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      Dear Reader,

      This book is set in the Deep South. As such, it contains a great deal of colorful, colloquial, and occasionally grammatically incorrect language. This is a deliberate choice on my part as an author to most accurately represent the region where I have lived my entire life. This book also contains swearing and pre-marital sex between the lead couple, as those things are part of the realistic lives of characters of this generation, and of many of my readers.

      If any of these things are not your cup of tea, please consider that you may not be the right audience for this book. There are scores of other books out there that are written with you in mind. In fact, I’ve got a list of some of my favorite authors who write on the sweeter side on my website at https://kaitnolan.com/on-the-sweeter-side/

      If you choose to stick with me, I hope you enjoy!

      Happy reading!

      Kait

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SOMEONE LIKE YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      A grumpy lumberjack

      

      Former Army Ranger Harrison Wilkes isn’t actually a lumberjack, but he's doing his best impression while hiding out in the mountains of East Tennessee. He needs to rest, recharge, and stay the hell away from people, while he wrestles with ghosts from his past and figures out his future. Neither includes a snowbound rescue of his favorite author.

      

      A runaway writer

      

      Ivy Blake is on a deadline. Her hero is MIA, and she's desperate to find some peace, quiet, and inspiration to get her book—and her life—back on track. She doesn’t plan on driving off a mountain. Or the mysterious stranger who shows up to save her.

      

      Who’s rescuing who?

      

      When Winter Stormageddon traps them together, Ivy finds the inspiration she didn’t know she needed in her real-life hero. As more than the fireplace heats up his one-bed cabin, they both find far more than they bargained for. This intuitive author just might have the answers Harrison's looking for, but will their newfound connection survive past the storm?
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      “Where are your pages, Ivy?”

      Ivy Blake winced at the snap of her agent’s voice on the other end of the phone. Marianne was pulling out her stern, mom-of-three tone. That was never good. “They’re coming.”

      At some theoretical, future time that was actually true.

      “You’ve been saying that for weeks. And you’ve been avoiding me. You only do that when the words aren’t flowing.”

      You have no idea.

      “The book’s been giving me a smidge of trouble.” Understatement of the century. “But I promise, I’m nearly done.” Flagrant lie. Ivy wondered if Marianne’s Momdar was sounding an alarm. Ivy’s own mama had an Eyebrow of Doom that could be heard over the phone when engaged.

      “You have to give me something to give to Wally. I can’t hold him off much longer.”

      Walter Caine—who inexplicably went by Wally, a fact that made it utterly impossible to take him seriously—was currently at the top of Ivy’s avoid-at-all-costs list. Her editor was brilliant but a bit like a banty rooster when he got angry. He had deadlines. Of course, Ivy understood that. Everything about publishing involved deadlines. He’d absolutely blow a gasket if he knew she was still on Chapter One. The thirteenth version.

      It was probably a sign.

      “Next week.” Was this what it felt like to be in debt to a bookie? Making absurd promises in hopes of avoiding broken kneecaps or cement shoes? Except in this case it was Ivy’s career, not her actual life, in danger.

      “Ivy.” Marianne drew her name out to four syllables, which was tantamount to being middle-named by her mama.

      Ivy hunched her shoulders. “I swear I’m finishing up the book. In fact, I’m taking a special trip for the express purpose of focusing on nothing but that until it’s done.”

      Where the hell had that come from? She had no such plans. Apparently in lieu of offering up reasonable plot, her brain had decided to just spew spontaneous, bald-faced lies.

      Her agent sighed. “Fine. How can I reach you?”

      In for a penny…

      “Oh, well, you can’t. There’s no internet up there, and I was warned that cell service is spotty. The cabin has absolute privacy and no distractions. It’s perfect.”

      Actually, something like that did sound perfect. If she went totally off the grid, Marianne and Wally wouldn’t know where to send the hitman when she missed her deadline. The one that had already been pushed back once.

      You’ve never missed a final deadline, and you’re not going to start now.

      Marianne offered another beleaguered sigh. “Find an internet connection and check in on Monday or I’m hunting you down, understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Ivy had no doubt she meant it. Despite her trio of children and the stable of other writers she managed, Marianne would absolutely get herself on a plane and show up on Ivy’s doorstep if she thought it would get results.

      “I’ll do what I can to hold off Wally. This morning’s starred review at Kirkus for Hollow Point Ridge should appease him for a little while. You know he loves nothing more than seeing you rack up acclaim.”

      “Because acclaim means dollar signs for us all,” Ivy recited. As if she could forget that it was more than just her depending on income from her books.

      “Damn straight. I forwarded the review to you. Check your email before you go,” Marianne ordered.

      She’d already seen the review this morning. Somebody had posted it in her fan group, which had generated a discussion thread that was already twenty pages deep about where she planned to go with the series next. But bringing that up would only prolong this conversation.

      “Will do.”

      “Happy writing.”

      For just a moment, Ivy considered coming clean and telling Marianne the stark, unvarnished truth. Her agent was, ultimately, meant to be her advocate. But right now, she was only more pressure. So Ivy held in her snort of derision as she hung up the phone and tossed it on her desk.

      It had been a long damned time since she’d been happy writing. The truth was, she had a raging case of writer’s block, and she was already weeks past her initial deadline. That wasn’t like her at all. She was a machine. Her first three books had poured out of her. The next three were each successively bigger, deeper, harder. And with each had come more success and higher expectations from her publisher, who wanted to capitalize on momentum to maximize sales. That was a business decision on their part. She was a commodity. Ivy understood that. And up to now, she’d been able to work with it.

      But along with the professional pressures had come the rabid excitement of her fans. They loved the world she created, the characters she’d given them, and not a day went by when she didn’t get emails and messages on social media demanding to know when the next book was coming because OMG they needed it yesterday! They had no idea the months, sometimes years of work that went into each book. What ate up her entire life occupied theirs for mere hours or days. And their insatiable enthusiasm was just one more stone piling on and crushing her with stress.

      This book wasn’t like the other six in her best-selling series, and she just hadn’t found the right hook yet.

      She would. Of course, she would. She just needed some more time and less pressure.

      “Why don’t you ask for world peace, while you’re at it?”

      Dropping into her office chair, Ivy shoved back from the desk and rolled across her office to the massive whiteboard occupying one wall. At this stage, the whole surface should’ve been covered with color-coded sticky notes detailing the assorted character arcs and how they drove and were driven by the action of the external plot. But it was empty other than the scrawl of “Michael” at the top in red marker. Below it a bright yellow note read, You are a stubborn, taciturn asshole, who won’t talk to me. In a fit of pique and stress cleaning earlier in the week, she’d stripped away version number twelve of her plot. Now she couldn’t face the blank space.

      Page fright was so much a real thing.

      Maybe she should get away. Find one of those out-of-the-way cabins to rent, with no phone, no internet, no way to be crushed under the weight of other people’s expectations. Maybe then she could hear herself think.

      Rolling back to her computer, she opened a browser, compulsively clicking on the little envelope that told her she had seventy-nine unread messages.

      She’d cleared her inbox this morning.

      “Why do I do this to myself?”

      She started to close it out when a subject line caught her attention.

      Come visit the brand new spa at The Misfit Inn!

      She’d forgotten about The Misfit Inn. Last summer, she and several girlfriends had taken a weekend trip up there in spontaneous celebration of Deanna’s divorce. The owners had mentioned they were considering adding a spa. Ivy had signed up for the mailing list and promptly forgotten about it. She opened the email, feeling the first hints of excitement as she read it. Okay, maybe that was desperation. But really? A spa? One set right in the gorgeous Smoky Mountains, just four short hours away? She desperately needed to relax. It had to be a sign from the Universe.

      Someone answered on the second ring. “Thank you for calling The Misfit Inn. This is Pru. How can I help you?”

      Ivy remembered Pru, the kind-hearted woman who’d done everything possible to make the inn feel like home.

      “This is Ivy Blake. I don’t know if you remember me, but a bunch of girlfriends and I stayed with y’all last summer for a Thank God I’m Divorced party weekend⁠—”

      “Deanna’s group! Yes, certainly we remember y’all.”

      “Well, I got the email about the opening of the spa, and it did say call to ask about booking specials that covered the inn and spa, so here I am.”

      “Wonderful!” The genuine warmth in Pru’s voice had some of the knots relaxing. “How many?”

      “Just me.”

      “In need of some pampering?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Okay then. When were you wanting to come?”

      The sooner the better. “Um…today?”

      “Today! Good gracious. Y’all are all about the spontaneity aren’t you?”

      Sure, let’s call it that. “I know it’s last-minute, but I was hoping to book two weeks.”

      “We can certainly accommodate that. But you should know before you make the drive that we’re supposed to be having some really serious winter weather. Full-on snow and ice. The drive is liable to be pretty nasty and there’s a really good chance you could get snowed in.”

      Snowed in at an inn and spa for two weeks, far away from everyone who knew her? “That sounds absolutely perfect. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
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        * * *

      

      Grief smelled of onions, cheese, and cream of something soup.  Multiple tables groaned under the weight of death casseroles along one wall of the church fellowship hall. The scent of it wafted over as Harrison Wilkes walked in, simultaneously curdling his stomach and making it growl. A quick scan of the room told him the widow hadn’t made it over from the cemetery yet, but he spotted the man he’d come to support hovering near the dessert table. Careful not to make eye contact with the other mourners, Harrison wove his way through the crowd.

      If possible, Ty looked worse than he had during the service. But then, he was here against medical advice and had served as a pall bearer. Sweat beaded along his brow. His shoulder had to be hurting like a son of a bitch from over-exertion.

      “Sit your ass down before you fall down, Brooks.”

      Ty lifted bloodshot eyes to Harrison’s. “You’re not my CO.”

      “I’m still your friend.” He took a step closer and lowered his voice. “You did your duty to Garrett. Don’t you go blowing all the work you’ve done in PT by pushing yourself too far.”

      Ty’s pale face turned mulish, but before he could pop off, another familiar voice interrupted.

      “Step aside, y’all. I’ve got food to add to the table.”

      Sebastian Donnelly muscled his way past, a casserole dish in hand. Its contents smelled both familiar and noxious.

      “Tell me that’s not what I think it is,” Harrison said.

      Sebastian plunked the dish down on the table and took off the foil. “My famous barbeque beef casserole.”

      “More like infamous,” Ty said. “Only you would try to make a casserole out of MREs.”

      “I tried to talk him out of it.” Porter Ingram joined the group. “We all know how much Garrett hated that shit.”

      Sebastian straightened, suddenly sober. “Yeah, but he’d hate this damned wake even more.”

      They all lapsed into silence, aware of the dubious privilege of standing here able to bitch and moan about the wake. A privilege Garrett didn’t have.

      Everything about this sucked. Funerals sucked to begin with, no matter who they were for. They sucked worse when it was a friend. Someone you’d fought alongside, who’d saved your ass, who should’ve made it home. And they sucked most when they brought up old shit you were still trying to move past. There were too many ghosts stirred up for anybody to be comfortable.

      “Come on. Let’s either make plates or go sit down.” Porter’s voice interrupted Harrison’s thoughts.

      “I’m not hungry,” Ty insisted.

      “Then let’s get out of the way for the people who are.” Porter smoothly managed to nudge him toward a table.

      “Always the peacemaker,” Harrison murmured.

      “Yeah, he’s good at that.” Sebastian picked up a paper plate and began filling it from the assortment of dishes, skipping his own offering to the spread.

      Not knowing what else to do, Harrison fell in behind him.

      “How are you doing with all this?” Sebastian asked.

      It was instinct to deflect. “Better than Ty.”

      They both looked across the room, where he’d finally sat, shoulders bowed, head bent as if he couldn’t hold it up anymore. Porter had a chair pulled up, talking to him in a low voice, one hand on his arm.

      Sebastian scooped up some kind of hash brown casserole. “You think he’ll come back from this?”

      “You never come back from this. Not really.” Harrison twitched his shoulders inside the jacket of his suit, wishing the thing didn’t feel like a straitjacket.

      Glancing at Ty, seeing the clench of his jaw, the lines of strain fanning out from his eyes, Harrison knew exactly the kind of shit going through his buddy’s head. He’d been there. It was the reason he’d left the Army. It didn’t feel like three years. Not when so many familiar faces filled the room. Men he’d fought with, bled with. Many were still fighting the fight. In his own way, so was he. But he couldn’t do what they did. Not anymore.

      Harrison trailed Sebastian across the room, nodding acknowledgments to those who greeted him, but not stopping until he reached Ty’s table. Ty went silent, straightening in his chair with a Styrofoam cup he no doubt wished held something stronger than sweet tea, as they all realized Bethany Reeves had just arrived.

      Ty hadn’t spoken to her at the funeral. He hadn’t even been able to go near her. He blamed himself for Garrett’s death. Wrongly. But none of them could talk him out of that at this stage. So the three of them ranged around him, buffers between their friend and everybody else here. They shoveled in food and talked football and other stupid, civilian shit because he needed distraction and it was all they could do here. But they each tracked Bethany’s progress around the room and braced themselves when she made her way to Ty.

      He didn’t bolt. Ty was no coward and his mother had raised him better than that. But Harrison knew he wanted to.

      Bethany’s face was ravaged by grief as she reached out for Ty’s hand. “Ty.”

      “Ma’am.”

      Her expression twisted. “Don’t you ma’am me, Tyson Brooks. You were the closest thing Garrett had to a brother, and that makes you family.”

      Ty’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “I loved him like a brother.”

      “I know you did.” She tried to smile, but tears streamed down her face. “He got out because of you. You’re a hero for that.”

      Ty shoved to his feet so fast his chair tipped over, the metal clattering against the industrial tile floor as he jerked his hand from Bethany’s. In the sudden silence, his words sounded too loud. “I’m no hero.”

      He walked out without another word. With apologetic looks at Bethany, Sebastian and Porter followed, no doubt to make sure he didn’t do something stupid. That left Harrison to find the right thing to say to the poor woman to smooth things over. Fuck.

      He didn’t know how much Bethany knew about the details of her husband’s death. Some of the details were classified, as Ranger missions often were. There were things he didn’t know himself, but could easily fill in from experience. And he knew those things wouldn’t bring comfort to Garrett’s widow. In truth, he had no idea how to comfort those left behind. Standing beside her, looking into her stricken face, he felt all the old impotence rise up, strong enough to choke him.

      Harrison didn’t know what he said to Bethany. His head was too full of the visits he’d had to make to the significant others of his own men. But he said something, taking a moment to squeeze her hand because even he could tell she needed human connection. The grasp of her cold, clammy fingers sent him back, until his head echoed with tears and recriminations. Needing to get the hell out, he made his excuses and all but ran for the exit.

      Outside the fellowship hall, he braced his hands against the trunk of a car and sucked in big, cleansing lungfuls of the cold, winter air. It was so cold it hurt, colder than it should be in north Georgia this time of year. But the pain was good. The pain brought him back to the now.

      “Hey.”

      Harrison straightened and turned to Porter. “Where’s Ty?”

      “Sebastian took him home. He’s gonna stick around a while, keep an eye on him.”

      “Good.” Ty didn’t need to be left alone right now. He had a long, dark road ahead.

      Porter angled his head, studying Harrison with eyes that saw too much. “You’re not looking so great.”

      Because it was Porter, because he’d see through the bullshit, Harrison admitted the truth. “I need to get the hell out of here.”

      “I’ve got a cabin nobody’s using. It’s a chunk out from town, away from everything and everybody. It’s yours if you want it. Peace and quiet and a chance to get your head screwed on straight. And Eden’s Ridge is closer than you driving all the way home.”

      The whole idea of being in the middle of nowhere in the mountains of Tennessee, away from people and pressures, where he could think was beyond appealing. He had some decisions to make. It would be easier to make them without all the reminders of the past.

      “Lead the way.”
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      “They’re going to ask Michael to come back,” Ivy dictated into her phone app. “He’s pissed about it because he quit the team for a reason. But they’re going to ask, and he’s trying to dodge the call.”

      Feeling an unexpected kinship with her recalcitrant hero, Ivy paused, fully aware of how much of herself she was putting into the story. After all, here she was driving four hours into the mountains, straight into an actual snowstorm, to avoid more calls from her own powers that be.

      “So what extremes is he willing to go to in order to avoid these people? Somewhere remote. Rock climbing in the high desert. He’s totally the type who’d be into that craziness. Maybe even climbing without safety gear because he’s got that death-wish, guilt thing going on. And he gets to the top all in one piece, after some harrowing moment where he nearly fell to his death, and right as he’s enjoying the peace, a helicopter shows up and...he realizes this is the opening scene to one of the Mission Impossible movies. Damn it.”

      Disgusted with herself, Ivy dug into the sack of road snacks she’d picked up at a gas station in the last town.

      “Okay no high desert. Maybe he’s going on some backwoods fishing expedition. In Alaska. Less people in Alaska, harder to get to. So he’s on his way to…wherever he’s going, and he stops for gas at some little hole-in-the wall place with two pumps and moose antlers over the door. He grabs some chips and some Twinkies. Because, why the hell not?”

      She unwrapped one herself from the stash on the seat. “As he goes back out to the truck, he gets cornered by Annika. Because he’s been under surveillance. Of course he has. And of course it’s her. He could never run fast enough or far enough to get away from her. She was always in his thoughts. Sloan knew that, the bastard. So of course he’d send her to talk him into coming back to work.”

      Considering Annika’s arguments, Ivy snarfed down one of the Twinkies. “So how does she convince him? What can she possibly say to make him change his mind? Is that a Twinkie, or are you just happy to see me?”

      Ivy groaned and turned off the dictation. Comedic was not the tone for the series. But no amount of trying had helped her stay in the zone of serious. Also, she’d ruined Twinkies for herself. She couldn’t sustain it because she just…didn’t care if Michael agreed to come back to work. The man was tired. He deserved a damned break. Leave him alone with his fishing tackle and over-processed baked goods.

      She took a huge bite out of a second snack cake.

      Of course, Michael Keenan had a choice. Blake Iverson, aka Ivy Blake, was too busy eating Twinkies paid for with advance money for this book she hadn’t written yet. And she was self-inserting into her plot way the hell too much. Probably inserting too much Hostess into herself, too.

      She tossed the other half of the Twinkie back into the convenience store bag on the seat and put both hands on the wheel. Man, the snow was really starting to come down now.

      As a girl raised in the Deep South, she wasn’t used to this. The big, fat flakes made her feel like she was inside her Mawmaw Opal’s prize snow globe. As a kid, Ivy used to shake it and stare for hours, praying for snow. Enough they’d get out of school and be able to build a snowman. Being within spitting distance of the Gulf Coast most of her life, it had never actually worked.  But this—this was the real deal, and it was beautiful. Something she’d appreciate if she’d already made it to the inn and was standing inside it, beside a roaring fire with a mug of hot cocoa in hand. With marshmallows, because what was hot cocoa without marshmallows? But she was miles from the last town, and she was pretty sure she must have missed her turn while trying to navigate her missing plot.

      Why hadn’t she packed her GPS? Oh, right. Because she’d barely made it out with more than a suitcase of random clothes and her toothbrush before running with no plan other than getting the heck out of Dodge before Marianne flew in from Manhattan to personally check on her and the Book That Wasn’t. Maybe she could pull the map up on her phone and figure out where the nearest sign of civilization was. She’d program in her destination and let her phone be navigator like a sane person.

      “Siri, what is the nearest town?”

      But the little iridescent blob on the screen never resolved into an answer. Not enough signal. Which meant there probably wasn’t enough signal for Google Maps either.

      Stealing a couple of quick glances from the road, she opened her music. The silence was getting to her. Stabbing the screen at random, she managed to kick off her Eighties Power Mix. Lifting her voice, Ivy joined Pat Benatar, wailing about love as a battlefield as she slowed for a switchback. By the time she’d rolled through some REO Speedwagon and on into Journey—was there any better band for road tripping?—she’d climbed to a higher elevation and the snow was coming down hard enough she actually heard it hit the windshield. Did that mean there was ice mixed in?

      The more nervous she got, the louder she sang, until the windows all but rattled with her battle cry that she wouldn’t stop believing. It was the best part of the song, and she lifted a hand off the wheel for a fist pump—just for a second.

      The dark shape lumbered into the road.

      Her high note turned into a scream as she hit the brakes. The Blazer fishtailed, the back end spinning to the front. Ivy wrestled the wheel, struggling to turn into the skid. She had a split second looking into the eyes of the bear before the SUV slammed into the guardrail, as if it were a stand of toothpicks, and went over the side.
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        * * *

      

      “You should get on the road, man. This storm is just gonna get worse.”

      Following Porter’s gaze, Harrison looked out the window of Elvira’s Tavern and had to agree. The thickening flakes had begun to coat the sidewalks of downtown Eden’s Ridge. Tipping back the last of his drink, he shoved away from the table and offered his hand. “I really appreciate this.”

      Porter took his hand and pulled him in for a thumping hug. “Any time. And if you decide you wanna stay longer, you just say the word. The tourist rentals dry up to next to nothing this time of year, and I’m just as happy it’s not sitting empty.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let you know.” At the rate he was going, he just might burrow in until spring. The real world held that little appeal.

      “There’s some stuff out there. Coffee, basic spices, some other non-perishables I keep on-hand for guests. But not enough to get you through the next few days if the weather turns like they’re saying.”

      “I’ll go by Garden of Eden before I get out of town.”

      “You need anything, you just holler. And that includes a friendly ear.” Porter shot him a meaningful look.

      He’d had a few years and more than a few offers of the same since he got out of the Army. But talking it out hadn’t been his preferred form of processing the shit he brought back to civilian life. Not then and not now. “Understood. I’ll give you a call on the flip side. Maybe we can get another beer and a pizza before I head back home.”

      Porter dipped his head in a nod. “That’d be good. Enjoy your quiet.”

      “It was good to see you, brother.” And now, God willing, he wouldn’t see another human being for the next six days.

      After loading up on supplies, Harrison stopped, out of long-ingrained habit, to gas up the Jeep before he left town. Even in that little span of time, the snowfall seemed to have more than doubled. The cold front that had come through earlier in the week had primed the ground for actual accumulation, and it looked like they were gonna be in for a doozy.

      The drive that, on a good day, should’ve taken a mere twenty minutes, stretched out near to an hour.  Harrison practically crawled up the mountain in his Jeep. When he’d accepted Porter’s offer to use his cabin for the week, he’d had no idea he’d need to put snow chains on. It was Tennessee for Chrissakes. It had been years since he’d driven in any real snow. At least while stateside and not driving a Hummer. The last thing he needed was to go sliding off the slick roads this far out from town.

      On the radio, the song broke and the local DJ came on. “They’re calling it Stormageddon, folks. It’s getting ugly out there. Snow’s coming thicker and faster and temps are dropping fast. The roads are getting dangerous. The Stone County Sheriff’s Office is asking everybody to get where they’re going and stay there until the storm passes. The kiddos will be thrilled because school is officially cancelled.”

      Heat pumped out of the vents, but it wasn’t quite enough to cut the chill inside the Jeep now that the sun was down. If he’d known he’d be coming into this kind of weather, he’d have switched to the hard top. But hell, it was sixty degrees at home last week. The cold didn’t really phase Harrison. Nothing much did. Still, he’d get a fire going when he made it to the cabin and put together some kind of stew for dinner. The kind that stuck to your ribs and warmed you from the inside out. With that happy thought in mind, he rounded the switchback and began the final climb. Just another mile or so.

      His headlights swept over the guardrail. Or what used to be the guardrail. What remained was a mangled twist of metal. New or old? He slowed. The ground was already coated in snow, but he could tell it was churned up beneath. His body coiled with tension as he stopped and put on his flashers. For a few long seconds, he sat in the driver’s seat, hands tight around the steering wheel as he stared at that gap in the rail.

      Memory crept in of another snowy mountain road. Of gunfire and blood. He’d made the wrong call and three of his men had paid the price.

      Harrison shook his head to clear it. This wasn’t Afghanistan. Not an ambush. Somebody had gone over the side.

      Hand on the Glock 19 at his hip, he climbed out of the Jeep and trudged carefully through the accumulating snow to the edge of the road. Some forty or fifty feet down the slope, an older model Chevy SUV was nose down, taillights on. No smoke plumed from the exhaust. Was the driver injured? He checked his phone. No bars to call 911. Looked like he was on rescue duty. At least if everything went to shit, nobody would be impacted but him this time.

      Returning to the Jeep, he popped the liftgate, shifting supplies around until he could get to the coil of climbing rope. He’d need more than that to get somebody else back up. Surveying his options, he added a couple of locking carabiners and some para-cord to his pockets and shut the Jeep. Working fast, he anchored the center of the rope to a tree and tossed both ends over before running the length through his legs, around his hip, and over his shoulder for an emergency rappel. Positioning himself at the edge, he slowly let out slack and made his way down the slope. It wasn’t as steep as what he was accustomed to climbing, but he was grateful for the rope. The ground was slick as hell, and the snow was getting deeper by the minute. The trip down took longer than he liked. As he neared the Blazer, he heard faint sounds of music. Singing? Ears straining against the strange muffling silence of the snow, Harrison listened.

      Was that...Whitney Houston?

      “I wanna feel the heat with somebody before I freeze to death, please God.”

      Not Whitney. The driver was apparently conscious and had some pipes. Was she delirious? Did she have a head injury?

      This close to the vehicle, he could see that she’d been saved by the trees. Wedged between two stands, they were the only thing that had kept the SUV from hurtling into a boulder fifteen feet below. But while they’d slowed the momentum, they’d also blocked all four doors.

      Harrison worked his way around the trees to the front of the vehicle. He could just make out a woman in the driver’s seat—still singing. No blood that he could see, but who knew what was going on below the dash or behind the spiderwebbed windshield. He reached out and rapped on the hood and the singing turned into a scream.
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      Oh, my holy Jesus, the bear is attacking the car!

      Ivy clutched at her chest, certain she was having a heart attack and her body would be found frozen, in this car, sometime in the spring.

      The bear spoke. Wait, not a bear. A gigantic, bearded dude stood in the beam of her headlights.

      Somehow that wasn’t any better. Was he a crazy mountain man? One of those preppers? Some lunatic in need of a wife, who would kidnap her and hold her hostage, never to be heard from again?

      “Are you okay?” His voice was muffled by the snow and the vehicle.

      He didn’t sound crazy. Squinting at him through the falling snow, Ivy didn’t think he looked crazy either. But what did crazy look like, anyway? It wasn’t always frothing at the mouth. Look at her Aunt Lucile. She was crazy as a Betsy bug and mean with it, and nobody’d ever know it to look at her.

      “Lady, can you hear me? Are you all right?”

      Get ahold of yourself, woman. Whoever this guy was, he wanted to help. Which was a damn sight better than freezing to death on this mountain.

      “I’m okay. I can’t get out.”  

      “Are your legs pinned?”

      He was big enough he looked like he could rip the vehicle apart with his bare hands. “No, the doors are just blocked.” She’d been too afraid to move much for fear that a shift in weight would send her Blazer hurtling the rest of the way down the mountain.

      “Is it just you?”

      Ivy hesitated. Was he making sure there was only her to incapacitate? Oh, get a grip! It’s a rational question in a rescue situation. “Just me.”

      “Sit tight.”

      Like she was gonna do anything else?

      He moved back into the trees. Where was he going? For help? Maybe they were close to a town and could call a tow truck. Would a tow truck even get out in all of this mess? Could a tow truck get her out?

      She jolted again as he knocked on the back window.

      “Unlock the doors.”

      Ivy’s hand hovered over the auto lock. He could be a lunatic axe murderer.

      A lunatic axe murderer, who just happened to drive by an hour after you went over and risked his life to climb down, on the off chance he’d find somebody to kill? You are paranoid, my dear. This is further proof you made the right decision in not writing romance.

      She hit unlock.

      Her rescuer wrestled with the back hatch for a minute before popping the liftgate window. “The back’s jammed, but the window will open. You’ll need to climb out this way.”

      Ivy was still in the driver’s seat. “Is it safe to move? What if the car rocks and slides further?”

      “It’s wedged pretty good. I don’t think it’s going anywhere. Either way, it’s not safe for you to stay here.” The low rumble of his voice was matter-of-fact and strangely soothing. He was clearly a man used to giving orders. “Just move slow and steady.”

      Searching for some kind of calm, she unbuckled her seatbelt and immediately fell onto the steering wheel and the deflated airbag. “Oooph.”

      “You okay?”

      “Probably bruised from the seatbelt. Could’ve been a lot worse.”

      With excruciating care, Ivy worked her way out of the driver’s seat and over the center console so she could retrieve her purse from where it had landed in the floorboard. The SUV groaned a little but didn’t move. Her phone had ended up on the far side of the dash, well out of range while she’d been pinned in the driver’s seat. She groped for it now, stretching her fingers across the vinyl until they closed around the case.

      Her crow of victory was cut short as she saw the screen matched the spiderwebbing of the windshield. It didn’t light at the press of the home button. Great. She really was at the mercy of this stranger. Tossing the ruined phone into her purse, she shoved it through the gap between the front seats and hauled herself over the console, into the back.

      Her bags had flown forward in the crash. Oh, dear God, her laptop! Not that there was anything worth a damn on the current book, but she had years of ideas accumulated on that hard drive. Resisting the urge to try to open the case and check, she looped the strap over her head and wore the bag cross-body. She looked at the suitcase, currently lying at the base of the driver’s seat.

      So lucky that didn’t hit my head.

      “If I shove my suitcase up, can you grab it?”

      The grumpy lumberjack—it was what he looked like in the flannel shirt and shearling trucker jacket, with that thick, dark beard—made a grunt she took as assent. It took some doing to wrestle the bag ahead of her and push it up and over the backseat, so he could reach across the cargo space and grab it. But though the Blazer creaked and groaned, it didn’t actually move. That made Ivy feel better.

      Climbing out herself took a little more effort. She felt like a fish, flopping over the back of the seat in a graceless heap. The motion jarred the assortment of bruises starting to make themselves known in the wake of fading adrenaline. Her hands were shaking as she curled them over the edge of the liftgate and stood against the back of the second row seat. It was just enough to get her head and shoulders out of the SUV.

      “Anything hurt? Broken?” the lumberjack asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Good.” Before she could do so much as blink, he slid his massive hands beneath her arms, plucked her right out of the Chevy, and set her down.

      Ivy’s feet immediately splayed like a baby deer. Instinctively, she curled her hands into his jacket and hung on. His arms tightened around her, effectively pulling her closer as he steadied them both. She was frozen through, but she’d have sworn she felt the heat of him through all their layers of clothes. He was just so big and solid. Her heart kicked into a fresh gallop, this time from something other than fear, as she held on longer than she should.

      Too embarrassed to meet his eyes, she turned her gaze toward the Blazer. The blood drained out of her head, leaving her dizzy as she took in exactly how precarious her position had been. “Holy shit. That’s bad.”

      “It’s all right. You’re safe. I’ve gotcha.” Though his voice was brusque, his hold on her was surprisingly gentle.

      Ivy risked looking up at his face. She couldn’t see much in the almost dark, past that mountain man beard. His mouth was pulled into a frown and his dark brows drew together over dark eyes that seemed to look right through her. Her skin flushed.

      “Thank you.” Flustered, she planted her feet and pushed away, though he didn’t actually let her go until she was stable. “Did you see the bear?”

      He tensed. “What bear?”

      “There was a bear in the road. I swerved to avoid it.”

      “Probably long gone now.”

      Ivy blew out a breath. “That’s a relief. Maybe there will be enough signal up top to call a…wrecker.” She trailed off as she realized exactly how far up the top really was. The glow of headlights illuminated the edge far, far above their heads. It wasn’t straight vertical, but near enough. “How the hell did you even get down here?”

      “Rappelled.”

      She scanned him, looking for a harness. “With no gear?”

      “I’ve got climbing rope.”

      And obviously he knew what he was doing if he’d made it all the way down here, but still. “You could’ve broken your neck.”

      His lips curved just a little, as if he found the idea of that amusing. “I didn’t.”

      Something about that cockiness had a hysterical laugh bubbling up in her throat. What if this was all a hallucination? What if she’d gotten a concussion during the wreck and her mind had conjured up Michael Keenan himself to rescue her? He looked about like she thought Michael would since he’d gone off the grid. What if, even now, she was still trapped in that front seat, bleeding to death from a head wound?

      He was talking again. “—no way a wrecker could even get out right now. There wouldn’t be enough traction in these conditions to actually pull your vehicle out. And that’s assuming they can actually get it out at all. Snow’s just getting worse and town is twenty miles away. We need to get out of here and to shelter. My cabin’s not far.”

      A prickle of worry skittered across her skin. He wasn’t wrong. She’d freeze to death if she stayed out here. If this wasn’t a hallucination, that meant she’d be trapped with this guy in the middle of freaking nowhere for who knew how long. She didn’t know this man, her phone was toast, and she had no other option but to trust him. He’d risked his life for an absolute stranger, not even knowing whether someone was in the car. Surely, that was another check in the Not An Axe Murderer column.

      And, come on, this was Tennessee. The snow couldn’t last that long.

      Working up what she hoped was a confident smile, Ivy looked at the rope he’d evidently used to climb down. “Okay then. Lead the way.”
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      That was a fake-it-til-you-make-it smile if Harrison had ever seen one. He’d been running ascent scenarios since he got her out of the SUV. She was shaky but not terribly injured, best he could tell. Her red wool coat and jeans were meant for the city, but at least she wasn’t wearing some ridiculous high-heeled shoes or designer boots. The rubber-soled Wallabees would give some decent traction. The safest way would be to send her up first.

      “You ever do any rock climbing?”

      She went brows up. “Does the climbing wall at the gym back in college and grad school count?”

      She couldn’t be that far out of school. “Better than nothing.” He pulled out the para-cord and began to uncoil it. “I’m gonna fashion an emergency harness for you and belay you up the incline.”

      “You’re gonna trust my weight to that?”

      “It holds my weight, so you’ll be nothing. It won’t be comfortable, but it’ll do the job.” Quick and efficient, he had the knots tied by the time he finished speaking and stepped toward her with the loop.

      The woman took half a step back. “We’re gonna climb up there in the dark?”

      “Look, lady, I’m not gonna freeze my ass off out here. The way out is up.” It wasn’t full dark yet, but it would be soon, and he felt too damned exposed.

      She hesitated but evidently decided he was a better alternative to hypothermia. She gave a slow nod. Her hands—scraped from the airbag deployment probably—were white-knuckled around the strap of her bag as he stepped toward her again.

      Good job, Wilkes. Terrify the accident victim.

      Sucking in a breath, he made an effort to pull himself back from the edge of memories he’d been skating. Not Afghanistan. Not a trap. She was just a woman in the wrong place at the wrong time, and she was scared. Her very real fear helped dissolve some of his. He could be a slightly less grumpy bastard.

      “So, you saw a bear?” Maybe getting her to talk would help distract her from what he was doing.

      “Yeah. I came around the curve and it was right there, in the middle of the road. I fishtailed when I swerved and spun right out through the guardrail. I don’t know what the heck it was doing there. I thought they were supposed to hibernate in the winter.” Her teeth chattered, likely with shock as much as cold. He needed to get her to shelter and out of the elements.

      Harrison held up the loop again. “I’ve got to get up in your personal space to do this, okay?” When she nodded again, he reached around to loop the cord behind her waist. “I don’t think that’s necessarily the case with bears this far south. It was in the fifties just two weeks ago. Either way, you were damned lucky the trees were thick.”

      “Yeah.”

      Her accent was Southern, but not the twang of East Tennessee. He couldn’t quite place it. “I’m guessing you aren’t from around here.” Reaching between her legs, he pulled the cord up to meet the loops he held in his other hand.

      “There’s not a lot of snow where I’m from.”

      Harrison forgot what he’d asked because he suddenly became very aware that the body in front of him was female. She was so tiny and delicate, and she smelled, impossibly, of honeysuckle. The scent of it cut through whatever dark memories lingered, grounding him with an unexpected flash of heat.

      When was the last time he’d been this close to a woman?

      Struggling to bring himself back to the task at hand he tried to remember what he’d said. “There’s not normally this much snow here, either. Not like this.”

      “I certainly didn’t expect a blizzard in Tennessee.”

      “The weather people were calling it Stormageddon.”

      “Great.” The absolute lack of enthusiasm almost made him smile.

      He locked down the carabiner and adjusted the fit of the makeshift harness. It was too dark to see her well, but he had the feeling she was blushing as he tugged and arranged the lines around her excellent ass. He should not be noticing her ass.

      Clearing his throat, he straightened. “Okay, here’s how this is going to work.”

      By the time he’d explained it and had her repeat the procedure back to him to his satisfaction, it really was full dark. He didn’t like it, but there wasn’t much of an alternative.

      “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” She was freezing and probably still scared to death, but she didn’t balk again.  “Belay on.”

      Harrison’s estimation of her went up a few notches. He braced his feet. “On belay. Take your time and be careful of your footing. If you slip, I’ll catch you.” That much he was capable of.

      She began to climb. It wasn’t a terrible incline. In the daylight, on a normal day, most novices in reasonable shape could probably take it without a rope. But in the dark, in the snow, with an accident victim suffering from exposure, shock, and unknown injuries… The harness would hold. He had faith in that. But a slip and fall would bang her up even more than the wreck already had, and under the circumstances, he couldn’t get her up to the top fast or easily by himself. With every inch higher, he adjusted his grip, cranking down on the lines, ready for the sudden jerk of her full weight.

      But it didn’t come.

      She was careful, testing each foot placement before pushing up and giving it her weight. There were a handful of saplings growing along the steep grade, and she made excellent use of them as she hauled herself up the slope, muttering the whole way. The wind and snow muffled her words, but he heard something that sounded like “Suck it up, Buttercup. Annika would say this is a cake walk. She’d be doing it without ropes, just like Tom Cruise.”

      As she got higher, he lost the thread of her one-sided conversation. The last ten feet was the steepest part of the climb. If there'd been any small trees there to start, her SUV had wiped them out. She paused where she was, angling her head back, then pressing it against one forearm.

      “Doing all right?”

      “Fine. Just making deals with myself that I’ll get to the gym more often in the future.” She twisted to look down at him as she spoke and he saw the moment she recognized her mistake.

      The line jolted as she hastily flattened herself against the rock face.

      “You okay?”

      After a moment’s hesitation she called back, “It’s a really long way down.”

      “Are you dizzy?”

      “Little bit.”

      That could be vertigo or she might’ve hit her head in the crash. Either way, he needed to speed this process up. If she lost consciousness, they’d be up shit creek. Bad as the weather was getting, there’d be no going back to town tonight. Whatever first aid she required would be on him. The weight of that responsibility had his already tense muscles coiling tighter. He didn’t want anybody relying on him for anything, least of all this woman.

      “Just breathe for a minute.” Harrison wasn’t entirely sure which of them he was talking to.

      He was running alternate scenarios in his head when she started climbing again, quicker this time, as if she needed to get to the top before she completely lost her nerve. Speed usually translated to carelessness. In his world, that meant people ended up hurt or dead. He didn’t need another body on his conscience.

      Don’t slip. Don’t slip. Don’t slip.

      He stayed silent, lest he distract her from what she was doing. When she bellied over the top edge of the road and disappeared from view, he almost cheered. The relief that she’d made it, that there were no further injuries, almost buckled his knees.

      “Good job. Now unhook yourself from the line and toss your end of the rope down. We’ll haul up your bags.”

      The rope trembled as she detached herself. “Hey, you have a winch on the front of your Jeep.”

      “I don’t want to take the time to walk you through how to use it in this weather. Just toss the rope down.”

      One minute passed. Then two. No rope.

      “Problem?”

      No answer. Shit. Had she passed out?

      He was just about to haul himself to the top, her luggage be damned, when he heard the faint whine of an electric motor. Damn woman didn’t listen. She’d probably break something or burn out the motor…

      Her head appeared over the side, dark hair whipping in the wind. “The winch will be faster.”

      The winch cable almost smacked him in the face when she tossed it over.

      Well, I’ll be damned.

      Maybe she wasn’t so much a damsel in distress as he’d first thought. She was capable and, despite her injuries, perfectly able to get her feet under her and turn around to help him. Somehow that was a relief, too. She might’ve been able to rescue herself once she’d gotten up the nerve. Which meant she didn’t really need him at all. She’d just needed a helping hand.

      It was a good reminder from the universe that it wasn’t actually his job to save everyone anymore.

      Thank God.
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      By the time they reached his cabin almost an hour later, Ivy was so cold, she was beyond hurting with it. For the moment, that was a good thing. The numbness probably masked some pain from the wreck itself. What dexterity she’d had in her hands during the climb was gone as her fingers turned into blocks of uncooperative ice. It took her three tries to get the passenger door open, and by the time she did, her rescuer was already on the porch unlocking the place. She stepped out of the Jeep and nearly went down as a wave of dizziness swept over her.

      Shock. She was in shock.

      Not really a surprise but unfortunate. Given she had, improbably, been rescued by a man with a certain set of skills, she wished she could keep her wits about her. Not only because he was a stranger but because it seemed as if God had hand-delivered the perfect subject for observational research on her taciturn, uncooperative hero. This guy might look like a lumberjack, but she’d bet her next advance check he was former military and knew how to use that Glock she’d noticed on his hip. She hadn’t decided whether she needed to worry about that or not. It was taking a lot of energy to stay awake.

      Really, she should try to take notes about the subjective experience. It would make for great detail to add into her books…

      Shaking off the haze, Ivy trudged up the steps.

      Michael—she’d think of him as Michael until he gave her his actual name—entered the cabin like a man on a mission, moving fast. She half-expected him to yell, “Clear!” He went straight to the thermostat, presumably cranking it up.

      The interior of the cabin was warmer than the outside but still plenty cold. It was nice to be out of the wind. She could see the whole of it from the front door. A main living area with vaulted ceilings bled into a corner kitchen. A steep, narrow staircase led up to what looked like a loft sleeping space. The area below that was walled off, probably for a bathroom.

      “I’m gonna get a fire going. You think you can make coffee?”

      “Sure.” Glad to have a task to keep herself moving, Ivy made her way over to the kitchen as he headed back outside. Probably she should take off her coat. It was soaked through from snow and the thin wool was more fashionable than functional, but the effort of shrugging it off felt like too much. Coffee first. Flexing her numb fingers, she began opening cabinet doors, looking for coffee supplies. She found an unopened can of Maxwell House and reached for it.

      Something in the cabinet chittered and moved.

      Ivy screamed, stumbling back and landing hard on her ass.

      Before she could draw breath to scream again, there was a big, badass, armed lumberjack between her and whatever was hiding in the cabinet. Where the hell had he come from? He looked fierce and deadly and a little bit terrifying with that wickedly sharp combat knife in his hand. And something in his gaze told her he wasn’t entirely here. Whatever he was seeing wasn’t the critter that had startled her.

      His breath hissed in and out. Sweat beaded his temple. For long moments, he held poised on the balls of his feet, ready for action. Ivy didn’t dare move or speak.

      A box of something fell out of the cabinet and a furry paw wrapped around the edge of the shelf.

      Michael blinked, shaking his head as if to clear it, then sheathed the knife. “Looks like we’ve got a raccoon.” Stripping off his coat, he slowly approached the cabinet, fabric outstretched.

      Ivy crab-walked back around the edge of the counter, not wanting to be anywhere near that thing if it got loose. Weren’t raccoons carriers of rabies?

      Her concern, as it turned out, was unwarranted. Michael captured their intruder without much fanfare, carting the wriggling bundle of his coat outside. With the threat neutralized, Ivy tried to get to her feet, but her legs wouldn’t cooperate and her body had somehow tripled in weight. Really, the floor wasn’t so bad. Maybe if she had a nap…

      Someone swore.

      Abruptly, Ivy found herself scooped up in a pair of strong arms. She wished she were more alert to appreciate it, but she was so tired. At least she wasn’t shivering anymore. He deposited her on a sofa and, with surprising gentleness, eased off her coat.

      She sighed. “Thanks, Michael.”

      His hands paused. “It’s Harrison.”

      Harrison. Well that was fitting. Her personal hero shared a name with the actor who played her favorite movie hero. That should make for good dreams.

      “I should’ve asked before. What’s your name?”

      “Ivy.”

      “Well, Ivy, we have to get you out of these wet clothes. You’re still losing body heat.”

      “Haven’t even bought me dinner first.” Even she could hear the slur of her words. That was probably a bad sign.

      She thought she saw that faint curve of his mouth again in that God-awful beard.

      With the same efficiency he’d shown at everything else, Harrison stripped off her jeans, then her sweater, leaving her in nothing but her plain cotton underwear, one of her comfy bras, and a tank top. Dimly, she regretted it wasn’t satin and lace. At least it wasn’t the holey underwear or granny panties. There was nothing salacious in his touch, not even anything appreciative in his gaze. He was all business. When had that started to seem like a pity?

      Dragging a blanket off the back of the sofa, he wrapped her in it like a burrito. “Sit tight. I’m going to get the fire going.”

      Because keeping her eyes open seemed like a lot of work, she let them drift shut. What seemed like a moment later, he was tugging at the blanket.

      “Wha—?”

      “The fire’s caught, but it’ll take a bit to really put out some heat. There aren’t any heat packs here so you’ve got me.”

      He scooped her up again, turning to settle them both back on the sofa. Suddenly she was chest to very naked, very warm chest with Harrison. In a few deft moves, he’d cocooned them both in the blanket, adding another to the pile before settling with his powerful arms wrapped around her.

      “Um.” She didn’t dare open her mouth to say more than that.

      “I know it’s a little awkward, but try to relax. You’ll warm up soon.”

      Ivy was pretty sure if she’d gotten a gander at him stripping down for this duty, her temperature would’ve spontaneously shot up a good fifteen degrees just from watching. Because the body twined with hers was built. She could feel the ridges of sculpted muscle beneath her cheek and hands. She wished this were something more than medically-necessary snuggling because his was the kind of body she’d love to explore by touch and taste.

      What is wrong with you? This man risked his life to save yours, and he’s only here with you because you’re more than half-frozen. He’s not making a pass at you.

      But oh, as she felt the warmth of him begin to seep into her chilled flesh, a part of her wished he would.

      As she drifted off again, she mused, Maybe I did get a head injury.
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      Ivy’s chest rose and fell against his, a slow, deliberate rhythm that assured Harrison the danger was past. The warmth of her breath against the hollow of his throat was an anchor against the barrage of feelings assaulting him. It had been longer than he cared to remember since he’d been this close to a mostly naked woman. But it wasn’t the edge of arousal at the feel of all that skin pressed to his that was messing with his head. That was just a physical response to proximity, and he was a guy who hadn’t had sex in a long time.

      He’d been doing a job when he stripped her down. Taking the next steps to get her warm in the safest way possible. He hadn’t been prepared for what it would feel like to hold her. Hadn’t been ready for how that gradual relaxation as she slipped into sleep would fire up every protective instinct he had. Because sleep like this was a kind of trust. One he didn’t have in himself and didn’t feel like he deserved. She’d trusted him enough to have her back that she’d let go to do what her body needed to do.

      That faith felt really damned good.

      He hadn’t let himself get close to anyone since he separated from the Army. He hadn’t even been able to acknowledge to himself that he needed that. But the intimacy of this situation with Ivy forced him to recognize he was starved for human touch, for connection. He sure as hell shouldn’t be looking for it with this woman, who would blow out of his life as suddenly as she came into it, as soon as weather permitted. But holding her, feeling her body slowly warm from his, knowing he’d give whatever protection she needed, left him with a bone-deep level of want that went so far beyond sex.

      And that scared the hell out of him.

      Ivy shifted against him, stretching with a little moan that was half-sexy, half-adorable before snuggling in closer, her lips brushing against his throat. That edge of arousal sharpened, giving him a far more immediate problem to deal with. He wracked his brain, cycling through baseball statistics and character lists from the books he’d been forced to read in high school English, in an effort to will his erection away. Ivy shifted again, one leg slipping between his, her knee sliding up perilously close to his balls, the ice block that was her foot dragging up the back of his calf. That worked where boredom inducement had not.

      He knew the moment she really woke up. She went stock still, her body stiffening against his. Regret trickled through him as she slowly unwound her leg and eased back as far as his hold would allow—which wasn’t far. He couldn’t quite make his arms release her.

      “Hi.” Her voice was raspy from sleep and had his dick making another bid for some action.

      Harrison didn’t move, lest he draw attention to it. “Hi.”

      Ivy tipped her face back to look at him. The eyes that met his were a clear, silvery-green that made him think of tromping through snowy woods and cutting down Christmas trees. Her cheeks had a pretty pink flush he suspected it was from embarrassment rather than cold.

      She cleared her throat, the color in her cheeks going deeper. “So, you’re here.”

      “I am.”

      “I thought I had a head injury and hallucinated you.”

      He couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to brush the silky dark hair back from her temple, ostensibly to get a better look at the small cut there but really because he just needed to see what her hair felt like against his fingers. “You’ve got a little bruise here, but I don’t think it’s that kind of head injury.”

      Ivy’s breath caught and his gaze darted to her face.

      “Does that hurt?”

      “No.” Her voice was a little breathless and her pupils sprang wide.

      They snared him, drawing him in as effectively as a tractor beam.

      Bad idea.

      Needing to put them back on some kind of even keel, he withdrew his hand, returning it to her back. “How many of me
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