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			Chapter 1

			I am a woman who is secure. I do not need a man in my life to be fulfilled. I have a successful career and I am independently wealthy. I am young and healthy and beautiful. Okay—somewhat attractive. I need not dwell on past relationships that have soured, for they are undeserving of my precious time. Memories of lost love dare not creep up on me and cause my heart pain. I am not afraid to be alone.

			All of these thoughts played and replayed in Talia Hilson’s head, her own personal mantra that she repeated over and over as she neared her destination. There would be no room in her mind for any doubts about this vacation.

			She had almost reached Baycroft, a small town north of her home in Toronto. Her family had called Baycroft a home away from home since she had been a child of three. Every few weeks, be it spring, summer, or fall, her mom and dad, two older sisters, and little brother had piled into the car and taken the two-hour trek up north. It was a place to relax, a private paradise away from the city. Here, people didn’t rush from place to place, always in a hurry. Here, people waved to each other on the street and took the time to have conversations. Except, of course, for the summer months, which were filled with frenzied tourists looking to get away from it all. Now, after spending an exhausting afternoon sitting in traffic, all Talia wanted to do was settle in for a long, well-deserved vacation.

			Spending the last two years as a writer for the publishing house Dream A Dream had not allowed Talia to do much of anything other than concentrate on her career. Not that she minded the hectic pace of spinning romantic yarns of days of old, which had always been her passion. But lately, within the last few months since completing her newest novel, she’d felt a desperate need to get away from the city. This was what she craved, time to reflect and get reacquainted with herself. Nancy Tager, Talia’s agent, had suggested the sojourn, insisting the time away could only add to the creative talent she possessed.

			Talia eased her MGB around the sharp turn that would take her into town. As she coasted slowly down the hill her gaze feasted upon familiar sights. Everything appeared the same, remaining unchanged as though time had stopped or had forgotten this place. The tightness in her muscles relaxed. She leaned back against the back of the driver’s seat, switched off the air-conditioning, and put the window down. She inhaled deeply, breathing in the scent of pine, which filled the thick northern air from the miles of forest that nestled the little hamlet, isolating it from the rest of the world. 

			The grocery store was her first destination before she headed off to her cottage, which was about fifteen miles out of town. She filled her cart with as much as it would carry, not wanting to make the trek to town too often. The tourists would soon make the place appear more like a crowded little city than the usual quiet and sedate town it was. As luck would have it, being so late in the day, she was back on the road and heading for the cottage in no time. 

			The road was paved but soon turned to gravel. It twisted and turned so much she almost felt dizzy. Reaching her turn-off, she made a quick left onto what resembled a goat path.

			The car heaved and bumped its way over the sorry shape of the road. She grinned like a fool, enjoying the ride, not considering the damage she was most likely doing to her little car. 

			At last, the cottage appeared before her. She had passed a few others that appeared empty, but she knew the little lake would soon fill up with vacationers. 

			The cottage was set upon blocks that kept it from flooding if the lake became over-zealous during storm season. It consisted of four bedrooms, a kitchen, living room, and—thank God—a bathroom. The lake was named Albeyon, and was horseshoe shaped with a point at one end. It was here that Talia’s family cottage was located. About a dozen and a half other cottages dotted the shoreline, affording privacy but not making it feel too isolated. 

			Talia had written her very first novel here, which had become a best seller and launched her career. She’d been twenty years old at the time, and engaged to a man who was also a writer. She’d met Calum the first year in college. They’d fallen in love and moved in together, their relationship like one of her romance novels. Things between them became strained when Talia’s career took off and Calum continued to struggle with his. Then his mother and father and his two younger sisters decided to leave their home out west and move to the big city to be close to their only son and brother. His family’s intrusion in their lives caused chaos and did irreparable damage to their already shaky relationship. Talia moved out two months later, when Calum informed her he was going on a family vacation without her. That had been a mere six months ago, and the pain was still so fresh that the thought of ever getting close to a man again was enough to make her stomach hurt. 

			After hauling all the groceries and her luggage inside, Talia had just enough energy to collapse on the balcony with a mug of tea and watch the bright red glowing sun disappear beyond the lake. She was content to listen to the bullfrogs battle it out and the sad call of a loon to its mate, but her eyes soon grew heavy and she knew she had best make her bed before the mosquitoes made an evening snack out of her. 

			Next morning, the shrill of a bird and a woodpecker hacking away at a tree woke her—not much of a difference from awakening to the sound of her neighbors’ morning fights in the apartment beside her own. At least the water pressure here was good, and the soft water always left her long dark hair shiny. 

			After a quick breakfast, she laced up her hiking boots and headed off down the road armed with a large traveler of coffee. There was a lake she and her older sister used to hike to when they were kids, and Talia was determined to find it again. The road forked, and she veered to the right, and when it came to an end, she climbed up a steep hill. Halfway up she had to stop to catch her breath. She was amazed to recall that she and her sister used to race each other up this hill, and in their bare feet. 

			At the top, the trail led her in a winding direction around the trees. The other lake was still nowhere in sight, but she knew it was about an hour hike, and she was sure she was on the right path. She walked on for at least fifteen minutes before she came to a fork in the trail. Right or left? She couldn’t remember and, after contemplating for a while, decided to take the left.

			It was the right. She’d walked for at least twenty minutes since making the fateful decision. She knew she should just give up and turn around, but aside from the fact she was going the wrong way, she was enjoying this outing. It had been a long time since she’d felt really alone, and the stillness of the forest had a calming effect on her. She’d spent her childhood running around in these woods, and she wasn’t afraid. 

			Until she heard the voices. 

			They were loud and rough, and masculine. Talia stopped abruptly and listened hard, trying to determine which direction they were coming from. They sounded again, and she decided they were most definitely coming from ahead and off to the far right. The trail led in that direction, and she knew if she continued she would unfortunately have to pass the place where the men were. There was no way she was going to pass a group of men in the middle of nowhere. This wasn’t the city, she reminded herself. If she ran into trouble she couldn’t just call out for help and have good Samaritans rush to her rescue.

			Talia turned, her eyes still fixated on the direction of the voices, and walked right into what felt like a brick wall. She cried out, more startled than in pain. The brick wall responded by grasping her arms and holding her firmly while she brought her sights back into focus. She gasped when she saw the huge man before her. He looked like a cross between a medieval warrior and Paul Bunyan.

			“Are you all right?” he asked her.

			“Ah…yes, I think so,” she replied, trying not to stare too hard at him. He’s huge, she thought. And handsome too. Not in the pretty-boy way some city boys were, but in a rugged, manly way. He stood at least six foot four, making him about a foot taller than her. Very muscular as well, as though he chopped wood or weight-lifted cars for a living. His hair brushed past his shoulders in dark waves. And those eyes—a girl could get lost in them…deep, dark, dangerous brown. Not the cold blue Calum had. He would look amazing on the cover of one of my novels. 

			He stared at her while she appraised him, and must have realized he still held her in his grasp. He swiftly released her, and she stepped away.

			The voices started up again, becoming even louder, and seemed to be coming closer toward them. Talia turned her head in the direction of the sound, then looked back at the man. “Friends of yours?” 

			“No. Actually, I was just out for a walk, enjoying the morning. I’m not alone, it seems.” 

			His voice was deep and strong, but sounded strange to her, almost as if he were angry at the interruption their run-in had caused. Or perhaps he wasn’t angry only with her. Perhaps this was no longer crown land. Maybe it was now private property, as more and more acres were being sold off by the government up north. It could be that she was trespassing. Maybe he owned it, and she and those noisy men were somewhere they shouldn’t be.

			“Do you own this land? Am I trespassing or something? Because if I am, I’m really sorry. It’s just that I didn’t know. I haven’t been up to my cottage for a long time, over a year in fact, and—”

			“Wait,” he said, cutting her off mid-stream. “No, I don’t own the land. As far as I know it’s crown. Did you say you own a cottage up here? On Lake Albeyon?”

			“Yes, I did. And it is.”

			“I’m only asking because that’s where I’m staying too. I’m renting a place.”

			“Which one?” 

			“The Darrys’.”

			“That’s not far from my cottage—or I should say, my parents’ cottage. I’m Talia Hilson, by the way.” She stuck out her hand, which the giant shook firmly but gently.

			“I’m Devon Marlowe.” He peered over Talia’s head toward the sound of the men’s voices. He shifted from foot to foot, uncomfortable, or anxious to get on with his walk. 

			Talia decided to help him out. “Well, it was nice meeting you. I’m sure we’ll see each other again. I’ll be here all summer on vacation.”

			“Yeah, okay,” he replied distractedly, still eyeing the area behind her. “I look forward to it.” 

			Talia took this as her cue to leave. She sidestepped around Devon and walked back along the path. She didn’t turn around, but she could swear she felt his eyes boring into her back. 

			~*~

			The trail she followed was again leading her astray. It was much later, and by this time she should have found the fork she’d taken, which had led her in the wrong direction. She couldn’t have passed it—or could she have? She decided to climb a large hill off to the far side of the trail. Maybe she could spot the lake she was searching for from up there. 

			At the top she looked in every direction, but still didn’t see anything except miles of trees. There was also a bunch of wild raspberry bushes. The hunger pangs in her belly told her it must be at least lunchtime, if not later. She picked a handful of berries and sat down to eat, feeling like she’d been hiking around in the woods for days, not just hours. 

			Then, she heard it—the voices again.

			Damn it. If I’ve gone in a circle I’m going to be extremely ticked off. The sound was coming from down the opposite side of the hill. On her hands and knees, she crawled towards the edge and peered over, hoping to catch a glimpse of the men.

			There was a group of six of them, from what she could see, and they were standing around talking and laughing. They stood in a clearing surrounded by thick trees, and there were four ATVs nearby, so she surmised they weren’t out for a stroll. Their voices were loud, and they drifted up to where Talia was watching them.

			“How long before they’re ready?” one of the men asked.

			“Should take about a month and a half ‘til they’re big enough,” answered another.

			“If the weather cooperates we should generate about two hundred pounds, which will give us almost two hundred grand to split on this batch alone,” said another, gesturing toward the clearing that lay before him—a clearing full of dark green plants with pointed leaves that didn’t usually grow in the woods.

			Oh, no, gasped Talia silently. These guys are growing pot! She noticed the large knives strapped to their hips, and decided these were not harmless fellows but men that meant business. Dirty business. And if she valued her skin, she had better high tail it out of there, and fast. 

			She backed away from the edge slowly and as quietly as she could, but then she heard a familiar voice. She couldn’t help her curiosity, she had to look. As she eased her way back to the edge and peered over the side, she saw him. He’d been leaning against the rock at the base of the hill so she hadn’t spotted him earlier, but now she did. It was the giant she had run into earlier, the man who had seemed so nice. Mr. Devon Marlowe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Talia held her breath and backed quietly from the edge. Every little noise she made intensified, sounding much louder to her ears. Her foot hit a twig, which snapped, and she froze until she heard the voices below remained unconcerned and unaware of her. She got to her feet and slunk back down the side of the hill, finding her way to the trail. Thankfully, the trail didn’t lead in the direction of the men. She continued to follow it, finally feeling safe as it led her far off the opposite way. 

			She couldn’t believe that Devon Marlowe, a man staying in a cottage close to hers, was involved in such a scheme. What could the man possibly be thinking getting himself entangled in a pot growing operation? And for that matter, why would this be going on in the first place, way out here, in the middle of nowhere...? Ah, she thought, figuring out the answer to her question. Of course. What better place to set up something illegal, something you didn’t want anyone to stumble upon? But she had stumbled upon it. And now, one of the miscreants knew who she was—he even knew her name and where she was staying. She’d told him she would be up here all summer. That must be why Devon had been so uncomfortable in the woods when they met. He was worried she would discover his little secret. Great, now she would have Warrior Paul Bunyan after her, making sure that she didn’t.

			So much for peace and relaxation in the great outdoors. Well, she could either stay away from the woods, or she could just go home, back to the city. That was, she realized, if she could ever find her way out of the woods. Where was she? She had been so impatient to get as far away from those scoundrels as possible and so involved with her own thoughts that she’d gotten herself lost. 

			Talia stopped walking and tried to get her bearings. She was certain if she kept heading to the east, she would find her way back to Lake Albeyon. She strode with purpose, with confidence that she was not as directionally challenged as Calum had relentlessly reminded her. 

			Blast Calum. He was the one who’d made her doubt herself and her own abilities. It had been the same when it came to her writing. She enjoyed what she did for a living, but Calum had made her feel like her books were not as important as his own. Just because he wrote about real life, not the fairytales—as he called them—which she wrote. He’d made her feel self-conscious, tried to ground her imagination when it longed to take flight.

			She stalked on and turned off the trail and into the trees, positive she could see a lake just off in the distance. The closer she got, the more discouraged she became. Albeyon Lake was much larger than the lake ahead. She finally broke through the trees and found herself at the edge of a lake she had never laid eyes upon. If only her sister Tonnie was here, she thought, as she sat down to rest.

			Tonnie could find her way through these woods with a blindfold on. Her sister was two years older, but they had practically been inseparable growing up. Tonnie had always been the one to lead their excursions through the forest. She had taken them farther and deeper into the woods than any had ever dared to go. And never, ever had they gotten lost. Although, they’d always had Tonnie’s beast with them—a huge mutt named D’artagnan, who had never left her sister’s side. The poor animal was killed by a car years ago, and Tonnie had been desolate. Her heartbreak, however, was eased soon after, when one of their neighbors brought to their doorstep an ugly little puppy that his beautiful, purebred lab had delivered weeks earlier—no doubt the offspring of Tonnie’s wayward beast, the neighborhood Casanova. Tonnie named the pup Aramis, keeping his sire in mind.

			If Tonnie and Aramis were here, she wouldn’t be lost, of that Talia was certain. But the reality was Tonnie was not here, and she had only herself to rely upon. So that meant she would live in these woods forever. Becoming one with nature, she would live upon the land, or perhaps in one of the trees. They would write stories about her, about the poor romance writer who lost her way and became a part of the forest.

			“What are you doing?”

			Talia jumped so high that she struck her head on an overhanging branch of the tree she sat beneath. “Ow! Damn it.” She held her head with both hands and turned in the direction of the voice. She soon forgot her anger. In its place, terror crept up her spine. There before her, he stood. The giant. The drug man. And the last thing she thought, before she fainted dead away, was how her sister would laugh at her for becoming such a sissy.

			Talia awoke to the smell of musk mingled with bug spray—definitely male, though. She was moving, she determined from the speed of the trees rushing past. She was also up high, and could feel strong arms cradling her legs and back. Her head was resting on this huge muscular chest. 

			“Well, good morning, sunshine.”

			Oh, the mortification! Devon was carrying her off someplace deeper into the woods—to kill her, no doubt. But no, this wasn’t the woods. There were plenty of trees, but they were on a roadway, she surmised. It was the goat path that led to Lake Albeyon and her cottage. “Please, stop. I’m okay now, really. I can walk,” she blurted out.

			Devon halted and gently placed her feet upon the ground, but kept a firm hold on her elbow. “Are you sure? You took quite a blow there.”

			Talia touched the bump on the top of her head and pulled her fingers away when she felt pain. “Wow, that’s a pretty big goose-egg.” She laughed a little, then stopped because it made her head hurt. She looked up at Devon, and he grinned at her like a devilish rogue. A lock of his dark wavy hair hung over his forehead, and Talia resisted the urge to brush it aside for him. He must have carried her for miles, even down that treacherous hill she had scaled this morning. He isn’t even sweating, she thought, impressed. 

			Then she remembered what had happened in the forest. How she had stumbled upon the group of men, one of them being this man before her, and the dirty little secret they had out there. And now she was afraid. Afraid he suspected her of knowing something.

			“Come on. I want to get you to your cottage and take care of that bump.” 

			I bet you do. His smile seemed sincere, but she hadn’t hit her head hard enough to lose her caution. Just because he’d carried her for miles, with those big muscular arms and those long powerful legs, didn’t mean those beautiful eyes and sweet charming smile where harmless. “No, it’s okay. You don’t have to. You’ve done enough.” Really.

			“Nonsense, I don’t mind. I want to make sure you’re all right,” he insisted.

			Talia didn’t have a clue of how to get rid of him. How did she tell Paul Bunyan to take a hike? Then she got an idea. The Darrys’ cottage where Devon was staying would be a safer destination than her own. If she could get him to take her there instead, he wouldn’t know where her cottage was. She could make her escape, get back to her cottage, pack up her stuff, and get out of there as fast as her little car would take her. If she was leaving, she figured it wouldn’t matter so much if Devon knew where she was staying. But what if he and his cronies decided to keep an eye on the place? Talia’s family could come up here at any given time throughout the summer months, and the thought of placing them in harm’s way was truly frightening.

			Talia placed a hand to her head and let out a little moan. She stumbled back a few steps before Devon reached out to steady her.

			“That does it,” he said. “You’re going to the Darrys’ with me. It’s just a few cottages away.” He went to lift her again, but Talia put up her hand to stop him. 

			“No, I’m okay. I just felt a little dizzy for a second. But I think you’re right, we should go to the Darrys’ place.” Perfect. 

			Devon led her toward the rustic little cabin that sat about twenty yards from the lake. This cottage was much smaller than her family’s, but the Darrys family only consisted of a mother, father, and one son who was older than Talia. It wasn’t used often—in fact, Talia couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen anyone there. Although, she hadn’t been here herself much lately, so she couldn’t be sure. 

			Devon helped her up the stairs and onto the deck. She was surprised when she saw him fumble around for a set of keys to open the door. The only time her family ever locked their cottage was when they returned to the city. If they went for a walk or into town, they didn’t bother. You never knew when someone would come over for a visit, or a relative would drop by for a mini vacation. Her mother had an open-door policy, insisting all were welcome. They even had a cute little sign to hang on the door when they went out that said Come on in, Everything Else Has Gone Wrong! 

			After Devon unlocked the door, he went to lead Talia inside. Noticing his intent, she hurried over and sat down on one of the chairs on the deck. No way is he getting me inside. 

			He stared at her a moment, then said, “I’ll be right back.” He returned momentarily with a small red first-aid kit and knelt before her. “This shouldn’t hurt a bit.”

			To her surprise, it didn’t. Not much, anyway. He had a gentle touch for someone so large. There was a look of consternation on his face as he tended to her. “This is my fault.” His voice was tinged with regret.

			“No, it isn’t. I was the one who was…clumsy.” She had almost said afraid, and she didn’t want Devon to think she was frightened of him. 

			He caught her look and held it with his own, his eyes boring into hers, almost as if he could read her thoughts. Talia quickly looked away, before her treacherous fear showed through the fabrication of calm she forced herself to portray.

			“What were you doing at that little lake?” he asked. “I was surprised to find you there. I had thought you would’ve returned to your cottage long ago.”

			“I was trying to, but...I got lost.”

			“Hmm. I guess it was a good thing I found you when I did, then.” He looked at the top of her head again. “Although, I’m sorry you got hurt.”

			“It’s okay. My mom always said I had a head like a rock.”

			Devon laughed. He returned the medical supplies to the kit and put it aside, then stood up. “Can I fix you a cup of tea? Or how about something to eat?”

			“Ah, sure, okay. That’d be nice.” Actually, a cup of tea sounded great. As much as she wanted to rush away, she
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