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Escape







PAST
Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit! 
Rob was going to kill her, and she wasn’t being hyperbolic or metaphorical.
Think, Cora. Think. I’ve got a couple of hours to get a head start, so I need to make the most of them. He’ll report the car stolen as soon as he realizes what’s happened.
Cora closed her eyes, pictured herself standing atop a mountain and looking down at a serene valley, and inhaled deeply for a count of three. She tried to conjure the smell of the forest before exhaling at the same rate. It was her go-to practice whenever she needed to calm down.
She could get lost in the city. 
That was the answer she needed. She’d drive the car into the city, abandon it, and use public transportation to get to a bus or train station. Then she could buy a ticket to anywhere other than here.
It would require money. The lighter she traveled, the better, but she’d be smart to bring some snacks and water. 
Cora ran to her bedroom and pulled out her old backpack. She shoved in two pairs of jeans, a couple of shirts, and some clean underwear. While she stuffed the bag, she did a mental inventory of the kitchen. She could grab a reusable water bottle and fill that up, and she always kept a disposable bottle in the freezer. It made a great ice pack, but now she could use it to keep her bag cool and have some ice water instead of trying to self-treat bumps and bruises with it. 
The food situation was sketchier. Rob insisted on keeping the house stocked with shit like Pop-Tarts, but they’d travel well. It would make him even angrier to find his favorite snack missing. 
Cora shivered at the thought before reminding herself that she was about to steal his car. Taking a few Pop-Tarts wouldn’t even skim the surface of his anger. 
She hurried out to the kitchen and shoved the remaining packs of Pop-Tarts and the frozen bottle of water into her bag before filling the reusable bottle and shoving it in the side pocket. Now, she just needed to grab the money. If the stash was still there; if Rob hadn’t found out about it; if it hadn’t been spent; if, if, if.
Cora took another deep breath before ducking into the front hall closet, shoving the coats aside, and popping loose the baseboard along the side. The wall didn’t come all the way down to the floor, so there was about an inch-wide gap where there might still be some bills tucked away. Please, please, please, let there be bills tucked away. 
Yes! Cora’s fingers curled around the roll and pulled it free. Part of her screamed that she’d already wasted too much time and had to run, but the logical part of her knew she needed to slow down to speed up. Knowledge was power, and Cora needed to know exactly how much money she had. 
As she counted the bills, she divided it into four piles: right bra cup, left sock, backpack, and safety-pinned to her underwear. Her mother had taught her to always keep safety pins on her bra straps. It had saved her from a few wardrobe malfunctions, and tonight it was going to help her keep her money safe. 
She limited the safety pin to a single, one-hundred-dollar bill. Everything else was in smaller bills. Some went in her sock, some in her bra, and some in her backpack. Cora replaced the baseboard, slung the backpack over her shoulder, and took a last look around the building that had been both her home and her prison for as long as she could remember.
Then she ran.





Finding the Cabin







PRESENT
Benson Macky was officially lost. His buddy, Collin, had checked out the house and property before Mac purchased it, but he’d made the deal while he was still in Germany. Some might say that buying fifty acres and a house, sight unseen, was unwise. Mac wouldn’t completely disagree, but he’d used up all his wisdom long ago.  
If he could have made it another eight years, he’d be retiring with a decent military pension. Instead, they encouraged him to consider other life choices. It was better than some options that had been discussed. At least his twelve years of loyal service had earned him the benefit of the doubt when he’d thrown a red Swingline stapler at his commander. 
Using most of his savings to buy a place of his own, where there wasn’t anyone to throw things at, seemed like a great idea. Now, he just needed to find the damn place. He looked down at his phone that was clipped to the car’s dashboard. The GPS map had turned gray with spinning dots of doom. The only thing the overly polite voice had to say about the situation was “recalculating.”
Wait! He gripped the steering wheel tighter and pulled himself closer to the windshield for a better look. There, just up ahead, Mac could see a stump that had been carved into the shape of a bear. Collin had told him that was the marker at the end of his driveway, but where the fuck was the damn driveway?
Mac dropped his speed to a crawl and made a quick request to the universe that no more logging trucks would come barreling up behind him. There was a small gap in the brush on the side of the road. This would be so much easier in daylight, he couldn’t help thinking. 
Once he turned toward the side of the road, he could see two tire track ruts cutting through the forest. He had been warned the driveway wasn’t in great shape, but surely this wasn’t it. The bright glare of headlights appearing in his rearview mirror pushed him to take the chance and make the turn. 
He crept and bumped and bounced up the rutted path through the trees. No way in hell would Mac ever refer to it as a driveway. The path leading through a field before dipping into the heart of the forest matched both the realtor and Collin’s descriptions, so at least this nightmare should end at his new home, though he might have a concussion by then from the way his head was banging against the roof of his car. 
His Toyota Corolla was almost new, so trading it in for something more appropriate for this drive wouldn’t be a problem. Mac swore and grabbed his head, only to have the steering wheel jerk to the left the second he took one hand off it. 
“Stupid fucking country ass piece of shit dirt path.” Mac focused both hands on driving while letting his mouth try to alleviate some of the abuse his head was suffering. He knew he shouldn’t have accepted the car as a gift from his sister. He had enough savings to buy a pickup truck of his own. Six-and-a-half-foot tall men were not meant to fit into cars like this. 
Finally, finally, just before he started to worry about doing serious brain damage, he pulled up to a log home with a beautiful, full-length front porch. The previous owners had used it as a vacation and hunting cabin, so they’d wanted to sell it fully furnished. It worked out perfectly for Mac, whose only furniture was an oversized beanbag and an exceptionally nice gaming-style office chair. He’d left both behind in his barracks since neither fit in the car. Replacing the gaming chair would cost less than figuring out how to transport it here. 
He turned off the engine and spent a minute adjusting to the dark. There were no streetlights here. No one had left a porch light on for him. He couldn’t hear any sirens or shouting or honking. Mac turned on the flashlight on his phone and unfolded himself from his car with a few pops and a loud groan. Replacing the tiny box on wheels was leaping up his priority list. 
The porch steps creaked but felt strong. Collin had promised the key would be above the window ledge to the right of the door, but Collin couldn’t find it. Perfect. He checked his messages again, but he’d been correct. At least Collin had also sent a picture of the front porch and door that made it obvious this really was the right place. 
The clock on his phone said 1:53 a.m. After everything they’d done for him, Mac did not want to wake up his friends in the middle of the night. It wasn’t like they’d have some magical answer or a spare key anyway. When Mac had suggested they make a key for themselves, Gloria had scoffed and waved him off. She was convinced he’d be leaving his door unlocked within the first week of living there. 
With that thought, he pulled open the storm door and tested the knob behind it, but luck wasn’t on his side tonight. Lock-picking wasn’t part of Mac’s list of skills, so he huffed, stuffed his car key between his knuckles to act like a pointed glass breaker, and smashed the single pane window on the door. At least it shouldn’t be too expensive to replace, and the storm door would provide some barrier.  
Once inside, it only took a second for Mac to find the switches to get the lights turned on. He needed to remember to do something nice for Collin and his wife to thank them. They had warned him the place was a dusty, musty mess after sitting empty for more than a year, but apparently, they’d taken the time to clean it up for him. It smelled fresh, and there wasn’t a dust mote in sight. 





On the Run







PAST
It had been eleven days since Cora had run from Rob, and she was exhausted. She’d made it to the city and took a train as far as possible. That had been the tiny town of Harpers Ferry, West Virginia. 
With less than a hundred dollars remaining, she’d said a quick mental thanks for having slept well on the train and started looking for work. It was midday, and her goal was to have a job before the sun went down. She’d gotten lucky at a gas station on the edge of town. They’d been desperate for a night cashier and agreed to start her training that same night. 
Things had gone well for almost a week. She’d found a room to rent and was just thinking this might be her new home when she got the message. She arrived at 10:45 for her 11 p.m. shift. Dave, the evening cashier who’d trained her, was there already. It was the first night he’d be leaving her on her own from 2 to 5 a.m. when the manager came in.
“Hey, somebody called here looking for you. It’s fine to get calls at work, but don’t let it happen all the time and maybe not when you aren’t here,” Dave had told her as he counted off scratchers for one of their regulars.
Cora stopped mid-stride. “Are you sure it was for me?” She didn’t know anyone here beyond Dave; Sue, who was the manager; and a couple of the other cashiers. Hell, she didn’t even know them. 
Dave finished counting. “Good luck with them, Bill. We’ll see you later.” Bill dipped his head in their direction and headed out. 
Cora was practically vibrating. There’s no way the call could have been for her. It had to be a mistake. 
Dave gave her a strange look. “You okay? You aren’t overdosing or anything, are you?”
She rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not high. I just think there’s been a mix-up. There’s no way anyone called me here. No one even knows I’m living here now or that I work here.”
“Well, some guy named Rod, or Ron, or something was adamant that Cora call him as soon as her shift started. Don’t you have a phone?” Dave was sweet and funny, but he was nineteen going on eight, while Cora felt like she’d covered forty years of experience in her twenty-one years of life. 
It didn’t look like Harpers Ferry was meant to be her new home after all. Later, she’d have multiple meltdowns trying to figure out how Rob had found her, but for now, she needed to get gone before he arrived. And she had no doubt he would come for her. 
“Okay, I’m not going to be able to work tonight. I’ve gotta go. Sorry I can’t give my notice. Uh, if we call Sue, think she’d let you give me my pay in cash?”
“So you are on the run.“ Dave sounded more excited by the adventure than afraid for her safety. Cora wondered if a swift kick in the nuts might knock some sense into him. At the very least, it might reduce the chances of his stupidity being passed on to future generations.
“Just hand me the phone, please. I need to let her know I’m quitting anyway.” He didn’t hand over the phone that was on the counter behind him, and there was no space for her to reach around without getting closer to Dave than she was comfortable with.
“She’s not going to give you any money.” He pursed his lips and adopted a slightly constipated look that Cora had learned meant he was thinking. “Let me call my sister.”
Cora wasn’t sure how that would help her, but Dave was already dialing. 
“Hey, Shelly. Can you come pick up a friend of mine? She needs to disappear but doesn’t have any money.” He bobbed his head as he listened for a minute. “Yeah, we’re both here. See you soon.”
As soon as Dave put down the phone, he turned to her with a serious look. “Back in high school, Shelly read a book about a woman who had to run and hide from her husband. Ever since, she’s always eager to help people with dots on their hands or asking for Angela or an angel shot. She actually tells people that’s why she became a bartender.” Dave laughed. “She’s kinda dumb. Anyway, she’ll be here soon.”
Cora opened her mouth to respond, but nothing came out. Where was this Shelly woman going to take her? What were they going to do? Would she be able to get her stuff from the room she was renting? She sputtered for a minute before finally spitting out, “Who’s going to cover my shift?” 
“I’ll stay. I know I complain about working nights, but I get into less trouble when I’m here all night,” Dave said matter-of-factly as he grabbed the cloth and walked away to dust the shelves. 
“I need to get my stuff.”
Dave didn’t turn around as he responded. “Oh yeah. I didn’t think of that. I’ll send Shelly over to your place when she gets here.” 
“Okay. I guess this is goodbye then. Thanks for everything.” 
“You were an interesting person to meet, Cora. Good luck.” Dave looked up and flashed her a smile with that.
Cora nodded at him, returned the smile, and walked out the door.
Her place was only about a mile up the road, so she was there in less than twenty minutes. She didn’t know how far away Shelly was coming from, but she figured she should be ready to go as soon as possible. If this person was nice enough to give her a lift and help her out, she didn’t want to keep her waiting. 
Cora shoved the few things she’d collected into her backpack. She had nothing more than what she’d left Rob’s house with. Her first paycheck wasn’t due for a few days yet. She had been living on convenience store leftovers since she was told to throw them away. It felt like a reasonable compromise to put them in her hungry belly instead. 
She was stepping out the front door of the house where she’d rented a room as an old green Chevy Cavalier pulled up to the curb. A woman wearing a white crop top with puffy sleeves and giant hoop earrings stepped out but didn’t shut the door or step away from the car. 
“You Cora?” she called.
“Yeah. Are you Shelly?”
“That’s me. You got any more stuff than that bag?”
“No.” Cora refused to feel embarrassed by her lack of belongings. She kept her chin up and stuffed any negative thoughts down deep in the basement of her soul.
“Hop in,” Shelly invited as she sat back down in the driver’s seat and turned down the country music she had playing. 
“Thanks for all this, though Dave didn’t make it very clear exactly where you’d be taking me or what this was.“ It suddenly dawned on Cora that she was climbing into a car with a woman she’d never met to go heaven-only-knew where in the middle of the night. She wanted to say it wasn’t her smartest decision, but everything was relative, and her other choices were even worse. 
“Oh, I don’t tell my brother or anyone else how I help people. The fewer people who know the details, the better. Where we go is ultimately up to you. I can take you to the train station, the airport, the bus depot, or to a friend’s house if you’ve got someone you want to stay with. Do you have a place in mind?”
“Um, not really.” 
“How old are you, Cora?” Shelly was giving her the side eye like maybe she needed to take her to Child Protective Services or something. 
“I turned twenty-one a few months ago. I just don’t really know anyone or have any friends and am kind of on my own, is all.”
“Hmm.” Shelly thought for a minute. “How do you like the outdoors?” she asked and turned in her seat to face Cora. They were still idling at the curb. 
Cora grinned. She loved being outside in nature. “I like it. I got to go camping one time, and it was awesome.” 
“Then I’ve got the perfect place for you. There’s a hostel near Front Royal, Virginia. It’s not too far from here, and they offer work-for-stay. I know the owners. This is the busy season, so they’re always looking for help. It’s totally off the grid, too. Oh, you aren’t like a snitch or someone who gets super worked up about weed or anything, right?”
Cora got an odd feeling in her gut. This felt too easy. Maybe she should do something different. Like what? Wait around for Rob to show up? Catch a ride into the city and stand on a street corner? No one there would accept fifty bucks to rent out a room for two weeks until I get a paycheck, and I don’t even have fifty bucks at this point. Without any better options, she finally agreed, “Uh, as long as it’s nothing more than that, I tend to live and let live.”
“Let’s go then.” Shelly shifted the car into gear and drove them away from the random room Cora had stayed in for less than a week. 
It was unreasonable to feel sad about leaving, right?
[image: image-placeholder]After an hour of driving, Shelly turned left off the main road and onto an unmarked strip that Cora could tell had once been paved but was now closer to gravel than asphalt. She expected Shelly to slow to a crawl as they bumped along, but as soon as they’d completed the turn, she leaned into the gas pedal and brought them back up to a flying fast speed.
Cora grabbed onto the handle above her door and asked, “Uh, Shelly, how much farther?” 
The road was winding around the side of a mountain, so there was a wall of trees and earth on their left. But to the right, just beyond Cora’s window, was a beautiful view of the valley lit by the almost full moon. It was completely unobstructed because the mountain dropped away so steeply. Even the tops of the trees didn’t reach the level of the road. 
Shelly turned down the music blaring from the speakers. “What’d you ask?” 
There was still the sound of wind ripping through the open driver’s window, but Cora had hers rolled up. Her knuckles were white from the death grip with which she was clinging to the safety bar. “How much longer to go before we get there?” she shouted.
“Oh, it’s like twelve miles up this road, and then we turn onto the old fire road that doubles as the driveway, so like maybe twenty minutes.” Shelly’s left arm was leaning on the open window ledge as her hair whipped around her face. She casually leaned back in her seat like she was dirt-car racing along the side of a cliff. 
Then Cora heard the roar of another vehicle behind them and saw headlights sitting high above the road. It was one of those old country trucks with parts missing or exchanged or whatever. Rob had been good friends with a guy who drove one. Ely took great pride in how far off the ground his truck sat and how loud the engine or exhaust or something was. Cora couldn’t remember what he’d done to make it sound that way. She wanted to say the muffler was involved, but it was more complicated than that. Rob and Ely had spent hours talking about it one night while Cora served them beers. 
The sharp left turn pulled Cora from her thoughts as she slid and smashed against the door of the car with an EEEPPP! She could feel the wheels break free of the road and was hit with a vision of her door flying open and allowing her to sail off into the sky over the valley. 
At least it was a beautiful night sky. This wasn’t exactly the freedom Cora had envisioned when she’d run away. 
“Sorry ’bout that. I tend to take this road a bit too fast.”
Wait. Did that mean Shelly was going to slow down? 
Apparently, it did. 
She’d been driving at break-neck speed since pulling away from the curb, but now they slowed to the car version of a jog. They were still moving along faster than Cora would have been going, but she was able to let go of the oh-shit handle, and her visions of imminent death receded. When they came to a set of tight switchbacks, Shelly slowed the car to a crawl and turned the tight corners neatly. Maybe everything would be okay after all.
As soon as they pulled out of the switchbacks, Cora could hear the loud truck behind them again. Maybe insane driving was normal around here. She twisted around to get a better look at the vehicle as the driver gunned the engine coming out of the turns. As it turned, it was bathed in moonlight. Cora could see it was red, just like Ely’s had been. Maybe that was part of the country truck code or whatever. 
“Fucking asshole!” Shelly swore as the truck sped up toward them. “That dumbass is going to try to pass me. Oh, hell no!” 
Cora watched as Shelly lifted her arm from the window ledge and raised her hand high in the air outside the car. She couldn’t see Shelly’s fingers, but she was confident the middle one was standing tall as she cackled and slowed the car down even more.
It scared the crap out of Cora, and she hated that. She wanted to be brave and free. That was her big goal. Cora didn’t care about fame or fortune. She just wanted to feel safe enough to be herself. She wanted to flip someone off without a sick feeling in her gut telling her to run and hide. 
“Shit!” Shelly’s laughter broke off suddenly as she yanked her arm back in and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. 
“What wrong?” 
Before Shelly could answer, the car lit up with a beam of bright headlights, and the truck slammed into the back end of Shelly’s car.
“He’s being a dick,” Shelly grunted through her clenched teeth. She slowed down even more. “I need a place to pull off and get out of his way.”
But there were none. This stretch of road was still lined with a wall of mountain on one side and a steep drop-off on the other. 
Cora twisted around to look behind them. The truck was backing off. Maybe the hit had been his response to getting the finger. 
“We’ll hit a stretch by a farm soon. There’s lots of pull-offs along there. He just needs to be patient for a minute.” Shelly continued to let loose a stream of obscenities, but Cora was still watching the truck behind them. 
It had only backed off to allow room to build up speed again. It didn’t want to pass them. The engine was roaring again as the driver stepped on the gas, and the new angle let Cora see the driver’s face. Rob wasn’t going to let them find a place to pull over and let him pass. He was aiming for them. 
The car jerked sideways as the truck tapped them again. This time, they were shoved toward the right edge of the road. Before Shelly could regain control, the steep drop-off sucked them further from the road’s surface. 
Cora’s existence shattered into chaos. 
She pulled herself into a ball and felt the back side of the car slam into something, only to point them nose-down as they continued crashing through the forest. Again and again, they bounced off of trees, but somehow never flipped over. With a final jerk, they slammed to a stop.
When Cora was able to breathe and brave enough to open her eyes, she was surrounded by trees but still buckled into the passenger seat. Shelly’s body was in the driver’s seat, but her head was slumped out the window with blood running from her ear down her neck, which had an unnatural crimp in it. Shelly was gone. 
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. 
Breathe, Cora she coached herself. Could she find Shelly’s phone and call 911? 
Cora was unbuckling her own seatbelt and trying to think when she heard the truck’s engine come to a rumbling stop above her. It wasn’t enough for Rob to run them off the road. He’d scramble and climb down the embankment to ensure she was dead. 
She looked back at Shelly’s still body. She didn’t really know the woman, and her help had been… Well, Cora wasn’t sure how to categorize Shelly’s attempt at helping, but it had been well-intentioned. When they’d first started training together, Dave had mentioned that he and his sister weren’t close, but they were family. He’d mourn her passing and deserved to know what happened. 
The slamming of a door reminded Cora that she’d have to be sad about Shelly’s death later. Rob would be looking down over the edge of the road any minute. They’d careened about a hundred yards almost straight down, but he would be able to see her moving around if he looked closely. She needed to run before he started shining a flashlight around or climbed down to check for himself that she was dead. 
She shoved her door and prayed it would open. It took an extra heave, but it gave way, allowing Cora to spill out of the car. All the damage had been done by the trees they’d slammed into as they pinballed down the mountain. Hell, if Shelly’s window had been up, she’d probably have been fine, too. The slope of the ground was still steep enough to require holding onto a sapling for balance, but Cora could tell she wasn’t far from the much flatter bottom of the hollow. 
The car was between her and Rob, and the steep terrain would make it tough for him to get to her. Luckily, she was only a few yards from a more level plateau where she could dart quickly between the trees. Once there, she paused just long enough to see the beam of a flashlight swinging around as it moved down from the road. Rob was going to investigate the crash. He’d know she survived and run. 
She turned her back to him and took off again. After a bit of ducking and dodging, she found a trail that was clear enough for her to jog. She hadn’t heard anything behind her since leaving the car, but there was no way she was going to stop and wait for death to find her. She ran until she could run no more. 
By the time the sun was rising, she was lying down, lost in the woods, with nothing but the dew-damp clothes on her back and leaves stuck to her face. She really hoped they weren’t poison ivy. That would be just her luck. 





A Bump in the Night







PRESENT
Mac cleaned up the broken glass from his break-in and left the cabin door open while he went back to grab his bags from the trunk. He knew some people would consider it tragic that an almost thirty-year-old man could fit everything he owned into the truck of a Corolla, but to him it just made a fresh start easier.  
It took two trips to plop his bags down in the living room, but he didn’t allow himself to explore his new space until the car was fully unloaded and locked. He had toured the kitchen as he’d searched for a broom and dustpan.
The day had been long and stressful, and now that Mac was in his new home, he just wanted to flop onto a bed and pass out for the night. There was a small hall off the living room that he figured would lead to the bedrooms and bathroom, so he headed in that direction. 
Two of the doors in the hall were open, but one was closed. It felt odd to Mac. The back of his neck tingled the way it did sometimes when something was off, but he wasn’t sure what. He back-tracked to pull his nine millimeter from his pack and checked it was loaded before going back down the hall. The lightbulb must have burned out, because flipping the switch didn’t illuminate the darkness. 
He approached the first open doorway and reached in to flip that light switch before stepping into what turned out to be the spare room. It was completely empty. The previous owners mentioned they’d used it for storage and hadn’t furnished it. He was planning to turn it into a home office or maybe a gym. 
For now, he took a moment to check the closet was empty and returned to the hall to head for the next room. 
The second door was on the same side of the hallway and was also open. It was the bathroom. A quick glance behind the shower curtain was all it took to clear the room. That just left the final room hidden behind the only closed door in the cabin. 
Mac hugged the wall as he approached the door. One hand reached for the knob while the other took aim, but the knob wouldn’t turn. It was nothing more than a cheap, hollow-core door, so Mac braced himself, shifted in front of the door, and aimed his heel for the spot just beside the doorknob. A single kick popped the door open as a scream tore through the room. 
There was a thump as someone rolled off the bed to the floor. Mac tracked the movement as he sidestepped into the room with his gun sights trained on the gap between the bed and the wall where the intruder had disappeared.
“Come out with your hands up,” he commanded.
Ten dainty fingers appeared above the edge of the bed, followed by slim wrists, slender forearms, and knobby elbows. 
“I’m sorry. I’ll just go. Please.” Mac couldn’t see the head or face, but the high, quivering voice suggested it was a girl, and she was terrified.
He might be fucked up in the head, but he couldn’t point a gun at a girl, and what the hell was she doing in his cabin anyway? He tucked the gun into the back of his waistband before assuring her, “It’s okay. I won’t hurt you. Come on out.”
He saw dull brown hair first. Then her face became visible. Her eyes were cast down at the ground, and her hands were still up in surrender, but she was beautiful and not nearly as young as she sounded. There was no way she’d hit thirty yet, but nothing about the cut of her jaw and cheekbones suggested she was still a child. There were huge dark circles under her eyes, and her cheeks were lean enough to give her an almost emaciated look, but there was something about her that captivated Mac.
“I’ll go. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to.” The woman pulled her hands in toward her face as if to protect and shield herself, and she still wasn’t looking up at Mac.
“Hey, stop. It’s okay. Will you look at me? I’m not upset.” He cursed his broad shoulders and tried to curl them in to make himself appear smaller and less threatening. 
Then he looked closer and realized the woman was still shaking. If anything, it had gotten worse. 
“Look at me, please.” Mac was careful not to raise his voice or lace the words with any hint of a threat, but he spoke firmly. 
The woman wrapped her arms around herself, pulling her shirt in and revealing just how thin she was, but she did lift her eyes to his face. She wouldn’t make direct eye contact, but he could see her eyes were brown. The corner of her mouth wiggled as she gnawed on the inside of her cheek.
“What’s your name?” Surely that was a reasonable way to start the conversation, but the second he finished asking, it dawned on him that he should lead by example here. “I’m Mac. Well, my real name is Benson Macky, but no one calls me that. Everybody just calls me Mac. I mean, everyone who is friends with me. My old boss called me Macky, but he was dick.”
Her face crinkled as she smiled, and her eyes flickered over his for just a second before returning to stare somewhere around his chin. 
Then the most magnificent thing happened. She pulled her shoulders back, lifted her head high, looked deep into his eyes, and took a breath in. “I’m Cora, and I’m sorry I’m in your house.” 
Her arms were still wrapped tight around her, and she was still shaking, but there was no hint of a stutter or hesitation in her words. Her voice had rung through the room loud and clear, leaving Mac stunned and hard as a fucking rock. This tiny woman, who had clearly been through some shit, knew exactly who she was. 
Mac closed his eyes to break the stare and gave himself a firm mental reprimand. Down Mini Mac. She’s not for you. She needs my big head. And clearly it was time to hit up a bar to find a good woman to have a little fun with. He knew it had been a while since he’d gotten laid, but he hadn’t felt the urge. Based on his reaction now, maybe he’d been repressing the urge without noticing, and now it was exploding all over this poor woman. 
He opened his eyes to find her smirking at him, but she wasn’t standing tall anymore. She’d hunched forward and was listing toward the bed. 
“Nice to meet you, Cora. Climb back into bed—“ 
The look of fear that came over her face had him backing away toward the door as fast as possible. Her eyes were back on the floor.
“Cora, look at me.” She did. “I’m going to leave the room. Get back on the bed before you fall over, please. I’ve got some snacks in my bag that I’m going to bring back for you, along with a bottle of water. Then I’m going to sleep on the couch.”
“I shouldn’t be in your house,” she whispered. 
“You’re exactly where you need to be for the night. We’ll talk more in the morning, but right now, let’s get you some snacks and water and a good night’s sleep.”
Mac stood in the doorway just long enough to see her pull the blankets completely up and over her head. Then he went out to see what he had left from his road trip. 
It turned out to be an eclectic assortment of jerky and candy, but it was something. Tomorrow he’d fill the house with healthier food for her. That thought pulled him up short. Did he really want her to stick around tomorrow? Mac scrubbed his hand over his scruffy face and carried two bottles of water and a handful of junk food back to the bedroom. 
He knocked on the busted door so he wouldn’t startle her. “I’m going to walk over and set the stuff on the bed beside you. Then I’ll leave again. I’ll be sleeping on the couch if you need anything.” 
The lump on the bed shifted around. He figured that counted as acknowledgement and walked over to dump his meager bounty on the bed. 
“Thank you.” The blankets had been pulled back just enough to expose her mouth and chin. Her voice was strong and sure though. 





Good Morning







PRESENT
Mac woke up with a pain stabbing through his back. When he’d agreed to sleep on the couch, he’d failed to consider that the only couch in the cabin was a love seat. At one point, he’d considered the armchair as a potentially more comfortable option, but he’d been too lazy and tired to walk across the room to test it.  
As he twisted and stretched to realign his spinal column, he made a mental to do list. He needed to do a quick inventory of the kitchen. Then he’d check for stuff like linens. His first big goal was assembling a shopping list. If he could do one trip into town and get everything he needed, he could hole up by himself for an entire month before he had to deal with people again. And he really wanted a month away from everyone. 
Then he remembered why he’d been sleeping on the love seat. Maybe he could give Cora a ride into town at the same time. He didn’t remember seeing another vehicle, but she could have parked around the back. Was there an around back? He added explore the property to his list just after taking inventory and before going into town.  
Mac stood up with a final round of cracking and popping. The sun was shining brightly, so after a quick pit stop by the bathroom, he continued down the hall to knock on the busted bedroom door. 
“Cora?” he called. The door had cracked open with his knock, so he could see there were no lumps on the bed, and the comforter had been tossed over the whole thing. Had she left? Mac was not a heavy sleeper, and it had been even worse last night. There was no way she’d gone past him to get to the kitchen or front doors. He looked back and forth between the two windows in the room. Both were closed and had screens, so it wasn’t likely she’d climbed out a window.
“Cora?” he called again. “I’m coming in. Will you let me know where you are, so I don’t surprise you?”
He heard a moan from the side of the bed by the wall where Cora had rolled to the night before. Mac stepped across the room quickly but spoke the whole time. “I’m coming across the room and around the bed to you. Are you okay?”
He turned around the foot of the bed and found Cora curled up on her side on the floor, clutching her stomach. “I’m sorry,” she moaned.
“Can I touch you? I’m just going to come closer. I’d like to help you sit up to get a better look at where you’re hurt.”
He moved right up to her feet but hesitated before reaching out to her. “Cora, can I give you a hand up to get you sitting?” 
“I’m okay.” Mac didn’t miss the groan that came with her words, but she started to sit up before clutching her stomach. His arms reached out and caught her by the elbows to finish sitting her up before he could stop himself, but he pulled back the second she was steady.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to fall back onto the floor,” he tried to explain. 
“S’okay. I just have a stomachache.” 
“Are you sick?” 
“It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have eaten all the junk food last night. It was so good, but it was too much.”
“Oh.” Mac was putting the pieces together. If she hadn’t eaten for a while and suddenly gorged on beef jerky and M&M’s, of course it would make her feel like shit. “How long’s it been since you ate? I mean, before last night.” 
Cora took a few deep breaths before answering with a question that sparked Mac’s internal fury. “Uh, what day is it now?”
“Too long then.” He forced his fists to unclench. Then he turned to walk away as he called over his shoulder, “I’m going to see what we have in the kitchen and put together a shopping list. I’ll get stuff that’s easy on your stomach.” He reordered his plans for the day to start with shopping. There’s no way he’d get everything he needed, since he wouldn’t know what that might include, but Cora needed healthy food. He could make a second trip later.
“You don’t have to. I’ll leave. I didn’t mean to be here. I mean, I didn’t know this was your house. It just looked abandoned.”
Mac turned around in the doorway to look back at her. “Stop apologizing.”
“Sorry.” Cora curled inward.
Mac took a deep breath and exhaled his anger. “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so gruff.” He leaned against the door frame. “You said it looked abandoned when you got here?”
“Yeah, and the key was just over the window, so I didn’t break anything.”
“I know; I actually broke the front window to get in last night.” Mac couldn’t stop his smile as he considered the twist of breaking into his own home after she’d let herself in with a key. “I also couldn’t help noticing how clean the place is. I’m guessing it wasn’t like that when you got here.”
Cora’s color was coming back to her face, and she was sitting up more comfortably. Her cheeks turned a bit pink as she explained, “I, uh, I found some cleaning supplies in the kitchen, and it didn’t take much.”
Collin had sent Mac pictures of the inside of the cabin. He had a pretty good idea of how much work she’d put into cleaning the place up. Cora stood up from the floor but stayed hunched over for a minute before straightening slowly. 
“I think I’m okay now. I can get out of your way. I really am s—“
“Stop.” Mac held up his hand to reinforce his command. As she stood, he’d glanced around the room but didn’t see a bag or anything that looked like her belongings. “Where’s your stuff?” 
“Oh, um, I’ve got it all here. I’m good.” 
What the fuck did that mean? Mac squinted and thought for just a second, but his thinking couldn’t be right. “You don’t mean that the stuff you have on is your only stuff, do you?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’m sor—“
“Stop, dammit!” Mac snarled at her.
Cora’s squeak and the way she pressed herself back into the wall had him swearing under his breath.
Mac needed to try this again and do better this time. He could do this. That stupid anger management class he’d been forced to take came back to him, and he closed his eyes and counted to ten slowly before exhaling away his rage. 
He thought about his goal for the interaction and realized he wanted Cora to stay. He wanted to share a meal with her and find out what her laugh sounded like. 
Mac opened his eyes to see Cora frozen in place against the wall like a deer caught in headlights.
“Let’s start from the beginning, Cora. I’m Mac, and I just moved here. I bought this place based on pictures a friend of mine took when he checked out the property. I had expected to spend the first week here trying to clean the place up and make it livable, but you’ve done that for me. Thank you. I’d like to invite you to stay. We can pick up some more clothes for you when we pick up groceries.” Mac was careful to speak clearly and use his calm voice. 
Cora’s eyes got even wider. “Are you okay?” she asked. 
Dammit all! Mac couldn’t do this. His brows pulled down as his entire face dropped to its natural frown. “I’m fine,” he grunted. “I was trying to be nice.” Then he shoved off the doorframe. Stupid anger management bullshit didn’t fucking work, even when he did give it an honest try.
“Wait,” Cora called his attention back before he could walk away. “I didn’t mean to upset you—“
“Do not apologize.” He pointed his finger at her.
“Okay. I mean, I would, but you don’t seem to like it when I do, so I won’t. I just meant you sounded like you’d rehearsed that speech a lot. It didn’t really feel like you meant it, and, I mean, it’s not like you owe me anything. I…” Her voice dropped away, and her face dipped down to stare at her feet.
“Yeah, the way I said it is bullshit, but I still meant it. Just stay so we don’t have to argue about it.”
“I didn’t mean to argue.”
“Well, you should. I mean, you shouldn’t, but you can. Fuck, this is a disaster. Will you just come into town with me and help me buy shit? I’m guessing you have a good idea of what’s here and what we need.”
“I can help you get what you need. I just, um, I don’t have any money.” Cora was still looking at the floor and had started picking at her fingernails. At least her stomach appeared to be better.
“I didn’t figure you’d have let yourself in and cleaned my house if you did have money.” He tried to add some levity to his voice and was rewarded with a view of Cora’s face as she looked up at him. “How did you get here, anyway? I didn’t see another car out front when I pulled up.” 
“This place isn’t far from some trails. I’m not sure exactly how I got here, but I spotted it through the woods.” 
“Wait, so you walked here?”
Cora nodded in confirmation and wrapped her arms back around her waist. Now was not the time to bug her about this. 
“Let’s go to the store. I’m buying, so don’t worry about money. Like I said, you probably saved me a week’s worth of cleaning.”
Then Mac turned and headed for the living room to put his shoes on. He figured she’d follow him once she was ready to go, and if she took too long, he’d just go back in and find her. It wasn’t like he needed to worry about her running away. Besides, she could if she wanted to. He wasn’t holding her hostage, he reminded himself. The thought of her ambling off into the woods with nothing more than the clothes she had on caused Mac to start mentally reviewing the tracking skills his grandfather had taught him as a child. He hadn’t been great at stalking deer, but then the thought of killing them wasn’t a great incentive. On the other hand, giving Cora food and supplies, or better yet, convincing her to come back to the cabin with him was a great motivator. 
She popped out from the hallway just as he was tying his second shoe. She’d wrangled her hair into a knot on the top of her head and looked even more beautiful than she had when he’d first seen her last night. 
“You look nice,” he told her. 
Cora raised her eyebrows at him like she thought he’d just announced he’d been abducted by aliens and liked it. He replayed it in his head and decided he sounded like an idiot.
“Let’s go. I’ll need to trade my car in for a truck or something, but it’ll do for now.” 




Making a List


Cora watched Mac pull the big book from the trunk of the car. She wasn’t sure what it was until he opened it to reveal pages and pages of maps.  
She desperately wanted to ask about it, but there was no way she was going to risk upsetting him. He wasn’t trying to grope her, had given her food, and even let her sleep in the bed for the night. 
Her curiosity must have been obvious though, because he volunteered, “I don’t have cell service, but I always have an atlas, too. This one is several years out of date, but unless they completely relocated the nearest town, it should be good enough to get us going in the right direction.”
And that was exactly the kind of thing that drew her to him. He hadn’t yelled at her for coming up behind him and looking over his shoulder. He’d just explained. It made her feel good. Maybe if she kept cleaning the house and offered to cook for him, he’d let her stay longer. She could take the couch or even sleep on the floor. 
Once Mac had studied the map and seemed to have a plan for directions, he handed the big book to Cora and told her to climb in. 
“I have no idea where the store is, but I think I can get us into town. Hopefully, we’ll have cell service then and can use GPS to go the rest of the way. Anything in particular you like to eat?”
Cora watched him wince with each head-banging bounce down the rutted drive. “I’m okay with anything, and I don’t have any allergies. I’m good at making spaghetti, and I can pound chicken thin and fry it to make sandwiches or go with mashed potatoes and gravy or macaroni and cheese. Um, I only know how to make the box macaroni and cheese though.” 
Maybe she should have thought this through more. She didn’t really know how to cook. She just knew how to make some basic meals that Rob had liked. Shit. What if Mac didn’t like stuff like that. He might eat completely different food. 
“I can learn how to cook other stuff, if you want.” She was messing this up so bad.
“What? No, what you said sounds great. Spaghetti is awesome, and I don’t know exactly what you mean about chicken, but you said the word fried so it sounds fucking amazing to me.” 
Mac’s eyes stayed focused on the road, but he was glaring at it now. 
“I’m so—“
“Stop. Please do not apologize. You haven’t done anything wrong. For fuck’s sake, you entered with a key and cleaned the house. Most people get paid to do shit like that, and now you’re offering to help me cook and shop. You are the best thing that’s happened to me in the last,” Mac paused and thought, “in the last year!” 
He sounded angry, but he was saying nice things. Cora didn’t know how to respond, so she just sat silently.
The huffing sigh he released meant that she didn’t magically disappear like she wanted, nor did he forget about her. 
“Cora, listen to me. My life is super fucked right now, and I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m a train wreck, but I like the thought of having you around. What do you need to stay and be my roommate for while?”
What did she need to stay? Huh? She was so confused. What did he mean? How was she supposed to answer? She could feel the knot in her throat thickening as tears burned the corners of her eyes. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. 
She clung tight with her arms wrapped around her ribs and chewed hard on her cheek. Sometimes a hint of pain would pull the tears back inside and re-open her airway. She dug her figures in between her ribs as hard as she could.
The car jerked off the road onto a wide shoulder and came to an abrupt stop.
“Cora, look at me,” Mac’s deep voice left no room for thought or fear. She looked at him.
“Fuck.” He unbuckled and shoved his seat back away from the steering wheel. Then he unclipped her buckle, too. “Shift around so you can feel me breathing. Climb on my lap if you want. Just get to where you can try and match your breathing to mine.”
Cora didn’t even think about it. She sprawled herself across the console and held her balance by putting both hands flat on his chest. 
“Good. Now breath in with me.” She could feel the vibrations of his voice through his chest. She shifted closer so she wasn’t leaning over as much. It had her straddling his lap, but she could feel his heartbeat now. 
“Keep talking,” she begged. His hands were hanging by his sides, so he wouldn’t touch her. 
“Okay, so I’ll talk, and you breath out with me.” She felt his chest sink as he emptied his lungs. “Then breath in again.” 
Cora tried to make her breath match his, and the knot in her throat started to loosen. 
“Can I put my arms around you?” Mac asked.
She let herself answer without over thinking it and nodded her agreement as she sank further down his lap to press her ear to his chest. Hearing his breathing was even better than just feeling it. 
His arms came around her in a loose hold, and he rubbed her back. It was enough for Cora to let the tears spill down her cheeks. 
Mac didn’t tell her it would be okay. He didn’t tell her to stop crying. He didn’t say anything at all. He just kept his arms wrapped around her until she sniffled and started to squirm. Then he helped her wiggle her way back into her own seat. 
She re-buckled her seatbelt and faced the front, ready for him to get back on the road, but he didn’t. 
“You’ve gotta give me something. Are you okay?” he asked. 
“Yeah.”
“Cora.” Mac huffed and rubbed his face with his hands. “I won’t make you talk to me, but it would be really nice to know what I did or said that upset you, so I can not do it again.”
A single hiccup-sob escaped. Cora had no idea how to explain what was happening. Hell, she didn’t even know herself. 
“Okay, let’s try this. I’ll ask questions, and you can answer or say pass. It’s up to you, but don’t over think it.”
“Okay.”
“What’s your favorite food?”
“Macaroni and cheese with broccoli.”
“That’s a good answer. Do you like Kraft or Velveeta?”
“Umm, I always had Great Value.” Shit, was that the wrong answer? 
“I ate that brand for a while, too. I’ll have to introduce you to Velveeta. I bet you’ll like it.”
Was she supposed to respond?
“Okay, we both like macaroni and cheese with broccoli. What about your favorite drink?”
“Sometimes I put lime in my water, and it’s really good.” 
“We’ll have to get some limes then. I love lemon in my water, so I bet I’d like lime, too. What about dislikes? What’s your least favorite food?”
“Pop-Tarts.” That one was easy to answer. Cora never wanted to see another fucking Pop-Tart again in her life. 
“Good to know. Mine’s ramen. I know people love it, but I ate way too much of it in the Army. I never want to see another stupid pack of noodles again.”
“Rob only ate ramen if I couldn’t cook.” The second it slipped out of her mouth, Cora knew she’d messed up. She held her breath and waited for Mac to ask questions she couldn’t answer. She shouldn’t have even said his name. What if he was still following her? What if he was here already? She started looking around the car. It was wide open around them, but Rob could be in any of the cars that drove past. 
“Hey, Cora.” Mac pulled her attention back to him. “What’s your favorite color?” he asked. 
“Purple.” She didn’t mind sharing that. 
“Good. What are your favorite fruits and vegetables?”
“I like apples sometimes, and bananas are good.” She thought for a minute. “Kale. I know people think it’s gross, but I put it in soup instead of spinach, and it doesn’t get slimy. Sweet potatoes are really good too.”
“It’s not the best time of year for soup, but we’ll be sure to get some sweet potatoes. I can throw them on the grill with burgers or steaks, and then we can load them up with butter and sugar and cinnamon.” 
Mac was grinning like an idiot. Cora grinned back at him and enjoyed a full breath of air. Somehow, he’d helped her relax. It made her brave.
“I think I’d like to stay, maybe, if you need help with cooking and cleaning.” 
“I’d like that. I think there’s a pen and napkins in the glove box. Think you could start writing out our list while I pull up the GPS now that we have signal?” 
Cora opened the glove box and found what he said, plus a small notepad from a hotel. “Can I use this instead?” she asked.
“That’s even better. Go for it.”
“What do you want me to write down?” She didn’t want to put anything on the list that he didn’t want to be there. 
“Let’s see, we talked about Velveeta, shells and cheese, broccoli, apples, bananas, and sweet potatoes. We’ll need butter and spices, too.” He stopped and messed with his phone while Cora wrote down what he’d said. By the time he’d found the store and set up the GPS, she’d caught up with writing. 
“Anything else?” she asked as he pulled back out onto the road.
“Oh, this is going to be a very long list. We need all the staples, like milk, coffee, sugar, creamer, eggs, and bread. What else am I forgetting there?”
Cora wrote it all down and suggested, “We could use something for leftovers like Tupperware or plastic bags, and it might be good to get foil or plastic wrap?” 
“Yes, all of that. Oh, and meat. You said chicken, and we’ll need oil for frying it. We should get some steaks and burgers, too.” 
Mac waited until she’d written it all down before he asked, “Do you know what kind of dishes and pots there were? What stuff do we need to buy for that?”
“Um, the kitchen has all the basics. I just didn’t see stuff like tongs or serving spoons.”
“Good. Add those to the list.” 
And on they went. By the time Mac parked the car, Cora had filled the entire front of the paper and half of the back. He’d even had her write down clothing for her. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, but he hadn’t given her time to object before adding more things to the list. 
Once in the store, Mac even made each of them get their own cart because he said one wouldn’t be enough to hold all their stuff. 
At first, Cora had been terrified. The store was huge and bright. She felt like Rob was lurking around every corner, but Mac had directed them to the toys. He’d said they needed games and a puzzle for rainy days, but then he’d pulled out a ball and bounced it toward Cora before wandering up and down each aisle pressing every button on every toy. 
At first, Cora had been horrified. They’d be kicked out for sure. But then a little dancing robot started singing Staying Alive while wiggling its hips and pointing its arms side to side. Cora laughed. She couldn’t help it. The stupid thing was cute and hysterical. 
Then Mac had done the craziest thing. He’d grinned at her and put the robot in his cart. They’d gotten a puzzle and a deck of UNO cards before continuing to shop for everything written on the list. 
By the time they were steering toward the checkout, Cora was struggling to steer the weight of the cart. She was also feeling a little lightheaded and shaky. She should have saved some of the beef jerky and candy for today. 
“Are apples by count or weight?” Mac called up to the cashier, even though she was helping the person in front of them. The cashier ignored them. 
Cora watched in horror as Mac shifted closer to her and squinted his eyes at her. What was he about to do?
“Maddie?” he asked.
That got the cashier’s attention. “How’d you know my name?” she asked.
“It’s on your name tag, and I apologize for distracting you, but we’re going to eat an apple and need to make sure it still gets paid for. Are they done by weight or count?” Mac asked again. 
“Count. Just keep the sticker, so I can ring it up,” the lady answered. Then she tilted her chin toward Cora and added, “She should go sit on one of the benches. Maybe a grab a juice from the cooler for her, too.” 
Then Mac was shoving an apple in Cora’s face and asking if she preferred apple or orange juice before pointing her toward the benches along the front of the store.
“Go sit and eat. I’ve got the sticker, and I’ll take care of all this. I’ll keep the granola bars out, too, so we can each have one of those on the way home.”
“Huh?” Cora wasn’t sure she understood what he was saying. 
“Cora, you’re pale as a sheet and shaking. You need to eat. Go sit on the bench over there and eat this apple. As soon as Maddie scans the juice, I’ll bring it over to you.” His voice was soft but clear, so she did what he said. 
Within just a few minutes of eating the apple, Cora felt the world shift back into focus. The orange juice was sitting on the bench beside her. She hadn’t even noticed Mac bring it over. Apparently, she’d been more out of it than she’d realized. 
She ate every bite of the apple down to the seeds before tossing the remainder of the core into a trashcan conveniently placed by the bench. Then she focused on sipping on the juice. Mac’s face was scrunched with worry as he piled the last of their bags onto the top of the second cart. The first was already bursting. 
Cora stood up and started to steer it away from the checkout, but Mac stopped her. “Hey, woah, let’s get somebody else to drive that one.” Then he turned to the lady at the register. 
“We don’t do that here,” she said. 
Mac’s fists clenched, and his jaw muscles flexed. Shit. He was pissed. 
Cora wasn’t about to touch him or risk setting him off, but she didn’t want him to flip out on the cashier either. What was she supposed to do? And they were in public, too. Crap. Just as Cora’s stomach started to do loops fast enough that she thought the apple might come flying back up and out, she felt Mac’s hand on the nape of her neck as he gently massaged the base of her skull.
His voice was just above a whisper as he said, “It’s okay. We’re good. Breathe for me, Cora. We’ve got this.”
There’s was no hint of anger left on his face. He was smiling at her. She opened her mouth to apologize for freaking out, but he stopped her before she could start.
“I’m sorry for scaring you. I was worried about you and forgot to consider my own actions. You didn’t do anything wrong. This was all me, and I’m sorry.” Then he just looked at her for a minute. 
Words tumbled from Cora’s mouth without checking in with her first, “I have no idea what I’m doing here.” 
“Me either, beautiful.” Mac grinned at her again before taking his hand from her neck. “Why don’t you stay here with Maddie and this cart while I push that one out to the car. Then I’ll come back.”
Cora didn’t want to argue with him, but she also didn’t want to stand there feeling self-conscious next to an over-flowing cart for an unknown amount of time with a total stranger who kept glancing at her out of the corner of her eye. 
“I’ll push this one. The apple helped a lot. I’m good now.” 
“You’ll eat a granola bar in the car, too?” 
“Yeah.” The way Mac asked instead of demanded soothed something inside Cora. It made her feel more solid and less like she was seconds away from shattering into a million broken pieces. 




Macaroni Together


Mac spent most of their drive home trying to figure out how to carry in everything himself. By the time they pulled up to the cabin, he had concocted a plan he was proud of. 
“You go on and figure out what’s what in the kitchen. I’ll bring stuff in for you to sort. Just make piles, and I’ll come put it all away.” 
She scoffed at him. “No, but nice try.”
He frowned. “I can bring everything in.”
“How about I help with the first trip inside, and then I’ll stay in the kitchen and put away food while you bring in everything else,” she suggested.
“You don’t have to put it away. I can—“
“Mac.” It was the first time he’d heard her say his name. It was like a lightning bolt shot straight down his spine to his cock. This woman was going to be the death of him, but it was going to be a glorious journey to the end. 
Then he felt her shaking his shoulder and accusing him, “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”
She sounded mad. It was wrong to think that was hot, right?
“Um, I know you said my name,” he tried.
“Yeah, and then your eyes rolled back in your head like you were having a seizure. Ohmygod, you weren’t having a seizure, were you?”
Cora was looking panicky and twisting in her seat like she was trying to figure out what to do. Mac put his hand on her knee. “Cora, I’m okay. I just really liked it when you said my name.”
She furrowed her brow, so he drummed his fingers on her thigh. It didn’t take her long to put the pieces together though. Cora gave him a curious look, then placed her finger on the back of his hand and drew a gentle circle as she stared at his face. He couldn’t hold back his shiver. He didn’t even try. 
“You liked it?” 
“Yeah, beautiful.”
“You just lost the plot because I said your name?”
“Yeah.” He hunched over enough to better see her face as she smirked at their hands on her knee. “Are you gloating about your power?” he asked.
The crooked grin dropped from her face, her circling finger froze, and her eyes expanded wide as she looked up at him. 
Shit. “Hey, I like it. I’m not upset about it. Maybe don’t say my name and then ask to steal all my money or whatever, but, honestly, I think it’s cute when you smirk.”
He could hear her breathing restart as she rested her hand flat on top of his. “Okay. So, we’ll both carry in what we can, then I’ll unpack, and put away everything in the kitchen. I will make a pile of stuff that goes elsewhere, but there’s no reason I shouldn’t put away the kitchen stuff.”
“Fair enough.” No way was Mac going to argue with her now. He wanted to hear her laugh the way she had when he’d turned on the dancing robot. “Do you think any of the eggs survived the driveway?” he asked.
She rewarded him with a tiny chuckle, but he’d take it for now. “Let’s go find out.” Then she pulled away from him and climbed out of the car.
By the time Cora was done unpacking the kitchen, Mac had set up the air mattress in the spare room for her. He’d had a hell of a time distracting her enough to put it under the cart without her asking questions. He wanted her to have a room of her own here. He didn’t really need an office anyway. He could work at the dining room table or in the living room. 
He was hoping the next time they went into town she’d let him buy her curtains and decorations for the room. Maybe they could even order them online. Collin had said satellite internet was the only option here, so streaming was out, but it would be enough for everything else. He needed to call and get installation scheduled soon. 
As he finished putting away the last few things they’d bought, he called out to her, “What do you want to do for lunch?”
“Umm.”
He walked into the kitchen to find her standing by the counter, wringing her hands, and staring down at her toes. 
“Cora, look at me, please.” 
She did, but there was so much uncertainty on her face it broke his heart. 
“Let’s make macaroni and cheese together. If your stomach is good with that, we can toss in some of the chicken and broccoli we bought and have leftovers for dinner.” He needed to figure out how to ensure she felt free to do what she wanted here, especially basic stuff like eating. 
They worked together as he thought it through, and by the time they sat down to eat, he had something that resembled a plan of action.
“Can I ask you something?” Mac figured starting with questions might help.
“Uh-huh. This is delicious. I’ve never had macaroni and cheese this gooey before,” she said. 
“I told you, Velveeta’s the best,” he agreed before moving on. “What do you think I should offer to pay a housekeeper? I love how clean this place is, and it’d be nice to have it always like this without me having to dust or vacuum.” 
“Oh, I don’t really know.”
“What about cooking? I was thinking it’d be really nice to have some help in the kitchen. I enjoy cooking, but it gets lonely when it’s just me. Do you think I could find someone to help with that too?”
Cora put her fork down, folded her hands in her lap, and stared at him. She didn’t say a word though.
“What are you thinking?” he finally asked when he couldn’t stand the silence anymore.
“Do you really want help?”
“Yes, but I want it to be you, and I want you to stay here.” Clearly, she was on to him, so he might as well lay it all on the table.
“So, I cook and clean in exchange for a place to stay.”
“Yes and no. You have a place to stay here no matter what. I had fun with you today, and thinking about you leaving makes me feel lonely, which is ridiculous considering the whole reason I bought this place was to get away from people. You don’t feel like people though. You’re Cora. It’s different.”
She raised her eyebrows at him in disbelief. He hated conversations like this. It was all bullshit. Why couldn’t they just fucking say what they wanted and then do that?
“Look, I’m terrible as shit like this. Just fucking stay, okay? Call it payment for cleaning or whatever, but you aren’t a servant or maid. And we’ll cook together, because I like cooking, but it’s more fun with both of us in the kitchen.”
Then he went back to eating. As far as he was concerned, the conversation was over. She would stay.
“You just expect me to do what you say?” she asked softly.
He took a minute to consider her question as he chewed. “No. Honestly, I expect you to do what feels right to you. I’m just hoping that includes staying here with me, at least for a while.”
“And if I want to leave?”
Mac struggled to keep down the bite he’d just taken. The thought of her leaving and going back out into the world with nothing was unbearable. He stifled the growl that wanted to escape. “I’d give you every penny of cash I could find, ensure you had a coat and bag full of clothes and supplies, and help you find safe transportation to wherever you wanted to go.” It might have come out as more of a snarl than a polite response, but it was the best he could do. 
“You wouldn’t make me stay?” Her question was a whisper so soft he replayed it in his mind to check he’d heard correctly.
“I’m not an asshole. Well, I am, but not like that. Forcing you to do or not do anything would hurt you, and I don’t want to hurt you.”




First Job


Cora picked up her fork and went back to eating. She remembered her nightmare from that morning: 
Cora heard someone moving around and went to investigate. She was back in Rob’s house and found him swearing as he pulled on his shoes before looking for his car keys. 
“Going out?” she asked.
“Oh good, you’re up. You’ve got work tonight.” 
“What?” Cora didn’t have a job, did she? 
The scene shifted back in time to the summer Cora turned seventeen. She’d gotten a job working at the flavored ice truck.
After her first week of work, she’d come home excited to tell Rob about it. 
“Rob, you’ll never believe what John did today.”
“Who the fuck is John?” Rob asked with a slur in his voice.
Cora knew this dream. She felt like an outsider watching it unfold on TV and wanted to scream at her dream-self to shut up!
“He’s a guy I work with, and he’s such a goofball. A girl asked him to surprise her with any flavor, so he mixed them all together, but instead of making a rainbow, it turned the whole snow cone black—“
“So you were off playing with your friends while I was forced to take care of this place by myself today?” Rob roared at her and stood up from the couch. 
Dream Cora finally caught up with what real Cora already knew: Rob was pissed.
“I’m sorry, Rob. I didn’t think—“
“Hey, it’s okay. I know you aren’t good about thinking things through. That’s what I’m here for. I’ll call the place tomorrow and let them know you’ve got your hands full here at home. I don’t want to miss any more time with you.” Then he moved directly in front of her, grasped her jaw in his hand, and gave her a slobbery kiss. 
Cora swallowed the food that had turned to sawdust in her mouth. How had she been flattered and felt special back then? What was wrong with her? She felt sick at the thought of being so stupid and gullible. Was she still that same idiot? 
Once her mouth was empty, she had to know the truth. “Will you let me get a job?” she asked Mac.




Forever Angry


Mac was done eating. The realization that Cora thought she had to ask permission for things like that made him sick to his stomach. He stood up to clear away his plate and hide the fury he knew would show on his face while he figured out how to respond. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
Fucking hell. He shut off the water he’d been running to rinse his plate and turned around to face her while leaning back and gripping the counter tight in a desperate attempt not to hit or throw anything. He wanted to scream and rage and destroy, but it would scare Cora, so that wasn’t an option. 
He ground his teeth and stared at her for another minute while she sat staring at her plate. 
Mac could do this. He had to. Fucking this up was not an option. “Cora, I have no idea what your past experience is, but I need you to know a few things. This is your life now. I’d be honored for you to share it with me, at least for a bit, but it’s your choice. You can choose to work or not. You can go for walks whenever you want. You can leave at any moment. You can get a job or buy a car or find your own place, or not. No one gets to tell you what to do with your life.”
“Will you be mad?” she asked.
“I’m always mad. It’s why I moved out here. I was strongly encouraged not to re-up with the Army after I threw a fucking stapler at my commanding officer. I’m on terminal leave because I’m so fucking angry. And that fact just makes me even more angry. Hell, you should probably leave just to get away from me.”
Cora stood up and carried her plate over to the sink he was standing in front of. She stepped up against him to reach around and put her dish down with his. 
Every drop of blood in Mac’s brain evacuated his northern head and flew south. A strand of hair had fallen from the knot on her head. He reached up slowly and tucked it behind her ear as gently as possible. 
Then she stepped back, pulled herself up straight and tall, and looked him in the eyes. “If you don’t want to be around people all the time, we should plant a garden for fresh veggies. I bet berry bushes would do well, too. Then you won’t have to go into town as often.”
A weight fell from Mac’s shoulders. She’d said we. She wasn’t leaving. “Yeah, I like that idea.” 
“I can sleep on the couch,” she offered. “I can’t imagine you fit very well.”
“About that.” Mac pushed himself from the counter. “I have a better idea. Come on. I’ll show you.” Then he led her back to the spare bedroom.
Cora looked into the room, then turned to him with surprise and curiosity. “When? How?”
“I picked up the air mattress when you were distracted picking out candles. The sheets are the ones you picked. We’ll get a real bed for you soon, but I figure it will take a couple days, and I didn’t want you to wait to have your own room.” Was it too much? He didn’t want to push her. 
Cora had entered the room ahead of Mac, but now she turned around to face him. There were tears streaking down her face. He’d fucked it up.
“I’m sorry,” he stuttered. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I can undo it.” How could he fix this?
Cora walked up and pressed herself against him. She wrapped her arms around him, leaned her face against his heart, and squeezed. “Thank you,” she mumbled into his shirt.
He put his arms around her, but still needed her to confirm, “So I didn’t fuck it up?”
She pulled her head back and laughed. “No, Mac, you didn’t fuck it up. This is amazing. Thank you.” 
There was a brief moment of comfort before the hug started to feel awkward. “We should finish cleaning up from lunch and go for a walk. Then we can play a game or something,” Mac suggested.
“Do you like to hike?” Cora asked as they headed for the front porch.
“Yeah, but I don’t get many opportunities. Or at least, I didn’t used to.”
“There’s a trail not far from here.”




Take a Hike


They both still had their shoes on, so it only took a minute to finish cleaning up and head outside. Once they’d cleared the porch steps, Mac turned to Cora and waited.  
“Well?” Rob’s voice rang through her head.
This was his favorite guessing game. What had she failed to do or done wrong? If she could figure it out fast enough, he’d just yell and call her names. If not, well at least he’d only had a few beers tonight. It was always worse when he was drinking liquor.
“You’re so stupid; you don’t even have the first fucking clue, do you?” he snarled.
“I made sure the kitchen is cleaned the way you like it.” It was futile. She’d tried pointing out things she’d done before, but it never distracted him. 
“Who fucking cares about the kitchen. You’re the only one that’s ever in there anyway. So now you’re bragging about doing something nice for yourself. What an entitled little brat you are.”
He stalked toward her, and she fought the urge to flinch away. 
“It’s Thursday, isn’t it?” he demanded.
“Yes?” Cora had no idea where he was going with this. 
“I’m betting you didn’t wash the sheets today, did you? The only real question is if it’s because you’re too stupid to remember all your Thursday chores or too lazy to bother completing them.”
Okay, that gave her a better understanding of the game at least. He’d decided there were certain chores assigned to each day. She could work with this.
“You’re right. I should have. It was totally my fault. We could—“ Nope, she’d made that mistake before. She corrected her words. “I should have written it down. Do you want me to write down what I remember, or do you want to tell me again and watch as I write it down so I don’t mess up?”
Sometimes making it a choice like that worked. It wasn’t perfect, but it wasn’t likely to make things worse. 
She felt a hand on her arm. Someone far away was calling her name, but it wasn’t Rob. It was a nice voice. It was Mac’s voice. Mac was calling her name.
Cora blinked and refocused on the yard and trees. It was Mac’s hand on her arm. He looked worried.
They stared at each other for a second before Mac spoke up. “I really want to ask you what just happened, but I’m guessing you aren’t ready to talk to me about it yet. I’m going to ask you a different question instead, and I’d appreciate some kind of response, even if it’s that you don’t know or aren’t sure.”
“Okay.”
“What was it that started it? Was it something you saw, heard, or smelled? Did I do something?”
Cora chanced looking at Mac’s face. If he was angry, she’d say it was all her fault. Maybe she’d give him choices the way she used to with Rob. But when she looked up, there wasn’t a speck of anger in his expression. His eyes looked sad? Or maybe that was confusion? 
The truth stumbled from her mouth before she could reconsider. “You just looked at me like I was supposed to know what to do, but I didn’t. I’m not good at guessing.”
“That’s fair. It was rude of me. Anytime I expect something to happen, I’ll do my best to say it aloud, but Cora?”
“Yeah?”
“When I fuck that up, because I will, I’d like for you to ask me what I want.”
“Uh, like I should say, ‘Do you want me to do whatever?’” She didn’t understand his request.
“Anytime you aren’t sure what I’m thinking or what I want, I want you to say, ‘Mac, I am not a mind reader. You have to use real words.’” Then he grinned at her. 
“That won’t upset you?” she asked.
“Nope. See, even now, it’s making me smile.”
“Uh, okay.” She could do this. If Cora wanted to be brave and free, she needed to start acting like it. “What do you want me to do now that we’re out here?” It wasn’t exactly what he’d said, but it was close. 
“That’s perfect. Since you arrived by trail, I was thinking maybe you could show me around.” 
Mac was grinning at her. He wasn’t yelling. She was okay. “Yes, I can show you the trail I came from and another one I found. I don’t know where the other one goes though.”
“That sounds great, but let’s start with the one you don’t know much about. This way, if we get tired and want to head back, we can leave the other trail for another day.”
Cora looked at Mac’s muscles. He wasn’t huge. Well, he was huge in that he was more than a foot taller than her, but he didn’t have hulk muscles with veins throbbing. She’d watched his biceps pop a few times when he’d flexed for one reason or another, but mostly his arms were just normal arms. His chest was solid but flat. It didn’t have the bulges of a weightlifter. There was no way walking across the yard to investigate a trail would be enough to wear him out. 
“You mean if I get tired?“ she clarified.
He huffed. “Yeah, but I was trying to be nice about it.” His glare didn’t look scary, but his voice had been gruff. “I don’t want you to push yourself too hard. It’s already been a busy day, so just promise to tell me when you’re tired, or we can just agree now to only check out the one trail today.”
She nodded at him. He pursed his lips but waved his arms in front of him. Then he seemed to remember and spoke aloud, “Lead the way.”
Both trails were along the same back tree line, but one curved off to the side while the other headed straight back and uphill. It was the uphill trail that she’d come down when she arrived. She pointed it out to Mac and explained, “That trail intersects with another one with white marks on the trees. It felt like a long way from the intersection to here, but I was really tired, so my perception might have been skewed.”
“That would be the Appalachian Trail it connects with. It’s path just behind the property was part of the appeal of this place for me.” Mac stared down the path for a minute before he turned to her and asked, “Have you ever been backpacking?” 
“Uh, I don’t think so?” She did not want to admit that she had no idea what that was. Her only mental picture was of a cheap school backpack full of books. 
“It’s like car camping, but you hike through the woods and carry everything you need in a big pack on your back. I had to do a fucked-up version of it in the Army on occasion. I was thinking I might try the fun version out here this fall.” 
Suddenly all the people Cora had passed made more sense. They were all out backpacking. “Is that what those shelters are for?” She’d seen a couple signs for shelters with different names. She hadn’t known what they meant and had been picturing a homeless shelter, so she’d avoided them. That was one of the first places Rob would go looking for her. 
“Yeah, they’re just partial buildings out in the woods, but they usually have pit toilets and water nearby. Some people sleep under their roofs while others will set up their tent nearby,” Mac explained. 
“Oh.” Cora wasn’t sure how else to respond. She was still trying to picture it. She’d spent a few nights in the woods on her way here, but she’d just found a decent looking spot a fair way off the trail. She’d usually found a tree to lean against. One night she’d been excited to find a nice flat rock that she thought would make the perfect sleeping place where she wouldn’t wake up with bugs and ticks in her hair. It turned out that rocks got really fucking cold at night, so she’d ended up back against a tree again before the night was up. 
“Will you show me the other trail?” Mac asked.
“Yeah, it’s over here.” She pointed out the second path.
“Are you up for walking a bit? I think I know where this goes, but I’d like to confirm it.” 
“That’s fine. I like being outside, and the forest is beautiful.” She could spend all day investigating creatures and plants. Even now, she could smell mint growing nearby. She closed her eyes to zoom in on the smell but tripped over something. 
Thankfully, Mac caught her. “Woah there. Are you okay?” he asked.
“Uh, yeah, I, uh, I probably should keep my eyes open though.” Obviously. He must think she was a moron. 
“You looked like you were focusing on something. What caught your attention if it wasn’t something you saw?” His eyes crinkled in a happy way, and he sounded more curious than mad. She reviewed what he’d said. He hadn’t called her stupid or made fun of her.
So, she answered him. “I smelled mint. I was going to see if I could find it?” 
“That’s really cool.” Then Mac turned his nose up in the air and started sniffing loudly. He sounded like a lunatic with a sinus infection, and Cora couldn’t hold back her laughter. 
“Oh, sure. I see how you are. It’s fine for you to go sniffing your way through nature, but when I do it, it’s funny.” His grin made it obvious he wasn’t seriously upset. Then he winked at her and added, “We’ll sniff it out later.”
As they stepped into the shade beyond the tree line, Cora pointed out a couple of playful squirrels she spotted, and Mac noticed a frog sitting along the side of the path. 
“How did you find our place?” he asked as they continued walking. 
Cora decided to ignore his reference to our place. “I was on the Appalachian Trail—at least I guess that’s what it was—for a few days. There was a clearing where I could see down here, and I spotted the cabin. I wasn’t sure if the trail would lead me here, but I tried to keep track of where the cabin was in my head compared to where I was walking.”
Mac stopped walking. “So, you’re good with navigation.”
He was staring at her the way he’d stared at the frog earlier. She wasn’t sure why or what she was supposed to say, so she just shrugged. 
“That’s impressive, Cora. Keeping track of location like that while wandering through the woods is not an easy or simple feat.”
She hadn’t really thought about it. “I guess.” To her, she’d just made a mental map and added to it as she walked along. 
After a few more minutes of walking, they could see the sun shining on a clearing up ahead. “Yep, I think this is the trail to my buddy’s house. We were in the military together for a while. He’s the one who checked out the place and helped me buy. Well, with the help of his wife.”
“Do you want to go say hi?” Cora did not want to go meet them, but she’d understand if Mac did. Maybe he’d let her head back to the cabin while he went to visit.
“Not today. I’m ready to turn around. Hanging out at home sounds amazing. Maybe we could play some UNO or something. I’ve got some stuff downloaded on my computer, too.” Then he turned and walked past her to lead them back to his cabin. 
The entire way back to the cabin, Cora had thought about playing UNO versus doing the puzzle they’d picked out. It was a wooded scene with animals scattered around a clearing with the sun shining down on an old well with the bucket hanging from the roof and a crank on the side. 
She’d played UNO before and imagined it could be fun, but the puzzle was calling to her. What would Mac say if she asked if they could work on it instead? 

By the time they climbed the porch steps and walked back into the cabin, Mac had noticed her nerves. Well, he’d noticed that she was picking at her fingernails, which even she hadn’t realized she was doing until he said, “You know your poor fingernails suffer every time you stress about something?” Luckily, he’d said it lightheartedly. 
“Oh, I—“ she stopped herself before apologizing. “Uh.” Maybe she should just play UNO this afternoon. 
Mac pulled her attention back to him. “Cora, I know you don’t trust me yet, and that’s okay. I’d really like to know what you’re thinking though.” His voice was soft and kind. 
It gave her the courage to respond honestly. “I was just thinking about the puzzle we bought.”
Mac just shrugged. “Do you want to do the puzzle instead of playing a game?”
“Yes?” she asked as if it were a question.
“Then you should do the puzzle.” He said it so matter-of-factly—like it was no big deal that she wanted to do something different. Then he asked, “May I join you? If you’d rather work on it on your own, I have some stuff I could do on my computer.”
“Oh. I just figured we’d both do it, but we don’t have to.” She could mess with it on her own, but she’d been having stupid daydreams about their hands brushing as they worked on it together. She liked listening to him talk, and he seemed interested in what she had to say, too. Picking through pieces in silence and all alone didn’t sound nearly as appealing. 
“Go grab it, and we’ll spread it out on the table. Please tell me you aren’t a lunatic who starts with the center pieces.” Mac was teasing her and smiling. He liked the idea of doing the puzzle together. 
“What? No! Everyone knows you have to start with the corners and the edges.” Her mock outrage made him laugh.
They’d gotten the entire edge done and the easiest sections of the middle before Mac stepped away to put the chicken and broccoli in the oven for their dinner. They decided to eat out on the porch to avoid disturbing their partially done puzzle and got right back to work on it after cleaning up their plates. 
They chatted about random nonsense all afternoon and evening. Mac confessed to listening to the Backstreet Boys, and Cora shared her dream of becoming a teacher. He suggested they should look into online teaching degrees once he had the internet connected. Teachers were in such short supply, so there had to be a way for her to be one. She wasn’t sure it would be that easy, but it was nice to hear that someone believed in her. 
They were down to the toughest sections of the puzzle when Mac caught her yawning. 
“We should call it a night,” he said after giving her a pointed look.
“You’re the one who keeps rubbing your eyes,” she countered. 
“Exactly. That’s why we should both turn in for the night. I’ll check the shed for plywood, nails, and a hammer to cover the front window tomorrow. I should have done it today, but I much preferred spending the day with you. For tonight, we’ll still lock the main door, but we’ll lock the screen door also. It should be fine.”
Cora didn’t love that thought, but she didn’t have any better ones. She hadn’t seen Rob in a while, and that had been pretty far away from here. It should be fine. She turned out the lights, and Mac locked the doors. 
Crawling under her new sheets on her new bed felt wonderful, even if the air mattress was almost as cold as that stupid rock had been. 




Nightmares


Rob’s weight pinned Cora into the snow as he wrapped his hand around her throat and tried to crush her airway.  
“You live here; you eat here; you earn here,” he bellowed. “You will be good for Jason and do what he wants, or you’ll be thrown away like the garbage you are.”
Cora fought to bob her head in agreement. It was the only way he’d let her breathe.
The scene shifted.
She was standing in front of Jason, naked, while his foul breath puffed directly into her nose. “Rob says you’re a good lay, but I’m not big on used pussy. Has he taken your ass yet?”
Cora’s face must have revealed the truth.
Jason’s face broken into a wide grin. “Oh, this is going to be fun. He promised me you’d be good, but that’s not true, is it? You’re going to fight me.” The cackle that followed was interrupted by a snowball.
Someone was calling her name, and she kept getting hit by something. She needed to fight back against Jason. She didn’t have time for dodging snowballs. 
Suddenly, her hands were free. Cora began batting away at the orbs that were not exploding the way snow would. 
Cora opened her eyes to a room lit by moonlight and Mac standing against the wall and holding an armload of balled-up socks. 
He was shaking as he dropped them to the ground and strode over to her. She knew it was Mac, but she still pulled back. 
It was a dream. Just a dream. This is reality. She was here. She was safe. Mac wouldn’t hurt her. She took a deep breath in and blew it out. 
Mac had dropped to a squat beside her so his face was level with hers, but he wasn’t touching her. “Hey, Cora. You’re awake. Good. You were having a nightmare.” 
She watched his hand levitate and hover over her cheek like he wanted to caress it but wasn’t sure if he should. She nodded at him, but was interrupted by a shiver, and she became aware that the cold she’d felt in the dream was real. The air mattress was freezing and had leeched all her body heat. “W-were you th-thr-throwing socks at m-me?” she asked through chattering teeth.
Mac’s brows furrowed. “Yeah, I needed to wake you up, but I didn’t want to freak you out worse. I wasn’t sure what you were dreaming about, but you were crying and kept saying no.” He let his hand connect with her cheek and dried a tear she hadn’t know was there. “Holy shit, you’re freezing cold. Are you okay?”
Cora pulled her knees up into the tightest ball she could and shook her head no. She was cold and scared and tired and so many things that didn’t come close to being okay. 
“Shit, I didn’t think to put anything on the air mattress for warmth.” Then he scooped her up into his arms. It forced her to loosen her knees from her chest, so his arm could wrap under them, but the second she felt the warmth of his chest, she realized it was worth it. 
Mac was like a furnace, and it felt so good. Cora burrowed into him as much as she could. 
“We’re going to my room, so we can both be in a warm bed.”
Cora was too cold and too tired to argue. He set her down on the bed and pulled the covers over her, but the minute she laid her head on his pillow and caught his masculine scent, her body became aware of what was happening and went on high alert. Was he about to climb in with her while wearing nothing but his shorts?
She fought to relax her muscles, but they didn’t want to cooperate. Her stomach started to roll like she needed to hurl, and a knot formed in her throat. She started to scramble out of the bed. She had to get away. She didn’t want this. 
She’d barely made it to her feet when the room filled with light. Cora turned around, terrified of what she might see. 
But it was just Mac, and he looked sad or maybe hurt. He wasn’t reaching for her, and there was no yelling. 
Dammit. She’d fucked up. Her shoulders dropped, and she stared at her feet as she prepared her apology. 
“Cora, look at me, please.” Mac’s voice was soft and gentle, so she looked at him. “I’m going to put on sweatpants and a T-shirt. I want you to climb back under the covers so you can get warm. Once you’re warm, and I’m dressed, we’ll decide what to do next.”
She waited until he stepped toward his closet, and then she burrowed back into the warmth beneath the blankets. The warmth was bliss. 
Cora couldn’t help staring at his ass as he bent over his duffle bag and pulled out a pair of black joggers. The light had finished waking her up, and he had a mighty fine backside. 
“I didn’t mean to freak out.” She wasn’t sure what else to say.
Mac pulled out a white T-shirt and turned around to respond as he pulled it over his head. She was so captivated by the flex of his abs and the beauty of his hipbones sticking out above the waistline of his pants that she completely missed what he said.
“I’m glad you like what you see,” he rumbled with a hint of laughter. “But you aren’t hearing any of my words, are you?”
“I am. Mostly. Kind of. You just have a very nice front side.” She wanted to list his pecs, abs, hips, happy trail, and so much more, but in her quick mental search for something less creepy, she somehow ended up saying front side. Doh. 
Mac smirked at her. “Uh-huh. Thanks. I suppose it’s better than getting scrambled brains over hearing someone sexy say your name.” His reminder that he’d experience a similar loss of hearing earlier that morning made her feel better. 
Then Mac backtracked and repeated what she’d apparently missed. “I was just saying I’m glad you didn’t apologize. You’re looking a bit more awake than you were.” With the last part, his face shifted to a more serious expression.
“Yeah, the light helped. I am—“ She started to say sorry but caught herself just in time. “Thank you for waking me from the nightmare and sharing the warmth of your bed.” That sounded weird, right? “Um, I can go relax in the living room. I’ll probably be awake now.”
“Hmm, I was just thinking the same thing. Do you like to read?” he asked like it was the most normal question to ask a half-naked woman hiding under your covers after having a nightmare that was apparently bad enough to wake everyone else in the house. 
“Sure.” Cora couldn’t stop herself from rolling her eyes at the ridiculousness of the whole situation.
“No, seriously. Do you enjoy books and reading?” 
Mac looked so earnest; she confessed the truth. “Yeah, I love reading, but I hate the classics.”
“So, no Moby Dick?” The teasing tone in his voice broke a chuckle loose from her as she shook her head.
“No, I’m more of a Janet Evanovich or David Baldacci fan.” 
“How do you feel about Andy Weir?” 
“He wrote The Martian, right?“ Cora was pretty sure she knew whom he was talking about, but she didn’t want to be wrong and make herself look like a fool… Well, more of a fool than she’d already been tonight. 
“Yeah, I just started The Hail Mary Project. I’m only a couple pages in, so if you want, we could read together?” 
“Like, I’d stare over your shoulder like a creeper?” 
“Ha, no. I was thinking we could both listen to the audio version starting from the beginning.” 
“Oh. That actually sounds really nice.” Enjoying a good book without putting forth any eye effort sounded amazing to Cora. She didn’t think she could convince her eyes to focus enough to read words on a page, but her brain needed something to focus on.  
“Can I come sit by you if I stay on top of the covers?” he asked as he grabbed his phone from where it had been charging on top of the dresser. 
“Yeah, you can even come back under the covers if you want. I think it was just being sleepy still and all the skin that made me panic.” 
Mac studied her for a minute. “You’ll tell me if it starts to bother you?” he asked.
Who knew breaking into an abandoned cabin could lead you to meeting the nicest man on Earth? “Yeah. I promise.” 
He was careful to only lift his side of the blankets and left space between the two of them. As he pulled up the audiobook on his phone, Cora took the opportunity to study his profile. Mac was hot as fuck. If she weren’t so broken, she’d love to explore things with him. Sadly, her lady parts were drier than summer in the Sahara. She’d escaped from Rob, but before she could, he’d managed to extract her libido and pulverize it in a blender before pouring it down the drain. 
“I can be a good listener if you want to talk about your nightmare or anything else,” Mac commented quietly without taking his eyes off his phone. 
Cora couldn’t imagine sharing any of her past with anyone. “Hmm. Let’s listen to the book.” 
“Alright.” 
Together, they listened as Ryland Grace woke up alone, somewhere in space, with both his companions dead. 




A Good Sleep


For the first time in Cora’s life, she woke up relaxed and comfortable. She was used to waking up for a reason, but today she woke up because she wasn’t tired anymore. There were no odd sounds, and no one was bothering her. She was warm.  
It took her a minute for everything to click back into place, but it all came back to her as she realized her pillow was really Mac’s chest. When had they fallen asleep?
She thought back and remembered listening to the robotic arms feed the main character weird goo for food.  
Cora saw Mac’s phone on the nightstand beside the table. He must have turned the book off and set it down after she’d fallen asleep. She snuggled in deeper and decided to enjoy the peace. If she’d have known her time in Harpers Ferry would be cut so short, she’d have spent more time appreciating it.
There had been a chocolate shop she’d wanted to enjoy but never got around to visiting. Eventually, her time in this cabin would also come to an end, and she didn’t want to have any regrets about things she’d taken for granted. 
Tucking her face against Mac with his arm wrapped around her back made her feel cared for and protected. She felt safe with him.
“Morning,” he rumbled as the pattern of his rising chest changed.
Cora didn’t shift her position. “Good morning,” she whispered. What would he be like this morning? What would he expect from her? Her position had her hips pulled back away from him. Only their upper bodies were entwined, so she had no way to tell if he was excited and thinking about using her. 
“I can feel you thinking, you know,” he said.
“Sorry.” Shit. Why couldn’t she stop messing this up?
“I thought we said no more apologies.” 
“Yeah, um, sor—“ She caught herself. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.” Then she forced herself to roll away from him. She should probably go make them both coffee and breakfast. At least Mac wouldn’t expect her to make Pop-Tarts. She shivered at the thought. 
“Woah, there.” The arm Mac had wrapped around her tightened and stopped her from getting out of bed. 
He wasn’t going to let her go until she gave him what he wanted, was he? Tears started to burble up from Cora’s heart.
“Hey, no. Fuck.” Mac’s arm dropped back to the bed completely limp. “Whatever you’re thinking is not what I was going for. I just didn’t want you to feel like you had to get up. You were so warm, and curling up with you was peaceful and comfortable in a way I hadn’t expected. I was just trying to ask what you were thinking about.” 
“Oh.” Cora stayed frozen for a just a second before giving in to what she really wanted. “Uh, does it bother you if I use you as a pillow?” she asked as she snuggled back into his side. She couldn’t rest her head on his chest right away though. It was bouncing too much as he laughed.
“Beautiful, you can use me as a pillow anytime you want. Okay?” 
“Yeah. You make a good pillow, even if you are kind of hard.” Her head stopped shifting up and down as he froze perfectly still. He’d even quit breathing. Cora thought back to what she’d said. “Your chest is hard. I didn’t mean your dick. I meant your chest. I don’t care about your cock. I mean, I care, just not—“ 
Cora’s head bounced as laughter rumbled through Mac’s chest. “I like the feel of you on top of me, Cora. And I don’t mean on my cock, though I’m sure I’d like you there too, but only if it were where you wanted to be.” 
He was teasing her. 
Mac wasn’t climbing on top of her or breathing in her face or shoving her around. He was laughing with her because he thought she was funny—not annoying or stupid. 
Cora wrapped her free arm around his chest and squeezed tight. When he returned the hug, she hummed with joy. 
Then he pressed his face against the top of her head. Part of Cora thought it might be his lips that she felt there, but her mind knew how unlikely that was. 
“Any chance you want to share what you were thinking so intensely about before you tried to leap from the bed?” he asked her gently.
“I didn’t know what you expected from me this morning. I didn’t really expect to fall asleep with you, and I was thinking you probably wanted me to have breakfast and coffee already going.” Cora gnawed on the flap in her cheek that she always chewed on when she was nervous.
Mac sighed. “Okay. I can see how not knowing what was expected would be scary, so let’s make it clear and agree on morning expectations now, huh?”
“Okay.” It had been nice staying in this cabin, but Cora wasn’t sure it had been nice enough to warrant doing whatever Mac would expect of her. If it was just household stuff, she’d be happy to stay. If he wanted to fuck her, well, he seemed like an okay guy, so maybe it wouldn’t be too bad. But if he wanted her to suck him, she’d be leaving. He’d promised to let her leave if she wanted. 
“When we wake up in bed together like this, I expect you to relax and stretch and snuggle. If you need to use the restroom or are just ready to get out of bed, I expect you to get up. If I’m still sleeping, I’d prefer that you leave the light off. I’ll put in a nightlight, so you can see well enough not to trip over anything.” Mac stopped, but Cora could tell by the way he was still tense and holding onto her, he wasn’t done yet. 
“Do you drink coffee?” he asked. 
“I’m okay without it. I don’t need anything but water.” She didn’t want him to think she would be a bother.
“That’s not what I asked, Cora.” He didn’t sound mad, and he was drawing designs on her back with a single finger in a way that she liked. 
So she confessed, “I like it with cream and sugar but not black. I really am okay without it though.” 
“Then, since we’re both coffee drinkers, let’s say that whoever gets up first makes a pot of coffee.”
He fell silent again and shifted to rubbing his hand up and down her arm. Did he just expect her to know what else he wanted her to do? 
“I guess I should go make the coffee then?” she tried to confirm. 
“I thought we were still in the relax, stretch, and snuggle phase of the morning.” He wiggled against her so she could feel how hard he was.
Fucking son of a bitch. She knew it was too good to be true. Snuggle must be his code word for sex.
“I feel like you heard something different from what I just said.” Mac stopped rubbing her arm. 
Cora stayed silent and frozen in place. She could try to run, or she could just lay there and take it. 
Mac pulled away from her and sat up, leaning back against the headboard with his arms crossed over his chest. 
“Cora, what did you…? No, never mind. I don’t fucking want to know whatever assholes have—“ He was snarling.
The next thing Cora heard was a slow deep inhale followed by the sound of Mac blowing air out through his mouth. Then he inhaled again through his nose, even more slowly. He repeated the deep breathing five times before continuing to speak. 
“I often wake up with an erection. I didn’t mean to rub it against you. I was trying to demonstrate enjoying the warmth and softness of a safe and cozy bed first thing in the morning. My cock standing at attention is just a guy thing and not something I can control. What I can control is what I do with it, which will be nothing. Not a single, damn, thing. Because real men do not touch women in any way the woman doesn’t want. Anyone who does is an animal who should be put down. So, when I say relax, stretch, and snuggle, I mean exactly that and nothing more. Now, I’m going to go make us both coffee. Take your time and enjoy the morning. There’s no rush to do anything.“ Then Mac stood up from the bed and left the room. 
Cora laid there thinking about what he’d said. Did he mean what she thought he did when he said put down? Without Mac’s body heat, the bed cooled quickly. The blankets still kept her warm, but it wasn’t the same. When the scent of coffee hit her nose, she rolled out of bed, made a pit stop in the bathroom, and headed for the kitchen. 
Once she had her cup doctored up the way she liked it, she moved to the dining room table to stare at the puzzle while she woke up. The big front door was open, and through the screen door, she could see Mac standing on the porch.
He walked back in and started pulling ingredients out. “Are you okay with pancakes? Your stomach seemed to handle food well yesterday.”
“Yeah, I think it’s back to normal. I can help cook,” she offered and was rewarded with the smile she was starting to love. On her way over, she tapped the button on the dancing robot he’d bought and placed on the dining room’s window ledge. It made her smile every single time. 
“That was the best thing we purchased yesterday. I’d love your help cooking. Come on over. You can mix while I add ingredients,” Mac said while laughing about the robot. Then he started swinging his hips to the song.
Cora was glad she didn’t have coffee in her mouth right then. She’d have spit it everywhere from laughing at the man’s goofy moves. “Thank you for last night,” she said as she pulled out the mixing bowl that he’d been opening random cabinets and searching for. 
“My pleasure, but today, you have to show me where you put everything here.” The smile in his eyes made it clear to Cora that he wasn’t mad about where she’d put things. 




Garden Plans


Mac enjoyed having company in the kitchen, which shocked the shit out of him. A week ago, hell, three days ago, he’d have sworn anyone in his space would be risking life and limb. But now, with Cora, it felt right. She felt like the arm he’d never known was missing.  
It didn’t hurt that she was sexy as fuck as she stretched to reach for dishes placed on too high of a shelf. As he watched her move around to get things, he noticed that she’d only rearranged some of the cabinets. Strategic items had been moved to the lowest shelves to be within easy reach, while less used items were left up high. 
Seeing her trim waste stretch down to her gorgeous round globes of ass made him want to learn every one of her favorite glasses and utensils and store them on the highest shelf just to watch her stretch and wiggle to reach them. 
Then she’d bent over, and her shirt had shifted up to reveal her rib bones sticking out. Mac had seen red. He had no idea what had happened to Cora, but he wanted to find out and then go find them to enact Karma. 
Luckily, he’d smelled the pancake burning before it had turned black, and he’d refocused on the task at hand. He’d never shared a meal with someone the way he did with Cora. Sure, he’d taken women out to dinner, but to sit at a small table in a cozy cabin after waking in the same bed? That was new to him. It had been her idea to cover the table, puzzle and all, with a sheet. Well, her idea had involved a tablecloth, but they didn’t have one of those yet, so they’d agreed a sheet would work. It was just a bit too chilly to enjoy pancakes on the front porch. Besides, it was better to have a table for a meal like this. 
He loved the way she handed him the butter before he’d even requested it. He’d done the same with the syrup. When she’d looked up to see his arm already extended to hold it out to her, the smile she’d given him had been the best reward he could fathom. 
Once they’d finished eating, he’d indulged in childish thoughts of splashing soap suds on her as they did the dishes together. Her mood had shifted though. 
“How about I take care of the dishes, and you go relax?” he asked.
Cora frowned at him. “No. You did most of the cooking. I can clean up. It’s a beautiful day outside.”
“You know you aren’t here to be the maid, right?” 
“No, I know. This isn’t that.” She sighed.
Over the last few minutes of their meal, she’d become somber and introspective.
“You need time and space to think?” As much as he hated to leave her, it was a need he understood intimately. 
She gave him a sad, soft smile. “I don’t want to seem ungrateful. Let me handle cleaning up the kitchen.”
Mac thought for a second before agreeing. 
When he’d first bought the place, Collin told him there were things in the shed that could be used around the property. Mac could check out the old mower Collin mentioned, and he could put together a supply list for his next trip into town. He wanted to fix the window today, or at least put a board over it. “You’re right. It is a beautiful day,” he said. “I do have one request,” he added before making his way out the front door. 
“Yeah?” 
“Take as long as you need, but whenever you’re ready, will you come out and get me? I want your help to pick a spot for the garden.”
That earned him the smile he’d been hoping for.
“I’d like that.”
Mac had no idea how many hours passed as he inventoried the shed and inspected the riding mower. He’d given it an oil change, a fresh battery, and sharpened the blades. It looked like everything should be in working order. After a few tries, he’d managed to get it started, but each time he gave it gas, the engine cut out. 
He’d ripped the whole fucking thing apart twice and could not find the issue. He was no small engine repair expert, but he’d been working on cars and other mechanical shit for years. Mac felt his rage building, and it made him even more angry. Everything inside him felt trapped while expanding beyond his control. Every adjustment he made felt like another bubble bursting and enraging him even more. 
It was the same building fury Mac felt before all his explosions. He thought about counting or breathing to calm down, but fuck that. He didn’t want to spend his life doing shitty ass exercises to remain in control. Those stupid counselors could go fuck a garbage disposal. He didn’t need them or their stupid techniques.
He cranked the key and started the mower again. Again, it cut out the second he tried moving it. Mac still had the wrench in his hand from his last adjustment, so it felt completely natural to let his rage flow through him like a wave. It lifted him from the mower, washed through his shoulder, and pulsed down his arm. He felt the anger lash out and propel the wrench from his hand as he channeled all of his fury into throwing the wretched implement with a roar that came from deep in his soul and left him gasping for breath. 
That was when he heard the glass shatter. 
He turned just in time to see Cora turn and run back toward the house. 
Suddenly, none of it was worth anything. Mac should have done his exercises. He should have used the techniques they’d forced on him. Seeing Cora flee felt a million times worse than the building rage. Even the release of his anger had meant nothing when it was replaced by the fear that he had scared her. 
Mac got it now. All those times when people had tried to tell him it wasn’t worth it, they’d been right. 
Mac skirted around the broken shards of glass in the doorway to the shed and ran back to the cabin after Cora.
He found the door to her bedroom closed and collapsed to his knees. Mac wanted to knock, to barge in, or to force her to listen to his apology, but he’d heard her cries the night before. He might not know any details, but he’d die before he forced anything on her. That included an apology. 
He rested his forehead against her door and started talking. “I have anger management issues. It’s why I left the Army. Throwing that stapler wasn’t the first time I lost my shit. They made me go through training and see people about it, but I thought it was all bullshit. My brother and I didn’t have a great childhood.” Oh, dear God, was this really the cliché he was going to offer her?
Mac gently bounced his head against the door but couldn’t find a way around it. Avoiding the cliché meant sharing details that would require flaying open his heart, and he wasn’t ready for that yet. He just hoped she was on the other side of the door, listening to him ramble.
“Okay, I get how stupid that sounds, and I promise I’ll explain it all to you. Right now, what’s important is that I finally understand why I should use the techniques. I did the other night, you know. I mean, I felt the fury starting to build, but I did the counting and breathing.”
Mac scrubbed his hand over his face. This wasn’t even making sense. He was fucking this up so bad. He focused on the closed bedroom door and didn’t hear any sniffles or cries. Maybe he could make it okay for her, even if it meant she wasn’t staying there with him anymore. 
He kept talking through the door. “I have no idea what’s going on with you, so I’m not going to offer you bullshit apologies. I think I can do better though. I think I can control my anger if I want to, and you make me want to. Anyway, I understand if you don’t want to stay here now. I’ve got a friend nearby. They own a hostel, and I’m sure you can stay there. It’s the place we spotted at the end of the trail yesterday.”
He picked himself up off the floor and pulled his phone out of his pocket to call Collin. 
“Hey,” he offered in greeting before listening to the other end of the call.
“Yeah, I made it here fine. I fucked up though.” He listened for another minute.
“No, no. Nothing like that. There’s no need for bail money. There was a woman here, and I was letting her stay. But I was an ass, so I was wondering if I could rent a cabin for her over at your place.” Mac was grateful for a friendship strong enough to include offering bail money despite not seeing each other for a few years. 
“I don’t know exactly, but she needs to have choices. I won’t keep her trapped here with me.”
“Yeah, dinner sounds good. Thanks, and tell Gloria I’m looking forward to meeting her.” Maybe this dinner would be exactly what both of them needed. Cora could make a friend, so she’d have more than just him watching out for her. Plus, Mac could get some advice from Collin. Lord knew that man had dated enough women to write a book about it, but he’d somehow ended up living the dream with Gloria.
Then Mac paced back toward the bedroom door and called through it. “Hey, Cora. We’re going over to Collin and Gloria’s for dinner. They have a cabin for you, if you want to bring your stuff.”
The door opened to reveal Cora’s tear-streaked face. “I don’t have any stuff, and I’m not your goddamned charity case.” 
So much for thinking she might not be crying in there. Also, what the hell was wrong with Mac that her voice shot lightning bolts straight to his dick? He adjusted himself and tried to think about grandmothers. Then Cora looked up at him, and he saw how lost she felt. Mac stepped into the doorway and reached out to her. He paused with his knuckles an inch from her chin. “Cora.” 
Her nod of agreement was almost imperceptible, but it was all the permission he needed to use his finger to lift her chin. 
“You aren’t a charity case, and you can have anything I have the power to give you.” Then he dipped his face toward hers and paused again to wait for her approval before softly brushing their lips together.
“Mac.” She sounded so sad.
“Tell me what you need Cora,” he begged. 
More tears streamed down her face. “I don’t know.”
“Okay. Then let’s start with dinner with friends. Take a change of clothes. If you want to stay there, you can. I’ll bring over the rest of your stuff tomorrow. If you decide to come back here with me, that’s okay too.”
Cora took a deep breath in before wiping her face as she exhaled. Mac felt like he was teetering on the edge of a cliff and silently wished for her to be okay. He wanted to see her smile and laugh, so he was relieved when she finally asked, “Just dinner?” 
“Yeah.” Then Mac remembered an important detail. “They do have a dog. He’s not small.” 
Cora took a small step closer to him. “I like dogs.” 
“Dinner with friends, then?”
“Yeah.” Then she stepped back and looked at the clock they’d bought for her room. “Oh, what time? I didn’t realize how late it was.” 
“We’re supposed to be over there in about an hour. It’s just the next property over. That’s where the trail we found leads, but we’ll drive over tonight.” He wasn’t sure if she’d heard him when he’d explained where his friends lived through the door. 
Cora nodded at him and headed over to the closet to grab a change of clothes. 
Another thought struck Mac as he watched her. “Do you know any self-defense or martial arts?” 
She looked at him like he’d asked if she spoke Mandarin. 
“I’ll take that as a no. Would you like to learn? I used to teach a self-defense class on base. Well, I was the guy in the big suit that women would practice kicking the shit out of, but it means I got familiar with all the moves they teach. And I’ve got some martial arts training. It’s enough that I can show you how to protect yourself.”
Cora thought for a minute. “That would be really nice.”
“Alright. No matter where you end up staying, we’ll get together for me to teach you some moves.” He winked at her to further lighten the mood. “I’m going to hop in the shower and get cleaned up. We’ll leave in about forty minutes.”
“Sounds good.” 




Meeting Gloria


Mac drove into the parking area of a clearing that included several cabins and a larger building that looked like a gathering place and bathroom all in one. Mac must have seen the confusion on her face. “That’s the bunkhouse. Hikers on the Appalachian Trail often stop here to do laundry, sleep inside, and resupply. They can sleep in the bunkhouse for cheap or rent a cabin for a nicer experience. I think she usually ends up renting cabins to tourists though. You can ask her more about it.” 
“How do you know them?” she asked. “Is he the one you said you were in the Army with?”
“Yeah, Collin and I go way back. He shifted from the Army to FBI early on, but when he met Gloria, that was it for him. He’s a forest ranger now, and every time I talk to him, he sounds like the happiest guy in the world.” 
Cora shoved her hands under her thighs to stop herself from picking at her nails. She was glad Mac didn’t seem to be in a rush to go inside. Now that they were here, she suddenly became aware that she was about to enter yet another stranger’s home. This time she’d be introduced as the woman who broke into Mac’s cabin and had been leeching off of him. 
“I haven’t met Gloria yet. I wasn’t able to attend their wedding, and I haven’t been great at—“ Mac let a mirthful chuckle escape before he continued. “I’ve been a shitty human for the last few years. I’m sorry to say that’s included being a terrible friend, too.”
“But they’re nice?” Cora couldn’t stop herself from asking. She hated it though. She wanted to bury her insecurities somewhere deep enough that they’d never be visible again. Was it really too much to ask to be just a little bit normal?
Mac’s head jerked in her direction. Clearly, he was aware of what a mess she was. He squinted at her before responding. “They are some of the nicest people I’ve ever met.”
“But you haven’t met her.” 
“True, but they helped me buy my cabin and were excited to have me as a neighbor. So, they must be either exceptionally nice or incredibly stupid.” 
Cora took a deep breath in. 
Mac sighed and said, “Let’s go in. I have a feeling sitting out here and stewing about it will just make your nerves worse. If you want to leave at any time, just tap my shoulder.”
Then Mac heaved himself out of the car, and Cora was compelled to follow. 
Gloria and Collin must have heard the car doors. The front door of the cabin opened, and a hundred-pound dog with markings that looked like a jigsaw puzzle put together wrong came bounding down the steps and straight for her. 
Mac stepped in front of her to intercept the canine, but Cora wasn’t scared. She loved dogs, and this one had its tongue hanging out of the side of its mouth with a big dopey grin on its face. It was closer to the size of a horse than a dog, and significant amounts of saliva were pouring from its jowls, but Cora was still happy to reach out a hand to greet the dog. 
“Don’t mind Spike. He’s a big lug who will do anything for a scratch behind the ears,” a woman called from the porch. 
That must be Gloria, Cora thought as she gave Spike the love he was after. Though Mac said other people stayed here. Cora followed Mac up the steps to the wide front porch with half a dozen rockers spaced out on it. None of them matched, but they all looked well-made and comfortable. 
“You must be Cora. I’m Gloria. Nice to meet you.” The red head greeted her with an outstretched hand. 
“Thanks for inviting us over.” Cora wasn’t sure how she was supposed to act so she just stood there, petting the dog and hoping someone would lead her in the right direction.
“And you must be Mac,” Gloria said. “Collin’s in the kitchen, getting dinner started. You should go help him.”
Mac turned to Cora. “You can come with us or hang out with Gloria.” 
“Umm…” Cora wasn’t sure what the right answer was. 
“Stay with me. We’ll get to know each other. Plus, Spike would love for you to continue petting him while we chat. Let’s get comfortable in the rocking chairs.” Then she called over her shoulder and into the house behind her. “Babe, will you or Mac bring out beers or something for Cora and me to drink?” 
It surprised Cora to hear a deep voice holler back. “Yeah, just have her tell Mac what she wants.”
Neither Gloria nor Mac seemed phased by this. Mac just looked at Cora with a question in his eyes.
“I’m good with just water or whatever.” She didn’t want to be a bother.
“I bet they have lemonade,” Mac prompted. They’d made a pitcher of it yesterday, and he must have noticed how much of it she’d drunk. 
Cora kept threading her fingers through Spike’s fur as the dog shifted his weight to lean against her leg. It was enough to push her off balance, but Mac caught her with a laugh and helped her recenter herself on her feet.
“SPIKE!” Gloria chastised the dog.
“No, no, he’s fine. I just wasn’t expecting it.” 
“Oh, he does that to everyone he likes. Last week, he knocked a hulking man of a hiker down the steps by leaning on him. I’m trying to get him to stop it before someone sues me.” Gloria’s expression was stern, but the corners of her eyes were creased in a way that made Cora think Gloria might be trying to hold back laughter. 
“I’ll get you lemonade,” Mac announced with a chuckle as he stepped around Gloria and into the house. “Go sit down before Spike can do any more damage.” 
Cora was horrified, but Gloria just laughed. She decided to follow the other woman’s lead, and they both moved to rocking chairs. 
“He’ll yelp when you rock on his tail,” Gloria warned her.
“Oh, I won’t—“
“It’s okay. He’ll make sure you do rock over it. I swear he does it just for the attention it gets him. That’s why I warn people. Don’t let him make you feel bad.”
“Uh, okay?” 
“This is your warning. I’m not great at recognizing personal boundaries unless someone points them out to me, so when I push too hard or ask about something you don’t want to share, just tell me to back off.”
“I don’t really like talking about myself at all.” What the hell would Cora talk about? Hey, my stepdad was a dick and tried to pimp me out and now I’m on the run? Yeah, not a great plan for making friends. Not that she needed or wanted to make friends.
Except that she did. Sitting on the porch with a dog leaning against her and someone sitting beside her was nice. Cora understood why people would strive for this kind of life, and part of her was devastated to realize it would never be hers for real. She’d always have to be on the run, so happiness like this would be fleeting. Did that mean she should enjoy every minute of it or avoid it so she’d be less likely to know what she was missing?
“Here’s your lemonade,” Mac interrupted her thoughts. “Looks like we’ll be having dinner in just under an hour.”
“Sounds good. Cora and I will be sitting here, chatting.”
Mac didn’t leave though. Cora looked up to find him staring at her like he was waiting for something. 
“Thank you for the lemonade?” Shit, she should have thanked him immediately.
“You’re very welcome. Are you okay out here with Gloria, or do you want to stick closer to me?”
“Oh, um,” Cora looked over at Gloria and then down at Spike. “I’m good here. Go hang out with Collin.” 
Mac’s grin told her he was happy with that answer, though she was starting to suspect he’d have been just as happy to have her join them in the kitchen. 




Dinner with Friends


Mac returned to the kitchen after delivering drinks to Cora and Gloria. “What can I help with?”  
“Ha, there’s not much to do. I’m making a casserole, so it’s mostly just letting it bake. We need to toss a salad together and set the table, but those will only take about five minutes. Now tell me what’s going on.” 
Mac thought for a minute. Then he furrowed his brow and thought harder. He sure as fuck didn’t want to start by announcing that Cora had broken into his cabin, especially since she’d used a key and cleaned the place. She wasn’t his girlfriend, but she felt more important to him than a friend. 
He pulled his lips in tight to his teeth as he considered trying to explain that someone had hurt her, and she had nothing. Mac didn’t know any details about her past. 
“Man, there’s smoke coming out of your ears.” Collin was laughing at him. “You’re thinking so hard you’re going to hurt yourself. Just start at the beginning. How did she end up in your cabin?”
“She saw it through a clearing as she walked down a trail that we’re pretty sure was the AT. She didn’t have food or shelter, so she made her way to the cabin.”
Collin raised his eyebrows and gave Mac a disbelieving look. “I’m on that section of the trail regularly and am familiar with the one place from which your cabin is visible. It’s a full mile from your place. Between the distance, the switchbacks, and how overgrown the trail to your place is, how in the hell did she really end up at your cabin?”
This time Mac was the one to laugh. “Oh Collin, you should see her in the woods. She gets it, man. It’s like the trees speak to her or something. She can navigate out there, and she’s so alive in the woods. She notices the craziest stuff too. Like there was this pudgy green caterpillar that she spotted and moved to a bush where it could build a cocoon. Though she corrected me and said it wasn’t called that. It’s actually something else like a crystal.”
“You love her.” Collin had set his beer down and was staring at Mac. “And it’s called a chrysalis, for the record.” 
“I do not. She’s just less annoying than most people, and she cleaned the whole cabin, which was nice.” 
“Uh-huh.” Collin’s smirk reminded Mac how much most people annoyed the shit out of him. 
“Don’t be an ass. She’s just a woman who took refuge in my place and cleaned it up.”
“And where did she sleep?” Collin asked.
Who the fuck did Collin think he was to imply that Mac would exchange a place to stay for sex? Cora wasn’t a damned whore! Mac raised his finger to snarl his rage at Collin, but Collin stepped around the end of the counter and away from him.
“Woah. Easy there. I think you took that different from how I meant it. I’m just saying that she’s important to you, and you care about her.”
“Of course, she’s important to me, and why the hell wouldn’t I care about her?” Mac could feel his fury start to build.
“You know every window in the house is open, so if you get loud, she’ll hear it,” Collin warned. “I’m just pointing out that she’s different and special to you. You aren’t usually quick to make friends. After three days of knowing someone, you usually have them categorized as an unknown stranger. On the rare occasion they get close, you turn them into an enemy.”
“I didn’t turn you or Logan into enemies,” Mac pointed out.
“Dude, Logan and I spent that entire first three months we knew you running interference so you wouldn’t have an opportunity to kill either of us.”
“You were kind of annoying for a while there.” 
Collin rolled his eyes. “Let’s refocus. You said she needed a cabin to give her options. What prompted that?” 
Mac sagged with defeat and confessed how he’d gotten angry in the shed and scared her. He told Collin about the too-cold air mattress and the too-small couch. Nothing fit, and Mac had no idea how to make it work. 
“Ahh, I think I’m starting to understand” was Collin’s only response. 
“Thanks,” Mac growled sarcastically. “I’m so glad you understand my life. Care to enlighten me, maybe?”
“Let’s have a seat. I’ll grab us each a fresh beer.” Collin pointed toward the small table tucked into the corner of the kitchen. 
“I want her to stay with me, but it has to be her choice.” Mac wasn’t sure he was speaking loud enough for Collin to hear, but he couldn’t bring himself to give a bigger voice to his hopes for fear he’d jinx it. 
“I understand that.” Collin huffed as he handed Mac a new beer.
Before Mac could open it, his mind conjured a vision of Cora’s fear. He’d seen it so many times already. He stood up and returned the beer to the fridge. “I’m gonna stick with lemonade now.” 
Collin gave him a knowing look. “Sounds good.”
As Mac sat back down with his new drink, he whispered out what he really wanted to know. “Was it like this when you first met Gloria?” 
“Ha! Yes and no. She was a force to be reckoned with. She kept telling me all the shit I was doing wrong and throwing herself right into the path of danger.” Collin was grinning ear to ear and staring off into history as he said it. 
“So, what did you do?” 
Collin refocused on Mac. “I think Gloria and Cora sound like two very different people. Gloria was always feisty, intense, and strong-willed. Even when someone was there to kill her, she never let anyone push her around.”
“Are you saying my Cora isn’t strong?” What the fuck was coming out of Mac’s mouth? My Cora? Je-sus! Maybe he should have another beer.
“No, Mac. I’m just saying that Gloria had all the skills and confidence she needed to survive. She’s a beast with that damn shotgun, and she knows how to throw a punch, too. Add in how much time she spends hiking, and she can run into the woods and disappear for days without blinking an eye or feeling a minute of discomfort.”
“I did offer to teach Cora some self-defense,” Mac chimed in.
Collin furrowed his brow for just a second. “That’s a brilliant idea, but why don’t we get Gloria to do it? She can teach Cora all the girl-power moves and show her how to use a gun. You should get her one like Gloria’s. It’s a home-defense shotgun, so the barrel is shorter and easier for smaller frames to hold up for longer.”
“Yeah, I can do that. I can go get one tomorrow. If Gloria can show Cora the moves, she could practice on me,” Mac offered. 
“Tomorrow might be jumping the gun a bit,” Collin said before realizing the expression he’d chosen was particularly applicable to the situation. 
Mac laughed with him. Maybe there was hope. He could make sure Cora had everything she needed to take care of herself, but he’d still be there for her too. Then she could choose to spend time with him. Or not. But he didn’t want to think about that. 
“Okay, so what if she wants to stay here?” Mac asked before he could think too much about Cora moving on with her life.
“That’s fine, and I doubt Gloria would charge you for it. Hell, Gloria might even suggest letting her stay at the big house so it can get some of the cleaning TLC you bragged about.” 
“The big house?” Mac wasn’t sure what Collin was talking about, but he didn’t like the sounds of it. It made his stomach curdle like soured milk.
“It’s the house Gloria’s parents lived in. It’s Lily’s now, but she’s never around.”
“Oh.” It would be okay. She would be safe. Collin was a damned FBI agent, or a former one anyway. Mac was sure Cora would be fine staying at the big house. And he could always use the trail between the properties to come over and do a perimeter check and—
“Or she can just stay in the cabin right here beside our place, so all she’d have to do is yell out a window for us to hear her.” Collin revised his offer, and Mac breathed a sigh of relief.
“Yeah, I mean whatever works.” Mac was not going to get crazy over some woman he just met. 
Then the woman in question tiptoed into the kitchen and gave them a cautious wave. “Hi. Um, Gloria said I should just come get more lemonade?” 
“Yeah, I’ll grab it.” Mac jumped to his feet. “Gloria can teach you how to shoot a gun, too.” Mac’s back was to the kitchen as he opened the refrigerator door, but he could feel the still silence descend. 
He grabbed the jug and turned around before clarifying. “I mean, Collin and I were just talking, and if you wanted to learn…” Mac looked over to see Collin’s face buried in his hands on the table as his back and shoulders shook with what was likely giggles. 
Cora stood as stiff as a board. Every muscle on her body looked locked into place except her neck, which swiveled back and forth between Mac and Collin. 
“I’m going to buy a shotgun that will be easy for you to handle and doesn’t require much aim. It can be yours, and Gloria can teach you how to use it. Between that and the self-defense lessons, we’ll make sure you know how to protect yourself, so you don’t have to be afraid. You’ll be able to kick the ass of any fucker who tries to mess with you.” 
Cora didn’t respond. She just stood there, staring at them. 
So, Mac continued talking while he walked over and poured more lemonade into her glass. “You can stay here if you want. Gloria’s cabins are really nice, and Collin said you can stay in the one closest to their house here.”
Cora still wasn’t moving or responding. Her eyes were wide and focused on Mac. It meant she wasn’t noticing Gloria entering the room behind her. 
“Hi, Gloria,” Mac shouted in an extra-awkward and overly chipper voice. What the fuck was wrong with him? He was not normally this ridiculous. He turned to Collin with the hope that his buddy might lend a helping hand, but Collin was too busy laughing. It was silent laughter, but intense enough to send tears streaming down his friend’s face.
“Hey, Mac.” Gloria matched his over-the-top enthusiasm. “Did I hear you say something about a shotgun?”
He inhaled while counting to three and then blew out all his nervous energy so he could respond like a normal, functioning human. “Yeah, I’m going to get one for Cora.” 
“Oh, you should get one like mine,” Gloria said before turning to Cora. “I can show you mine first and teach you how to use it, so you’ll know if it’s really what you’re comfortable with.”
Cora shuffled her feet to turn her entire body to face Gloria. “Guns?” she squeaked out. 
Mac watched the smile fall from Gloria’s face. “Uh, we can start with self-defense moves?” 
She looked to Mac for help, but he was watching Cora.
Her body was starting to relax just a little, and she was blinking again, too. He gave her a minute and was rewarded when she spoke up for herself. “Mac offered that too. I think I’d like it, but everyone is always bigger than me.”
“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. I can teach you moves that use your small size to your advantage,” Gloria offered.
“Then you can practice on me,” Mac added. No way was he going to be left out completely. 
“Oh, you have your own test dummy. That’s great. Let’s head back out to the porch, and we can figure out times to practice and stuff like that. Did you get more lemonade?” Gloria asked.
“Um, yeah.” Cora didn’t move though. She was still standing there, looking at Mac. 
He stepped closer to her and slowly raised his hand to cup her cheek. “You okay?” he asked. 
He wasn’t sure if it was real or his imagination, but it felt like her body relaxed once their skin connected. 
“I’m good. I think I want to stay at your place though, if that’s okay?” 
“Of course. That’s my first choice, too. I just want you to be comfortable.”
“This place is great, and I like Gloria. It’s just…” Mac watched her chew on her cheek before finishing her thought. “…it feels very energetic here, and it’s a lot?” 
He hated hearing her phrase it as a question. Her voice should be strong and confident. 
“That’s a great description of this place. We’ll come visit often and keep our place calm and relaxed.” It was what Mac wanted for his new home anyway. “Go hang out with Gloria. There’s only about fifteen minutes left on the casserole.”
Cora smiled up at him, and it was like being hit by warm rays of sunshine after stepping out of a building with the air conditioning set too cold. Then she turned and followed Gloria back out the front door. 
Mac turned back to Collin with a glare. “Thanks for the help, asshole. I’m so glad you find my life so entertaining.” 
“Oh, but you two are so cute together,” Collin gushed like a goofball. “Seriously, you have it bad for her. I’m happy for you. I was worried you’d move out here and turn into a recluse I had to go check on to ensure you’re still alive.” 
“Yeah, that was kind of my plan. I just wish I knew more about what was going on with her. I mean, obviously some bad shit has happened, but how did she end up wandering through the woods with nothing?” 
“That’s a good question. Hopefully, she’ll tell you more as she gets more comfortable with you.” Then Collin glanced at the timer and added, “We should pull out plates and utensils and mix up the salad.”
The casserole turned out to be delicious, so Mac gave Collin a hard time about secretly having great cooking skills. Then Cora chimed in, teasing, “Says the man who made me the fluffiest pancakes I’ve ever had.” Mac knew he was exactly where he was supposed to be. 
The rest of their visit went by in a flash. Before he knew it, Mac was wishing for a protective helmet as he bounced and jerked his way up the driveway. 
“Why don’t you have a bigger vehicle?” Cora asked. “This one is obviously too small for you.” 
“Yeah, replacing it is on my to-do list,” Mac grumbled. 
“Is it something you want to do soon?” 
“Tomorrow. I’m thinking we need to buy me a new vehicle tomorrow. Plus, then you can drive this one.”
“What?” Cora sounded panicky.
Mac pulled into his parking spot, threw the car into park, and turned to her. “What do you want to know about me?” he asked. 
“Huh? I don’t. I mean, it’s just.” Cora huffed and clamped her mouth shut while staring down at her fingers.
“Cora, you feel like home to me. Having you around the house makes me feel real and solid, instead of just ghosting through a cabin and waiting for death. For the record, that was my plan when I moved out here. I was thinking I’d get a dog and plant a garden and survive without coming near other humans that my anger could hurt.”
“How old are you?” Cora blurted the question out before her eyes grew wide with surprise.
Mac rushed to answer before she could pull the question back. “I’ll be thirty next week. I joined the Army and headed off to boot camp the second I turned eighteen. I’m technically still in the Army, but I’m on terminal leave.” 
“What does that mean?”
Mac smiled at her to confirm that he wanted her to ask these questions. “I had forty-eight days of leave that I could use before the end of my contract. I’m using them now, so I did all my official checkouts before the leave started. It lets me move on and not have to go back at the end of my leave.”
“Oh,” Cora chewed on her cheek. 
“What else do you want to know?”
“Why are you so nice to me?” 
The question felt important to Mac, so he considered his answer carefully. “There aren’t many people who I feel comfortable with. It used to be that everyone made me feel awkward and inadequate, but somewhere along the way, it changed to anger.” 
He had to think for another minute about how to explain it, but his seatbelt clip was digging into his hip. “Let’s continue this inside, or at least on the porch.”
“Oh, okay.” Cora opened her car door and headed right inside like maybe she didn’t believe he really wanted to continue talking. 
“The porch is good. Let’s sit out here. Maybe once we’ve picked out a truck for me, we can get rockers to put out here,” he suggested. Then he sat down on the top step and waited for Cora to join him. 
“Why do other people make you angry?” she prompted him once he sat down. 
“That’s a good question. Lots of people have asked me that before, but they were the same people who pissed me off, so I never really cared to think too much about it. I think it’s that they’re always pointing out what a fuck-up I am. Or maybe they aren’t, but that’s how it feels to me? I don’t know.” This was getting way too deep for Mac’s comfort. He wanted to show Cora she could trust him, but he didn’t expect his vulnerable center to be so exposed this fast. 
“I can see that.” 
“Anyway, you never make me feel like that. It’s like with you, I can just be me.”
“So that’s why you’re helping me?” she asked again.
“That’s part of it. I mean, I like to think I’d help anyone in your position, but that’s probably not true. It’s selfish of me, but there aren’t many people I enjoy spending time with. You’re one of them, so I want to keep you around.” He shrugged. It felt like a stupid answer, but it was the best he had. The way she was nodding at him made him think it was good enough for her. 
Then she whispered the question he was dying to hear her offer. “What do you want to know about me?” 
Now he just had to ask without fucking it up. “How did you end up in the woods with nothing?” 
Cora huffed a sad chuckle but didn’t stiffen up or pull away. 
“My home life was… Well, my mom died when I was twelve. I never knew my dad, but my mom’s husband decided to keep me. It wasn’t great. It wasn’t terrible. Before I turned eighteen, he didn’t hit me, and he was always telling me he loved me, though in hindsight, it wasn’t right. Anyway, I planned to move out when I turned eighteen. That’s when things really changed.”
Oh fuck. This was worse than Mac had imagined. He’d been expecting an ex-boyfriend or something, but this was so much worse. He closed his eyes and turned inward to find his calm center. Mac pictured the wind blowing across his skin and focused on relaxing every muscle of his hands to unclench his fists. Then he opened his eyes to find Cora staring at him.
“Maybe I should skip ahead a bit.” 
“I’m okay. You can tell me whatever you’re comfortable with.” It was a lie. Mac was not okay with any of this except the part where Cora was trusting him enough to talk to him. That was enough for him to fight through everything else for now. As long as she kept sharing and talking, he could be patient while she grew comfortable enough to reveal more over time. She wasn’t shutting him out or telling him no.
“It’s fine. The details don’t really matter anyway. Just know that things went from not great to extra shitty after I turned eighteen. I didn’t have a way out though. I know I should have found a way, but…”
“No,” Mac was not compromising on this. “No one should ever have to find a way out. This is all on him.”
Cora put her hand on his knee, and he was so glad she was sitting there beside him. She was alive. He’d make sure she was happy and healthy. 
“Anyway, it all blew up shortly after I turned twenty-one. Rob had lost his job and was struggling with money, so when a friend of his offered to pay for time with me…” Cora shrugged but didn’t finish her sentence.
Rage fiercer than anything Mac had felt before burned through his core. Was she saying what he thought she was saying? He struggled to open his mouth without letting flames fly from his throat, but he breathed through his nose and let the feeling wash over and through him until it passed enough for him to return his focus to Cora. Then he asked, “What happened?”
“I ran.”
“Good!”
“But Rob came after me. He’s still after me.” The last sentences had been a hushed confession.
Mac stretched his fingers to ensure they were fully relaxed. Then he tucked his first knuckle under Cora’s chin with the gentlest touch he could muster and lifted her face to look at him. 
“We will not let him get to you.” It was a vow Mac would honor with his life if he had to. The thought of being alone in his cabin with nothing but a dog and a garden didn’t hold the appeal it did before he’d met her. Hell, it sounded about as appealing as consuming his own vomit. 
“He killed another woman who was trying to help me.” Cora pulled her chin from his finger and looked back down at her lap.
“You are not responsible for the actions of a killer,” Mac growled quietly. 
“Hmm. If only it were that simple. I guess I shouldn’t say it that way. I’m probably as responsible for her death as he is. I was trying to settle down in Harpers Ferry, but Rob found me. A guy I worked with had a sister who offered to help. She had a friend who owned a hostel, though I didn’t understand what that was until seeing Gloria’s place tonight. It was late at night when she was driving me down a country road. He caught up with us and ran us off the road. Shelly died when we crashed.”
Cora’s words were spilling out through tears now, but Mac didn’t want to stop her. If she was willing to talk, he was going to listen.
“I honestly don’t even know if she’s really dead. I mean, I know she is; her head was bleeding and her neck was bent at a funny angle, but I didn’t even stop to check beyond that. I heard Rob pull off to the side of the road and knew he’d fight and scramble his way down the steep embankment to get to me, so I ran. The car had carried us down the steepest part, so I was already close to a flat area where I could move more easily. I hit a path pretty quickly and just kept going until I couldn’t anymore.”
Mac checked his mental map. He knew Harpers Ferry was in West Virginia and Shenandoah National Park was between here and there. The park alone was a hundred miles. “That’s gotta be like 200 miles away from here.” How did she get from there to here?
“The hostel Shelly was taking me to was near Front Royal in Virginia, so I’m guessing she drove me south. Then once I hit Shenandoah, a family picked me up and gave me a ride down to the southern end of the park. I didn’t know how to get into town, and I didn’t want to risk trying to get another ride. The trail was right there, so I just started walking.”
“How long were you out on your own like that?” Mac braced himself for the answer.
“What date did you get here?” she asked in response. 
“The night of the eleventh or morning of the twelfth.” 
“You showed up during my third night here, so I arrived on the ninth. I ran from work late on the night of the third, so maybe five or six days.”
“Hmmm.” It was all Mac could respond with as he took deep breaths and worked through all the horrible ways Cora could have died. The fact that this beautiful woman was sitting beside him was a testament to her strength. 
“Are you okay?” Cora asked him. 
And how fucked up was that? He had a feeling she’d glossed over a lot of what she’d survived, and yet she was here, asking him if he was okay. 
“Yeah, Cora. I’m just really glad that you’re here now and grateful that you trust me enough to talk to me. We should head in. The mosquitos are turning vicious.”
“We probably should have picked up bug spray while we were in town,” Cora said as she stood up and dusted off the back of her pants.
Mac stood, too. “We’ll pick some up tomorrow when we go buy a new truck.” Then he held the door open for her and let her walk in ahead of him.
“Were you serious about that?” she asked.
“Yeah, my head can’t take that car anymore. Do you know how to drive?” 
“Rob taught me when I was old enough to get my permit. He’d have me run errands and stuff for him sometimes before delivery became such an easy option.” 
Mac breathed through his urge to find this Rob guy and wrap his hands around his throat. 
“Why don’t you take my bed, so you’ll be warm tonight. I sleep hot, so the air mattress will be fine for me,” he said once he was calm.
Cora turned around and studied his face. “You want me to be open and honest with you, right?” she asked.
She wasn’t fidgeting or staring at her feet. Her voice carried the same confidence as when she’d introduced herself that first night. 
“Yes, please. I want to hear everything you’re willing to share with me.” No way would he let her doubt him now.
“I liked listening to the book with you last night, and I think I might have slept better with you there. I might have another nightmare, so I understand if you don’t want to share the bed. Maybe we could just listen to the book, and then you could sleep where you’re most comfortable after I doze off?” 
Mac took a second to adjust himself. It wasn’t the thought of sharing a bed with her that made him hard, though if he thought about it like that, he might explode. It was the confident way she told him what she wanted that really turned him on. 
“I’m most comfortable sleeping beside you, if you’re okay with it.” Please confirm that you’re okay with it he wished. 
“Yeah, I’d like that.” 
“Lead the way.” Mac gestured down the hall. 
Once they’d both taken care of business and were on the bed, Cora wiggled closer to him and asked, “Could I use your chest as a pillow? I loved being able to hear your heartbeat and breathing the other day in the car.” 
“One pectoral pillow at your service.” Mac was wearing a pair of loose basketball shorts and a tank top, but when she tried to snuggle in, she kept fighting with his shirt to move it to the side or down from his neck. “Do you want me to take my shirt off?” he finally asked with a chuckle.
Cora froze and looked up at him in horror. “I didn’t mean, I just.”
“It’s fine. I just didn’t want you to think I was trying to get in bed with you while half naked. I usually just sleep in shorts, so if you want my shirt off, I’m happy with that.”
Cora turned beet red and mumbled, “I enjoy playing with your chest hair.” 
Mac pulled away from her just long enough to pull his shirt off and toss it across the room. Then they both settled in as he hit play on the audiobook. He set the sleep time for an hour and moved it to the nightstand, so he could fully relax and drift off to sleep with Cora safe in his arms. 




Buying a Truck


“You might be mostly worthless, but there’s one job even you can’t screw up.” A giant black shadow was hulking over her. 
Cora was horrified as she tried to consider all the terrible things the monster might make her do.
“That’s right, little missy. It’s time you start earning your keep around here,” it snarled at her.
“I’ll clean,” she offered.
“You’re a shitty housekeeper. Do you think we can pay the bills with cobwebs?” The shadow monster sneered at her stupidity. 
“I’ll get a job.” She had to get away, but the shadow monster had paralyzed her. 
“No need for that. I’ve got plenty of friends willing to pay for your services.” The monster roared with laughter before cutting off with a loud clap. 
She felt something squeeze her tight and heard Mac rumble, “Someone’s here.” She blinked her eyes open to face the morning light. Then he shifted her off of him and held a finger to his lips to tell her to stay quiet. He pulled his gun from the drawer of his nightstand and slipped from the room. 
Cora’s heart pounded with the fear that Rob had found them. She listened as the front screen door swung open with its telltale click and squeal. A minute later, she heard it slam shut and footsteps moved back toward the bedroom door.
“It’s me, Cora. Collin and Gloria just popped in for a surprise visit, so there’s nothing to worry about. I’m coming back into the room.” Then he swung the door open.
Cora was happy to have the warning. She’d been terrified by the sound of his footsteps. 
“You okay?” he asked.
“Yeah.” She took a deep breath and repeated, “Yeah, I’m okay. You said Collin and Gloria are here?”
Mac put his gun back in the drawer. “I didn’t think about it, but with my phone not getting service here and no internet connection set up yet, they didn’t have any other way to get ahold of us.” He was rubbing the back of his neck and looking down at his feet like he was embarrassed not to have thought about that.
“Huh. I didn’t think about that.” While Cora wanted to ease Mac’s mind, she was also realizing that there was no way for them to call for help either. 
“Let’s get dressed. Gloria wants you to come over for breakfast and to start your training. I was thinking Collin could run me into town to buy a truck. Then I can pick up a few things and come get you from their place?” 
“Umm, yeah. If you don’t want to drive over to their place, I can just walk back on that trail we found.” She didn’t want to be a bother. Mac was already doing so much for her. Besides, a walk through the woods was exactly what she needed today. It would be the perfect way to shake the last of that nightmare from her mind. Maybe she could even walk over to Gloria’s place. 
“Let’s get dressed and go talk to Gloria and Collin. Then we’ll go from there.” Mac was giving her a thoughtful squinty eye as if he was trying to sort out her pieces to make sense of her. 
She just nodded and got out of bed, but Mac walked right up to her and gently wrapped his big hand around the back of her neck. “Cora, look at me please.” 
“What’s up?” She tilted her head back to look up at him. 
“Picking you up from Gloria’s is not a problem for me. It’s not going out of my way or anything like that. If you want to walk, that’s fine, but know that I love the idea of pulling up to Gloria’s house and seeing you bound down the steps and hop into a big, old pickup truck with me.” 
Well damn, when he said it like that…
It had been a long time since Cora had been truly aroused, but having Mac this close and saying shit like that did it for her. She had to remind herself that her new friends were out in the living room, waiting for them, so now was not the time to convince Mac to fuck her. And that was the really crazy part. She had no doubt she’d have to convince him. He’d never assume or take from her. Apparently, Rob hadn’t stolen her libido. It had just gone into hiding. 
She must have stood there for too long, because Mac spoke up again. “We should get dressed.” 
She groaned and pulled away from his embrace. “Fine. We’ll get dressed and go be responsible adults who do the things we need to do.”
Mac smiled at her. “Why do you look so upset about getting dressed? Do you want to come with Collin and me instead of going with Gloria?”
He was so sincere. Cora couldn’t even come up with a decent lie, so she responded with total honesty. “I was thinking rolling around naked with you sounded better, but then you made a good point about needing to do stuff.” 
“Wait, roll around naked, like together?” He looked so hopeful. 
“Yep, but the moment has passed.”
“It could come up again though, right?” Mac’s eyes turned dark, and his chin dipped. He suddenly looked like a predator ready to stalk his prey. Cora expected to feel fear, but the fluttering in her core was pure excitement. He might chase her; he might tackle her; but he’d never hurt her. 
“Maybe,” she dragged out the word. 
Mac squinted at her and straightened. “Good. I’ll bring back something nice for dinner for us.” 
“Oh, like what?”
“It will be a surprise. Now, let’s get dressed.” 
Cora had a sneaking suspicion that Mac didn’t know what he’d be bringing home for dinner, but maybe Collin would help him pick out something good.
Once she’d pulled on a pair of the new jeans they’d bought along with a graphic T-shirt, she headed out to the living room where she could hear Mac’s voice and the voices of Gloria and Collin. Somehow, Mac had gotten dressed in the time it had taken Cora to unfold her jeans. 
“Oh, good morning, Cora,” Gloria greeted her with an exuberant wave. “Sorry we woke you up. Collin is going to help Mac get both of you Verizon phones while in town today. It’s about the only carrier that has service out here.”
“Yeah, working phones would be good.” Cora needed coffee. She’d care more about the phone situation after she was caffeinated. Thank goodness Mac anticipated her need and had a steaming mug ready for her. “Mmmm.”
She opened her eyes after enjoying that first sip and found all three of them staring at her. Mac’s eyes had gone dark again, but Collin and Gloria looked like they were stifling laughter. Should she apologize? No, Mac didn’t need that from her. He’d been very clear about that. 
“It’s good coffee, dammit!” she blurted out. 
“Yeah, it sure looks like it.” Gloria waggled her eyebrows up and down as she said it. 
“Alright, let’s talk about our plan for the day.” Collin draped his arm across Gloria’s shoulders. “Why don’t we drop you two ladies off at Great Hikes, and I’ll take Mac into town. We can get cell phones that work and pick out a truck for him.”
“You aren’t trading in your car?” Cora asked.
“No. Like I said yesterday, that’ll be for you to drive.” Mac said it like there was no doubt, question, or argument to be had. 
“We can spend the day getting to know each other better, and I’ll start teaching you some self-defense moves. If you want, we can even pull out the shotgun and start on that too.” Gloria looked downright giddy at the thought.
“You really don’t mind?” Cora didn’t want the other woman to feel like she had to do any of this.
“Nope. I’m looking forward to it,” Gloria confirmed.
“Um, what’s Great Hikes, and how come we aren’t just going to your place?” Cora asked.
Gloria explained, “Oh, of course! I own Great Hikes Hostel. That’s what the bunkhouse and all those cabins are. We are going to my place.” 
“Will you be okay there?” Mac had stepped right up beside her as they both leaned against the kitchen counter with their shoulders and hips touching. 
Cora let her head list and fall against his arm between sips. “Yeah. Gloria seems nice, and I’m eager to learn.” 
“Alright. Then let’s finish our coffee and get going. Buying a new vehicle is always a pain-in-the-ass process that takes four times longer than it should.”
Once they all climbed into Collin’s SUV and were headed down the road and over to Great Hikes, Mac leaned over to whisper in Cora’s ear, “I should have let you drive yourself and Gloria over, so you’d have a way to get back. I didn’t think about it. Do you want me to have him turn around?”
“It’s okay. I can hike back along the trail that connects the two places.” 
They must not have been as quiet as they’d thought, because Gloria chimed in from the front seat, “I can always drive her back too if she wants.”
It didn’t take long to arrive at Gloria’s, but when Cora hopped out, Mac did too. It took her a second to realize that he’d be moving up front to sit beside Collin. But then he turned away from the passenger door and strode right up to her.
“Hey.” He put his hand on the back of her neck in the way that she loved. “This may take a while, but I know Gloria’s phone works out here. Don’t hesitate to use it to call Collin to reach me.” 
That sounded more complicated than anything Cora was likely to attempt, but she appreciated his consideration.
“Cora, seriously. Promise me you’ll call if you want to talk to me or think of something you want or anything at all.”
“Why?” 
Mac slumped. “Because I want to know that you’ll talk to me. You don’t have to. I just want you to know that it matters to me.”
“Okay. I promise I’ll call if I need anything.”
Then Mac applied gentle pressure to the base of her skull to encourage her to lean forward before tilting his own head down. “I’d really like to kiss you goodbye.”
Cora lifted up onto her tip toes and pressed her mouth against his. It wasn’t anything like how Rob had kissed her. Mac just offered her a gentle peck before pulling back with a huge grin on his face. “I’ll see you later,” he said before turning to climb back into the vehicle with Collin.
Gloria was just stepping away from the open driver’s side window, and her lips were looking a bit shiny and extra red. Cora figured she and Collin had been saying their goodbye for the day.
After sending the men into town, Gloria suggested they start with self-defense moves while they were still good and fresh. She said the moves would feel harder as they got tired, which worried Cora. She wasn’t exactly a bundle of energy to start with. How the hell was she going to learn how to defend herself against giant men?
“It’s all about using your brain first and your body second,” Gloria was explaining. “You can use leverage to create an opening so you can run. The goal isn’t always to incapacitate them. Don’t get me wrong, that’s always an excellent option, but it doesn’t have to be the only option.”
Then Gloria showed her how to go limp and drop out of a bear hug. She demonstrated throwing up her elbows to prevent someone from pulling her in too close. Gloria even taught Cora to envision hitting a guy’s nuts with enough force to make them pop out of their mouth. 
Cora had tried to point out that she didn’t think that was anatomically possible, but Gloria had just shrugged her off. Apparently, the point was to use the vision to add strength to her hit. 
Then she and Gloria had practiced the moves together over and over and over again. Cora kept pushing through her exhaustion, but it got the best of her eventually. She sat down hard on the ground. Some people might say she fell down, but she knew she sat. It was totally intentional. 
She looked up at Gloria, expecting to find her sweaty and out of breath, but instead, the lunatic was just standing there, frowning down at Cora. 
“Huh. I maybe should have considered your fitness level.”
Excuse her? Cora was perfectly fit! It had just been a rough couple of weeks. “I’m fine,” she gritted out through clenched teeth and forced herself to her hands and knees before shoving herself up from the ground. It wasn’t like Gloria was a ripped, lean, fitness star herself. Cora had seen the muffin top pushing at the top of her pants. 
Gloria squinted to inspect her before announcing, “I’m going to get us lemonade. You pick a chair on the porch. Oh, and I’m about to let Spike out, so brace yourself.” 
At least she’d get to pet the dog and drink lemonade. She could leave after that. Cora was done sticking around where people didn’t appreciate her. Her life might be a giant clusterfuck, but at least she owned it now. 
It took less than three licks and a head-butt from Spike for Cora’s mood to lift. 
“I’m texting Collin that Mac needs to pick out a puppy today too,” Gloria said. “Unless you want to help pick it out. You probably should. Fuck only knows what Collin and Mac will bring home.” She tucked her phone back in her pocket. “You just tell Mac that you need a dog. The animal shelter here is a bit rough, but they love the animals, and their fees are reasonable.”
Cora continued stroking the dog’s head and scratching behind his ears. “I’d like to have a dog. I read a bunch of stuff about how to train them for a school project one time. My mom and I had one when I was little, too.” 
“Oh, good segue. So, remember how I said I’m bad at personal boundaries, so you can and should tell me to mind my business whenever you need to?”
“Yeah.” Cora kept her focus on Spike.
“Awesome. That still stands, but I want to know details about how you ended up here.” Gloria curled her legs up into the chair with her so she was sitting crisscross on the rocker and leaning forward to get her ears closer to Cora. 
“Umm, I saw his cabin through the trees.” 
“Yeah, no, I get that. I want details. The important stuff.” 
Cora wanted to ask her why. Why did this stranger give a rat’s ass? Did she want to gossip? Was she going to make fun of Cora for being stupid?
A loud sigh pulled her attention to the woman sitting beside her.
“Okay. I was stalked by a serial killer a while ago. That’s how Collin and I met. What most people don’t realize is that I was related to them and accidentally let them poison some of my guests. And all of that happened after everyone in town spent months gossiping about my fiancé cheating on me when I was oblivious.”
“Oh. That sucks.” Cora wasn’t sure what she was supposed to say. 
“Yes, it did. But my point is, I’m not interested in spreading rumors or any bullshit like that. And I sure as fuck have no room to judge or give you a hard time. I had to learn it the hard way, but life is better when you share it with people. It seems like you and Mac mean something to each other, and I’d like to be the person, or one of the people, you talk to if you can’t talk to him. I mean, I’m sure you have lots of friends.” Then Gloria frowned down at her lap, and her voice dropped to just above a whisper. “I’m not trying to be pushy, though I can see where it’s coming across that way.” 
“I don’t really have any friends, and you’re right that it would be nice to have someone to talk to.” She just had to remember where to draw the line. She didn’t want to pull Gloria into her mess, but giving her some advance warning about Rob was probably the right things to do. 
“You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to.” Gloria’s energy had dropped significantly.
“It’s okay. It’s just that I was kind of stupid. My mom died when I was twelve, and then my stepdad was different with me. I kind of thought we were in love or at least in a relationship, and, yes, I’m well aware that’s super fucked-up; I just didn’t realize it at the time, but I do now. I was just really dumb when I was younger.”
“Umm. Hold up.” Gloria held up a hand to interrupt Cora’s ramble. “He started acting like it was a relationship when you were twelve?” 
“Yeah. I know I shouldn’t have fallen for it, but he would hold me when I was sad about missing my mom, and he always told me how beautiful I was and how he’d always be there for me because he was the only one who loved me enough to stay with me.”
“Cora, that’s called grooming. Is that a term you’re familiar with?” 
“Huh?” The day Cora had stared death in the face she’d seen how fucked up her and Rob’s relationship had been. She was fully aware that he was using her and taking advantage of her, but she didn’t know there was a name for it.
“Yeah, when an older person convinces someone younger that it’s a loving relationship when it’s actually abuse and assault, it’s called grooming. They use their age, power, and perspective to warp your sense of reality and make you believe things that don’t make logical sense to a fully developed brain.”
“Oh.” Did that make Cora dumber or smarter? She had eventually figured out what was going on, but it wasn’t until she was eighteen. 
“I’m sorry I interrupted. I didn’t mean to distract us. So your stepdad was a pervy fucker who took advantage of you in your youth.” Gloria picked up her glass of lemonade and took a drink while waving her arm for Cora to continue her story.
When she put it like that, it sounded like it was all Rob’s fault. Part of Cora had always believed that to be true, but another part of her kept shouting that she should take responsibility for her own actions. She shook herself to refocus. She could contemplate what all this meant later. 
“Anyway, so when I turned eighteen, I did realize what was happening with Rob and ended the relationship.”
“He let you do that?” Gloria sounded surprised.
“Uh, not exactly, but kind of. That was the first time he ever hit me, but he did bring home a mattress for me to sleep on in my old bedroom.”
Spike pulled away from Cora to sit in front of Gloria and whine. “I’m fine, Spike,” she said. “Damn sensitive dog. I hate that you had to be strong enough to endure all of that, and Spike doesn’t like it when I get upset.”
Oh man, Cora would love to have a dog that could tell when she needed to pet something soft and furry. Maybe she really would ask Mac if they could adopt one. He’d mentioned including a dog and a garden in his future. 
“Continue your story, Cora,” Gloria prompted her.
“Well, once the relationship ended, Rob let his true colors shine. He didn’t like me leaving the house and always had a list of chores for me to do. Then he’d hit me for not doing them well enough. It didn’t actually matter how well I did or anything, and believe me, I tried it all. Sometimes, I’d try cooking his favorite meal, or I’d do extra chores to try and show him I wasn’t lazy. It never seemed to make a difference, so I tried an experiment. One week, I did none of my chores. I just sat and watched TV all day, and you know what? He yelled at me and hit me the exact same as he had the week before. So after that, I just did whatever I felt like.”
“But you couldn’t leave?” Gloria looked confused. “I don’t mean that you should have. I’m just surprised by how aware you seem to be about what was going on even as it was happening.”
“His regular hitting and shouting were obnoxious, but it would just be a few bruises and maybe a cut or a black eye. He dislocated my shoulder once, but then he helped pop it back into place. That time when I ended the relationship and tried to run was different. I thought my life was over. He’d made it very clear that he would hunt me down and kill me if I ever left.”
When he’d struck her hard enough for her vision to swim and go dark, she never expected to wake up again. There had been days since then when she wondered if it was worth it. When she did come to, her injuries made it clear her loss of consciousness hadn’t stopped his beating. But humans are resilient. Cora shook herself and fought back the memories before they could pull her under. She didn’t know if it was survival instinct, strength, or sheer stubbornness, but she kept on living. 
Gloria had sat silent and waited for her to continue with her story, so she did. “He also told the neighbors something, I think. Or maybe he had cameras? I don’t know exactly, but the one time I went outside just to feel the sun on my skin and enjoy the fresh air, and he came tearing up the driveway within the hour and was dragging me back into the house to teach me not to do that ever again.” 
“Sounds like you made the smart decision. So what caused you to run?” 
“Um, that’s, uh. It just. He—“
“It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about that part.” 
“Thanks. I’m just not sure how to explain it, but I had a chance and took it.”
“Good for you!” Gloria held up her lemonade to toast. 
Cora couldn’t keep the smile from her face, but she had to tell her new friend one more important detail.
“He’s still coming after me though. Rob, I mean. He found me in the town where I was before here and followed when I took off. The woman who was trying to help me died.”
“Oh, Cora. That’s...” Gloria just sat for a minute. “The serial killer that was after me killed someone I knew and left a body here on my property. It felt like it was all my fault. It took a long time for me to really feel, not just know, that it was all on the killer. So, anytime you need to hear it, I’ll tell you over and over again: It was not your fault. Rob is the only person responsible for what happened.” 
“Thanks.” Cora couldn’t talk about this anymore. “Did you say you were willing to show me your shotgun?” 
“Yes! I didn’t want to push. I know some people aren’t comfortable with guns in general, but I love my shotgun. Collin jokes that he doesn’t have to worry about me having an affair with another man, but he does fear finding my gun taking up his side of the bed.” 
“It sounds like you two have a really good relationship.” 
“We do. He’s the right one for me.” Gloria got a soft look in her eyes, but then she stood up. “Let me go grab it, and I’ll show you how it works.” 
Cora wasn’t sure how she’d feel about shooting. After everything that had happened, she didn’t want to be the cause of anyone losing their life, but she had no doubt Rob wouldn’t hesitate to take down anyone in his way. She was also well aware that if he did catch her, it would be to take her home. He’d kill her and leave her body where it fell. So maybe having a gun she was comfortable using wasn’t the worst idea.
Gloria and Mac turned out to be right about this particular model being perfect for her, too. It wasn’t too heavy, didn’t carry far enough for her to fear killing someone or something she couldn’t see, and scattered the shot wide enough for aim to be more formality than necessity. 
By the time she’d fired off a dozen rounds, loading and manipulating the safety felt like second nature. She was even comfortable unloading it, though that was a little slower. She didn’t want to make any mistakes that led to a loaded gun being handed to someone as if it were safe. 
Gloria had made them sandwiches for lunch after her initial firearms lesson. Then they’d practiced into the afternoon. As the clock struck two, Cora was exhausted and just wanted to curl up in bed and sleep for a year. 
“I’ll give you a ride home. Collin messaged me to say that they are finishing up paperwork on the new truck but still have to get phones before they come home. He wanted me to tell you to expect Mac to arrive with dinner between four and five.” 
“Thanks, Gloria, but I think I’d rather walk the path.” As exhausted as she was physically, the second Cora’s brain wasn’t focused on learning a new skill, it had started spinning through everything Gloria had said during their lemonade break. A walk through the woods was exactly what she needed to sort it out. Then she’d be able to relax and curl up on the couch at the very least. 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes, the walk will do me good.” 
“Alright, just know that I’m here. In fact, I should probably make it explicitly clear that we’ll always have space for you here anytime you want, no matter what happens with Mac. You’re my friend now, and I don’t have many of those, so you get special treatment.” Gloria winked at her, but Cora could tell there was sincerity behind her words. 
“Thanks, Gloria. I think of you as a friend now, too.” 
They said their goodbyes, and Cora headed up the trail to her and Mac’s place while appreciating that she thought of it as her and Mac’s place even though it just belonged to him. 




Break-In


The dirt driveway up to his new home felt just as bumpy in the truck as it had in his car, but now he had the space to move with the bouncing instead of hitting his head over and over again. Even his legs weren’t slamming into the steering wheel. The white F150 was used and had eighty thousand miles on it, but he’d gotten a great deal. He’d need to get a job soon, but he still had a few more Army paychecks coming before his terminal leave ran out.  
He’d known this truck was the one when he’d slid behind the wheel and immediately pictured sliding Cora across the bench seat, so she was sitting right next to him. Collin had offered to act it out with him, but Mac was aware the fucker was giving him shit. He wasn’t about to let anyone spoil how he felt about Cora. 
He’d feel a lot better when she had a phone that worked out here, too. He’d wanted to get those first, but Collin had pointed out that the dealership would take longer. It would be better to get an early start on that. He’d been right, too. The phone store hadn’t even been open yet when they’d first gotten into town. Cora’s was in the bag on the seat next to him. He’d made the person at the store dig around until they found a purple case just for her. 
Mac shifted the truck into park and looked up to see his front door standing wide open. Collin had reported that Cora hiked back home a little over two hours ago, and he was happy to see her making herself comfortable. He hopped out of the cab with the bag in his hand and galloped up the steps of the porch. He swung the screen door open with its trademark squeal and started to yell, “Cora—“ 
He couldn’t finish the sentence though. The cabin was trashed. Everything was pulled from the kitchen cabinets and thrown on the floor. The chair in the living room was flipped on its side. Mac’s first thought was I guess it’s good I didn’t already waste money on a TV, but his real fear broke through before he finished the thought. Cora! Where’s Cora? 
He dropped the bag on the porch and pulled his knife from his ankle sheath. His gun was locked in his gun safe and tucked into his closet. Mac hadn’t expected to need a firearm to buy a truck and a cell phone. And he hadn’t. He needed it to check his home for trespassers and protect Cora! 
“Cora!” he shouted as he stalked through one room after another. “Cora?” There was no one in the front of the house, so he moved down the hall toward the bedrooms. “Cora. It’s Mac. Are you here?”  No answer and both bedrooms were empty. There was no one in the bathroom or hiding in the shower either. 
Mac moved back out to the porch and pulled his phone from his pocket to call Collin. He didn’t even let the man greet him before saying, “My place has been tossed, and I can’t find Cora. Check with Gloria. Then, I know I don’t have any right to ask you, but—“
“We’ll hike the trail over to check for any sign of her and be there in fifteen or twenty minutes,” Collin answered before Mac could finish asking. 
Mac debated pulling his gun from the safe, but whoever had been here seemed to have moved on. He was more concerned about finding Cora in need of immediate help. He did a lap around the house and headed for the shed, calling for her the whole time. Real panic, the soul-deep fear of losing someone he loved, was starting to turn his gut into concrete. He wasn’t sure when he’d decided to love her. Who was he kidding? There hadn’t been a decision. A giant piece of his heart had leapt from his chest to hers the minute she’d introduced herself in that strong, sexy voice despite being scared out of her mind. 
Suddenly, the shed door flew open and slammed him in the face, knocking him back on his ass. He held tight to his knife and cursed himself for not taking the time to grab his gun. Whoever had flung the door open repeated the maneuver to hit him again before stepping from behind the door they were using as a battering ram. The first things Mac saw were three wicked-sharp tines on the end of a hay-baling fork before he looked up at who was holding it. 
There stood Cora with tears streaming down her face as she gasped for breath through her hyperventilating panic. It didn’t stop her from clutching the pitchfork with both hands. He could tell the second she realized it was him. She tossed the tool down, burst into sobs and collapsed on top of him, crying. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know it was you.”
“Hey, Cora, it’s okay. Look at me, Cora.” Mac ignored how flat his nose felt. He let the moisture from the earth soak through the seat of his pants. He chucked his knife off to the side to free both his hands, and then he pulled Cora in tight to his chest, wrapped one arm around her, and used the other to comb fingers through her hair to sooth her. 
Cora’s arms immediately hugged him back, so he gave up on asking her to look at him. “Listen to me, Cora. This is important. Can you listen for a second?” 
He gave her time to work through the worst of her emotions and waited for her to say, “Yeah, I can listen. I’m so—“
“Hey, no. There’s no need for sorry. Listen to me. You did so great! I had my knife ready, but you just knocked me down like it was nothing. You’d have taken me down long before I could have hurt you. It was perfect. That’s exactly how you should do it. I’m so impressed with the way you hid and found a weapon and had a strategy.”
Mac wanted to tell her that she’d never have to do it again. He wanted to promise to always be there to protect her, but that wasn’t realistic. She needed to be able to protect herself. It wasn’t even about the protection piece. Mac wanted her to know that she was enough all her own. He wanted her to feel strong and confident, so he could enjoy being with her, knowing that she wanted to be with him and not because she needed him for something. There were already enough issues with the money side of things, but he was thinking about ways to work on that too. 
For now, Mac was just so fucking happy to be holding her safe in his arms. 
“Ohmygod, you’re bleeding,” Cora said as she pulled back from his chest and wiped her hand across the top of her head where blood had dripped from his nose. 
Oops.
“Uh, yeah, we should get that cleaned up,” he suggested, though he hated to let go of her. 
Before they could even make it up from the ground though, Collin came bursting from the woods with his nine millimeter up and ready. Right then, he looked like the FBI agent he used to be, though the image was smudged by the way he was yelling over his shoulder, “Would you please just stay back for a minute so I can check it out first?” 
Shit, Mac hadn’t finished checking everywhere. “Cora, is the person who broke in still here?”  he asked while silently begging the universe to offer a clear and confident negative. 
“No, he pulled away in his truck a while before you showed up. I was just starting to relax when you arrived, but I thought it was him coming back again.” He could hear the sobs building in her words.
“It’s okay. You did great. You were amazing. I just wanted to make sure we were safe now, and we are. You did such a good job staying safe, and I’m so sorry I wasn’t here for you.” Mac kissed the top of her head. He was so thankful she was safe. Then he called out to Collin, “We’re pretty sure the place is clear. I know the house is, and Cora heard the guy drive off.” 
Gloria was the next person to appear in his line of vision, though Collin was right behind her. He looked pissed, too. On the one hand, Mac couldn’t blame him, but he also knew Gloria was a badass in her own right. 
“What happened?” Collin asked in his FBI/Forest-Ranger-Authority voice. 
“They’ll be time for that later. We need to call the cops,” Gloria argued. 
Mac felt Cora stiffen in his arms. He sat perfectly still to confirm, but he was right. She was holding her breath, too. “Breathe for me, Cora.” 
Her chest expanded and collapsed. 
“Good. Keep breathing.” 
He waited a minute to make sure she had a nice rhythm going and then yelled at Gloria and Collin to shut the fuck up. First, they needed to get up off the ground. Then they’d talk and figure out what to do from there. 
“Can you stand up?” he asked gently. 
“Yeah, I’m okay. We don’t need to call the police. It’s fine. I mean, I doubt anything was taken.” Cora was still pale. She had been flushed with adrenaline earlier, but now she was ghost white. All the color had dropped away when Gloria mentioned the sheriff. 
”—hate Doug just because he cheated on me, but that was really for the best, seeing as how that’s why I married you and not him.“ Gloria was up on tiptoes, nose-to-nose with Collin. 
Once Cora had climbed off of him, Mac stood up, too. His ass was wet enough to make dusting off a wasted effort, so he focused on Cora instead. 
“Why don’t you want to go to the sheriff?” he asked her.
She wasn’t making eye contact as she responded. “It’s not necessary. I mean, I just don’t think getting him involved would help.” 
“What aren’t you telling me, Cora?” She was curled in on herself and looking anywhere but at him. It reminded him of the first night he’d met her. Was she afraid?
“I’ll call in Harrison before I’ll call Sheriff Riley,” Collin’s screaming pulled Mac’s attention.
“Both of you shut up!” he roared. “Cora doesn’t want to involve the authorities. Any authorities, so your argument is moot. That said, I would like to know what’s up with the local sheriff, because we are not fucking calling the goddamned FBI over a break-in.” Mac was going to figure this out. He wasn’t sure how, but sleeping beside Cora and cooking with her and just having her around had given him a glimpse of a happy ending he hadn’t thought was possible for him. Now that the option was on the table, there was no way in hell he was letting it slip through his fingers. He might be angry, and he might be an asshole, but he wasn’t stupid. 
Collin and Gloria both stopped shouting at each other and turned to face him. Cora stepped closer to him and leaned her head against his side, so he moved his arm to wrap it around her while thanking the universe that she wasn’t afraid of him. 
“Gloria, it sounds like you know the sheriff,” Mac started.
“Fucking bastard—“ Collin started swearing a blue streak.
“Shut it, asshole. Let your wife talk.” Then Mac turned to Gloria and waited through her eye roll for her to explain.
“Sheriff Doug Riley is my ex. He cheated on me; we broke up; I married Collin. It all worked out the way it was supposed to,” Gloria provided while giving Collin the stink eye.
Collin crossed his arms over his chest and harumphed. 
“Great. I’m so happy the small-town dating saga had a happy ending. Could we maybe talk about his work as the sheriff?” Mac fought to maintain patience. There was fury deep inside him, but maintaining his breathing and staying focused on his goal made it easier to stay rational. 
“He’s a good cop,” Gloria provided.
“For a local, back-country sheriff,” Collin added.
Gloria sighed and rolled her eyes again. “He knows everyone in the area, and he always knows what’s going on. He’s protective of the community and chooses cases to pursue based on that and his limited budget. If he arrested everyone who broke the law around here, we’d all be sitting in jail, and he’d be out of a job.”
“There’s no crime lab here. There are no detectives, and Riley’s investigations,” Collin sneered the word, “mostly consist of him wandering around town, visiting his buddies, and asking what’s up.” 
Gloria turned to face Collin and started to counter his points, “Of course that’s what it looks like to you. You’ve never done an investigation in a communi—“
“STOP!” Mac roared. “You two can argue and then have angry sex later. Right now, I’m hearing that we have a decent local sheriff who seems to understand when discretion is the best option?” He needed Gloria to confirm that he was understanding that correctly.
Instead, Collin spoke up while rubbing his hand over his face. “Yeah, that’s about right.” Then Collin squared up facing Mac and Cora, but he addressed Cora directly. “If there’s something else going on, you can tell us about it. Depending on what it is, Sheriff Riley can choose to ignore certain pieces of information that he stumbles on. I hate to admit it, but Gloria’s right. Doug is a fucker, and I hate him, but he manages the small-town bullshit pretty well.” 
Mac looked at Cora and waited for her response. She was still pale, and the longer she thought about it, the wider her eyes got. Mac looked down at where she was wringing her hands. They were shaking. There was something he was missing, and it was something big. 
“Okay. Let’s table this for now. We’ll all go up to the cabin. Collin, will you do a walk through for us? Maybe make some notes and snap a few pictures?” 
“Yeah. Of course.”
“Good. Thanks. I get it if you two want to head home after that. Cora and I will start cleaning up the mess and putting everything back in its place,” Mac said. Then he tightened his arm around Cora and leaned down to brush a kiss across the top of her head. He was so glad she was okay. They could figure everything else out. In a softer voice just for her, he added, “We’ll go back into town tomorrow to pick up replacement stuff for anything that isn’t salvageable.” 
“I’m sorry, Mac,” she said softly.
“Last time I checked, you broke in to clean the place, not trash it. You have nothing to be sorry for.” 
“We’ll stay and help clean up,” Gloria offered as they all headed for the cabin. Collin jogged ahead to go through and document what he could. 
It took several hours of work, and they were all exhausted by the time they were done, but the cabin was back to a decent state. Overall, the damage hadn’t been too bad. They’d need to replace a few broken things in the kitchen and most of the contents of the fridge had been dumped everywhere, but Mac’s biggest priority for the next day would be replacing the front door with something more solid and adding some locks and a security camera or four. 




Happy Ending


Once they’d said goodnight to Collin and Gloria, who’d assured them they loved hiking after dark and preferred taking the trail over being driven back, Mac looked over at Cora to find her slumped down on the couch. He wasn’t sure if it was exhaustion or defeat, but he figured he could help with both.  
“You want to share the bed again tonight?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Cora answered meekly.
“Come on. I seem to recall you being in a very different mood this morning.” Mac tried to waggle his eyebrows at her teasingly, but she just tilted her head to the side and furrowed her brow in confusion.
“I was trying to flirt with you, but it didn’t really work, did it?” he asked. 
“Oh, um, flirt?” 
“It’s okay. I just enjoyed the way you were looking at me this morning and was thinking about how much I regret pushing us out the door instead of taking the time to spend with you then. I’ll tell you what, how about we go climb on the bed, and I’ll give you a massage while we listen to the book tonight,” Mac suggested.
Cora thought for a minute before getting a sparkle in her eye and letting one corner of her mouth curl up mischievously. “Can it be a naked massage?” she asked.
Mac about choked on his own spit. Had she really just said that? “Uh, I mean...” What the fuck was he supposed to say? Yes! Naked. You, me, now. Please. Naked!
“Will the massage have a happy ending?” Cora asked, leaving Mac with zero blood supply to his brain to answer her. 
Instead, he just nodded his agreement and turned to run for the bedroom. Somewhere along the hallway, it dawned on him that he should slow down. She deserved it to be a great experience, and after everything, he didn’t want to fuck it up. “Cool your jets, Mini Mac.”
“Were you just talking to your dick?” Cora asked from right behind him.
“Shit. You weren’t supposed to hear that.” Then he turned around to find her with her shirt already removed. She was thinner than he’d like, but still hot as hell. He lifted a hand to his chin to check that he wasn’t drooling on himself, and Cora laughed. It was like bells building a melody just for him. 
He pulled it together enough to gesture to the bed and say, “Take off whatever you’re comfortable with. I’ll get some lotion to massage your back. Then maybe we can move to your front.” Then he realized he should ask about triggers or what she liked, but he didn’t want to sound stupid or break the mood. “How would you like your happy ending? Do you prefer magic fingers, an exploring tongue, or something else?” He didn’t want to push her.
Sure enough, her face dropped into a more serious look as she really considered it. He was happy to see that she wasn’t being cavalier or flippant about it either. It helped him trust that she wouldn’t let him accidentally hurt her. 
“Tongue?” she finally asked. 
“Are you asking about it, or is that what you want?” Something about the way she said the word clanged a small alarm bell in Mac’s head.
“I. How. Tongue? Where?” 
Oh, that would be new to her. Maybe a completely new experience was the perfect starting point for them. “Are you comfortable letting me show you?” he asked. “I’ll stop anytime you want. There’s no pressure, and you don’t have to like it.” 
“Massage first?” she asked.
“Yes, and the second you say stop, I will back off, and we can just listen to the book or go back to the massage or whatever you want.” 
“Okay. Should I take off my bra and pants?” 
“That would be my preference, but only if you’re comfortable with it.”
Cora nodded her head at him and removed the rest of her clothes. For a minute when she pushed down her pants and her ass was revealed, Mac thought she might not be wearing underwear. Then he noticed she was pushing them down with her pants, and he decided that was even hotter. She was making the conscious choice to be completely exposed and bare. 
When she turned around and immediately shifted from nervous but excited to nervous and uncomfortable, it dawned on him that he should get undressed too. He should have been doing that instead of ogling her, but his brain cells had all frizzed out the minute she’d opened the button of her pants. 
“Sorry.” It was his turn to apologize as he shed his clothes as fast as possible. Once he was down to his shorts, he gave her a questioning look. 
“Uh, can you leave those on for now?” she asked.
“Of course. Hop up on the bed on your stomach, and I’ll go find lotion. Or maybe I should grab olive oil from the kitchen. I know exactly where that is, and it might be better. 
As he stepped back into the room with the bottle of olive oil in his hands, Mac had to catch himself on the doorframe to avoid tripping over his own two feet at the sight of Cora spread out on the bed before him. She was beautiful. He didn’t maul her though. He didn’t even squeal like an excited teenager and leap on top of her. He steadied himself and strode forward like the mature, responsible, and experienced man that he was. 
“You okay with me straddling the back of your thighs to be able to reach all of your back?” he asked her while pouring oil on his hands.
“Yeah.” Then she turned her head to the side and gave a deep sigh.
“All you have to do is say stop, and I will,” Mac reminded her before climbing up on the bed and sliding his hands up and down her back. 
Once he’d rubbed the oil around, he started working his thumbs through the muscles that ran on either side of her spine. From there he massaged her shoulders and was pleased to hear a happy moan escape from Cora’s mouth. 
He tracked along the edges of her shoulder blades and started planning meals that were healthy but would help her put some weight back on. Then he returned his focus to the long muscles that ran from her tailbone all the way up to the base of her skull. His cock was fully engorged the entire time, but he ignored it. Mini Mac was not in charge tonight. 
By the time he was rubbing her upper arms with his fingers while circling his thumbs around the back of her shoulder joints, he half expected her to have dozed off. Instead, her breathing picked up. Mac wasn’t sure if it meant what he wanted it to, but he wasn’t going to push anything.
He went back to making long strokes around her shoulder blades and down to the top of her butt. She moaned again, but this time she added, “Lower.” 
It was quiet and breathy, but Mac was happy to oblige. He shifted himself down closer to her knees to give himself room before gripping and kneading her ass cheeks. 
Cora moaned out, “Yes.” Her muscles were completely relaxed, so Mac shifted down further to massage where her butt and thighs met. His hands were large enough for his thumbs to slide in between her legs and close to her sex. 
Cora wiggled, so Mac knelt up to remove all of his weight from her. He didn’t want her to feel trapped under him. That wasn’t what she needed though. Instead of trying to shift away from him, Cora parted her legs to give him better access. He continued to explore with fingers and thumbs but didn’t push too far or penetrate her. He wanted her to experience the feeling of being licked there. 
When she started writhing against the bed and humping her hips, he pulled back to give her space, tapped her hip, and suggested she flip onto her back. She did, and the lust-drunk look on her face turned his already hard dick into an iron spike. 
“Is this the part where your tongue teaches me new tricks?” she asked coyly.
“Oh yeah.” Mac sank down to his belly and pulled Cora’s knees up onto his shoulders. He would feast on her until she saw stars, but first, he’d show her every trick he knew until he could rank them all from her most favorite to her least. 
He started with simple, long licks. Then he sucked on her clit before using his teeth to gently nip at her labia. He drew circles with his tongue and straightened it out as long as he could make it to prod at her opening. Then he repeated it all over again with small tweaks and adjustments that turned her moans into cries of pleasure. 
She never said stop. She didn’t tense up, and there were no hiccups in her breathing. Instead, her hands gripped his hair and held his face tight against her. Mac was in heaven. This beautiful woman was giving him full access to make her fly. He felt her start to undulate with need as her breathing picked up even faster. Her moans turned into gasps, and then everything in her pulled tight. Mac sucked hard on her clit and added a finger to her pussy as she quivered with her orgasm. 
“Holy shit!” she exclaimed as her muscles relaxed. “Oh, your head. I pulled your hair. I’m so sorry.” 
Mac licked his lips before answering her. “Beautiful, that was the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever experienced. You can pull my hair to shove my face in your pussy any time you want.” He could feel his cheeks burn with the size of his grin. His face muscles weren’t used to working this way, but he’d start doing facial yoga if he had to. He’d do just about anything for this woman. 
He watched her shift from confident and pleased to insecure.
“Um, what about you?” She gestured down at Mini Mac, who was doing his best to peek out from Mac’s shorts.
“We can ignore it, or I can take care of it myself while you watch. Either is fine by me.” He would respect her choice to ignore it, even if it meant a night and morning of blue balls. 
That wasn’t what she said though. “You’d let me watch?” 
“Yeah?” Was this another first for her?
“While you, like, jerk off?” her voice was strong and steady, so Mac was confident there was no freaking out happening. It appeared to be genuine curiosity. 
“Would you like to watch me jerk off?” he asked. 
She nodded so fast she took on the appearance of an excited bobblehead, but Mac chose to focus on the excited part. 
“Why don’t you slide back so you are sitting with your back leaning against the headboard. It will give you a nice view, and I’ll have room to work.” 
There was a box of tissues beside the bed. Cora had added them to the list when they’d been shopping. Mac would never have thought to buy them and would be left with nothing but toilet paper or a dirty t-shirt. It was one more thing he loved about having Cora in his life. He grabbed a few to have them ready, added a little extra oil to his hand, and tucked his shorts behind his balls. 
Cora’s eyes widened. “Mini Mac is really pretty,” she said in wonder.
“Fuck. I can’t believe you heard me call him that, and maybe don’t refer to my dick as pretty?” he wasn’t mad though. Having her sit there and admire him made it hard to stick with slow strokes. But with her watching, he didn’t want to just rub one out. He wanted to put on a show for her. He teased the head and thrust with his hips to fuck into his own fist. 
Then Cora leaned forward with her pointer finger extended and touched his slit as the head popped through his hand. That was it for Mac. There was no more slow and no more show. He thrust through his fist to slam against her finger and exploded before he could warn her. Based on the way she rubbed it around on his tip, she didn’t seem to mind. 
When he became too sensitive, and it started to tickle, he pulled back and used the tissues to clean up his mess. Then he tossed them in the trash, pulled his shorts back into place, and collapsed onto the bed, facing Cora.
“You are the sexiest woman I’ve ever met,” he declared. 
“Yeah?” 
“Yes. One hundred percent.” 
“Even though we didn’t have sex?” 
“Cora, what we just did was absolutely sex.” Mac scrubbed his hand down his face. “It was the best sex I’ve ever had.” Part of him hated to admit that. He’d slept around, but one-night stands had never really done it for him. He’d had a few girlfriends, and that was better. But it was never like this. He never felt like they really trusted each other. It always felt like a bit of a performance. With Cora, Mac just got to be himself, and that seemed to be enough to make her happy. He couldn’t think of another time when he’d been able to let himself go the way he did with her. 
“It was good for me, too.” She gave him a goofy grin but sat up with her back to him. 
“You okay?” Had he read things wrong? Was he projecting his happiness onto her?
“Yeah, I was just going to grab a T-shirt maybe. If you don’t mind?” Her back was still to him. 
“I can put my sleep shorts back on too, if you’d like,” he offered.
“No, you’re fine.” 
“Cora. Will you look at me for a second?” He couldn’t get a read on her. Was she freaking out but trying to hide it?”
She picked up his T-shirt from the floor and pulled it over her head before turning around to face him. “Is this okay?” she asked.
Mini Mac debated standing at attention again. He couldn’t quite muster up the strength just yet, but give him five minutes, and he’d be ready to go. Who knew Mac had such a thing for a woman wearing his shirt? Though if he were being honest with himself, the thought of any woman other than Cora wearing his clothes just pissed him off. It was her that made it hot as hell. 
She raised her eyebrows at him, and he realized he hadn’t answered her. 
“Yeah, Cora. That’s fine. It’s sexy as hell, and I love it. Feel free to pull on underwear or anything else you need to sleep comfortably. I love the thought of your bare ass but can pretty much guarantee I’ll be turned on for most of the night.”
“Oh, uh. Will you want to...?” 
“No, Cora. I’ll be very happy to dream about you. Like I told you this morning, I can feel things without acting on them.” Then Mac had to laugh at himself. That’s what all his anger-management counselors had kept telling him over and over. It’s okay to feel the anger, Mac. Just don’t act on it. You have control over that. It had felt like such bullshit when they’d said it, but he understood now. Cora made him feel more than he’d ever felt before, but he’d never act in a way that would hurt her. 
“Why are you laughing?” she asked. She placed her hands on her hips and shifted her eyes to glare at him. 
“I just realized that something people kept telling me a long time ago was actually true. I never believed them at the time.”
“Is it a good thing?”
Mac could see Cora’s nipples poking through the T-shirt. He was betting it was from being cold and unrelated to sex. “Why don’t you climb under the covers where it’s warm, and I’ll tell you all about it?” 
She agreed and snuggled in close to him. Sure enough, her skin was chilled, but it warmed up quickly. He extended his arm, and she put her head on his chest. And then Mac confessed about his struggle with rage. He told her about feeling the fury build and all the times it got him into trouble. He told her about the anger management classes and how nothing made sense or seemed to work for him. And then, when she commented that he had been doing so well for the time she’d known him (except for the incident in the shed), he explained that he was finally putting effort into using what they’d taught him. 
Eventually, he shifted to telling her about growing up with a single mom who worked a lot. And how he’d spent so much time with neighborhood kids who probably weren’t the best influence. He continued to tell her random stories as her breathing slowed and she drifted off to sleep. Then Mac let his own eyes fall shut before he dreamed about building a new and happy life where he laughed and had fun each day. 




Meeting the Sheriff


Cora was tied down and trapped. She had to get away. She couldn’t let Jason hurt her. She was so fucking done. She was tired of the pain and bruises. She was sick of nasty words and mean snarls. She didn’t want to be hit anymore.  
There was no way she’d add another place to the list of body parts where she’d been hurt. Her heart gave out. Or maybe it turned to stone. 
It didn’t matter. 
Nothing mattered but stopping Jason. 
She looked up in time to see him grow into a violent-red, muscle-bound, evil genie leaning over and looking down at her. He reached his fist into her chest, and her heart shattered like glass. 
In fact, it was glass. There were suddenly sharp shards everywhere around her. 
She picked one up, and it shifted into a steak knife as her bonds disappeared. 
This was her moment. She’d die before letting another beast touch her. She roared her most ferocious bellow and charged forward.
Warm arms wrapped around her and hugged her tight as she cried into the strong chest that smelled like home. 
“It’s okay, Cora. You’re safe now. I’ve got you. We’re going to make sure nothing can hurt you again.” 
Mac. It was Mac’s chest she was soaking with her sobs. The arms that gave her shelter and held her tight belonged to Mac. He’d let go with the smallest squirm; she knew that with every fiber of her being. But she didn’t want him to let go. Cora wanted a few more minutes in his embrace, so she remained still as she fought to get her breathing under control and stop crying. 
Once she’d calmed down, she stifled her urge to apologize. Instead, Cora said, “Thank you. It was nice to wake up with you.” 
“It will always be my pleasure, though I’d love to avoid the nightmares. I don’t suppose you’re willing to talk about it?”
Cora sighed. She’d need to talk about at least some of it eventually. She’d told Gloria a lot already, and Mac had certainly proven himself trustworthy. Could she tell him most of it without going too far though? There was part of her that wanted to confide everything, but Mac was Army, and Collin was former FBI. It wouldn’t be fair to put them in an awkward position.
“I’m guessing it has to do with Rob?” Mac prompted her.
“Yeah.” She explained the parts of her dream about Rob leaving her with bruises. Then she started to say that she hoped if they could get rid of Rob, the nightmares would go with him, but that wasn’t possible, was it?
Rob wouldn’t go away until he killed her. 
Cora didn’t know what else to say, so she buried her face in Mac’s chest and tried to disappear. Maybe this was the dream, and she was still stuck back at Rob’s house with Jason. 
“How would you feel about talking to a therapist?” Mac asked her.
“Doesn’t that cost money?” she mumbled into his pec.
“Yeah, but we can cover it. I’ve got a few Army paychecks left, but picking up a job is something I need to do at some point.” 
Cora pulled back to look at his face. “I could get a job too,” she offered. Would Mac react the way Rob had? Would he want to keep her in the house?
“You don’t have to do that, Cora.” 
Well, fuck. Maybe all men wanted their woman to be home all the time? Cora sighed with disappointment. She liked it here with Mac, but she always wanted her independence and freedom.
“Hey,” Mac pulled her attention back to him. “I wasn’t saying you can’t or even that you shouldn’t. I just don’t want you to feel like you have to. If you want a job, then we’ll find a job for you.” 
“Really?”
“Of course. What do you want to do? Maybe something part time so you have time for school? I know you mentioned wanting to be a teacher, so we should make sure you have a chance to get your degree.”
“Seriously?” Damn, maybe this really was all a dream. She bit the flap of skin inside her cheek, but instead of just gnawing on it like she usually did, she pretended like she was chewing gum and bit down hard enough for it to bleed. She yelped with the pain. 
“What the hell?” Mac bellowed and leapt from the bed. “What’s wrong?”
“Sorry. It’s nothing. I just bit my cheek.” Huh, so this wasn’t a dream. She’d never been able to taste in her dreams, and she certainly tasted blood now. 
Mac’s shoulders were drooping forward, and he looked a little sad. “Please talk to me, Cora. What am I missing here?” 
She couldn’t let him look so defeated. “It feels too perfect.” She felt her eyes pool as her vision wavered. “I keep waiting to wake up and still be back there. How can this be real? Why are you so nice?” The tears spilled over the edge.
Mac turned his back on her and walked away as she cried. She was messing this up so bad. She didn’t deserve any of this. What had she been thinking? She needed to pack a change of clothes or two and move on. Mac should share his life with someone better than her. 
Cora was curled up with her back to the bedroom door, so she was surprised to feel arms slide under her knees and behind her back as she was lifted into Mac’s arms. He had sweatpants on now, and he was sitting with his back against the headboard and Cora in his lap. There was his laptop and a glass of water on the nightstand beside them. 
“Cora, do you trust me?” Mac asked.
“I want to.” She even thought she did, but she also knew there was a part of her that wasn’t fully on board yet. 
“Okay, so we’ll start with that. We’re going to sit here and find a therapist and get an appointment set up for you. You need someone to talk to who is impartial and can help you work through everything.”
“Uh, when did we get internet?” Cora had no idea why that was the question that popped out, but everything else he mentioned felt like a bomb set to detonate at the slightest touch. 
Mac chuckled. “We didn’t, but our phones work as hot spots. I’m hoping to get internet hooked up later this week.” 
“Oh. Okay.” What else was there for her to say? 
Mac logged into the computer and settled it on her lap. She started by searching for local therapists, but the closest one accepting new patients was more than an hour away. That was enough for Cora to call it a failure, but not Mac. 
He suggested looking up telehealth options. Sure enough, she found a few that were reasonably priced and had openings within the next ten days. Once she’d found the site she liked the best, Mac left her there to finish setting up her appointment while promising he’d be in the kitchen making them breakfast before they headed into town. 
“I feel like you’re spending a lot of time driving back and forth. Plus, it’s a lot of money.” Cora said when she joined him. She was terrified Mac would end up broke, and it would be all her fault. She needed to help out. “Maybe I could pick up an application from a few places while we’re there today?” 
Mac set the plate of eggs and toast in front of her before sitting down with his own plate. “If that’s what you’d like to do, I think it’s a great idea. That Maddie woman at Walmart made it look like the job wasn’t too taxing, so something like that would leave you time for school. Plus, I bet their scheduling is flexible.”
Cora didn’t remember Maddie, but she was irrationally jealous that Mac noticed her enough to remember her name. Her feelings must have shown on her face. 
Mac laughed softly and asked, “Does it really bother you that I remembered her name?”
“No.” Cora did not pout. She would never stoop that low. 
The humor dropped from Mac’s face. “Remember the sex we had last night?”
“That’s not exactly the kind of thing I’ll be forgetting anytime soon,” she said dryly.
“Good. I won’t either, and as long as we are sharing a bed, you’ll be the only person I kiss or have any form of sex with. I was hoping maybe you’d be willing to do the same.” By the time he finished speaking, Mac’s eyes were boring holes into his toast, and his fork was drawing designs through his eggs.
“Hey, Mac?” Cora had no intentions of doing anything with anyone else. She had assumed he knew that. 
“Yeah?” He looked up, but still didn’t make eye contact with her.
“I have no plans to let anyone else touch me the way you do.” She wanted to stop there, but Cora was determined to start her new life by building the boundaries she wanted around her life. “I’m glad you feel the same way. It would hurt me if you were involved with anyone else.”
Now, Mac’s eyes found hers. A smile broke through his face, too. “Good. Then we’re only involved with each other. When we go into town today, we’ll go to the hardware place first. While I’m getting a new front door and some security cameras, you can fill out an application. Then we’ll go to Walmart to replace the destroyed groceries, and you can apply there, too.”
“Okay. Oh, and I set up my first therapy session for Monday of next week.” 
“That sounds great. Maybe we should order a computer for you?” Mac returned to eating.
“Uh, no. That’s not necessary. If I really need one, I can maybe save up from my paychecks to buy my own—if I can get a job, anyway.” That was what worried Cora. She didn’t have a resume or any experience, really. How would she convince anyone to hire her?
“Oh, I doubt you’ll have any trouble finding work. We’ll see how things go with the computer.” 
Cora scowled at Mac. She would buy her own computer. She needed to start taking care of herself in any way she could. She wasn’t stupid enough to turn down Mac’s offer of home and food, but there was no reason for him to provide frivolous extras for her. 
It didn’t take them long to finish up and drive into town. Mac wanted to get back in time to get everything set up before they went to bed for the night, and he said something about getting internet installation scheduled, too. Cora offered to help with that, and Mac agreed it would be great if she could make that call and spend the inevitable wait time twiddling her thumbs while he got other things done. He’d asked for her help with the door, which made her feel more like a contributor, too. 
Overall, Cora was feeling pretty good about life by the time they pulled up to the big home improvement store. It was when she stopped at the counter to ask for an application that she faced her first big defeat.
“Yeah, we’re always taking applications, but we just hired like ten new people, so it’ll probably be a while before they hire more,” the guy at the desk told her. He didn’t appear particularly interested in her or anything she was saying though. 
“What do you do with the applications when you aren’t hiring?” she asked.
“We just leave them here. We’re not allowed to throw them away or anything. So, if you fill it out, we’ll keep it on file.” Based on the mess of papers he waved at her when he mentioned where they kept them, Cora expected completing one now would be a complete waste of time. 
“Okay. Um, I won’t worry about it for today. Thanks,” she said and walked away to find Mac. 
The whole interaction had taken much longer than she’d expected, so Mac was already headed for the checkout. The person working must have overheard her as she explained the issue to Mac. 
He interrupted them to say, “You should come back in two weeks and fill out an application then. We lose employees as fast as we hire them, so they hire a few people at least twice each month. You can come find me and add me as a reference, if you want.”
“That’s not necessary,” Mac’s snarl caught Cora by surprise. 
“Mac?” she asked.
Then she watched him close his eyes and focus on his breathing. When he looked at them again, he turned to the guy working the register and apologized. “I shouldn’t have butted in. It’s a nice offer.” Then he looked down at Cora, put the last bag in the cart, and said, “I’m going to pull the truck up to the entry to load the new door into the back. That’ll give you a few minutes to talk to,” he paused to check the guy’s name tag, “Rick.” His lips pinched like he’d eaten something sour as he said the name, but he turned and left Cora there to talk to him. 
“Uh, thanks for offering to be a reference. Is working here nice?” she asked.
“Ha. No. Working here sucks. The pay is crap, and there are no benefits, but the schedule is flexible. It’s a job, and the work itself isn’t bad. Your boyfriend doesn’t like me.”
“Oh, he’s—“ Cora was about to say Mac wasn’t her boyfriend, but was that true? What made someone a boyfriend? “Uh, he’s not bad. He’s actually really nice. Sometimes, he just gets mad.” 
Rick’s face shifted to a stern scowl. “Do you need help? You should never put up with someone making you feel small, or hitting you, or anything that makes you uncomfortable.” 
“I know.” Cora didn’t want to explain everything, but she did want to assure Rick that it was a good relationship, and Mac was a wonderful man. “He’s really great. He never yells at me. My previous relationship was like what you are talking about, but this is completely different. I’ve seen him get crazy angry, and he’s never once come anywhere near hurting me with hands or words.” 
“Okay, as long as you know that you can always ask for help if you need it.” 
“Thanks. I do appreciate it. I should head out to meet back up with him, but I’ll be back in two weeks to fill out that application if I don’t find anything sooner.” Cora was hoping she wouldn’t have to wait two weeks to find work, but she liked knowing there were options if she didn’t get hired anywhere else sooner. 
She stepped out of the sliding doors to find Mac talking to an officer wearing a beige sheriff’s uniform. Shit. She debated ducking back inside, but Mac saw her before she could disappear. 
“Cora, come on over and meet Sheriff Riley,” Mac was waving her over like there was no reason for her to avoid talking to an officer of the law. Then again, as far as Mac knew, there wasn’t.
“Uh, hi, Sheriff.” She was so screwed.
“Hmmm, I don’t suppose you’re the same Cora that a man’s been in my office looking for?” 
Yep, completely fucked.
Cora’s muscles screamed at her to run. Just drop everything and tear off behind the store until she found a patch of woods and could disappear. Her brain was fully aware of just how stupid that was, but it didn’t lessen the urge she felt. She stifled it and stepped a half-step behind Mac. He was big enough, she was betting she could fully disappear behind him. 
Mac spoke up for her, too, which she would be sure to thank him for later. “What was the guy’s name? She’s got a nasty ex who’s always looking for her.”
“Rob, I believe, but he said something about needing to find her for her own safety.” The sheriff didn’t grab her and yank her out from behind Mac, so she tucked herself further back. She felt stupid hiding, but short of fleeing, it was the best she could manage.
“I bet he did,” Mac sounded furious, so Cora pressed her forehead to the center of his back and hooked her fingers into the back of his pants’ waistband. 
“You run into him at all?” the sheriff asked.
“I’ve not had the pleasure, though I suspect he was out at my place yesterday. That’s why we’re here buying a new door and some cameras.” 
“But you didn’t feel the need to call in and report anything?” The officer sounded disapproving. 
“Nope. Nothing new was broken or taken, so there’s no evidence of anything really. I didn’t see any need to waste your time. I imagine you have a lot on your plate.” Mac was smooth. Cora wouldn’t have thought to turn it around like that. 
“I see. Where’s your new place?” 
“We’re up next to Great Hikes Hostel. I believe you know the owner, Gloria?” Mac prompted.
“Yeah. She and Collin seem very happy together.” The sheriff didn’t sound upset about that. Cora couldn’t see him, but the tone of his voice led her to believe he was smiling as he said it. 
“They are,” Mac confirmed in a lighter tone as well.
“Given that you’ve got a former FBI agent and current ranger right next door, I can see why bringing me in right away might not feel necessary, but I do like to know what’s going on in my community, so I’d appreciate a curtesy call at the very least. This way, if I have other information, like this Rob guy being in town and looking for Cora, we can all put the pieces together to paint a clear picture.”
It was time for Cora to be brave. She would not allow Mac to get into trouble for trying to help her. She forced her feet to pull away from him as she let go of the back of his pants and stepped out from behind him. She inhaled deeply to square her shoulders and lift her chin. “I do not want Rob to know where I am, so I’d ask that you keep my location private. I believe I have that right?” 
She had no idea if that kind of thing counted as part of her right to privacy or if a right to privacy was even a real thing beyond what she’d seen online and heard on TV. But neither man looked at her like she was stupid, so she went with it. 
“I’m twenty-one, so he has no right to know my whereabouts.” Then she thought to add one more detail. “And he wasn’t my ex. He was my stepfather.” She did not want them thinking she volunteered for that fucked up relationship.
Mac gaped at her, but the sheriff confirmed, “Yeah, he said he was your dad, but something felt off about it. I can’t actively stop him from finding you, but he won’t learn your location from my department. When he does find you, you call us. We will come help in a lawful way. I take pride in protecting the residents around here, so don’t think I’ll be slow to show up or shy to act.”
“When he shows up?” Mac asked it like a question.
“Yeah, I’m not big on bullshit. We all know the reality of this situation. If we’re talking about him as both ex and stepdad, I’m confident there was abuse involved. While my purview is limited, I’ve been around long enough to know that if he’s made it as far as my office, he knows she’s here somewhere. He will show up on your property at some point. The cameras are a good idea, just don’t forget they’re there. I know sometimes things happen that the footage gets destroyed before I can see anything, but it’s part of my duty to collect any available footage as evidence if anything were to happen.”
Sheriff Riley and Mac exchanged a knowing look before Mac nodded at him. “I think we understand each other well, Sheriff. And for the record, Gloria was right when she told me you were a good egg, even if your personal life can be as messy as everyone else’s.” 
Judging by his raised eyebrows and slow response, that had surprised the officer. “Well, it was nice meeting you. Oh, and here’s my card.” He pulled one from his pocket and reached past Mac to hand it directly to Cora. Then he looked her in the eyes and said, “Do not hesitate to call. Shit goes sideways fast. It’s always better to have help on the way sooner rather than later.”
Then he looked back up at Mac and added, “Maybe I’ll stop by and see how your property is looking. It’s been a while since I was up that way.” 
“You’re always welcome,” Mac answered as the two men shook hands. 
Then Sheriff Riley tipped his hat to Cora and wished her a nice day. 
Cora wasn’t sure what to make of all of it, but her heart was racing, and her palms were sweating. What if Rob came back. Would the sheriff’s entire office really refuse to tell him where she was?
“Let’s go to Walmart, so we can get home.” Mac’s voice broke into her thoughts.
“Yeah, okay.” She climbed into the passenger side of the truck and sat with her own thoughts as they made the short trip from one store to the other. By the time they parked again, she’d decided to stay focused on the things she could control. She’d get a job. She’d save money. She’d be careful. And if it came down to it, she’d run again so Rob would follow her and leave Mac alone and safe. 
Sure enough, Walmart was hiring immediately. Cora found Maddie, who was a bit sullen but kind. She told Cora to list her as a reference and ask to speak with Aaron. Apparently, he was the manager on duty and was nice about interviewing and hiring new cashiers on the spot. 
Cora was surprised when he didn’t ask her for details about her past or why she didn’t have any work experience. Instead, he checked that she had reliable transportation, believed in showing up on time, and had full availability. Then he hired her and told her to show up the following Wednesday to do paperwork and go through orientation. He noticed Maddie was one of her references and frowned but made a mumbled comment about putting them together for training with the hopes that Cora’s positivity might wear off on Maddie. 
Mac ended up having to wait for Cora to finish, but he assured her he wasn’t waiting long. He sounded as excited about her getting a job as she was. As they bumped up the drive toward the cabin, Cora couldn’t stop herself from laughing at how much more comfortable Mac was in this truck compared to his old car. He grumbled but patted the steering wheel and called the new vehicle a ‘good girl,’ which just made Cora laugh harder. 
This was the kind of life she wanted to live. 




Working for a Living


Today had been a good day. No, that was inadequate. Today had been the best day of Mac’s adult life. Aside from waking up because Cora was having a nightmare, this day had more sheer joy in it than he’d ever dreamed possible. He’d been upset about having to leave the Army because he didn’t know how or if he’d fit in anywhere else. Now, he was wishing he’d gotten out sooner. He loved replacing the door on the cabin. Installing the security cameras had made him feel productive and useful, too. Getting them set-up and networked had tested his patience, but he remembered his breathing, took breaks when he needed to, and called Cora for help when he was ready to start ripping his own hair out.  
She wasn’t an electronic wizard, but she was much better than him about understanding the directions. She’d read and instructed, and he’d clicked away until the whole system was up and running. They’d cooked dinner together, too. She’d made the side dishes while he cooked steaks using a cast iron skillet and the broiler. It wasn’t as good as if he’d grilled them, but he’d forgotten to get charcoal. 
By the time they were curled up together on the couch with his laptop connected to his phone’s hotspot so they could watch a show, he’d decided this life was his version of heaven. 
Now, he just needed to find gainful employment. The cabin had been cheap. He had only a fifteen-year mortgage, and the payments were low, but he’d need money for food and entertainment. Plus, he had the truck payment now. It wasn’t much either, but with it all put together, his best estimate was that he’d run out of savings in six or eight months. That was a completely reasonable amount of time to find work, but Mac had no idea what he wanted to do. He could see Cora working behind a cash register and sharing her beautiful smile with strangers all day, but the thought of standing there himself made him want to go buy a flame thrower. 
“You okay?” Cora asked. 
“Yeah, why?” Had he said something? 
“You’re thinking so hard I can feel it. Plus, the show ended, like five minutes ago, and you haven’t turned it off or moved to the next episode or anything.”  
“Oh. Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.” 
“No, it’s fine,” she assured him. “What were you thinking about?” 
Mac’s default setting was to say nothing and keep it all to himself, but he wanted to hear Cora’s thoughts all the time. Turnabout was fair play. Besides, sometimes she thought of things he hadn’t considered. So he shared his worry about the black abyss of potential options for future employment. 
“But you’ve got at least six months, right?” she checked.
“Yeah, but I don’t want to wait until the last minute either.” 
“That makes sense, but we’ll have my paychecks too. Why don’t you start by thinking about how you want to spend your days? It looked like you enjoyed the work you did today.” 
“Not the technology part.” If Mac had to work with computers and software stuff all day, he’d lose his damn mind really fucking fast. 
“No, but the hands-on stuff. Maybe you could start by seeing if people need help with stuff like that and would pay you for it?” she suggested. 
It wasn’t a terrible idea, but Mac was familiar enough with small communities like this to know that most people would be able to handle the same kind of maintenance and repairs as him. Her question about how he liked to spend his day did get him thinking though. 
He liked spending some time outside but didn’t want to be doing something where he had to be outdoors all the time. Construction and road work would be fine in the fall and spring, but he did not want to be stuck doing work like that in the heat of July. He also wanted steady income year-round. 
“You’re thinking again,” Cora pointed out.
“Yeah. You should go ahead and start the next episode. Sorry I’m such terrible company tonight.” 
“Mac, you are not bad company. I’d love it if you thought aloud though.” 
Mac sighed. He wasn’t sure if he could, but he’d try. Hell, he was discovering he’d try almost anything for Cora. He focused on opening a channel between his brain and his mouth. It was hard to ignore the filters between the two, but once he got to talking, it got easier. He was surprised by the quantity of thoughts he was able to put into words. In fact, when his brain felt empty and the words stopped flowing, Mac looked at the clock to see almost two hours had passed.
“Sorry,” he mumbled to Cora. “I didn’t mean to carry on for so long.”
“Mac, I enjoyed hearing everything you were thinking. I can picture you having a lot of fun with the training side of the military, but I also understand how and why you ended up throwing that stapler. I’m thinking an office career isn’t in your future. It sounds like you might really enjoy something more along the lines of what Collin does.” 
He’d been thinking along the same lines, but he didn’t love the forest the way Cora did, so it still didn’t feel quite right. “Yeah, maybe something like that.” 
“You’ve got enough time to try a few things and see what you like,” Cora pointed out.
“Yeah. For now, we should head to bed. It’s getting late.” Mac could see the exhaustion in Cora’s eyes. He didn’t want her to have more nightmares, but he wasn’t sure how to help her avoid them either. 
“Sleep sounds good.” 
She was picking at her nails again. Should he offer a massage again? Maybe just listening to the audiobook would be enough to help her relax? 
“Come on.” He shifted her weight off of him so he could stand up and offer her a hand. 
The feel of her palm sliding against his was a comfort he never would have expected. “I like holding hands with you,” he said when she started to pull her hand away as they walked down the hall.
“Really?” she asked.
“Yeah. Should we listen to more of the book tonight?”
“Yes, I want to know what he’s going to do now that his ship is infected, but, uh...” 
Mac stopped them just outside the bedroom and turned to face Cora. “What?” 
“I was kind of thinking maybe we could, uh. Like, last night, maybe?” She was looking at him, but her shoulders were curled in, and her voice had softened. 
He wanted her to flirt and tease him confidently, so he waggled his eyebrows at her and asked, “So you want another massage, huh? Or are you just after the happy ending?” 
“Maybe just the happy ending part, but together?” 
She was beating around the bush. Mac understood her inclination, but he wouldn’t do anything to hurt her. That meant he needed to know exactly what she wanted. He wouldn’t guess and risk getting it wrong. “Tell me what you mean by together.” 
Then it dawned on him that he could make this more fun for both of them. “Wait, though,” he added. He turned and walked into the bedroom, beckoning her to follow. “Better. Now you sit on the bed and tell me exactly what you want from me. For each detail you provide, I’ll remove an article of clothing.”
“Like strip poker but without the poker?” she asked.
“Poke her could be one thing you want from me, but know that you are the only her I’ll be poking,“ he teased. Mac paid close attention to her facial features as he said it. Her jaw didn’t clench; her eyes danced without a shadow of doubt or discomfort, and her smile was genuine. 
“There’s just one problem.” 
“Oh?”
“You’ll end up naked, while I’m still fully dressed.” She twisted her face into a ridiculously fake frown. 
Mac’s response struck him like a genius bolt of lightning. “I don’t believe I said anything about who I’d be removing the clothes from.” 
Cora laughed and nodded her agreement. “I want you to lick me again.” 
“Sounds delicious,” he said and pulled off his T-shirt.
“Uh, and your finger felt good.” 
Mac stalked over to her and gripped the hem of her shirt but didn’t lift it. “Where did my finger feel good?” he asked.
“Inside me.”
He nodded. “I’ll stop anytime you want me to. That’s always the rule.” He waited for her to acknowledge that she’d heard before he lifted the shirt from her body, revealing her bra and the low peaks of her breasts. Mac loved her breasts and trailed a finger across the top edge of her bra. He grinned at her responding shiver. Then he pulled his hand back and waited.
It took her a minute to remember what they were doing. “Oh, and I want to touch you again.” 
Mac undid his belt and pulled it through the loops of his pants with a whoosh.
Then Cora thought for a minute. “What does sex feel like to you?” she asked.
It wasn’t something Mac had ever been asked before. He knelt on the floor between her feet and rested his hands on her thighs. “I assume you’re asking about penetrative sex more than the manual and oral sex we enjoyed last night?” 
The flush of red that spread up her neck, into her cheeks, and tinged her ears sparked a flicker of lust in Mac that forced a moan to escape from deep in his core. 
“Yeah, I mean all the way sex, like when you fuck someone.” Her eyes dropped closed as she said the last part.
He used his thumbs to rub circles on her thighs through her pants. “It’s different depending on who I’m with. There have been women that made it feel perfunctory, like brushing my teeth or cooking a meal. Other women have made it fun, like a challenge or a game. With some, there’s a pressure, like I have to make sure I’m good enough to please them.”
Cora’s eyebrows furrowed. “You make it sound complicated. How will I know if I’m doing it right?” 
“Cora, I have a feeling it will be different between you and me. There’s no rush. We could just have the kind of sex we had last night, and I’ll be fully satisfied—pun intended. But based on how much more intimate and powerful last night was compared to my previous experience, intercourse with you could very well be a completely revolutionary experience.” 
“Do you want to find out?” If she hadn’t been staring him dead in the eye without flinching, he’d have questioned her sincerity. Hell, even now he wanted confirmation that she really wanted it before he let Mini Mac get too excited.
“If and when you feel ready for it, I’d love to.” Do not pin her to the bed and shred her clothes. Do not shove your dick inside her like a heathen. Do not act like a possessive, cave-man bastard. He could do this. 
“Now.” 
“I’m sorry?” 
“I’d like to find out what it feels like now.” 
Another question smashed into Mac’s gut. “Are you a virgin?” 
Cora looked down at her lap. “No, Rob had sex with me a lot when I was younger, but I feel like this is different.”
Mac snarled and dug his fingers into the flesh of her thighs before inhaling deeply and shoving a wave of calm down his arms and through his hands. Only once he’d breathed through his rage did he speak. “When you were younger than your current, very young age of twenty-one.” 
Cora sat statue still, but when Mac rubbed his hands over the tops of her legs, her muscled thighs didn’t feel tense or tight. She nodded that he’d understood correctly.
“I would like to kill him. In fact, fuck getting a job. I think I’ll make hunting him my job. Then I will keep him alive while I flay open his sack and remove his balls one at a time.” Mac could smell the smoke of the fire he’d use to roast the pervert’s nuts before shoving them so far down his throat he’d suffocate on them. 
“Could you have sex with me first?” Cora asked. “I’m curious about how it feels...” Her voice faded as her brows dipped in thought. 
Mac was fully committed to destroying Rob, but it wasn’t the blind rage he usually felt. This was a simmering anger that he could act on or not. He was in control of it instead of it controlling him. So he set it to the side for later and decided to spend tonight giving Cora whatever she wanted, even if that meant pulling out after just one thrust.
“Yes. I would love to help you understand how it feels, but I need you to trust me. Can you do that?” If Mac fucked her the way she was suggesting, he was terrified he’d lose himself in the bliss and miss a cue that she needed him to back off. Instead, he’d put her in the driver’s seat. The mere thought of her having a seat around him made him giddy with anticipation.
“I trust you, Mac,” Cora replied seriously.
“Good. Hop up and get naked.” He pulled back from her and walked over to his closet. He stripped off the last of his own clothes and pulled out his duffle to grab a condom. He’d unpacked all his clothes but left the box there, figuring he wouldn’t need them anytime soon. When he turned back to the room, Cora was standing there in only her underwear. “Goddamn, you look good.” He didn’t go over to her or touch her though. 
Instead, Mac walked directly to the bed and sprawled out on his back with a couple pillows propping up his head and shoulders. Then he stroked himself a couple of times and called Cora over. “Climb up and straddle me,” he directed. “Stay up on your knees, so my fingers have room to explore.”
“Do I, uh, need to take these off?” Cora was looking unsure of herself as she plucked the waistband of her undies.
“Not yet.” The look of relief that came over her assured Mac that he’d made the right decision.
Once she was astride him, he shifted her underwear to the side, flicked her clit, circled her opening, and reached inside to drag her moisture out and slather it around. “You’re so fucking sexy,” he purred. “I love how wet you get for me and the way your nipples tighten when you’re turned on.” He wanted this to feel good for her, but more importantly, he wanted her to feel confident in her sexuality, so he kept talking as he strummed two fingers as deep inside her as he could reach. “Look at how your hips move to take what your body wants. I love it.”
It didn’t take long for Cora’s undulating hips to be paired with her unique blend of whimpers and moans. Mac started to pull her panties down but couldn’t get far before they got stuck as her legs straddled his hips. He tapped her knee to get her attention. “Are you ready to take these off for me?” he asked.
“Uh-huh.” Cora’s eyes were hazy with lust, but she climbed off him long enough to finish stripping. He used the opportunity to sheath himself with the condom. 
“Climb back up. I want you to ride me,” he said.
Cora’s head bobbed her agreement as she returned to sit astride him. He held his cock tall and let her position herself. Once his head was notched at her entrance, he shifted both hands to her hips and curled his hands around them. He kept his grip light and gentle. “Take your time. There’s no—arghh!”
She dropped her weight just enough for his head to slip inside her, and, holy fuck, sex had never felt like this before! He barely had time to inhale before Cora closed her eyes and sank down to sit on his hips, fully enveloping Mini Mac within her warm, tight, fucking glorious center. 
Mac’s vision faded out for a second as his eyes rolled back in his head. He regained his focus just in time to watch Cora swivel her hips in a circle without lifting up. It caused every millimeter of him to slide against her tight walls. 
“Ungh!” he groaned out as she lifted, then dropped her weight down again before snapping her hips forward. Holy fucking shit! This woman knew how to ride. 
Cora was moaning her own pleasure between chants of his name. 
Not wanting to come before she did, Mac shifted one hand forward so his thumb could stroke her clit. Her pace picked up as she found a rhythm with her hips. Circle, slide, snap. Circle, slide, snap. Faster and faster she moved as her breathing picked up and sweat beads formed on her forehead.
Mac fought his own orgasm with everything he had. He would not come before her. He worked her bundle of nerves and fought back the rising tide of pleasure building at the base of his spine until Cora drove her hips down onto him, ground her clit against his thumb, and jerked with pleasure. That was his cue. He shifted his hands back to get a good grip on her hips and thrust up into her three time before his balls tightened and he exploded into the condom.  
He’d thought last night had been a powerful new experience. This showed him that was only the tip of the iceberg with this woman. As their souls returned to their bodies, Cora tipped forward and collapsed against Mac’s chest. He shifted her to the side just enough to be able to remove and tie off the condom. Then he pulled the covers up over both of them and hit play on the audiobook on his phone before wrapping his arms around her and stroking her back.
It took only a few minutes to finish the chapter they’d been in the middle of. “Was that okay?” Cora asked in the momentary silence. 
Mack reached over to stop the book. He wanted to be very clear about this. “No, Cora. I’ve had lots of okay sex before. What we just did was earth-shatteringly awesome. It was so far beyond okay that I’m not sure words exist to describe it.”
“Yeah?” 
“Watching you, feeling you, hearing you; the way you moved and went after your pleasure and the look on your face when you came; the way your pussy clenched around me, and, fuck, I don’t even know, but damn. Yeah, Cora. It was more than okay.” Past women had gone fishing for compliments, and Mac had never had the patience for it. He usually booted them from his bed at the first sign of insecurity, but with Cora, it made him want to hold her tighter and sing her praises until she had no more doubts about her prowess. 
“I liked it, too.” Her smirk made it clear that she understood and appreciated his babbling appreciation for her. 
“Good.” Normally he was the one smirking, but tonight, Mac’s smiles were one hundred percent sincere. He was glad she’d enjoyed it.
“I have to pee. Then we should listen to one more chapter.” She climbed off the bed and grabbed Mac’s T-shirt to pull over her head.
“Okay.” There was nothing more for him to say. She’d made statements with no hint of insecurity. 
While she was in the bathroom, Mac tossed the condom in the trashcan Cora had added to the bedroom. It was another small touch he’d not have thought of. By the time he sat back on the bed, he had to massage the soreness from his cheeks. He wasn’t used to smiling this big for this long. 
Then Cora came back and tucked herself in beside him. He turned the book back on, set the sleep timer, and drifted off to sleep. 




Two Truths and a Lie


Over the next few days, Cora and Mac developed a routine. Since Cora was in training, she was working the same hours each day. They’d get up together and have coffee, and Mac would kiss her cheek before she walked out the front door and drove into town. She’d adjusted the seat and mirrors in the car to fit her frame, and every day she felt a glimmer of awe that they stayed perfectly tuned for her. She’d never had a vehicle of her own before, even though she was well-aware this one didn’t belong to her either.  
Each day she’d get back to the cabin, which she found herself calling home more and more often, and work beside Mac to make dinner. She introduced him to chicken fried steak, which he loved, and he taught her how to make his signature, extra-fluffy pancakes. Mac spent his days working on the property while considering what he wanted to do for work. 
They spent the evenings practicing shooting and self-defense. Sometimes Gloria and Collin came over or Cora and Mac went to their place, but each night ended with Cora curled into Mac’s side on the couch to watch a show on his computer. He’d gotten the internet hooked up, but they had decided to wait to get a TV. The weather was so nice, they both preferred to spend their time outside. 
Mac hadn’t gotten Cora a bed yet either. Neither of them talked about it. They just kept going to Mac’s room together each night. Sometimes they’d mess around; sometimes they’d tease and play; and sometimes they’d just curl up together and listen to the book. They hadn’t had sex again yet, but Cora had been making plans. She’d loved the night he’d given her a massage, so she was putting together how she could return the favor with a happy ending that had her riding him off into the sunset. 
Life was feeling blissfully routine. 
As she turned onto the main road and headed for town, Cora gazed at the mountains in the distance, turned up the volume on her radio, and decided that life couldn’t get much better than this. Her therapist, Karen, had assured her that not feeling overly sad about Shelly’s death was okay, especially since they’d known each other for only a couple of hours. Add in everything else that she’d been dealing with, and Karen had warned her that feelings could bubble up later but not to stress over them not showing up now.  
Today was her last day of training. Her schedule for next week had her running her own register and working an irregular schedule like everyone else. She’d been nervous to show Mac that she’d have to work in the evenings sometimes, but his face had lit up as he rubbed his hands together in glee. “Excellent! We’ll get to make brunch together before you go in, then.”
She and Maddie had turned out to pair up pretty well, so Cora was happy to see a lot of their shifts overlapped even once she was mixed into the schedule with the other cashiers. Maddie never asked Cora questions she didn’t want to answer, and Cora’s dry observations about the work policies reminded Maddie to laugh now and again. 
Cora pulled into an open parking spot right beside Maddie’s car and headed into work.
“You ready to run your own register?” Maddie called out as soon as Cora walked into the break room to stash her stuff in her locker. 
“Uh, don’t we have one more day together?” 
“We’re short-handed. I told Aaron you could handle it on your own, especially if I was close by. So, he’s got us on eight and nine. I’ll be right behind you if you need anything, but you basically did it all yourself yesterday already.”
“Cool. Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Cora didn’t necessarily agree with Maddie’s belief in her, but at least Aaron was the manager. He really was a decent guy who didn’t get mad when Cora messed up. He just helped her fix it and reminded her what to do to avoid it happening again. 
“Oh, hey, there was a guy that stopped by after you left yesterday, too. He caught me as I was heading out and asked about you. I told him to fuck off.” Maddie was looking at her like she was waiting for Cora’s skin to peel back and reveal alien innards. 
“Yeah?” Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. It was Rob. It had to be Rob. It was always fucking Rob. Cora had gotten too comfortable. She’d forgotten that she didn’t get a real happy ending. Everything in her was screaming to run the way she had in Harpers Ferry, but she had Mac’s car. She was not going to add grand theft auto to her list of sins. 
“You okay, Cora?” Maddie was standing right in front of her and inspecting her face.
“Yeah, I’m fine.”
“He’s the ex-stepdad you’re running from, isn’t he?” Maddie asked.
“No, Yeah, I...” How the fuck did Maddie know about that? “Who told you?” 
“No one, but I’m not as stupid as people seem to think. I can put pieces together, and we’ve been working together for a week.” Maddie gave her an unimpressed look. “So the better question is What now?”
“I should go, but I can’t and don’t want to.”
“Then don’t go.”
“He’ll kill me and everyone who tries to stand in his way.” Cora could accept that her part in all of this would only end with death, but that didn’t mean she would allow others to go down with her. 
“Cora, you live with an Army badass. And doesn’t that FBI forest ranger live right next door?”
“Their property isn’t exactly ‘right next door.’ Besides, it’s not fair to drag other people into my mess. What did Rob say when you told him to fuck off?” 
“Okay, first, you weren’t here yet, but a while back there was a killer hunting Gloria. That’s how she and Collin met. He wanted her to hide somewhere safe, but she refused and held her own. She lives for being in the middle of messes. I swear she smiled for a week after that, and not the ‘I just got laid’ smile she always has because of Collin.”
Cora’s face cracked into a smile. She couldn’t help it. She could absolutely picture Gloria standing toe to toe with Collin and insisting she be allowed to be a part of the action. “That doesn’t change my responsibility not to bring trouble into their lives.”
“Who the fuck said that was your responsibility? Mac didn’t tell you that, did he? I don’t know him, but he doesn’t seem like the type. If he did say that, I’ll kick his ass for you.” Maddie’s eyes gleamed with fire. 
This was not helpful, and they needed to clock in and start their shift. “Just tell me how Rob responded as we get our registers set up.” 
“So you are sticking around. Good call.” Then Maddie continued before Cora could argue. The truth was, she wanted to stay. She liked Mac’s cabin and enjoyed life here. She just hated how selfish that made her. “Rob was a dick, but it was just words.” Maddie brushed her off.
“What words, Maddie?” Cora knew Rob didn’t just say words. They usually had meaning, and he loved to follow through on his threats.
“Just some nonsense about watching my back when driving down some of these country roads.” 
And that was apparently the key that unlocked all of Cora’s feeling about Shelly and what had happened that night. They had just grabbed their cash drawers, but Cora set hers right back down on Aaron’s desk and ran for the restroom. She was hurling before her knees hit the ground in front of the toilet. 
Maddie wasn’t too far behind her. “Cora, are you in here?” 
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just give me a minute.” Cora didn’t want anyone to see her like this. She needed to pull her shit together. 
“Okay. Are you sure?” Maddie sounded like she knew Cora was lying, but being Maddie, she wasn’t pushing. 
“Yeah, I’ll be there in two minutes. I’m good. I promise.” 
“I’m going to wait for you in the manager’s office. If you aren’t there in three minutes, I’m coming back,” Maddie warned her.
“It’s okay. I’m good. Thanks.” 
Then Cora went to the sink, washed out her mouth, straightened her vest, and went to work. She ignored the look Maddie kept giving her, dodged Aaron’s questions and check-ins, and smiled at every customer who came through her line. 
At the end of her shift, her register was $4.77 short. They were allowed to be off by only one dollar, but given the way her day had gone, Cora was thrilled it hadn’t been worse. Still, she hated to get written up on her very first shift working her own register.
“You know I have to write it up. Aaron never should’ve put you out there by yourself yet.” Aaron’s shift had ended, and Cassidy had taken over. She was big on following the rules. It was the perfect end to a disastrous day.
“No, wait, she just dropped a five-dollar bill.” Maddie stepped up behind Cora and handed out a five to Cassidy. “It was laying on the floor right here by the door. She’s been the only one in here recently, so it has to be hers, right?” 
Cassidy eyed both of them, but then she took the bill. “Works for me, I suppose. Though your drawer better still be right, Maddie.”
“Mine’s always spot on. You know that.” Maddie waved off the concern as she waited her turn to check out for the day. 
Cora had spent her entire shift trying to figure out how to get Maddie home safe. It was still light out, so maybe she’d be okay, but eventually Rob would find her. After thinking through every possibility, Cora had decided to call Rob. It meant he’d find her faster, but he wouldn’t hurt her new friends along the way. 
After grabbing her stuff from her locker, she stopped and sat on the very bench where she’d eaten an apple on her first trip into town with Mac and dialed the number her mother had taught her before she’d died. She’d told Cora that she could always call Rob for help, but that had been before. Rob had never changed his number, so Cora still knew it by heart. 
Instead of hearing his voice though, she got a message saying his voicemail was full and to try back later. Damn. Now what? She was considering her other options when Maddie stepped out of the office. 
“Ready to go?” she asked Cora.
“Yeah. How was your register?” Cora asked.
“Five cents over. I always keep a five and a few ones in my pocket just in case I need to pull the ‘oops, I must have dropped this’ routine.” 
“Don’t they know?” Cora didn’t think any of the managers were that stupid. Well, maybe Justin, but he was kind of special on a few different levels. Cora dreaded having to work with him. 
“Meh, they don’t really care. I mean, if it were always an issue or more than a few bucks, they’d probably get worked up about it, but at the end of the day, what does it matter so long as the drawer ends up being right.” Maddie shrugged as she said it.
“That seems logical to me.”
“Which is probably why it surprises you,” Maddie gave her a teasing smile. 
“Exactly,” Cora confirmed. They both walked out into the late afternoon sun. It wasn’t sweltering hot, but it was close. Both women pulled off their work vests and slung them over their arms as they headed for their cars. “Hey, Maddie?”
“Yeah?” 
Cora had no idea how to explain everything, but she didn’t want Maddie to be caught by surprise. Her friend deserved to know what could happen. Cora would just keep it to the bare minimum information necessary. She picked at her fingers and stared at her feet while she spoke. “Before I came here, a woman named Shelly tried to help me out. We were driving on a back road when Rob found us and ran us off the side of the mountain. The car didn’t flip, so I was mostly okay, but Shelly had her window open. As we bounced passed trees, her head must have leaned out and gotten caught.”
Looking up, Cora found Maddie staring at her with a dumbfounded expression. “Like, she died?” Maddie asked.
Cora just nodded.
“And you know it was Rob?”
She nodded again.
“Hold on.” Maddie didn’t run away screaming or even promise to be safe. Instead, she pulled up her phone and tapped away at it. “There’s a mention of a car crash that killed one person, but it doesn’t say anything about them being run off the road. You aren’t mentioned at all.”
“I saw Rob in the truck behind us, and once we stopped crashing,” Cora mentally added that to her list of oddest statements she’d ever made, “I saw him pull over, get out, and start climbing down the hill to the car. That’s when I took off down the trail.”
“Okay, so your abusive ex is also a killer. Good to know.” Maddie was looking thoughtful. 
“Please take it seriously.” Cora was desperate. She couldn’t handle any more blood on her hands. 
After a second of thinking, Maddie nodded her head like she’d come to a conclusion. “I’ll stay at my brother’s place tonight. He’s a fucking dickhead, but he won’t kill me. Plus, he lives in those apartments.” Maddie pointed to the complex right across the street from Walmart, and Cora breathed a sigh of relief.
“Thank you.”
“We’ve got this. It’ll be okay. Just make sure you let Mac know what’s up.” Then Maddie opened her car door but stood waiting until Cora did the same.
Cora spent her drive home considering how to mention it to Mac. By the time she hit their driveway, she’d come to a decision. Mac already knew about Rob and some of his history. He already took it seriously and had cameras and locks installed. There was no purpose to adding more worry to his life. Cora would be careful and stay alert, but it would be fine. 
As they’d cooked burgers and zucchini on the grill while relaxing on the porch, Mac had asked Cora what was wrong. She’d told him about running her own register, so she tried to brush it off as nerves about being out of training. Her next shift started at eleven the next morning. She would be able to sleep in, but Mac was meeting with Collin at eight. He’d made the plans before Cora had her new schedule, and she’d assured him that she was fine to spend the morning on her own. When they’d talked about it, Cora had been excited to clean up without Mac around and was planning to bake some cookies to leave for him as a surprise.
Those were both still good ideas, so she shoved her worries about Rob to the back of her brain and focused her energy on planning her list of things to get done the next morning. She bit into her burger but didn’t taste it. The zucchini slid across her tongue without producing any flavor sensation, too. 
Cora did the dishes and sat on the couch with Mac, but mentally, she wasn’t fully there. She kept replaying the night it all started over and over again. Should she have gone along with Jason? Should she have been obedient and done what Rob told her? Mac would likely be safe, but Cora wouldn’t. The last three years had proven to her that Rob was only going to get worse. Staying with him couldn’t be the long-term answer. 
She’d been right to fight. She’d been right to run. But that didn’t make everything she did okay. She knew perfectly well that she’d done something horrible. She just didn’t know how to fix anything. She had started to hope that being here would be a fresh start, but it looked like Rob wasn’t willing to let that happen. 
Mac flipping the computer lid shut startled her back into focusing on what was right in front of her. 
“Let’s skip the show tonight,” he suggested.
“Okay. Should we go listen to more of the book?” she asked.
“I was hoping we could talk first.”
“About what?” Alarm bells were blaring through her head. Now was not a time for conversation. She wanted to flee, but she liked Mac and didn’t want to run from him. So she sat frozen and wide-eyed while waiting for her world to crumble.
“What’s going on with you today?” Mac asked. 
“Nothing. It’s fine.” 
“Please don’t lie to me,” Mac’s soft whisper was a plea.
Cora looked over to see him staring at the floor with his hands tightly clenched together. “It’s just been a long day, and I’m thinking about stuff.”
Mac looked up, but his eyes didn’t have the bright sparkle she was used to seeing. “Will you tell me about it when you’re done thinking?” he asked. 
It was another choice—lie or truth? Cora wanted to be honest with Mac, and he’d asked her not to lie to him. Hell, part of her wanted to tell him everything, but that would mean he’d have to tell others. She would never ask him to betray his duty just for her, and he’d said himself, he wasn’t officially out of the military yet. 
She sighed. “Probably not. I don’t really want to talk about it.”




Dumbass


Mac’s heart broke a little. She wasn’t planning to tell him whatever it was she was hiding. He hadn’t earned her trust despite all the progress they’d made. Why was he continuing to share his bed with her? He was just setting himself up for more misery. He crossed his arms over his chest and scowled. He could feel the fury in his belly, but Mac had been working so hard on dealing with it better that, even now, it was just a flicker. Mostly he just felt sad. He thought he might prefer the anger. At least he knew what to do with that. 
“Mac?” Cora slid across the couch and moved into his space. She touched his elbow lightly.
“I can’t, Cora. I’m sorry. I respect your choice not to tell me stuff, but...” Mac sighed and stood up to put some space between them. He had no idea where to go from here. “Maybe you should sleep on the couch tonight,” he suggested softly.
There were tears streaking down her face. It felt like they matched the rips tearing through his heart. 
She nodded. “I, uh. Actually, I think I’ll head over and crash at Gloria’s.” Then she got up and turned away from him while wiping her face with her hands. 
Mac just stood there. He watched her take steps toward the door. He heard her sniffles. But he couldn’t move. Maybe it wasn’t fair. Hell, he knew it wasn’t fair. None of this was fucking fair. He was starting to think he loved her, but she didn’t trust him enough to confide in him. 
When she reached for the door and pulled it open, he finally broke the silence. “You should take clean clothes and stuff with you.” 
She didn’t look back at him. “You bought it with your money. None of it’s really mine.” Then she did glance over her shoulder. “Thank you for everything. I am sorry.” 
The screen door slammed behind her, and Mac collapsed onto the couch. He dropped his face into his hands and tried to summon the rage that used to appear with ease. He wanted to smash and destroy. He wanted to shred this life he’d started to build, but the rage wouldn’t come. He just felt empty. 
He woke up to the sun cresting the horizon and blasting in through the still-open front door. He hadn’t managed to drag himself to bed the night before. Sleeping on the couch had been a horrible choice, but then that’s what Mac did. He made horrible and impulsive choices. What was he supposed to do now?
Coffee. It was morning and morning meant coffee. When he walked into the kitchen, he opened the cabinet and spotted the bottle of real maple syrup he’d picked up from a nearby farm. He’d been so excited to share it with Cora when they made brunch together. Instead, he limited the coffee to half a pot and then moved his sadness to the front porch. He needed to get a dog. 
He was debating where to find one or who to call to ask about the best places in the area when his phone rang. It was Gloria. He couldn’t picture her being happy about Cora showing up so late last night, so he debated letting it go to voicemail to spare himself the lecture, but she was his friend. He’d have to face her sometime. Besides, if he didn’t pick up, she was likely to hike over and yell at his face. He much preferred the phone. At least then he could pull it away from his ear and didn’t need to school his face to look appropriately reprimanded. 
He answered it.
“Mac, is everything okay?” Gloria’s voice was high and panicky.
“Yes? I think? Why?”
“Cora didn’t text me back about her work schedule and when we could get together to practice our moves. Her phone went straight to voicemail, so I got worried.” Now Gloria sounded annoyed. 
Mac grunted at her.
“Anyway, could you toss a blanket over her nakedness and hand her the phone? I have a move that I’ve been dying to show her, and I know her new schedule gives her more freedom during the day.” 
“She’s not naked.” As Mac spoke, his still sleepy brain put the pieces together. It was his turn to panic. “Gloria, she’s not here. She went to your place last night. She should be there.”
There were a few beats of silence. 
“Hang on, Mac.” Then he could hear her yelling for Collin to go check the cabins and find Cora. “I’m sure she just didn’t want to bother us last night, and I’ve told her to make herself at home.”
There was only one way for Mac to respond. “I’m on my way.” Then he hung up, pulled his shoes on, and took off toward the trail that connected their properties. Given her comment about her clothes and stuff, he hadn’t been surprised she’d left the car behind, but now he was cursing himself and her for not ensuring she had a flashlight. And why the fuck wasn’t she answering her phone? That brought him to a screeching halt. Between him and Collin, they could get somebody to trace her phone and find her. But that only worked if her phone was with her. 
He darted back into the house and paced from room to room while calling Cora’s phone. He found it on the dining table. The lid to their newest puzzle project had fallen on top of it, and it was set to vibrate. He heard the rumble only because he was listening for it. He swore and headed back outside. He leapt the porch steps and hit the ground at a full sprint and didn’t slow down until he was on the trail to Gloria’s. Even then, he only slowed enough to check his surroundings for any sign of Cora. He found nothing. Where the hell was she?
He arrived at Gloria’s to find her and Collin both pacing with their phones pressed to their ears. “Did you find anything?” Gloria asked as soon as she hung up. 
“No. You?”
Collin hung up also. “I just told my boss I’m going to work in the field today. That gives me the leeway to check out anywhere in the National Forest.” 
Mac should be thanking his friend, but he wasn’t there yet. “Do you know where she is, Gloria? Any idea where she might go?” There had to be something. They could find her. Maybe she’d just stepped off the trail and gotten lost between their places? 
He must have looked as freaked out as he felt. Gloria looked at Collin before she answered him. “Mac, I just called the other hostel owners in the area in case she shows up anywhere nearby, but maybe it would help if we knew when and why she left your place right now.” 
He didn’t have time to rehash all of that. They needed to find her. 
Collin interrupted his thoughts. “Mac, slow down a minute. We’ll find her faster if we understand the situation.” 
That was enough to respark his anger. He welcomed it, too. Then he snarled out, “You don’t want to help find her. Fine. Fuck. You. I’ll find her myself.” His fists were clenched at his side, and Collin was sizing him up. 
“We’re going to do it this way, huh? Gloria, would you go get some ice packs. I have a feeling both of us will need them soon.” Then Collin swung at him. Well, the hell with that. Mac swung back, but Collin ducked. After the third hit Collin scored, he took Mac to the ground and wrestled him into a half nelson. It was the same way he’d won when they sparred back in the Army, too. Except instead of giving him a hard time or encouraging him to call uncle, this time Collin was talking to him in a disturbingly calm voice. “I get it, man. No one makes you as crazy as the woman you love, and we will find her. But we need your help, Mac. We need you to think and be smart. We’re not going to find her by running around like cave men, though I understand the inclination. We gotta do better than that. Cora deserves your best, and you know it.”
“She doesn’t fucking trust me,” Mac screamed out. “That’s why she left, you asshole. She doesn’t fucking trust me, and she wouldn’t even take her clothes or her toothbrush or her car or anything! She just fucking left me.” 
“See, now we’re getting somewhere.” Collin released the pressure on his hold.
Part of Mac wanted to lay into him all over again. Another part of him was too tired and too sad to give a shit. But the biggest part of Mac, the part of him that he was learning to follow, was hung up on the stuff Collin had said about him loving Cora. Mac sat up on the grass and started yanking it out by the fistfuls, but he talked while he did it. “Something happened at work yesterday. I don’t know what, and I kept waiting for her to talk about it, but she didn’t. I watched her stew over it all through dinner. She just got quieter and more thoughtful as the evening went on. I couldn’t just sit there beside her and pretend like nothing was wrong anymore, so I asked her about it. I even told her I understood if she just didn’t want to tell me about it yet. But she said she’d never tell me about it. She doesn’t trust me.” 
Gloria stomped over to him and slammed a towel full of ice against his bruised cheek. “You’re a dumbass!”
“Ow! What the fuck?” 
Gloria was usually nice or at least not this mean. He looked to Collin for help. 
Collin shrugged and said, “I can’t say I fully understand, but I’m not betting against Gloria on this one.” Then he turned to his wife. “You want to maybe give us a bit more to go on though?”
Gloria sighed like she was dealing with stupid children. Then she crossed her arms and pointed at Mac. “I want you to think back for real and tell me exactly what she said.”
Mac took a second to do as she asked. He could see Cora standing there. He’d looked down and heard her say... What exactly had she said? He closed his eyes and replayed the scene in his mind. Probably not. I don’t want to talk about it. He repeated what she’d said to Gloria.
“Okay, now go back a step further. What did you say or ask right before that?” 
‘Uh, we were talking about, well...“ Mac realized he was about to say nonsense about talking about talking. He stopped himself and thought back. “She’d been thoughtful and quiet, so I asked her what was up. She said she was thinking. I asked her if she’d tell me about it when she was done thinking.”
“And that’s when she told you probably not?” Gloria checked. 
“Yeah.” Mac could feel the side of his face starting to swell. Stupid Collin never was willing to pull his punches. Asshole. 
“You dumbass,” Gloria said again. 
Mac raised his eyebrows at Collin. He wasn’t big on hitting women, but Gloria was pushing it. 
Collin must have understood his look, but instead of pushing Gloria along, he growled at Mac. “You get within one fucking foot of her, and I’ll knock out every tooth in your mouth and laugh while you spend the rest of your life eating through a straw, asshole.” 
Mac put his hands up in surrender.
“Okay, listen.” Gloria pulled their attention back to her. She looked at Mac first. “She wasn’t saying she didn’t trust you. Hell, she was saying the opposite.” 
How hard had Mac been hit? That didn’t make any sense to him. 
Gloria sighed but continued. “Two, three weeks ago, or whenever we first met her, she was scared of everything. She was constantly checking that it was okay to answer the way she wanted before she did. Remember the lemonade?” 
“Yeah.” Mac thought back to the way he’d offered it to her because he knew she liked it but wouldn’t ask for it. It was the same thing back at home. She used to ask if things were okay or if she was allowed to do things, but it had gotten so much better. She moved around their cabin freely and had even started lecturing Mac about tracking mud into the living room. He’d gone out of his way to do it again just to see the look on her face when she got all worked up. It was absolutely worth cleaning up the mess. That was why he was so surprised that she didn’t trust him enough to tell him what she was thinking. 
Gloria finally gave up on waiting for him to figure it out and explained, “She would never have refused to tell you something before. Even if it was private or something she didn’t want to share, she’d have told you out of fear of what might happen if she didn’t.” Gloria paused for a minute and looked at Mac like this was supposed to be making sense to him. Then she sighed in frustration.
“Oh my gosh. Okay listen, we all have things we don’t want to tell people about. It could be anything from a surprise party to considering changing jobs to thinking about what to get you for Christmas and then freaking out because that’s so far away. All of those and a billion other things are stuff she might have been thinking about but not want to tell you about.”
Huh. That made sense. Mac had jumped to her not trusting him. He’d kicked her out. Well, not really, but mostly. He’d told her to sleep on the couch. He’d kicked her out of their bed, and if it really was theirs, that shouldn’t be something he had the power to do. Damn. “I’m a dumbass,” he said.
“Yes, but now we need to find the woman who loves your dumbass. The odds of you finding a second one like her are slim at best, so you should not let this one get away,” Gloria reminded him. 
“Wait, you think she loves me?” he asked. 
This time, Collin answered, “You two are so fucking head-over-heels for each other I get a toothache just watching you.” 
“We need to find her.” Mac’s rage was gone, but his drive to find Cora and make sure she was safe was back in full force.
Collin pulled himself up to his official I’m-an-authority-figure stance and pulled a notebook from his pocket. “What time did she leave your place?” he asked.
“Around nine, I think. She was wearing her favorite jeans. They’re a lighter color and—“ Mac stopped himself. Collin did not need to know how Cora’s jeans framed her ass perfectly. “They fit her well,” he finished instead.
“Yeah, I bet. Okay what shirt? Did she have a jacket? Take a flashlight with her? Does she have her cell phone?” Collin rapid-fired the questions, but Mac was prepared to answer all of them.
“She was wearing the Shenandoah National Park T-shirt she’d worn to work. No jacket, and her phone was left on the table. I don’t think she had a flashlight with her either.”
“Son of a bitch,” Collin swore. 
“We need to call Doug,” Gloria stared at Collin as she said it.
He swore again but agreed. “If anyone else finds her or spots her, the sheriff needs to know she is missing.” Then he clenched his teeth and flexed his jaw. “Call him, for us?” he asked his wife.
She nodded and pulled out her phone. 
“Okay, so she left your place and planned to hike over here in the dark with no flashlight. Odds are good she got lost along the way, so we should start by searching the forest around here. I’ll give Todd and some of the other rangers a call and see who’s available to help.” Collin’s wheels were spinning as he put together a plan. 
“I want to help look for her,” Mac demanded. 
“I wouldn’t ask you not to,” Collin assured him. “Take your phone with you and hike to your place and back. Look for any places where the vegetation is trampled or a side trail leads off, but do NOT follow anything you find. Come back here, and report in. Then we can go look together or split up and check two offshoots at the same time. In either case, we need to know where you are.”
“Got it.” Mac picked himself up off the ground, dropped the ice to the dirt, and tucked the towel into his back pocket. It might be nice to have later. 
“Mac,” Collin hollered at him before he could head for the trail. “Do not go off without telling us where you are. Do you understand?”
“Yeah.” 
Collin didn’t believe him, but then Mac had never been a great liar. 
“My wife’s right. You are a dumbass. At least send us texts when you have service, and remember that if we find her before you and can’t get ahold of you, you’ll be the last one to know if she’s okay.” 
Damn, that last part stung. “Fine. I’ll text.” Then Mac took off to go find Cora. 




On the Run, Again


She should have lied. She should have taken her stuff. She should have at least grabbed a flashlight. How did she keep ending up wandering through the woods at night with nothing but the clothes on her back? Cora swore the next time she found a home, she was going to chain herself to the damn pipes. At least here she knew where she was and where she was going. She stepped slowly and carefully but was able to follow the path toward Gloria and Collin’s place.  
She was almost halfway there when she heard the rustling. Without a flashlight, she had no way of telling what it was, but odds were good it would just be a possum or a squirrel. At least, that’s what she’d thought right up until the source of the rustling laughed. 
“I was looking for a chance to get you alone. I just expected to have to work a bit harder to get it, but here you are on a silver platter. You missed me, didn’t you.” Rob wasn’t just off his rocker; he’d gone full-blown psycho. He was cackling and circling her with a rope in one hand and a gun in the other. Could he even shoot a gun? 
Cora doubted it. But was she willing to bet her life on it? She considered her options and thought back to everything Gloria had taught her. Second locations were bad. Running sooner was always better than waiting. 
“Actually, I was thinking—“ She could distract him and take off.
But he didn’t let her get that far. He brought the gun up and slammed it down on her head. She felt the explosion of pain, but her world went black before she hit the ground. 
Cora woke up in a small cave. It was daylight, but early enough for the sun to still be close to the horizon. She was shivering, and her head was pounding.
“Want some water?” Rob sneered at her. 
Water sounded amazing, but she didn’t trust Rob not to drug it or fuck only knows what. She’d get water at home. And she was going home. “I’m fine. Where are we?” she asked.
“Oh, this place makes a nice little hideaway. It was too far to carry you back to the truck, but now you’ll be able to walk there. So if you don’t need water, you must be ready to go, right?”
She was not ready to go, but she also needed to look around and figure out where they were. Surely, she could make a run for it while they walked. She had to. Even if he fired at her, his odds of hitting her were slim, and someone would hear the shots. Maybe even Collin. Would anyone be looking for her? 
Cora shook her head, winced, and shoved that thought away. It didn’t matter if anyone was looking for her or not. She was taking responsibility for herself in this new life and that meant she’d get away and find her own rescue. 
“Yeah, fine. Let’s go, but we need to walk slow.” Cora wanted out of the cave, but she didn’t want Rob to push them too far too fast. 
“Great. I just need to tie your wrist to mine, and we can be on our way,” he sneered at her. 
Well, that would add a new level of challenge. Or would it? She thought about what Gloria had taught her and what she’d practiced on Mac. She didn’t have a ton of moves, but Gloria had been insistent about her understanding momentum and the theory behind using someone’s own force against them. One day, she’d made Cora practice trying to take Mac down without teaching her any new moves, and she’d made Mac mix-up how he came at her. She’d failed eighty percent of the time, but one out of five attacks, she’d taken his ass to the ground. Those weren’t terrible odds.
“Give me your right wrist,” Rob demanded.
She held it out. “You know how clumsy I am, so leave it long enough that I don’t pull you down when I fall.” If he gave her enough rope, she could hang him with it. Or something like that anyway. Cora continued to ponder the physics of it and everything she’d learned as Rob tied them together. 
Then he led them out of the cave with his left wrist tied to her right one. They were standing in a field of boulders, but he didn’t direct them out and across the rocks. Rob turned them back toward the forest behind them. They followed a rough, overgrown path until it intersected with the trail marked by white, which Cora now knew was the Appalachian Trail. 
She knew where she was, or at least she had a rough idea. She kept her celebration silent as she watched for signs. Did Gloria have signs pointing to Great Hikes Hostel? Cora knew the path to Mac’s place was only marked with old No Trespassing signs, but she also knew there were signs about water sources and safety markers, though some were spelled saftey, and of course there were all the signs about the shelters. 
Cora’s memory wasn’t perfect, but having hiked from Shenandoah down to Mac’s place, she knew she would recognize some of the signs they passed if they were on that stretch of the trail. On the other hand, if they were south of Gloria’s hostel, everything would look foreign. Either way, it should be enough for her to know which direction to run. 
It didn’t turn out to be a sign that told her where she was though. It was a tree. There was an unusually twisted tree with droopy branches near the trail that led home. She’d thought it was odd the first time she’d turned toward the old, abandoned cabin, but now it made the perfect marker. This was her chance.
“Hey, Rob!” she screamed as loud as she could. “Where the fuck are you taking me?” 
She watched for him to shift his weight to turn around and face her. The second he was balanced mostly on one foot, she yanked on the rope with all her strength and leapt on top of him. She clamped one hand around the other fist and pummeled him until he lost consciousness. 
Cora didn’t know how long it would last, and she couldn’t find anything to cut the rope with. Home was so close. She just wanted to be back at the cabin with Mac. She wanted to go to work at Walmart and joke with Maddie about how stupid the policies were. She wanted to hike with Gloria and get a dog of her own. 
Tears were streaming down her face, but Cora didn’t care. Fuck it all. She wanted to go home, so that was what she was going to do. She got a good grip on the rope and headed down the trail, dragging Rob behind her. 
She’d gotten a lot stronger during her time with Mac. Despite dragging another human behind her, the trail still felt shorter than it had the first time she’d hiked this way. And the downhill slide made dragging Rob easy enough for her to delight in every tree root and rock his head smacked into. 
Cora was going home. She was going to turn Rob over to…well, not the police because she still didn’t want to go there, but she’d figure out something. More importantly, she’d tell Mac everything, or at least she’d promise to the second he was officially out of the military. Either way, she’d give him that choice. She was so fucking sick of running, and she didn’t want to spend her life hiding. 
By the time she tore through the tree line and into the yard, she was physically exhausted but mentally ready to fight. Unfortunately, Rob was starting to stir. She was going to learn to hit harder. Surely Mac could help her with weightlifting or something. If he couldn’t, Gloria would likely be up for the task. 
“Mac!” she screamed. “Mac!”
Please let him answer her. Please let him hear her. 
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Rob grumbled as he tried to pull himself up from the ground. 
He made it as far as his knees before Cora yanked on the rope to knock him back down again. The gun had been left behind in the woods somewhere. At least she thought it had. She sure as hell hoped it had. But where the fuck was Mac?
She headed for the shed, yanking and tugging on Rob to drag him along. He was putting up a fight, but Cora’s will was greater than his strength. If she could get to a hammer, or a saw, or pruning shears, or fucking anything better than her bare hands, she could make this work. 
Rob had come back to his senses and was back on his feet the minute Cora stopped to open the shed door. 
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing, you stupid little bitch?” he asked as he charged at her. 
Cora dropped a squat and knocked his feet out from under him. She tried to twist around to wrap the rope around his throat, but he kicked her knee to knock her down, too. 
“Ah ha ha! Here comes your white knight now!” Rob crowed. “Does he know he’s fucking a murderer? I bet you forgot to mention that part, didn’t you?” 
Cora looked up to see Mac charging toward them, but he stopped at Rob’s words. He defended her though, and that hurt Cora even more. 
“You killed that girl, you asshole,” Mac screamed back. “You ran her off the road. That was not Cora’s fault.” 
But Mac didn’t know the whole truth. Yes, Rob had killed Shelly, but he was also right to call Cora a murderer. 
She didn’t have any tears left to cry. She was probably dehydrated. She watched in horror as Mac pressed buttons on his phone and shouted for the sheriff to come out right away. 
“I’m sorry, Mac. I should have told you, or left, or something,” she cried. 
“That’s right, Mac,” Rob taunted. “There’s a lot your stupid cunt didn’t bother to share, and you can blame me for that car accident all you want. It doesn’t change the fact that Cora here is a cold-blooded killer.”
“The fuck she is,” Mac was still defending her. 
Cora was close enough to the shed for it to be easy to pull open the door. Thankfully, there was a saw within reach. She started hacking away at the rope, but it didn’t want to snap easily. If she could just get free, she could run away again. She didn’t want to, but Mac had already called the sheriff. 
“Cora?” Mac tried to get her attention, but she ignored him. She just kept sawing away at the rope, even as he walked up to her and Rob. 
“Oh, what’s the big, bad man going to do? You know you can’t be with a killer, right? I do believe the Army frowns on that sort of thing.” Rob was still talking.
“Cora, look at me,” Mac pleaded.
Cora kept working the saw across the rope. 
“What the fuck did you do with my gun, bitch?” Rob asked her. “Never mind. Fuck this.” Then he pulled out a knife from his ankle and cut himself free from Cora. She hadn’t thought to check there.
She looked down at where she’d barely made a dent with the saw. She was such a fucking failure. What was she thinking? 
“Tell him what you did, Cora. Tell your lover who, or should I say what, you really are.” 
Fucking Rob. “He’s right, Mac. I’m sorry, but he’s right. I killed Jason. I stabbed him with a steak knife, like a bunch of times.”
“Nineteen, Cora. You stabbed that fucker nineteen times,” Rob added with a disturbing look of pride. “But then you tried to leave me. I thought we established that wasn’t an option.” 
Cora was trying so hard to block out Rob’s words, but Mac was just staring at her and looking confused.
“Who’s Jason?” he asked.
“Oh, she really didn’t tell you anything, did she? Oh well, too late now, I suppose.” 
Then Rob stepped closer to Mac and slashed at him in slow motion. At least, it felt like slow motion to Cora. In reality, it may have happened in the blink of an eye. Mac had tried to move out of the way, so she thought Rob had only grazed him, but there was a red bloom on Mac’s shirt. It looked just like the red that spilled from Jason. 
Cora couldn’t let Mac end up that way. Jason had been evil, but Mac was good. Jason tried to hurt her, while Mac fought to make her happy. She was already guilty of killing one man. The least she could do was stop Rob from killing the man she loved. And she did love Mac. 
So, before Rob could take another swing with his knife, she used the freedom he’d given her when he cut the rope to step further into the shed. The pitchfork was lying just inside the door where she’d left it that day Rob had first shown up. Cora remembered how proud Mac was of her strength that day, and she channeled it into tightening her grip on the handle again today. Cora stepped back out of the shed just in time to see Rob make a second swipe at Mac. Mac blocked it with his arm, but Rob had sliced downward, leaving a gash just above Mac’s wrist. 
Cora held the fork in front of her with the tines aimed at the back of Rob’s chest. Yelling increases the force of your strike, Gloria had told her. So, Cora released a primal roar of fury for every year Rob had stolen of her life. She thought about each day she’d not been able to choose her own path as she drove the rusty metal spikes between his ribs and out through the front of his chest. She pushed onward until his weight pulled the fork down to stab into the dirt, ripping the handle from her grasp. Rob gurgled and gasped and went blank with his eyes open and staring into the abyss. 
Cora turned to Mac and stared. What was she supposed to do now? She really was a killer, and Mac deserved to know the full truth. She wouldn’t take away his choice the way Rob had stolen hers. 
She felt sadness crack through her face, but there were no more tears to cry. She’d survived. “He’s right. I killed Jason, and now I’ve killed Rob. I am a murderer.” 
She had no idea what to do about it though. She didn’t want to go to prison. She didn’t want to be put on trial and judged by a bunch of strangers. She’d fought so hard, but maybe this was her destiny. Maybe fighting wasn’t enough. 
“Cora, you just saved my life. Rob was trying to kill me. He would have succeeded if you hadn’t done what you did.”
Cora dropped down to sit on the grass. She had no idea what to do or say next. Part of her wanted to run for the woods, but she was so sick of running. 
She watched Mac call Collin but couldn’t pay enough attention to hear anything he said. She ignored the sirens she could vaguely hear in the distance. She let herself fall back onto the ground still wet with dew and stared up at the blue sky. A flock of crows flew overhead, and Cora wished she could fly away with them. 





Epilogue


Sheriff Riley had proven to be a good man when he’d allowed Mac to ride in the same ambulance with Cora to the hospital. Physically, it looked like she just had scratches, bumps, and bruises, but there was something else wrong. She was completely checked out. When Mac had held her hand, she’d clasped it back and whispered, “Please don’t leave,” but that had been it.  
Once they arrived, the hospital staff tried to separate them, but Cora’s grip on Mac’s hand had been stronger than their will to follow procedure or policy. In the end, she’d sat in the chair by his bedside while they tended to his injuries. Luckily, the stab wound had been mostly superficial. Rob’s blade had glanced off the outer edge of Mac’s ribcage. It bled profusely and required an impressive number of stitches, but nothing serious had been hurt. 
There had been some debate about stitching up his arm, but in the end, he’d convinced them that a thorough cleaning and well-placed butterfly bandages would do just fine. There were few things in life Mac despised more than the odd tugging sensation that came with someone weaving thread through numbed flesh. 
Of course, everyone had asked them the same questions about what happened over and over. They’d tried to get answers from Cora, but she’d refused to make eye contact with anyone but Mac. Eventually, they’d requested a psych consult for her, but Mac was confident she’d be fine. She’d already survived so much he couldn’t believe this would be the straw that broke her.
Besides, her silence made it easier for him to conveniently forget to mention anything about Jason. He still wasn’t sure what the situation was with that, but he knew Cora wasn’t a cold-blooded killer.
Despite Mac’s injuries being the more obvious, it was Cora’s psych eval that had them placed in a room for the night for observation. He’d been handed discharge papers with instructions for follow-up care. It hadn’t stopped him from maintaining his grip on Cora’s hand as they were moved to a quieter space. 
Once the hustle and bustle faded, Mac was relieved to see Cora perk up. He knew it would happen, but when she vocally insisted that he join her on the bed that was officially hers, he’d heard the same clear confidence she’d conjured that very first night in his cabin. 
He’d climbed in beside her, allowed her to find her favorite spot with her ear to his chest, and offered to turn on the audio book for them. But Cora waved him off. Instead, she started talking. She told him about Rob’s decision to pimp her out to his friends. She repeated Jason’s threats about how he wanted to hurt her. Then she repeated what she’d said earlier about stabbing him with a steak knife. 
This time, Mac believed her without a doubt. He knew that she was strong enough to stand up for herself. He had seen her commitment to keeping herself whole and safe, and he told her how proud he was and how much he loved her ability to survive. 
They’d spent that whole night talking and crying together. They shared every secret, confessed every fear, and committed to spending their lives together no matter what. Just before sunrise, Mac drifted off to the sound of Cora’s soft snores. 
The next day, Cora had asked Mac to take her home. The psych eval had been slow coming. Since she was mostly back to normal, the doctor had consulted with the therapist she’d been seeing through telehealth. When everyone agreed that Cora would be staying with Mac and keeping her appointments with Karen, she got her own set of discharge papers. 
So they’d gone home, and Mac had taken her to their bed. He’d put on his favorite sweatpants, pulled one of his T-shirts over Cora’s head, and tucked them both under the covers. She immediately found his heartbeat with her ear. 
Neither of them had any words left to share. After spending the entire night in the hospital talking, turning on an imaginary story about someone else’s problems was what both of them needed. They listened as Ryland Grace programed his computer to learn the musical language of his new friend. When the timer turned off the book, Mac listened to the musical cadence of Cora’s breathing as she slept safe and secure in his arms. Then his own exhaustion pulled him under. 
Unfortunately, he awoke to the sound of someone beating on his new front door. “Open up. It’s Sheriff Riley, and I know you’re in there.” 
Well, fuck. That wasn’t someone he could ignore. 
“He’s coming to arrest me, isn’t he?” Cora asked as she wiped the sleep from her eyes. 
“Nope. There are a number of reasons he could be here, but I saw the look in his eyes when he took in the scene here the other day. He’s not going to arrest you. I promise.” They’d only exchanged a few words that day, but it had been enough to convince Mac that Sheriff Riley was one of the good ones. No way in hell was he going to arrest someone for defending themselves from someone who’d abused them for almost a decade. 
Mac climbed out of bed and asked Cora, “Do you want to come with me to talk to him, or do you want to stay here?”
She was chewing on her cheek. Between that and her fingernails, Mac could always tell when she was nervous. “Uh, I don’t know?” 
“Come with me, then, and we’ll face him together.” Mac would happily face anything the world could throw at them as long as he had Cora there with him. 
She nodded her agreement and pulled on a pair of shorts under his T-shirt. Damn he loved the sight of her wearing his clothes. Mac had to remind Mini Mac that the sheriff did not want to talk to him. 
“You get coffee going, and I’ll open the door,” he suggested. 
“Okay.” Cora turned toward the kitchen. 
It would give the two men a minute to chat alone. He pulled open the door.
“Sorry to bother you, Mac, but the hospital said they released Cora,” Sheriff Riley didn’t bother with small talk.
“Yeah, why?” 
“No offer of coffee?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.
“That depends on why you’re here, Sheriff.” 
“Hmm. Tell you what. How about I leave my hat at the door and have a nice cup of coffee with my friends before I interview the witness I’m required to get a statement from.”
“Yeah?” Mac wasn’t sure what exactly that meant, but he liked that the man was just here for a statement.
“Call me Doug for now and invite me in please. It’s weird to stand here in your doorway.”
“Fine.” Mac stepped back from the door but glared at Doug.
Doug strolled right into the kitchen and said, “Good morning, Cora. How are you feeling?”
“Uh.” Cora’s eyes darted to Mac. “I’m good? Uh, what brings you by, Sheriff?” 
“Please call me Doug. I’m here as a friend right now. Before I leave, I need to get an official statement about how you had nothing to do with the death of a man named Jason, because Rob was a crazy son of a bitch and was trying to frame you, which is why you ran away. But for now, I’m just here for coffee with friends.” 
Huh. Looked like Sheriff Riley really was a good guy. 
“Come join us, Mac. I have a feeling Cora’s more comfortable with you close by right now. I have to imagine the other day scared her.” 
“You get that she saved my life, right? Not the other way around,” Mac pointed out. 
“Oh yeah. There’s no doubt about that, though I’m glad to hear you recognize it. That’s why I was thinking she’d want to keep you close. You save someone and then spend the next several months, or years, worried that someone could undo your hard work.” Doug gave Cora a knowing look.
“Is that true?” Mac asked her.
“Kind of? I hadn’t thought about it like that, but yeah. Every time I’d close my eyes at the hospital, I worried I’d wake up to find you’d died after all.” 
“Was that why you panicked when you woke up and I wasn’t there?” 
Cora nodded at him. 
“Okay. I’ll stay close as long as you want.” Hell, Mac would happily follow her around like a love-sick puppy, especially when she smiled at him like she was right then. 
“Sorry to interrupt, but any chance you’d be willing to tell your friend, Doug, about what happened with Jason?” Sheriff Riley broke into their conversation.
Cora sighed but told him about everything, from her mother dying to trying to leave when she turned eighteen to Rob trying to pimp her out to his friend, Jason. 
When she was done, Sheriff Riley assured her, “You are a strong and powerful woman, Cora. I’m glad to have you as part of our community here. I’ll type up your official statement about Rob killing Jason, if that’s okay with you. At the end of the day, it sure feels like it was Rob’s fault that Jason ended up dead, one way or another.”
Cora just nodded her head. 
“I’ll bring it by tomorrow to get your signature.”
Then the sheriff stood up from the table and shook Cora’s hand. 
Mac walked him to the door, but before the sheriff left, he asked one more question. “I hear you’re looking for a job. Have you ever thought about being a deputy? I’ve got an opening.” 
It wasn’t something Mac had thought about, but it appealed to him. He wouldn’t be stuck in an office. He could use his Army skills. “That doesn’t sound like a bad idea.” Then he looked back toward the kitchen. How would Cora feel about him being in law enforcement?
Sheriff Riley seemed to read his mind. “See what she thinks, take the time you need together, and give me a call when you’re ready,” he said with a knowing smirk. 
“Will do. Thanks, Sheriff.” 
After Mac closed and locked the door, he turned around to find Cora looking him over from head to toe. 
“Want a massage?” she asked.
She had a sexy look in her eyes, but after everything, Mac wasn’t about to make assumptions. “I never say no to a massage, but—“
Cora didn’t let him finish. “Good, because I want my happy ending—cowgirl style.” Then she dropped her shorts to the floor and headed to the bedroom with her hips swaying. When she got to the doorway, she looked back over her shoulder and pulled Mac’s T-shirt over her head. 
That was all the invitation he needed. 
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