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      Rush stood, white-knuckled fingers gripping the bar, thumbs hooked under the curved timber edge, wondering what the fuck was wrong with him.

      He couldn’t remember what the hell he was supposed to be doing.

      He’d pulled days of double shifts before and never had a problem concentrating on his job in spite of the long, exhausting hours on his feet.

      Dammit.

      He knew all too well what his problem was, he just didn’t want to admit it.

      A curvy, five-foot-six-inch package of distraction had him so far off kilter he wasn’t sure which way was up anymore. And to top it off, that distraction was no longer here.

      He couldn’t go for a walk and find her wandering the grounds enjoying the spring sunshine. Wouldn’t see her smiling face across the bar late at night.

      Like every other guest who came to Winter Lake Lodge, her vacation had ended and she’d gone home.

      She’d left, and he hadn’t thought to get her fucking phone number.

      But he could get it. All he had to do was tap into the lodge’s reservation system…

      Goddammit.

      Scrubbing a hand down his face, he closed his eyes on a growl.

      She’d been gone a week—seven days—and unlike every other woman he’d hooked up with over the fifteen years he’d worked at the lodge, he couldn’t get this one out of his head.

      Sabreena Howe.

      She wasn’t his type.

      He went for older women, ones who’d been around the block a time or two. Ones who knew the score, knew all he offered was a tumble in the sack, mutual pleasure for a night—or the duration of their stay, if they were inclined—but nothing beyond sex. And he’d happily rolled from one bed to the next without a backward glance for years.

      Until her.

      Reena.

      Different from the start with her fresh-faced innocence, smoking-hot body, and a complete lack of pretense, she’d drawn him in. Had him seeking her out when he wasn’t working and doing things he’d never done with any woman who’d sought his attention.

      He should have known she’d get under his skin.

      Christ. She hadn’t made the first move, he had.

      One more thing he’d never done before Reena. Fuck. He’d done a shit-ton of stuff that had never been on his radar.

      Hiked up to the ridge for a picnic. Rowed a boat to the middle of the lake and floated around under the first rays of the morning sun. Held hands beneath the star-filled sky, talking until dawn peeked over the top of the mountains.

      With Reena, it hadn’t been about sex.

      Sure, he’d wanted in her pants. She was hot. He was male. Only way he wouldn’t want in her pants was if he swung the other way, and in the twenty years he’d been indulging in that particular pleasure, he hadn’t even looked the other way.

      They’d spent more time together clothed than not. In fact, he’d only gotten her clothes off once.

      The night before she left.

      And while there had been the passion and explosive chemistry he had expected, there’d been something different, something…more.

      Something he couldn’t put his finger on…

      
        
        She moaned in his ear as he pressed the hard length of his cock against her thigh, her body still shuddering with the orgasm he’d stroked her to.

        “Reena,” he pleaded with a rock of his hips. “Let me have you.”

        “Yes…”

        Rush wasted no time stripping her of her jeans, stripping his own. His fingers trembled, his limbs shook, need razor sharp as it clawed at his balls. He sheathed his cock, barely keeping it together long enough to roll the latex down and get back between her thighs⁠—

      

      

      “Hey, Rush.”

      Snapped from the vivid memory, he jerked, his hips bucking forward, slamming his erection into the metal racks beneath the bar. “Fuck,” he grunted, pain ripping through his groin.

      “Damn, sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” His boss rounded the bar to stand beside him. “Where was your head? I called out twice on my way across the room.”

      Rush turned his head to face Cam but kept his body pressed up against the bar. The last thing he needed was for his boss to see where his head had been.

      Christ. If the man knew Rush had been screwing around with a guest, he’d probably fire him on the spot.

      Cam studied him closely. “You all right?”

      He forced a smile. “Yeah. Tired. Been a long week.”

      “That’s what I want to talk to you about. Thanks for doing all the extra hours. What do you think of the new staff?”

      “Good. They’re good. Competent. Fast learners, and Desi is a wiz with cocktails. I’m thinking we should utilize her skills somehow. Maybe do a specialty cocktail on the weekends. See if we can’t draw in more customers.”

      “Hmm…we could theme them with food or events… Remind me at the next department meeting.”

      “Sure.” Relieved to discover talking with his boss had deflated his cock, Rush moved away from the bar and picked up the clipboard he’d left beside the register before he’d forgotten what he was doing. Again. “I’ll have this order on your desk within the hour.”

      He wasn’t on until tonight but with training the five new bartenders over the last week, he hadn’t gotten around to placing the liquor order yet and they were getting low on supplies.

      The local brews were easy to restock but everything else was trucked in, and they needed to get the order processed today or they wouldn’t get a delivery this week.

      “Can someone else do that?” Cam asked, reaching for the board. “Me?”

      “What? Why?” Rush stared at Cam. Was he worried about overtime? “It’ll only take me a few minutes then I’ll be out of here.”

      “I’ve rearranged the schedule. You’re off for the next seven days.” Before Rush could form a question, Cam held up a hand and continued, “You’re owed holidays, but I’m not taking this time out of your leave. You’ve worked your ass off for the last week and even when you aren’t pulling double shifts, I’ve noticed you’re always working. Take a break. We’ve got the staff to cover it now and with the reading of Harry’s will a week from Monday, we’ll be dealing with a new owner—and I’m sure more long hours.”

      “They’re finally reading the will?” God. It had been almost three weeks since Harry’s death.

      Rush swallowed the lump in his throat that formed every time he thought about the lodge’s owner. He still couldn’t believe the old guy was gone. They’d been close before Harry had taken a step back to take care of his adopted daughter and granddaughter and hired a GM to run the lodge.

      Now he was gone.

      “Any idea who Harry left this place to?” Rush asked.

      Cam shook his head. “No. But there’s plenty of rumor and speculation circulating.”

      “Usually is around here.” Rush frowned, wondering how he’d managed to keep his own liaisons with guests secret over the years when the favorite pastime for locals was gossiping, especially among the staff here at the lodge.

      “I remember.”

      Cam rubbed the back of his neck and Rush noticed the fatigue stamped on his face. It was obvious his boss could do with a few days off too. He opened his mouth to suggest they split the week when Cam sighed, his gaze darting around.

      In a low voice, he said, “Listen. I need you fully on deck when the new owner shows up. There’s bound to be shit hitting the fan when whoever it is discovers how bad things are around here, and I’m down to only a handful of management and staff I trust.”

      Rush hadn’t been sure what to think of Camden Newell when he’d shown up five weeks ago to take on the general manager position, but the guy had proven he knew what he was doing and wasn’t out to run the place into the ground like the previous GM had done for the past four years.

      With everything that was going on, it didn’t make sense for Rush not to be here though, and it went unsaid that neither of them could guarantee they’d have a job once the new owner showed up.

      “Why the hell are you giving me time off? You need me here to cover your back,” he argued.

      “This is the calm before the storm. Take the time while you can. We’ll be working our asses off, or be out on them, once the new owner arrives. I think—no, I know we’ve got things turning around. I want that to continue but that won’t happen if I run my best employees into the ground. I’d rather you took some time now. We’ll have a few days to get a battle plan together before the will is read and whoever Harry left this place to takes over.”

      “Are you sure? A few normal work days will have me back up to speed.” Hell, if he could clear his head of a certain distracting woman and get a good night’s sleep, he’d be back to normal by morning.

      Cam waved him off. “No. Not good enough. I’ve checked your timecards. You never punch in overtime.”

      Rush shrugged. “I love the job. I’m not here for the money, and living onsite means that’s not something I have to worry about.”

      Besides, he had a trust fund. Not that anyone around here knew about it.

      “I don’t give a shit whether you need money or not. You do the job, you get paid or compensated.” Cam stepped closer and tugged the clipboard out of Rush’s hand. “Take the week off,” he snapped in what Rush figured was his do-as-you’re-told voice, one Rush hadn’t heard from the man until now.

      With a grin, he saluted. “Yes, boss.”

      Cam returned his smile with a muttered, “Smartass.”

      Rush believed once things settled—if they were both still here—Cam would be someone he’d not only call boss, but friend. They’d already forged a connection and he enjoyed working with someone he respected and trusted. It was a complete turnaround after the last few years.

      “Your next shift is Saturday night.”

      “What about tonight?” Rush frowned. “I’ve got six ’til close.”

      “Not anymore. Desi has it covered.”

      “Oh. Okay. It looks like you have every protest countered.”

      “I do. Get out of here. Go have some fun and make sure I don’t see your face in here unless you’re bellied up to the bar for a drink before next weekend,” Cam said over his shoulder as he walked into the storeroom at the back of the bar.

      Fun? The last time he’d had fun, he wasn’t alone.

      Rush’s mind ticked over. Seven days. He had seven days.

      How long would it take to drive to Baltimore? Eight hours?

      He glanced at his watch. Seven fifteen. If he got on the road now he could be on Reena’s doorstep by tonight. They’d have six days. Another week together.

      Fuck.

      When had he decided to chase after her?

      For seven days, the only thoughts in his head regarding Sabreena Howe were memories. Wishes.

      Regrets.

      And now he was thinking about hitting the road and driving hours to see her?

      To do what, exactly?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          THREE WEEKS EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      Reena climbed out of her rental car and took a deep breath as she pulled on her coat.

      God it was cold.

      She didn’t mind the cold, liked it even, but this, the snap and crack of air so frigid it burned was something else.

      Like her clothing, it had layers, snapped frozen in each molecule.

      Filling her lungs with another deep breath, she smelled those layers.

      Water, snow, forest, damp earth, wood smoke…

      It was glorious and she couldn’t stop the smile from stretching her mouth wide if her life depended on it.

      With a little spring in her step, she headed to the trunk for her bag. She had tried to pack light but how light could you go when you needed all those layers to stay warm? Throw in a two week stay with no inclination to wash and she had ended up with something between light and heavy.

      Grinning, she tugged the suitcase out of the car and dropped it on the gravel driveway. There weren’t many cars around the lot, maybe twelve or so, but what was here looked a bit more sturdy than her rental sedan.

      Trucks and 4WDs were the order of the day it seemed. Not that it mattered. She had no intention of leaving the Winter Lake Lodge unless it was to hike into the surrounding forest or the twenty minute stroll along the lake edge into town the Lodge’s website advertised.

      She took one more look at the mountains and lake before dragging her suitcase toward the covered entrance. Maybe she should have pulled up there and dropped her bag off then parked her car.

      The drag marks she left in the gravel might have worried her if it wasn’t for the fact the coating seemed more gone than not and the dirt beneath, while not wet, was definitely damp and stuck to the wheels of her bag in clumps that flicked up behind her.

      When she reached the covered drive she noticed several muddy tracks leading to the wide stairs that told her she wasn’t the only one trailing muck. Still, not wanting to ruin the lovely timber flooring she could see at the top of the steps, she used a napkin from her coat pocket to wipe the worst of the dirt off her suitcase wheels.

      Satisfied she’d done the best she could given the circumstances, she headed up the stairs to the front doors.

      The huge inlaid wood panels that made up the lodge entrance had her stopping a moment to take in their beauty. She wasn’t one for art but these were a work of art in her opinion. They had to be handmade. And old. Very, very old.

      She raised a hand, wanted to run her fingers over the glossy golden surface and probably would have if one side hadn’t opened at that moment to reveal a woman with a welcoming smile.

      “Hi, you must be Sabreena. Let me get that bag for you.” The woman relieved Reena of her bag before she could get her head around the fact she had called her by name. “Come on in out of the cold. I’ve got a cup of hot cocoa waiting for you at reception.”

      “Um, it’s Reena. Everyone calls me Reena,” she offered as she followed the woman inside. Any attempt to retrieve her bag would be useless because the surprisingly fast woman, who had to be in her fifties, was already at the reception desk by the time she made it inside and closed the door behind her.

      Reena took a step and stopped. “Oh.”

      The foyer opened out to a large area with a two-story stone fireplace that should, from its size alone, overwhelm the room, but didn’t. A fire flickered and crackled, the flames low but blazing inside the deep and wide well-used firebox. Drawn to the warmth, she moved closer.

      Groupings of comfy looking chairs and sofas in different fabrics and colors, chunky wood tables of various sizes and shapes, filled the space, and what looked like hand-woven rugs were scattered over the dark wood floors.

      “It’s so beautiful.”

      “Isn’t it? I think it’s one of the best features of Winter Lake Lodge. Here.” The woman held out a mug of steaming creamy brown liquid. “This will warm you right up. I’m Alice Dean, head of housekeeping. Why don’t you take a seat by the fire while I check you in and get your key and welcome pack for you.”

      “Oh, no, I can⁠—”

      “You just relax.” Alice patted her arm and steered her toward the fire. “I’ll just be a moment then I’ll join you.”

      Reena’s chest squeezed, the tone of Alice’s request reminding her of her aunt. Both women knew how to make you do as they asked while couching it as a suggestion.

      And really, the armchair near the hearth did look comfy. The brown and cream knitted throw draped over the arm looked soft and snuggly too.

      Sighing, she decided the offer of a seat beside a roaring fire and a hot cup of sweet smelling cocoa were too much to resist. Putting her mug on the side table, Reena slipped out of her jacket and placed it on the couch opposite. She picked up her cocoa and, cradling the mug in both hands, lowered herself to the plush armchair and almost passed out with pleasure.

      It wasn’t just comfy, it was warm and spongy and held her butt and thighs in a perfect caress. Like floating on a cloud, or in a warm bath. Muscles, tight from the long drive, relaxed and Reena allowed herself to sink deeper into the luxuriant seat.

      “Ah, yes,” Alice murmured as she sat in the chair next to her. “That’s so much better. I’ve been on my feet all morning. It’s lovely to take the load off for a few minutes. Need a top-up?” she asked, waving the flask in her hand.

      “No. I’ve barely touched it yet. Too busy admiring my surroundings and sinking into this glorious chair.” Bringing the mug to her lips, Reena drew in a deep breath before taking a sip. Sweet and chocolaty with a hint of spice, the warm liquid coated her tongue and flowed down her throat in a warm slide that soothed the slightly raw edge the cold air had given it. “Oh, yeah, that hits the spot.”

      “It does, doesn’t it? We’ll just sit here a moment and enjoy the moment before we dive into all the information about Winter Lake Lodge, your room, and Winter Lake itself.” Alice took a sip from her own mug. “Mmm… Nothing beats Hank’s cocoa. I don’t know what his secret ingredient is, and I’ve tried bribery and blackmail to get it out of him, but I swear, there’s nothing like it anywhere in the world. Of course he shared the secret with my niece down at Bake and Brew so I can always get my fix there if he decides to get stingy with it.”

      “Bake and Brew?”

      “Yes, a lovely bakery-cafe down on Lake Front. The info on that is part of your package.” She indicated the hand basket on the small table between their chairs. “Carly, my niece, runs it and that child was gifted with the skills to make anything baked or brewed. They do—oh listen to me going on and on, you can find out for yourself when you read through the welcome packet.”

      “Thank you.” Reena peered into the basket. “Are those bath bombs?”

      “Yes, they’re handmade by one of our locals; you’ll find her wellness studio down on Lake Front too. Again, all her information is in there. You’ll find a little about all the businesses along the lake as well as activities the Lodge and various Winter Lake companies offer for the region.”

      “All in there?”

      Nodding, Alice said with a grin, “Yep. All in there.”

      “There’s a lot in there.” She eyed the half bottle of wine. “Is that a local wine?”

      “Oh, no, we don’t have a winery. Yet. We’ve got plenty of local beers and then there’s Melt, that shit will knock you on your ass so I’d steer clear of that if I were you. That’s a small bottle of one of my favorites out of Napa Valley. It’s for when you drop one of those bombs in the clawfoot in your room.”

      Reena sat up straight. “There’s a clawfoot tub in my room?”

      “One of the biggest we’ve got.” Alice smiled. “Want to see it?”

      “Yes.” Reena pushed to her feet. “I might have to drop one of those bombs right now.”

      “Well, if you do, you’ll be able to watch the sun set behind the mountain on the far side of the lake from the tub in an hour or so.”

      “Sunset? From the tub?” She waved a hand. “Lead the way, Alice. Lead the way to this decadent luxury.”
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