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      Once upon a time, there was a girl who loved a boy. The girl knew she wanted to be with the boy forever from the moment she sat across from him during an interview for a graphic artist job. There was something about how easily he smiled and laughed at every funny thing she said, which she does when she’s uncomfortable; she becomes a comedian. Even her lousy jokes landed well with him. He was open, honest, and a good person—those traits emanated from the boy like a hearth warming the chambers of her heart on a cold and stormy night.

      She landed the job, of course. And her crush on the boy brewed for months because she was afraid to tell him or even show him how she truly felt. He was quite the catch at their company. So many women fell in love with him too. And not only because of his good looks. The boy was simply the best kind of man. He looked you in the eye when he spoke to you, making you feel as if you were the only person who mattered in the world. He was strong, loyal, and believed in the best of others. So no, he couldn't have loved her. She had only attracted emotionally stunted men, who lost interest after learning that despite her free and generous spirit, she couldn’t save them from dullness or narcissism. And in return, they would leave her devastatingly heartbroken.

      No… The boy had been more than she could ever imagine, more than she ever thought she deserved.

      Then, one day, she told him how he made her feel. The words gushed out of her like the downpour of Niagara Falls. She said she loved him from the moment she looked into his eyes. She said she hoped he could find something in her to love too. She said she didn't deserve someone like him because no man like him ever liked her. Then, the boy stopped her from talking, kissed her Cupid’s bow mouth, and asked her to join him for dinner.

      They had been inseparable from that night until…

      Perhaps the boy worked too much. Maybe the boy suppressed too much anguish and hate. Perhaps the boy hadn't gone to get himself checked out when the headaches started because he thought it was just stress. Probably if the boy had…

      Perhaps.

      Just perhaps if he had done something else, anything else…

      I stop squeezing my eyes shut and open them to whisper, “Perhaps the boy would still be alive.”
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            LAKE CLARK

          

          THE MONTH OF JANUARY

        

      

    

    
      Drawing a deep breath, I shake off lingering thoughts of Mason, my late husband who passed away just over two years ago. I let my Weekender bag slip from my fingers, and it lands with a pronounced thud on the luxurious hardwood floor. Despite the weight of exhaustion and my ever-present grief, I can't help but be acutely aware of the remarkable setting I've stepped into.

      Nestled in Aspen, Colorado's alpine wilderness, my best friend's family's luxury mountain villa stands out against the snow-covered landscape like a jewel. Before my helicopter landed, I was captivated by the tall, majestic pine trees surrounding the property. Their snow-dusted branches and dark green needles created a striking contrast against the pristine white backdrop. Beyond, the towering majesty of the Colorado Rockies loomed, their snow-capped peaks piercing the overcast sky. I’m a long way from the hustle and bustle of New York City. I hope coming here wasn’t a mistake.

      But now I'm safely inside, the contrast in temperature to the frosty outdoors is startling. As I peel off my coat, I let my heavy head tilt back so that I can take in the view through the skylights above. There’s nothing to see but an opaque gray sky that seeps into my irises, making me squint. I stand here, profoundly aware that just because I changed locations my persistent heartbreak has not lessened. My vision blurs with tears, intensifying the haunting sense of loss that has been plaguing me for a very long time. Then, streaks of tears trickle down my cheeks, offering a bitter warmth in their trail.

      "You're all set,” chirps my young escort, who looks like she’s barely out of her teens.

      The young woman, along with two others, had accompanied me on the helicopter ride. Somewhere between her introduction and this moment, I've forgotten her name. Such lapses are unusual for me, a quirk that started after Mason's passing.

      "Thank you," I manage, my words emerging as a barely audible whisper.

      She tilts her head, eyes meeting mine. I witness the subtle shift — her professional demeanor softening into genuine concern.

      "As I mentioned earlier, my card is on the kitchen island," she says gently. "Please, call anytime you need anything. Regardless of the hour. We're available to assist you 24/7."

      "I appreciate that. Thank you," I respond, quickly wiping away my tears with the back of my hand when I realize she's noticed them. "Sorry, just a bit worn out," I add, forcing a shaky laugh.

      “No, it’s okay. It’s just...” Her voice fades, and her lips press into a thin line. She takes a fleeting glance over her shoulder before returning her gaze to me. "Are you certain you wouldn’t prefer to have someone here with you during your stay? The butler is very discreet."

      "No," I reply firmly, wanting to stifle any further suggestion of extra company. Solitude is what I need. "I'll be fine, really. I mean—I've been crying for two years, what's one more day?" My attempt at levity falls flat as my nervous chuckle echoes hollowly between us.

      "Okay, well," she exhales, her expression remaining worried. "All your provisions have been put away. And you've got the app, right?"

      My nod is clipped. “I have the app."

      She presses her palms together, cradling them against her chest. "Don't hesitate to reach out if you need any suggestions.”

      "Thank you." My tone bristles with impatience, hinting at my eagerness for her departure.

      Despite the cues I’m giving her to go, her feet remain rooted to the spot, and we're left locked in a staring match. I can tell she's reluctant to leave me alone.

      "Look, I'll be fine," I try to reassure her. "I know I'm a bit out of sorts, but I just need some sleep. I mean, I've been on an airplane for four hours, then a helicopter, and..." My voice trails off as my explanation falls flat. A four-hour private flight and a fifteen-minute helicopter ride aren't enough to explain the mess she’s looking at. I would have to include the fact that I can't recall the last time I slept more than a handful of hours or had eaten a complete meal to begin to paint a more accurate picture of why I'm jittery, a bit spaced out, and prone to cry on a dime.

      "Okay then." She spins around to exit, and I watch her with bated breath, anticipating her departure. "And when you call, ask for me, Carrie, if you need anything."

      Ah, that's her name—Carrie. I won't forget it now.

      "I will, Carrie,” I say.

      "Oh!" She exclaims as she zips up her coat before heading into the elements.

      I'm squinting curiously, which sends a twinge of discomfort through my eyes.

      "A storm might roll in tonight. If that happens, someone will call to make sure you're safe and sound.”

      I force a tight smile, one that's brimming with impatience. "No need. I have the app."

      "But storms around here can be quite intimidating if you're not accustomed to them. I'll⁠—"

      "Carrie," I interject, unable to hide the urgency in my voice.

      She raises her eyebrows in response. "Yes?"

      "I'll be fine."
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      With Carrie finally gone, I find myself alone in the grandeur of the living room. I can hardly believe I’m here by myself. The atmosphere is so opulent that it looks untouchable: the modern yet plush and oversized sectional sofa, love seats, and chairs are swathed in crisp whites with tasteful colorful throw pillows. There are unique floor lamps, mesmerizing pendant lights, and white stone sculptures masterfully entwined with metal or crystals. In an oversized mirror, strategically placed to attract and spread the light flowing in from the windows, I glimpse my reflection and push aside the thought of how worn I've been looking lately. My attention is drawn instead to the plush rugs, their softness rivaling that of a cloud. Then, my eyes rest on the art - expansive canvases that blend seamlessly with the vistas beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows. There's so much more to soak in, but my senses are already on overload.

      I continue standing still, staring at it all. I’m supposed to do something different than what I’ve been doing. And yet I’m fighting the urge to strip out of my jeans, sweater, and faux fur-lined combat boots, then slip into Mason’s pajamas, which are way too big for me, and I never leave home without them. I would then situate myself on the large sofa to stare at the wilderness and fantasize about the life Mason and I should’ve had. The hours would tick by, days pass, and I would still be unable to rest. However, I’m not here to waste my life away in the same manner I’ve been doing for far too long. Paisley threw me a lifeline, and I chose to take it. I’m not this way by choice. I miss my old self. I want her back, and that starts with eating and sleeping and…

      “Cabernet Sauvignon,” I whisper because a large glass of red wine will help me relax and make it through my first eight hours of sleep since who knows when.
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      With a heavy sigh, I hang my coat on a gorgeous coat tree made of steel. I take out my cellphone from my bag. It takes a few taps on the app to locate the wine cellar, and I’m on my way. As I go, the artist in me notices this place continues to be an impressive mix of sound-proof glass, solid wood, and custom bricks. The wooden floors are glossy, and the lighting is friendly. The longer I exist in the still silence and buoyant atmosphere, the better I feel - kind of.

      I pass a library, a reader’s paradise room, and then drift past a sunroom dulled by the gray day. I’m descending a set of floating steps that lead to an underground level when my cell phone rings in my hand. I smile when I see a name on the screen instead of the map that’s guiding me.

      “Hi, Pais,” I say, answering the call.

      "You made it," Paisley's voice comes through.

      I take a seat on one of the steps, resting midway. "Yes. I'm here."

      "And how are you feeling?"

      "Good," I answer, trying to keep my voice as optimistic as possible. "You were right. This place... it's got a healing touch."

      "See," she chimes in, a smile echoing in her voice.

      Paisley means the world to me. Not everyone is lucky enough to have a soulmate in a best friend, but that's a gift life has handed me. There are times when I wonder if I can go on, and it's thinking of her, the beacon of support she's been, that gives me another reason to keep pushing forward. My parents, of course, are my main reasons to keep going.

      "Planning on finally catching some sleep?" she asks.

      I close my eyes, the action sparking a flare of pain across my forehead. "That's the plan, isn't it?"

      "Right," she answers, her voice almost a whisper.

      I can almost feel her recalling yesterday's scene. The state she found me in wasn't one of my better moments.

      "Lake, listen, I've got a meeting in a few, but there's something I want you to see."

      My body jolts upright, curiosity piqued by whatever Paisley has in mind. "What kind of something?"

      I wonder if she can track my location within the house. Paisley is a whiz with computer coding. Her intellect is a superpower that's recently vaulted her family’s company into the wealthiest corporation in the world. She allowed me the seclusion of the remote estate on the condition that she'd be my electronic big brother, keeping a watch on me from afar. I gave her the green light, not just because she's concerned about my state of mind, but so am I.

      I obediently follow Paisley's digital breadcrumbs. Her map of the house is surgically accurate, making it a breeze to navigate.

      “How were your flights?” Paisley asks as I cross into what the app calls the east wing.

      “Fine,” I say, admiring a tranquil indoor koi pond and then a gargantuan indoor swimming pool across the wide hallway.

      I'm itching to comment on them when Paisley suggests that it might be time for me to return to work, adding a pointed, "Don't you think?"

      "I work," I snap, "every now and then."

      Paisley falls silent, wisely giving me space to mull over what I've just confessed. This tactfulness is both appreciated and irksome. Her intent is clear as day. I was at the height of my career when I lost my spark to create art. But Paisley believes I stopped painting because of heartbreak, which is only half true. The reality is, my heartbreak has sapped my ability to create paintings worth anyone's time or money.

      I veer down another floating staircase crafted from solid blocks of wood - a twin to the one leading to the wine cellar - I'm preparing yet another defense. But as I reach the bottom step, my rebuttal dies on my lips and I find myself stifling a gasp instead.

      "What...?" I whisper, struck dumb by the sight before me.

      “Are you there?” she asks.

      “I think so. Yeah.”

      "I have to run. But Lake," Paisley says. "I had that studio arranged just for you. I hope it helps you rediscover yourself."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            LAKE CLARK

          

        

      

    

    
      Fifteen minutes later, I'm still wandering through the room, fingertips brushing over the wooden shelves. Everything I could possibly need is here: brushes of varying sizes, pallets for mixing and pallets knives, linseed and turpentine, acrylic, varnish, stencils, chalks, charcoals, pencils, an assortment of paints, various types of canvases and paper, and more. An easel stands in waiting, bearing a fresh canvas. I lean in, the scent of linen filling my nostrils. Of course, Paisley had someone stretch a canvas for me. It's a gentle nudge, a silent encouragement for me to start again. It brings a bitter-sweet twinge, a thin echo of the passion I once felt.

      I sit on the stool and stare at the blank canvas. My arms feel as though they're made of steel, but my eyes are at work, tracing invisible lines across the untouched linen. I can almost see the ghost of my creation, each stroke of the brush, each pressure-filled push, every necessary slash to bring forth the image from its hiding place. It's a dance I know well, a ritual my body yearns to reenact even though my heavy heart won’t allow it.

      Finally, I’m done - the image is alive in my mind. Tears blur my vision and I rise abruptly, stepping back until the wall behind me stops me.

      There, on the canvas, my mind sees Mason. He beams with the adoration that twinkled in his eyes whenever he looked at me, especially when he entered a room and our gazes reconnected after a long while apart. He'd often tell me he couldn't believe that a woman as vivacious and intriguing as I found him, of all people, attractive. In his humility, he'd call himself a boring bloke, but to me, he was anything but.

      Mason was a man of unwavering passion, fiercely dedicated to the causes he believed in, yet open-minded enough to embrace change. His loyalty was as steadfast as a compass pointing west, a trait that won him the trust and reliance of his boss, Hercules Lord, who is Paisley’s husband. And Mason's love for me? It was as absolute as the constellations in the sky. There wasn't a sliver of doubt in my mind about that. When we made love, our souls entwined and clung to each other with a tenacity that defied words.

      Tears carve paths down my cheeks as I pour out my heart to the Mason my mind's eye has etched on the canvas. I had dreamt of us together, gray and worn by the sweet ravages of time. I had envisaged our family—two children nurtured by our love and guided by our wisdom. I had imagined our shared vacations, the memories we'd create and cherish. I had seen us, hand in hand, teaching our offspring the most priceless lesson of all—how to be good human beings.

      Fervent sobs shake me to my core, and a deep, searing pain radiates from my chest. This time, I don't fight the tears. I don't put on the brakes, stopping the painful thoughts until they’re numbed into nothing at all. Instead, I accept a heart-wrenching truth - I'm not going to find love again. It seems impossible to resign myself to such a fate at such a young age, but that's the raw reality. The part of me that could love another man is gone. It died with Mason Vayle Harper.
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      MANY HOURS LATER

      My slumber is abruptly interrupted by a jarring and grating noise that echoes from my mobile device. Groggily, I pry open my heavy eyelids, finding myself curled up on my side, the unforgiving hardness of the floor beneath me. As I sit up, the room automatically glows with a warm light. This space must be equipped with motion-light detectors.

      I lift my phone off the floor and point the screen at my face and it springs to life. Notifications warn me of a severe weather system in the area. I’m to seek safety in my home until it passes. Emergency services may not be available for those of us in remote locations.

      I think I should be fine until suddenly, the lights flicker, and the room turns dark. Immediately a dimmer version of the once warm inviting light illuminates the space.

      "Damn it," I sigh as I also notice that I have no cell service. I can’t access the app and I can’t call Paisley. The storm must be raging outdoors but I can literally hear a pin drop down here. I figure my best option is to get my hands on that bottle of wine, climb into bed, and try to sleep. Maybe when I wake up, the storm will have passed, and I’ll have cell service.
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      It’s not until I make my way up the wide hallway that I hear the distant howls and whooshing of the storm’s winds. Emergency lights, similar to those in the art studio light my path. Frustration builds as I realize I have no idea where I am.

      "Damn," I mutter under my breath, glancing anxiously up and down the seemingly endless hallway. This house is massive, and now I must navigate my way back to where I started. My Weekender bag is still on the floor in the foyer where I entered the house.

      Putting my trust in my instincts, I forge ahead, hoping I'm going in the right direction. The dim glow of the emergency lights guides my path, casting an eerie ambiance that sends shivers down my spine. I'm certain that I should have encountered the koi pond and the indoor swimming pool by now.

      Doubt creeps in as I arrive at what appears to be another spacious leisure area. Battling the desire to scream in frustration, it’s abundantly clear I’ve taken a wrong turn.

      I groan. This is horrible.

      As I consider backtracking, a sound from further down the hall grabs my attention. It's a man's cough. My heart tightens and sinks into the pit of my stomach. I want to doubt what I've heard, but I've never been one to kid myself. I heard it clearly, and then, to my dismay, it echoes once more. That's definitely a human sound which means I'm not alone.

      I quickly check the screen of my mobile phone which reminds me that I don’t have cellular so I can’t call Paisley or the police for that matter. I have pepper spray in my purse, but I can't remember how to reach it. My breathing quickens, and the instinct to run takes over, but the distant whistling of the storm outside reminds me there's no escape.

      I remain perfectly still, wondering what to do next. Maybe Paisley snuck a butler onto the estate. No, that's not like her. Besides, a butler would have greeted me upon arrival. Maybe it's a housekeeper. But then, I remember Carrie telling me on our ride from the airport that housekeeping arrives by helicopter every two days. I shudder at my next thought. Could it be a squatter? This place is incredibly secluded. You can't even get here by car. However, Paisley assured me that the estate is incredibly safe, with security cameras everywhere. Nobody sets foot on their property without security being alerted. So, who could it be?

      My feet falter in indecision, mirroring my internal confusion. I really need to find that pepper spray. Resolved, I begin to shuffle down the hallway but come to an abrupt halt when a faint 'Hey?' reaches my ears, followed by other indistinct words.

      Whoever it is doesn’t sound as if they’re in the best condition.

      “Shit,” I mutter. It could be anyone.

      Taking a deep breath, I summon the courage to do something completely unwise. It’s only when I’m carefully pushing open the frosted glass door that I want to stop, course correct, and go retrieve my pepper spray. But it’s too late. I’m inside, and for some odd reason, I’m screaming. I don’t have to scream. I know the person lying in bed, shifting restlessly from his right side to his left as he groans in what must be agony. The back of my neck prickles from the heat in this bedroom. But as I stare at the figure before me, disbelief washes over me.

      This can't be happening.

      It's...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            LAKE CLARK

          

        

      

    

    
      "Max?" I cautiously call.

      In bed, Max Grove appears weakened and vulnerable, his body succumbing to a merciless ailment. He trembles beneath the weight of thick comforters, his breaths shallow and ragged.

      I hadn't bothered to ask Paisley about her brother's whereabouts. She had vented her frustrations a while ago, mentioning that Max had left the country to delay an important board vote. She phoned me to inform me how she would vote using my proxy.

      It's still hard to comprehend that I hold a voting stake in Lord Technical Innovations, a seat bequeathed to me by my late husband. He was not only my beloved partner but also the best friend and confidante of the CEO of Lord Technical Innovations, Hercules Lord. They were like brothers, which is why Mason’s death hit Hercules hard.

      But as Paisley explained it, no vote can be called without Max. The final vote on LTI merging with Grove Industrial Tech or GIT relies on his presence. However, if he’s in-country, then he can only delay for sixty days. If he’s out of the country, then he can delay indefinitely. But now, as I stand here in Aspen, Colorado, it's clear that he is not out of the country as he claimed to be.

      Instead of calling his name a second time, I study my cellphone screen. Shoot. There’s still no reception. I’m itching to let Paisley know what I have discovered. Maybe she can assemble the board and vote for the merger right away.

      Torn between quietly closing the door and tiptoeing away from Max Grove, my gaze lingers on his form nestled beneath the layers of luxurious white comforters. His handsome face peeks out from the expensive fabric, while his trembling form reveals the reason behind the stifling heat in the room.

      "Max," I say once more, my voice filled with a mixture of concern and uncertainty.

      "Who's there?" he asks, his words tinged with drowsiness.

      Uncertainty grips me, but a surge of emotion pushes me forward. I reach out and press my palm against his forehead. He’s burning up. As I pull my hand back, he grabs my wrist, holding me in place.

      "It's Lake Clark," I reply, my eyes fixed on him, anticipating his reaction.

      I allow his gaze to linger on me, his half-closed eyes examining my face intently. As he begins to let go of his guard, his eyes shut completely and his grip on my wrist loosens, his arm dropping onto the mattress. The steady rise and fall of his chest is the only sign that he's still with me, dispelling my fleeting fear that he might have passed on.

      I glance out into the deserted hallway as if there might be someone I could ask for help. But I'm alone, the only lifeline Max has at the moment. Steeling myself, I survey the room, hunting for any signs of what might be wrong with him. An expensive pair of men's pants and a stylish bomber jacket lay neatly on a long, white leather chaise lounge against a wall of darkened floor-to-ceiling glass. Max must’ve undressed and carefully placed his clothes. He must’ve been feeling pretty well to do that.

      Thinking quickly, I wonder if the weather outside has improved. If it has, I could potentially contact Carrie and request medical aid. I've stayed in similar upscale residences during my art buying career and I know their features well. I locate the remote control tucked in a holder near a steel wall feature that mimics molten lava. It's positioned right behind Max's plush and soft white leather headboard. I press the "Clear" button.

      My heart pounds in suspense as the glass transitions from black to clear, revealing a tempestuous swirl of snow outside. The sight takes my breath away, yet the storm remains eerily silent. Any hint of daylight has been swallowed by the blizzard, casting the surrounding landscape into intimidating darkness.

      I re-darken the glass and then shake my head at this crazy situation I find myself in. I came here to relax, but things have gotten… Weird I guess, and fast.

      Taking a deep breath, I refocus my attention on Max. He's asleep, but he's shivering and drenched in sweat. His skin was burning up when I touched him. I need to break that fever. Fevers can be fatal, after all.

      With newfound determination, I begin my search for anything that might help, even though I'm not quite sure what I'm looking for. My mind is still a whirlwind, trying to process the unexpected situation I've found myself in. Each step I take is intentional, filled with purpose. As I move past the swimming pool and the koi pond, it hits me—I have Tylenol in my purse. The sensation of being lost ebbs away as I find my bearings and head to the front of the villa, checking my phone and hoping for a signal.

      But there’s no signal - although I quickly locate my purse within my Weekender bag and rummage through its contents until I find what I need. A triumphant whisper escapes my lips as I retrieve a bottle of Tylenol and a pack of vitamin C, my faithful travel companions. Remembering the critical role of hydration in recovery, I dash to the enormous chef's kitchen and select three chilled water bottles from the refrigerator. I rummage through the cabinets and drawers until I discover Ziplock bags. Hastily, I fill ten of them with ice from the dispenser and arrange them on an aluminum cookie sheet.

      I don't realize how heavily I'm breathing until I stop to gather my thoughts. My hands are trembling, too. The sheer surreality of the situation continues to hit me—Max Grove, of all people, is the one lying helpless and feverish in that bedroom. If he recovers, it means we'll be alone together in this enormous house, which promises to be extremely awkward. I've had several strange encounters with Max Grove, none of which I've shared with Paisley. I wonder if he's told her about Las Vegas. Despite their frequent business disputes, they're incredibly close, capable of separating personal from professional with surgical precision—clearly a result of their upbringing.

      Regardless, even this brief stay has already lifted my spirits somewhat. I managed to get some sleep, albeit on the hard floor of the art studio that I wish Paisley hadn't set up for me. But there's no way I can cohabitate with Lord Voldemort himself. One of us will have to leave, and since this house belongs to his family, I'm fairly certain I'll be the one packing my bags.

      On that note, I scurry out of the kitchen, and soon I’m back in Max’s bedroom with the ice, the Tylenol, and vitamin C.

      "Max," I call, gently shaking his shoulder. It's like trying to move a steel beam; there's no give in his body. He's a man of pure strength, and it's evident in every inch of his being. Max Grove exudes power in every aspect, from his physique to his intellect and spirit. I can't deny that about him. The way he can command a room is unparalleled.

      I give him a gentle pat on the cheek, and he stirs slightly. Good.

      "Max, I need you to take some Tylenol and vitamin C," I assert, raising my voice a bit to make sure he hears me.

      His eyelids tremble as he struggles to lift them. Frustration washes over me as I glance around, instinctively searching for what to do next. I’ve been in this situation before, taking care of a sick man. Mason, during his final days, would often run high fevers, reaching up to 105 degrees. He had a stubborn aversion to hospitals, always insisting on trying home remedies first. Mason despised the idea of admitting he wasn't well.

      But now is not the time to dwell on memories of my late husband. I need more light in this place. Surely, there must be a backup generator that can be easily activated with a simple switch. After all, this magnificent modern home belongs to the Groves. Maybe there's even a convenient button I can press to conjure up a delicious banana cream pie in under a minute. Well, that's probably wishful thinking. The technology here is impressive, but not that advanced. Once Max is feeling better, he should be able to guide me through all the amazing features this house has to offer.

      First things first, I can't risk trying to get him into a lukewarm bath in his condition. I need to bring the coolness to him. I quickly locate the thermostat on the wall and turn down the heat. "Goodness," I mutter under my breath as I press the down button, lowering the temperature. It's set to a scorching ninety degrees. His fever must be dangerously high.

      With the room now set to a cooler seventy-four degrees, I make my way to the spa-like bathroom and fill one of the sinks with cold water. Carefully, I add two bags of ice to the water, creating a chilling effect. I grab two large bath towels and saturate them in the icy water. My fingers burn cold as I wring out the excess moisture.

      I pause, my gaze locked on Max Grove, still shivering under the covers as if locked in an icy chamber. I know I need to remove those layers. Damn. I had completely forgotten about that letter I hand-delivered to him a few months ago. My words were short and cutting. I wanted him to lose any attraction he had for me after reading it. I'm still not sure why he's so drawn to me. I'm not attracted to him, and it has nothing to do with his looks. The man is undeniably stunning. The first time I saw Max Grove, I couldn't help but think, "Wow, he's perfect." And by perfect, I mean breathtakingly handsome, captivating in a universal sense. I could easily spend hours painting his face alone. However, I never considered him romantically because my heart is Mason's, and Max, well, he's an ass. But none of that matters right now. Paisley's brother's life hangs in the balance. I proceed to untangle him from the bed linens, bracing myself to behold divine perfection.

      "Max, you're running a very high fever," I repeat, raising my voice slightly in hopes that he can hear me. “I have to get it down.”

      He mumbles unintelligibly as he struggles to open his eyes. It's evident that he's in a dazed state, and it sends a shiver down my spine. What could possibly cause someone to be in this condition? It could be the flu, but I can't be certain.  There's an unsettling feeling within me that I'm overlooking something important.

      Without hesitation, I grab a handful of one of the comforters and gently pull it away from Max's body. "I'm going to remove your blankets because being too hot can make your fever worse," I explain, my voice calm and reassuring. I watch him closely, looking for any sign that he understands. And there it is, a slight nod of acknowledgment.

      With a mix of relief and curiosity, I continue to uncover him, revealing his body beneath. I'm glad to see he's wearing silky black boxer briefs that hug his form. Just as I suspected, Max Grove is a sight to behold. His muscles are toned, and his skin looks flawless. He's not a very hairy man. Of course, he would have a body like a statue carved by master sculptors.

      I keep a watchful eye on Max's face as I gently place the first damp towel on his body. He winces and inhales sharply, feeling the coolness against his heated skin.

      "Lake. What are you doing here?" he asks in a raspy whisper.

      His question catches me off guard, and I stumble over my words for a moment. "Um... vacationing," I finally manage to reply, my voice tinged with uncertainty. But my attention quickly shifts as I notice something that has been eluding me.

      "What are those?" I ask, reaching down to retrieve a dark brown plastic pill bottle that's wedged between Max's waist and the mattress.

      I read the label aloud, "Vivax, 1 milligram." Confusion creases my brow. "Vivax?"

      "Malaria," Max manages to say, his voice weak and strained.

      Malaria? The word sends a jolt of surprise through me. How on earth did he contract such a tropical disease in the snowy mountains of Aspen, Colorado? It doesn't make any sense.

      I carefully read the instructions on the pill bottle: three doses and one dose every twenty-four hours. With a twist of the cap, I open it, revealing two more pills inside. Max has only taken the first dose, which means he might be battling this illness for the next forty-eight hours.

      I can't help but feel a sense of urgency as I ask him, perhaps a bit too loudly, "When did you take your first pill?"

      As he mentions his cellphone, I notice it pinned under his shoulder blade and quickly retrieve it. Max instinctively curves his shoulder as if searching for his device.

      "I have your phone," I announce, holding it up so he can see once he manages to open his eyes.

      With his eyes half-opened and his arm still glued to the mattress, his fingers gesture for me to come closer.

      I lower the cellphone into his hand. "Here."

      "No. Face recognition," he whispers.

      “Right.”

      It takes a visible effort for Max to open his eyes, but I hold the screen in front of his face and the cellphone springs to life. Taking a quick glance, I see a missed notification indicating that he should have taken his dose three hours ago. He must have slept through the alarm.

      With utmost care, I cradle Max's head, gently propping it up with a plush pillow. His eyes flutter open, a glimmer of recognition shining through the haze of his fever.

      "Max," I whisper softly, my voice filled with tenderness, "it's time for your second dose of Vivax."

      His voice emerges as a mere whisper, his gratitude barely audible. I lean in closer, listening intently to his faint words, my eyes never leaving his weakened form.

      "Thank... you..." he manages to mumble.
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      ROUGHLY A DAY AND A HALF LATER

      My eyelids flutter open and I wince, massaging the kink in my neck. Surprisingly, I’ve drifted off to sleep many times while nursing Max back to good health. It’s like my body is catching up from all those months of sleeplessness. These past two days have been a whirlwind of worry while tending to Max. After administering Max’s second dose, I discovered a thermometer sitting inconspicuously on the bathroom counter. It was like the instrument I needed appeared right out of thin air.

      Alternating between cold towels and temperature checks, I watched as his fever dropped from a dangerous 104 degrees to a more bearable 99. I opted to stay in his room to keep an eye on him, not content until his temperature reached a safe 98 degrees. Yet, there were moments when I caught myself merely observing him, watching his occasional restless squirms. I found myself silently urging him to reveal his deepest secrets in his fitful sleep, though I couldn't say why.

      While most men are simple puzzles to solve, Max has always been, in the words of Winston Churchill, "a riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma." Yet, predictably, he didn't betray any of his secrets.

      Even in sleep, his handsomeness is striking. Yet, by the third hour of tending to his marble-like body with cold towels, his physical perfection became an afterthought. Something is shifting within me. Surprisingly, I've devoured two sandwiches - not just eaten, but truly savored them. Moreover, I've found myself entertaining fantasies about Max’s perfect form pressed against mine - a scenario that absolutely cannot come to fruition.

      I hate that my mind has formed an image of Max Grove, plunging into me when my gaze meets his. I'm not sure how long he's been fixated on me, but he looks a lot better than before, the exhaustion less evident on his face.

      "I should check your temperature," I suggest, making a move to stand.

      "No need, I've already done that," he interjects.

      I halt, sinking back onto the chaise. "And?"

      He watches me with a familiar pinched expression. "All good," he assures, then cocks his head, curiosity flitting across his face "What are you doing here, Lake?”

      I release a soft sigh, striving to sound patient. "I already told you, Max. I'm on vacation."

      He frowns, his expression guarded. "Vacationing in Aspen?"

      I raise an eyebrow, intrigued. "Is there something wrong with that? This is after all a vacation destination.”

      Max hesitates, his eyes avoiding mine. There's a tension in the air, and I can tell he's withholding something. He's unsmiling, wearing that mysterious mask that makes me believe he's harboring thoughts that I should know but he's determined to keep to himself.

      "How did you even contract malaria?" I inquire, figuring he’s not the only one who gets to ask questions.

      Max's eyes flicker with a mix of emotions before settling into a narrowed gaze. "I was in the Amazon jungle.”

      I snort a chuckle because
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