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      She’s determined to keep her family home. He won’t let his friend down. Will conflicting interests shatter their chances of happily ever after?

      

      Finley Fox refuses to give up her life’s work. With her family’s cabin rental business at risk of going under, the eldest of five has been laboring for years to care for the property, not to mention her now grown siblings. But when a New York billionaire makes a play for the ailing resort, Finley struggles to resist her attraction to the handsome man sent to secure the deal.

      

      Archer Weston craves stability. With his best buddy since childhood in need of a favor, the lonely businessman heads to the mountains to convince the owner to sell. But his mission hits a hurdle when his heart melts in the presence of the hardworking, beautiful woman.

      

      With debt and sibling drama piling high, Finley fears that leaning on her irresistible guest for support could end in her own heartbreak. But as their relationship grows and intensifies, Archer is caught between his long-term loyalty and his one shot at finding his forever…

      

      Can this unexpected couple keep both their dreams alive?
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      Dear reader,

      

      This book contains references to past deaths of a parent and young sibling by illness and/or accident. There is also a toxic relationship for one of the side characters and another side character struggling with alcohol abuse.

      Thematically, this entire series is a little more heart-wrenching than my other books, but there still is humor—because life is messy, but it’s also funny.

      I provide this warning so you can make an informed decision about whether or not to proceed. If you would rather read something more lighthearted, please check out the Imperfect Series or The Dorky Series if you haven’t already!

      

      Take care of yourself,

      <3

      Mary
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      Finley

      

      Happy hour. The unhappiest of all the hours.

      “Where is he?” I stop on the other side of the bar, across from Veronica.

      The restaurant is nearly empty. There are only a half dozen patrons in the whole place.

      Jimmy and Paul are at the opposite end of the bar, grumbling at the hockey game on the flat-screen TV and sipping pints of amber liquid. Reed sits in a corner booth with Stacey. They both work in the county tax assessor’s office—a number I have memorized at this point. He nods in my direction, and Stacey waves. I manage a distracted smile.

      At a table near the front entrance, an unfamiliar man is nursing a half-full beer.

      My eyes linger for a second on the stranger, mostly because it’s odd to see an unfamiliar face mid-March, which is not anywhere near tourist season but also because damn. He has broad shoulders covered in a thick woolen blue flannel. His jawline is stubbled as if it hasn’t seen a razor in three days. I’ve only caught a quick glimpse of his strong features and dark hair, but I liked what I saw. His nose is slightly too big for his face, and a small scar bisects one eyebrow, but the imperfections only make the whole package more compelling and also slightly dangerous. He’s like a lumberjack: strong, beefy, possibly able to lift me with a single arm or exact vengeance on all my enemies.

      If I wasn’t exhausted, teeming with frustration, and ready to murder my little brother, I might be tempted to introduce myself. Except I’m currently wearing dirty overalls, muddy boots, and probably resting bitch face.

      Might not be the best idea.

      “Hey, Finley. He’s out back. Rough week, huh?” Veronica winces in sympathy.

      “Every week,” I murmur.

      “Thanks for coming so quick. I don’t want to leave him out there to freeze his bits off when the sun sets.” She shakes her head, her long silvery-gray hair swinging with the motion. Veronica went to high school with my dad. I often hoped he would date her, since she’s a pretty sixtysomething woman, and she’s single. But it wasn’t meant to be.

      I put my elbows on the scuffed wooden bar top and clasp my hands together tight, resisting the urge to bang my head against the solid surface. “The bathtub again?”

      She picks up a rag, wiping off the counter to my left. “It’s his favorite resting place.”

      It’s where he goes to pass out when he’s next-level drunk.

      I didn’t want to deal with this today. Raccoons digging through our trash woke me up last night because Jacob didn’t close the bin all the way. I spent my morning cleaning up the mess and then the afternoon digging drainage routes through freezing dirt—which is what I was doing when Veronica called. I haven’t eaten since breakfast, and we have a few guests checked in today. I don’t have time for any of this.

      When I remain silent, she adds, “Do you need help getting him out?”

      I blow out a breath. “No. I’ll get him. You have customers. I just need a minute to prepare myself.”

      She grimaces and leans closer, lowering her voice. “This might be a bad time, but I’m not sure there will ever be a good one.” She pauses, her gaze dipping to where my hands are still clenched before she meets my eyes. “Bernie was in here earlier with Estelle. They’re selling.”

      My stomach drops. All the air is sucked out of the room. The world tilts. “No.” My mouth forms the word, but no sound emerges.

      She nods, tossing the bar rag out of sight below the bar. “They want to retire next year, and they got an offer they couldn’t refuse.”

      My back teeth clench. Dammit.

      Bernie and Estelle have been our neighbors for as long as I’ve been alive—all thirty-two years.

      If they’ve sold, this means every parcel around Fox Cottages, my family’s property, has now been acquired by the evil overlord of doom.

      My fists clench against the bar. “Damn him.”

      Veronica nods and clucks in sympathy. Everyone knows who he is—Oliver Nichols—some rich prick who’s been flinging his lackeys in my direction every other month to pressure me into selling my land. Lord knows why he wants to buy rural property in East Bumfuck, New York, but I will fight it to the bitter end. I have to. My home is all I have left.

      A familiar surge of fury and indignation flows through me along with a healthy dose of despair.

      I might not have a choice soon. Especially if my damn brother keeps drinking our nonexistent profits.

      Misery leaks into the air around me, and Veronica taps my hand with a gentle finger. “You need a little something?”

      I glance over at the hottie lumberjack. Yes. Yes, I do need something.

      But I’ll settle for what’s realistic.

      “Yes. Please.”

      She grabs a glass from under the bar and pours a couple fingers of good bourbon into it. “This one’s on the house. You enjoy that before you have to deal with that man out there. He was on one today.” She chuckles.

      He’s on one every day. “Thanks, Veronica.”

      I’m grateful she called me. Even though I wish she would refuse Jacob service, I can’t put her in that kind of awkward position.

      I take a little sip of my drink, enjoying the burn.

      After a minute, Veronica walks out from behind the bar, talking to the lumberjack in a murmur, giving him his check. I strain my ears to interpret his rumbling response, but it’s too low for me to catch.

      She heads back to the bar, and he tosses some bills on the table, leaving without so much as a glance in my direction.

      I’m not sure if I should be disappointed that I’m invisible or relieved, considering my current appearance. There is no way I could snag a man that lickable without a few more hours of sleep and, at the very least, a half-hearted attempt at making myself presentable.

      It’s been a long time. I need to get laid.

      Shoving the inconvenient thoughts of my neglected libido aside, I fling back the rest of the bourbon. I have bigger fish to fry. A brother to carry home. Or at least to the truck.

      Once the heat from the drink has warmed my insides, and I feel less murdery, I gird my loins and head out the back door.

      The air bites at my cheeks. The sun is descending, and the trees lining the property cast gloomy silhouettes.

      About thirty feet away, resting in the corner of the property under a bony maple, sits an abandoned bathtub. Jacob’s tawny-brown hair flicks in the breeze just above the lip of the tub.

      I pick my way over the gravel and dead grass, skirting patches of snow lingering in the shadows, refusing to melt.

      Perching on an old stump next to him, I wait.

      He’s been worse since his birthday—he just turned twenty-five. I wish it was your typical quarter-life crisis, but it’s more than that.

      His face is serene in slumber, not at all like that of a man who lost his twin sister at fifteen and hasn’t fully recovered. He looks so young and so much like Aria it nearly takes my breath away. He has the same stubborn chin, aquiline nose, and thin lips they inherited from Dad.

      A loud snore rips out of him, echoing around us.

      Just perfect.

      Time to wake up Sleeping Beauty.

      I push on his shoulder.

      The snore cuts off, and his eyes blink open. A sleepy grin takes over his face. “Hey, Fin.”

      “Hey, Jake.”

      His smile droops, his glazed eyes shuttering.

      And then he’s snoring again.

      I smack his cheek. “Jacob. Wake up. We need to get to the truck, and I can’t carry your heavy ass.”

      He groans.

      I stand, lean over him, grab both of his hands, and yank him upward. He barely shifts. “C’mon.”

      He glares up at me. “I’m tired, Finley.”

      “Stop whining and get up. You can sleep when we get home.”

      “I don’t want to go home.” It’s like he’s five. All the thoughts about how sweet he looked as he slept die a quick and painful death.

      “You can’t sleep here.”

      “Why not?”

      “Uh, because it’s cold and uncomfortable and because I said so.”

      He moans again but at least makes a half-hearted effort to stand. It takes a few minutes of tugging and cajoling, but eventually, I’ve got him out of the tub and on his feet—wobbly feet—but progress is progress.

      We shuffle around the side of the squat wood building, Jacob’s arm around my neck.

      I keep my gaze focused on our faded-green pickup truck while he drags his feet, his weight heavy across my back, his boots running into mine as he stumbles next to me.

      We’re crossing the entrance from the main road when he comes to an abrupt halt.

      “Wait.” The word slurs out of his mouth. Then he bends over, dragging me down with him, and throws up all over both our shoes. He sinks the rest of the way to the ground.

      “Shit.” This is not happening. I tug on him, holding my breath. “Jacob, get up.”

      He doesn’t move, lying on the asphalt, a boneless lump of stank.

      I glance around. At least there aren’t any witnesses to this humiliation.

      I grab his arm again and yank. “Come on, we have to move out of the way. We’re blocking the entrance.”

      “It’s fine.” He relaxes even more against the hard ground. “Comfy here.”

      “It’s not fine. Jacob. If you don’t move your ass, I’m going to kick it.”

      No response.

      “I’ll tell the whole town about that time you microwaved your pee.”

      “No, you won’t,” he murmurs, eyes still shut.

      I don’t know whether to cry, scream, stomp him with my vomit-covered shoe, or all three.

      A car pulls halfway into the lot, coming to a halt a few feet away—the tail end of the vehicle sticking out onto the main road.

      “Just perfect,” I mutter. “Jake, get up!” I yell directly into his ear.

      He doesn’t even flinch.

      Standing, I turn toward the driver of the vehicle and lift my arms in the universal symbol for “I don’t know.”

      They honk.

      I lift my arms again. “You want to come out here and help me?” I call out, but their windows are rolled up, so I’m not sure if they can hear me or if they care.

      They honk again.

      Nope. They don’t care.

      Why me? Why can’t I have a normal life where things go right once in a while instead of everything always going from bad to worse to absolute hell?

      I’m so sick of the constant anxiety and tension and stress—I don’t think I can take it anymore.

      As if summoned by my defeatist thoughts, another car pulls up behind the first, and they both start honking, one after the other, a chorus of impatience.

      Hysterical laughter gurgles up and bursts out of me.
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      Archer

      

      “Let me call you back.” I stare out the windshield at the scene on the other side of the small parking lot.

      His response is a click on the line and then dead air.

      I grin down at my phone. I’ve always found Oliver’s lack of basic politeness amusing. It’s probably why our friendship has lasted this long—and at least half of why it started in the first place.

      The smile turns into a wince when the man on the ground throws up—again.

      Jacob Fox. He checked me in at Fox Cottages only a few hours ago. How did he get this drunk so quick?

      The woman who has been half carrying, half supporting him on their laborious journey from behind the bar throws her head back and . . . is she laughing?

      Surprise lifts my brows. This must be Finley Fox.

      The car next to them honks. The one pulled up behind it honks too.

      She’s doing her damned best, wrenching on Jacob’s arms in a futile attempt to drag him out of the way, but she’s laughing so hard he’s not budging. Not that she could do it on her own anyway. She’s half his size.

      Oliver had texted me a blurry photo of her, taken from a distance. Her mouth was partially open, eyes half closed. It had been taken by one of Oliver’s buyers, someone he sent to approach her about selling the property. According to him, she had tried to run the poor guy over with her truck.

      After that failure, Oliver had tried again, sending two more of his lackeys, but apparently Finley threatened them with a shotgun.

      I slide out of my rental car. This isn’t how I want to introduce myself to Finley Fox, but maybe I can work it to my advantage. If I come to her rescue, maybe I’ll have a better shot than those who came before.

      Besides, I can’t leave her like this.

      “Need a hand?” I call out as I approach.

      In the fading light, I get a better look at Finley Fox.

      Her hair is dark, pulled back into a thick braid. Her eyes are lighter, harder to make out, maybe hazel, with faint shadows curved underneath. Her clothes are grubby, she has vomit on her shoes, and her skin is stretched with fatigue. But there is something in the curve of her jaw, the stubbornness in her chin, the set of her shoulders that sucks me in. I can’t look away.

      “Oh, this is just perfect,” she grinds out, her voice full of exasperation.

      I halt a few feet away, schooling my expression into a blank mask.

      Does she know who I am? That I’m here at Oliver’s behest? How could she?

      She continues before I can formulate any kind of response that won’t result in being maimed, shunned, or told off.

      “No, please.” One hand flicks up and then flops down at her side. “Because this day hasn’t been awful enough, having a hot lumbersnack witness my mortification is really topping it off.”

      Her words shoot a spark of surprise through me. “Did you just call me a . . . lumbersnack?” I ask, unable to keep the amazement from my voice.

      I’m not a small-statured person. Most people find me somewhat intimidating at first. I’ve never been referred to as any kind of bite-size portion.

      The person in the first car rolls down their window. “Can you get out of the way?”

      “Mr. Morgan, is that you?” She squints at the vehicle. “Can’t you see I’ve got a little issue here?” She gestures with both hands at Jacob. “Have some sympathy or get out and give me a hand.”

      “Sorry, Finley, but I need to go to the bathroom. My high blood pressure meds make me have to piss every twenty minutes.”

      I wave at Mr. Morgan. “I’ve got this.” I heft Jacob up until I’ve got him in my arms, bridal style.

      Without missing a beat, Finley hustles in front of me, leading me over to a battered and ancient pickup truck, opening the passenger door.

      I set him inside. She grabs a towel from the bed and flings it over him. Then she puts a dirty paint bucket on the floor between his legs.

      “Not your first time, huh?”

      “Nope.” Her mouth is a thin line. “Thank you for your help.” She shuts him inside then faces me. “Mister, um. . .?”

      “Weston. Archer Weston.” I stick out my hand and wince. I didn’t mean to introduce myself like like I’m James Bond.

      “Finley Fox.” She shakes my hand quickly, her grip firm. Her head tilts, gaze narrowing on my face. “Archer is an unusual name. I know that name.”

      My heart skips a beat. It’s not likely she would know my connection to Oliver, not unless she did some serious digging, but it isn’t entirely out of the question either.

      The divot between her brow relaxes. “You’re staying in cabin four.”

      My shoulders ease. I nod to Jacob. “He checked me in earlier. He was a lot more sober then.”

      She rubs the side of her head. “Small miracles.”

      I shove my hands into my pockets. “I was heading back to my cabin, so I’m going your way, if you need help getting him inside.”

      She nods, a slow motion that includes a flicker of her gaze. Wait. Did she just check me out?

      “That would be great. Thank you for your help.” She pauses and then blows out a breath before speaking quickly. “And if we could forget about that whole thing where I called you a lumbersnack, I would appreciate it. If I had known you were a guest, I would never have compared you to”—her face scrunches in thought—“something both brawny and appetizing.”

      I bark out a laugh.

      Finley Fox is not what I was expecting, not at all. Of course, her warm feelings toward me will change once she realizes who I am.

      I should tell her why I’m here.

      And yet.

      She’s smiling at me, a small, tired smile, and I can’t summon myself to utter the words that will ruin this . . . whatever this is.

      Then we’ve been smiling at each other for a few seconds longer than what should be comfortable. Turning away, I call out over my shoulder, “I’ll follow you back.”

      As I drive down the winding two-lane road, an internal battle wages in my mind.

      I’m going to tell her. As soon as we get back and I help her get Jacob into bed, I’ll come clean. I can’t pretend I’m some random good Samaritan. I have to tell her the truth, right?

      But if I don’t tell her, then maybe she’ll let down her guard, and I can ask her questions. It might be the only chance I have to figure out what’s keeping her from selling.

      Within a few minutes, we turn off onto the gravel drive. My headlights dip and weave over a few of the cabins interspersed with towering pines.

      The property is extensive. The scattered cottages vary in shape and size. They’re mostly A-frames, but there are a few square bungalows too, like the cabin I’m renting.

      We turn left, curving up a slight rise toward the main house.

      It’s an eclectic structure, an odd mixture of architecture, as if different hands have been adding to it over the years and the result is something sort of charming and sort of misshapen.

      The main office, where I checked in earlier, is in the front, basically a room connected to the residence by an interior door. Finley drives around, parking on the side next to an unattached garage.

      Pulling up beside her truck, I take a few deep breaths.

      I don’t want to ruin her night—more than it has been already—but waiting too long will make the repercussions worse.

      I’m going to tell her. It’s the right thing to do.

      It’s settled. Resolute, I get out of the car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Finley

      
      I flick Jacob on the cheek, leaning over him in the open passenger door. He snored the entire drive home. “Wake up, numbnuts.”

      His head rolls away, and he swipes a hand up, attempting to deter me. “Stop, Fin.” His eyes are closed, his words thick with sleep.

      Footsteps approach, and Archer appears next to me. “Finley, I—” he clears his throat.

      I meet his gaze.

      His eyes are dark and intense, surrounded by thick lashes that should be criminal on a man who’s already hot enough to melt the frozen pond over the hill with just a smoldering look.

      He stares at me for a few long seconds.

      Jacob’s arm flails up between us, reaching for nothing. “I gotta take a piss.”

      Archer steps closer. “Right. I-I’ve got him.” And like I wished on a genie and summoned the hottest, most helpful and capable man I could wish for, he tugs on Jacob to get him out of the seat and hefts him into his arms like it’s no big deal and he manhandles people all the time.

      I scuttle ahead of him, leading the way up and through the side door and into the house. The sink is full of dishes. There’s an open box of Cheez-Its on the counter, and the trash can is overflowing.

      This is so embarrassing. My skin prickles with heat.

      I pick up the pace through the living room and up the creaky wooden stairs to the second floor.

      We head down the long hallway that leads to the back bedrooms. The photographs lining the walls are dusty. The floors need sweeping.

      I’ve never stopped to consider the faded wallpaper and outdated wood paneling lining most of the interior. It’s all been here since I was a kid, and I haven’t had time or money to change it. All our profits go toward maintaining the cabins and keeping the business puttering along.

      Archer and I stand outside the door, waiting, while Jacob fumbles in the bathroom. I hope he doesn’t pass out and hit his head in there.

      Finally, Jacob finishes, and I help Archer set him on the messy bed, his feet hanging over the side so I can get his dirty shoes and pants off.

      “I’ll be just a second,” I say.

      He exits the room with a short nod, his footsteps receding down the hall.

      I tug off Jacob’s boots with a wince and then his dirty pants, throwing them in the full hamper in the corner. At least there’s a clear path to the bathroom.

      “What am I going to do with you?” I lift his legs to the bed and cover him with the old navy-blue comforter he’s had since high school.

      Archer is standing a few feet away, down the hall, his hands tucked into his pockets, gazing at the array of photos.

      “It’s a lot to take in at once,” I say in a low voice, shutting Jacob’s door. “We used to joke that Dad should have been a professional photographer.”

      “You have a big family.”

      I nod. I don’t want to talk about my family. “Do you want a drink or something?” My voice is pitched too high, exposing the nerves racing through me.

      I want him to say yes.

      I want him to say no.

      I want to take off all my clothes and fling myself at him as if I’m young and worry free and not an exhausted thirty-plus woman who feels fifty and is still raising her grown-ass brother.

      He hesitates.

      My bravado falters. I can’t do this. I can’t. I don’t even know him. Not to mention the ethical ramifications. I’ve never propositioned a guest. I’ve never been tempted until now.

      My heart sinks. He’s going to say no. It’s written in the tightening of his eyes, the slight downturn of his lips.

      Probably for the best, I console myself.

      He swallows. “Sure.” His brows lift, and he stares at me, a bit dazed, like he’s as surprised as I am that he agreed.

      I glance down at my dirty clothes. First things first. I stink. “There are beers in the fridge. Will you grab a couple? I can meet you on the front porch in a minute. There’s a heater out there and blankets on the porch swing. It’s really quiet, and we won’t wake Sleeping Beauty.” I clear my throat. “I need to freshen up real quick.”

      He stares at me for a long second and then gives a clipped nod. “Okay.”

      As soon as he turns away, I bolt down the hall to my room.

      Whipping my clothes off like a whirling dervish, I race across the hall to the bathroom to rinse off—no way am I doing anything, even having a simple conversation with someone, until I’ve had a chance to disinfect.

      I take a brief second to stare at myself in the mirror. No makeup, puffy eyes, messy hair . . . No one in their right mind would find this attractive. “What are you doing, Finley?”

      I summon my courage. I’m taking a little moment for myself. That’s what I’m doing. Don’t I deserve it? A little bit of fun? A little bit of mindless pleasure? All I ever think about is this place and Jacob and my sisters and family and responsibilities. Haven’t I earned this, just for one night? I will not feel guilty about grabbing a little slice of joy when it presents itself.

      There’s no guarantee anything will happen anyway. If he leaves and I end up rejected and alone, it’s fine. It’s not like I’ll ever see him again.

      If my life is going to continue to circle the drain, I might as well try to have a little fun on the way down, as long as no one gets hurt.

      Bolstered by the thoughts, I throw on my favorite daisy-covered long-sleeved button-up, black yoga pants, and thick wool socks and head out to the front patio.
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        * * *

      

      “Thank you for everything,” I tell Archer a few minutes later.

      We’re sitting next to each other on the porch swing, beers in hand. I’m wrapped in one of the fleece blankets we keep out here for chilly nights, and Archer has one spread over his lap. The heater hums a few feet in front of us.

      I breathe in the scent of pine and dirt and home. This is where I usually come to unwind after long days. Relaxing right now is impossible. I’m too conscious of the man beside me, the squareness of his jaw, the way the fabric of his flannel hugs his bicep, his hip only inches from mine.

      He nods. “No problem. I’m happy to help.”

      Oddly enough, he sounds like he means it.

      “It’s nice out here,” he says after a pause. “Quiet.”

      I stare down the gravel drive in front of us, leading into shadowy blackness. Beyond the porch, the night is dark and bracing, but we’re sitting in a faintly glowing circle, our faces periodically brushed with threads of warmth.

      “The heater helps.” We both stare at it. “And the blankets,” I add.

      A stilted, tense silence builds between us, brick by brick.

      “I should tell you why I’m in town. I—”

      “No. I don’t want to know where you’re from or why you’re here.”

      He turns in the seat to face me, thick brows lifted. “You don’t?”

      “I don’t want to make small talk.” The words are thrown out like a gauntlet between us, knocking the wall down.

      He stares at me, unblinking.

      I take his beer from his loose-fingered grip and put both bottles on the ground.

      Then I face him. “I want you.”

      His entire frame goes rock still. My gaze trails over the stiff line of his broad shoulders before snapping back to his face and getting caught in his watchful gaze.

      Words pour out of my mouth and into the stone-cold silence. “Sorry to be so forward, but I’ve had a shitty day, a shitty decade, actually, and you’re here, and I find you incredibly attractive. This doesn’t happen to me often.” I tear my gaze from his to stare at my hands, clenching in my lap. “What do you think?” I force myself to look back at him.

      He sits motionless, body tense, expression blank.

      If he says no, I might run over the hill and throw myself into the frozen pond.

      Jesus, he’s going to say no. I need to up my seduction game. Bluntly asking for a night of shameless pleasure when I have no makeup on, haven’t slept a full night in a decade, and just got puked on might not be the best look for me.

      But then he speaks. “I think you’re beautiful, but—" The masks slips, and the raw desire on his face sends a flurry of heated anticipation winging through my belly.

      It’s that flash of longing, quickly shuttered, that feeds my wavering courage.

      I lean over and press my mouth against his.

      His tense posture becomes even more rigid.

      What the hell am I doing?

      Throwing myself at a customer like a desperate loser, that’s what I’m doing.

      When you’ve hit rock bottom, I guess there’s nothing more to fear.

      I taste the surprise on his lips, but it’s a fleeting flavor, segueing quickly into demand—hungry and urgent. He takes control, and I relinquish it willingly. His hands slide around my waist, and we twist closer together on the seat, the blankets sliding down, pooling around our hips. The pressure of his mouth, his tongue, his taste scrambles my brain, and my hormones take control.

      I slide my hands up into his hair, tugging on the silky strands. His tongue is seeking, tender, claiming.

      Wait a minute. Reality throws up a hand. No way a man this hot and good at kissing is single.

      I pull back, and he gets one million brownie points for immediately releasing me.

      We’re both panting. I have to catch my breath before I can speak.

      “Are you married?”

      “No.” His answer is immediate. If he’s surprised by the abrupt question, the only sign is a couple of blinks.

      “Girlfriend?”

      “No.”

      I home in on his expression, trying to discern if he’s telling the truth.

      “Are you dating someone casually but it could be construed as possibly serious in the near or not-so-near future?”

      He’s chuckling before I even finish the question. “No.”

      “Thank the heavens.” I sigh in relief.

      His hand finds mine, linking his fingers through mine, a gesture that’s intimate and more tender than I would have expected after that blistering kiss.

      “My work doesn’t allow much time for socializing. I travel a lot. I don’t date. Not in a while, anyway.” He winces then opens his mouth and closes it again. His gaze dips down to the seat between us, where his hand still grips mine. “And about that, my work is, I—”

      “No.” I place a finger on his lips, and all of my worries and thoughts flee, heat spreading through me. His mouth is pink and full and soft and a total contrast to the hard lines of the rest of him. “I don’t want to know where you are from or what you do. I don’t want to give in to urges to stalk you and show up on your doorstep some lonely night months from now. Honestly, it’s for your own protection.”

      He chuckles against my finger, a low, deep, throaty sound that spreads fire up my arm and through my chest, stretching down my limbs.
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