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      EVA

      

      The blinking cursor on my blank screen does not get to mock me. Not today. Writer’s block can take a big flying leap off a very steep cliff. I didn’t travel all the way to the middle-of-nowhere, Alaska not to write all the words.

      My readers have been begging for a mountain man book. I don’t have a clue what the hell a mountain man is—shit, I’ve never even seen one—but I’m not going to shy away from the challenge. I’m also a tad bit hopeful that, tucked way out here in the Alaskan wilderness, I’ll run into a real-life mountain man to help inspire my story.

      I lift my fingers from the keyboard and wriggle them expectantly. It’s only proper self-care to stretch them before they begin blazing words on to the page. “C’mon, Alaska. Work your magic.”

      Taking a slow, deep breath, I wait for the muse to magically waltz into my cabin—whether Cinderella style or flowing on a gentle breeze. I’m not picky.

      But…nothing happens.

      “Dammit, muse. You know we’re on a deadline, here. I swear, if you went to Hawaii instead…”

      Narrowing my eyes at the screen, I frown at the subheading. A nagging gut feeling tells me the heroine’s name is all wrong. I backspace through Mitzy, which only leaves the already empty page even emptier.

      My stomach sinks a little as I realize I don’t have a better name picked out. Not one that speaks to the spunky, confident character I want starring in my newest romance. Mitzy feels like a damsel in distress. I don’t write those. I write women who can save themselves. I need a stronger name. And until I figure one out, I know I’m stuck.

      Pulling up an internet browser, I click the link to a bookmarked baby name site. But before the search for the perfect character name can begin, an error message pops up on my screen. The Air B&B listing promised Wi-Fi. I muffle a groan. Should’ve known that way out here it’d be spotty at best.

      “Coffee. I need more coffee.” I push out of my chair, carrying my nearly empty mug to the freshly brewed pot. The cabin I’ve rented for my writing retreat is cozy. In three quick steps, I go from the writing desk pushed up against an east-facing window to the kitchen. Aside from a loft bedroom and the world’s tiniest bathroom—hey, at least it’s not an outhouse!—the rest of the cabin is in one room.

      But it does have a spacious deck, wrapping around two sides of the cabin, and a breathtaking view of the mountain range. The deck is what sold me on the Alaskan vacation.

      I snag a blanket, slip on my fuzzy green slippers, and head outside with my fresh coffee. A cushioned cedar chair with a matching table calls my name. Later, when I can’t see my breath frosted on the air, I’ll bring my laptop out here.

      Tucking the blanket around me all snuggly-like, I let my eyes fall closed. I can see my heroine forming in my mind. She’s a sassy redhead who doesn’t put up with any crap. She’s not afraid to go after what she wants. “Flaw…” I mumble. “She needs a flaw…”

      The roar of a chainsaw jolts me out of my peaceful brainstorming process and I tumble, quite ungracefully, out of my chair. The blanket I spent so much time tucking around every nook and cranny of my curvy body refuses to shake free before I fall unceremoniously to the deck floor.

      “What the actual fuck,” I mutter half a second before I hear that awful noise again.

      I’m relieved no one witnessed my embarrassing event, but irritated that the promised quiet in the listing description was a lie. That chainsaw is too close to be a neighbor. Unless the whole cozy cabin in the middle of twenty acres was a lie, too.

      Squinting my eyes, I search in the direction of the offensive noise. Spruce trees surround my cabin and, through a cluster of them, I glimpse a faint outline of a structure. “Is that another—” The chainsaw echoes again and this time I spot a big burly bearded man wielding it.

      I ball up my blanket and toss it in the deck chair.

      I don’t know if this man’s the owner. No one was at the property to greet me when I showed up last night, and the welcome note didn’t include an actual name. But whoever he is, I’m not about to let him ruin my two-week, peaceful writing retreat so he can noisily construct a cabin. I march across the clearing prepared to give him a piece of my mind, already feeling excited about having a real-life story to share in my newsletter.

      “Excuse me,” I snap the second the chainsaw turns off.

      The man dressed in jeans and a plaid button-up shirt turns his very tall, very muscular frame toward me. Eyes the blue of glacier ice travel up and down my body, settling on my fuzzy green slippers.

      “Nice shoes.” The half-cocked smile beneath his beard does funny things to my belly. As if a few butterflies I thought long dead have found new life. Their fluttering is highly distracting, jeopardizing my mission to chew out his very fine ass.

      “Are you the owner?” I ask, gesturing to my cabin.

      He sets the chainsaw down, wipes a hand on his jeans, and extends it. “Slade Black.”

      The only reason I don’t immediately start my tirade about the noise is because the warm, firm grip around my hand is making me a little bit dizzy. As if I stood up too fast after a nap. His grip. His hand. What would it feel like…? I make myself swallow. “Eva Sheridan.”

      “You’re my first guest,” Slade says in a warm, welcoming tone that makes it very hard to be mad at him. “Anything I can do to make your stay more accommodating?”

      “You can stop making all that—” My sentences drops off in the middle as realization dawns. Holy romance tropes, I’m standing face-to-face with a real live mountain man. Unashamedly I drag my gaze up and down his delicious body. Slade is just the man I was hoping to encounter on my trip. He’s perfect for modeling my hero after, from the way he’s dressed, to his brick-house build, right down to those strong hands and large boots. Might switch out the chainsaw for an axe, though.

      “Eva?”

      “I’m a writer,” I say before I lose my nerve. I’m either really brave or incredibly stupid. “A romance writer to be precise. I was hoping you might be willing to help me with some research for my book.”
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      SLADE

      
      “Fuck man, when’s the last time you shaved?” my buddy, Everett, jabs as he reaches into the bed of his truck for the circular saw I asked to borrow. Mine took a shit the night before my guest arrived. I don’t have time to make a trip to Anchorage to get a new one. Not if I want this cabin finished before the snow flies.

      I run my thumb and index finger over my beard. “Three Rivers Festival. Last year.”

      Neither of us have to say it out loud. I haven’t shaved since the last time I took a drink. I was a fucking disaster after my ex wrecked my world. I tried to drown her memory with a bottle. All I ended up doing was making an ass of myself and hurting a lot of people I cared about. Hell, I nearly fucked up my older brother’s chance at happiness.

      “You should find a razor if you don’t want to scare off your first paying guest.”

      A subtle smile tugs at my lips at the memory of Eva Sheridan standing before me this morning in her fuzzy green slippers, asking me to help her with research for her romance novel. “I think she likes it.”

      Everett assesses me, the same way he always does when he thinks I’m holding back. It’s been this way since we met and became friends at Basic Training. “She’s cute, isn’t she?”

      Cute is not the word I’d pick.

      With all those curves, her wavy auburn locks tossed up in a messy bun, and pillowy lips that beg to be kissed, she’s a fucking knockout. “She’s my guest.”

      Everett smirks. “Pretty convenient way the hell out here, don’t you think? Just the two of you, all alone?”

      “She’s busy writing a book.” I don’t dare mention her proposition earlier. I don’t know what kind of research Eva expects me to assist with, but I know exactly where Everett would take a comment like that. Hell, my own imagination has run rampant with dirty fantasies.

      “Right.”

      “You got any extra blades in case I wear this one out?” I nod toward the circular saw, hoping to keep the subject off Eva Sheridan. No matter how attracted I am to her, it doesn’t mean I’m ready to get tangled up with a woman again. Even with one who’s not staying. Life is so much fucking simpler if I just focus on my own shit.

      “You need an extra blade, you’ll have to come to town to get it.” I’ve known Everett since we were both privates in the Army. I know how to hear what he doesn’t say out loud. Stop hiding in the mountains and socialize.

      “I came to town last week,” I point out.

      “Holden and Rachel’s baby shower doesn’t count.” Everett folds his arms over his chest, concern in his expression. “I’m glad you found something positive to focus on, but I worry about you man. Isolation isn’t the answer. You should come fishing with me this weekend.”

      “I’m not isolated. I have a paying customer. Can’t skip town in case she needs something.” Like coffee, an extra blanket, or my dick buried balls deep inside her. “It’s called being a business owner.”

      Everett grunts a laugh. “It’s called something, all right.”

      “You got time to stick around and help me put in the floor?” I ask knowing it’ll both change the subject and get Everett on his way. I can’t explain the possessive way I feel about a woman I don’t even know, but I’m not ready to share Eva with anyone. It wouldn’t be the first time Everett posed a threat with a woman I was interested in. I know he never means to interfere, but hot chicks always go for him first.

      “Can’t today,” he says, looking back at his truck. “My brothers get into Three Rivers soon. Getting shit together for their arrival.” Everett’s younger twin brothers both joined the Army to follow in his footsteps. I knew their ETS date was soon, but having spent so much time on my mountain lately, I didn’t realize it was this close.

      “They didn’t want to reenlist?” I jest as I follow him partway to his truck. I’ve met Hunter
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