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            A SURRENDER SO SWEET

          

        

      

    

    
      Hunting guide and outdoor enthusiast Garth Gunderson has been in love with Candice since the first time he laid eyes on her six years ago. It seems like nothing he does will ever penetrate her disdain for his career choices. Finding her stranded in the woods during a snowstorm might just be the break he needs.

      Candice Flint, eco-warrior extraordinaire, wants nothing more than to have people treat the earth with respect. She’s passionate about two things: Protecting the planet and avoiding her unwanted attraction to Garth. When Mother Earth strands them together, she’s stuck with an injured Garth for days on end. It’s going to test her patience, her ability to cope with disasters, and her heart’s resolve.

      Can he convince her their views are closer than she thinks before she writes him off entirely? Can she resist his charms while getting him back to safety, or will she have to finally admit that he’s the man her heart’s been yearning for?
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      The door to Tammy’s Café chimed, and Candice glanced toward the sound and wished she hadn’t. The last person on earth she wanted to see stood there looking ruggedly handsome and entirely too manly. Garth Gunderson. Local wildlife tour guide. The man was a terror to the environment, but damn he was cute. Heart-stoppingly handsome. He shouldn’t look so good with that beard and slightly too long hair. But dang, he was something else. That didn’t mean she was interested. Nope. Not at all. Her heart didn’t flutter when she saw him and she sure didn’t have steamy dreams featuring his handsome, bearded face, and buff body. Nope. Not her.

      “Oh, that man,” Candice turned back to her friend Honey, a waitress at Tammy’s, and groaned. “He infuriates me.”

      Honey smirked at Candice. “What? Why? He’s a great guy.”

      “He takes people hunting,” Candice spat. “Hunting. They kill animals. How can anyone who claims to like nature be a hunter? And worse yet, how can he take other people out to kill innocent animals? He’s a hypocrite.” She hated when her bitchy side came out and Garth certainly had a way of bringing it out. Her unrequited attraction stirred up her unspent emotions.

      “He also takes people on wilderness treks, and teaches them to respect the environment,” Honey said. “I know for a fact all his hunting is legal and he requires everyone to have the proper permits.”

      “He kills animals. He’s evil.” Candice’s brows furrowed together, and her hands trembled.

      “Relax,” Honey whispered. “Ignore him. He’s nothing to you. Besides, aren’t your brothers and your father hunters?”

      Leave it to Honey to be logical. This wasn’t a logical matter this was … even mentally she floundered for the right words to express herself. Her hormonal attraction to the tall handsome outdoor guide irritated Candice beyond all reason. She should be able to control herself. Something about him drew her like a bee to nectar.

      “He’s just so.…”

      “Studly? Strong? Sexy? Enticing?” Honey teased.

      “Irritating.” Infuriating was more accurate. He just strutted around town like he owned the place. He’d even had the nerve to show up at an environmental rally last month. As if he cared about Mother Earth.

      “I think you protest too much. He’s a genuinely nice, very attractive man. Let’s face it, he’s gorgeous. And those muscles? Dang!”

      “Aren’t you married to Ira?” Candice spat, knowing she was confirming Honey’s impression that she was indeed attracted to the six-foot-two, blond-haired, brown-eyed man. She loved a clean-shaven face, but his beard practically begged to be stroked.

      “Yes, I am, but that’s irrelevant. I might be married to your stepbrother, but I can still admire a buff, attractive man.”

      “He’s a hunter. He eats meat.”

      “I eat meat. Your family eats meat and hunts. Isn’t your family ranch, the Bar-3 known for its beef? Are you annoyed by them too? Don’t you eat meat at all?”

      “Not since I was a kid. I don’t believe in it,” Candice declared piously, ignoring the voice that reminded her that she’d snuck the occasional slice of bacon or bite of steak. It wasn’t the taste; it was the killing.

      “And you don’t believe others should eat meat either?”

      “I believe in choice.” It was a grudging statement.

      “But not for him?” Honey asked.

      “Can we just drop it?” If only she could keep her eyes on Honey instead of Garth as his long, powerful legs ate up the short distance between the door and their table. He had paused to talk to someone, and her gaze kept sliding back to him, away from her friend.

      “Good afternoon, Honey. Nice to see you again, Candice. You look very nice today. Green is a fabulous color on you, Candice,” Garth said as he strolled past their table and tossed a wink in Candice’s direction.

      Candice ignored him, except to growl inaudibly. That danged wink sent her pulse racing and made butterflies dance in her stomach.

      “Have a seat, Garth,” Honey said. “Lacy will be right with you.”

      Garth nodded and selected a table.

      “He’s so into you,” Honey whispered. “He couldn’t take his eyes off you.”

      “If he was into me, he’d stop hunting,” Candice groused.

      “Let me see if I understand this. He should give up his lifestyle for yours?”

      “Yes. Everyone should.” The statement was ridiculous and even Candice didn’t believe the words. She’d never ask anyone to change for her. Especially not a man. Eventually, she’d find one whose values meshed with hers. It just wouldn’t be Garth Gunderson, despite the fact that he made everything female in her sit up and beg for attention.

      “Oh girl, you might be one of my closest friends, but you’ve got so much to learn. Life is a compromise. Live and let live. He’s a good man. Kind, understanding. Great with kids, by the way. Give him a chance before you dismiss him out of hand. You might find you have something in common with him, like a shared love of the environment.”

      Candice nearly bit through her tongue to keep her disagreement back. She wouldn’t let him ruin a longtime friendship. “I guess I better let you get back to work. Plus, I’m headed to the lake to help with a volunteer fall trash collection. Most of the summer campers have gone; it’s time to clean up before the snow flies.”
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      Garth couldn’t believe it was December already. It had been almost three months since he’d last caught sight of Candice, and it wasn’t for lack of trying. He was pathetic because he kept showing up at her favorite haunts, hoping to see her. She must be busy at rallies and demonstrations out of town. But she’d be here tonight for sure.

      He paused on the front porch of Sweet Dreams, a small hotel-sized bed and breakfast run by Clara Everett. He wasn’t sure why he was here. Yes, he wanted to see how the renovations had turned out, but he wasn’t much on large social events. His best friend, Cade Darrow, had helped with some heavy hauling and cleaning as Clara prepped the inn for reopening. Cade ran a handyman business here in Coyote Creek. He looked at his friend who waited impatiently on the porch beside him. “Tell me why I’m here again?”

      “Dude, don’t even try to fool me. You’re here because Clara is a Flint cousin and where one Flint goes, the rest follow. You know damn well that you’re here because Candice Flint is guaranteed to be here. You’re too stubborn to realize that she’ll never get beyond her hatred of your life choices.” Cade slapped him on the back. “Come on. I’m freezing my nuts off here. Besides, she’s practically a decade younger than you. She’s still a kid.”

      “She’s twenty-five. I’m only thirty-two. We’re both consenting adults. Seven years isn’t insurmountable. I just have to figure out how to get her to see past her biases. I’m a great guy.”

      “No argument there. I’d even let you date my sister.” Cade elbowed him aside and opened the outer door. “You do realize that half the women in town think we’re gay because we only hang out with each other.” He chuckled.

      “You might be gay, but I’m one hundred percent woman-loving-man. All of me. I just can’t catch the one I want, and I refuse to string anyone else along.” He couldn’t care less if his friend turned out to be gay, bi, straight, or whatever. Cade was a solid person and sexual preference had no bearing on friendship or likability.

      The party was in full swing when they stepped inside.

      “Hi, Garth, Cade,” Hannah Flint greeted them, her teenage eyes sparkling. “Casey will take your coats to the racks in the library while you sign the open house guest book.”

      “Where do you want this?” He gestured with the small wedding gift he’d brought for Riley Flint and his new wife Tricia who had been married in a ceremony at the inn earlier that evening before the public open house started. Riley was a good friend, and Garth understood why with a family the size of the Flints, they hadn’t invited many people. Robert and Sue Flint had five sons, three daughters, and had recently revealed that Robert had a son from an earlier relationship. That son, Ira, had married Honey in the fall. Ira was the youngest son, but older than all the girls. The boys were Robert’s, and the girls were Sue’s. They’d blended together into one happy family when the girls were quite young.

      “Casey will take the gift too,” Hannah said.

      “Thanks, Casey.” Garth handed his jacket and the gift over before signing the book.

      “You should see Auntie Candy.” Hannah leaned forward to whisper in Garth’s ear. “She’s wearing a dress.” She pretended she was scandalized.

      Garth’s eyes popped open wide. “Seriously? She never wears dresses. Just those dang cargo pants with all the pockets.” He couldn’t even imagine Candice in a dress. He’d seen her in shorts a time or two. Usually, camo cargo shorts. This was going to be a treat for his hungry eyes.

      “Yeah, seriously.” Casey laughed. “Brace yourself. You are so not ready for this level of sexy.”

      Garth choked back a laugh. Casey was a street kid who was being adopted by Justice Flint’s fiancée Amy. “How is Coyote Creek treating you, Casey?”

      “It rocks. Amy and Flint are tight.”

      He smiled at the slang usage of tight. Casey was saying her new parents were awesome. “Have a blast tonight, girls. I’ve got to check out this dress.” Even as he spoke, he scanned the room for Candice’s long blonde hair. She looked a lot like her sisters, but even from behind he could recognize her. He’d spent so much time watching her that he was beginning to creep himself out. If something didn’t change soon, he was going to have to start dating other women. His guts ached just thinking about it.

      Cade elbowed him sharply in the ribs. “Sweet mother of God. Look at that.” He pointed into the common area to the right of the enormous room-sized foyer.

      Sweet heaven! By all that was holy, there she was, half-hidden by another guest. His chest compressed as if all the air had been sucked from his lungs at once. Her golden hair was piled on top of her head in a messy mass of curls. Glittery gold drop earrings had replaced the delicate studs she usually wore. She was beautiful. Heart achingly and dick hardening gorgeous. She looked like a song. He shook his head. He was going crazy. How the hell did a woman look like a song? He was losing it. He needed to find a woman, a date, get laid, or something. And soon.

      She stepped left and he was sucker punched to the guts. A forest green dress hugged every one of her slender curves like a lover. The hem brushed her legs high on the thigh. If she bent over, that slinky dress would rise and expose half of her backside. Lust slammed into him.

      He’d known for years that he was in love with her and her quirky save-the-planet ways. He’d never been oblivious to her attractiveness. A man would have to be dead not to notice her. But holy crap on a cracker. This lust was debilitating. He was done for. Toast. His goose was cooked.

      “Close your mouth you idiot,” Cade hissed. “She’s looking this way.”

      Garth barely heard the remark. He was striding across the crowded room toward her. She moved to stand beside the piano where Clara was playing a lively tune.

      “Clara, that sounds lovely,” Garth praised. “Is it one of yours?”

      “Thank you,” her smile lit her coffee-black eyes. “It’s my newest piece.”

      “It sounds like the score from a romance movie,” Candice said, ignoring Garth as hard as he was trying to ignore her.

      “Candice, you look beautiful tonight,” he blurted. “Will you dance with me?” What the hell? He rarely danced. Where had that question come from? It was too late to back down and when she looked like she might decline, he grasped her hand lightly in his and tried to lead her toward the corner of the room where three other couples swayed in each others’ arms.

      “I don’t want to dance,” she hissed too low for anyone else to hear. “Let go of me, you animal.”

      He dropped his hand immediately. “I’m sorry. You took my breath away. Your beauty stole my manners.” He nodded briskly and walked away leaving her standing alone. What the hell was he doing? He wasn’t a brute who forced women to do things against their wishes. He despised men like that. He’d taken one look at her and totally lost control. He was losing his shit and it was all her fault.

      That’s it. He was done with this charade. He couldn’t pretend she wasn’t important anymore. He hurried toward the door.

      A soft hand on his arm halted him in his tracks. “Garth?” The entreaty in her voice stalled his hasty exit.

      “What?” He didn’t bother to look at her. He couldn’t, her beauty stole his breath and sanity. If she had something to say, she could say it to his back.

      “I’m sorry. I was rude.”

      Yes, she was. But he’d grabbed her like a Neanderthal. He was the one in the wrong. Slowly, he turned toward her, forcing his gaze to remain on her face, well away from her tempting body.

      “No,” he said. “The apology is mine. I should have asked, not demanded, and I should never have put my hands on you.” He sketched a slight bow. “Enjoy the party.”

      “Don’t go.” Her fingers dug into his arm. “I’d like to dance, please.”

      She stared up at him, earnest entreaty in her eyes, a worried frown on her petal-pink lips. She left him no choice. How could he refuse and risk hurting her? Her happiness was everything to him, even if it meant a lifetime of erotic dreams after a single dance. If she wanted to dance, he’d dance, consequences be damned.

      The music morphed into something slower, sexier. This was going to kill him. “I’d be pleased to dance with you.” He held out his hand until she put hers inside of it. She was so small, so petite, his hand dwarfed hers. He felt like a giant ungainly goon.

      He could ski, ride a dirt bike, hike, hunt, fix a car, bake a souffle, and diaper a baby, but beside her, he was all thumbs and left feet. Keeping a solid six inches between them, he placed one hand on her shoulder, the other on her hip, and led her into a formal waltz. Those detested high school dance classes were coming in handy.

      In his arms, she moved and swayed, following his lead, flowing like water across the floor. Her strawberry-watermelon fragrance surrounded him, fueling his lustful thoughts. He inched back a couple of inches trying to distance himself while saturating himself in her nearness. He could pull her close and get to know her firm curves intimately.

      He sighed and forced himself to maintain his distance. She deserved romance, flowers, chocolate, steak dinners. Oh, scratch that one. She didn’t eat meat in any form, and it was a major form of contention between them. Not on his part, he absolutely respected her stance. She just refused to accept his.
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      Glory be. He smelled divine. Not of cologne but of the outdoors she adored. He’d trimmed his scraggly beard and was wearing nice slacks, a dress shirt and a tie. He looked like anything but himself, and he was still stunning. Breathtaking. Half the women in the room were staring at him. She could almost see them drooling. It had been too long since she’d caught sight of him around town.

      “What’s with you tonight?” Candice asked. “You’re sighing like you lost your best friend. It’s Christmas. We’re dancing. There’s music, good food, and great company.” She didn’t understand him. First, he was all over her, commanding and dominant. Then he rushed away like permafrost under global warming. She hadn’t had a man dance this far from her since … well, since ever. So much for Honey’s assertion that Garth was into her. Clearly, he wasn’t.

      “I apologize. My mind is elsewhere.”

      “Ouch.” That stung. He wasn’t the least bit interested in her, he probably didn’t even notice she’d worn a dress.

      “I noticed you the second I came in,” Garth said. “The vision of you in a dress nearly knocked me to my knees and made me go all neanderthal and drag you onto the dance floor. I apologize.”

      Right. Two seconds of attraction and then nothing but sighs. “So why are you dancing a foot away from me? I feel like I’m dancing with my grandfather. Well, I would if I had one.” She shrugged and snapped her mouth shut, no sense making things worse.

      A thoughtful look crossed his face and he stepped closer. The tips of her breasts brushed his chest, sending dizzying heat warping through her like a blazing sun poking out on a cloudy day. She trembled.

      “That is why,” he said savagely. “You shake when I’m close. You’re afraid of me.” He stepped back again. “Trust me when I tell you I want you close. Skin to skin. Naked in my bed.” He pitched his voice so low she could barely hear him. “I want you screaming in my arms. I want to take you on the beach, in the forest, in the lake. There isn’t a place on earth I haven’t fantasized about loving you. But if I’m not the man you want. I won’t force myself on you.”

      Holy sweet mother of pearl. She swallowed hard, begging her heartbeat to stop thundering in her ears as her heart threatened to beat itself out of her chest. Heat pooled in her core. Their values might differ, but she wanted him. Bad.

      “You, Candice Flint, are every sinful fantasy I’ve ever had. You’re candy to a starving man. I keep my distance because it’s the only way I can control myself.”

      He leaned close until his breath brushed her ear. “I want to make love to you, claim you as mine, but I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do.”

      Her knees buckled and she stumbled in his arms. How in the world was a woman supposed to resist that? She shouldn’t want what he was so blatantly offering. She wanted a soft considerate man who placed her needs equal to his own, not a fiery passionate man who took what he wanted and was all demanding. He was so much like her father and brothers. Too much. He wasn’t what she wanted. Was he?

      “Thank you for the dance,” he said as the music faded to silence.

      “Clara’s going to take a break from the piano,” someone announced. “Here’s some dance music for everyone.” A lively version of Jingle Bell Rock brightened the air.

      “Did you want a drink?” Garth asked as they stepped from the center of the floor. “I could use one.” He kept her hand in his. His calluses were rough on her palm, making her wonder how they’d feel … she stopped the thought in its tracks.

      What was he saying? A drink. He was thirsty. No kidding. She was parched. Not just for liquid, but hungry for him. No. He wasn’t what she wanted. Not at all. Sure, he was as sexy as sin. Strong and handsome. But their values would never connect, and she wasn’t going to change for a man. “I’d love a glass of wine. Please.” She hadn’t meant to agree. Her heart and body were in disagreement with her mind.

      “Your wish is my command. I’ll be right back.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss on her palm before disappearing into the foyer where the food and drink tables had been set up.

      Right. This was a party. An open house Christmas celebration for the entire town. Holiday tunes played. Glittering lights and holiday decorations created a festive, almost intimate atmosphere. She didn’t want Garth. It was the few sips of champagne she’d had while toasting the bride and groom that were messing her up. She was not interested in him. He was too masculine and rough around the edges. She needed someone more civilized, softer, more in touch with his feelings. The word effeminate popped into her mind. It wasn’t the right word, but it was close. Pliable worked.

      “That’s one heck of a man,” her youngest sister Jenn whispered in Candice’s ear. “I’d take a piece of that if he wasn’t so gone on you.”

      Candice laughed aloud. “Right. You’re blind to anyone but Frank and he’s a decade older than you. Or more. You can have Garth if you want him. I don’t.” She’d keep saying it until her traitorous heart listened.

      “Maybe you should just jump his bones. Get yourself a booty call. Burn that sexual magnetism off. One roll in the hay and you’ll be over him.”

      “What? Are you nuts? I don’t sleep around. Who are you? I thought you were my sister. My younger sister. You’re only nineteen.” She had no idea her sister thought that way about anyone.

      “And? Just because you don’t have sex, it doesn’t mean I don’t.”

      Candice stared at her sister and realization dawned that Jenn was just as much a virgin as she was. Thank heaven. Jenn might talk the talk, but she wasn’t acting on it. Their mom would kill them if she found out they were sleeping around. Especially after Riley’s unexpected bundle of joy. Everyone loved Daisy, the daughter Riley hadn’t known about until she appeared on his doorstep just over a year ago.

      “Well? Are you going to do it? Engage in some naked mattress grappling. Oh, maybe some steaming hot outdoor sex. You guys could melt the ice in the lake in the middle of winter. So much heat.” She fanned her face.

      “Shut up,” Candice hissed as Garth came back in sight, two glasses in his hand. “He’ll hear you.”

      “Yeah, whatever. I’m out.”

      She glanced behind her, but Jenn had already disappeared into the next room. The kid was fast.
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      Garth studied Candice as he walked toward her. His attraction hadn’t lessened one bit while he was getting their drinks. Wine for her, ginger ale in a champagne glass for him. If she were willing to talk to him, to spend time with him, he couldn’t risk booze taking the edge off his control or he’d do something she’d regret.

      It was who he was. He was going to keep it in his pants until they established some type of relationship that was more than his polite greetings and her abrupt dismissals of him.

      Dang, her sister stepped away as he got close. He was hoping she’d hang around and provide a buffer between them. Now that they’d danced, hopefully, he and Candice could have a civil conversation.

      “I changed my mind,” Candice blurted as he passed her the wine.

      “I’m sorry. What can I get you?” She had asked for wine. He felt his brow scrunch together and forced himself to unfurl it. He didn’t want her thinking he was angry.

      “Out of here. You can get me out of here. There are so many people. It’s hot and stifling. I need to be outside.”

      “I can drive you home,” he offered. Crazy thought. He wasn’t certain he had the willpower to stay away from her in a private, confined space. He’d been ogling her from the day he arrived in Coyote Creek.

      She’d been the first person he’d noticed as he drove into town. She was walking down the street with her girlfriends and some guy. He’d been so distracted by the sway of her hips he nearly crashed his truck. That was six years ago. She’d been a kid and he’d been young enough that his control over his hormones was tenuous as best. Thank heaven he’d been raised to keep it in his pants and respect women. A lesser man might have succumbed to the temptation.

      She was an adult now. A beautiful, sexy, passionate woman. Too bad all that fire and energy were directed to environmental causes. He was passionate about nature too. Just as much as she was. They chose to show it differently. She wanted all use and abuse stopped. In his role as a guide and hunting instructor, he taught people to use the earth’s bounty carefully. To preserve and not overuse.

      “I’d rather go for a walk if that’s okay?”

      “You do know it’s minus fifteen Celsius and snowing, right? You’re wearing those girly shoes. Not that I don’t like them. They do great things for your legs.” Shit. He shouldn’t have said that.

      “Thanks,” she blushed and stared down at her toes. “I have my warm jacket here. It comes down past my knees and of course my winter boots. We could walk … if you wanted to.”

      Didn’t she realize he’d walk through a forest fire for her? “I could walk.” He chugged some of his ginger ale. “Just let me put these glasses in the kitchen and let Cade know I’m leaving. We walked over together. I’ll meet you in the foyer in five.” After she took a fast sip of her wine, she passed him the glass with a smile.
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      “Are you okay if people see us leave together?” he asked.

      The question made her smile. He was so chivalrous. It seemed at odds with his rough and tumble exterior. “I’m okay with it. Are you?”

      “This isn’t about me. This is about you. Your reputation is at stake. I know I’m not your favorite person. Frankly, I don’t understand why you’re even speaking to me. It is out of character. Are you drunk?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. “No, I am not drunk.” She pulled her boots from the corner, and with one hand on the wall for support, slipped out of her strappy gold sandals. They were killing her feet. Her oversized Sorels weren’t pretty, but they were comfortable and warm. Ideal for outdoor demonstrations in sub-zero temperatures. “I’m going to be honest; I have no freaking idea why I’m leaving with you except that I don’t want to be confined inside for another minute. It’s way too peopley in there. Can you live with that?”

      He nodded solemnly. He opened his mouth and snapped it shut again as if biting back a comment. “I can live with that,” he muttered at last.

      “Don’t sound so thrilled.”

      He opened the door and they stepped outside. She carried her shoes in a floral print cloth bag she’d pulled from her jacket pocket. “Oh, it is cold.” She puffed out a breath and laughed at the frost which formed in the air. “I didn’t think it would be this cold.”

      Garth folded her collar up around her ears. He pulled a scarf from his jacket pocket wrapped it over her fancy hairdo and tied it under her chin. His warm fingers brushed her cheek, stealing her breath.

      “There, you’ll be warmer now. Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

      “Absolutely. I hate crowds.”

      “I’m not a huge fan of them myself. It’s part of why I work outdoors.”

      “Can we please not talk about work?” This was a mistake. He was nice enough and had a stellar reputation. He’d respected her wishes not to dance, and then to dance, and hadn’t acted like she was nuts for changing her mind so quickly. Still, she didn’t approve of his work. Hunting. She shivered.

      “You’re cold. My place is only a couple blocks from here. We can go there for a hot drink if you’d like. I make a mean cup of cocoa. I can drive you back afterward. No pressure. Or we can just go around the block and back inside if you prefer.”

      There he went again, being all considerate of her feelings. It was almost enough to make her like him. Almost. Oh, who was she kidding? She liked him. He was nice. He was sexy. Any woman would be happy to have him. Except her.

      “You know what, hot cocoa would be nice.”

      They didn’t say much on the walk to his apartment. They strolled along commenting only occasionally about the weather. “I love the stars,” she murmured. “Too bad it’s so cloudy.”

      “Yeah, but look at you, all bundled up in my scarf, your eyelashes are coated with melting snow. It looks like glitter. Your cheeks are pink, and your lips are damned kissable.”

      The Sweet Dreams was on the east side of town. They walked west on Birch Street toward his apartment. He paused under a streetlight outside of the library. “You’re a beautiful woman, Candice.” He stoked a finger down her cheek sending shivers coursing through her spine.

      “Damn. You’re freezing. This wasn’t a good idea.”

      “Yes, it was.” She grasped his hand in hers wishing she could feel his heat through her thick mittens. Disappointed, she released him. “Race ya.” She bolted down the street toward his building.

      “Cheater,” he called.

      His footsteps pounded behind her, prompting her to pick up her pace. There was no way she could outrun him. His legs were way longer than hers. She’d ogled him at the beach more than once and knew how muscular his thighs and calves were. She didn’t go to the public beach often but was always delighted to see him there. The man had muscles on his muscles without being bulky. He had the fit, hot physique of a man who used his body for work.

      She halted, breathless on his steps. “I can’t believe you didn’t catch me.” She giggled.

      “I didn’t try. I was just ready to catch you if you went down on a patch of ice.”

      She cocked her head and looked at him. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “As a heart attack.” His eyes widened as he realized his mistake. “Damn. Sorry. I forgot your dad had a heart attack last year. But he’s okay now, right?”

      “Dad’s great. Almost back to his normal grumpy self. He’s great but I still have to be super careful not to get arrested again. Justice bailed me out last time. Okay, there was no bail, but he rode to my rescue. Somehow, word always filters back to Mom and Dad. I don’t want to get arrested and cause Dad to freak out. If you know what I mean.”

      She had turned over a new leaf and hadn’t been arrested since then. She had no intention of ever being taken into custody again. She’d been lucky so far; all charges had been dropped and she wanted to keep her record from deteriorating.

      “I do understand. Come on, inside with you.” He put a hand on her elbow and guided her into the small entry of the four-story apartment building he lived in. He unlocked the inner door and held it open so she could enter first. “Third floor.” He led her toward the stairs.

      “What? No elevator?” she teased.

      “There is one. I rarely use it unless I’m carrying something heavy. No sense using power when I’ve got all the power I need in my legs. Excess electricity consumption is an issue.”

      Her heart melted a little at the statement. She was swimming into dangerous waters with him. She would not fall for a hunter. Nope. No way. Never. She plodded up the stairs, her boots thumping heavily with each step. Behind her, Garth’s steps were virtually soundless. “How do you walk so quietly?” She paused on the third-floor landing.

      “It’s a learned trait. Animals have exceptional hearing. A hunter has to be quiet to stalk his prey.” He reached past her and opened the door to the floor his apartment was on.

      “And is that what I am,” she asked without thinking, “your prey? I’ve seen you watching me.” More than once actually. His interest intrigued her, even as it vexed her. She was rude to him, to keep him at bay, to avoid the undeniable physical attraction she felt for him. He should have run the other way, instead, he was unfailingly polite
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