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      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.
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      Flatiron Five Fitness has a new tattoo shop—run by the enigmatic and legendary tattoo artist Chynna. When the moon is full, Chynna creates one tattoo to set two hearts afire and gives it away, with the goal of making romantic dreams come true. Who will be next?

      
        
        1. Just One Snowbound Night

        (Olivia and Spencer)

      

        

      
        2. Just One Vacation Night

        (Reyna and Kade)

      

        

      
        3. Just One Unforgettable Night

        (Lexi and Gabe)

      

        

      
        4. Just One Christmas Night

        (Chynna and Trevor)

      

      

      The entire series is now available in a boxed set, in both ebook and trade paperback.

      
        
        The Flatiron Five Tattoo Boxed Set
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      In the middle of my contemporary romance series, Flatiron Five Fitness, Kyle (one of the founding partners) has the idea of adding a tattoo shop to the services available in the lobby of the fitness club. He has the perfect artist in mind—the legendary Chynna, who has recently sold her shop, Imagination Ink. He thinks he can tempt her to open a new venue at Flatiron Five Fitness, and if you’ve read any of those books, you know that Kyle can be pretty persuasive. He even convinced me.

      As much as I love writing a series set in Manhattan, I wanted to mix things up a bit with a small town setting. The small town would be very very small, small enough that three friends would take a girls’ weekend elsewhere when they wanted to have some fun. Meet the three friends from Honey Hill, Maine: Lexi, the outgoing party girl (who has a secret), Reyna, the flamboyant entrepreneur (who has a hidden past), and Olivia, the research scientist, who is finishing grad school and the reason for their celebratory weekend in New York.

      Olivia has always been hot for Lexi’s brother, Spencer, but she’s never even admitted it to Lexi. On this particular weekend in New York City, the three friends not only attend the opening of Chynna’s new tattoo shop at Flatiron Five Fitness, but Olivia wins a free tattoo from Chynna. The tattoo in question is supposed to bring romantic good fortune to the recipient—when Olivia makes a wish, it’s for Spencer. When Lexi learns the truth, she’s determined to make Olivia’s dream of a night with Spencer come true, before Olivia leaves Maine, maybe for good. Of course, Lexi doesn’t play by anyone’s rules…which gives Spencer more than a night to convince Olivia to give them a chance.

      I love this story of two people acting on their existing attraction and finding that it’s so much deeper. I love that Spencer seduces Olivia with his cooking, and I love that she finds a sensory side she didn’t know she possessed. I love the fictional Honey Hill, Maine, and hope that you enjoy it too. This series, Flatiron Five Tattoo, is complete with four books: one for each of the three friends and one for Chynna, too. All four books are included in this boxed set, and they’re all also available in individual print editions.

      The original opening scene for Liv and Spencer’s story was written from Hunter’s point-of-view. That made sense for the story being a spin-off from Flatiron Five Fitness, since Hunter is a continuing character in that series. It made less sense to launch a series, so I revised that scene to be from Reyna’s point-of-view. This edition of Just One Snowbound Night has the opening from Reyna’s perspective, but Hunter’s original opening scene is included as a bonus read at the end of Just One Snowbound Night.

      The Flatiron Five Fitness series and the Flatiron Five Tattoo series take place in real time. You can find a timeline for the series on my website, along with a list of characters. They’re all under the Flatiron Five Fitness tab. I also have Pinterest boards for both series: here’s the one for Flatiron Five Fitness and here’s the one for Flatiron Five Tattoo.

      You can keep up to date with my contemporary romances by subscribing to my Heroes & Happy Endings newsletter.

      Until next time, I hope you have plenty of good books to read.

      All my best,

      Deborah

      http://deborahcooke.com
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        Olivia trusts here-and-now…

        Olivia doesn’t believe in magic or everlasting love—she’s a scientist, after all—but winning a tattoo from Chynna convinces her to take a chance. She’s always admired her best friend Lexi’s big brother Spencer, maybe because opposites attract. What would it be like to seduce him? Would it end her fascination with him? With a little help from her friends and a blindfold, Liv decides to find out. The bonus is that Spencer will never know his secret lover was her...

      

        

      
        Spencer believes in forever.

        But Spencer guesses the truth almost right away. He’s good with having Olivia want him—having her alone in his cabin is the perfect chance to teach her to trust sensation and him. A blizzard interferes with Olivia’s plan, giving Spencer more time to work his own persuasive magic. He knows a night or two will only be the beginning of what he wants to last forever. Can he convince Olivia to give love a try, or will she leave him forever as soon as the snow melts?
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        New York—Saturday, March 31, 2018

      

      

      The dance club at Flatiron Five Fitness was rocking, just the way Reyna had expected. The music was loud, the DJ was smoking, and the dance floor was packed with writhing, bopping, beautiful bodies. It was exactly the urban fix she needed. As much as she loved the tranquility of Honey Hill, Maine, sometimes Reyna needed a taste of the city’s excitement. A girls’ weekend away in Manhattan, to celebrate Liv’s graduation, was the ideal solution—especially if it meant Reyna could bring her friends to Chynna’s big event. She and Lexi and Liv danced every song, high on the music, not caring whether they had partners or not.

      Reyna was the newest member of the trio of friends. Lexi and Liv had grown up in Honey Hill and had known each othe for years, while Reyna was a recent arrival to the small town. Lexi had long dark hair and the most amazing silver-grey eyes. She was a beauty who didn’t bother with it, and Reyna always wondered what her story was. She waited tables at Wolfe Lodge, which was owned by her brother Spencer and his friend, Gabe, but didn’t seem to have more ambition than that. Liv had ambition to spare: she’d just finished grad school and was headed to England for post-graduate studies. She was intense, conservative and serious, but she and Reyna both loved books. Reyna was the one who looked wild, with her extensive tattoos and her rockabilly clothes, she never blended into the crowd—she didn’t want to, unless she was in New York. If either Lexi or Liv had noticed that she was dressing down a bit this weekend, or looking over her shoulder a lot, they didn’t comment.

      That was good, because there were some stories Reyna wouldn’t tell.

      At the stroke of eleven, a guy jumped onto the bar and raised his hand. The music immediately fell silent, as if it had been arranged in advance. The crowd stopped dancing, and some complained even as they turned to look at him. He was tall and blond, a surfer guy caught downtown, and Reyna assumed he was one of the partners who owned the fitness club.

      “Hey, I’m Kyle!” he shouted and the crowd cheered. “Thank you for coming to the first full moon party at Flatiron Five Fitness!” There was a roar of approval from the crowd. “Are you having fun?” They shouted agreement and stamped their feet. “Only that much fun?” he asked, apparently surprised, and they bellowed agreement again.

      “He’s loving this,” Lexi whispered to Reyna and she nodded. This Kyle wasn’t hard on the eyes, either. Reyna scanned the club though, hoping to catch a glimpse of her old friend, Chynna. It was supposed to be her night.

      “You’ve made this night awesome and the party’s just started,” Kyle continued. There was another cheer in response to that, but he lifted a finger. “But I had to stop the dancing for a surprise.”

      “Free memberships!” suggested someone on the dance floor.

      Kyle laughed. “You’ve got it!” he joked then snapped his fingers. Two of the waitresses began to fling fistfuls of gift cards into the throng. There was a scramble to claim the cards, then shouts as they were held up triumphantly. Reyna caught one but passed it to someone else. Since she didn’t live in the city, there was no chance she’d use it.

      “Woo hoo!” Kyle cried. “Welcome to another crop of new members at F5F!” He was answered by a cheer and applause. Reyna saw people bouncing, obviously wanting the music to start again. “This last surprise is the touch that will make F5F even more special. Are you ready?”

      The crowd cheered, then quieted as the lights dimmed. There were still excited whispers but a hum of anticipation began at the back of the club. Kyle gestured toward the door. A trio of spotlights swirled across the walls and ceiling, then focused on a woman who stood alone in the doorway.

      Chynna.

      Reyna lifted her hands to her lips and smiled, her heart racing.

      When had the legendary tattoo artist appeared? She hadn’t been there, and then she was. She could have been conjured by magic—and Reyna wouldn’t have put it past her. There was something special about Chynna. She was wreathed in swirling white and appeared to step out of a mist, which added to the illusion.

      Chynna had short hair that was bleached white and tipped in pink. Reyna could remember it being longer once upon a time, but she liked it short. Chynna was dressed mostly in black, a preference that hadn’t changed in a decade. Her eyes were outlined with dark kohl and her lips were vivid pink. There was a massive gem at the collar of her flowing white shirt and her black skirt swirled around her ankles. She wore black boots with stiletto heels and a long black jacket with silver embroidery. It looked Edwardian. A frock coat. Her face was pale and achingly beautiful.

      Timeless.

      The crowd stared.

      “Chynna,” Reyna whispered with awe and saw her old friend’s lips curve slightly.

      Lexi and Liv spun to look at Reyna. “You know her?” Lexi asked, mouthing the question. Reyna nodded. Liv lifted a finger and indicated Reyna’s full sleeve of tattoos. She nodded again, then directed their attention back to Chynna.

      In one hand, Chynna gripped a silver briefcase. She lifted the other hand and the rings on her fingers sparkled. The crowd gasped as a black bird flew from behind her, appearing just as suddenly out of the mist, and landed gracefully on her finger.

      Tristan was still with her. That was a good thing.

      Chynna lifted her hand so the bird easily could step onto her shoulder. Tristan was a large black raven. He cawed then bobbed his head, seeming to survey the crowd with approval. His eyes gleamed as if he could see the secret thoughts of each person at the club, and as he moved, the silver tag on his leg caught the light. The woman murmured to him and Tristan nodded again.

      “‘She walks in beauty like the night,’” Kyle said and Chynna laughed. Hers was a throaty chuckle that made Reyna think of nights spent in bed, and maybe long afternoons there, too. She had her effect on the crowd too—Reyna saw hands joining, couples drawing closer to each other, arms slipping around waists. She felt alone and reminded herself that she preferred it that way.

      Kyle jumped down from the bar and joined Chynna in the doorway. Reyna had the whimsical thought that they looked like moonlight and sunlight together. Sister Moon and Brother Sun. Kyle cleared his throat and recited a poem clearly. “‘Of cloudless climes and starry skies; And all that’s best of dark and bright; Meet in her aspect and her eyes: Thus mellow’d to that tender light; Which heaven to gaudy day denies.’”

      “Lord Byron,” Chynna said, her words almost a purr of pleasure. She reached out to put a fingertip on Kyle’s chest and for a moment, Reyna thought she could see a tattoo there. He could have had a chest piece, one that glowed through his black T-shirt, as if it had been lit by fire. Reyna thought she saw the heart tattoo burn radiant for a moment, which was impossible. By the time she’d blinked, Kyle’s shirt looked normal and she wondered if her imagination was messing with her.

      On the other hand, it was Chynna.

      “The moon is full,” she said. “There is magic to be worked.”

      The crowd rustled, excitement rising.

      “Please welcome Chynna,” Kyle said. A gasp of delight filled the club at this confirmation and her name was repeated again and again. She was obviously known, at least by reputation. “The world’s most amazing tattoo artist, the one whose work has the power to set hearts afire.”

      The repetition of her name became a chant. Chynna, Chynna...

      Chynna bowed to the crowd. “Tonight the moon is full,” she said, her rich voice carrying over the crowd easily. “The power of love magic is strong. Tonight, to celebrate my new shop within F5F, I will give a tattoo to one of you, a tattoo with the ability to make your romantic desire come true.”

      There was a ripple of excitement, and Reyna felt that anticipation rise as they jostled forward. A free tattoo from a famous artist wasn’t a small thing, whether it was magic or not.

      “Me!” cried one woman, then the shouts became more numerous.

      Reyna could see that Chynna’s popularity intersected perfectly with the people who had come to the club. Opening her tattoo shop here, in the lobby, was a great marketing choice. Reyna wondered whose idea it had been.

      Possibly this Kyle guy. He looked proud of the reaction.

      Chynna held up a hand for silence. “But the choice is already made. Tristan will show us.” The raven flapped its wings. The spotlights swirled as the bird took flight. Reyna might have been concerned that the raven would be dazzled by the lights but he seemed untroubled. He flew over the crowd, circling three times, then descended to land.

      Reyna thought for a moment that Tristan was coming to her.

      She took a step back, aware that she had no romantic desires of her own. Chynna’s gift should go to someone more deserving.

      Tristan landed on Liv’s shoulder. He gave Reyna an intent look, as if to chide her for thinking he’d choose her, and she exhaled with relief. Of course, Tristan knew as much about her hidden past as Chynna did.

      Liv gasped in surprise, her hand rising to Tristan’s claws in shock.

      Lexi laughed with delight. “Liv! Total score!” she cried and gave her a high five.

      Liv looked more than a little uncertain of that. Reyna doubted she had any tattoos.

      On the other hand, some magic ink—and a dose of love—might be just what Liv needed.

      Reyna gave Liv a hug as the crowd cheered around them. “You’re officially the luckiest person in the world!”

      Liv clearly had her doubts.

      Tristian took flight, returning to Chynna’s outstretched hand. Lexi hooked her arm through Liv’s on one side, and Reyna did the same on the other. They led her toward Chynna, and the dancers parted like a Biblical sea, making a path for them.

      While Tristan had been choosing Liv, Chynna had removed a deck of cards from her pocket. The silver briefcase was at her feet and she fanned out the cards in her hands. Even from a distance, Reyna could see that they were over-sized with pictures on them.

      Her famously-accurate tarot cards.

      This was a prize.

      Chynna lifted them so that only the backs of the cards were visible to the crowd, then held them out to Liv. Lexi gave Liv a push when she hesitated, and she picked a card, turning it to look at it.

      “Who is he?” Lexi demanded and the crowd laughed.

      “The object of desire.” Chynna plucked the card from Liv’s fingers and slid it into her right pocket. She offered the fanned cards to Tristan, who was perched on her shoulder again. He cawed and bobbed his head, as if debating his selection, then tugged one out of alignment with his beak.

      “The mechanism of desire.” Chynna added it to her pocket without showing it to anyone. She then chose a third card herself and put it into her pocket, too. “The end result of desire,” she purred. Tristan nodded, looking wise, as Chynna smiled. The rest of the deck disappeared into her left pocket.

      She touched Liv’s cheek with a fingertip. “As you wish, so shall it be,” she said, then picked up her briefcase and spun to leave. Her coat tails and skirt flared out as she pivoted. Her heels clicked on the stone floor as she led the way out of the dance club. Liv, Lexi and Reyna followed, though Reyna wondered which of them was more excited. Lexi was glad one of them had one and Reyna knew the value of the gift. Liv looked skeptical but was playing along.

      Would she run when she saw Chynna’s tattoo gun?

      Once in the lobby, Tristan took flight again and flew over Chynna toward the new shop. The ceiling was high and he had room to show off. Again, he flew three circuits, then dove toward the shop. He was the first one over the threshold, and landed on a gold perch inside.

      Flatiron Five Tattoo it was called, the name filling the back wall with a red pulsing lit heart at the end of it. The black floor had the phases of the moon in white on it, and there were a lot of black glass tiles that sparkled like they were filled with stars. There were red hearts scattered in key locations. One wall was filled with framed photographs of Chynna’s work and there were a lot of fairy lights. A pair of women were standing ready. They were dressed in black, but not quite as flamboyantly as Chynna. One had short black hair and one had long hair that looked like flowing flame. Reyna didn’t recognize either of them, but Chynna did a lot of mentoring and her apprentices changed often.

      Chynna ushered the three women into the shop, took another bow, then her employees pulled deep red velvet drapes across the glass walls that faced into the F5F lobby. They tugged the drapes until only Chynna stood framed in the gap. Reyna realized there were hearts embroidered across the drapes, a perfect touch. She smiled in admiration.

      “Some magic must be done unobserved and by moonlight,” Chynna said, her voice coming from everywhere and nowhere. “I bid you goodnight.” The crowd hooted and cheered as the drapes closed, then the music started again. Reyna peeked out to see Kyle pointing back to the club.

      “Let’s dance!” he shouted and they were only too happy to follow his instruction. Then it was only the three friends alone with Chynna, her assistants and a watchful Tristan. Chynna removed her frock coat and one of the assistants hung it up. She reached for her favorite tattoo gun, then surveyed Liv.

      “This tattoo brings true love to the bearer,” she said. “So I believe and so shall it be. Where would you like it?”

      Liv looked like she didn’t want it at all, but Reyna gave her a gentle push forward. She couldn’t refuse a magical tattoo.

      She wouldn’t, would she?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A secret heart tattoo.

      For her.

      Liv’s heart was going to explode. It was still racing, beating faster than ever, and she knew why. She didn’t do risk or experiments or even girls’ weekends in the city. This was a good reason why. She couldn’t believe the raven had picked her, out of all those people. She never won anything. She was never chosen for anything. She didn’t like being the center of attention and usually managed to avoid it.

      But the bird had chosen her. She’d always admired Reyna’s tattoos but would never have volunteered to get one herself. It seemed like something a more flamboyant person would do.

      Like Chynna.

      The stuff about the moon’s magic and finding true love was nonsense, of course. Liv didn’t believe in either magic or love, but she knew it would be rude to voice her doubts.

      Lexi, of course, was loving it all. Comparing their reactions, anyone would have thought that Lexi had won the grand prize. She was practically bouncing in her anticipation and her eyes were shining. She went straight to the sample books and began to flip through them. Reyna was surveying the tattoo shop, her eyes wide with wonder like a kid in a candy store. She was the one who’d suggested they come here, as Chynna had done most of her tattoos.

      “This is an awesome place,” she said to Chynna. “You totally scored.”

      “I love it,” the artist confessed.

      Lexi was turning the pages of one of Chynna’s portfolios. “What are you going to get? I saw your face, you know. Who is he?” she demanded again. “And why haven’t you told me anything?”

      “Liv and her secrets,” Reyna teased, her eyes sparkling. “I knew we’d get to the bottom of at least one this weekend.”

      “Big adventure in the city,” Lexi said.

      “Or tequila,” Reyna replied. “Whichever works.”

      “Liv never drinks enough tequila to lose control,” Lexi complained. “Good thing the raven had your number.”

      Liv didn’t answer her. She loved her best friends to bits, but she didn’t have anything like their verve.

      Stepping out of her comfort zone had to end badly.

      It invariably did.

      “Maybe Lexi should get the tattoo,” she said when the curtains were drawn. “Or Reyna. She has lots already.” There were just the six women in the shop, but Liv didn’t feel as if she had much in common with any of them.

      Chynna gave her an amused glance. “Tristan didn’t choose Lexi or Reyna. He chose you.” She had set her silver briefcase on a table and opened it now, revealing the collection of tattoo guns packed inside. Each one was in a special compartment, carved out of the dark foam lining to fit it perfectly. Liv guessed that they were customized, because Reyna leaned closer for a better look. Chynna caressed them, her fingers sliding over each one lovingly.

      “Why did he choose me?”

      “Because he knows who needs the magic most. It’s his gift.”

      Liv bit her tongue. She leaned over the portfolio beside Lexi. What would she get?

      “Why is he named Tristan?” she asked to stall for time. Maybe if she asked enough questions, Chynna would toss her out.

      But the question didn’t seem to annoy her. She slanted a glance at Liv. “Do you know the story of Tristan and Iseult?”

      Liv shook her head.

      Reyna cleared her throat. “Weren’t they the first star-crossed lovers, the ones some say provided the inspiration for Romeo and Juliet?”

      “Exactly.”

      That didn’t explain the bird’s name, but Chynna didn’t say any more.

      “Is your real name Iseult, then?” Liv asked and the artist laughed.

      She still didn’t reply, though. She took the three tarot cards out of her pocket instead and went to the counter by the entry to the shop. More fortune telling, too. Liv kept from rolling her eyes.

      “You’re skeptical,” Chynna said quietly, no accusation in her tone. She laid down the first card, the one Liv had chosen.

      The Knight of Wands.

      “A man,” Reyna explained. “And since it was right-side up, he’s arriving in her life.”

      “Galloping in on a white charger maybe,” Lexi said.

      Liv felt shivery. Pieces of paper couldn’t know anything about her life. Divination was a trick, a game of the odds. She was in her early thirties. Statistics suggested that she was probably heterosexual and she wore no rings. Chynna had made a deduction and probably used some sleight of hand to encourage Liv to choose the card.

      It had to have a logical explanation.

      “The object of your affection,” Chynna said, giving the card a little stroke. “Or perhaps, more accurately, the focus of your passion and lust.”

      Liv didn’t scoff.

      “Who knew Liv had passion or lust?” Reyna teased. “There was a reason they called you the Ice Queen in high school.”

      “And she hasn’t thawed yet,” Lexi said.

      “Maybe it’ll just take the right man,” Reyna said. They both looked at Liv, their manners expectant.

      “Everyone has passion and lust,” she said, knowing she sounded a little stiff. “It’s the biological mechanism that encourages us to breed, which ensures the survival of the species.”

      “It’s a lot more fun than that, Liv,” Reyna said.

      “Maybe you need to do it with Mr. Right to really enjoy it,” Lexi said.

      Liv could have argued that there was no such thing as a Mr. Right, but she was thinking of Lexi’s older brother Spencer. He was so different from her. That’s why he’d always fascinated her.

      What if she had a one-nighter with him before she left for England?

      Too bad she didn’t have the nerve to seduce him or even suggest intimacy with him.

      “Look at that blush,” Lexi said, gripping Liv’s shoulder. “Who is he?”

      She was leaving in three weeks. If she made a move now, even if it went badly, even if Spencer did find out it was her, he might forget by the time they saw each other again.

      Or, alternatively, she might not ever come back to Honey Hill.

      That was do-able.

      She liked the idea of seducing Spencer before she left.

      Although it might take more than one taste to satisfy this particular biological urge.

      “What’s the next card?” Reyna asked.

      “Tristan’s pick?” Chynna asked, then turned over the second card. It was The Moon. “The Moon governs impulse and urges. It demands that you run wild and follow your primal urges.” Her dark eyes sparkled. “The Moon insists that you surrender to your instincts.” She slid her finger to the first card and tapped it. “With him.”

      Liv might not survive any interval of surrendering to her impulses with Spencer.

      He’d probably never look at her the same way.

      And actually, that might not be a bad thing. Anything had to be better than him treating her like another sister when all she wanted to do was lick him from head to toe, jump his bones, lock him in her bedroom, and have her way with him over and over again.

      She was getting wet just thinking about it.

      Chynna watched her and smiled.

      “A night of wild sex with her fantasy lover,” Reyna concluded with satisfaction, cutting right to the chase, as always. She nodded. “It’ll be good for her to lose her inhibitions and go for it for once. Come on, Ice Queen, schedule a spring thaw!”

      “What do we do to help make it happen?” Lexi asked.

      Of course, Lexi saw herself as part of the solution. She was always ready to step up for her friends.

      Could Lexi and Reyna help?

      “Accept the tattoo,” Chynna said, raising her gaze to meet Liv’s. “And set your heart afire.”

      “I’ll get you a shooter from the bar if you need encouragement,” Lexi offered.

      Liv shook her head, her decision made. She hoped she didn’t regret it. “No. I want to do this sober.” She took a deep breath. “Could I have a tattoo of a bee?”

      “A bumble bee? Of course.” Chynna shed her frock coat and one of the assistants swooped in to claim it and hang it up. She rolled up her sleeves with care. “Why a bee?”

      “Because that’s the focus of my research. Genetics in bees and how—or if—it influences them falling prey to viruses and parasites. It’s possible that there’s a genetic reason why some hives are experiencing large losses of population and others aren’t.”

      Chynna nodded and Liv realized she was moving into lecture mode. She smiled and fell silent as Chynna showed her a few images.

      “I’d like one in flight, so it’s obviously alive, maybe with a flower.”

      The raven crowed as if approving of that, and Chynna smiled even as she took a pad of paper and sketched. She was obviously talented, because her pencil moved with confidence.

      “No bees sliced up for the microscope?” Reyna asked, making a face.

      “I see enough of those,” Liv said. “I want to look at the tattoo and think of how they buzz on a summer’s day.”

      Reyna smiled. “In the gardens at The Pines.”

      Liv nodded. She and Reyna had spent a day at the big house in Honey Hill the previous summer. Liv had watched the bees while Reyna helped Jane with the honey harvest there. She used their honey in the cupcakes she sold, and she sold the honey for the Watkins, too.

      It was a bit spooky how Chynna drew exactly what Liv wanted.

      As if she had looked right into her imagination and plucked out the image. That was irrational. She must have just described it well. It was bigger than Liv might have hoped, a good four inches across, but she wasn’t going to pick nits. This was a once in a lifetime experience and she would enjoy it.

      She’d never get another tattoo.

      She hoped it didn’t hurt too much.

      Chynna drew a red heart in the middle of the bee, the only spot of color on the drawing. “That’s where the magic goes,” she said softly.

      “What’s the third card?” Lexi asked.

      “That’s a secret, for now,” Chynna said. “It’s the result of what we conjure here tonight. You’ll find out soon enough, but the card is probably the only way that I’ll know. I like to know the end before I participate.” She lifted her gaze and gave Liv a smile. “You should tell Lexi and Reyna who he is, since you might need their help.”

      Liv nodded, bracing herself for Lexi’s reaction. “It’s Spencer.”

      Reyna swore softly, her astonishment complete.

      There was a moment during which the only sound was that of Chynna drawing.

      “My brother?” Lexi demanded.

      “I don’t know anybody else named Spencer.”

      Lexi blinked, her astonishment clear. “Since when?”

      Liv felt her cheeks heating but didn’t answer.

      Lexi swore. Reyna laughed. “Spring is in the air,” she said with a laugh.

      Lexi shoved her hand through her hair, paced the width of the shop then came back to eye Liv. “Seriously? Spencer? Seriously?”

      “Seriously. Why is that hard to believe?”

      “He is so hot,” Reyna said with a wise nod at Lexi. “You’d think so, too, if he wasn’t your brother.”

      Lexi turned to Liv. “What can we do to help?”

      “I don’t want him to know it’s me,” Liv said.

      “A secret lover,” Reyna mused. “Oh, this will be fun.”

      “I’ll get Gabriel to help,” Lexi said, referring to Spencer’s partner at Wolfe Lodge. “He’ll be up to help with that.”

      “It has to be a secret,” Liv insisted. “One time with no repercussions.”

      Reyna shook her head, her skepticism showing.

      “Don’t waste the magic of the new moon,” Chynna said, her voice dreamy.

      “That’s two weeks away,” Reyna said.

      “We can work with that,” Lexi said, purpose in her tone.

      The deadline made no sense to Liv, at least not because of the moon. Moons didn’t have magic whether they were full or new. But she was leaving for England in less than three weeks and leaving it that long meant that there would be less time for Spencer to find out the truth before she was gone forever.

      Liv felt her blood run hot and then cold. Could she really do this?

      She had to do it.

      She had to know.
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      The plan was nuts.

      It was also Lexi’s idea, which pretty much explained everything. Liv would never have concocted such a scheme, but that also meant she would never have done anything about seducing Spencer. The plan should ensure that he never knew it was her.

      That was the important thing.

      Would he play along?

      Liv had major jitters but she wasn’t going to back down now. She really didn’t want to see Spencer be surprised by the news of her attraction to him. She wanted her fantasy but not any awkwardness. Now that her tattoo was healed and the plan was in motion, the only thing left to do was hope for success.

      Blindfold. Sex. Getaway.

      She had this.

      It was new and different, but she’d think of it as an experiment. A test of her verve. A means of getting the desire for one gorgeous man out of her system.

      Liv gripped the steering wheel. Would Spencer figure it out?

      She was leaving for the UK the next night. She wouldn’t be back until the fall. If this went badly, she didn’t have to go back to the town of Honey Hill, Maine at all. Ever. Her mom was good with visiting her wherever she ended up.

      But the plan was good. It would work.

      Liv lowered the window and got a ticket for the parking garage.

      There were clouds gathering overhead when she parked at the airport and headed for the terminal. The wind was up and she wondered whether it would rain or snow. Whatever kind of precipitation fell, she’d be back here in twenty-four hours, waiting for her flight to Heathrow.

      Liv called Lexi. “I’m not sure I can do it,” she said when her oldest friend answered.

      “Of course you can,” Lexi replied with her usual confidence. “It’ll be easy. We’ll take care of the tough bit.”

      “He’ll think he’s been tricked.”

      “He’ll think he’s in heaven.”

      “I’m going to puke,” Liv confessed.

      “Don’t!” Lexi replied. “It’ll ruin everything. Trust me: it’s hard to seduce a guy when you’ve got yack on your coat.”

      Liv heard Gabriel chuckle in the background. “And you know this because you’ve tried it?”

      “I’m going out on a limb,” Lexi admitted. “I’m guessing.”

      Gabriel murmured something and Lexi laughed. “Okay. There was that incident at a Christmas party a few years back, but I didn’t really want him anyway.”

      “I thought you wanted all the guys at least once,” Liv heard Gabriel tease.

      “Everyone but you,” Lexi retorted. “You’re too much of a bad boy even for me.”

      Liv rolled her eyes, doubting that was even possible.

      There was a hoot, indicating that Gabriel had taken exception, and Liv would have bet good money that Lexi had taken Gabriel home at least once. She entered the terminal and checked the arrivals board. “You didn’t tell me what you had to do to convince Gabriel to go along with this.”

      “And I’m not going to. Just trust me.”

      Liv smiled. Got it in one. “Okay, I’m walking to the gate.”

      “Good. You remember everything?”

      “Yes, diabolical one.”

      “And everything’s ready here. Look out, Spencer! The new moon has your name and number!”

      “Does your brother know you should come with a warning label?”

      “Probably.” Lexi was dismissive.

      “Besides,” Reyna contributed suddenly. Liv hadn’t realized she was there, then wondered where else she would have been. “There will be cupcakes.”

      Liv didn’t share Reyna’s conviction that cupcakes fixed everything, but she knew that kind of commentary would be unwelcome. “Thanks,” she said, because Reyna’s cupcakes were awesome. She wasn’t sure there’d be time for food. “I hope Lexi has a story to explain Reyna’s cupcakes in Spencer’s house.”

      “I’ll think of something,” Lexi said. “Better yet, smear them around, eat them, and destroy the evidence before he can see it.”

      Something else to do. Liv nodded, forgetting that Lexi couldn’t see her. “Okay.”

      “Gabriel’s going to call him now,” Lexi said. “Get ready.”

      Liv reached the gate where Spencer’s flight was arriving. The glass doors were tinted, but the sign displayed his flight number.

      He was probably just on the other side, waiting for his bag, maybe fifty feet away.

      And just in a couple of hours, he’d be at her mercy. She gripped her phone tighter.

      “I am going to puke,” she said.

      “Use it,” Lexi said, showing her typical lack of mercy. “If he thinks you’ve been inconvenienced, too, you’ll start with something in common.”

      “Got it.” Liv ended the call and dropped her phone into her purse. She jammed her hands into her pockets and balled them into fists, reminding herself to stay calm. She was the queen of composure. She was impassive. She could do this. Her heart was skipping and her stomach was jittery, but Spencer didn’t need to know that. It seemed like her new tattoo was heating up, like she could feel Chynna’s tattoo gun burning its outline all over again.

      But that was irrational.

      As irrational as moon magic.

      And true love lasting forevermore.

      The doors slid open and three passengers emerged. Strangers.

      Liv took a steadying breath.

      The doors slid open again, and half a dozen passengers stepped into the terminal. Some were clearly expecting to be met, because they surveyed the crowd. Others trudged away to taxis or to the parking garage.

      Six more.

      Eight more.

      What if Spencer had missed the flight? What if he’d guessed his sister’s plan or somehow sensed trouble and canceled his flight? What if he didn’t turn up at all? Liv wasn’t one to worry but her imagination was churning out possibilities when the doors opened and the man himself strode into the terminal.

      Spencer Wolfe, live and in person.

      Liv’s heart stopped cold, skipped, then raced. He was on his phone, so she had a chance to ogle him.

      She hadn’t seen him for a while, but he was still as gorgeous as ever. Dark hair, a little long, and a little tousled. He was wearing a leather jacket and jeans, a hoodie under the jacket. He frowned as he talked into his phone. His lips tightened before he said something curt, then he glanced up, his gaze sweeping over the crowd.

      Their gazes locked.

      Her tattoo exploded in fire and Liv almost fell over at the sudden burst of heat. Was she going crazy? Or was this just stress? The sensation faded as abruptly as it had come on and she could dismiss it. She waved at Spencer and tried to look cool and composed.

      It had to be better than looking like she was going to hurl.

      She knew Spencer’s eyes were a sapphire blue with long dark lashes. She knew they had to be snapping with annoyance. She knew which tattoos he had where, that he worked out daily, that he was an amazing chef, that he was part owner of a successful restaurant and bar, that he seldom drank alcohol, that he had a wicked left hook and a killer smile. She could hear the rumble of his voice as he told Gabriel off, but could only stare back at him, her heart thumping as he strode directly toward her.

      Perfection made flesh.

      The only man she’d ever wanted.

      It was just raw biology. He was the best male specimen she’d ever seen. That was all. Natural selection. Survival of the species. May the best genes win. Plain old biology getting things done.

      It was too late to back out. This was going down. She was going to do it.

      And as Liv watched Spencer approach her, she had to admit that she was really, really excited.
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      This wasn’t like Gabriel.

      Which was saying something.

      “What do you mean, you have a date?” Spencer demanded. “You had a date already. You were supposed to pick me up.”

      “Sorry,” his partner said, not sounding very contrite at all. “This is important.”

      “Well, I think getting a ride home from the airport is important. What am I supposed to do now? Get a cab? Rent a car? It’s hours from here to Honey Hill!”

      “Olivia said she’d give you a ride,” Gabriel said, interrupting Spencer smoothly.

      “Olivia? How did she get dragged into this?”

      “It was Lexi’s idea.”

      That didn’t do anything to soothe Spencer’s temper. “That’s hardly fair, Gabriel.”

      “On the contrary, once she knew the situation, she offered. She was driving up from Harvard today anyhow.”

      “Just because Olivia’s nice doesn’t mean you’re not an asshole.”

      Gabriel laughed. “God, I hope not.”

      Spencer scanned the crowd in the arrival area and spotted Olivia, as pristine and perfectly groomed as ever. There was a reason they’d called her the Ice Queen in high school: most of the time, Olivia didn’t seem to have any emotions at all. Still, it really pissed Spencer off how his sister used her friend, who was too nice to give back as good as she got. Reyna, at least, put her foot down and said no to Lexi. Olivia never did.

      She gave him a cool little smile and waved her fingertips at him.

      As if she’d rather be anywhere else in the world.

      Sometimes, it bit the wall to be treated like a brother. Spencer would love to make Olivia smile, using means that she would probably find shocking. He’d always wondered about shattering that frost that seemed to surround her, about breaking her free, warming her up, introducing her to pleasure that would make her moan. In fact, he’d love to shock her, to hear her come, to feel her come when she was locked around him.

      Oh yeah. He’d fantasized about Olivia for years, but that wasn’t going anywhere. She seemed so virginal that he felt like a jerk for even having fantasies about her. He hoped she’d had sex, but doubted she’d ever shouted out loud, awakened the neighbors, or come back for another round. The idea of her being desperate for sex, being hungry for more, demanding what she wanted, was the source of many satisfactory dreams. It was probably wrong that he wanted to be the one to introduce her to such pleasures.

      She wasn’t interested.

      “It’s not funny, Gabriel,” he said sternly. “You’re taking advantage of Olivia.”

      “Not as much as you think,” his partner said, a strange undertone to his words.

      Spencer frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Never mind.”

      “Wait a minute. How am I going to get my truck back from you? I’ll be just as stranded at my place once Olivia drops me off.”

      “Hey, gotta go!”

      Spencer stopped cold, knowing evasion when he heard it. “Did you wreck my truck?”

      “A dent. A small one.” Gabriel was talking fast, never a good sign. “Should be fixed by tomorrow. Or Tuesday. Wednesday latest.”

      This was why Gabriel hadn’t wanted to be alone in the truck with Spencer for hours.

      “Gabriel! I trusted you!”

      “Big mistake, my friend.”

      “You’ve been talking to Lexi too much,” Spencer accused, but Gabriel broke the connection. Spencer stared at the phone unhappily. His truck was damaged. It couldn’t be a small dent, not if Cameron hadn’t been able to fix it by the time he got home. And now his only way home was with Olivia, who had to have a hundred things she’d rather be doing than driving him around on a Sunday night.

      Spencer shoved his phone into his pocket and sought Olivia in the crowd again. Her hair was hidden beneath a green wool hat. The color probably did awesome things for her eyes. She had hazel eyes, which seemed to change color all the time. More than once, he’d resisted the desire to just stare into them. She always wore her hair in a ponytail, and while he loved seeing the back of her neck, he’d wanted to untie it and spread it over her shoulders for as long as he could remember. It was wavy and kind of chestnut colored. He was always surprised that she kept it long, but maybe it saved money at the hairdresser. There had to be a logical reason.

      Of course, Olivia was on time. Of course, she was doing the responsible thing. Spencer just wished she was a little more excited to see him.

      It made him feel like a dick to be putting her out like this. It would be three hours driving, easily, for her to take him home and then she had to get to wherever she’d been going in the first place.

      How had Gabriel talked her into doing this?

      Spencer smiled, though, as he walked toward her. “Gabriel just called,” he said. “Explaining that he talked you into doing this drive. I can’t figure it, though. Does he have charm that I don’t know about?”

      Olivia laughed lightly. Her eyes were green now. “Maybe I wanted to do it.”

      “I doubt that. It’s a ton of driving.”

      “I don’t mind. Really. And I’m already doing a ton of driving today.”

      “All the way home from Cambridge? On your own?”

      “Yup.” She stretched up and gave him a sisterly kiss on the cheek. Spencer thought it would be a bad move to give any sign that he’d be glad of more contact, given how long their drive together was going to be. “Welcome home.”

      Even knowing it might not have been a good idea, Spencer couldn’t completely hide his reaction. Having Olivia so close was a temptation he couldn’t deny. He turned into her kiss, treating himself to a deep breath of her scent and a nuzzle that might look accidental.

      She didn’t wear perfume. She smelled of moisturizer and soap, a clean scent that got him right where he lived. Everything about Olivia made him tight and hard. He met her gaze when she stepped back, worried that he’d given himself away. Her smile was still in place and he couldn’t tell if she’d noticed his indulgence. “Thanks for giving me a ride.”

      “No problem.”

      “You’re not going to drive all the way back here tonight, are you? It’s supposed to snow.”

      Olivia gave him a look. “I like driving.”

      “Still, taking me home is a lot of extra time on the road for you.”

      “Not really. I’m going to stay at my mom’s in Honey Hill tonight.” She shrugged. “It’s kind of on my way.”

      “But it’s Monday tomorrow. Don’t you have classes?”

      “Nope. I fly out tomorrow night.”

      Spencer blinked. “Fly out?”

      “I’m trading one Cambridge for the other one. I’m joining a research program in England as my post-grad work.”

      Olivia was leaving. Soon.

      Really soon.

      At least, she didn’t have as much driving to do as he’d feared. That made Spencer feel better. “Oh. I feel better about the driving.”

      “Don’t worry about it. My mom’s expecting me.”

      They walked together toward the exit. “But your car doesn’t run for free. Let me give you gas money at least.”

      “Gabriel already did.”

      “Still, it must have messed up your Sunday. Did you cancel a date for me?”

      She laughed. “On a Sunday?”

      “I thought you might be saying goodbye to someone before you left.” He was fishing and he knew it, but Olivia didn’t seem to get it.

      “Not a chance of that,” she said.

      Spencer could have been pleased by that revelation, except that her attitude seemed to indicate that there was never going to be a love interest.

      He must have misunderstood her.

      He knew just about nothing about her love life, after all. Maybe some jerk had broken her heart.

      She tugged on her gloves and he zipped up his jacket as they approached the doors. He’d always thought she was the perfect size, small enough to tuck under his arm, light enough to carry, but curvy in all the right places. Sensible. Funny. Easy to get along with.

      And smart. Wicked smart.

      Too smart for him.

      “You might have been at your mom’s by now if you hadn’t stopped here.”

      “Not me. I’m really not a morning person.” She cast him a smile as they stepped into the night. “How was your vacation?”

      “Not much of a vacation, helping Joshua pack up and move,” Spencer admitted. “I hurt in places I didn’t know I had.” Was she interested in Joshua? He didn’t want to think about that. “For a guy who likes to think he’s footloose and free, he sure has a ton of stuff.”

      “You must have had some fun.”

      “Some, but it’s good to be home,” Spencer admitted and Olivia laughed again. Her eyes sparkled when she laughed, and she looked so mischievous that he wanted to kiss her.

      As usual.

      “Always the diplomat,” she teased. “One day, Lexi’s going to drag you off on vacation and she won’t let you come home until you’ve surrendered all the secrets you keep hidden away.”

      Spencer was intrigued. “What secrets did she get out of you?”

      “I’ll never tell. It’s bad enough that Lexi knows.” She opened the back gate of a blue 4WD with a flourish before he could ask more. He put his bag in the back.

      “Mindy,” Spencer remembered. He found himself smiling, again, that she named her car.

      “Mindy.” Olivia frowned a little as she patted the car and he wondered what she wasn’t saying.

      “What are you going to do with Mindy while you’re in England?” He thought she’d say that she was leaving the car at her mom’s.

      “I’m selling her. The guy’s coming to get her tomorrow at my mom’s.”

      Spencer was shocked. “I didn’t think you could sell a car after you named it.”

      Olivia didn’t smile. “It’s stupid to keep it.”

      “Won’t you be back?”

      “I don’t know.”

      That news was unsettling, but Spencer didn’t comment. It wasn’t his business, after all.

      “All gassed up and ready to rock. Let’s go.”

      Of course, she was prepared.

      Olivia was a good driver and Spencer found himself quickly at ease. She should be a good driver—he was the one who’d taught her to drive a manual transmission, all those summers ago. She’d been wearing short shorts that day and he’d almost forgotten to watch the road. He watched her changing gears on this night and noticed how her coat opened, giving him a view of her legs.

      That was a lot better than watching the road.

      Some things didn’t change.

      They chatted as she left the airport and got on the highway. They caught up on mutual acquaintances in Honey Hill and talked about current events. One thing Spencer had always liked about Olivia was that she didn’t make him feel dumb for not going to college. It was easy to talk to her, and her anecdotes about lab research made him smile.

      “And now the bees,” she said.

      “The bees?”

      “We’re looking for genetic indicators that affect the transmission of parasites and disease. It’s a huge project, because there are so many kinds of bees.”

      “And they’re getting a lot of parasites now.” Spencer knew the death of bees was a big problem.

      “Exactly.” Olivia nodded. “We need to work this out and save the bees.”

      Spencer thought of Honey Hill and the hives at the big house there. He knew that they’d seen population losses in recent years and there were several people—including Reyna—who were determined to fix that.

      “Sounds like a great project,” he said. “Worthwhile.”

      “Especially if we can make some progress. I’m excited about contributing.”

      Spencer wasn’t sure he understood the details fully, but he liked how animated Olivia was when she talked about it. “It must be cool to be doing something that could change the world.”

      “Like you do?” she said with admiration.

      “Me?”

      “Wolfe Lodge is making a huge difference to Honey Hill. You and Gabriel should be proud of what you’re accomplishing.”

      Spencer was pleased that she’d noticed. “It’s not as big a deal as trying to save the bees.”

      “Ask some of the people who have jobs in Honey Hill now. They might disagree with you.”

      Spencer nodded, wondering when he’d see her again. The possibility of not seeing Olivia anytime soon made him want to spend every possible minute with her. “But the bees are calling.”

      “They’re better than fruit flies,” she said with a shake of her head. “I never want to research genetic markers with them again.”

      “Why?”

      “They breed like nothing on earth.” She changed gears as they approached Bangor. There was more traffic and a bit of snow was falling. He figured the roads might be getting slippery.

      “Which presumably makes them good subjects for research on genetic markers.”

      “True, but you just get them sorted and start counting and they all take flight.”

      Spencer laughed at that.

      She shook a finger at him. “Then some fool brings a banana for lunch and leaves it in the lab overnight. I’ve never seen so many fruit flies in my life.”

      Soon they left Bangor behind and the night seemed darker as they drove into the highlands. The forest was closer to the highway and the exits were less frequent. There were a lot fewer cars and Spencer heaved a sigh of relief when the road narrowed again, without meaning to do so.

      “Glad I didn’t kill you?” she teased.

      “Glad to be in the country again. I’m not much for the big city lights. What about you?”

      “I like both. And there aren’t many universities with genetic research programs outside of cities.”

      “Cambridge this week.”

      Olivia nodded. “Then I’ll have to see what kind of opportunities appear.”

      “There’s the proof that you’re the opposite of my sister. She’d be making her opportunities.”

      “Well, I’m not above sending some resumés and contacting some former profs. It’s more a case of deciding what I want to do first.”

      “First or at all?”

      “First. I want to do everything,” she admitted with an ease that made him smile. “But is it smarter to teach first or to work in the field first or to do some more research first? I can’t decide.”

      Spencer took a chance and asked what he wanted to know. “No one special to sway your choices one way or the other?”

      “No,” Olivia admitted. “Not that there would be.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. All that love stuff is just propaganda. I’m not above a little sex, but I want to accomplish something with my life, something more than having babies.”

      Spencer watched her for a moment, wondering if she was really as cool as that. “Not me. I’d be good with love, marriage, and babies,” he said and she smiled. “Or no babies. I just never thought I’d be over thirty and single.” Spencer grinned. “Neither did my mother.”

      “Never met the right girl?” Olivia asked.

      “Just the opposite. I’ve met her but she’s not interested.”

      The truck swerved a little then, probably because Olivia glanced at him so quickly. “Sorry!” she said and corrected her course. “You just surprised me.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I thought you could have any woman you wanted.”

      Spencer shook his head, even though her compliment pleased him. “Well, it didn’t work out that way. Maybe I should go back to school.”

      Olivia frowned. “And give up your success? Any woman who doesn’t see what you’ve achieved in Honey Hill isn’t worth having.”

      Spencer smiled at the endorsement. “Thanks, Olivia.”

      “It’s true,” she said, her color rising. “You’ve done a great thing there, creating jobs and opportunity in a small town that really needed both.”

      “It’s just a bar and restaurant.”

      “And a menu that brings people in from miles around. I know that you and Gabriel have done a lot to invigorate that town. You’re making a difference and that’s awesome. Once you get the lodge renovated, the impact will be even bigger.”

      Spencer basked in her praise, all the more precious because it was unexpected. They drove in silence for a long while, and Spencer just enjoyed the sense of coming home. He’d get a fire started and just sit in front of it for a bit, staring into the flames. Too bad it was too cloudy to see the stars. The snow was falling harder now.

      “You’re going to come in, right?” he asked as Olivia took the exit.

      “It’s getting late.”

      “But you can’t just drive me home and not let me say thanks.”

      She flicked a look at him that he couldn’t read.

      “Gabriel said he’d bring some groceries. Let me make you a cup of tea or cocoa, a sandwich.”

      “Just for a minute, though,” Olivia said, to his relief. “I don’t want to be too late getting to my mom’s. She’ll be waiting up.”

      “I’m not sure you should drive alone. It’s colder and the snow is really coming down now.”

      It was true. It was almost all white outside and the road was already obscured. Spencer knew the plows would wait until the morning at this point.

      “I could drive you,” he offered. “And crash at the lodge tonight.”

      “Don’t worry so much,” she chided. “I have my phone and drive all over the place by myself.”

      “So, call me when you get to your mom’s, just so I know.”

      She smiled. “Yes, big brother.”

      Spencer almost winced at the reminder, but instead he made a joke. “It’s a rotten job but someone’s got to do it.”

      “I have a big brother.”

      “Yeah, well, I won’t hold my breath on Brandon looking out for you.”

      Olivia laughed. “Me, neither.” She peered at the road ahead, slowing down, and saving Spencer from an answer. “Which turn is it?”

      “There.” He pointed and she took the turn. “Then just up there on the left. The red mail box.”
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      It was almost too easy.

      Liv had expected Spencer to argue but he didn’t. There was a two-track driveway through the forest to his cabin. She’d never been to his place and was curious to see it. She knew he’d bought the land and had it built after he and Gabriel had bought what was left of Wolfe Lodge, and understood that he’d done a lot of the work himself. The snow was coming down fast and thick. It made her feel as if she was driving into a Christmas card.

      Well, if all went as it should, she’d be getting a gift soon.

      Her heart skipped at that.

      She felt Spencer’s surprise that the lights were on, glowing in welcome.

      “Who’s here?” he muttered, but there were no vehicles parked in the driveway or carport.

      “Maybe whoever was here left,” Liv suggested, indicating the tire tracks in the snow. “You said Gabriel was going to drop off some groceries.”

      “But he wouldn’t have left the lights on, and he shouldn’t have left a fire burning untended.” Spencer was out of her car as soon as she stopped. He took the stairs three at a time to the front door and she heard his keys. She took advantage of his departure to turn around and back into the carport to make departure easier for Lexi.

      She also sent a text message to Lexi that they’d arrived.

      Then she took a deep breath.

      Here went nothing.

      It was one hour.

      She could make it count.

      Spencer’s place was bigger than a cabin but smaller than the rural retreats that many people built in the area. Olivia thought it looked like a one-bedroom bungalow. It was made of logs on a stone foundation and she could see the stone chimney rising from the middle of the peaked roof. There was a small porch on this side, but almost certainly a large deck on the other side.

      She couldn’t see the sky with all the snow coming down, but Liv figured there’d be a great view of the stars on a good night. It was quiet and the big flakes of snow were pretty. The forest came close to the house and driveway on three sides, making it seem as if there was no one in the vicinity.

      Spencer had his own corner of the world here.

      Lucky, lucky.

      He came back out the door to get his bag from the truck. “Something else to chew Gabriel out about,” he said with disgust. “He did leave a fire burning unattended.”

      “Well, it means the house is warm, anyway.”

      “It could have burned down. It would have served him right if I’d had to go live with him until I could build another.”

      “You worry too much.”

      “It’s my house. It took a lot of time to build. I’d like to enjoy it a bit longer.”

      Liv laughed.

      Spencer smiled at her and took a deep breath. “But forget Gabriel. Come on in. Name your poison and I’ll make it for you before you go.”

      “Cocoa sounds great. Thanks.”

      “No guarantees on ingredients, but I can probably make you a sandwich, if you want.”

      “I’m fine, thanks. Just the cocoa.”

      They climbed the stairs to the porch as Liv’s heart thundered and Spencer ushered her in with a flourish. “Well, welcome to my castle.”

      Liv looked around with curiosity. The furnishings were simple and unexpectedly modern. It was cozy, decorated in natural colors with the occasional touch of red. The opposite wall was all windows and even at night, Liv could see the snow on the forest.

      The interior was dominated by the chimney of river stone that was in the middle of the house. They were standing in the larger section created by the fireplace wall, which had a kitchen and eating area as well as a pair of leather couches by the big windows facing the deck. Liv knew that on the opposite side of the fireplace was a bedroom with a four-poster bed, and a luxurious bathroom, because Lexi had told her.

      Her mouth was dry and her palms were damp, but she hoped she was managing to hide her nervousness. Spencer took her coat and hung it up along with his own, and they left their boots by the door.

      “It’s a million degrees in here,” Spencer grumbled. He tugged off his hoodie and cast it aside, giving Olivia a great view of the tight T-shirt he wore underneath. He strode toward the kitchen, then stopped to stare at a big red box on the counter.

      Olivia swallowed. This was it.

      “Open me,” Spencer read from the tag, then glanced back at Olivia. She shrugged and tried to look innocent.

      He eyed her for a minute and she knew he was going to ask her something, but his phone rang.

      Saved by the bell.

      “What kind of idiot move was that to leave a fire burning unattended in my house?” he said by way of greeting and Liv knew it was Gabriel. There was a flutter in her stomach, which she tried to quell by strolling around the main room. Spencer had some framed photographs on the walls and she pretended to be more interested in them than she was. “It’s not unattended?” Spencer echoed. “What does that mean?” He looked around, as if seeking a guest he hadn’t noticed.

      Lexi and Reyna were here somewhere. That was the plan.

      In the bedroom, obviously.

      She just had to keep calm and do her part.

      Spencer folded his arms across his chest and frowned, leaning back against the counter. “What if I don’t want a surprise?” he asked.

      There was a pause as Gabriel obviously argued with him.

      “I don’t like surprises,” Spencer said. “It’s a learned response. Lexi is my sister.”

      Liv smiled, because she was sure he expected that. He was watching her and she pointed to the door. “I’ll just go,” she mouthed, but he shook his head and straightened from the counter.

      “You want me to open this box and put on whatever is in it.” Spencer’s skepticism was clear. “And you want me to do it now.” He opened the box and peeked inside, as if uncertain what would jump out of it. Then he rolled his eyes. “It’s a blindfold!”

      There was a sound from the bedroom.

      No, it was from the bathroom. Water splashed.

      Spencer stared at the closed door. “Who is that?” he asked Gabriel in a whisper. “How can you be so sure I’ll thank you for this surprise?” He listened, didn’t look convinced. “What have you done to my truck?” He stared at the phone with such disgust that Liv knew Gabriel had ended the call. Spencer met Liv’s gaze and she saw the back of his neck turn red. “Apparently, I have company to entertain.”

      “Lucky you.” It was easy for Liv to act nervous. “I’ll just go.”

      “No! That’s not fair to you, Olivia.” Spencer shoved a hand through his hair and looked so agitated that her heart squeezed. “I’ll just see who it is and tell her to go.”

      “No! I think you should play along,” Liv said. She took a deep breath and walked toward him. “I think Gabriel’s gone to a lot of trouble to arrange this, and you should give it a try.”

      “But...”

      “Whatever happened to your truck is done, and Cameron is probably fixing it so it’s as good as new. Why not enjoy a gift when you get it?”

      “What do you know about my truck?”

      She shrugged, realizing her slip. “Nothing. You just said something about it. Cameron fixes everything, doesn’t he?”

      He still looked displeased, but it had to be his dislike of surprises.

      “Blindfolds are kind of fun,” she said as if she knew anything about it.

      Spencer smiled slowly, an enticing heat dawning in his eyes. “Then you put it on.”

      Liv smiled back at him. “This is your surprise, not mine. Here. Let me help.” She crossed the room, reached into the box and then put the blindfold on Spencer. It was a thick one, made of black velvet and padded, with a wide band of elastic to hold it in place. She made sure it was secure, then spun him around several times.

      “Hey!” he protested, but she urged him toward the bedroom, spinning him as they went. Thank God it wasn’t far.

      “Olivia,” he growled, a threat in his tone. God, she loved that he used her full name and when his voice was low like that, mm, there was no better sound in the world.

      But she couldn’t stop to savor it. He was going to fight her soon.

      She pushed him harder.

      “What’s going on?”

      “You’re getting a surprise
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