lucky bastard who gets to collect first.”

      I stop breathing because I know I hid the gun in my parent’s house.

      “Wha…what were you doing in my parents’ attic?” My voice barely carries.

      “Collecting proof.” He removes the gun from behind his belt. “It’s the piece you used to kill my father, right?”

      I stumble backward. “Your—” My throat tightens. “Your father?”

      The gunshot from over a year and a half ago still echoes in my ears and vibrates in my bones. I feel the handpiece in my palm and smell the metallic burn in the air like it happened moments ago. I pulled the trigger to save Emma and my sister Misty from John Huntz. And some nights, when the world’s too quiet, I can still feel Derek’s hand on mine, steadying the aim.

      “John Michael Huntz.” His smirk hardens. “The bastard never claimed his kids, but at least kept the money coming until your brother shut it off.”

      Eric was paying off Huntz until the son of a bitch kidnapped my half-sister and tried to kill my brother’s fiancée. They almost died that day on the bridge.

      He unslings the revolver like a barista grabbing an espresso. The cylinder spins into place with a hollow click, cold metal sliding over cold metal, so deliberate it echoes in my skull.

      I backpedal into a gnarled stump. My heel drags against rough bark, the rasping scrape tearing at my sole like sandpaper on skin.

      “Huntz knocked up my mother in Mexico and bailed. And since you shot him, you’re gonna fix what he failed to do.”

      Acrid smoke curls around us, sharp and metallic, searing my throat with every breath. I taste ash on my tongue and feel it cling to the back of my throat. I whip around.

      My parents’ house—our family home—is on fire.

      “No—” My voice cracks.

      The flames reach the gutters, orange tongues licking the roof, the blaze engulfing the house and my roots in black smoke.

      He jams the gun into my ribs and shoves me toward the tucked car in the bushes.

      “We’ve got an appointment at City Hall.” He eases the passenger door open like we’re going on some twisted date.

      “City Hall?” I swallow smoke.

      His hand clamps down on my arm. “You owe me, Belle. You’re going to pay off my father’s debt.”

      What debt?

      What debt?

      My phone buzzes again. I know it’s Derek, but Mike snatches it before I can even think.

      “No distractions.” He slides it into his pocket like he owns me. “You’re mine now.”

      Instant regret flares in my chest. Derek’s been trying to reach me for months, and I never answered. I can still hear his voice in those messages, pleading, angry, begging me to come home. But I was too ashamed. Too scared he’d hate me for cutting him off while I tried to figure out my life. In his last voicemail, he said he’d wait for me at my brother’s wedding. And that’s when I realized: without Derek, I might as well not be alive.

      My stomach flips, and my brain scrambles for an exit that doesn’t exist. Mike brushes my bangs aside like he has any right to touch me. His fingers graze my forehead with a mocking tenderness that curdles my stomach.

      “You’re my golden ticket, Belle. Huntz never filed papers for my mother and never got us citizenship. Since you killed him... You owe me.” His voice is a low rasp in the space between us. “You’re going to be my wife.”

      He leans in even closer. “You’re gonna get me a green card.”

      “I will never⁠—”

      “It’s either that or prison.” He flings my journal onto the dash like a royal flush in a game of poker I never agreed to play. “Pick your poison. And let’s be honest, orange is not your color.”

      The bile rises so fast up my throat, I taste acid. The car lurches forward, the engine roaring like it knows it’s carrying me straight to hell.

      I twist in my seat for one last look.

      My childhood home collapses in on itself, flames devouring the last fragile pieces of who I used to be as friends and family rush toward the fire. Everything inside me breaks.

      Mike floors the gas, and just like that, I’m gone.

      Two days later, I’m on the other side of the country, on the outskirts of San Francisco, drifting through a gloomy courthouse. My heels echo like a death knell and my black dress is funeral linen cinched too tight. This isn’t a wedding. It’s my burial.

      The bouquet he shoved into my hand wilts with poetic timing, petals bruised and curling. Thorns bite into my palms, but the pain is dull and distant.

      Mike prowls beside me.

      “Pick up the pace,” he elbows my ribs right where the bruises are blooming and raw, from his “accidental” shove into the door frame last night.

      I keep my shoulders squared. Surviving is more important than flinching.

      The officiant stands at a plain podium in a gray suit, with clipboard in his hands, and no soul.

      I could scream. Run. Beg.

      But I already tried that. And got shoved into a door frame.

      “Why are you doing this?” My voice cracks against the vaulted ceiling.

      Mike’s smirk is all knives. “Without that green card, everything I built disappears. Dear, dead Dad had property in Lords Valley. It’ll be easier to claim if I’m a citizen. This isn’t about romance, sweetheart. It’s survival. I need you. And you?” He leans close and his breath sours my cheek. “You need to keep your pretty little self out of jail and keep your lover boy from spending the rest of his life behind bars, or I’ll expose all your journal confessions.”

      I almost laugh. Almost.

      Because this is insanity.

      Mike Bishop. My toxic ex-landlord, my kidnapper’s son and my captor, needs me. And he’s blackmailing me into marriage to get what he wants.

      Fine. If it means Derek will be safe, he can have the paper, but I’m keeping my soul.

      My knees shake, but I keep breathing. Keep existing. Keep wondering if Derek’s calling. If he’s pacing, furious, hurt, thinking I’ve disappeared again.

      Just get through this.

      The ceremony lasts five miserable minutes in a dingy courthouse outside San Francisco. Mike nods once at the bored clerk he paid to overlook the lack of proper witnesses. A sleepy security guard eyes me dispassionately, clearly in Mike’s pocket too. The judge drones through his script, never making eye contact. I inhale the ever-present smell of bleach as Mike slips a tacky plastic ring from a gumball machine onto my finger.  I close my eyes, whisper “I do”, and sell my life to the devil.

      We drive back to the same block I ran from. Mike’s bar reeks of cheap whiskey, cigarettes, and despair.

      Neon signs buzz like dying fireflies, casting jaundiced light across sticky floors and sticky men. Regulars barely glance at the bride dragged inside. Maybe that’s because I look like a corpse.

      “Welcome home, Mrs. Bishop,” Mike’s voice is a predator’s purr as he jerks a thumb toward the stairwell. “Apartment’s just as you left it. Keep it spotless. I’ll be back tonight. We have a marriage to consummate.”

      My skin crawls.

      Over. My. Dead. Body.

      But I say nothing. Right now, silence is my shield.

      I drag my suitcase up the stairs, each step heavier than the last. My hand shakes when I slide the key into the lock, but I get it open.

      The place hasn’t changed. Same bleach-scented prison of bare walls and claustrophobic corners. I bolt the deadbolts and prop a chair under the doorknob.

      I know it’s not enough, but tonight, Mike will be too drunk to remember I’m upstairs.

      The next day, I buy a new lock and two more deadbolts. I start using the fire escape to get in and out.

      I make myself invisible.

      And for a while, it works.

      For almost a year, Mike’s words chip away at everything inside me. When I’m not working at the bakery, he makes me work shifts in his bar, cleaning up after drunk customers, their eyes crawling over me. Every day he whispers the same poison: “No one's coming for you. Not Derek. Not your brother. You're mine. No one wants you back.” Eventually, I start believing him.

      While Mike stays distracted with his bar, his shady friends, and his schemes, waiting for a clear background check to get his green card, I become a ghost in his world.

      I work. I eat. I sleep with one eye open and tell myself I’m safe. Until the night I wake to the sound of splintering wood as Mike breaks through the apartment door I thought was bolted tight.

      I sit up, heart hammering in my throat. The door is hanging from its hinges and Mike looms in the hall like the devil’s shadow.

      “What are you doing?” My voice barely escapes.

      He smiles that slow, poisonous smile.

      “It’s time we validated this marriage.”

      He blocks my path to the fire escape before I can reach it. Drunk, he crosses the room in two strides, and I have nowhere to run. I want to fight. God, I want to run back to Derek, to home, to a life I never really let myself believe I deserved. But that night, all I know is how to survive. And survival means keeping my mouth shut, keeping my heart locked down, and hoping the damage stays small.

      I tell myself it’s safer this way. I tell myself it’s the only way.

      But my chest aches to not give up.

      So I fight. I scream. I beg.

      But it doesn’t matter.

      He laughs, low and dark, his eyes glazed with rage. “Did you really think you could hide from me?” His grip tightens, fingers bruising my skin. “You’re mine, Belle."

      His hands are hard. His grip, unyielding. He shoves me down, whispering his ownership into my skin with every violation, his alcohol-laced breath fogging my eyes.

      When it’s over, he leaves without a word.

      I stare at the tangled sheets, the empty room, and the hollow version of myself reflected in the cracked mirror.

      The door still swings open, broken, and the room spins.

      Not like this.

      You’re not dead yet, Annabelle. Run!

      I escape that night, aware that if this backfires, I can land in a cell Mike would decorate with my tears.
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      The sun’s barely up, all soft gold and promises, when I kneel at Sarah’s grave. Dew soaks my jeans, and the air smells of wet earth, sweet blossoms, and cruel grief. A rusted wind chime hangs from the willow tree above, its sorrowful notes echoing through the quiet.

      I brush away a few leaves at the base of her headstone. Simple. Just how she’d have wanted: her name, the dates, and nothing else. No flourishes, no marble angels. Just the blunt reality of a life cut short.

      A bouquet of her favorite daisies rests at the bottom, a little wilted at the edges. I touch the carved letters like I might find her heartbeat in the grooves.

      “You’d love how Blake turned out.” My voice cracks. “He’s got your heart. All the parts I didn’t know how to give him.”

      I rub the center of my chest where it always tightens. It’s not like heartburn. No, this is the slow pain. The guilt kind. The one that never leaves, no matter how many times I whisper apologies to the dead.

      “I’m sorry, Sarah,” I say again. The words hit the air and vanish. Like always.

      Because if I’d just fixed the brakes, she’d still be here.

      The wind rustles through the trees, soft and floral, brushing against my skin like a memory I don’t deserve. Sometimes, when I let myself believe in signs, I think it’s her. But signs don’t matter when you’re the one who twisted the wrench on fate.

      “It’s been years, and I still can’t fix what I broke. I have to win this May Day race or lose our farm.”

      A slammed car door echoes from the parking lot. I turn and see Blake striding toward me with hands jammed deep in his pockets, shoulders hunched, and nervous energy trailing his steps.

      “Morning, Dad.” He tips back his hat.

      “Morning, kid.” I stand, brushing the damp off my jeans. I try to look casual, but he sees right through me. He always has.

      He looks at the headstone. “Talking to Mom?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Something like that. What brings you out here?”

      He hesitates. The hat comes off and the brim-twisting begins. It’s an old tell of nerves from when he used to sneak cookies before dinner.

      “I came to tell Mom something important,” he says.

      My eyebrows lift. “You look serious.”

      He rubs his palms together like he’s trying to light a fire. Then he blurts it out like he can’t hold it in a second longer.

      “I’m gonna ask Misty to marry me.”

      The news hits me like a semi.

      Marriage.

      My boy. My little grease-monkey-turned-man is proposing.

      I see it all in a blink: the baby with a gummy smile, the toddler who once stuck a socket wrench in a toaster, the teenager who stayed up fixing engines as if it were his birthright, the man who now runs a massive hog farm.

      “Really?” My voice is more gravelly than usual.

      “She’s my world.”

      Twenty years ago, I’d said the same damn thing about his mom, Sarah.

      “You nervous?”

      He shrugs, fidgeting. “A little. What if I screw it up?”

      I place my hand on his shoulder and give it a reassuring squeeze. “Speak from your heart. That’s all Misty needs.”

      He nods, but his eyes flick to the headstone. “Do you think Mom would’ve approved?”

      “No doubt.”

      A slow smile curls his lips. “Found the perfect spot to propose out on the daisy field. Same place as our first date.”

      “Perfect.”

      He bites the inside of his cheek, and I recognize the look.

      “Do you approve?” he asks.

      “Of course I do. You know what I told your mom when I proposed?”

      Blake shakes his head.

      “I told her she was my world.”

      A slow smile tugs at his lips. “We’re building an addition onto Grandpa and Nana’s place. This way, you stay here, and we’re always close by.”

      I would feel better if the land where I lived were truly mine. Even with the next race I expect to win, I’ll be short on funds to complete the purchase. After Sarah died, her uncle assured me the loan had no time limit, but now he wants all the money paid. And he’s suing me if I don’t.

      Like I have fucking time and money for lawyers.

      There is another option. My grandparents left an old-school stipulation in their will: marry before I turn forty-five next year, and I inherit everything in the trust. It’s more than enough to buy this land.

      Between racing for prize money and that will’s deadline, I’m running out of options and time.

      “I assume Misty has the renovation money from her estate sale?”

      “It’s not sold yet, but soon. Emma’s working on it to ensure privacy, but I have some money to start. So… I have your blessing?”

      “Course you do. I’m proud of you. So damn proud.” I bring him into my arms and hold tightly until I feel grounded again. A sudden chill grips me. Losing him would hollow me out more than Sarah’s absence ever did. He squeezes back, then pulls away.

      “While we’re getting emotional, there’s something else.”

      I cock a brow, wiping a phantom tear. “Yeah?”

      He glances around like the ghosts might be looking for gossip.

      “Misty’s pregnant,” he says. “Found out last week. We’ll make the official announcement after her first trimester, but I thought you should know.”

      My heart stalls.

      “You’re serious?”

      He grins wide. “You’re gonna be a grandpa.”

      I blink. “I’m… A grandpa?”

      He nods. “I love her,” he says. “When Huntz kidnapped her, I felt like I lost everything. I don’t want to waste time. Life’s too damn short.”

      He’s not wrong. He’s racing toward a future while I’m racing against my past, and the clock.

      I never thought I’d be around for this chapter of life, chasing grandbabies and letting them run around the orchard. My chest tightens. What if I fail him the way I failed Sarah? The way I failed Annabelle?

      I motion to the bulge in his jacket pocket. “That what I think it is?”

      He pulls out a velvet box and pops it open.

      Sarah’s delicate rose gold band rests within. The diamond catches the morning light the same way it did the day I slipped it on her finger. I picture Misty wearing it, laughing, twirling it when she is nervous, and holding Blake’s hand for the first time.

      Life’s not only short, but it also creeps up on you faster than grey hairs.

      I swallow and shove the emotion down.

      “Mom would be proud.” My vice tickles my throat. “You’ve got her eyes and her heart. She had a way of softening a room just by walking into it, and so do you.”

      Blake smirks. “Don’t forget your stubborn streak.”

      I laugh, pulling him in again to mess up his hair. He’s bigger than me now. And stronger. But right now, he’s still that boy who once asked me if love could fix everything.

      Fuck if I know.

      “You’re a good man, Blake. Misty’s lucky.”

      “I’m the lucky one, Dad.” He steps back. “You know, Misty told me Annabelle’s coming back.”

      The name slams into me like a crowbar to the ribs.

      Annabelle.

      The ground shifts beneath me.

      I knew she was coming. I heard it in the whispers and felt it in the silence. The kind of silence that doesn’t just fill space. It suffocates it. Every missed call. Every unread text. Every damn excuse I made to stop hoping. I promised myself if she ever came back, I’d be smarter. Stronger. But standing here, all I feel is the old pull. It’s sharp and reckless. Because this isn’t just an old flame walking back in. This is the start of something I might not survive.

      My focus drifts to the line of trees along the ridge where the sun’s barely started to burn away the morning fog. The world looks softer from here, like it forgot how cruel it can be.

      I put my hands in my pockets. “She’s on her way?”

      Blake smirks again. I’m fucking starting to hate all his little smirks. “Yeah. Should be here soon.”

      Soon. How soon? Before I finish at the track tomorrow night? Before I’ve had a chance to get my head on straight?

      Hell. I may not be ready to face Annabelle, but I’m not letting her run again.

      Fuck.

      I drag a hand down my face, trying to shake off the nerves. “You need anything else, kid?”

      “Actually, yeah. My brakes are giving in again.”

      I raise a brow. “Again?”

      He shrugs, sheepish. “Meant to bring it by, but got caught up with chores.”

      “Bring it in as soon as possible. Better yet, I’ll tow it.”

      “It’s all right. I can drop her off tomorrow. Oh, and this came for you.” He fishes something out of his jacket and hands it over. “Nana said it’s from mom’s estate lawyer.”

      Fuck.

      I should’ve torched that damn envelope the moment it showed up. Must have dropped it on my way out of their house.

      “Guess Annabelle’s got better timing than I thought.” I mumble.

      Blake frowns. “What do you mean?”

      But I just laugh.

      A bitter, low thing that tastes like dust and old memories. We made a deal, Annabelle and me. Sealed it with sweat and promises and a moan so sweet I still hear it in the quiet.

      If neither of us were married by this year, we’d marry each other on the hundred-year anniversary of May Day.

      And guess what, sweetheart? I’m about to cash in.
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      The next day crawls by, and I’m no better than a man trying to outrun his own shadow. Blake gets tied up with the farm, and I get tied up with my own damn mind.

      By noon, I’m elbow-deep in someone’s busted engine, but mentally? I’m nowhere near this garage.

      Nope. I’m stuck with her.

      Annabelle.

      She floats through my brain like smoke. Sweet, choking, and impossible to hold.

      I scrub my forehead with my sleeve, smear a fresh line of grease across my temple, and groan. The woman’s a ghost I never laid to rest.

      She used to stand in this garage with her hands on her hips and sass in her eyes, challenging me like I didn’t know my own damn torque specs. She’d swipe grease on my cheek just to see if I’d flinch. And then she’d laugh.

      I loved the way she laughed.

      I loved the way she trusted.

      She gave me her virginity in the back of my RV, like it was a gift and a dare rolled into one. In my head, I’m back in that RV, holding her body, kissing her neck, and imagining a future that never got the right cue. She was young and fearless and everything I didn’t know I needed.

      And then, the night she left. Without a word. Without a goodbye. A few months later, she texted some lame reason about going to nursing school in San Francisco, and there went my chance. I waited two more years until we caught up in the RV again.

      And that was the end of us.

      Or it should’ve been.

      I lost Annabelle the first time when she was nineteen and I was a widowed twenty-six-year-old with an eight-year-old son. After giving me everything in the back of my RV, she left for nursing school in San Francisco. For six years, she barely came home. Then, at twenty-five, she returned for a whole year, and for a minute I thought we had it figured out. We took that RV across the country with Blake, building memories I couldn't let go of. But Huntz threatened her again, and she ran back to San Francisco. Four more years passed before she returned at twenty-nine, just long enough to break my heart again and shake up my eighteen-year-old son with one kiss. Then last year, she came home for Harvest Fest, stayed through summer, and nearly shattered me when we shot Huntz by the riverside to save our friends. Each time she returned, I fell deeper. Each time she left, I broke a little more.

      And now, she’s coming back, ruling my brain like a Queen.

      I tighten a bolt too hard and feel the wrench bite into my palm. You don’t get many do-overs in life. But if this is the one? It will be on my terms, and I won’t let her run.

      The garage fills with the clangs of tools, the rumble of engines, and customers chatting about May Day and the race tonight. I nod where appropriate and keep my hands moving, but I’m not present.

      At the track, they’ve got me in the pit tonight, hired as a mechanic. Nothing major, just enough to keep my hands busy and my bank account from slipping into humiliation. But I’m tempted to suit up and do another practice run. Win the damn race. Sell the trophy, borrow a bit, and finally buy the farm from Sarah’s uncle. Ignore my grandparents’ ultimatum to marry, and at the same time, marry Annabelle, because I want to.

      I want to fucking take back what’s rightfully mine in every way.

      Annabelle included.

      But where there’s pride, there’s pain. Thousands of days I spent loving her… only to lose her.

      By the time the sun dips below the horizon, I’m at the track’s front office, leaning over the signup sheet. I snag a stray pen from the counter, and scrawl my name in bold print.

      One of the rookie drivers starts bragging about a motorhome he bought, and I laugh, telling him about mine. The old rust bucket still sits in the backyard, overgrown with rose bushes and ghosts.

      It took me across the country once. Took us across the country.

      I don’t remember the landscapes. Just her feet on my dash, and her laughter rolling through the speakers louder than the radio.

      “Are you racing?” he asks. “I’m Richard.”

      I shake his hand. “Derek. Nice to meet you. I just signed up.”

      “Derek? The unbeatable Derek ‘Mustang Maverick’? You’re one gifted son of a bitch.”

      “Not gifted. Just lucky.”

      We chat about the track and his lack of experience, so I give him a few pointers and tricks, since I’m in the first round and he’s in the second one. If he’s lucky, we’ll face off in the finals. By the time I head back to town, the sky’s navy blue and the first stars are peeking through. I should go home and call it a night.

      Instead, I steer for the Rusty Lantern Pub like it’s calling my name. An old red Chevy I don’t recognize rolls by the front, and something in my gut clenches. But the moment I step out of my car and hear her voice through the pub’s front window, I forget all about the truck.

      That voice.

      Soft. Warm. Threaded with sweet danger and the ache of things unsaid.

      My runaway bride.

      My chest tightens, like my ribs forgot how to make room for air. Despite my lungs turning to stone, I follow the sound like a man possessed, and I open the pub’s door.

      And there she is. Back in my life like a damn wrecking ball with lipstick.

      Annabelle Waters.

      And here I am, heart stuttering like a first-year engine that forgot how to idle.

      I let out an involuntary sigh.

      She’s sitting in the back corner, nursing a drink like it’s the only thing left she can hold on to. My hands clench, my breath shortens, and every damn part of me remembers her like a scar that never healed.

      She doesn’t see me.

      Not yet.

      But she will.

      Because I don’t walk. I charge toward the woman who promised to marry me.

      And damn it…

      I will make her keep that promise.
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      Gravel crunches under my boots, sharp, brittle, and unforgiving. My suitcase wheels groan behind me, snagging on every divot as if screaming, ‘Turn around, Annabelle. Move to Alaska!”

      But it’s too late.

      Lords Valley spreads ahead, smug and picturesque, its fences draped in spring blossoms and its air thick with the scent of lilacs and renewal. Paper lanterns and streamers snap in the breeze as May Day hums to life.

      It’s all so bright and so cheerful, it makes me want to vomit.

      Where was all this sweetness when I needed it? Where were these happy, busy people when I was locked in a San Francisco apartment, clutching a kitchen knife in one shaking hand and praying Mike Bishop wouldn’t pick that night to come back?

      I swallow hard, tightening my grip on the suitcase. Inside, the hidden weight of the gun and my journal knock softly against the lining.

      I’m not the girl they remember. Not anymore.

      The town doesn’t know it yet, but the woman they once called their Pie Princess—their first town nurse, their smiling Annabelle—is returning as something cracked and dangerous, something that might not survive this return.

      A stray dog shuffles at the curb, ribs shining through patchy fur. I crouch, clicking my tongue, but she bolts, vanishing behind the scorched skeleton of my childhood home.

      I straighten slowly, staring at the blackened beams jutting into the sky like snapped bones. I don’t even remember walking here. My roots have turned to ash and blown with the wind. I drag in a shaky breath and force myself forward, back to town, because there’s only one place left to go.

      I can’t face Derek Fields yet. Not after everything I left him to clean up. God knows, I’m not ready to face myself, but I need somewhere to breathe. Somewhere to sit. Somewhere the ghosts don’t talk back, and the demons stay drunk.

      So I head for the Rusty Lantern Pub.

      The door creaks open to whiskey, pine cleaner, old smoke, and sweet memory.

      Inside, the worn leather barstools haven’t changed. Neither has the low hum of voices, or the battered jukebox whispering an old country song no one listens to anymore.

      I roll my suitcase across the floor, pulse rattling under my skin. Familiar faces glance up, nodding like I just stepped out for a minute and not, you know, years.

      “Welcome back, Annabelle,” George calls from behind the bar, his smile warm and worn-in. For half a second, I almost believe I’m home.

      He steps out from behind the counter, all warmth and minty dish soap, and wraps me in a quick, sturdy hug. I stiffen—then lean in just for a second, tasting the safety I’ve missed.

      “It’s good to see you.”

      I manage a smile that cracks like glass. “You too.”

      “What’ll it be?”

      

      “Double whiskey. Neat.”

      George doesn’t blink. He pours. No questions. Just service with emotional restraint.

      I slide into a corner booth. Leather sticks to my thighs like judgment. The first sip brings mercy. The second one, forgiveness. And the third, a forget-me-not moment. Whiskey never fixes anything, but tonight, it’s trying.

      I close my eyes as the pub hums around me. Smoke settles in my bones, but it doesn’t take long for me to feel him. I know his footsteps by name. They carry the weight of a man who was born to undo me. And damn it, I want to be undone.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. Annabelle Waters, back in town.”

      His voice detonates the past. I open my eyes and see Derek Fields, standing by my table like he never left my dreams—or nightmares—or both.

      He looks older and sharper around the edges. Still broad-shouldered, and still magnetic gravity in human form. A grease smudge stains above his brow, and a strand of gray lightens his temple. He’s the same, and completely different. Like me.

      The grip on my glass tightens.

      “Mr. Fields,” I say coolly.

      His mouth quirks. “Mr. Fields? Last time you called me that, you were dating my kid. What happened to Derek, Pie Princess?”

      The nickname slices me open, but I don’t let it show.

      “We didn’t date.” My voice is flat and sharp. A little too sharp. “I thought we were past that. And you know what happened to Derek, Derek.”

      Which is a lie.

      Because I don’t know what happened to him after I left. I don’t know if he hated me, missed me, erased me. I only know that I never stopped trying to forget how he made me feel. Safe, seen, and wanted.

      Loved.

      “Drinking alone, or waiting for rescue from bad whiskey decisions?” he asks.

      I bite my cheek, holding back a smile I have no business letting slip.

      “I thought you’d be the last person to play knight in shining armor.”

      “Wrong. I’m the grease-stained hero whose horses never break down.”

      He slides into the booth as if time and heartbreak are just technical glitches he’s already fixed.

      “Come on, Annabelle,” he murmurs. “I’ve had you in my bed. And you’re right, we’re past all that, so I think you can call me by my first name.”

      I raise my glass instead of answering, but every sip burns away my resolve, because loving him again could destroy us both. Derek Fields isn’t just an ex.

      He’s the man who’s tied to my biggest secret. The man I’ve been running from and toward at the same time. The man who, if I’m not careful, will rot for me in jail.

      The old pull is instant. But so is the ache—the heavy reminder of why I’m really here. If we marry, Mike’s hold on me vanishes. And with it, any need for me to stand up in court.

      

      If we marry, maybe… Maybe I can finally stop running.

      And as I sit across from him, feeling the heat of his gaze, the rough softness in his voice, the quiet promise that he’s never stopped waiting, I realize something terrifying.

      I’m not sure I’ll survive loving Derek Fields again. But I know I won’t survive not loving him.

      “I heard you were back.” His arm is flung over the seat as casually as a date, and as loaded as my whole messy return.

      “You heard? What, did the cows gossip?”

      He snorts. “Word travels fast, especially when a woman hauls a floral suitcase down Main Street like she’s auditioning for a country music video.”

      “It’s paisley, thank you. And it matches my trauma.”

      He laughs, loud and real. It’s just enough to make my stupid heart do a flip it has no business doing. I hate how much I missed that laugh and how much I want to bottle it like perfume.

      “Annabelle,” he says, voice dropping.

      Dangerous. Soft. Almost tender.

      “Don’t.” I set my glass down. “Not yet.”

      A beat passes. His jaw ticks, but he nods.

      “Okay. Just… Didn’t expect to find you here. Thought you’d be halfway to Alaska by now.”

      “Alaska may be an option if I can’t bury the past. Reclaim my life. Maybe commit a light crime.”

      He arches a brow. “Need backup again?”

      I snicker. That’s Derek. Always offering help, despite consequences. “I think one murder between us is enough.”

      God, if only baking pies were felonious enough to derail Mike’s case, I’d open up a bakery.

      His smile falters, memory flickering in his eyes. For a second, this place isn’t the pub. It’s the riverbank. A wedding that never happened. A promise neither of us knew how to keep.

      Silence stretches, and I want to fill it with something stupid, like a pie recipe or the weather. Instead, I come up with something even more absurd. “So…still single?”

      He blinks. “Seriously?”

      “Just checking if that backup offer includes benefits.”

      Whiskey loosens my tongue, but it’s not like we’re strangers.

      His eyes darken. “That depends. You offering a merger?”

      “Let’s not skip the prenup, grease monkey. I’m barely in town.”

      But my voice betrays me. A little too breathy. A little too hopeful.

      He raises his glass, lazy and lethal. “To new beginnings.”

      I tap mine to his, pulse hammering, betting on drink and ruin, both. Whiskey burns less, but not enough.

      He watches me. He’s always been good at that, never pushing, just waiting.

      Waiting until you break.

      I break first.

      “You don’t have to babysit me,” I mutter. “I’ve survived fine on my own.”

      He leans back, arms draped over the booth as if he owns the place. “Right. That’s why you walked ten miles from the station instead of calling for a ride?”

      I bristle. “I needed the air.”

      “Or an excuse not to face anyone.”

      I glare.

      He sips.

      Of course, he’s right. I didn’t call. I couldn’t bear my brother’s disappointment or Emma’s tears, because it’s torture when someone actually gets your pain.

      But Derek? He looks at me like I’m still me, which somehow hurts worse.

      “You always ran,” he says quietly.

      I flinch.

      He sees it.

      Damn him.

      “I’m not running anymore. Not even to Alaska.”

      His gaze sharpens. “So? Why skip your brother’s wedding?”

      My chest caves in. There are too many ghosts in that chapel.

      “Derek, please. Not tonight.” My words are a prayer against every nightmare I carry. “Let me decompress.”

      I finish my whiskey in one pull. It’s the only way I stay sitting upright. “I should go.”

      “To the Motor-Inn?” His brow lifts, half amusement, half a silent “You’re making terrible decisions again.”

      “Yes, Derek. To the Motor-Inn. My parent’s house is in ashes and Eric's is full.”

      He mutters under his breath, “Stubborn as hell,” then downs his drink and stands, stretching off this conversation like it’s a bad hangover.

      “Suit yourself. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. That place hasn’t been cleaned since Bush was in office.”

      I roll my eyes. “Which one?”

      “The first one.”

      I snort against my will. The tiny, involuntary sound almost feels like laughter, but I’m too raw.

      He watches with that unreadable look until he slips his hand into mine and whispers, “Stay with me.”

      The words land softly, gentle, but with steel underneath.

      I fake a smile. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”

      We both know that’s a lie.

      He lets it go, as he always does, giving me space even when every part of him wants to pull me back.

      I’m so ready to be pulled back, I just don’t know how to open my fingers.

      We finish our drinks in a silence that feels more like home than awkward. Like slipping into a song you hum in your sleep. Familiar safety settles in my chest. For a heartbeat, the whiskey blurs the years, and it feels like no time has passed between us.

      The fire Derek always kindled in me never burned out; it merely smoldered like a pilot light waiting for someone to flip the switch and set everything ablaze.

      My heart crackles every time he glances at me—and he does it often. My skin remembers his hands mapping my body like Braille. My lips remember the way his mouth lingered, rewriting every one of our mistakes.

      I shake the thought off like a bad habit.

      Focus, Annabelle. Whiskey thoughts are not to be trusted.

      The door to the pub swings open, cool air sweeping in like a warning. I straighten automatically.

      I raise an eyebrow and quip, “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

      He leans back in his seat, all lazy confidence and bad intentions. “Not sure I have to try, Honeycrisp—you’re doing a damn fine job on your own. Remember the last time we drank this much?”

      Oh, I remember.

      It ended with me bent over the tiny table in his rusty RV, struggling to catch my breath while he reminded me exactly how many ways he knew how to undo me.

      My thighs clench at the memory. I hate how much he knows me.

      I grab my suitcase, pushing up from the booth like a woman on a mission, even if my knees wobble like Jell-O in a windstorm.

      “All right then, Honeycrisp,” he drawls, rising to his feet. “Let’s get you settled in with the spiders.”

      I roll my eyes, but I don’t stop him when he reaches for my bag. He can’t feel the true weight it carries. He doesn’t know what’s within. But Derek Fields is still playing the gentleman, and I let him light all the matches next to my emotional explosives.

      Some battles just aren’t worth fighting. And some men are impossible to outrun.

      Outside, the air is cool and quiet, the kind of small-town night where everything feels wrapped in cotton. Derek laughs softly as we head down the dusty path, until I wobble and fall into his arms. He loses his balance and we barely regain our composure without falling.

      “Looks like we’re both walking home tonight. I’ll pick up the truck tomorrow.”

      I pause. “I told you. I’m going to the Inn.”

      He sighs like I just declared I’m moving into a swamp full of venomous snakes. “All right. Have it your stubborn way. At least let me walk you there.”

      I want to argue.

      I should argue.

      But my head’s fuzzy, and my legs are loose, and if someone so much as sneezes in my direction right now, I’ll collapse like a poorly assembled lawn chair. Or maybe, he could pull me into one of those rough, grounding hugs that smell like motor oil and home.

      “Fine. Walk me there.” My speech is slurred and dreamy. Too dreamy.

      We walk. Or rather, I stumble, and Derek adjusts his pace to make it look like it’s not a whole thing. I try to stand tall, but my body’s conspiring against me, so I push up my chin—right as the sidewalk tilts.

      Derek’s hand is there before I realize I’m falling, warm and firm against my arm, grounding me like he’s been doing it for years.

      And maybe he has.

      “Well,” he murmurs, amused, “this is gonna be an interesting walk home.”

      “Motor-Inn,” I correct, even as I lean just slightly into his grip.

      He grins. “Sure, Honeycrisp. Whatever helps you sleep.”

      The Motor-Inn looms in front of us like a sad punchline. The neon Vacancy sign buzzes half-heartedly overhead, flickering like even it doesn’t believe in second chances.

      Derek doesn’t say a word as I dig for the key I picked up from George. He just watches, expression unreadable, with my suitcase full of evidence still in his hand.

      “I got it,” I mumble.

      I absolutely do not got it.

      The key refuses to cooperate. My fingers refuse to listen. And just as I start to curse under my breath, I pivot way too fast and walk straight into a wall of man.

      His chest is broad. Warm. Infuriatingly steady.

      And there it is. That scent of motor oil and home. Plus whiskey.

      His hands land on my shoulders, steadying me, and suddenly, we’re so close I can feel the heat of his breath against my cheek. My pulse jackknifes.

      His grip tightens just enough to make me feel safe and secure. Just enough to make me want to fall apart.

      “You sure you don’t want me to check for spiders?” he murmurs, the word ‘spiders’ landing like every fear I’ve tried to flush from my veins. His voice teases with a dark dare.

      And I…want to say yes.

      God, I want to scream yes.

      Yes to the spiders. Yes to the bed. Yes to him staying, to him touching, to him unraveling me the way only Derek can.

      But I can’t.

      I won’t. I’m still a married woman on paper.

      “Honestly?” I whisper, my voice barely there. “I’m just tired.”

      He holds my gaze, not pressing, just seeing, like he’s measuring how deep I’ll let him in. I brace for accusation, but he drops my hand, and the empty space feels like ice.

      “Good night, Mr. Fields,” I say, because I’m a coward and I don’t know what else to do.

      His mouth twitches. “Good night, Honeycrisp.”

      The nickname lands softer this time. Almost fond.

      I slip inside. By the time I lock the door behind me, my legs feel like half-used jacks, and my heart feels like someone left the ignition running. I press my forehead against the cool wood. My pulse is still erratic, my breath shallow.
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