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Cherry Miller

I’M STROLLING DOWN the sidewalk on my way to work, my nose buried deep in a book, as per my usual. I don’t pay much attention to the world around me because I really don’t have to. What’s the point? Downtown never changes. It’s stuck in a twentieth century time warp—a forgotten place in time.

Sure, the main street of Tempest, aptly named, wait for it...Main Street...is ripe with charm. Delicious aromas waft from the bakery, and a paradise of petals fills the florist’s window. Tools and supplies line the shelves of the hardware store, and at the end of the street, there’s an old-time theater with just one screen.

But no one would film a Hallmark movie here in Tempest anymore. Nobody even comes to Tempest anymore.

That once-grand theater? Stands silent, its velvet curtains and twinkling chandeliers nothing but a memory. In between the cozy bakery and florist and hardware store, the other once-bustling shops have been reduced to desolate facades with boarded up windows, their proprietors having long since left town in search of something more promising.

Tempest is dying slowly.

We desperately need to fill the empty shops and entice families to move back. But a group of entrenched locals seem to be dead set against progress, stuck in their ways that have caused the town to sink into a lethargic state of uninspiring mediocrity.

Lethargic state of uninspiring mediocrity is a pretty good description of my life too, come to think of it.

Romance and adventure are all I dream of, but Tempest is a place of boring sameness. Every day, I see the same faces, hear the same gossip, and pass by the same tired buildings. I am stuck in a cycle of monotony that seems to go on forever. My dreams of excitement feel too far away, like they are never meant to come true. I can’t leave–my family needs me.

As I walk down Main Street, I take a moment to look wistfully at the old empty bookstore and dream of a different future. One where it is still open. And I’m in it.

It’s a shame Myra Hodges had to close it down. She often gave me used books too worn to sell. Or she’d let me sit behind the counter and read new books before she shelved them. She told me she needed my review for marketing purposes, but even then I knew she was just being nice to the weird, broke kid. 

Even though I’d seen store after store closing down, it was the shuttering of the bookstore that made me think things aren’t going to turn around. Tempest is becoming a ghost town as more and more people leave in search of something better.

It’s hard not to feel trapped here sometimes. I may never get out—but then again, maybe I’m wrong; maybe something exciting will happen one day and bring new life into this dull little place.

Yeah, right.

I was born and raised in Tempest, and I expect to die here too. I’ll likely be the old, scary spinster with a house full of cats. And books. 

Books have always been my refuge, saving me from the chaos of my childhood home and the cruelty of high school.

Reading is my superpower. Unless you count my ability to be completely awkward in literally any situation. In which case, the world’s supervillains should definitely fear me. I am red hot with talent.

Speaking of supervillains, Chad Hamilton pops out of the barbershop in front of me and I nearly run into him. “Hey there, stranger,” he says in his signature smarmy voice. “Long time no see.”

God, he waggled his eyebrows at me. Who even does that?

Chad wouldn’t have given me the time of day in high school unless it was to torment me. But most people our age leave town as soon as they can after graduation. Chad can’t quit Tempest on account of his dad being the Mayor. Chad doesn’t have any skills that don’t include being the mayor’s son.

I suddenly became his “type” when he ran through every other available woman in town. Like I’d suddenly forget all the names he called me in high school. All the humiliation he caused me.

I was quiet, chubby, awkward, and smarter than most of my classmates, so of course I got picked on. A lot. It didn’t help that my mom ran out on us, my dad drank most of his disability checks, and we literally lived across the tracks.

I force a small smile, trying to be a bigger person, but wishing I could disappear right back into my book. Chad’s been a bit too attentive lately, pouring on the charm and compliments, but I know better.

He’s nothing more than a predator who only wants one thing. Besides, I know how he talks about women when they’re not around. 

He reaches up to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, and I take a step back, pushing away his arm. He frowns at this rejection and crosses his arms over his chest with an indignant huff.

“What?” Chad demands dramatically. “You can’t even be civil?”

Civil? Like when he stole a pair of my underwear from my gym locker and hoisted them up the flagpole in 10th grade? Kids called me “Granny Panties” for a year.

I raise an eyebrow, letting him know I don’t buy his act. “Chad, you can’t come on to me every time you run into me in the street. It’s getting old. Just accept that I’m not interested.”

“Right. Not interested. How long are you going to play hard to get with me, Cherry?”

“I’m not playing games. I simply don’t want to go out with you.”

He gives me his best “aw shucks” look. “I know I was a dick in high school, but I’ve changed. Give me a chance.”

Even if that were true, and it’s not, he still isn’t what I need. What I dream about. He may have been all that to most of the girls in my high school, but he never revved my engine. 

My dream man doesn’t have to be Prince Charming. I don’t want a tame hero. Give me the beast, someone dark, powerful, and commanding. Someone who can take charge of any situation and take care of me at the same time.

A man who will ravish me and make me feel alive in a way I never have before.

But there is no one in Tempest who could ever live up to my expectations. Certainly not a bully like Chad. I want a wild, passionate love.

I’ve been saving myself for the hero of my dreams, which is just stupid. Even if my fantasy man exists, he wouldn’t be found here on the streets of this little town. All men here care about are their TV sports and their six-packs. The ones in the fridge, not on their stomach.

Unless I get out of this town, I am going to die a virgin.

I dart around Chad, eager to get away from his smug overconfident...grossness. “I’m late for work.” And I am. I reluctantly stash my book in my purse and hurry across the street. 

I work my ass off as a waitress at Mary’s Corner, the local diner. Dad’s disability check doesn’t go far, so I am keeping our three-person family afloat. He’s sober lately, but that’s usually temporary. 

As for my little brother, Adam–God bless him–he is out of control and needs someone to take the reins. That is all on me since Dad gave up on that too after my mom walked out on us. 

I hang up my purse and tie on my apron. Mary, the owner and cook, hands me a cup of coffee. “Good morning, pumpkin.”

“Thanks and good morning,” I say gratefully, taking a drink. I look at Mary again. “Your hair! I love it.”

She pats the updo. Usually, Mary scrapes it back into a very tight bun that looks uncomfortable, but I suppose is easy to keep when cooking in a hot kitchen.

“Sandy talked me into bangs and a softer look. You don’t think it’s ridiculous?”

I shake my head. “No. It’s really nice. Sandy did a good job.”

Sandy is the only hairdresser in town unless you want to go to the barber. She took over her mom’s shop two years ago and has been systematically upgrading the hair trends of the older generation. She does it in small doses, so it’s taking a while, but it’s nice to see she finally got Mary to change a little.

Mary is a great boss and I’m lucky to have this job. She never had kids of her own, so she treats me like a bonus daughter. She and my mom had been friends, once upon a time. When my mom was a person worth knowing. Not the woman who would walk out on her two kids and veteran husband with PTSD and an alcohol problem.

Mary nudges me. “I saw you talking to Chad just now. Gossip is that you are the future First Lady of Tempest if he gets his way.”

Gross. First of all, his dad is a terrible mayor, and Chad succeeding him would be even worse. I’m certainly not going to rule the town with him.

I want a man who will love me unconditionally and make me feel wanted and desired–not some power-hungry guy who thinks “I’ll do” in his quest to run a dying ghost town.

“I’m not interested in Chad,” I tell her firmly as I grab a stack of menus and head out into the dining area, “besides, I thought all the gossip lately has been about the mysterious buyer. Anything new on that?”

The low buzz of conversation at the diner lately has been thick with speculation about a holding company of sorts buying up the empty buildings on Main Street. Nothing has changed, so I’m not sure if it’s more than just idle rumors.

“Nothing new yet,” she answers.

I get to work taking down the chairs and getting ready for the breakfast crowd. Crowd might be an exaggeration. But Mary does good business, and the regulars drop in as usual. Mostly retirees. 

A sudden rumble of engines roars through the street, shattering the quiet. Startled, I drop the dishrag in my hands and rush outside with Mary, joining the crowd of curious townsfolk who have come out from their shops hoping to catch a glimpse of what is going on. 

Down the main street, a group of three bikers are making their presence felt as they cruise slowly down the street. I can’t look away. Glimpses of the chrome on their bikes glisten in the sunlight as they rev the engines, announcing their arrival.

A chill races through me, a delicious feeling of almost dread that makes my heart beat fast. Tight jeans and scuffed boots hug their muscular bodies as they roar past, their leather armor gleaming with a hint of menace. I shiver, enthralled by the thrill of not knowing what might happen next. It’s been so long since I didn’t know what was happening next. I should be scared, but I’m excited. 

So is everyone around me. It’s not like we’ve never seen a motorcycle in town. This just feels...different. 

Mary squints, her eyes narrow with suspicion. “If I didn’t know better,” she murmurs, her voice a mix of wonder and disbelief, “I’d swear those are the Duke brothers.”

The Duke brothers? Could it be?

The mere mention of their name is enough to send the townsfolk into a tizzy. They still speak of their wild antics in hushed whispers. The Duke brothers are infamous, the kind of troublemakers that make men lock up their wives and daughters at night. I was just a kid when they left town after their mother’s funeral, but even I knew who they were.

I was captivated by the idea of them, like characters from one of my beloved books. They were the pirates, rogue mercenaries, rebel anti-heroes of my stories. Most of all, I was infatuated by the idea of Max, the oldest brother. He was wild and unpredictable–an outlaw who lived life on his own terms, according to legend anyway. 

The wheels in my head start to turn as I try to put two-and-two together. Could this drive-by be connected to the mysterious buyer? 

But before I can attempt to determine what exactly is going on, Mary clears her throat and claps her hands together with an air of finality. “All right then. We have things on the grill.”

We don’t, actually. But that’s okay. I get it. Back to work it is.

Back inside the diner, my thoughts keep drifting back to those three bikers–and what it could mean for Tempest. 

The air smells like trouble and change. 

God, I hope they come back soon. 
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Maxwell Duke

AFTER OUR PARADE THROUGH the main street of Tempest, my brothers and I are still laughing about their reactions to us while we have breakfast in Mercy, the next town over.

“If I’d have known how fun that was going to be, I’d have ridden through once a year,” says Dillon, our youngest brother.

“It felt like a scene from an old cowboy movie when the villains ride through town,” I admit.

“Think they still call you Mad Max?” William asks, shoveling in his chicken fried steak.

I shrug, an amused smirk tugging at my lips. The idea that everyone is still talking about us should be comical, but it’s probably true. Typical small town minds.

We were nothing more than three mischievous brothers back then, but the town branded us as uncontrollable hooligans. We ran wild, mostly because that was what they expected us to do, so we did it. As we grew up, our bad boy reputations were like a magnet to the ladies, sometimes even their mamas couldn’t stay away. There was a lot of sneaking out of windows or hiding in closets back then. A lot of being chased by angry men with shotguns. Once, the Sheriff kept me in a cell overnight for my own safety. 

But once our mom passed away, there was nothing to keep us in Tempest. I never imagined we’d ever come back. We all succeeded just fine without the help of anyone in that dull old town. More than just succeeded. We all fucking crushed it.

My microbrewery in Los Angeles trended with the right crowd, my IPA earning a lot of national attention and a lot of money. The franchises are still doing well in cities across America. 

William can build anything and became a successful contractor and movie set builder. He also worked on celebrity renovations, and for some reason, famous people like to renovate a whole hell of a lot. He was in high demand.

And Dillon served his time in the army as a mechanic, leading to a civilian job as “mechanic to the stars” after coming to live with me in L.A. once he got out of the service. They don’t trust their fancy cars to just anyone. 

The Duke brothers were in high demand and we got paid well for it.

It wasn’t until I ran into an old schoolmate of mine that I even thought about my hometown for the first time in years. Jacob Hobbs told me that he’d been back to Tempest to move his folks out after his mom had to close her bookstore. That the town was going under, dying.

My immediate reaction? A smug sense of satisfaction. Good riddance.

That place could rot.

But then Mom’s sweet face flashed in my mind. She’d always said the town was our home, that the roots we had there ran deep. I couldn’t let Tempest just fade away. That would be like letting her go.

So, I scrolled through the listings of the local real estate market, my heart sinking lower when I saw all the available buildings downtown. My mom’s beloved yarn store, the candy store, the bookstore, the toy store, and a couple places I thought used to be women’s boutiques. Closed. Empty. Even the theater.

How many times had we been banished from that toy store, rambunctious kids too wild for their own good? Yet, I still remember the windows twinkling with the lights at Christmas while the train circled around a miniature town resembling ours. We’d press our faces to the glass, starry-eyed as we watched and dreamed about the toys inside. 

What little money my brothers and I earned back then for chores or odd jobs was spent in that store. Or the candy store. 

Hard to believe they were all gone. Hard to believe the mayor was still there.

So the Dukes came up with a plan. Knowing the best part would be watching all the people who thought we were nothing, who thought we would fail, realize that we saved them all when they couldn’t save themselves.

Big Al’s Autoshop didn’t need much to reopen, so Dillon would be the first getting to work for an actual income. He had plans for adding on later, making a custom shop that people would travel the country for once they finally moved up his waiting list, making Tempest a place worth traveling to. His LA contacts already let him know they are interested.

William and I are going to start rehabbing the empty stores so we can flip them into turnkey businesses. The boutiques, the yarn store, the candy store...all are coming back to life as soon as possible. Some businesses we plan to open ourselves, others we’ll lease out the space for.

And new business will hopefully bring in some more women. I might be recreating fucking Mayberry, but I still want to get laid once in a while.

I have no desire for an everlasting love. I’m not meant to be a family man. Dillon, he’s the one who believes in all that true love crap. He doesn’t remember our dad, though. He was too young when our old man finally lit out of our lives after causing years of heartache for Mom.

I’m perfectly content to be an uncle someday instead. But we need to bring in women under seventy for all our sake. 

“So, Thunderdome tomorrow?” William asks, a glint in his eye. 

Yeah, tomorrow. “They won’t know what hit them.”

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, I ride into town solo, parking my Harley in front of the diner, my mind full of things I need to get done. 

Though the streets are mostly empty, there is one person walking down the sidewalk. She’s curvy and has long dark hair that hangs past her shoulders in loose curls. All my senses go on high alert. Something about her captivates me, like a powerful magnet pulling me in closer and closer. 

She is watching me with a tantalizing mix of trepidation and curiosity that sends my heart racing. Her eyes dart between the door and me.

I reach for the door handle, and my heart races as she stays put. I know I am worlds away from the gentle, small town boys she is probably used to. Burly, tattooed, and intimidating, I am like a different breed of man altogether.

Her eyes drift from me to the open door to me again. Finally, she takes a step forward, and I fight the urge to wrap my arm around her, to feel her body against me.

She pauses right next to me, looking at me with beautiful smoky gray eyes. “Hi.” She smiles shyly, her voice as soft and delicate as morning mist.

Holy fuck. Just like that, I’m done for. 

“Hi, yourself,” I say, feeling like a teenager again. I would be happy to stand here like this forever, just looking into her eyes, feeling her near me.

What the hell has she done to me? Is she some kind of witch? Maybe some kind of angel. Maybe something in between. 

I love the way she looks at me with a mixture of curiosity and what seems like desire...and a little fear. It’s really hot. Maybe I’m just dreaming. I don’t even know this woman.

I’m supposed to be Mad Max for fuck’s sake. Not a starry-eyed kid who’s never talked to a girl before. Besides, she’s probably too young for me. I’d have remembered her if she had been one of my schoolmates. 

Hell, we’d probably be married with a bunch of kids already if I’d known her in school. 

And the thought of her, round with my baby in her belly, does something to me that I’ve never felt before.

Some kind of carnal instinct is rising inside me. I want to throw her over my shoulder and ride back to my hotel with her. I want to kiss her senseless and make her think of nothing but how good it feels to be touched by me. I want to make her scream, to feel her come against my body as I drive deep inside her.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. I don’t even know her name.

I follow her inside the diner, my eyes glued to her gorgeous hourglass shape. She doesn’t sit down. Instead, she goes past all the tables and into the kitchen, so I take a seat at the counter. I am the only customer right now. Thank fuck.

When she comes out with her hair up in a messy bun and wearing an apron around her waist, I hold back a groan. Why the hell is that hot? 

I could lose myself in her all day. Her beauty makes my heart ache, my cock throb.

She comes to stand in front of me, her voice huskier now than her whispered hello a few minutes ago. “What can I get for you?”

I feel the room spin. She is perfect. A goddess sent to tempt me. But there’s something else there too, something that drew me to her the minute I saw her. A calm, grounding presence that makes me yearn to be near her. To stick to her like glue.

“Coffee and a breakfast special,” I say because what I really want her to get for me is naked.

“Sure,” she says, her voice a bit breathless. She’s as affected by me as I am by her. 

As she turns and walks to the coffee maker, I let my gaze linger on her curvy hips. It’s like her body was custom-made to turn me on.

What’s her story? I want to know everything about her, everything that makes her...her.

I never expected to find anyone so young and pretty still living in Tempest. I definitely never expected to find the woman of my dreams in the first ten minutes of being in town. I didn’t even know I had a woman of my dreams. But there she is. Rocking my world when I have so many other things to take care of.

The bell on the door rings, and two older gentlemen walk in. She greets the newcomers with a bright smile. 

“Morning, Cherry,” one of the men says, tipping his hat in greeting.

So her name is Cherry. 

“Morning, Roy, Pop,” Cherry says cheerfully. “The usual?”

I recognize the old timers, but they don’t seem to notice me yet.

“Yep,” Roy replies.

Pop grunts in agreement as they head over to a booth, chatting to each other about politics.

Cherry glances at me, and our eyes meet. A jolt of electricity shoots through me. 

I can’t wait to get her alone, the thought of her writhing beneath me and moaning my name, has me ready to explode.

But I have to be patient. I can’t just rush in and make her mine when she doesn’t even know me. I have to bide my time and win her over. This is important, I realize. 

A little later, she brings my breakfast order, I lean in closer, wanting to feel the heat of her body close to mine. Smell her. I seriously want to smell her like I’m some kind of animal.

As she’s about to head back into the kitchen, I speak up. “Wait. Can I ask you something?”

She pauses and turns to look at me. “Sure.”

“What’s your name?” I already heard it, but it seems like a better place to start than, “Would you like to sit on my face?”

She smiles, the corners of her lips slightly lifting. “Charity. But everyone calls me Cherry.”

“Cherry,” I repeat, letting her name linger on my tongue. “I’m Max. Maxwell Duke.”

Her eyes widen. “Max Duke?” she asks, surprised. “The Max Duke?”

I nod. “That’s right.” I wonder what she’s heard. That I’m nothing but trouble? “My name rings a bell, huh?”

“Yeah,” she admits, her eyes darting to the kitchen. 

“What have you heard?” I ask, my voice low and husky.

She blushes, her cheeks turning a deep shade of crimson. “That you’re...well, that you’re...”

“Dangerous?” I offer, raising an eyebrow.

She nods, her eyes still wide. Seems like maybe she wants a little danger.

I chuckle, giving her what I hope is a playful smirk. “That’s true. But maybe a little danger isn’t all bad.”

A small smile appears on her lips, and I can’t help but return it. I’m already hooked, already lost in her.

“Maybe not,” she says with a shrug.

I resist the urge to reach out and touch her. I want to run my fingers over her soft skin, feel her tremble beneath my touch.

But I don’t want to rush things. I want to take my time and savor every moment with her.

“I...” she hesitates, her chest rising and falling as she gathers the courage to continue. Colors flush her cheeks while her gray eyes lock with mine.

I wait patiently, silently convincing her to share whatever is on her mind. 

“It’s so embarrassing,” she whispers. She draws in a ragged breath, her eyes shimmering with emotion. “I remember you—from before you left. I was just a little girl then. My mama... God, why am I so tongue-tied?”

She’s just as enchanting when she’s flustered. My heart does a little trip on itself. “Tell me.”

“When I was a little girl, when I played pretend, I must have married you a dozen times in my backyard under the apple tree. When I told my mama I was going to marry Max Duke someday, she made me bite a bar of Dove soap.” Her cheeks burn with embarrassment as she waves her hands, shooing away her own words. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have told you that. I’m just really, really awkward.”

This beautiful, young woman has been in love with me since she was a little girl. I wish I could say I was surprised by this, but part of me knew she was the one the minute I saw her on the sidewalk outside the diner. 

And until that moment, I didn’t believe in “the one.”

I laugh and shake my head. “That’s really sweet. Nothing to be ashamed of.”

Her blush deepens, and the silence stretches out between us. I’m imagining her dressed in white all laid out on my bed like a present waiting to be unwrapped.

“I wouldn’t have been good husband material back then.” She makes me want to be that man she dreamed about. “And I look better in a tux now anyway.”

She looks up at me with her big gray eyes, and I can’t help but feel like I’m staring into the depths of her soul. “Maybe,” she whispers. “But you should know I also used to marry Jacob and Edward.”

“Both of them?”

She nods. “At the same time. “

“Progressive. I see I’ve got some stiff competition. It’s a good thing I came back to Tempest, then, isn’t it?”

Cherry looks up at me, her eyes bright, and I swear I can feel the electricity zapping off of us. “I suppose it is,” she says softly. “Too bad I canceled my subscription to Today’s Bride Magazine.”

Just then, the bell on the door rings, interrupting the moment. I stand up reluctantly, fishing my wallet out of my pocket. I have things to do. “I have to go, but I’ll be back...soon. You might want to renew your subscription, though.”

“Right,” she laughs, thinking I’m joking. 

She doesn’t know how very serious I am.

The bell on the door jingles again, and a voice booms out, “Maxwell Duke, what the hell are you doing in my town?



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


​Three

[image: image]




Cherry

THE WHOLE DINER GOES silent as Max slowly turns toward the door.

Mayor Hamilton strides in with an air of entitlement, his plump figure barely contained within his gray suit. His gray mustache and balding head give away his age. But he still moves like someone used to getting his way, expecting the world to bow down before him.

And it usually does. He and his cronies have held this town in a choke-hold for years, running it like their own personal fiefdom.

Running it right into the ground, I think. They don’t like anything new. They seem to want to keep Tempest in some kind of bubble. But all they’re doing is keeping out the air our community needs to survive.

And it figures the mayor would interrupt the only real flirtation I’ve ever had. And with Maxwell Duke! My childhood crush. I’m starting to hold a real grudge against the Hamiltons.

But Max isn’t intimidated by him at all. His lips curl into a smile. “Mayor Hamilton, it’s been a long time.”

The mayor’s face hardens. “What are you doing in Tempest, Duke?”

The smile on Max’s face is almost wicked. It’s like he’s been waiting for this moment for a long time. “The boys are back in town, Mayor.”

Okay, that’s a little cliché, but I’m loving the classic rock vibe of this situation. It makes the motorcycle ride through town yesterday even more on point.

The room erupts into murmurs. By room, I mean the four old men and Mary.

Hamilton takes a step closer, his eyes narrowing, a vein bulging in his forehead. “You and your brothers? We don’t need your kind of trouble.”

“I’m not here to cause trouble,” Max declares.

Mayor Hamilton scoffs. “You think you can just come back after all this time and expect us to accept you? This town has been through enough. You’re not welcome here.”

“That’s too bad, since my company owns half the businesses on Main Street now–a few houses too–and some surrounding land.”

Max’s words make the mayor wrinkle his forehead. “What now?”

“I’m saying my company bought up most of the real estate here in town,” Max clarifies. “We plan to make it a desirable place to live, with tourists coming here to spend their money and appreciate all this small town charm.”

Though he says small town charm is like he thinks Tempest is anything but charming.

The rumors about the holding company are true then. The fact that the Dukes are behind it makes it all even wilder. What is their plan? Revenge? Or are they really going to try to fix things? I’ve been hoping for change, but this seems a little more than my imagination usually conjures. And I’ve got a really good imagination.

Mayor Hamilton narrows his gaze, anger radiating off him in waves. “You’re out to destroy Tempest?”

Max shakes his head vehemently. “We’re saving it. We’re providing jobs and boosting the economy–all legally. We’re bringing in new businesses and revitalization. You can’t stop progress, Mayor.”

The mayor slams his fist on the counter, rattling the plates atop it as he glares at Max. “You’re not welcome here,” he growls. “Get out of town before you get run out. Again!”

Max stares at him defiantly, not backing down so easily. “I’m not going anywhere,” he replies calmly, meeting the mayor’s gaze with steel resolve. “And neither are my brothers.” He pauses for effect before adding with finality, “We’re here to stay–whether you like it or not.”

The mayor’s face turns a deeper red at Max’s words. For years, he has held the town in his grasp, using his power to manipulate and control every aspect of it. But now, it seems his reign is coming to an end. Or at least it’s being interrupted.

He glares at Max, his eyes flickering with malice. “You think you can take me down?” he sneers. “You and your brothers are nothing but a bunch of hoodlums. I don’t know what laws you broke to get the money for this, but I won’t let you ruin everything I’ve worked so hard for.”

Max’s expression turns cold. “We’re here to make things better.”

The mayor scoffs at this. “Better? You mean turn it into some kind of tourist trap, where all the locals are priced out of their own homes?”

Max shakes his head. “No, I mean making it a place where people want to live and raise their families. A place where people can work and make a decent living. A place where people don’t have to rescue their aging parents and remove them from their homes.”

The mayor glares at him, his eyes cold and calculating. “I don’t believe you,” he says, his voice low and dangerous. 

Max takes a step forward, his face set with resolve. “We’re here to make a difference. And we will. Whether you like it or not.”

The two men stare each other down for a long moment. Finally, the mayor shakes his head and turns to leave. “We’ll see about that,” he mutters under his breath.

I move to stand next to Max, not really knowing what to say, but for some reason needing him to know I’m on his side. Which is crazy. The mayor could make my life more difficult than it already is.

I can’t afford to get on his bad side. I’ve been risking enough just by turning down his son’s advances.

The Duke brothers are the kind of trouble I don’t need. But I have a feeling they are exactly what Tempest needs.

“Did you really buy up all the empty stores?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Max replies, turning to face me. “We’re going to turn this town around, Cherry. It’s going to be a place where people want to live and work again.”

I can see the determination in his eyes and it’s almost infectious. Maybe he’s right. Maybe they can make a difference here.

“Can I help?” I ask, my heart beating rapidly in anticipation.

Max gives me a look full of heat and desire. At least that is what I’m going to write in my diary tonight. If I had a diary. Which I don’t because I have a younger brother. 

“Oh yeah,” he breathes. “You can help me plenty.”

I feel a sense of hopefulness wash over me as I realize that maybe, just maybe, things are going to change for the better in this town. And I’m going to be a part of it.

Maybe I don’t always have to be the chubby Miller girl, overlooked by everyone unless they feel like bullying me that day. Maybe I’ve been selling myself short. Maybe Tempest too.

“Let’s start with the bookstore, okay? I really miss that place.” I’m joking, of course. I’m sure there are bigger fish to fry for the Duke brothers.

He smiles indulgently. “You like books, huh?”

“I’m a bit of an addict if you want to know the truth.” I try to play it off as a joke, but deep down there is an undercurrent of sadness I can’t ignore. “A little nerdy if we’re being honest.

His smile softens and he shakes his head. “I don’t think you’re a nerd at all.”

The way he talks to me makes me feel special, like I matter. It’s a feeling I haven’t had in a long time. Maybe ever.

“No, I really am. But it’s okay. I like being a little nerdy.”

“Cherry,” my boss warns. “Order up. “

“I have to go anyway,” Max apologizes. “Can you meet with me later? To talk about plans for the town?”

I nod. He’s totally not asking me out for a date, right? 

Town. Plans. Got it.

“Meet me at the bookstore at eight, okay?”

“The empty bookstore?”

“Yeah.”

“Sure.” Since I haven’t said anything too awfully awkward in the last minute or so, I add, “I probably shouldn’t wear a long, white dress, though, right?”

“It might be a little dusty in there,” he jokes. “But maybe for our second date.”

Oh my God. It is a date. 
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Max

I LIGHT THE LAST CANDLE and survey the empty bookstore. I may have gone a little overboard. The space is filled with flickering candlelight, creating a warm and inviting atmosphere. Soft music plays from a nearby Bluetooth speaker, a blanket is spread out on the floor. On top of it sits a full picnic basket.

This is nothing like the dates I had in Los Angeles. I never went to more trouble than making a reservation. It could be that Cherry is the kind of woman who would prefer a night out in a fancy restaurant. I don’t know her that well yet. Maybe I read her wrong.

No. I’m going with my gut on this. She stood by my side this morning, knowing my reputation, and asked to be part of my dream. She doesn’t even know me, but that show of loyalty made it clear as crystal to me that she is the one I didn’t even know I’ve been waiting for.

And a quiet night in one of her favorite places is a better beginning than an impersonal trendy restaurant or nightclub.

The door bells jingle and she steps in. “Hello?”

She’s rocking a simple dress that clings to her curves like a second skin. Her sable brown hair cascades in soft and wild waves down her shoulders, begging me to grab a fistful of it.

She’s turning me into a caveman.

“Hey,” is about all I can manage at the moment.

Her eyes light up when she sees me, and a bright smile stretches across her face. The sight of her is like a punch to the gut, and I feel my heart flip in my chest. She’s even more beautiful than I remember.

The sparkle in her eyes is mesmerizing as she takes it all in—the candles, the blanket on the floor, and the picnic basket. She’s just as I had hoped–appreciative yet surprised by my romantic gesture.

I motion for her to come closer, and I take her hand in mine. It’s warm and soft and fits perfectly in mine. I lead her to the blanket and we both sit down, facing each other. The candles cast a warm glow on her skin, making her look even more radiant than before.

“This is really nice.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

I open the picnic basket and reveal its contents: a bottle of wine, some cheese, crackers, and fruit. I pour a glass of wine for each of us, and I offer her a piece of cheese.

Her eyes explore the empty shelves. “I love this space. I always hoped someday I’d work here, but Myrna didn’t need any employees by the time I was old enough to work for her. Business was already too slow. But it was my dream job, being surrounded by books, helping people find just the right story...”

Perfect. “You’re in luck. It just so happens I need a bookstore manager to open this place back up.”

She chokes on her wine. “Are you serious?” she asks after I pat her on the back until she stops coughing.

“I can’t do it myself. I don’t know anything about bookstores. And I have a lot of projects already.”

“You don’t know anything about me either.”

Oh, but I’d like to. And I will. “I know you work for Mary, which means you’re responsible because she doesn’t put up with shit. I know you love books. I know you understand the people in this town. And I know you believe in what we’re trying to do for Tempest because you stood by me this morning.”

She blinks at me like she’s waiting for the punchline. “So, you’re not selling the store? You’re going to keep it and you want me to work here?” she asks in disbelief.

“No, I don’t want you to just work here. I want you to run it. You get to name it, stock it, and decorate it, however you like.”

“Basically make all my dreams come true...” she says softly.

“I thought marrying me was your dream.”

She laughs. “When I was ten, yes. Then I grew up and realized books are better than boys.”

I clutch my heart. “Ouch.”

We talk about specifics and where to start. Then she asks me, “So you seem to know a lot about business. What have you been doing since you left Tempest? I’ve always wondered.”

“I know Tempest is small and backwards, but do you guys not have internet? Why didn’t you Google me?”

She sits back a little, sips her wine. “I didn’t want to ruin my fantasy of you. I’d built up my own stories based on romance novels and didn’t want to find out you were married with ten kids. You’re not, are you?”

“No. I’m single. No kids.” I refill her wine glass. “But I’d like to hear more about this fantasy of yours. The one about me, not Edward and Jacob. “

She blushes in the candlelight, and I’m so gone on her I don’t know what to do. “It’s silly schoolgirl stuff.”

“Tell me.”

She drinks more wine for courage. “Well, let’s see. You moved someplace fabulous like New York or Los Angeles.”

“Los Angeles,” I supply.

She angles her head slightly, and I find myself mirroring her movements.

“You make a ton of money and meet all the celebrities doing something you’re really good at like real estate or restaurants.”

“Craft beer and a franchise of breweries.” I inch a little closer.

She smiles shyly but doesn’t move away. “You come back to Tempest on your white steed.”

“Harley.”

Does she notice how close our faces are? “And you fall madly in love with me and whisk me away to your castle.”

“Is a bookstore better than a castle?”

“Yes,” she whispers.

My lips curl up into a grin, and I take her glass, putting it to the side. “In this fantasy of yours, am I a gallant prince who woos you gently?”

She shakes her head.

“Am I the rough and rugged pirate that takes what he wants?”

She gazes at me with desire in her eyes. “Yes,” she whispers.

A shiver runs through me as I whisper against her ear, “Let’s see if I can plunder your heart.”

My lips capture hers in a gentle caress that rapidly grows more urgent as she responds eagerly. The taste of her is like a drug slipping through my veins, and my body aches for her touch. We break apart, panting heavily.

“You’re trouble,” she rasps, her voice low and needy.

“I hope you’re ready for it,” I growl, pulling her closer to me. Pressing my body against hers.

Our lips clash, tongues tangle. My hands greedily map her curves, roving over every sweet inch of her body and committing the feel of her to memory. Her moan echoes through me, igniting my bloodstream. I want her so desperately that I feel like I might die without her.

She’s mine, I already know it. But more than that even, I’m certain that I belong to her.

I break away from the kiss, my breathing ragged. “Cherry,” I whisper, my voice rough with desire. “I want you.”

“I...I...need to tell you something.”

Just then her cell phone rings interrupting whatever she was going to say. “I have to take it. I’m sorry. It’s my little brother’s ringtone.”

The small device rests against her ear as she braces herself for whatever news awaits her on the other end. “Adam?” Her face pales. “What? Oh my God.”
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Cherry

WE PULL UP TO THE SCHOOL on Max’s Harley. There’s a cop car, a graffiti-covered wall, and two boys sitting on the curb. One of them is my brother.

As we get closer to the scene, I can feel my heart sink. Adam is sitting there with his friend, hands behind their backs, and a police officer speaking sternly to them.

Deputy Fortner is unamused as he turns around to face us. He tells us that they were caught in the act of vandalizing school property and had been seen spraying graffiti on the wall behind them. His eyes narrow as he takes in Max’s appearance. “Max Duke. I heard you were in town.”

“Billy,” Max says. “You’re a cop now. Followed in your dad’s footsteps after all, huh?”

I watch as Max and Deputy Fortner exchange a tense conversation, both trying to assert their dominance over the situation. Meanwhile, Adam and his friend sit there, looking small and helpless.

Deputy Fortner rattles off a list of offenses, including vandalism, destruction of school property, and resisting arrest. My heart sinks as I realize how serious this is.

I can feel tears starting to prick at my eyes as I step forward. “What happens to my brother now?”

Deputy Fortner looks at me with pity in his eyes. “Your brother and his friend will have to face the consequences of their actions. They will have to attend a hearing and pay for the damages they caused to the school property. It’s a serious offense, Cherry.”

I nod, understanding the severity of the situation. My brother has always been reckless, but this is a new low. I know it’s not my fault, but I still feel guilty. I’m always home at night. The one time I have a date, Adam gets into trouble.
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