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Chapter One
Caleb


The cool mountain air feels good in my lungs, better than the smoke and ash I’ve been breathing for months. Another brutal wildfire season is finally over, and I’m free. For the next few months, I’m just Caleb Wells, mountain hermit, not the guy who jumps out of planes into infernos.

My arms are loaded with grocery bags as I push through the glass door of the town’s only market. Milk, bread, some steaks for the grill, enough coffee to get me through the next week, and a few other essentials. My cabin needs a new roof, and I’ve got a long list of repairs to keep me busy. Alone. That’s what I need right now. The silence of the woods, the crackle of a fire, and no one expecting anything from me.

I’m halfway to my beat-up Ford, my boots crunching on the gravel, when I turn the corner and slam right into someone. Bags crash to the ground, apples rolling away across the parking lot.

“Shit, I’m sorry,” I grunt, bending down to scoop up the mess. “Didn’t see you there.”

“No, it was my fault, I wasn’t...” A soft, breathy voice trails off.

I look up, and my world stops.

Standing before me is the most beautiful woman I have ever seen, so breathtaking it feels like the air has been stolen from my lungs. Her blonde hair is a wild, windswept mess of golden curls cascading around a face that could make angels weep. A face smudged with what looks like traces of mascara from recent tears. And she’s wearing a wedding dress, a garment of white lace and silk that clings to curves I can’t help but notice, despite the absolute wrongness of the situation. The dress is slightly wrinkled, and a single strand of pearls rests against the hollow of her throat.

Goddamn it. A wedding dress.

She looks like a dream, a fantasy, except for the panic in her wide, green eyes and the way she’s clutching a tiny white, pearl-studded purse like it’s a lifeline.

“Are you okay?” The question is out before I can stop it. My protective instincts, honed by years of pulling people from burning buildings, roar to life. She looks lost, scared, and utterly alone.

“I... I don’t know,” she whispers, her gaze darting around the parking lot as if expecting someone to jump out at her. “I just... I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go through with it.”

She starts rambling, her words tumbling out in a rush. “The hotel is full. Some festival tomorrow. The Founder’s Day Fair, I think? I was just going to get a room, figure out my next step, but they said there’s nothing. Not a single room. Where am I supposed to go? And I don’t have anything else to wear. I just... I ran. I didn’t think about clothes. I need to buy a whole new... everything.” Her hands flutter nervously, gesturing down at the elaborate gown. “This isn’t exactly practical for wearing every day.”

I watch her, mesmerized. She’s a mess, a beautiful, panicked mess, and all I can think is that she’s mine. The thought hits me with the force of a physical blow, so strong and so right it scares the hell out of me. She was supposed to be marrying someone else today, but my soul knows better. This woman is meant to be mine. And I thank my lucky fucking stars that she decided to run from him and right into my arms... even if she didn’t realize that’s what she was doing at the time.

“Hey,” I say, my voice soft. “Look at me. Everything’s going to be okay.” I step closer, my bulk casting a shadow over her smaller frame. “We can figure this out.”

She finally looks at me, really looks at me, her green eyes widening as they roam over my face, my shoulders, my chest. I see the moment the pink blush spreads across her cheeks, and a surge of primal satisfaction courses through me. She likes what she sees. Good. Because she’s going to be seeing a lot more of it.

“I’m Caleb,” I say, holding out my hand.

“Hazel,” she whispers, her fingers trembling slightly as she takes my hand. A jolt, hot and electric, shoots up my arm at her touch. My cock stirs in my jeans with a deep, instinctual ache to claim her right here in the middle of this street. To peel her out of that beautiful dress and make her forget all about the man whose last name she was supposed to take.

Focus, Wells. She’s scared and vulnerable, not some conquest.

“My cabin isn’t far from here,” I offer, the words sounding casual even though my heart is hammering against my ribs. “You can stay with me. Just until a room opens up. There’s a spare bedroom. My sister stays there sometimes when she visits.” I let a small smile touch my lips. “And she’s left behind some clothes. They should fit you.”

Hazel bites her full lower lip, a gesture that makes my dick throb. I want to bite that lip for her. I want to taste her, mark her, possess her until she’s so full of me she can’t think of anything else.

“You... you’d do that for me?” she asks, her voice barely audible. “You don’t even know me.”

“I know enough,” I say, my voice dropping to a low rumble. “I know you need a safe place to land. And I know I can be the one who gives it to you.”

Her green eyes search mine, and for a moment, I think she’s going to refuse. Then she gives a small, shaky nod. “Okay. Thank you, Caleb.”

“Alright then.” I scoop up the rest of the groceries and lead the way to my truck. I can feel the curious stares of a few passersby taking in the sight of Hazel in her wedding dress and me in my dirt-streaked flannel and jeans, looking like I just wrestled a bear. I don’t give a shit. Let them look. Let them talk. This woman is coming home with me, and that’s all that matters.

I open the passenger door of my truck and help her in, my hands brushing against the soft skin of her arm. A shiver goes through her, and I have to bite back a groan. She’s so fucking perfect. How could I be so lucky to have an angel delivered to me today?

She fumbles with the seatbelt, her hands trembling. I lean in, my body crowding hers in the small space. “Here, let me.” My fingers brush against her hip as I click the belt into place. I’m so close I can smell the sweet, floral scent of her hair, clean and pure, like mountain wildflowers. I inhale deeply, committing it to memory. My sweet Hazel. My woman.

I round the truck and slide into the driver’s seat, the engine roaring to life with a familiar rumble. I throw it into drive and pull away from the curb, leaving the small town behind us.


Chapter Two
Hazel


The cabin is even more secluded than I imagined, nestled deep in the woods, surrounded by towering pines that block out the last of the evening light. There’s nothing else for miles. No neighbors. No noise but the whisper of the wind through the trees and the occasional call of a distant bird.

It should terrify me. And it does. A little. At twenty-one, I might not have a whole lot of knowledge about how the world works, but being alone with this mountain man feels safer than being in a crowded room with my ex-fiancé, Richard. My skin crawls just thinking about him. His cruel smile, the cold greed in his eyes. Being married to him would have been a prison sentence. Running into Caleb’s arms feels like... a pardon.

I’ve been hiding out in the spare room for what feels like hours. The clothes I found in the wardrobe are soft and well-worn; a pair of gray yoga pants that fit perfectly and a thick, cream-colored sweater that engulfs me in its warmth. They must belong to the sister Caleb mentioned.

I can’t stop thinking about him. Caleb. My stomach flutters every time I say his name in my head, a dizzying warmth spreading through my belly. He’s so... big. So solid and real, with those dark, watchful eyes that seem to see right through me, stripping away my defenses until I feel naked and exposed beneath his gaze. There’s something about him, a raw masculinity that radiates from him like heat from a wildfire. He’s a complete stranger, and I’m more drawn to him than I’ve ever been to anyone. Much more than I was ever drawn to Richard. It’s a scary, thrilling feeling, like standing on the edge of a cliff, knowing I should step back but desperately wanting to fall.

My stomach growls, a loud, insistent rumble in the quiet of the room. I haven’t eaten all day, the stress and adrenaline of my escape killing any appetite I might have had. But now, an emptiness gnaws at me, reminding me that I haven’t had a bite to eat since the sad continental breakfast at the hotel this morning. A breakfast I’d barely touched before my life imploded.

With a deep breath to steady my nerves, I open the bedroom door and step out into the hall, my socked feet silent on the wooden floor. I’m so focused on the thought of food that I don’t hear the bathroom door open. I turn a corner, and I walk right into him.

Again.

Only this time, it’s infinitely worse. Or better. I’m not sure which.

He’s wearing nothing but a towel.

My breath catches in my throat, a little hitch of surprise that’s loud in the sudden silence of the hallway. The towel is slung low on his hips, a stark white against the tanned, powerful muscles of his stomach. A narrow trail of dark hair disappears beneath the fluffy fabric, a tantalizing path my eyes can’t help but follow. Water droplets cling to his broad, sculpted chest, catching the light from the bulb hanging overhead. They trace paths down the hard planes of his abs, over the bulging biceps, along the strong, corded lines of his forearms. He’s magnificent. A primal, masculine masterpiece of raw, untamed strength.

My gaze travels back up, over the smattering of dark hair between his pecs, to the solid column of his throat, and finally to his face. His dark, wet hair is pushed back from his forehead, exposing the sharp, intelligent lines of his features. His hazel eyes, a mesmerizing mix of green and brown, are locked on mine. And they’re blazing.

The air in the hallway crackles, thick with a tension so potent I can taste it, like the ozone after a lightning strike. My heart hammers against my ribs, a frantic, wild rhythm that feels less like fear and more like... anticipation. My body responds to him on a level I don’t understand. It’s a deep, instinctual pull that makes my skin tingle and my breath come in shallow pants.

He takes a step toward me. I take one back, my feet silent on the cool wood. Another step forward for him, another one back for me. He’s not touching me, not even close, but I can feel the heat radiating from him like a furnace, warming my chilled skin. He backs me up slowly, deliberately, until my shoulders bump against the solid log wall of the cabin. I’m trapped. A willing, breathless captive.

A low, rumbling sound vibrates from deep in his chest. It’s not a word. It’s a growl. A primitive, possessive sound that makes my bones melt and my core clench with a sudden, shocking ache. My nipples tighten into hard, sensitive points, pressing against the soft fabric of my sweater. I’ve never felt anything like it in my life. It’s a purely physical reaction, an uncontrollable response to the raw, animal power of the man in front of me.

“It might be dangerous to keep looking at me like that, Hazel,” he says, his voice a low, gravelly murmur that washes over me, dark and rough and intoxicating. His eyes drift down to my lips, and I can’t help but lick them, suddenly nervous and excited all at once.

“Because, if you keep staring,” he continues, his gaze darkening, growing heavy-lidded with a hunger that mirrors the one stirring deep inside me, “I’m going to be tempted to see if your pretty lips taste as sweet as they look.”

Oh God.

My entire body goes up in flames. A wave of heat washes over me, so intense it makes me dizzy. I want it. I want him to kiss me. I want to know what his mouth feels like on mine, so I can find out if he tastes as wild and masculine as he looks. I want him to press that incredible body against me, to pin me to this wall and kiss me until I forget my own name.

Richard’s face flashes in my mind, cold and contemptuous. The thought of his hands on me, his lips on mine, has always been repulsive. It’s why I’d always made the excuse that I wanted to wait until the wedding night before letting anything happen between us. But the thought of Caleb touching me... it’s the opposite. It’s an ache, a desperate, gnawing need.

But I can’t. I can’t just fall into another man’s arms. Not like this. Not hours after running out on my own wedding. What kind of person would that make me? What if this feeling is just a reaction to the stress, to the adrenaline, to the relief of getting away from a situation I had been forced into? What if I wake up tomorrow and regret it?

“I... I’m hungry,” I blurt out, the words a clumsy, pathetic excuse. I duck my head, my cheeks flaming with a blush I can feel burning all the way to my ears. “I haven’t eaten all day. Do you mind if I grab something from the kitchen?”

I don’t wait for an answer. I slide along the wall, away from his overwhelming presence, and scurry past him, my heart pounding frantically in my chest. I don’t dare look back, but I can feel his eyes on me like a physical touch that makes my skin prickle with awareness.

I rush into the kitchen, my breath coming in ragged gasps. I lean against the counter, my hands trembling as I try to steady myself. What is wrong with me? I’ve never reacted to a man like this in my life, but it’s like a switch has been flipped inside me, and a part of me I never knew existed has come to life. A part that craves the very thing I just ran from: a man’s possession. Only this time, it doesn’t feel like a trap. It feels like everything I’ve ever wanted.

And that’s the most terrifying thought of all.


Chapter Three
Caleb


I watch her go, my gaze locked on the sweet sway of her ass in those skin-tight yoga pants. Every curve, every soft line of her is etched into my memory. She runs like a startled deer, all long limbs and fluttering energy, and every instinct I possess screams at me to chase her down, to catch her, to hold her until she stops running from me and surrenders to the hungry beast inside me that needs to claim her.

I stand there in the hallway, my eyes never once leaving her until she disappears from sight into the kitchen. Once she’s gone, I snap out of the haze of pure, primal need she’s wrapped me in. I’m so hard it hurts, my cock a thick, heavy length straining against the towel, demanding to be let out to play. All afternoon, I’ve been hyper-aware of her presence in my cabin even though she’s been hiding from me, and it’s been driving me crazy, the tension inside me coiling tighter and tighter until I’m ready to blow. And just running into her for the first time since we got home has been enough to light the fuse.

Fuck. I’m better than this. She deserves better than some animal who can’t control himself.

I stalk back to my bedroom, my movements tight with frustration. I slam the door behind me; the sound echoing the foul mood that’s settled over me like a storm cloud. I shouldn’t be thinking about her like this. She was supposed to be getting married today. Some other bastard was supposed to slip a ring on her finger, to stand at an altar and vow to love and cherish her. To have her. To touch her. To be with her.

A possessive growl rumbles in my chest, and I yank the towel from around my waist, my cock springing free, hard and aching for attention. My fingers wrap around the thick shaft, the skin hot and smooth under my touch. I’m a bad person for thinking about her like this when she’s obviously dealing with some shit in her life. But I can’t help it. I’ve never felt this way about a woman before. Never felt this instantaneous, all-consuming need that goes beyond simple lust. It’s a soul-deep hunger to make her mine in every way possible.

My strokes are rough, punishing, my thumb swiping over the sensitive head, smearing the precum that beads there. I picture her face, her wide green eyes dark with desire, her cheeks flushed with a delicate pink. I remember the way she looked at me in the hallway, her gaze roaming over my body before coming to rest on my lips, her own parted slightly in a silent invitation. I wanted so badly to pin her against the wall and claim her right then, to tear those soft yoga pants from her body and bury my hard cock in her wet little pussy until she was screaming my name.

A ragged groan tears from my throat. “Soon,” I promise myself, my fist flying up and down my shaft. “Soon she’ll be mine.”

I just have to be patient. I can’t mess this up by rushing her, by scaring her away with the intensity of my need. She just ran out on her wedding, for fuck’s sake. She needs time to heal, to figure out what she wants. And I’ll give her that time. I’ll be the patient, supportive friend she needs. But when she’s ready, I’ll be there, ready to claim what’s mine.

The thought of her with another man, with the ex she was supposed to marry today, sends a fresh wave of possessive fury through me, and my grip tightens, my strokes becoming more erratic. I can’t let him back in her life. I won’t. I don’t care what history they share or what stupid stunt he must have pulled to cause her to run away from him today. But I’ll do whatever it takes to make her see that she belongs with me, that I’m the one who can give her everything she craves.

I collapse onto my bed, the sheets cool against my fevered skin. My hand continues its relentless assault on my cock, my mind lost in a haze of filthy fantasies about the woman currently in my kitchen. I’m forty-one years old, and I’ve never had a real relationship, never let anyone get close enough to see the darkness inside me, the scars from a dangerous profession that has left me hardened and wary. My life has been a series of short, intense hookups, enough to scratch an itch but never enough to risk the kind of connection that could lead to a broken heart. It’s a lonely existence, but it’s safe.

Until now.

With Hazel, all my carefully constructed defenses are crumbling, brick by brick. I’m already losing it over her, and I’ve only known her for a few hours. The thought is terrifying, but also exhilarating. She’s an addiction I don’t want to quit.

My hips jerk up off the bed, fucking my fist, imagining it’s her slick little cunt gripping my cock, her tight heat milking me for all I’m worth. I want to hear her beg, to see those beautiful green eyes filled with a desperate need for me. I want to bend her over this very bed and drive into her, over and over, until she’s a sobbing, writhing mess of pleasure, until she’s so thoroughly claimed she’ll never think of another man again.

I can almost hear her, her voice a breathless whisper in my ear. “Please, Caleb. I need you. Fill me up. Give me your baby.”

The image hits me with the force of a physical blow: Hazel, round and swollen with my child, her belly full and taut with the life we created together. Her tits, already perfect, would be bigger, heavier, filled with milk to nurture our baby. The thought of her, my sweet Hazel, carrying my child is so powerful, so right, that I can’t hold back any longer.

A guttural roar rips from my chest as I come, my body convulsing with the force of my release. Hot spurts of cum erupt from my cock, painting my abs in thick, white ropes. My breath stutters out of my lungs in ragged gasps while my heart hammers against my ribs. For a long moment, I lie there, boneless and spent, my mind reeling from the intensity of it all.

When my breathing finally evens out, I stare up at the ceiling, a sense of shock washing over me. I’ve never had those kinds of thoughts about any woman before. The idea of a committed relationship, of marriage and children, has always been a distant, abstract concept, something other people did. Something that was never in the cards for a guy like me. And now, the thought of being with Hazel, of getting her pregnant, feels so right that it terrifies me.

The possessive, primal need to claim her, to bind her to me in the most fundamental way possible, is a force of nature inside me, wild and untamable. She’s mine. I knew it the moment I saw her, standing on the street looking lost and vulnerable, like a stray angel fallen from heaven. And I know, with a certainty that settles deep in my bones, that I’ll do whatever it takes to make her see it too.

I push myself up from the bed, my muscles protesting. Grabbing the discarded towel, I wipe the cum from my stomach, my movements still tight with frustration. I need to get a grip. I can’t let her see me like this, a beast barely held in check by a thin thread of control. She needs a protector, a friend. Not a predator waiting to pounce.

I pull on a pair of jeans and a clean t-shirt, the fabric rough against my skin. I run a hand through my damp hair, trying to tame the wild mess, but it’s no use. I’m a mess, inside and out.

And I will be until I can claim Hazel the way I need to. I just have to hope I have the patience to not ruin everything by pushing her too quickly into a future she might not be ready for yet. Because I will have her. As my wife. The mother of my children.

And if I have to spend every day for the rest of my life convincing her that I’m the only man for her, I will.


Chapter Four
Hazel


The sun is streaming through the thin curtains when I wake up, casting long, dusty shadows across the room. I blink, my eyes gritty from a restless night of tossing and turning. My mind had refused to shut down, replaying yesterday’s events over and over again in a dizzying loop. The panic, the escape, the feel of Caleb’s strong arms as he helped me into his truck, the raw heat in his eyes when he’d cornered me in the hallway. My body had been a jumble of confusing, conflicting emotions all night, and I feel exhausted, drained down to my very bones.

With a weary sigh, I push myself out of bed, my movements slow and stiff. I need coffee. Desperately. I tiptoe to the bathroom and splash some cold water on my face, hoping it will help to clear the fog in my brain, but it does little to chase away the lingering thoughts of Caleb that have taken up permanent residence in my mind. After brushing my teeth with the spare brush he left out for me and pulling on a fresh pair of jeans and a simple t-shirt that I find back in my room, I take a deep breath to steady my nerves before venturing out into the main part of the cabin.

The smell of freshly brewed coffee hits me as soon as I open the door, rich and aromatic and inviting.

Caleb is sitting at the small wooden kitchen table, a steaming mug cradled in his large, capable hands. He’s already dressed in a pair of worn jeans and a dark green flannel shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal powerful, sun-kissed forearms dusted with dark hair. He looks up as I enter the room, his hazel eyes locking onto mine, and a jolt goes through me, hot and electric.

He’s so handsome it hurts. A rugged, untamed kind of handsome that makes my heart flutter and my palms sweat. There’s a quiet confidence in the way he holds himself, a stillness that speaks of a deep inner strength. He looks like he belongs here, in the heart of the wilderness, a king in his domain.

“Morning,” he says, his voice a low, rumbling murmur that washes over me. “Coffee’s fresh. Help yourself.”

“Thanks,” I manage to squeak out, my cheeks flushing. I can feel his gaze on me as I move to the counter, a heavy, weighty stare that makes my skin prickle with awareness. I pour myself a cup, my hands trembling slightly, and I can’t help but wonder if he’s thinking about the same thing I am. About what happened in the hallway last night. The way the air between us had crackled with a tension so thick I could barely breathe.

I know I shouldn’t be thinking about it. I should be focused on my very real, very serious problems. But my body has a mind of its own, and there’s a traitorous, wanton part of me that craves his touch with a desperation that both frightens and excites me.

I turn back to face him, clutching my mug like a shield. He’s watching me, an unreadable expression on his face, and I suddenly feel trapped, cornered. The cabin is so small, and the thought of spending the entire day cooped up in here with him, with this suffocating tension between us, feels like a special kind of torture. I need to get out. I need to breathe.

I rack my brain, trying to think of something, anything, to distract myself. Then I remember. Something about a festival. “Is there something going on in town today?” I ask, my voice a little too bright, a little too forced. “I remember the guy at the hotel saying something about it when he was telling me why there were no rooms available.”

“The Founder’s Day Festival,” he says, taking a sip of his coffee. “It’s a whole big to-do. Crafts, food, games. The whole town turns out for it.”

“Oh.” I try to sound casual, like it’s just a passing thought, but my mind is already racing. “That sounds... nice. Fun. A good way to waste a day.” I take a nervous sip of my coffee, the dark liquid scalding my tongue. “What’s the easiest way to get into town from here? I was thinking I could maybe... check it out.”

He puts his mug down with a decisive thud that makes me jump. “I’ll drive you.”

“Oh, no, you don’t have to do that,” I rush to say, waving a dismissive hand. “I’m sure you have things to do. I don’t want to be a bother. I can just walk, or...”

“I’ll drive you,” he repeats, his tone leaving no room for argument. His eyes are fixed on mine, intense and unwavering. “And I’ll keep you company. I don’t like the thought of you wandering around town by yourself.”

A shiver runs down my spine. He’s so protective. And a dark, secret part of me, a part I’m just now beginning to discover, loves it. “Okay,” I whisper, my voice barely audible. “If you’re sure it’s not too much trouble.”

“It’s no trouble at all.”

***

The drive into town is awkward. The silence in the truck is heavy, filled with all the things we’re not saying. I stare out the window, watching the dense pine forest give way to the small, quaint town, my mind racing with questions about the man sitting beside me. I need to break the tension. I need to know more about him.

“So,” I say, turning to face him. “What do you do for a living?”

He glances at me, a small, almost imperceptible smile touching his lips. “I’m a smokejumper.”

I blink, confused. “A smokejumper? What’s that?”

“We’re the wildland firefighters who parachute into remote areas to fight wildfires,” he explains, his voice casual, as if he’s talking about something as mundane as being an accountant or a baker. “When a fire breaks out in the middle of nowhere, with no roads or trails, we’re the ones they call.”

My jaw drops. I picture him, this strong, solid man, leaping out of a plane into the heart of a raging inferno.

“That’s... incredible,” I breathe, my admiration for him swelling until it feels like it might burst out of my chest. “You’re a hero.”

He just shrugs, a flicker of something unreadable in his eyes as he glances at me briefly before he turns his attention back to the road. “It’s just a job. Someone’s got to do it.”

His humble dismissal of his own bravery only makes my crush on him grow more intense. This man isn’t just handsome and protective. He’s selfless and courageous, a true good guy, the kind of man I’ve only ever read about in books. The complete and total opposite of the man I was supposed to marry.

“What about you, Hazel?” he asks, his voice pulling me from my thoughts. “What do you do?”

“I used to work part-time at a grocery store back home,” I tell him, a familiar, hollow ache settling in my chest. “But I guess I’m unemployed right now.” I stare out the window, watching the town grow closer, a knot of anxiety tightening in my stomach.

A heavy silence descends upon the truck, a silence that feels more weighted than the one before. I know what’s coming. I can feel it in the way the air stills, in the way Caleb’s knuckles tighten on the steering wheel.

“What happened with your fiancé?” he asks, his tone flat, devoid of any emotion. But I can sense the tightly coiled tension in him.

I pause, my breath catching in my throat. How much of the story should I tell him? Does he really need to know what a selfish, cowardly father I have? Or what a monster Richard is? But then I remember the way Caleb had selflessly offered me a place to stay without hesitation. He’s letting a complete stranger, a woman on the run from her own wedding, into his home. He deserves the truth. All of it.

“My father arranged the marriage,” I begin, my voice soft. “I barely knew Richard. All I really knew was that my father had borrowed an insane amount of money from him. A debt he couldn’t repay.” I take a shaky breath, the words tasting foul in my mouth. “So Richard offered him a deal. If I married him, he would forget all about the debt.”

I risk a glance at Caleb. His jaw is clenched, a muscle working furiously in his cheek. He’s staring straight ahead at the road, but I can feel the force of his anger like it’s a palpable thing that fills the small space of the truck.

“I begged my father not to make me do it,” I continue, my voice trembling. “I didn’t know Richard well, but I knew he felt... wrong. Bad. There was a darkness to him, a cruelty he didn’t bother to hide. I heard rumors that he had come into his fortune through illegal means. Drugs. Weapons. That kind of thing. The thought of being tied to a man like that, of being forced to live my life with him... it felt like a nightmare.”

“But my father wouldn’t listen. He just kept telling me it was my duty. That I had to marry Richard, otherwise the family would be ruined. He didn’t care about my happiness. He only cared about saving his own skin.” A bitter laugh escapes my lips. “So, I decided to take matters into my own hands. As soon as I found an opportunity, I ran.”

I fall silent, the confession leaving me feeling raw and exposed. I’ve never told anyone the full story before, never voiced my fears out loud. Saying it to Caleb now feels like a release, but it also makes it all too real.

He doesn’t say anything. He just keeps driving, his knuckles white on the steering wheel, his gaze fixed on the road ahead. The silence stretches, thick and heavy, until I can’t stand it anymore. I dare another look at him, and my breath catches in my throat.

His eyes are blazing. A cold, deadly fury burns in their depths, a look so fierce and protective it sends a shiver down my spine. He looks like a predator ready to strike, a wild, powerful animal who’s just had its territory threatened.

Without warning, he reaches out, his large hand closing over my thigh. The heat of his touch sears through the denim of my jeans, a brand that sends a jolt of desire straight to my core.

“You’re safe now, Hazel,” he says, his voice a low growl that vibrates through my entire body. “I’ll never let anyone hurt you. I swear it.”

And I melt. Just like that. All the fear, all the anxiety, all the confusion that has been churning inside me for weeks, months, evaporates under the intense heat of his touch, the unwavering conviction in his voice. In this moment, with his strong hand gripping my thigh, I believe him.

A dangerous, thrilling thought blossoms in my mind, bold and brazen. What if a little fling while I’m staying with him wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen? I’m an adult. I can make my own choices. And right now, all I want to do is explore this dizzying, intoxicating connection I have with this man who’s already becoming my hero. A little fun, a little distraction... a little taste of what it feels like to be truly desired.

What could be the harm in that?


Chapter Five
Hazel


The festival is even more adorable than I imagined.

A meadow on the very edge of the town is buzzing with life, a kaleidoscope of color and sound and energy that wraps around me like a warm hug. Brightly colored stalls fill the area, selling everything from handmade jewelry and rustic wooden furniture to fresh-baked pastries and jars of golden honey. Food trucks are parked haphazardly along the perimeter, their windows open to reveal sizzling grills and steaming pots, the delicious, savory smells of grilled burgers and fried onions and sweet kettle corn mingling in the air in a symphony of scents that makes my stomach rumble.

Live music drifts from a makeshift stage set up near the center of the square, a cheerful, folksy tune played by a band of grizzled old men in faded jeans and cowboy hats. The melody is infectious, a lighthearted, upbeat rhythm that has people tapping their feet and swaying to the beat as they wander from stall to stall.

Laughter echoes all around me, a chorus of joyous sounds that lifts my spirits and makes a carefree smile spread across my face. Children dart through the crowd, their faces painted with colorful designs, their hands sticky with cotton candy as they chase each other in a game of tag. Couples stroll hand in hand, their fingers laced together, their heads bent close as they share quiet secrets and intimate smiles.

For the first time in as long as I can remember, I feel a sense of peace settle over me. The heavy weight of my father’s expectations, the suffocating pressure of my impending marriage to Richard, the constant, gnawing fear that has been my constant companion for months... it all just melts away, replaced by a giddy, exhilarating sense of freedom.

This is what I ran away for. This. The simple joy of being able to make my own choices, to live my own life on my own terms. And as I stand here, in the middle of this vibrant, bustling celebration, I feel a sense of hope for the future I haven’t felt in a long, long time.

I steal a glance at Caleb, who’s standing beside me, a silent, solid presence at my side. He’s watching me, a small, almost imperceptible smile playing on his lips, and my heart does a little flip-flop in my chest. The memory of our conversation in the truck, of the fierce, protective look in his eyes, of the searing heat of his touch on my thigh, sends a fresh wave of warmth through me.

I’ve decided. I’m going to relax and enjoy myself. I’m going to have some fun. And if that fun happens to include giving my virginity to the incredible, protective hero of a man standing beside me, well... I’m a free woman now. And I’m going to embrace it.

My eyes scan the crowd, taking in all the sights and sounds of the festival. They land on a brightly colored booth tucked away in a corner. A ring toss game. Simple, silly, and utterly charming.

Before I can overthink it, I reach out, my fingers curling around Caleb’s large, calloused hand. His skin is warm, rough, and a jolt of electricity shoots up my arm at the contact. I can feel the strength in his grip, the raw, untapped power that lies dormant in his quiet, steady presence.

“C’mon,” I say, my voice bright with a newfound enthusiasm. I tug on his hand, pulling him toward the game booth. “Let’s play.”

He lets me lead him, a bemused expression on his face as he follows me through the throng of people. The closer we get to the booth, the more my excitement builds. I’m practically bouncing on the balls of my feet, a wide grin spreading across my face.

When we reach the booth, I reluctantly let go of his hand, a small pang of regret shooting through me at the loss of contact. The man running the game, a portly, cheerful fellow with a booming laugh, greets us with a wide smile.

“Step right up, step right up! Test your skill! Win a prize for your little lady!”

I feel a blush creep up my cheeks at the man’s words, but I can’t deny the thrill that goes through me at being referred to as Caleb’s “little lady.” I peek at Caleb out of the corner of my eye, and I could swear I see the corners of his mouth twitch into a ghost of a smile.

Caleb pays our entry fees, and we are given three small wooden rings each. I go first, my heart thumping with anticipation. I take a deep breath, my eyes focused on the row of brightly colored bottles in the distance. I toss the first ring, my movements a little clumsy. It lands with a disappointing clatter on the wooden platform, missing its target by a mile. I try again with the second ring, and then the third, but with the same result. Not a single one lands on a bottle.

“I’m terrible at this,” I grumble, turning to Caleb with a pout.

He just shrugs, a look of cool, calm confidence on his face. “You did great. Let me have a go.”

He steps up to the line, his tall, powerful frame dwarfing the small booth. He takes a ring, his long, skilled fingers holding it with an easy, practiced grip. He doesn’t seem to be aiming, or even trying very hard. He just... tosses it. A lazy, almost bored flick of the wrist. And just like that, the ring lands perfectly around the bottle in the very center of the row.

A gasp escapes my lips. “How did you do that?”

He doesn’t answer. He just picks up the second ring, and with the same casual, effortless movement, he tosses it. It lands around the bottle to the right of the first one, a perfect, identical placement. The third ring follows, joining its brothers in a neat little row.

The man running the booth lets out a low whistle. “Well, I’ll be damned. You’ve got a steady hand there, son.” He reaches under the counter and pulls out a small, brown teddy bear with a bright red ribbon tied around its neck. “Here’s your prize.”

Caleb takes the bear and turns to me. He holds it out, his hazel eyes locking with mine, and a slow, devastating smile spreads across his face. It’s the first real smile I’ve seen from him, and it’s breathtaking. It transforms his ruggedly handsome features, softening the hard lines of his jaw and crinkling the corners of his eyes, making him look younger.

“For you,” he says, his voice a deep murmur that sends a delicious shiver down my spine.

My heart swells, a warm, fuzzy feeling spreading through my chest as I take the small, fluffy bear from him. I can’t stop smiling, my cheeks aching with the effort. I clutch the bear to my chest, the fur soft against my skin. It’s such a silly, small gesture, but it feels like the most romantic thing anyone has ever done for me.

“Thank you,” I whisper, my voice thick with an emotion I can’t quite name.

“Hey, Caleb!”

A deep, friendly voice cuts through my thoughts, and I look up to see a tall, muscular man with short, graying hair and kind blue eyes approaching us. He’s wearing a dark blue police uniform, the silver badge on his chest glinting in the sunlight.

“Mark,” Caleb says, a genuine warmth in his voice as he claps the man on the shoulder. “What are you doing here? Thought you’d be hiding from all this chaos.”

The man chuckles. “Gotta show my face, make sure you hooligans aren’t causing too much trouble.” His gaze shifts to me, a curious, friendly gleam in his eyes. “And who’s this?”

“This is Hazel,” Caleb says, his arm snaking around my waist, pulling me flush against his side. The possessive gesture sends a jolt of desire straight to my core. “Hazel, this is Sheriff Mark Dalton.”

“Nice to meet you, Hazel,” Mark says, a warm smile on his face. “Don’t let this guy’s quiet exterior fool you. He’s trouble.”

“Mark here was my training officer back when I first became a smokejumper,” Caleb explains, a hint of nostalgia in his voice. “Taught me everything I know.”

“I sure did,” he says. Mark turns back to Caleb, his expression turning more serious. “Are you gonna compete in the axe-throwing contest this year? It’s starting in a minute.”

Caleb’s gaze drifts to a large booth at the far end of the meadow, where a crowd is already gathering. He shakes his head, his arm still securely around my waist. “Nah. I’m going to spend the day with Hazel.”

Mark’s eyes light up with a mischievous glint. He looks at me, then back at Caleb. “C’mon, Wells. Don’t be a stick in the mud. You’ve won the last two years in a row. If you don’t defend your title, people are going to talk.” He leans in conspiratorially, lowering his voice. “They’ll think you’re getting soft.”

Caleb chuckles. “Is that so?”

“You know it is,” Mark says, clapping him on the back. “Besides, think of the bragging rights. Three years in a row? You’d be a legend.” He turns to me, a challenging glint in his eyes. “You should try and persuade him, Hazel. I’m sure he’ll listen to you.”

With a final wink, Mark turns and disappears into the crowd, leaving me alone with Caleb, a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions swirling inside me.

An idea, bold and daring and utterly reckless, takes root in my mind. I look up at Caleb, my heart thumping a frantic rhythm against my ribs. The thought of him, all powerful and focused, competing in a contest of strength and skill, is... thrilling. And the thought of giving him a prize, a real prize, makes my body hum with a nervous, excited energy.

“What if...” I begin, my voice barely a whisper. I trail off, suddenly shy, but I force myself to continue, my gaze locked on his. “What if we make a deal?”

His hazel eyes narrow, a flicker of curiosity in their depths. “What kind of deal?”

“If you win,” I say, my voice gaining strength, a newfound confidence surging through me. “If you win the contest... I’ll give you a special prize. A kiss.”

His eyes darken, the soft green of the iris swallowed by a deep, hungry black. He stares at me, his expression unreadable, and a nervous flutter starts in my stomach. Did I go too far? Am I being too bold?

But then, a smile spreads across his face, and he has a wicked gleam in his eyes that makes my knees feel weak. “A kiss, huh?” he says, his deep voice vibrating straight through me to my core. “You sure about that, Hazel?”

My heart is pounding so hard I can hear the blood rushing in my ears. “I’m sure,” I say, my voice steady, despite the frantic fluttering in my chest.

“Alright,” he says with a nod. “You’ve got a deal.”

He doesn’t hesitate. He grabs my hand, his large, calloused fingers lacing through mine, and starts pulling me toward the axe-throwing booth, a determined look on his face. I stumble along behind him, my small teddy bear clutched in my other hand, a giddy, excited grin on my face.

The crowd is thicker here; the energy more intense. A row of men are already lined up, their axes glinting in the sunlight as they take their turns, their grunts of effort mingling with the cheers and jeers of the onlookers. Caleb doesn’t even seem to notice the noise or the people. His focus is entirely on the large wooden targets at the end of the lane, a look of fierce concentration on his face.

He’s magnificent. A raw, untamed power radiates from him, a primal energy that makes my skin tingle and my breath catch in my throat. I watch, mesmerized, as he takes an axe from the rack, its handle worn smooth with use. He tests its weight, his movements fluid and confident, a master in his element.

All the other contestants take their turns first, their throws clumsy and uncoordinated, their axes landing with disappointing thuds on the outer rings of the target, or missing altogether. Then, it’s Caleb’s turn.

The crowd falls silent, a hushed reverence descending upon them as he steps up to the line. He stands there for a moment, a tall, powerful figure silhouetted against the bright sun, his body coiled with a tense, wiry strength. He raises the axe, the muscles in his back and arms flexing with a breathtaking display of strength. He takes a deep breath, holds it, and then with a fluid, almost graceful motion, he brings the axe forward and releases it.

It flies through the air in a perfect, deadly arc, a silent, spinning blur of wood and steel that splits the air with a whistle. It lands with a solid, satisfying thwack, dead center of the bullseye, burying itself deep into the wood with a force that makes the whole target shudder.

The crowd erupts into a roar of cheers and applause, but I barely hear it. He won. And now I get to kiss him. I’d never doubted him for a second, but seeing him claim victory so effortlessly, so masterfully, is... exhilarating. My body is humming with anticipation, a nervous, excited energy coiling deep in my stomach.

He turns to me, his face serious. The axe is forgotten, the roar of the crowd is a distant buzz. He has eyes only for me. And in their depths, I see a hunger so fierce, so possessive, it makes me dizzy.

He begins to walk toward me, his long legs eating up the distance between us in a few powerful strides. He moves with a predatory grace, a stalking, determined gait that makes my heart pound even harder. He’s not just coming to claim his prize. He’s coming to claim me.

When he reaches me, he doesn’t say a word. He just cups my cheeks in his hands, his touch gentle but firm as he lifts my face up to his, a silent command that I willingly obey.

And then he kisses me.

It’s not a gentle, tentative kiss. It’s a deep, hungry kiss that steals the breath from my lungs and sends a shockwave of desire straight through me. His lips are firm and demanding, and they taste faintly of coffee and something masculine and addictive. He claims my mouth with a possessive urgency, his tongue delving deep while I whimper helplessly against his lips.

My nipples tighten into hard, aching points that press against the soft fabric of my t-shirt, and a deep, throbbing ache settles between my thighs. I wrap my arms around his neck, my fingers tangling in the thick, dark hair at the nape, holding him to me, desperate to get as close as I can to him.

I’m vaguely aware of the world around us, of the whoops and hollers of the crowd, of the sun beating down on us, of the cheerful music playing in the distance. But it all fades into a distant, insignificant hum. The only thing that matters is him. The solid, muscular press of his chest against mine, and the feel of his hands cupping my face while he devours me.

He kisses me until I’m breathless and dazed, until my head is spinning and my body is burning up with a desperate, needy energy. When he finally pulls away, his eyes are dark and blazing, a fire in their depths that makes my heart flutter and my core clench. His chest is heaving, his breath coming in ragged gasps, and he looks at me like he wants to eat me alive.

A wave of heat washes over me, and I can feel the slick, wet evidence of my arousal soaking my panties. I’m a mess. A wanton, trembling mess for a man I’ve only known for a day.

And I’m already certain there’s no way I’ll be able to resist asking him for even more once we are back in the privacy of his cabin tonight.


Chapter Six
Caleb


The crowd is starting to thin a little, but the energy of the Founder’s Day Fair is still buzzing under the darkening sky. String lights crisscross above the meadow, casting a warm, golden glow over the crowd. All day, I’ve had Hazel at my side. And fuck if it hasn’t been the best damn day of my life.

Having her with me, her small hand tucked into mine, her head resting on my shoulder as we watch the band, it feels right. So fucking right. I can’t remember the last time I felt this kind of happiness. Every smile she sends me, every little laugh that escapes her lips, feels like a gift.

And that kiss. That kiss at the axe-throwing contest. It was supposed to be a prize, a quick claim. But the second my lips touched hers, something inside me snapped. I wanted more. Needed more. I spent the rest of the day finding every excuse I could to kiss her again. A quick peck behind the candy apple stand. A slow, deep kiss while we watched the fireworks. Each one just left me craving the next.

My cock has been rock hard for hours, a constant, throbbing ache in my jeans. Just thinking about what’s going to happen when I get her back to the cabin, back to my bed, is enough to make me lose my goddamn mind. I’m going to strip her bare, spread her wide, and finally claim what’s mine.

“Thirsty?” I ask, my voice a low rumble as I squeeze her hand.

She looks up at me, her green eyes sparkling in the fairy lights. “A little. I can go get us a couple of sodas.”

“I’ll get them,” I say, already pulling my wallet from my back pocket.

“No,” she says, pulling her hand from mine and planting them on her hips. “You’ve paid for everything else today. It’s my turn. My treat.”

I open my mouth to argue, but the stubborn set of her jaw tells me it’s a fight I won’t win. And part of me fucking loves that about her. She’s not a pushover.

“Alright,” I concede, a grin spreading across my face. “But the next one’s on me.”

She beams at me, a radiant smile that makes my chest ache. “Deal.”

I watch her walk away, her small frame moving gracefully through the dwindling crowd. The jeans she’s wearing hug her curves perfectly, and I have to resist the urge to follow her, to pull her into the nearest dark corner and have my way with her right here, right now.

Before she reaches the brightly lit drinks truck, she stops. A woman with a little girl, who can’t be more than five, has caught her attention. The little girl is wearing a sparkly pink princess dress, complete with a plastic tiara perched on top of her blonde curls. I can’t hear what they’re saying from this distance, but I can see the genuine, warm smile on Hazel’s face.

I watch as she crouches down, bringing herself to the little girl’s level. She says something that makes the girl giggle, and she reaches out to gently touch the puffy sleeve of her dress. My heart clenches in my chest, a fierce, possessive warmth spreading through me.

Hazel is so good with her. So natural. A wave of something primal, something dark and powerful, washes over me. The thought of her, my sweet Hazel, pregnant with my child, carrying our baby, is so overwhelming it makes my head spin. I want to see her round with my child. I want to see her holding our baby, her face glowing with that same warm, loving smile she’s giving that little girl right now.

I want to put a baby inside her. Soon.

I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t hear him approach.

“Well, I’ll be damned.”

I turn to see Sheriff Mark Dalton standing beside me, a knowing smirk on his face. “Caleb Wells, staring at a woman like a lovesick puppy. I never thought I’d see the day.”

I can’t help but grin. “Shut up, Mark.”

His smirk softens into a genuine smile. “She’s special, isn’t she?”

I don’t hesitate. “She’s the one.”

Mark’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “The one? How long have you known her?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I say, my gaze drifting back to Hazel, who’s now laughing with the little girl’s mother. “I knew the second I saw her.”

Mark is quiet for a moment, his eyes thoughtful. He knows me. He knows I’m not a man who throws words like “the one” around lightly. He also knows I’m a man who prefers my own company, who has intentionally built a life of solitude.

“I need you to keep an eye out for anyone new in town. Anyone who might be looking for Hazel.” My voice is low, urgent.

Mark’s expression immediately turns serious. “What’s going on, Caleb?”

I sigh, running a hand through my hair. “Her father was forcing her to marry some guy. Dangerous. Maybe has criminal ties. She ran before the wedding. All I know is the man’s name is Richard.”

Mark’s jaw tightens. “Son of a bitch. I’ll keep my ear to the ground. If anyone shows up asking questions about a runaway bride, you’ll be the first to know.”

“Thanks, Mark.”

We watch as Hazel says her goodbyes to the woman and her daughter, then turns and heads for the drinks truck. As she orders, Mark leans in close. “Just hope she isn’t paying with a credit card. That’s an easy trail for someone to follow.”

My blood runs cold. I see it then. Hazel pulls a small piece of plastic from her back pocket as the vendor hands her two cans of soda. My mind races, my protective instincts flaring so hard it feels like a physical punch to the gut. She’s putting herself in danger. Exposing herself.

“Goddammit,” I curse, turning to Mark. “Thanks.”

I don’t wait for a reply. I’m already moving, pushing through the crowd, my long legs eating up the distance. I reach her just as she’s about to tap the card. I wrap my arm around her waist, pulling her back against me, and slap a twenty-dollar bill on the counter with my other hand.

“I’ve got this,” I say, my voice tight.

Hazel looks up at me, her green eyes wide with surprise. “Caleb, what are you...” she starts, but I cut her off.

“I’ll explain later,” I murmur, my lips brushing against her ear. “Just trust me.”

She nods, her eyes searching mine. I pay for the drinks, grab the cans, and take her hand, pulling her away from the truck and the crowd. I need to get her alone. Now.

My mind is a whirlwind of dark, possessive thoughts. The thought of her being in danger, of someone like Richard tracking her down, finding her, touching her... it makes me want to tear something apart. A feral, protective rage builds inside me, hot and suffocating.

I lead her to the edge of the meadow, to a thicket of tall trees that offers a modicum of privacy from the prying eyes of the festival. The sounds of the crowd fade into a distant buzz, replaced by the chirping of crickets and the rustling of leaves.

I push her up against the rough bark of a large oak tree, my body pressing hers into the wood. The cans of soda drop to the ground, forgotten.

“Caleb,” she whispers, her breath catching in her throat.

I don’t give her a chance to say anything else. I crash my lips against hers, a deep, hungry kiss that’s born of desperation and a primal need to claim. I pour all my fear, my anger, my possessive rage into the kiss in a desperate attempt to brand her as mine, to keep her safe.

She melts against me, a soft sigh escaping her lips as she surrenders to my touch. Her hands come up to tangle in my hair, her body arching into mine in a silent invitation for more.

And I want more. So much more.

I’m not sure I can wait until we get home. I need to hear her moaning my name. Now.

I trail a line of hot, open-mouthed kisses down her neck, my teeth nipping at her sensitive skin. Her breath hitches, a small, breathy moan escaping her lips. “Caleb...”

My hand moves to the waistband of her jeans, my fingers fumbling with the button. I’m rough, clumsy, driven by a need so intense it’s almost painful. I finally get the button open and yank down the zipper, my hand sliding into the warmth between her legs.

She’s soaked. Her panties are drenched, the thin fabric clinging to her swollen folds. I groan against her neck, my cock throbbing in response. She wants this. She wants me.

I rub her through her panties, my fingers tracing the slick seam of her cunt, the fabric growing wetter with every pass. Her moans grow louder, more desperate, her hips rolling as she grinds against my hand, seeking more friction.

“Fuck, Hazel,” I growl against her skin. “You’re so wet for me.”

I press harder, rubbing her clit in tight, hard circles. Her body trembles, her nails digging into my scalp as she clings to me, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

“When we get home,” I murmur, my lips brushing against her ear, my voice a low, guttural growl. “I’m going to claim this needy little pussy with my cock. I’m going to take you bare, fill you with so much of my cum that you’ll be carrying my baby by the end of the night.”

My words send a shudder through her, a soft, breathy cry escaping her lips. She arches her back, her body tensing as a powerful orgasm rips through her. Her legs shake, her whole body convulsing against mine as she cries out my name, her pleasure washing over her in waves.

I hold her through it, one arm wrapped tight around her shaking body, my own arousal coiling tight and hot in my gut. I love seeing her like this, undone by my touch, completely surrendering to the pleasure I give her. I can’t wait to see her pregnant, my child growing inside her. It’s a feral, possessive thought that consumes me, a dark hunger that I know will only be satisfied when I’ve claimed her completely.

As she comes down from her high, her body goes limp against mine, her breathing ragged. I hold her close, my chin resting on top of her head, a deep sense of satisfaction settling over me.

And then a voice cuts through the darkness, the words making my blood run cold.

“Is this why you left me at the altar, Hazel?”


Chapter Seven
Hazel


The world freezes. The music from the festival, the chirping of the crickets, the feel of Caleb’s strong arms around me… it all vanishes. All I can hear is that voice. Richard’s. And all I can feel is the icy dread that spreads through my veins, cold and sharp and suffocating.

Richard has found me already.

My body reacts purely on instinct. As soon as I feel Caleb’s hand slide out of my jeans, I stumble back, my trembling fingers fumbling with the zipper. It snags once, twice, before I finally get it up, my breath hitching in my throat.

Caleb steps away from me, and he becomes a solid wall of muscle and fury between me and the man I ran from. I can’t see Richard past Caleb’s broad shoulders, but I don’t need to. I can feel him. His presence is like a sickness, a poison that seeps into the air and chokes me.

“You should leave,” Caleb’s voice cuts through the darkness. It’s a low growl, deep and dangerous in a way I’ve never heard before. There’s a lethal edge to it, an untamed power that makes the fine hairs on my arms stand on end. “Now. And don’t come back.”

Even through my suffocating panic, a dark, traitorous part of me finds this side of Caleb irresistible. This possessive, protective alpha who stands between me and my worst nightmare.

A cruel, familiar laugh echoes from the trees. “I’m not going anywhere,” Richard sneers. “Not without my bride.”

My heart hammers against my ribs. “How... how did you find me?” I whisper, my voice shaking so hard I can barely get the words out.

I hear Richard’s condescending sigh. “Oh, Hazel. Still so stupid.”

The words are a physical blow, but he’s not done.

“I had a contact track your credit card. Found the bus ticket you used to get into this one-horse town. You were stupid to use your card. Even more stupid to stay in the same town you traveled to. It wasn’t even a challenge.” His voice drips with contempt. “You’re just as stupid as your father. It was so easy to keep giving him money to feed his gambling addiction. So easy to let him get in deeper and deeper. All so when it came time to pay up, I could get what I wanted all along. You.”

A wave of nausea washes over me, hot and sour. I know all of this. But hearing it from him, hearing how he gloats about manipulating my father, about ruining my life, somehow makes it all hurt even more.

“She’s not going with you,” Caleb grinds out, the words clipped and sharp as broken glass. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

“Is that so?” Richard’s tone shifts, turning slick and venomous. “And you’re going to stop me? Listen, I don’t know who you are, and I don’t care. But you’re about to find out what happens when you stick your nose in business that isn’t yours. I will hurt you if you try to stop me from taking back what’s rightfully mine.”

An animal-like growl rips from Caleb’s chest. It’s the kind of sound that belongs to a beast defending its mate. But he hasn’t heard all the rumors about Richard that I have. The man I was supposed to marry is a dangerous man, and I can’t let him hurt the one I’ve already grown to love in such a short time.

“I’ll go with you, Richard,” I blurt out, my heart shattering into a million pieces as I say the words. “I’ll go. Just... don’t touch him.”

The idea of Caleb getting hurt - or worse - because of me is too much to bear. I don’t care how miserable I will be for the rest of my life, just so long as the man I love is safe.

I take a step, intending to walk past Caleb, to surrender myself to a life of misery to spare him. But before I can take another, a firm, unyielding hand wraps around my arm, stopping me dead in my tracks. Caleb turns to me, his eyes burning with a fierce, possessive fire. He looks down at me, and for a moment, the world narrows down to just the two of us.

“Run,” he says, his voice a low, urgent command. “Run and get Mark Dalton. Find him and bring him here.”

I hesitate, my mind a frantic, terrified mess. I can’t leave him. I can’t.

“I will not be letting you leave with him,” he says, as if reading my mind. His grip on my arm tightens, a silent promise that he will not falter. “So if you want to do something to keep me safe, if you want to help me, you will go get Mark. Now.”

I search his eyes, looking for any hint of fear, any sign of doubt. All I find is an unshakeable resolve, a steely determination that both terrifies and thrills me. He means what he says. I am not leaving with Richard. And now he’s giving me a way to help him.

I nod, a single, jerky motion of my head.

“Go,” he commands.

The second he releases my arm, I turn and I run. I run like I’ve never run before, away from the darkness of the trees and back toward the warm, bright lights of the festival. My lungs burn, my legs ache, but I don’t dare slow down. I can hear them behind me; the sickening thud of a fist connecting with flesh, a grunt of pain. I don’t dare look back. I just run.

I burst back into the meadow, the cheerful lights and music a jarring, surreal contrast to the violence unfolding just beyond the tree line. I stumble to a halt on the edge of the crowd, gasping for breath, my heart pounding hard against my ribs. My eyes scan the faces, searching for the familiar, reassuring figure of the sheriff.

And then I see him. Thank God, I see him. He’s standing with two other deputies, their uniforms a comforting sight in the chaotic crowd.

A surge of adrenaline gives me the strength I need. I push through the throng of people, not even bothering to apologize to anyone I bump into. I reach him, my hand closing around his arm, my grip surprisingly strong.

“Mark!” I gasp, my words tumbling out in a panicked rush. “It’s Caleb! He’s in danger! You have to help him!”

Mark’s friendly expression vanishes, replaced by a look of grim urgency. “Where, Hazel?”

I don’t answer, just turn and start running again, knowing he and his men will follow. We race back to the trees, to the spot I’d just fled. The scene that greets us is a chaotic blur of motion. Caleb is on top, his powerful body straddling Richard’s chest, his fist raised. He brings it down again, a sickening thud echoing in the quiet night.

“Caleb, stop! That’s enough!” Mark bellows, his voice cutting through the violence.

Two of the deputies rush forward, grabbing Caleb and hauling him off Richard with surprising strength. Caleb struggles for a moment, a wild, feral look in his eyes, before he seems to register who’s holding him. He stops fighting, his chest heaving, his knuckles raw and bleeding.

Mark moves to Richard, who is a groaning, bloody mess on the ground. He pulls him up, quickly cuffing his hands behind his back. The Sheriff is saying something, presumably reading him his rights, but I can barely hear a word he says over the sound of blood rushing in my ears.

They drag Richard away, leaving Caleb and me alone in the sudden, heavy silence of the woods. The adrenaline that has been keeping me going starts to fade, leaving me feeling shaky and weak.

I rush to Caleb, my hands flying to his face, my eyes scanning every inch of him. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

He’s got a nasty-looking black eye already forming around his left eye, and a deep cut on one cheek, but he doesn’t seem seriously hurt. He looks down at me, his expression softening as he sees the fear in my eyes.

“I’m fine,” he says, his deep, calm voice a soothing balm to my frayed nerves. “I promise he’s in much worse shape than I am.”

A wave of relief so profound washes over me it almost brings me to my knees. He’s okay. My legs feel like they might give out, and I lean into him, my forehead resting against the solid wall of his chest. He’s safe. We both are.

“Let’s go home,” I whisper, the words barely audible.

“Of course,” he murmurs, wrapping a strong arm around my shoulder and pulling me into his side. I snuggle closer, burying my face in the worn fabric of his flannel shirt, breathing in the familiar, comforting scent of him. He leads me out of the dark woods and back towards the main path, the sounds of the festival fading behind us as we walk towards the parking lot.

Towards the start of a new life.


Chapter Eight
Caleb


The sting of the antiseptic wipe is a distant, secondary sensation. All my focus, every single shred of my attention, is on her. On Hazel.

She’s standing between my thighs as I sit at the kitchen table in my cabin, her slender frame close enough that I can feel the warmth radiating from her skin. The overhead light casts a soft glow on her face, highlighting the delicate curve of her cheekbones, the gentle swell of her lips. Her blonde hair falls in soft waves around her shoulders, and she’s biting her bottom lip in concentration as she dabs at the cut on my cheek.

She’s the most goddamn beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.

The adrenaline from the fight with that piece of shit, Richard, is still humming under my skin. My blood is still hot with the feral, protective rage that surged through me the second I heard his voice and knew my woman was in danger. But now, mixed in with all of that, is a deep, aching need to have her. To finish what we started before we were so rudely interrupted. To claim her, to make her mine in the most primal way possible.

My cock is rock hard, a solid, heavy length pressing uncomfortably against the seam of my jeans. Every subtle movement she makes, every soft brush of her fingers against my skin, sends a jolt of pure lust straight to my dick. It’s agony, this waiting. This holding back. But I know she’s been through a traumatic ordeal. The last thing I want to do is push her, to make her feel like I only see her as a warm body to fuck. So I’ll wait. I’ll give her all the time she needs to feel safe again.

Even if it kills me. Which I think it might.

“There,” she whispers, her breath warm against my skin as she presses a clean bandage over the cut. “All done.”

She doesn’t pull away. She stays there, standing between my spread legs, her hands resting gently on my shoulders. My own hands itch to reach out, to grab her by the hips and pull her onto my lap, to feel her soft curves pressed against my hard body. I clench my fists where they rest on my knees, my knuckles white, fighting for control.

She looks down at me, her big green eyes shining with an emotion that makes my chest ache. “Thank you, Caleb,” she says, her voice soft and sincere. “For protecting me. For... everything.”

My control frays. “I would never let anyone hurt you, Hazel,” I say, my voice a low, rough growl. “Ever. I’d kill anyone who even tried if I had to.”

The words hang in the air between us, raw and possessive. For a long moment, she just stares down at me, her expression unreadable. A flicker of doubt goes through me. Did I say too much? Did I scare her?

And then she’s kissing me.

Her lips crash against mine with a desperation that mirrors the hungry ache that’s been gnawing at me all night. She moans into my mouth, a soft, needy sound that goes straight to my head and to my cock. I lose the battle with my self-control. My hands grip her hips, my fingers digging into the soft flesh as I pull her flush against me, crushing her to my chest. I kiss her back with all the desperation I feel, a deep, claiming kiss that’s meant to erase any memory of her life before me.

My mind goes blank. All I can think about is her. Her taste, her scent, the feel of her body against mine. I want to devour her, to consume her, to claim every single inch of her until she’s so full of me she can’t think of anything else. My tongue delves deep, tasting and exploring, my hands roaming up her back to tangle in her soft hair, holding her head in place while I kiss her like a starving man.

God, I want her. I want to rip those clothes off her body and bury myself so deep inside her she’ll never be able to get me out.

But then, a flicker of reason cuts through the red haze of lust. I pull back, my breathing ragged, my cock throbbing with a painful need. My gaze locks with her beautiful, dazed green eyes.

“Are you sure about this?” I rasp, my voice thick with desire. “After... after what happened with him, do you need more time? We don’t have to...”

She cuts me off, her hands coming up to cup my face, her touch gentle but firm. “I don’t need more time, Caleb,” she says, her voice a soft, breathy whisper. “I’m ready. I want this. I want to give you my virginity.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. A punch to the gut that steals the breath from my lungs. She’s a virgin. No one has ever touched her. No one has ever been inside her.

And I’m going to be her first. Her only.

A possessive roar builds in my chest. I’m going to be the only man who knows what it feels like to be buried in her tight heat. The only man who will ever know the sweet sounds she makes when she’s coming on my cock. The only man who will ever fill her with his seed and watch her grow round with his child.

I let out a low groan, a sound of pure pleasure and primal satisfaction. My control shatters.

In one swift, fluid motion, I stand, sweeping her up into my arms. Her legs wrap around my waist instinctively, her arms circling my neck as I start walking toward my bedroom. Each step is deliberate, heavy with the weight of what’s about to happen.

“I’m going to fill you, Hazel,” I growl against her ear, my voice little more than a growl. “I’m going to stretch this tight little pussy until it’s molded to the shape of my cock. I’m going to make you come so hard you’ll see stars.”

A soft, needy whimper escapes her lips, and she buries her face in the crook of my neck, her hot breath fanning against my skin. I’ve never been this hard in my entire life. My dick is so swollen it feels like it’s about to bust through the zipper of my jeans. Just the thought of being her first, of sinking into her untouched heat, is almost enough to make me lose my load right here in my pants.

I kick open the door to my bedroom and flick on the light, a warm amber glow filling the room. I gently set her back down on her feet in the middle of the room, my hands immediately tangling in her hair as I crash my lips against hers. This kiss is rough, demanding, a desperate clash of tongues. I’m not thinking about being gentle anymore. I’m not thinking about anything but the overwhelming need to have her.

My hands are everywhere, fumbling with the hem of her shirt, yanking it over her head. I break the kiss for a split second to pull the shirt off, then my lips are back on hers, hungry and possessive. I reach behind her, my fingers fumbling with the clasp of her bra. With a frustrated growl, I give up and just rip the flimsy fabric apart, the delicate lace tearing in my hands.

Her breasts spill out, full and perfect, her rosy nipples already hard and begging for my attention. I groan, my hands closing over them, my thumbs brushing over the sensitive peaks. She gasps into my mouth, her back arching, pressing herself deeper into my touch.

At the same time, her small, hesitant hands are trying to unbutton my flannel shirt. Her movements are unsure, timid, a stark contrast to the frantic, desperate way I’m tearing her clothes from her body. It’s fucking adorable. I help her, shrugging off my shirt and letting it fall to the floor.

My jeans are next. I pop the button and yank down the zipper, my cock springing free, hard and ready. Her eyes widen, her gaze dropping to my dick. A flicker of fear, or maybe awe, crosses her face before she quickly looks away, her cheeks flushing a delicate shade of pink.

“Don’t worry, angel,” I murmur as my hands move to the button of her jeans. “You were made to take me.”

I make quick work of her jeans and panties until she’s completely bare, standing before me, bathed in the soft glow of the light. She’s fucking perfect. Soft and curved in all the right places, her body is a masterpiece I can’t wait to explore. My gaze drops between her thighs, to the neat, trimmed patch of blonde hair that covers her pussy. The slick, wet evidence of her arousal glistens on her inner thighs.

I scoop her up again, this time carrying her to the bed. I sit on the edge, settling her on my lap, her legs straddling my thighs. Her hot, slick pussy is pressed right against my rock-hard shaft, and the feeling is pure fucking ecstasy. My hands go back to her tits, cupping the heavy weight of them in my hands as I dip my head to take one of her hard, rosy nipples into my mouth.

I suck and nibble, my tongue swirling around the sensitive peak, her soft moans filling the quiet room. Her hips begin to rock, a slow, torturous grind that has my dick sliding through her wet folds, coating every inch of my hard flesh with her slick juices.

My control is hanging by a thread. “Careful, angel,” I growl against her skin. “You keep doing that, and it will be impossible for me to be as gentle as I want to be for your first time.”

She leans in close, her soft lips brushing against my ear. Her breath is warm and sweet, and her words are a whispered promise that unleashes something feral inside me. “I don’t want gentle,” she whispers. “I just want what you promised when you made me come earlier. I want to be filled with your seed. I want your baby growing inside me.”

That’s it. That’s the final straw. The last thread of my control snaps.

In one swift, powerful movement, I twist us around, flipping her onto her back on my bed. I follow her down, my body covering hers, my hips settling between her spread thighs. I brace my weight on my forearms, my face inches from hers, my hazel eyes burning into her wide, green ones.

“Careful what you wish for, my angel,” I warn, my voice a low, guttural growl. “Because once I claim this tight little cunt, I’m never going to stop. I’m going to keep filling it over and over and over again. Is that what you want? Do you want me to claim you? Breed you?”

A soft, breathy moan escapes her lips. “Yes,” she whispers, her voice a choked, desperate plea. “Yes, Caleb. Please. Claim me. I’m yours.”

I don’t need any more encouragement. I reach down between us, my hand closing around my aching cock. I line the thick, swollen head up with her slick entrance, my body trembling with the effort it takes to hold back, to not just slam home into her in one hard, claiming thrust.

I start to push inside her, slowly, carefully, fighting the feral instinct to just take. The feeling is indescribable. She’s so fucking tight. A hot, wet, velvet vise gripping the head of my dick, sucking me in. I push in a little deeper, marveling at the way her body stretches to accommodate me, the way her slick walls flutter around me.

“God, Hazel,” I groan, my forehead resting against hers. “You’re so fucking tight.”

Her hands slide down to my ass, her nails digging into the hard muscle, trying to pull me deeper. A desperate, needy whimper escapes her lips. “More,” she gasps. “Please, Caleb. More.”

I push in deeper, a slow, steady glide that has me fighting for control. I can feel it, the thin barrier of her innocence standing between me and complete possession. I look down at her, my eyes locking with hers.

“This might hurt, angel,” I warn, my voice rough with emotion.

“Just do it,” she pleads, her hips rolling against mine. “Please, Caleb. Take me.”

I give her what she wants. With one last, slow push, I break through. I feel the delicate tissue tear, a brief resistance that gives way to the tight, wet heat of her pussy. A soft, pained cry escapes her lips, and I’m there to swallow it, my mouth covering hers in a deep, comforting kiss. I hold myself still for a moment, letting her adjust to my size, to the feeling of being completely and utterly filled by me.

“Easy,” I murmur against her lips. “Just breathe. You’re doing so good, angel. Taking my cock so fucking good.”

I can feel her body start to relax, the tension in her muscles easing as the pain subsides. I start to move then, a slow, shallow rhythm that has me sliding in and out of her tight heat. Each thrust goes a little deeper, a little harder, until I’m buried to the hilt inside her. The feeling is fucking incredible. She’s so hot, so tight, so fucking perfect.

“You feel that, Hazel?” I growl, my hips pumping in a slow, steady rhythm. “That’s my cock inside you. Claiming what’s mine. You were made for this. Made for me.”

Her response is a soft, breathy moan. She arches into me, her hips meeting my thrusts, a silent plea for more. I know I’m big. Too big, probably, for a virgin as tight as her. But she’s taking it. Taking all of me. And the thought of it, of her body yielding to mine, accepting my possession, drives me wild.

I start to really fuck her then, losing control over myself in my desperate need to breed her. My hips snap forward, each thrust harder and deeper than the last. I want to claim her womb, to make sure she’ll be carrying my baby by morning. I want to own every single part of her.

If it’s uncomfortable for her, she doesn’t show it. If anything, she seems to want more. Her nails dig into the muscles of my ass, her legs wrapping around my waist, pulling me deeper, a desperate, needy whimper escaping her lips with each thrust.

“Caleb... please,” she gasps, her head thrown back, her eyes squeezed shut. “Don’t stop.”

“I’m not stopping, angel,” I growl, my rhythm becoming erratic, primal. “I’m going to fill this sweet little cunt with my cum until you’re dripping with it. Until there’s no doubt who you belong to.”

My hand moves to her breast, my thumb and forefinger closing around her hard, sensitive nipple. I pinch and tug, not hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to send a jolt of sensation straight to her core. She cries out, her back arching, her pussy clamping down on my cock.

“Reach down between us, Hazel,” I command, my voice a rough, guttural growl. “Touch yourself. Rub that little clit for me. I want you to come on my cock.”

She hesitates for a second, a shy blush creeping up her neck, but then her small hand slides down her stomach, her fingers finding her slick folds. I glance down at the point where our bodies connect as she starts to rub herself, her movements hesitant at first, then more confident as pleasure starts to build.

“Good girl,” I murmur, my hips still pumping, my cock sliding in and out of her slick heat. “Just like that. Make yourself come for me.”

I continue to tease her sensitive nipples, my other hand bracing my weight on the bed. The sight of her, her face flushed with pleasure, her fingers working her clit while my cock pounds into her, is the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen. Her moans grow louder, more desperate, her body tensing as her orgasm builds.

“That’s it, angel,” I encourage her. “Let go. Come for me. Show me how badly you need to be filled with my cum.”

Her breath hitches, a sharp, ragged gasp. Her fingers move faster, her hips bucking up to meet my thrusts. I can feel it, the telltale fluttering deep inside her, the way her tight walls start to clench and pulse around my cock. She’s so close. Her head is thrown back, her blonde hair a tangled mess on my pillow, her lips parted on a silent scream.

“Look at me,” I command, my voice rough and possessive. “I want to see your eyes when you come on my cock.”

Her eyes flutter open, wide and dazed with pleasure. They lock with mine, and that’s all it takes. A choked cry escapes her lips, her body arching off the bed as her orgasm crashes over her. Her pussy clamps down on me in a vice-like grip that’s so fucking tight. The pleasure is so intense it borders on agony, and I know I can’t hold back any longer.

“Fuck, Hazel,” I roar, my hips pistoning, my control completely shattered. “I’m coming. I’m coming inside you.”

My own release rips through me, a powerful, gut-wrenching wave of ecstasy that steals my breath. My cock throbs, pumping stream after stream of hot, thick cum deep inside her. I thrust wildly, burying myself as deep as I can, grinding against her, trying to get my seed right inside her womb, to claim her, to mark her as mine. It feels like it goes on forever, my body emptying itself into her until there’s nothing left.

When the spasms finally subside, I collapse on top of her, my face buried in the crook of her neck, my body trembling with the aftershocks. I’m breathing hard, my heart hammering against my ribs. I’ve never come that hard in my entire life. Never felt anything so intensely.

I stay there for a long moment, just breathing her in, feeling the soft, warm curves of her body beneath mine. I’m still buried deep inside her, and I can feel the slick wetness of our combined releases surrounding my cock. The thought of my cum filling her, of my seed taking root inside her, makes my chest ache with a fierce, possessive love.

Finally, I push myself up, my arms trembling slightly as I brace my weight on my forearms. I look down at her, my heart swelling with a tenderness so profound it almost hurts. Her eyes are closed, her face flushed and beautiful, her lips swollen from my kisses. A soft, contented sigh escapes her lips.

I lean down and press a soft, gentle kiss to her lips. “My angel,” I murmur, my voice husky with emotion. “You are so fucking perfect.”

Her eyes flutter open, and she looks up at me, a shy, uncertain look in her beautiful green eyes. “Caleb?” she whispers, her voice barely audible. “Are we... are we crazy? To be trying for a baby when we’ve only just met?”

I reach up and gently tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, my fingers tracing the delicate curve of her jaw. “I don’t care if it’s crazy, Hazel,” I say, my voice firm and resolute. “I knew from the moment I saw you that I was going to spend the rest of my life with you. That you were mine. This,” I say, my gaze softening as I look down at her, “this is just the beginning.”

A slow, beautiful smile spreads across her face, her eyes shining with unshed tears of happiness. “I love you, Caleb,” she whispers, her voice filled with a quiet wonder.

“And I love you, Hazel,” I growl. “More than you’ll ever know.”

I lower my head and kiss her again, a slow, tender kiss that’s filled with all the love I feel for her. I can feel her smile against my lips, her arms wrapping around my neck, pulling me closer. In this moment, everything is perfect. She is mine, and I am hers.

And that’s how it will always be.


Epilogue
Caleb


Six months later:

The meadow where the Founder’s Day Fair was held is unrecognizable. Gone are the brightly lit booths and the cheerful chaos of the carnival. In their place, row after row of white chairs line a makeshift aisle, all facing a stunning floral archway bursting with white roses and baby’s breath.

The late afternoon sun filters through the canopy of leaves, casting a warm, golden glow over everything. It’s perfect.

I’m standing at the end of the aisle, near the archway, dressed in a simple black suit. I feel a little stiff in the formal wear, more at home in my worn flannel and jeans, but I’d wear a damn tuxedo every day for the rest of my life if it meant marrying her.

My mind drifts back, replaying the last six months in a heartbeat. The call I made to my former boss, quitting my job as a smokejumper. The conversation with Mark, who offered me a position as a deputy without a second’s hesitation. The dangerous, adrenaline-fueled life I used to lead is gone, replaced by one of quiet service and stability. I don’t miss it. Not for a second. I have something more important to protect now. Someone.

Richard is behind bars, where he belongs, facing a litany of charges that will keep him there for a long, long time. Hazel is safe. And with her safety came our freedom. The freedom to build a life together, to explore the wild, wonderful thing that had sparked to life between us the day she ran into town in her wedding dress.

Her father hasn’t even tried to reach out, and I know there is a part of Hazel hurting over that, but she knows she deserves so much better than him. And I’m determined to give her the love and the big, adoring family she deserves so that the past won’t matter anymore.

A soft, beautiful melody begins to play, the familiar notes of the wedding march played by a string quartet tucked away under the trees. I turn, my heart lodging in my throat.

And there she is.

Standing at the other end of the aisle, a vision in white. Her gown is simple but ethereal, a floaty, cloud-like fabric that drapes over her growing belly, a perfect, rounded swell that makes my chest ache with pride. Her golden hair is down, cascading over her shoulders in soft waves, and in it, a delicate crown of white flowers rests, making her look like a woodland fairy, a goddess of the forest.

She’s never looked more beautiful.

My breath catches in my chest, a wave of so much love and adoration for this woman washing over me it’s all I can do to stay standing. This is her. This is my Hazel. My angel. The woman I will love for the rest of my life.

She begins her slow walk down the aisle, her eyes locked on mine, a shy, radiant smile on her face. Every step she takes feels like a promise, a step into our future. She’s not running anymore. She’s walking toward me, toward our life together.

When she reaches me, my hands immediately go to her belly, cupping the gentle swell with a reverence I can’t begin to describe. Our child is growing in there. A piece of me, a piece of her. A product of our wild, impossible, perfect love.

I lean down and gently kiss her lips, a soft, possessive touch that’s both a promise and a claim. Her lips are soft and sweet, and for a moment, the world fades away. It’s just the two of us, bound together by a love so fierce it feels like a living, breathing thing.

Then, we turn to face the officiant, our hands joined, our hearts beating as one. I’m ready. I’m ready to start our life together, as husband and wife. Forever.

***
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