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        Somebody has been tumbling in my bed, and here she is!
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      Welcome to these classic fairytales with a fresh, modern twist! I’m beyond excited to introduce you to the first book in the Once Upon a Billionaire series, where sparks, smiles, tidbits of mystery and suspense, and supercharged romance are waiting just beyond the next page.

      Imagine this—he finds a stranger curled up in his bed—his own real-life Goldilocks—and from the moment their eyes meet, their chemistry is undeniable.

      She’s spunky, he’s skeptical, and neither one expects to find something just right in one another.

      Each book in this series has enchanting characters, a dash of intrigue and suspense, and heart-pounding romance. Get ready to laugh, swoon, flutter, and even be on the edge your seat!

      The content in these books is what I call “sizzle without spice,” so you’ll find only kisses (and unforgettable moments). I can’t wait for you to dive into these stories, fall for these characters, and get hooked on the magic of fairytale retellings all over again!

      Xoxo,

      Catelyn
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      The farther I drove, the deeper my dread grew. My family’s cabin was the last place I wanted to be, but after hanging out with the guys, Mom had sprung her nasty little surprise on me—and it got to me.

      I had to get out of there. To think. To search.

      Bad memories, awkward conversations, and experiences I’d suppressed for years—they were all rearing their annoying heads at the sight of every new tree.

      To anyone else, I was sure the view here was spectacular. All I saw were the arguments and disappointments that made me leave in the first place. All the reasons I should have known better than to expect any kind of inheritance after Dad’s passing.

      So to find out that inheritance had actually been granted—but that it was missing?

      Yeah. I wasn’t about to wait around back at the ranch. How could I sleep and wait until morning to look for it? I knew the answer; I wouldn’t have been able to rest. Not until I got to the bottom of this.

      Dad had rarely reached out to me in any way other than in admonishment. Though I knew better, part of me hoped that this lockbox he’d bequeathed to me might actually be different. Part of me hoped that it might hold something in it that could help me see him in a different light.

      I mean, he was gone now. I didn’t want to keep resenting him.

      A haze shrouded over my mind. Weariness trickled from the top of my skull, along my forehead, and down into my eyes, which began to droop.

      I gripped the steering wheel and shook myself. The smartness of my spontaneous action was fading—fast.

      It was nearly midnight, and I was tired.

      I was tempted to turn back, catch a few Zs, and come again in the morning when it made more sense—when I was in a better mental state rather than braving the winding mountain roads half-asleep. But I’d already come this far. In fact, I was fairly certain I’d be at the cabin within minutes.

      Whether it was the middle of the night or not, I didn’t need any kind of direction to tell me I was almost there. It’d been years since I’d been to the cabin, but the way there was instinctive. The truth was, I could probably find it in my sleep.

      Not that I wanted to test that theory. This car was new.

      The road widened momentarily. A single cab, white Toyota pickup was pulled off to the side. The sight was just what I needed. My curiosity blinked, rousing me enough to keep me awake. The truck was abandoned from the look of things, unless someone was having car trouble.

      I pulled to a stop beside the pickup and glanced around. No one was in sight. The hood wasn’t gaped open. Maybe someone had picked up whoever this person was, and they’d be coming back for the vehicle in the morning.

      This particular route was popular with off-roaders and mountain bikers. If it wasn’t the middle of the night, I would have thought they’d hauled their bikes from the truck bed and were out enjoying the scenery. Maybe they were camping.

      Whatever the case, I shrugged it off and pulled back onto the road until I saw the dirt road in the trees, so often missed by passersby. It was a good thing I’d seen it—the exhaustion wearing on my eyes was getting heavier.

      The road turned from pavement to dirt. I braced myself through the bumpy jaunt that led to my least favorite place in the world.

      I shook my head a few more times to remain coherent enough to make it to the cabin’s driveway. Though the road leading there wasn’t paved, the driveway was.

      The Hummer I’d bought when I’d come back for the funeral took to the road better than I expected. An SUV wasn’t typically the kind of car I drove—I tended to prefer something a little sportier—but its military style was dope. I liked its massive storage and comfortable driver’s seat, too.

      Lofty and solemn, the cabin came into view through a break in the trees. The exposed logs were stacked perfectly. Though right now they were shadowed, I knew come morning they would glow in the sunlight.

      Something hitched in my chest, but I did my best to disregard it. It was the same indignant, stubborn resentment I’d experienced every time I’d come here.

      You’d think with Dad gone now, the bitter feelings would leave, too. But no, they were still as insistent as ever.

      Mom had told me about the lockbox at the worst possible time. The guys had all come into town for our reunion. It wasn’t official Sigma Phi Rho business—even though each of us had been part of the fraternity. It was just a bunch of old friends getting together.

      They were the closest friends I’d had during college. We’d kept in touch during the past ten years since I graduated, but with each of us venturing off to start our own businesses, we hadn’t hung out in I wasn’t sure how long.

      Dad’s passing had been the catalyst for that, at least. They’d come to hang out, to show their condolences at the loss of my father. Since they hadn’t been able to come for the actual funeral, we made a boys’ trip out of it.

      And I’d ditched out on them to come here.

      I could have waited until the morning to search for the lockbox, but after having Mom nag me enough about Danica, home was the last place I wanted to be.

      I needed a break. I needed some time to think. I needed to find that lockbox.

      But first, I needed some sleep.

      Once I found Dad’s lockbox, I was heading down as quickly as the speed limit and mountain switchbacks allowed. The boys and I had some catching up to do before they all had to get back.

      Not only was the fundraiser creeping ever closer that evening as well—a fundraiser Mom insisted I find a date for—but my flight home was scheduled for the next day, after I went golfing with the guys and hit up the fundraiser.

      That didn’t give me much time. I had to find it.

      I parked the blue Hummer, killed the ignition, and stepped out. It was just after midnight. The forest air was crisp, fresh with the hint of pine and the promise of seclusion.

      At least there was that.

      I craned my neck and rubbed my eyes. My legs thanked me for letting them straighten again after being bent for the last hour. The cabin greeted me, offering its porch and staring without judgment. An owl hooted nearby, and I stood for several moments, staring right back.

      It wasn’t the cabin’s fault for the bad memories. It’d just been Dad’s laser-like way of asking uncomfortable questions, backing me into proverbial corners, all while slathering on his paternal disappointment.

      Dad had never seemed to grasp the real point behind family vacations. Who needed a getaway to enjoy time together? He’d seen them as another opportunity to lambast me about all the ways I’d failed him.

      This at least was no “vacation.” I was only here to search. I wasn’t sure where the lockbox would be—stashed in one of the cupboards or cabinets, maybe. Then I’d be on my way back.

      Not to Two Pines. Back to Chicago, to the life where I belonged.

      But first, I was going to crash and enjoy the blessed peace that came from being completely alone.

      The owl hooted again, and a soft breeze brushed across my arms. Twigs and brush crackled beneath my feet as I made my way to the door. I unlocked the door, turned the handle, and went inside.

      The prospect of sleep was too strong to ignore. I was so depleted I could hardly think straight. I didn’t bother turning on any lights but kicked my shoes off as I made my way down the dark hall, grateful for the moonlight spilling in.

      Sleep hounded my eyes. I shed my jacket and yanked at the hem of my shirt, lifting it over my head and chucking it to the floor. I was too drained to do much else besides feel my way into my room.

      I paused near the edge of the bed. Setting my phone on the bedside table, I sat on the side of the mattress, ready to succumb to my body’s demand for rest.

      Except…

      A soft form rolled against me.

      Silky hair trailed against my arm, drifting a vanilla scent in my direction. Before I knew what was happening, my hand brushed against something, and reality struck:

      I wasn’t the only one in here.

      Everything in me fired with awareness. The imposter released a drowsy, confused moan. A female moan. She rustled for a moment before she froze and sat up.

      “What the heck?” she said in her groggy voice.

      “Whoa.” I startled to my feet.

      Finding a woman in my bed was the last thing I expected.

      I attempted to retreat, but I didn’t get far before she screamed and vaulted a pillow at my face. My foot caught on something I couldn’t see, tripping me in the process so I landed hard against the floor.

      The woman wailed again, released a shriek, and scampered past me toward the door.

      I couldn’t let her leave—not until I knew what was going on here. But what was I going to do, grab her by the ankles?

      Freeing myself, I hurried to my feet and followed her. Fortunately, I knew this place better than she did because she faltered at the end of the hall, arms outstretched, peering right and left.

      I dove for the switch, and light flooded the cabin’s living room, making her lift an arm as though to block it out.

      Eyes squinted, she pivoted. Her frantic gaze darted from the plaid curtains blocking the windows, to the wooden shelves staged with books, to the empty fireplace. Then, her eyes slowly climbed from my bare chest to my face.

      A small fire erupted in the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t sure what to expect. It’d been dark so I’d had no idea if she was older? Younger? A homeless person who’d wandered through the forest—on foot?

      But no—this woman was beautiful, with wide, shocked eyes and a heart-shaped face.

      I didn’t know her at all, but at the sight of her all disheveled and in a large t-shirt almost as long as her shorts—that showed off admittedly great legs—a dormant wick inside of me caught the tiniest flame.

      Her hands went to her rumpled blonde hair, which tufted up away from her head. As if realizing she looked like someone had just given her a dozen noogies, her mouth hung open in embarrassment.

      But that didn’t last long. Her eyes flicked over my bare chest once more, taking in the lines of me, and then her expression hardened. Her face gritted in determination.

      And I had no idea what she was thinking.

      Not many people knew about this cabin. How did she? Did she somehow know about Dad’s missing lockbox?

      My shirt was a lump on the floor. Wanting to be as collected for this confrontation as I could be, I bent for it and slipped it back on.

      She watched me as I pulled the fabric over my abs, smoothing it down to my jeans, and I couldn’t tell if her eyes narrowed because she liked what she saw or because of something else.

      What did I care if she liked what she saw? It wasn’t like this was a blind date.

      This was a break-in.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and took her in with what I hoped was more of a circumspect outlook. That was a mistake, however, because the more I looked, the more I liked what I saw.

      Her blue eyes were sharp and fringed with dark lashes. Her nose was straight and pert. She tucked her full lips between her teeth and straightened her shoulders, clearing her throat.

      She lifted her hands as though she expected me to spring on her any moment. Her eyes skimmed over me with wariness, and I couldn’t say I blamed her for her distrustful scrutiny.

      She wondered about me?

      That was nothing to the curiosity I had about her.

      I had to find out what she was doing here—and what I was going to do about it.
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      Bottle rockets exploded under my skin. Of course, the one and only time I break the law, it had to be to enter a cabin belonging to a psychopath. An attractive psychopath who stared at me with caution and question marks in his eyes.

      I braced myself, ready for his next move. I was shaking in my skin. Though my eyes had adjusted to the change in the light and the front door was right there, waiting for me to dart through it, I was barefooted. And in my delirium, I couldn’t remember where I’d chucked my shoes or my bag the night before.

      If I were going to be making a mad escape into a darkened, potentially wolf-ridden forest, shoes might be nice.

      So I met my intruder’s gaze, waiting for my whirring thoughts to settle on the next action I should take.

      He took a step toward me. Not happening.

      I dove for the figurine of a cowboy riding a horse and raising his hat with one hand sitting on the table. Sure enough, it was heavy. It could do some damage.

      I held it toward the man, who lifted his hands.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” His tone suggested that the notion was absurd.

      “That’s exactly what someone who’s about to hurt me would say. Who are you?” I demanded.

      He was beguilingly handsome, with dark hair and a chiseled jawline hugged by well-trimmed scruff. And though he was wearing jeans and socks and was now completely dressed, he’d been shirtless.

      So very shirtless.

      I’d gaped at the fine contours of his body, the breadth of his shoulders, the lines of muscle along his arms, and the definition in his abs a little too long—mostly because it felt like my brain was slowly oozing out of my ears. He was broad and beautiful, and I hadn’t been able to help the way my heart took charge and pounded all the way through my body.

      Was he a firefighter? A hockey player? Just how did a man go about getting that ripped?

      Whatever. What did that even matter?

      So he was hot. Did he think he could barge into any woman’s personal space anytime he felt like it?

      Except it technically wasn’t my personal space…

      My cheeks flamed. Oh, my sweet goodness. When I broke in here, I never imagined anything like this.

      “Who are you?” I said again, lifting a hand to my cheek, hoping I wasn’t beet red.

      He flicked his tangled dark hair back. “I should ask you the same question, since this is my family’s cabin. Did Jordan tell you this was here? Did he give you a key?”

      I had no clue who Jordan was. I had to keep the upper hand in this conversation—as much as I could, anyway.

      Those abs had been far, far too distracting. And don’t even get me started on his biceps.

      “Do you often get into bed with women you don’t know?”

      “This is my cabin, remember? And you were sleeping in my bed. I didn’t know you were there, or I would never have⁠—”

      He shook himself. From the way he clenched his fists, I got the feeling he was working hard to keep himself in check.

      “Look,” he said, tempering his voice. “I mean it when I say I’m not going to hurt you. Let’s just get to the bottom of this. Would you put that down?”

      He gestured to the figurine in my hands. It was getting heavy.

      When I didn’t comply, his gaze met mine, equal parts amused and exasperated.

      “First my cabin. Then my bed.” His smile was slow. “Now, my mom’s figurine?”

      Did that mean he thought I was some kind of thief?

      Slowly, I lowered the figurine back to its spot. “I’m not stealing anything. I just needed a place to stay.”

      He folded his arms. “So, the cabin was an accident . . . but the mattress was just right?”

      Fair enough. If anything, I’d been the one to catch him off guard.

      Now that my brain was starting to connect the pieces of the situation, I saw things differently. He’d obviously come home to sleep after a long day and hadn’t expected to find me in his spot.

      Talk about embarrassing. “Caught in the act” took on a whole new meaning.

      He let out a slow breath. “All right.”

      “All right?”

      “You’ve convinced me you’re not a burglar. Now all you have to do is convince me you’re not trouble. Who are you?” he asked again, resting a hand on his hip.

      Part of me wondered if I was still dreaming. He and his chiseled contours were definitely the stuff of dreams. Honestly, how many men out there looked like he did?

      I needed to stop ogling him, stat.

      “What are you doing in my cabin?” He persisted even though I hadn’t answered his first question.

      I hugged my chest and chided myself for losing my senses completely. He’s just a man. He was a stranger, for that matter.

      Let’s not get carried away here.

      “I’m so sorry to have imposed. I got lost last night and had no cell service.”

      I patted my pockets in a quiet search, wishing that I had my phone with me right now. Along with the foggy inability to recollect where my shoes had gone, I couldn’t remember where my phone had ended up, either.

      He sank onto the couch’s armrest. “That white Toyota?”

      I considered fabricating something, but honesty was probably best at this point. Honesty—and groveling, too. After all, I had trespassed into his turf.

      “Is mine. Yes,” I said, thinking of my abandoned truck outside. “I’m so sorry—I didn’t know what else to do. I saw your cabin just as the sun was setting and thought maybe you could help me. But then it got dark, and no one was here and I—I was only going to stay until morning, I swear.”

      It was all true. My GPS had led me completely off course. The only thing I knew for sure was that I was in Middle of Nowhere, Montana.

      In a spurt of frustration, I’d pulled off on a shoulder that was only, oh, you know, two feet away from the sharpest drop-off I’d ever seen. I’d had no cell service, the line on my gas tank was getting low, and darkness had been coming fast.

      But I’d seen his cabin. Leaving my truck on the roadside, I’d broached the forest on the way to it, hoping to ask for some help.

      But no one was here. And by then, it was too dark to see where my truck was to make my way back to it.

      Night noises had freaked me out...and the cabin door had opened when I tried it…

      I’d felt safe in here. So, I resolved to stay the night and wait until morning.

      I knew it sounded awful. But I’d vowed to leave everything like I found it. That the owners would never even know I was here.

      If that wasn’t the worst wishful thinking, I didn’t know what was.

      The man watched me with intense brown eyes. I held my breath, waiting for his verdict.

      I’d broken in and slept in his property. He should be calling the police, assuming he had cell service with which to do so.

      He rubbed his jaw and then rested his hands on his knees, angling his head to the side as if considering the circumstance from all points. It struck me how tired he looked.

      “Either you’re an extremely good actress, or your remorse is genuine.”

      I swallowed. “Did I mention I was sorry?”

      “It’s okay,” he said after several moments.

      I tucked my hair behind my ear, clamped my arms around me, and stared at him. Did he just say what I think he did? I broke into his place, stole his bed—and it was okay?

      He cleared his throat and gestured to the window behind me. “I saw your truck out there. I wondered if you were having some car trouble.”

      “More like navigational trouble.”

      He shifted on the arm rest, resting a hand on his thigh. I skimmed his face again, noticing the dark circles under his eyes. He stifled a yawn behind his hand and rose to his feet.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Goldie,” I said. I owed him this much. “I’m Goldie Bybanks.”

      He nodded, crossed to me, and offered his hand.

      I stared at it for a second.

      “You’re not going to arrest me if I shake it?”

      His mouth twitched. “Hadn’t planned on it.”

      It would be rude to deny this friendly gesture, wouldn’t it? Steeling my nerves, I slid my small hand into his larger one. A rush coursed through me at the touch.

      His skin was soft. His grip was strong.

      “Adrian,” he said.

      His gaze locked onto mine, and I found myself lost in an entirely different way in the curious gleam of his brown eyes, the length of his dark lashes, the tempting shape of his lips.

      “Hi,” I said stupidly.

      A smile crept into place, responding to the tractor beam his gaze held me in.

      I fluttered inside. Genuine, legit butterflies took flight in my stomach.

      Adrian held my hand a little longer than necessary before freeing his and stepping back.

      “Goldie. It’s late.”

      “It is.”

      “It’s been a long day, and I’m not firing on all cylinders. I’m assuming you’re not an ax murderer.”

      “Correct.”

      “Chainsaw?”

      The quirk in his lips gave me permission to return the expression. “Only on weekends.”

      He blinked. Tiredness glazed over his eyes, and he rubbed his jaw again. “Good. Me neither. So can we both get some sleep and continue this in the morning? You can go ahead and sleep in my—” He cleared his throat. “Where you were. I’ll take one of the other rooms.”

      Heat patched my cheeks. “Oh, but it’s your room⁠—”

      “I’ll be fine. Go on now. I’ll get the lights.”

      I was stymied. A glance at the clock over the fireplace told me it was nearing one a.m.

      Not having many other options, I gave him a little nod. “All right, then. Good night, Adrian.”

      “Good night.”

      The low rumble of his voice stayed with me the entire trek down the hall and into the room we’d vacated. Shaking my head over the inanity of it all, I exhaled.

      The blankets were completely thrashed, so I did what I could to straighten them before climbing back in and feeling like a completely different person now than I’d been when I’d done the same thing a few hours before.

      I nestled my head into the pillow. The room now held the faintest traces of him—masculinity and musk and soul-melting catnip. Or rather, Goldie-nip. It was as though his scent was a force field tailored to charm me and only me.

      My body gradually melted into the sheets. I hugged the thick, downy blanket to my chin, hearing Adrian’s soft footsteps, before the lights went out in the hall and everything went quiet.

      It was a long time before I fell asleep, though—mostly because I kept anticipating exactly what was going to happen the next day once we were both more coherent.

      And also hoping he wasn’t an ax-murderer, either.

      Morning would come soon enough. He hadn’t said anything about pressing charges…yet…but was I going to have a rude awakening?
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      It was a good thing I was so exhausted. The concept of finding a beautiful woman in my bed was hard to cast aside. It’d been completely innocent, really, but still, I couldn’t get Goldie off my mind.

      I wasn’t sure how long it took, but at some point, I drifted off. Gradually, I began to wake. The sun did its best to push through the curtains, and the smell of something cooking stirred my senses.

      My head pounded with everything that had taken place. I tossed back the blankets and slipped my shirt back on. Conflict ravaged me as I made my way to the kitchen. What was I going to do about my unexpected guest?

      Had she told me the truth?

      I could call the police, but either I was a sucker, or I was a pushover. Or both. As strange as it sounded, I believed her story.

      My gut instinct told me she was harmless. Still, how many people got taken advantage of or found themselves in dangerous situations because they’d been too trusting?

      Not that I considered myself in any kind of danger from her.

      I’d taken Jordan’s room, which happened to be situated right across from mine—the one I’d found Goldie in. It wasn’t a big deal sleeping in my little brother’s bed. In any case, I strode out to find Goldie at the stove.

      And maybe it was the result of my now-rested mind, but I was starstruck all over again.

      Her blonde hair was piled high on her head. She’d located Mom’s apron and had it tied around her slender waist. She hummed softly and swayed her hips in tune to what sounded like a Jason Mraz song playing on her phone.

      “Morning,” I said, needing to interrupt the hypnotic hip swinging.

      Wooden spoon in hand, she jolted and spun. Her cheeks pinked adorably.

      “Oh! I didn’t hear you. You’re awake.”

      “I am. I⁠—”

      The word caught in my throat. I cleared it and gestured to the stove behind her.

      “Smells good,” I said, not realizing until too late that I sounded like a neanderthal.

      Great.

      I just wanted to put her at ease.

      Or myself. Either one.

      The apron was longer than her shorts, which made her look like she had nothing on besides her big shirt beneath it. My thoughts wandered to places they probably shouldn’t.

      I tried to think of something else to say. She didn’t need to think I was a domineering psycho—although, we did need to get to the bottom of what she was doing here.

      She’d claimed to have navigational issues. Was that all it was?

      “I didn’t even know there was anything up here for you to cook,” I said.

      She tucked a strand of golden hair behind her ear. “Yeah, I searched through the cupboards and the fridge. I was surprised to find some eggs and they hadn’t expired yet, so I figured they were still good. I also found some flour and baking items in the cupboard, and I whipped us up some pancakes.”

      I wondered who left the eggs here. Kimmy? That wasn’t like her. My brother’s wife was usually on the ball with things like not leaving food that could expire behind. Then again, if it was Jordan and his friends, I could completely believe it of him.

      Actually, having Jordan plan ahead enough to bring food up here in the first place was a surprise, so I took that thought back almost the instant it surfaced.

      “You made pancakes from scratch?”

      She turned to stir the eggs. Satisfied, she shut the heating element off on the stove and scraped the eggs onto the two plates she had on the counter.

      “Yeah. I hope that’s okay. I wanted to do something to thank you, you know, for letting me stay here. Even though it’s sort of already your food.” She chuckled nervously at this and more of that pink rose in her cheeks.

      A stack of pancakes sat on a plate next to the others. My stomach growled at the smell. I strode to the counter beside her and took the plate she offered.

      Only, I didn’t expect her proximity to charge the air between us the way it did.

      “Thanks,” I said, staring into the crystal blue of her eyes. “This was thoughtful of you.”

      There was only a plate between us at this point, with her hand on one side and mine on the other, but I was ensnared by her. I swallowed.

      When was the last time a woman had had this effect on me?

      I’d dated plenty of girls in college, but none of them had ever flickered inside of me. That was why I didn’t think signing The Pact agreeing to lifelong bachelorhood would be any big deal at all.

      But this? It was as though I had a switch beneath my ribs, and every time my eyes caught Goldie’s, she flipped it.

      I hadn’t dated much in the ten years since graduation. Not only did I sign a pledge that I wouldn’t, but I’d been too focused on my business, so no woman since then had impacted me like this, either.

      “I—I don’t know if there’s any syrup, so I made some.” She broke our trance and reached for the other pot on the stove, holding it in my direction.

      Syrup. She was talking about syrup. Like my nearness addled her senses, too, and she was searching for something—anything—to talk about.

      At least I wasn’t the only one feeling weird about things right now. I mean, I’d nearly lain right on top of this woman.

      Gosh, no matter which way I thought about that, it sounded wrong. Nothing even happened.

      “I didn’t even know you could make homemade syrup.” I offered my plate to her, and she poured the golden liquid onto my pancakes. “Thanks.”

      “I’m quirky like that, I guess,” she said, pouring syrup on her pancakes as well before placing the pot down once more. “If I can’t find what I’m looking for, I make it.”

      “Like last night,” I said, veering to the table.

      Sunlight glowed, and unlike the other windows in this place, these were uncovered, offering a full-fledged view of the forest, the lake beyond, and the wooden steps leading down to that lake.

      The family and I had all worked together one summer arranging each of those railroad ties into place for those steps.

      That should have been a good memory—except it’d been my senior year of high school, and Dad had spent the entire time berating me for the college I’d chosen to attend: University of Chicago.

      Thinking of college so much made my thoughts turn to the guys again. To our plans for the day. I wondered if they even realized I was gone.

      “What do you mean?” She joined me at the table, looking cute in Mom’s apron.

      I cut into the pancakes with my fork and placed the bite in my mouth. The syrup was the best I’d ever tasted, creamy and savory. A small moan leaked out.

      “Delicious,” I said, chewing before answering. “Last night, you said you had navigational trouble. I’m assuming you meant you got lost.”

      “Yeah.” The word was weak and sheepish.

      “So you took matters into your own hands to find help.”

      “I—I did. But I’m no criminal, I swear.”

      I couldn’t help teasing her. “Your criminal record currently consists of one illegal cabin sleepover.”

      She chewed her lip. I wondered how she’d respond when a new glint lit her eyes. “Does breakfast earn me parole?”

      “It certainly doesn’t hurt your case.”

      She smiled with a little gleam of victory in her eyes. It was brief before she waved me down. “Eat your pancakes.”

      Fair enough. I liked that she was feisty.

      “So, do you need directions? Where are you headed?”

      “I was trying to make my way to Two Pines.”

      My hometown? Why was she heading there? “You’re about an hour out.”

      Her eyes widened. “An hour? So much for GPS.”

      She concentrated on her pancakes and eggs for a moment. I cleaned the rest of the eggs from my plate. Had something happened to her GPS? That didn’t bode well out here. Or anywhere, for that matter.

      The phone in my pocket buzzed. I swiped and sure enough, there was the text I’d expected to get.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hawk: Dude, your mom said you bolted. Where’d you go?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I had to check for something. I’ll be back in about an hour or so.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hawk had come a few days before the others to look into buying the ski resort not too far from here, so he and I had had more time to hang out. Duncan and Maddox, though—they were only here for the day. They were probably pestering him about where I was.

      I really did need to get on with my search and head back down there. We had a few rounds of golf to hit up this afternoon before the guys parted ways.

      “If you’ll allow me a minute or two here, you can follow me when I make my way back into town,” I said, rising to take my dishes to the sink.

      Her face transformed into overwhelmed surprise. “You’d do that?”

      Her skepticism drew a smile from me. “Sure. I’ll be headed that direction anyway.”

      My family didn’t live directly in Two Pines, but I had to drive through town to make it back to the ranch. Might as well give her a hand.

      I waited for her to ask why I’d come all this way to stay only a few hours—or why I’d done so in the middle of the night—but she didn’t. I never would have made the trip if I hadn’t thought the lockbox might be here.

      After Dad’s death, my brothers and I had been approached by Dad’s attorney to relay the contents of the family trust. Mom was content to manage the ranch. While my brothers had been gifted resources and ownership of Dad’s substantial properties, my inheritance had been a single line—the lockbox.

      We’d inspected Dad’s vault at the bank. It wasn’t there. The bank had said Dad had removed it sometime before, which left me with the question—where was it? More importantly, what did it contain? And why had the old man left it to me on the condition of his death?

      I wasn’t sure how to search for the lockbox without Goldie noticing. My trust only went so far.

      She and I washed the dishes in communal silence. It should have felt awkward standing so close and working together with a practical stranger, but we had a pretty good thing going.

      I washed. She dried. She even knew where the dishes went, seeing as how she’d been the one to snoop them out.

      Drying her hands, she peered around the cabin, while I tried to find a way to excuse myself for my search. She made it easy for me.

      “Is it okay if I find the bathroom?”

      “You found everything else easily enough,” I said. “Don’t let bathrooms stop you.”

      She gave a nervous little laugh and trailed off, stopping to retrieve her bag near the sofa.

      I took advantage of her absence the moment she was gone. I started with her room—ahem, my room—first.

      At the sight of the nicely made bed, the memory of the night before slammed into me. I brushed it aside and ducked to peer beneath the bed.

      Nothing but dust bunnies. Okay, then.

      I rifled through the dresser drawers and pilfered through the blankets Mom kept stored in the closet. No lockbox.

      I made my way through the other three bedrooms, sweeping through the same process as well as any other areas the lockbox might be tucked away in, including the linen closet at the end of the hall. Aside from towels, sheets, and a handful of board games, it wasn’t there either.

      The sunny kitchen was next. The lockbox wasn’t likely to be stashed away with the bowls and plates, but it didn’t hurt to check. One cupboard offered a box of instant oatmeal and several granola bars. Evidence that it hadn’t been long since Chase and Kimmy had brought the kids here.

      I was just about to dive into the living room when Goldie’s voice pealed from down the hall.

      “Adrian?”

      I stilled.

      She called out again. “No!”

      Giving the living room a sweeping glance, I treaded in the direction of the bathroom.

      It was a shame; I’d hoped to finish my search while she was preoccupied. But it sounded like something was wrong. Was she hurt?

      Muffled noises came from within, including a loud bang, followed by a squeal.

      I placed a hand on the door. “Hey, you okay in there?”

      She waited too long to answer.

      I couldn’t just barge in there. But I couldn’t let a total stranger have full range of the bathroom and damage the property, either.

      She could be doing any number of things in there. I mean, bathrooms had locked doors for a reason. But I didn’t know this woman—and she was either in trouble or she was making it.

      I had to find out which one it was.
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      The thought of following Adrian to Two Pines was almost as mortifying as having been caught in his cabin. I couldn’t expect anything more from him—not after everything that had transpired since we, erm, met.

      I wanted to leave. Walking out the door without accepting his offer, though? I suspected he would argue if I tried it.

      Using the bathroom had been necessary, yes, but it was also a ploy. I knew for a fact there was a window above the bathtub. I’d seen it when I’d readied for bed the night before.

      I also knew the window had a latch. And wouldn’t you know it, but locking the bathroom door was guaranteed to give me some privacy while I carried out my escape.

      My phone was charged. I’d changed into some actual clothes.

      According to Adrian, Two Pines was only an hour out. I’d made him breakfast as a show of my gratitude. That was enough recompense, wasn’t it?

      It was time to get out of dodge.

      Chances were I’d never see Adrian No Last-Name again, and with the way being near him made me the sole contender in a tug-of-war match where I was sure to lose, it was better this way. I’d slip out the window, scurry back to my truck, and make it to Aunt Bethany’s before he ever realized I was gone.

      It was genius.

      Door? Locked. Bag? Check. Phone? I patted my pockets in a sudden frenzy before exhaling in relief. There it was, keeping my left cheek company. Check. Check.

      A worry niggled in, warning me I was playing with fire by not accepting Adrian’s offer of help, but I cast it aside.

      My plan was foolproof.

      If I left, that would save Adrian from having to go out of his way for me any more than he already had. It would also save what was left of my pride. I’d bolt. He wouldn’t have to worry about me anymore after this. He and I could both move on with our lives.

      I slung my bag over one shoulder. Its weight set me off-kilter, but I readjusted and climbed onto the bathtub’s edge. Movement from my periphery startled me, but I realized it was only my reflection in the mirror. Releasing a shaky, silent laugh, I concentrated on the window.

      The view outside was verdant, sequestered, and beautiful. Behind the cabin, the mountainside sloped down to a glistening lake whose blue rivaled the sky.

      The prospect of being reunited with my truck, my freedom, and my sanity gushed through, propelling me. I peered back to the door a final time, waiting for any sound or indication that Adrian was close and would hear what I was up to, but he was quiet.

      So far, so good.

      With the flick of my thumb, the latch gave. I prayed the window was well-oiled, braced myself against the tub’s side, and pushed. The window didn’t budge. I tried again, bracing my feet on the edge this time.

      I pushed again. Still nothing.

      I exhaled in frustration and brushed a strand of hair from my face. “This is a good plan, you possessive house. Work with me here.”

      I tried a third time. The window groaned open so fast it startled me. I released a little shriek. My hand slipped from the window as it moved. My feet slid from the tub’s edge.

      The potted vase in the corner at the bathtub’s side wobbled. I dove for it—but instead of catching it, I only succeeded in knocking it that much harder. It hit the tub’s side and struck the floor.

      For some reason, Adrian’s name tumbled from my lips.

      The vase shattered, and to my horror, the tile beneath it protested with a long crack right from its corner and snaked beneath the shaggy gray rug.

      “No!” I said too loudly.

      No, no, no. Hadn’t I already done enough damage here? My pride was already in shambles. Why did my body decide it was time to join the ridiculous party?

      The footsteps I’d been dreading came. I heard him just outside the door.

      “Hey, you okay in there?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. This wasn’t happening. This was so. Not. Happening.

      Except it was.

      A moment of stillness wrapped around me and presented me with a crossroads. The window was open. I could do it. I could leap from its screen-less panes and make my clever escape.

      And leave Adrian with this mess?

      Though I wanted to pull a Towanda and let the disaster worry about itself, my conscience wouldn’t let me. Stupid, goody-goody conscience.

      I could never live with myself if I left this nightmare for Adrian to deal with. Broken vases? Messes?

      I’d sworn I’d leave the cabin as I found it. This was so not how I’d found it.

      I’d cooked him breakfast to make up for breaking in. What could I do to repair this? His laundry?

      The bathroom was a tight fit. I darted around the mess, searching beneath the sink for a garbage can so I could start cleaning up the pieces. Too soon, he jiggled the handle.

      “Are you dressed in there?”

      With my hands full of broken ceramic pieces, I paused. “What kind of a question is that?”

      “Well, I didn’t know if you were showering or—I mean, are you ready for me to open the door?”

      I supposed that was a fair question. I was a stranger to him. For all he knew, I was a shark of some kind, out to rope money or something from him in whatever way I could. I had to let him know I wasn’t a debased lunatic.

      “What do you think?” I finally responded.

      It sounded as though he was laughing. Of course, he would laugh at a time like this.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      I wasn’t sure what he was doing, so I scooped more of the pieces and tossed them into the empty garbage can. At least the flowers were plastic ones so I wasn’t dealing with dirt, but the vase? What was I going to do about the vase?

      I hoped it wasn’t a priceless heirloom or something.

      Cool morning air swept into the bathroom from the open window, sending chills up my arms. I was halfway through the pieces when footsteps returned outside the door and a knock sounded.

      “Goldie? I’m coming in.”

      “Wait—” I pushed to my feet and reached for the knob.

      It clicked before I reached it, and Adrian barged through, knocking me toward the sink. Ceramic pieces crunched beneath my shoes. I cringed and attempted to sidestep, only to lose my balance.

      Adrian reached for me. He succeeded where I’d failed with the vase and didn’t let me tip over.

      His arms secured me to my feet—to him. To all of his full, stocky glory. And oh, my gosh, he smelled good. That Goldie-nip aroma that had bathed the blanket last night swarmed in, turning my joints into jelly.

      My hands landed on his shoulders, which were tensed with the effort of keeping me upright.

      I was a goner.

      “What are you doing in here?” he asked, releasing me and looking around before pinning me with his brown eyes. “Are you okay? Why did you open the window?”

      I was too swept up in the moment, in his body so close to mine, his smell, his mesmerizing eyes, to think logically. What could I say? If I suggested I needed fresh air while in the bathroom, that could come across completely wrong.

      But to tell him I’d opened it to sneak out?

      “I—wanted a bath,” I said, letting the lie take shape as it left my lips. “But I wanted to make sure the window was locked first. I mean, it’s right over the tub. Anyone can see in.”

      I was sure he’d see right through the lie, but the truth would be far worse. Any idiot knew seeing inside had absolutely nothing to do with opening the window. Thankfully, he didn’t say anything about that.

      “You had to take out my mom’s plant while you were at it?”

      The corners of his mouth lifted, and from the way his eyes twinkled, I suspected he wasn’t really upset.

      His mother’s plant?

      Bury me now.

      “I—I’ll clean it up. I promise, I’m not usually this⁠—”

      “This what?”

      I heard the words as they left my mouth. I’d been saying things like that since he found me here. I’m not usually a criminal. I’m not usually this helpless.

      “I’m not usually this clumsy,” I finished lamely.

      He crouched and continued where I’d left off, scooping the last few pieces of the vase into the garbage can.

      “It’s okay, I’ll add it to your tab.”

      My tab? I winced. “Was the vase…valuable?”

      My nerves strung tightly. I was in over my head here. This was exactly why I’d wanted to bolt!

      “I’m really sorry. It was a complete accident. The window was stuck and⁠—”

      His hand clasped mine, and the world stopped spinning. My blood froze in my veins. The mountains sang to the heavens, and their triumphal clanging chorused straight through me at the touch.

      Hello, world. This beautiful man’s hand was voluntarily touching mine!

      Gradually, I lifted my eyes to his.

      He was smiling at me. “Goldie, I’m kidding. It’s just a vase. It wasn’t important.”

      I stilled and sank back, losing myself in his gaze. That bemused twinkle was still in his eyes. Was he amused by this?

      Something burned in the pit of my stomach. This bathroom was small, and with the pieces cleaned up, he returned the garbage can beneath the sink and straightened to his full height. I did the same, finding myself standing way too close to him.

      His presence filled the space, my thoughts, my entire awareness with the shape of his shoulders, the line of scruff on his jaw, the twist to his mouth, and the shimmer in his eyes. I was transfixed.

      “You know,” he said, resting a hand on the sink, “your prowess at opening doors you have no business opening makes me think this is some kind of gimmick to get me alone in here.”

      My heart caught in my chest. “We’ve been alone this whole time.”

      “Yeah, but not in such tight spaces.”

      He didn’t move away or leave the bathroom. If anything, the air between us zipped with electric energy. Breaking it all too soon, he adjusted his posture and stepped to the door, turning and resting a hand on the jamb.

      “How did you get in, anyway?”

      “Into the bathroom?” The question sounded way too innocent.

      Hey, it was my turn to tease.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Into the cabin. The door was locked when I got here.”

      I inhaled and rubbed my arms. The breeze coming in through the window was getting colder.

      Adrian noticed. He shuffled and with one arm pulled the window closed and latched it again.

      Show off.

      He glanced at me, waiting for an answer. I rested my hip against the sink.

      “I don’t know—divine intervention, maybe? The universe knew I was lost and stranded in a scary place. The way to safety appeared. I tried the knob a few times, hit my shoulder against it, and boom. Open.”

      Adrian’s brows lifted as if he were impressed. I waited for the argument, for his insistence on the truth, but to my surprise, he believed me. He rubbed a hand across his jaw and stared toward the bathroom door and what lay beyond.

      “I wish I had your luck,” he muttered.

      What did that mean? “You want to take up a life of crime?” I suggested.

      He smirked and shook his head. “Want to hold off on that bath? I’m just looking a few more things over here, and I’ll be ready to head out.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      With a little nod, he strode out, taking his thought-warping scent with him.

      I gave the window a final, longing glance.

      “Guess it didn’t work out,” I told it, as though the window cared about why it had been open for no reason.

      I strolled out toward the living room again only to find Adrian on his hands and knees, searching in the closet near the door where blankets, fishing poles, ropes, knives, a roll of garbage bags, a first aid kit, and other necessities were stocked.

      “What are you looking for?” I asked, setting my bag down by the door and peering behind him.

      “Something my father left for me.” He spoke abruptly as though he preferred not to have any more questions about it.

      Which, of course, only made me more curious.

      “This is the last place I have to check,” he said, treading to the cabinets in the living room below the vast windows. “If it’s not here, it’s not anywhere.”

      “You left something here?”

      “No. I haven’t been here in years.”

      How was that possible? “That’s crazy to me. If I had a place like this…”

      I settled myself into the chair near the table with the cowboy figurine I’d used as a potential weapon last night.

      Adrian peered back at me and stared too long.

      “What?”

      “You’re in my chair.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      He lingered long enough I thought he might respond, but his thoughts seemed to carry him away. From the line that gathered between his brows, I sensed wherever they’d led him wasn’t a pleasant place.

      “Now, I think you’re the one who’s lost,” I said.

      “Hm?” Adrian shook himself as if out of a stupor.

      He knelt in front of the cabinet to the left of the fireplace.

      Brushing my hands across my jeans, I stood and crouched beside him, examining the cabinet’s oak door as though I discerned something there he didn’t. Movies were stacked inside, as well as several books.

      “Buried treasure? Your favorite movie? Ooo, wait. I know. There are books in here—the last remaining original copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. Or lottery tickets!”

      He leaned back on his heels. “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to guess what you’re searching for. Am I close?”

      He quirked a brow. “About as close as Jupiter. Your guesses sound much more interesting than what it actually is.”

      I straightened my shoulders. “Glad to hear it.”

      I waited but didn’t press him. Though Adrian and I were getting along well together, the truth was, we were strangers. I knew nothing about
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