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      The winding mountain road stretches before me, an endless ribbon of asphalt leading into the heart of nowhere. I grip the steering wheel, knuckles white, jaw clenched. This "vacation" is a joke. A punishment.

      Towering pines close in, their shadows casting an ominous shroud over the car. I glance at my bandaged hand, still raw from the fight that landed me here. I should be on the city streets, amidst the chaos and grit where I belong. Not exiled to some backwater town playing at finding inner peace.

      The GPS dings, signaling my arrival in Pine Hollow. I pull up to a row of rustic storefronts, their weathered facades proclaiming small-town charm. Letting out a heavy sigh, I step out, stretching my taut muscles. The mountain air chills my lungs, crisp and foreign.

      My gaze lands on a cozy bookshop nestled between the hardware store and post office. Through the window, I glimpse a flash of mahogany hair, soft curves. Something stirs within me, primal and unbidden. I blink it away. I'm here to clear my head, not muddy the waters with distractions, no matter how enticing.

      I let my eyes wander, taking in the quaint storefronts lining the main street. A dingy diner with a flickering 'Open' sign. The obligatory general store boasting everything from fishing tackle to homemade jam. A run-down movie theater marquee advertising titles months old.

      This place is a time capsule, cut off from the rest of the world and stuck in some nostalgic past. The kind of town where everybody knows each other's business and outsiders stick out like a sore thumb. And here I am, a walking cliché—the jaded city cop looking for answers at the bottom of a bottle and the end of a winding road.

      I shake my head, trying to dispel the bitter thoughts. I came here for a reason, even if it wasn't by choice. To clear the cobwebs, exorcise some demons, and maybe, just maybe, remember what it feels like to breathe again.

      But damn if I can focus on any of that noble bullshit when my traitorous gaze keeps drifting back to that bookshop and the tantalizing curves I glimpsed through the window. There's something about the way she moved, an unconscious grace that spoke of quiet confidence and raw sensuality. I can almost picture tracing the slope of her hip, the dip of her waist, with calloused fingertips...

      I clench my fists, feeling the sharp sting of my split knuckles. I didn't drive halfway across the state to get my head turned around by some small town librarian. I'm here to get my shit together, not fall into bed with the first attractive woman I see.

      Except I can't seem to tear my eyes away from that storefront. Can't stop imagining what it would feel like to lose myself in soft flesh and honeyed sighs, to bury my demons in the welcoming heat of her body until all that's left is blessed oblivion.

      "Fuck it," I mutter under my breath, propelling myself forward on leaden feet. Toward the bookshop. Toward her. Toward the inescapable gravity that draws me in like a moth to a flame, heedless of the inferno that awaits.

      The bell above the door jingles cheerfully as I step inside, announcing my arrival like a harbinger of doom. The scent of ink and paper and something uniquely feminine washes over me. My heart pounds against my ribcage as I venture further into her domain, each step a battle between desire and self-preservation.

      I round a corner and there she is, all generous curves and flushed cheeks, hazel eyes widening as they meet mine. In that moment, I know I'm well and truly fucked. And I can't bring myself to care.
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      The bell above the door jingles and I glance up from the stack of newly arrived first editions. My breath catches. He's tall, dark, and radiating an intensity that snakes down my spine and coils in my belly.

      A stranger. In my shop. In our town.

      I smooth my hair, suddenly acutely aware of my generous curves straining against my cornflower sundress. Get it together, Ava. I paste on my best customer service smile. "Welcome to Dawson's Book Nook. Can I help you find anything?"

      My words hang in the air between us as his eyes, the color of a gathering storm, rake over me. A muscle ticks in his chiseled jaw. The silence stretches, charged and heavy.

      Finally, he clears his throat. "Just passing through. Thought I'd browse." His voice is low, rough like gravel.

      "Of course, please, take your time." I gesture to the lovingly curated shelves, my sanctuary. "If you need any recommendations, I'm happy to help."

      He nods, a curt jerk of his chin. Then turns and disappears into the stacks, a predator melting into the shadows. I release a shaky exhale.

      Lord help me, but I want to unravel the mystery coiled within that man. Want to crack open his hard exterior and consume the pages of his story, no matter how dark.

      I shake my head. I've always been drawn to the broken ones, haven't I?

      My gaze strays to the "Local Authors" display. To the slim volume of poetry bearing my name. We all have our secrets. Pine Hollow may look idyllic, but it has a way of unearthing the hidden things.

      The man prowls through the aisles, his presence electric, inescapable in the small shop. I try to focus on the inventory list in front of me, but the words blur together. I'm hyper-aware of every sound—the creak of a floorboard, the whisper of pages turning. The sizzle of my nerve endings.

      Breathe, Ava. He's just a man.

      An impossibly gorgeous, mysterious man who makes your knees weak, but still.

      I'm startled from my reverie by the thud of a book on the counter. I glance up to find him looming over me, a paperback between us. His fingers drum an impatient beat on the worn wood.

      "Find everything you were looking for?" I hate the tremor in my voice. Get a grip!

      A ghost of a smile, there and gone. "Not exactly what I had in mind, but it'll do."

      I ring him up on autopilot, hyper-focused on keeping my hands steady. Our fingers brush as I hand him the receipt. A jolt of awareness, a live wire.

      His gaze snaps to mine, searching. I wonder if he felt it too. The crackle of connection, the swoop low in my belly. Dangerous territory.

      "I'm Ryan. Ryan Callahan." An offer. Or a warning.

      "Ava. Dawson. Obviously." I cringe inwardly. Real smooth.

      A real smile this time, just a quirk of his lips. "Thanks for the help, Ava Dawson. I'm sure I'll be seeing you around."

      Is that a threat or a promise? He's out the door before I can decide, the bell jingling in his wake. I slump against the counter, boneless.

      What the hell just happened? And why do I suddenly feel like Little Red Riding Hood who's just caught the eye of the Big Bad Wolf?

      Pine Hollow just got a whole lot more interesting.

      Lord help me, indeed.
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        * * *

      

      My thoughts swirl as I close up the shop. The memory of his touch, the weight of his gaze, and the way my name sounded like a secret on his lips.

      I head home, my mind abuzz with images of his dark hair, his tall frame.

      Those eyes that seemed to see right through me…

      I settle into my cozy couch, book untouched on my lap. The fire crackles, but it's no match for the flames his presence ignited within me.

      I can't afford to fall for another city boy, I remind myself. I can control my wayward heart. I have to.

      But as I drift off to sleep, the contours of Ryan's face linger in my dreams, and I wonder if I'm already too late.

      The fire in the hearth crackles, casting shadows that dance across the walls of my cozy cottage. In my mind's eye, I see him again, standing in my shop, leaning over the counter as if he were about to devour me whole. The heat between us had been palpable, the tension thick enough to slice with a knife.

      I blush, remembering how my heart had raced when he'd looked at me. Heat pools between my thighs as I replay our conversation in my mind. His smirk, his confidence, the way his shirt had clung to his chest, accentuating every rippling muscle.

      Restless, I toss and turn, unable to banish the memory of his eyes from my thoughts.

    




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/bookbrushimage-2024-10-2-13-3844.jpg
N e G
”
!I > =

‘CURVY
GIRL

FOR THE

COP

SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

EMMA BRAY






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png






