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        Summer, Twenty-Four Years Ago

      

      

      Maren’s bare toes gripped the slippery rock ledge overlooking the river. The distance to the dark pool below looked more like a hundred feet, although Seth had assured her the gap was a mere twenty feet, max. She was fourteen for pity’s sake, to use one of Aunt Sara’s favorite expressions. She’d die before disgracing herself in front of Seth. He was three years older, and she desperately wanted him to take her seriously.

      Behind her, Seth squeezed her shoulders with his wet hands. “You can do this. There’s nothing to be afraid of. It’s plenty deep.”

      “I’m not afraid,” she declared. Butterflies ricocheted in her stomach. She counted to herself. One. Two.

      Three! Maren squeezed her eyes shut, gulped air into her lungs and stepped into space. She dropped like a rock, a silent scream bouncing off the walls of her mind.

      The frigid water closed over her head. She plunged deep and deeper before robust kicks propelled her to the surface. Rising to a challenge the first time was always terrifying, but worth the effort.

      Maren swam out of the way. Treading water, she shot a triumphant smile upward in time to watch Seth leap off the ledge and cannonball into the rust-colored river.

      He popped up next to her, sluicing water from his face with both hands. He flashed a broad grin. “That wasn’t half bad. Let’s see you do it again.”

      “Sure.” Maren swam to the bank and clambered out on the sun-heated boulders. She tugged the bottom of her swimsuit down over her rear and climbed back up to the ledge.

      This time, she raised her thumb for Seth’s benefit. He was still in the water, his hand shielding his eyes. She sprang up on the balls of her feet, catapulting into the chilly water with breathless delight. Her own daring coupled with Seth’s approval marked a personal milestone, as though she’d passed a coming-of-age test.

      After her third leap, they gathered their towels and backpacks. Seth clasped her wrist. “Come on. There’s another place I want to show you.”

      They wound along the busy trail between the birch trees, adroitly dodging tourists until they reached a rocky precipice at the mouth of the river where it emptied into Lake Superior.

      The guys leaping off this cliff—yes, it was a cliff—weren’t kids. These were university dudes, and not one girl among them. Maren’s pulse thundered in her ears. She halted and dug her heels into her rubber flip-flops. “No way. I’m not doing that.”

      Seth quirked an eyebrow and studied her, his expression inscrutable. “I wouldn’t let you even if you wanted to. Do you mind if I jump a few times before we eat lunch?”

      Maren’s breath whooshed from her lungs. He was serious. Poised at the brink of the sheer drop-off, she contemplated the river far below. The lake stretched into hazy infinity on her right. He wasn’t trying to show off for her. No. Both his manner and his tone were straightforward.

      Nearby, a sun-bronzed man uttered a deafening war whoop and propelled himself off the cliff.

      “Seth. I don’t know⁠—”

      “I’ve already jumped. Yesterday.” He dropped his backpack and spread his arms wide. “And here I am, alive to talk about it.”

      “Does your grandpa know?” Maren propped her backpack next to his.

      Seth laughed. “Heck no. He’d skin me alive, if there was anything left of me after my mother was finished.”

      Maren clenched her fists at her sides. The stiff breeze gusting off the lake raised goosebumps on her arms and legs.

      Seth’s gaze, his eyes the gold-brown color of polished agates, probed hers. A wry smile touched his lips. “You’re not going to tell on me, are you?”

      “I won’t if you survive.” Maren scowled and stalked a distance away. He acted as though she was a little kid. Even if he had already jumped as he’d claimed, she couldn’t help but worry, but she wouldn’t go running to his grandpa.

      Seth was old enough to make his own stupid decisions. He’d changed since last summer. He’d grown taller, his lean body muscled. The rounded angles of his face had sharpened, and his voice had deepened. Instead of being a couple inches shorter, Maren now barely reached his shoulder.

      Seth approached, his flip-flops slapping against his feet. “C’mon Maren, three dives and then we’ll eat. I’ll treat you to a pop after.”

      “You don’t have to bribe me.” Lifting her chin, she propped her hands on her hips. She gazed out over the precipice, tracking him out of the corner of her eye. Tall and rangy, Seth wasn’t as filled out as the rest of the group, but he acted as though he was one of them.

      The first time he plunged off the cliff and hit the water, she clapped her hand over her mouth. According to the watch she’d refastened on her wrist, his return trip took nearly eight minutes from the time he surfaced until he reappeared.

      He paused next to her. Water gleamed off his tanned body and handsome features. His expression was euphoric. “Dang, that’s a thrill. Two more jumps then we’ll leave.”

      Maren crossed her arms over her chest and nodded. Once she’d witnessed that Seth had survived his second leap, she paced away from the rowdy knot of males, gnawing on her upper lip.

      A dripping, exultant Seth eventually jogged into view and passed her. He circled back from the bank a few feet. Uttering a hoarse cry rivaling the older guys, he sprinted off the edge.

      “Your boyfriend is a daredevil.” One of the young men sat on a flat rock, slipping on his shoes. He squinted up at her. “We were worried about him yesterday. He talked about jumping off backwards. We told him that was a bad idea. It pays to have a healthy respect for the river. He’ll live longer.”

      The college boys departed, leaving her time to think about what she’d just been told. The guy had referred to Seth as her boyfriend. Cool, but Seth’s reckless behavior alarmed her. Minutes later, he trotted over and clasped her arm with cold, wet fingers. “I’m hungry. Let’s eat.”

      They retrieved their backpacks and he toweled off. Maren finger-combed her tangled hair and followed him to the picnic area. He tossed his bag on a vacant table. “I’ll be right back.”

      She took the opportunity to use her wide-tooth plastic comb to tame her wavy locks into a loose plait.

      “Fresh from the machine at the gift shop. And it’s not a bribe.” Seth popped the tab on a can and handed it to her. “Cherry-flavored still your favorite?”

      “It is. Thanks.” He remembered. She bent her attention to unwrapping her sandwich, feeling as though she was a specimen under a microscope. She wished he’d stop looking at her. The charged air snapped between them. Seth acted so much older, and he was seriously cute.

      She’d just arrived at Aunt Sara’s, and already this summer promised to be vastly different from last year.
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        * * *

      

      Seth couldn’t keep from staring across the table at Maren. She was fourteen years old, he reminded himself— not for the first time. His initial glimpse of her in her swimsuit had left him gaping. Her skinny girl’s body had sprouted curves and breasts.

      She glanced up from her sandwich, her blue gaze darting away after a bare second. “How long have you been at your grandpa’s?”

      “Almost two days.” Had her eyes always been so blue? As deep and blue as Superior’s sparkling water reflecting the sun. “Your shoulders are turning pink. Did you bring sunscreen?”

      Seth frowned and bit into his triple-decker sandwich. He needed to stop staring. He was making Maren uncomfortable.

      She examined one shoulder, then squinted up at the sky and sighed. Her defensive expression matched the tone in her voice. “I left it back at the house. I put some on before I left. It’s not fair.” She brandished the triangular half of her sandwich in his face. “You’ve only been here two days and already you’re tanned.”

      Seth swallowed and beamed with self-satisfaction, noting the cute way she wrinkled her nose. “It’s hereditary. You can’t help being born with your milky-white skin.”

      Her complexion flushed as though to illustrate his point. She ducked her head. “One of those guys at the cliff said you wanted to try a stupid stunt.”

      Seth rapped his pop can on the table. “Like what?”

      Her bright gaze fastened on his. “Like jumping backwards off the cliff. Don’t you know that’s a good way to break your neck?”

      How could he explain to her the excitement, the physical rush that jumping from that dizzying height gave him?  He’d only thought of upping the ante after the initial intensity had faded through repetition. “Don’t worry. They ragged on me enough about that.” He shrugged and peered into her earnest face. “This is going to sound stupid to you, but challenging yourself and daring to do it is the thrill. Like skydiving, or climbing Everest, stuff like that.”

      The corners of her mouth lifted. “That’s kind of what mushing is to me.” She shot him a wary glance. “I suppose that sounds stupid to you, compared to leaping off a cliff.”

      Seth’s heart expanded in his chest. “Exactly! Not the part about mushing sounding stupid. I mean, you get what I’m talking about.”

      He forgot she was the younger kid he’d spent summers at the lake with as long as he could remember. The spark dancing in her blue eyes matched the fire in his spirit.

      Maren looked away. Her inky lashes fluttered in an unconscious manner. Paired with the arousing image of her in her swimsuit, Seth’s frontal lobe put two and two together. Beneath the weathered surface of the table, he squirmed and adjusted the crotch of his trunks. His body had a mind of its own lately, at the most inconvenient and unexpected times. He sought a distraction. “Speaking of mushing, I saw you won this year’s annual JM Run. Congratulations.”

      Her shyness fled. Pride and enthusiasm illuminated her features. “It was incredible, Seth. The dogs and I were in perfect harmony. Crossing that finish line ahead of everyone else felt like…” She hesitated a beat. “Like you felt the first time you jumped off that cliff.”

      Seth tapped his can against Maren’s in a silent toast. Concealed beneath her reserved manner lurked a spirit of adventure that matched his.
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        Present Day

      

      

      Maren Patterson laughed and turned her face up to the sky, sticking out her tongue to catch the thick, fluffy snowflakes sifting down from low-hanging clouds. Her barking dogs crashed against the chain link fence. It was the day after the big race and her babies deserved to be congratulated.

      Duke sprang from his pen with a joyous cry and plowed a circle around her in the freshly fallen snow. She released Shasta next, followed by Thunder. By the time she sprang Goblin, the last of their team, Maren was laughing and rolling around on the ground with fourteen boisterous canines. She loved these dogs as though they were her own, even if she knew they weren’t. She’d trained and mushed them from pups to yesterday’s victory in the Superior Challenge.

      Tomorrow, she’d feel the physical effects of mushing over three-hundred miles of rugged snow-covered terrain, but today she was pumped. Her team was in top condition to run in the Iditarod, and she was one step closer to realizing her dream.

      “We did it,” she shouted above the canine din. She grabbed Goblin’s thick ruff and gazed deep into his blue eyes. “You did good, boy.”

      The lean Siberian Husky gave a high, piercing bark and slathered her face with devoted kisses.

      Maren struggled to her feet and pumped her fists above her stocking-capped head. She was turning thirty-seven next week, but this morning she felt more like fifteen. Surrounded by KR Kennels’ championship team, she performed a clumsy victory cheer in the snow. “Hey, Hey, we’re on our way.” She bent her knees and cupped her ear. “Where we going, dogs? Where we going?”

      She paused to listen, resting her loving gaze on each of the clamoring, furry huskies poking and sniffing her. Pulling off her gloves, she reached inside the breast pocket of her heavy parka and retrieved a bag of pungent treats. Yesterday, after the trophy presentation and photo shoots, the dogs had been coddled and rewarded. This was another well-deserved bonus.

      Maren tossed slices of salmon into their eager jaws until she’d emptied the bag’s contents. “We’re heading north to Alaska! To the Iditarod. Woo!”

      She cavorted in the breath-stealing northern Minnesota morning for almost an hour with her fur babies before she summoned one of the kennel’s handlers and they collected the dogs back into their pens.

      Breathless and exhilarated, she trudged uphill to the modular structure that served as the owner’s office.

      Keith Riggs sat behind his desk staring down at his phone and absently stroking his bearded cheek. He glanced up as she entered, looking less than thrilled to see her. “Hey Mare.”

      He still called her by his affectionately-shortened version of her name, even though the two of them had mutually ended their nearly decade-long relationship last spring. She’d reluctantly agreed to stay on as his musher, mainly because of the dogs and wanting to compete in the Iditarod. To give him credit, he’d waited a whole two months before hooking up with the kennel’s attractive twenty-something handler. Maren intended to wait until hell froze over before she invested her heart in another man.

      “Whoa, Keith.” She peeled off her parka and dropped it on the studio couch. “Why so glum? You should be grinning your head off.”

      He slowly set down his phone and tented his fingers in front of his mouth.

      Beard or no beard, she’d always been able to read his face. She yanked off her knit hat. Her long hair crackled with static. What catastrophe had happened between yesterday and today?

      He cleared his throat. “Why don’t you pull up a chair.”

      Her stomach turned a sickly revolution. This did not bode well. She flung her cap in the general direction of her coat. “What is it this time?”

      Keith rubbed his mouth, looking miserable. “Maren…”

      Maren! Her knees weakened. She located a battered folding chair and sat, clasping her hands tightly.

      “Shit,” he said.

      She hated the guilt she read in his eyes. Worse, she hated the sudden knot of emotion constricting her throat.

      “Shit, Maren. This isn’t easy.” He shook his head.

      For a heart-stopping second, she thought he was going to cry.

      He was damn lucky there was nothing nearby she could throw at him. She pitched her voice a notch higher to say, “Just spit it out and get it over with.”

      He opened his mouth, then closed it. An impersonal mask dropped over his features. “I have to let you go. I’m closing the kennel and the touring business. I was counting on landing that new corporate sponsor to bail us out, but instead they went with Gretchen Scarborough.” He shrugged. “She’s got the higher profile.”

      “Bailing us out?” For a moment his words didn’t register. Abruptly she realized what he was saying— or rather what he wasn’t saying. “This isn’t so much about that sponsor or Gretchen as it is about you!” Maren leapt to her feet, upending the chair. She braced her hands on the front of his desk. “Damn you, Keith. You can’t stay away from the casinos. Wasn’t it enough that your addiction ruined our relationship? Did you have to drag all of us down with you? What about the dogs, and the people who depend on you to make a living? What about our agreement?”

      “Calm down. I’m getting to that. You’re qualified for the Iditarod like you wanted, and winning yesterday’s race has helped you attract some serious publicity.” He paused, looking uneasy. “I’m relocating to Washington state and taking the Superior team with me.”

      Momentarily speechless, she blinked rapidly at Keith in disbelief. Qualified or not, she couldn’t compete in the Iditarod without a team. Her mind sought a way out of this mess. “That still leaves twenty dogs. What’s going to happen to them?”

      “I’ve sold six, so that leaves fourteen, including the pup.” Keith shrugged with a pained expression.

      “You’re going to pick up and move my—the team—thousands of miles away? Do you even have a place to keep them?”

      “The dogs will be fine. As long as they can run.”

      “They need to eat too. What are you going to do when the money runs out?”

      His complexion turned ruddy. He dropped his gaze. “I have a sponsor.”

      Danielle! Realization smacked her in the face. She was being replaced. Keith’s hottie live-in handler was naive enough to fall for the man’s BS charm. Maren certainly had.

      She should have seen it coming. Maren shook her head and mustered enough breath to say. “Oh boy, that’s low. Even for you.”

      “I didn’t ask. Dani offered to help me. Her dad has a ranch near Spokane. He agreed to put up the money and sponsor the team for a year. I couldn’t refuse.”

      “At least have the guts to admit she’s going to be your new trainer. What about the Iditarod? She’s not qualified to run, but I am. She hasn’t mushed one race, let alone the three required.”

      “Dani’s first qualifying race is later this month.” Keith stood and came from behind his desk. “Mare. Mare⁠—”

      “I know. You’re sorry.” She spun away from the desk and waved in a dismissing gesture. After righting the chair, she groped for her coat, and plucked her hat off the floor. “I’m going to check on the other dogs. They need some attention too.”

      He cleared his throat. His voice was soft when he said, “They’ll be happy to see you, Mare. Please stop by again afterward. We need to iron out the details of our agreement, and I have an alternative offer for you.”

      “What kind of offer?” Her voice shook. She was on the brink of tears, but she’d be damned if she’d give him the satisfaction. She couldn’t help but cling to the faint hope that his proposal might include a solution.

      “I have fourteen dogs left. They’re all good dogs and they’re yours. I’m including their shelters and most of the equipment you need. Your place is in the country and will support a good-size yard⁠—”

      “Spare me the sales pitch,” she snapped. Anger was preferable to panic. “Sheba’s too old and the puppy won’t be ready to compete for another year. That leaves me twelve dogs who will need training and conditioning to run any race. Forget the Iditarod.”

      “Twelve animals meet the minimum specified in the terms.” Keith pursed his lips and slid her a sidelong glance. “I can’t pay you the severance money, but I will. Just as soon as I get back on my feet.”

      She’d heard enough. Maren headed for the door. The asshat had just stomped on her dreams and ripped her world apart. His so-called offer was supposed to make everything better? A tear escaped and slipped down her cheek, followed by another. She bolted outside, frantic to get out of the office before she lost it altogether. Zipping up her parka with trembling fingers, Maren tugged on her hat and strode down the snow-covered path, desperate to find Sheba and pour out her shattered heart to the aging Siberian Husky she loved best.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, driving home along the highway skirting Lake Superior, Maren turned over the events of the day and her last conversation with Keith. She was still trying to wrap her mind around the fact that the jerk was leaving town with Danielle and taking the championship team she’d trained. Those pups loved her as much as she loved them, and they’d be devastated, at least initially.

      What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Strains of the popular song invaded her mind. The old adage might be true, but at the moment it was no consolation. She’d finally come within weeks of attaining her ultimate goal, only to lose her team. Correction. She’d accepted Keith’s offer. Tomorrow, she’d pick up Sheba, along with the remaining dogs at the kennel, including the puppy. But the huskies had primarily been used for Keith’s touring business. They were accustomed to hauling tourists seeking the mushing experience on short, recreational runs. Her newly acquired dogs hadn’t competed for a couple of years and were a tad past their prime.

      Like me. Maren snorted at the irony of that realization. She lifted her foot off the accelerator and slowed down to turn off the highway onto the snow-packed private road leading to Aunt Sara’s house. She sighed. It used to be Aunt Sara’s. Maren mailed her monthly rent checks to a company based in Duluth.

      Her stomach lurched at a sudden recollection. She rubbed her temple. Where had she put that letter from the property management company? In the excitement of prepping for the race, she’d forgotten all about it.

      Something about her lease expiring? She swallowed against the bile rising in her throat and carefully navigated the narrow snow-clogged avenue. Don’t think about it now. Concentrate on the road and safely getting back to the house.

      Trailing this thought, her upcoming birthday and traditional dinner celebration with her family popped into her mind. Last night Em had sent Maren a congratulatory text.

      Mom, Dad and I, along with Nate and the kids are so proud and happy for you! Congratulations!

      At what point should Maren announce to her parents and her exceptionally successful sister that she’d been sacked? Before she closed her eyes, made her wish and snuffed out all thirty-seven candles that Mom would insist putting on the cake?

      She’d invested a sizable chunk of her life in a now-liquidated personal and professional relationship. She was the unemployed owner of fourteen voracious dogs, with no immediate prospect of how to support them or herself. She couldn’t even begin to contemplate what turmoil the letter would add to her already precarious situation. Once she located it.

      Maren pulled her trusty vehicle into the garage, shut off the engine and triggered the door closed behind her. She was too tired to answer any of those questions now. She tightened her gloved fingers around the steering wheel. The automatic overhead light timed out, plunging the garage into darkness.

      She exhaled through pursed lips. She might be pushing forty, but she wasn’t washed up yet. Tomorrow she’d regroup. She’d look for work and hustle for sponsors willing to take her on and start over at square one.
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        * * *

      

      Seth Nelson drove into the snow-packed clearing and stomped on the brakes. His pickup fish-tailed, skidding perilously close to the detached garage. What the hell? A rental truck was backed up to the front porch. The house he was planning to live in was supposed to be vacant. He blinked and stared out to his right. A trashy-looking assortment of makeshift dog shelters dotted the landscape. Several large huskies were tethered to vertical poles encircled by stacked pairs of truck tires. He could hear their barking above the rumbling engine. He counted fourteen canine heads and cursed roundly.

      He fumbled for his cell phone. He’d call the property management company and get to the bottom of this mess right now. The tenant was supposed to have moved out. The house was supposed to be ready for occupancy, and there certainly had been no authorization of a dog kennel on his property.

      A woman emerged from the back of the truck. Without turning around, she wheeled an empty dolly in front of her and disappeared through the open front door into the house. His house!

      Better yet, he’d find out for himself. Setting his jaw, he pocketed his phone and shoved the driver’s-side door open. A numbing blast of glacial air immediately swallowed another string of curses. He slammed the door shut behind him. Glancing one more time at the pack of dogs, he ducked his head and strode into the whipping wind, sinking up to his ankles in the crusted snow until he reached the porch.

      Stamping his boots as clean as he could, Seth stepped out of the brittle cold into the comparatively warm house. “Hello?”

      A loud thud came from the front of the house. He strode down the short hall that opened into the kitchen and living area. The place was smaller than he remembered from his childhood. Frowning, he skirted a metal red and white table and halted next to a telescope mounted on a tripod in front of the large window overlooking the lake. Had he just walked into an episode of the Twilight Zone? He ran his hand over the instrument’s smooth surface. How many times had he peered through that telescope that Maren’s aunt had kept in that identical spot?

      Maren. Seth stared out the frost-rimed window at the wintry landscape, his puzzled mind plunging into the memories of summers long past.

      Rapid footfalls and a harsh clang erupted behind him. Seth jerked around, nearly colliding with the woman wielding a dolly stacked with boxes. Her large blue eyes widened beneath her knitted hat. He hadn’t seen eyes that exceptional color since...

      His earlier irritation dissolved. “Maren. It is you!”

      Her lips parted. Pink tinged her cheeks. She clapped a gloved hand over her mouth. “Seth? Oh my God.” Astonishment, then sour amusement flitted over her face. “You’re the owner who’s evicting me. That’s choice, but it figures.” Maren gave a cynical smile. “I’m on a roll.”

      Seth folded his arms and stared. She sounded so bitter. Seeing Maren again after all these years, only to discover that she was the person he was kicking out of the house that once belonged to her aunt was pretty crappy. “Believe me, I’m as surprised as you are. I had no idea you were the tenant who’s been leasing the place.” He offered her a contrite shrug. “I’m sorry. I lost track…”

      “Obviously. Your poor Grandpa lived for your phone calls. And your letters.” Her eyes blazed reproachfully. “Did you even know he bought Aunt Sara’s property at her request? It was sweet of him to lease the place to me when I asked.

      “Your mom said you were deployed on some secret assignment when we saw her last year at his funeral. Shortly after, I was notified to send my monthly payments to Superior Property Management.”

      A mixture of grief and guilt stabbed Seth. Grandpa had written Seth religiously until he’d had to move to the Memory Care facility in Minneapolis closer to Mom. His grandpa had been more like a father to Seth, possessing a garrulous spirit with a heart as big as the Great Lake he’d lived his life on. Seth had never gotten a chance to say goodbye.

      “There was so much I didn’t know,” he admitted, shaking his head, and meeting her gaze.

      Maren sighed and rubbed her temple. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I told the office I’d be out by today, but I ran out of time. Arrangements for my dogs took longer than I thought.” Biting her lip, she glanced in the direction of the kitchen. “Everything is clean. A couple of friends are coming to help me load the bigger pieces of furniture and move the dogs.”

      So those were her dogs. It all made sense now. Years ago, when they’d been kids, Maren had confided to him that she intended on becoming a competing musher. She’d written him when her aunt had surprised her with a birthday trip to the Iditarod.

      Eventually she’d stopped writing. Because, idiot that he’d been, he’d never answered any of her letters and now he was evicting her. Grandpa and Miles were beyond his reach, and his ex-wife had moved on with her life. He’d lost touch with everyone he’d loved and cared about, except Mom. “I’ll be glad to help. Are you moving close by?”

      “I—” she shifted her gaze from his and turned in the direction of her animals. “I’m staying with the same friends who are helping me with the dogs. Until I find another place to rent.”

      He immediately recognized her old childhood avoidance habit. He’d seen her employ her subterfuge tactic on her aunt— and occasionally on him. Seth rubbed his chin. Maren’s living arrangements weren’t any of his business. He glanced around the room. “What else needs to be loaded?”

      She stared mutely at the dolly for a split second. “After these boxes all I have left is the table and the telescope. You don’t have to help⁠—”

      “I don’t have to, but I want to,” he said. The furrow between her brows looked to be a groove worn by years of worry. He was curious to fill in the gap of those years since he’d last seen her. Unaccountably, Seth wanted to ease her sadness and make her smile. Instead, he pitched a nonchalant grin and softened his tone. “Just tell me what to do.”

      Sighing, Maren removed her hat and jammed it into her coat pocket. “It’s nice of you to offer, but I’m good. My friends will be here soon. Why don’t you grab lunch in town? By the time you get back the dogs and I will be gone and out of your hair.”

      She chewed on the cuticle of her thumbnail, and he glimpsed a brief flash of desperation before she glanced away again.

      Enough arguing. Besides, now that he’d found Maren again, he wasn’t sure he wanted her, or her dogs, out of his hair. She’d been his first love, and he sensed they were connected in some wild, wonderful way he couldn’t explain. He deftly maneuvered the stack of boxes toward the door. “I have a better idea. Why don’t I help you? We’ll be done by the time your friends show up and then we’ll start on the dog yard.”

      The rosy color of her cheeks deepened. Maren folded her arms across her chest and bowed her head.

      He recognized defeat when he saw it. Years of military service had provided him with plenty of experience in that regard. Again, his quiet inner voice prodded him to wait for her reply. And you won’t horn in, you’ll do exactly what she wants you to, he told himself, even if you don’t like it. You’re a civilian now, Commander.

      She lifted her gaze to his, yanked the cap out of her pocket and snugged it down over her ears. She looked as though she faced a firing squad, but her eyes were clear, her expression resolute. “Okay, you can help since you’re so insistent.”

      Seth wheeled the dolly up the ramp into the back of the truck and stopped. Boxes lined one wall of the vehicle. A cot topped with a sleeping bag and a pillow butted up against the other side. He cursed softly under his breath. Now, he understood her reluctance and her cagey behavior. She hadn’t wanted him to see her half-baked living arrangement.

      His sense of protectiveness overrode his previous considerations concerning Maren’s wishes. He was going to make a sensible suggestion, and he would argue with her if he had to. Not only was it a practical solution, but it was also a way for him to make it up to her for kicking her out.

      She might be a woman with a life of her own, but she was obviously down on her luck. He cautioned himself to watch what he said and how he said it. Even though he and Maren had grown up sharing summers and fevered adolescent kisses, it was over twenty years later. And they were practically strangers.

      He couldn’t shake the memory of that last summer he’d spent at the lake. Every slow second, every heart-stopping sensation of that warm, humid morning before he’d climbed into his used Camaro and turned the key. The courageous tilt of Maren’s chin, the lingering kiss of her soft lips, and the bulky, rectangular envelope she’d slipped into his hand. Tears swimming in her blue eyes, she’d said, barely above a whisper, “Don’t read it now. Wait until you get home.”

      Seth closed his eyes and inhaled the frosty air. He’d never answered that letter either. He’d enlisted in the Coast Guard, gotten caught up in the rigors of boot camp, and afterward had immediately shipped out on his first assignment.

      “It’s temporary.” Maren’s flat statement yanked him back to the present. She stood on the porch at the entrance to the house. “I have friends I can crash with and…” her mouth turned down and she winced, “If things get too dire, I can always tuck my tail between my legs and live with my parents.”

      “Look, Maren, I can’t let you camp out in a rental truck.” Seth stopped himself and squinted across the blinding expanse of snow to where the huskies were tethered. Most of them were watching, ears cocked, as though waiting to see what would happen next. A smile twitched at his lips, but he quelled it and fixed Maren with an earnest look. When in doubt, be honest and speak from your heart. “I’m offering this as one friend to another. If you decide not to accept, I understand, but I’m urging you—I’m offering you and your dogs a place to stay until you get back on your feet.”

      “I don’t want to be dependent on anyone, least of all you. We have…” she paused and sighed. “We have history, Seth.” She lifted her chin. “You know what I mean. I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. I’ve just gotten over a bad relationship. I want to live on my own. I don’t want to focus on anything or anyone else except my dogs.”

      Her voice trailed off and her intense gaze wavered from him to her dogs and back to him again. He could almost hear the gears turning in her mind. She’d been ready to refuse but for the pack of animals that were dependent on her.

      She straightened her shoulders. “Thank you. But I want you to know I’ll be on my feet as soon as I can find a job and a place for me and my dogs. I’ll settle in the basement. I don’t know if you remember, but Aunt Sara kept a bed down there along with the washer and dryer and a half-bath.”

      Oh, he remembered. He remembered the nights he and Maren had lain on that bed, French-kissing, tentatively touching and being touched until Seth had thought he’d explode. He tamped down the arousing memory. “I’ll take the basement.”

      Her blue eyes sparked, and she anchored her hands on her hips. “Then thank you, but I’m out of here.”

      Stunned and more than a little aggravated at her response, Seth rubbed the back of his bare neck. “Why? What now? My hands are numb and I’m freezing my ass off out here.”

      Maren stalked up to him and grabbed the dolly. “Never mind. It’s complicated.” She shook her head. “Just go warm up and get something to eat. And buy yourself a hat and some heavy gloves while you’re in town. You’d think you’d know how to dress better since you grew up here.”

      “I left my hat and gloves in the truck because I wanted to find out what the hell was going on.” He welcomed the heated surge of adrenaline and the idea that just occurred to him. “Then I guess I’m going to have to let your parents know you’re homeless and living in a rented truck.”

      “You can wipe that smirk off your face, Seth Nelson. I’m going to tell them myself— tonight at my birthday dinner. I might be sleeping in the truck, but my dogs will be quite comfortable and cared for on the lot I’ve rented.”

      The knot of concern in his chest loosened. Pig-headed was preferable to the heartbreaking glimpse of her he’d caught earlier. He still wasn’t crazy about the idea, but he was willing to compromise. “Okay, I yield. You can have the basement, but let’s agree to share the kitchen along with the tub and shower. Deal?”

      Maren arched a brow. Seth tracked her gaze to the dogs, the lot of them now barking and yelping for attention. She broke into a full-fledged grin. “Deal. As long as you don’t mind helping me unload everything. First, we’ll stop by your truck for your hat and gloves, then I’ll introduce you.”

      Fourteen pairs of canine eyes stared back at him with suspicion. God help anyone who threatened Maren. Those dogs would tear him to pieces. Except for the youngster on the end who was happily gnawing on its house.

      “Don’t worry, dude,” she laughed. “I’ll give you special treats to bribe them. Just watch where you step in the yard. I cleaned most of it up, but my guys are champion poopers. She raised her voice. “Aren’t you, dogs?”

      The huskies’ shrill responses echoed in the chilly air. She gripped his arm with her gloved hand. “Thanks again, Seth. I know this is a huge imposition, but as soon as I get a job, I’ll pay you back. I may not have much to my name, but I keep my promises.”

      He covered her gloved hand with his bare one before she could withdraw it and squeezed gently. “I know, Skeeter.” His old nickname for her had popped into his head. “You always have in the past.”

      The ghost of a smile flashed across her features and vanished. She tugged her hand free from his. “Come on. Let me introduce you to my team.”

      Seth trailed after her across the snow. When he’d decided to retire from the Coast Guard and make a new life for himself, he hadn’t planned on sharing it with a homeless musher and her fourteen rambunctious athletes.
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      “Make a wish and blow out the candles before we have to call the fire department,” Em teased.

      Maren playfully stuck out her tongue at her younger sister. “Shut up. You’re going to be in my place in a couple of years.”

      Em’s ten-year-old daughter gaped in astonishment. “Mom, Aunt Maren stuck her tongue out, and she said shut up too.”

      “Since it’s Aunt Maren’s birthday, we’ll let it slide just this once.” Em reached down and stroked Becca’s curly russet locks.

      “Hurry up, Auntie. Close your eyes, make a wish, and blow out all your candles so we can eat cake,” said Douglas. The seven-year-old’s chubby cheeks glowed pink with anticipation.

      Maren rolled her eyes. “Listen, Woodchuck, like your mother said, it’s my birthday and I get to do as I please. You’ll get your cake. Don’t worry.”

      She looked at her family seated around the dining room table. Her parents with their unspoken expectations, Em, her forceful, supportive sister, Em’s husband Nate and their two kids, eyes bright, faces eager and celebratory. She loved them, but even now at the ripe old age of thirty-seven, she felt as though she fell short. When should she tell them she was unemployed and wasn’t going to make it to the Iditarod after all? Maren mentally shook herself. She flashed a benign smile all around and closed her eyes. I wish. I wish for.

      Instead of the eager canine faces of her team and the snow-laden landscape of Alaska, Seth Nelson’s thoughtful, concerned expression flared in her mind. She’d been shocked when he’d appeared out of nowhere this morning as she’d been moving out. He’d aged, of course, just as she had. Maren had noted the web of fine lines around his eyes. His close-cropped coal-dark hair was threaded with gray. But Mother Nature was fickle and more sympathetic to men than to women.

      The man still looked damned good. His dazzling grin was the same as it had always been and still charmed the socks off her.

      How would her family react when she told them she was sharing Aunt Sara’s house with the man she’d practically grown up with? Under other circumstances, as a retired Coast Guard officer, Seth would earn brownie points with her father. Living with his daughter wasn’t that circumstance.

      “That’s one long wish, Princess.”

      Her father’s voice jolted her back to the moment. She visualized her team harnessed to the sled, other dogs and mushers milling around her, bright, vivid splotches of color against the blinding white Alaskan landscape. She imagined the cacophony of anticipation splitting the icy air. That’s what I wish for. That’s what I want more than anything else in this world.

      “Here goes.” Maren pulled a face at her nephew across the table, drew in an exaggerated breath like a cartoon character, puffed her cheeks, and expelled all the air from her lungs. She extinguished all thirty-seven candles.

      “Yay!” The kids cheered and everyone applauded.

      “I’ll get the ice cream.” Mom rose from the table and reappeared minutes later with two half-gallon cartons. “I have Neopolitan for Becca and Dougie.” Her gaze rested on Maren. “And cherry chocolate-chip for the birthday girl.”

      “Thanks.” Maren grinned at her mother. Her fervent wish thrown out to the Universe, she picked up the cake knife and proceeded to serve, handing plates to her left so Mom could dish out the ice cream.

      After dessert, the kids left the table to play on their tablets. Em reminded them they had exactly one hour of screen time, then turned to Maren. “So, what’s next? I googled The Iditarod and that’s not until March. Has Lucky Keith given you any idea when you’ll head up to Alaska?”

      Maren stiffened. She cradled her empty mug between her hands. Now was as good a time as any to break the news to everyone. “I won’t be going to Alaska this year, and Lucky Keith is no longer my boss.”

      She spoke in a conversational tone, gazing at their faces, measuring their reactions.

      Mom set her loaded fork back down on her plate. “What has he gone and done now?” She shook her head. “Why you ever got mixed up with that man in the first place⁠—”

      “Hush, Sally.” Dad transferred his attention from her mother back to Maren. “What do you mean?”

      Maren drew a fortifying breath and met her father’s probing gaze. “He’s splitting up the kennel and moving the championship team to Washington state. He has big plans to train and mush them from there. Or so he said.”

      What Keith said and what he’d actually do was what worried her. A part of her—that loving, shredded piece of her heart that still belonged to Duke, Thunder, Shasta, Goblin and the rest of the team that Keith had stolen out from under her—was worried about the dogs. Knowing Keith as she did, he would soon be out of money and out of resources. She’d seen him separate and sell off dogs to shore up his finances and fuel a sure bet.

      “What the f—I mean hell?” Em leaned across the table. “Is this his sick idea of revenge or something for breaking up with him?”

      “Our breakup was mutual.” The hopeless feeling Maren struggled against returned with a vengeance. Em was assertive, to the point of aggressiveness, but Maren knew her little sister always had her back. “It’s okay, Em. I have a plan B.” She forced a cheerful smile and injected confidence into her voice. “Keith gave me his second string. They’re good dogs, and they know and love me.”

      Her sister was a stickler for details. “Did he give you papers for those animals? What are you going to do for money?”

      Maren raked her fingers through her hair. Start from the beginning. “You know Keith. He’s broke. On some level he’s sorry, but he won’t get help and won’t admit he has a problem.” She threw her hands up in the air. A helpless gesture she’d used endless times before where her ex was concerned. “He’s going to send me the papers and the vet records.”

      “Don’t hold your breath,” Em scoffed. “You still have the employment agreement I drew up, when the two of you separated, right?”

      Maren nodded. All her important papers were contained in a cardboard bank box. She projected an optimism she was far from feeling. “As far as the Iditarod goes, I have over a year to get my dogs trained and ready.”

      “That good-for-nothing SOB.” Her mother’s normally fair, complacent features were flushed and tight. She lifted her chin and glared at the family around the table. “That’s exactly what I think of him. He’s done nothing but ruined your life, wasted your education, and used you, Maren. You’re too darn nice for your own good.” She snatched up her plate with her half-eaten cake. The fork slipped off and clattered on the floor. She stooped to retrieve the utensil. “I’m going to make another pot of coffee. I need to do something.”

      “Wow, Mom, tell us what you really think.” Em gave an edgy smile and spooned ice cream into her mouth. Nate leaned back in his chair and looked with longing in the direction of the living room.

      His bushy brows drawn together, Dad rubbed his jaw. “And?”

      Maren bit her lip and forced a tight smile of her own. “And I’m looking for another job to support the dogs and me.”

      She glanced toward the kitchen. “Yes, Mother, I’m going to check with Doc Olsen and see if he needs a vet tech or if he knows of someone who does.”

      Mom’s voice carried above the running faucet. “Talking to Doc Olsen is a great idea, sweetheart. Isn’t it, Jim? It would be nice to see you put your education to use.”

      “If that’s what you really want to do. I think that’s a good place to start, at least until you’re back on your feet.” Her father leaned over and squeezed her hand with his large calloused one. Maren latched on to his warm fingers. Of all the people she loved, his opinion mattered the most.

      Working as a vet tech was not her first choice, but the money would be better than being another kennel’s handler, and she’d meant every word she’d told Seth about paying him back and pulling her own weight. “I have another surprise, a better one to tell you. At least I think it’s better. And hear me out before you go speculating or making off-the-cuff judgments.”

      Mom reappeared with the coffee carafe and proceeded to refill everybody’s cups. Nate covered his mug with his palm. “I’ve got an early day tomorrow and the kids have school. Once their screen time is over, I’ll take them home.”

      Em planted a distracted kiss on his cheek. “Thanks, honey. That reminds me.” She picked up her phone and swiped the screen. “I have to post the photos I took yesterday at the girls’ basketball game. The school is building a new gym and I created a GoFundMe page to get the word out.”

      Nate was a gem. He was sweet, sensitive, and a doting father, but he wasn’t a doormat. If Em pushed too hard, Nate pushed back.

      “So, what’s the other surprise?” Mom settled back in her chair.

      Maren inhaled a bracing breath and took the plunge. “You know I’ve been leasing Aunt Sara’s?” A sore family subject. “Anyway, we knew that Aunt Sara had sold the place to Arturo to cover her medical expenses, but we weren’t sure what had happened after the property management company took over. Right?”

      Em narrowed her gray eyes. “What did happen after the property management company took over?”

      Maren licked her lips and laced her fingers together. “You remember Arturo’s grandson, Seth, from when we were kids, don’t you?  Well, it turns out he inherited the house. He just got out of the Coast Guard and has come back to live here.”

      Mom paused, suspending the creamer in her hand. “Wasn’t Arturo’s place damaged in that bad storm last year?”

      Maren gingerly sipped the strong, fragrant brew for courage more than sustenance. “It was. I’m talking about Aunt Sara’s, the house I’ve been living in. Seth inherited both properties. It looks like the two of us will be sharing the house until I can find a job and relocate. I’m looking for a place with enough land for a dog yard.”

      “Really?” Em arched a brow and flashed her husband a here-we-go again look.

      “This isn’t the same as Keith. Seth offered me a practical living arrangement and nothing more.” Sometimes Em could be so irritating.

      Em sighed. “Didn’t you once have a thing for him?”

      “That was years ago. Give me a break.”

      Her mother sighed and sipped her coffee. “Do you think that’s wise? You’re welcome to stay here until⁠—”

      “We’re not sleeping together, Mother. Honestly, do all of you think I’m stupid enough to get involved with another man so soon again after all that’s happened? Give me some credit. I’m focused on one thing and one thing only, and that’s my dogs.” Maren’s voice shook. She poured milk into her coffee and stirred the liquid so violently it slopped over the rim of her mug onto the tablecloth. She didn’t care. She was pissed.

      Dad frowned at her. “Lower your voice, young lady.”

      “I haven’t been a young lady for ages,” Maren said, moderating her tone. She scowled across the table at her sister. “Would everyone please let me finish?”

      Em glanced up at the ceiling and pursed her lips.

      “Thank you. It wasn’t a deliberate thing on either of our parts,” she continued. “I was in the process of moving out and Seth was taking possession. He offered to help me load the truck. We started talking. I mentioned I wasn’t sure where I was going to board the dogs. And he proposed that we share the house until I could find another living arrangement.”

      They didn’t need to know that she had planned on living in the truck, that he’d objected to that and that’s when he’d offered. Dad studied her with his piercing blue eyes. He could always tell if she was BS-ing, but he said nothing.

      “So—” Em began but immediately lapsed into silence beneath Maren’s pointed stare.

      “So, I accepted. We unloaded the truck and stacked everything downstairs. I am living in the basement. Like I already told you, I have no interest in getting involved with another man any time soon.” She shrugged nonchalantly. “Seth agreed on the condition that we share the kitchen and the bath.”

      “How generous of him,” Em mused, her expression skeptical. Her eyes brightened with curiosity. She folded her arms and leaned forward. “Is he still hot?”

      Dad sighed. “Oh, for God’s sake.”

      Nate rolled his eyes.

      “Emily, really?” Her mother sipped from her cup, then slid her gaze to Maren. “Is he?”

      Yes. Oh yes, he’s hot.

      Heat flushed Maren’s cheeks and she laughed. “You wouldn’t recognize him. His hair is short. He’s filled out, but it’s all muscle,” she added hastily. “He was lifting those heavy boxes like they weighed nothing. I won’t see that much of him really. I’ll be too busy working and taking care of the dogs. Seth plans to fix up Arturo’s house.”

      Douglas blew through the dining room and into the hall, slamming the bathroom door.

      Nate rose. “That’s my cue.” He bent and gave Em a lingering kiss. “I’ll make sure they both take a bath and are in bed by 8:30.”

      Maren couldn’t resist. “What did Em ever do to deserve you?”

      Her brother-in-law’s complexion reddened, and he laughed. “I plead the Fifth.”

      He briefly grasped the hand Mom extended, and then he clapped Dad heartily on the shoulder. Maren stood and Nate gave her a quick hug, his dark eyes earnest. “You’re going to be all right, Maren. You’re strong and resourceful and a damn good musher.”

      Maren smiled into his good-natured face. She wished she could bottle Nate’s optimism and apply it when needed against the bewildering direction her life was now taking.
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        * * *

      

      High-pitched yelps split the air in the distance. Barking dogs? Seth groaned and flung out his arm. Encountering empty space, he banged it against the side of the sofa. He opened his eyes. Maren’s living room, which was now his living room was awash with moonlight that shone through the window, outlining the telescope in relief. What time was it? He lurched upright and blinked. Jet lag had caught up with him. That and unloading the truck.

      After he and Maren had moved everything into the basement, she’d excused herself to shower and dress before rushing out the door to visit her folks. She’d emerged wearing snug-fitting jeans and a burgundy sweater. Her long, dark hair hung loose and possessed a silky sheen that made him itch to reach out and feel its texture between his fingertips.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come with me?” she’d asked. The corners of her mouth tipped up. “It’s my birthday. Mom always cooks plenty of food and I’m sure the family would love to see you.”

      Seth had reluctantly begged off. It would’ve been nice to spend more time with Maren and celebrate her birthday, but he wasn’t up to socializing. Besides, he was bone-tired, and he’d had another errand to run before allowing himself the luxury of a hot shower and sleep.

      Now, he rubbed the back of his neck and yawned, struggling to wake up. Outside, the dogs were still raising holy hell. Comprehension smacked him in the face. Maren was back.

      He stumbled down the hall, flicked on the light and cracked the front door admitting a piercing draft of ice-cold air. That woke him up.

      The yard was lit with overhead lights. He spotted Maren trundling a cart between dog houses. Eager to see if she needed help, he tugged on his boots and yanked his parka off the pegged rack. He paused on the porch to curse the wind and zip up his coat. The tips of his ears hurt. Hood up, head down, he trudged through the snow to the yard.

      Maren met him at the old fish house. She motioned him to follow her inside. Though the single-room structure was unheated, it was a relief to get out of the wind. The vertical lines between her brows were back. She grasped his wrist and yanked his hand out of his coat pocket. “Where are your hat and gloves? You need to dress warmer, dude.”

      “I was in a hurry to help you. I passed out on the couch and didn’t hear a thing until the dogs woke me up. When did you get back?”

      She shrugged and busied herself sealing an enormous bag of dog food and setting a stack of hubcaps over on the counter next to two large dishpans. “About an hour ago. I went in through the basement door and changed into my work clothes.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I’m sorry the dogs woke you. You look wiped out.”

      “I am.” Seth scrubbed a hand over the stubble on his face and scanned the room. Harnesses hung from pegs on the wall above what he assumed was a dogsled. A small chest freezer occupied a corner. The place was crammed with equipment, bags and stacked boxes. He was glad he’d convinced her to stay. Just thinking about moving anything else exhausted him.

      He walked over to the counter and picked a large hubcap off the top of the pile. The metal was so cold it stung his bare fingers. He immediately replaced it and stuck his hand back in his pocket. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Maren nodded. “Truck hubcaps make tough, inexpensive dog bowls. They’re great in the summer and since I warm up the food in the winter they’re fine too.” A sour expression crossed her features. “One of my ex-boss’s better ideas. We used them all the time at the kennel.”

      Seth pondered her bitter tone. Obviously, she didn’t care much for her former employer, but now was not the time to ask questions.

      She poured water into the sink from one of two pans on the nearby hot plate and added a generous squeeze of liquid soap. Peeling off her gloves she grabbed the top dish and plunged it into the soapy water. “I like to give them fresh bowls each time I feed them.”

      She rinsed it in the second pan. Seth rushed over to her side and snagged the terrycloth towel she’d draped over her shoulder earlier. He fished the hubcap out of the warm water. “I’ll dry.”

      “Thanks,” she said, transferring a dish to the rinse water and grabbing another one from the pile of dirty bowls. “You can stack them on the counter next to you.”

      Seth did as she instructed. He was having trouble keeping up. He felt a little like Lucille Ball in the I Love Lucy candy factory episode. The woman was possessed, rapidly washing one dish after another. “You’re amped.”

      “Yeah, I drank too much coffee. I’m going to regret it later tonight when I try to sleep.” She slanted him an engaging grin. “I brought you back a piece of birthday cake.”

      “You did?” Pleasurable warmth flooded his chest. He was glad he’d made the extra trip back to town to pick up his surprise.

      She nodded, handing him the last dripping hubcap. Thoroughly drying her hands on the towel Seth passed her, she slipped her gloves back on. “I’m ready for something hot to drink.” She raised a brow. “You better go back to bed.”

      “I make a wicked hot chocolate from scratch. Unfortunately, I don’t have the ingredients I need.” He stifled a yawn and stepped back so she could exit the fish house first.

      Before opening the door, she pulled on her knit cap, then raised the hood of her jacket. “I have hot chocolate. It’s instant, but I like it.”

      “Instant works for me.” He trailed after her across the snow toward the basement entrance. The dimly lit room was as chilly as the fish house. He still didn’t feel right about Maren sleeping downstairs when there were two empty bedrooms on the main floor, but she’d insisted. No amount of wheedling had changed her mind.

      Stuffing her hat and gloves into her pockets, Maren unzipped her coat and dropped it on the bed, followed by her coveralls. She wore a flannel shirt tucked into a pair of well-worn jeans that clung to her shapely hips as seductively as the pair she’d had on earlier.

      Seth’s gaze drifted from her to the bed and back. He recalled those late-night make out sessions. His heart pounded and heat surged below his belt. They stared wordlessly at each other. She was right. The basement probably was a better option.

      As though she’d read his mind, Maren sighed. “Seth, that last summer was light years ago⁠—”

      “I know.” He fisted his hands into his pockets and softened his tone. “But those memories are stuck in my head. You remember too, don’t you?”

      She rubbed her temple, her expression desperate. “I can’t stay here if you’re going to try and resurrect the past. I’m still rebounding from a relationship, and I’m too invested in my dogs right now.”

      It was nuts, but he had the oddest feeling that now he’d found Maren again, he didn’t want to lose her. Pressuring her was the last thing he wanted to do. He would support her any way he could.

      “I want to help you with the dogs,” he blurted. “My transition from the Guard to civilian life won’t be easy. I have to keep busy, Maren. It’ll help me as much as you, and it looks like there’s plenty of work to go around.

      “Once you get a job you’re going to need even more help. You can’t do it all yourself.” He raked a hand through his hair and grimaced. “I know you’re capable. Watching you tonight, it was obvious. You have a system and you’re organized.”

      He scanned the cluttered room. At least with your workplace. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do.” He held up two fingers and crossed his heart. “I won’t ask you for anything more than you’re willing to give.”

      He held his breath and waited.

      “I can’t afford to pay you.”

      “I know, but you’ll be giving me something to do besides work on Grandpa’s house and go stir-crazy.”

      “I’m already indebted to you.”

      “Maren, stop!” He inhaled, silently counted to ten and exhaled. “Please. You’re paying me back, remember?”

      The vertical lines between her brows relaxed. A fleeting smile touched her lips, and she extended her fist, her little finger raised. “You swear?”

      Another shared memory from their summers spent together. Meeting her solemn gaze, he briefly hooked his pinky finger around hers. “I swear.”

      He withdrew his hand and crossed his arms over his chest, furtively rubbing his thumb against his tingling flesh. Easy boy. He’d better take it down a notch. The steely grit he’d read earlier in Maren’s eyes and the lift of her chin warned him he’d only have one chance.

      She brushed past him and mounted the stairs. “I start cleaning the yard every morning at six sharp, seven days a week. Now let’s get something hot to drink with your cake.”

      “Sounds good.” Seth saluted and flashed her a grin. He followed her up the stairs, appreciating the arousing view her backside offered in spite of his good intentions. He was grateful that he was too tired to want anything tonight but a cup of hot chocolate, a slice of cake, and a good night’s sleep.
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      Maren opened the door and stopped. A staggered arrangement of pink, lavender, and rose balloons swayed in the heated air above a vase of pink and white carnations centered on the table off the kitchen. The lone mylar balloon at the top was stamped with Happy Birthday amid a wreath of pink and white roses.

      It had been a long day and her emotions were stretched thin. Alarmed to find herself on the brink of tears, Maren clasped her hands against her chest and turned around to face Seth. She swallowed, not trusting herself to speak.

      A tentative smile lit his golden-brown eyes. “Happy birthday, Maren.” He shrugged. “It’s not much, but it’s all I could get on short notice. I thought the flowers made a better weight than a six-pack.”

      Instead of kicking her off his property, Seth had offered her a place to stay. He’d helped unload the truck. While she’d been at her parents’, he must have gone back into town to get the balloons and flowers. Later, clearly exhausted, he’d ventured out into the icy night to give her a hand with the dogs. She cleared her throat and finally found her voice. “Thank you.”

      Of all the gifts she’d received today, his was the gift she treasured the most. Maren flung her arms around him in an impulsive hug. His body heat paired with his complex woodsy scent sparked an instinctual rush of sensual reactions. She hadn’t had sex since she’d broken up with Keith, and she hadn’t missed it—until now. Seth wrapped his arms around her, striking a match that propelled her to lift her head and seek his mouth. She clutched him tighter. What would he taste like?

      She was about to find out. His breath fanned her face, his lips inches from hers.

      “I’m trying hard to be honorable,” he murmured, skipping over her mouth and planting a teasing kiss on her cheek. “But you’re not making it easy.” He gently extricated himself and held her at arms’ length. “What about my cake?”

      His cake? She stared stupidly up into his mildly amused gaze. Clarity, sluggish as it was, finally struck. Maren gasped as though doused with a bucket of ice water. “The cake! I left it downstairs. Be right back.”

      Cursing her treacherous hormones, Maren descended into the basement. The temp dropped at least ten degrees. She shivered, comparing the stark cement walls, exposed pipes, and hot-water heater with the cozy, brightly lit main floor.

      She should have accepted Seth’s initial offer and taken one of the bedrooms. She was tempted to bring it up again. But she wouldn’t. Not now. He was too irresistible, and she was too willing to chuck her new resolutions and jeopardize her dogs and her happiness for another man, even if he was sexy, kind and nothing like Keith.

      Maren pressed her fingertips to her tingling cheek and breathed deeply. No more grateful hugs. A simple thank you would be sufficient—and safer. With a regretful sigh, she switched on the space heater to warm up the room and sprinted back upstairs bearing Seth’s carefully wrapped piece of cake.

      She set the package down on the table and removed the foil. The chocolate ganache icing had survived the journey from town. She took her seat and grinned at his improvised place settings. “Oh, good. You found the plasticware. I didn’t leave much in the way of kitchen utensils.”

      The timer on the microwave dinged. Seth removed two mugs and brought
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