
  
    [image: Sam’s Folly]
  


  
    
      SAM’S FOLLY

      
        MIDNIGHT SONS

      

    

    
      
        CARMEN DESOUSA

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

    

    
      
        Thank You!

      

      
        Also by Carmen DeSousa

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sam’s Folly

        A Midnight Sons Novel

        Copyright© 2019 by Carmen DeSousa

        ISBN: 9781945143557

        www.CarmenDeSousaBooks.com

        www.WrittenMusings.com

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a fictional work. All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are solely the concepts and products of the author’s imagination or are used to create a fictitious story and should not be construed as real. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form by any means, without the prior permission in writing, except in the case of brief quotations, reviews, and articles.

      

      

      

      
        
        For any other permission, please visit www.WrittenMusings.com for contact links.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHAT READERS ARE SAYING

          

        

      

    

    
      "An Alaskan Adventure... Who doesn't love a bad boy? Match him with a tough, independent female, and you have a dream couple!" — TOP 100 VINE VOICE (Sam's Folly)

      

      "An escape into the remote wilderness, with scenes that'll take your breath away and characters you can't help but love." — TOP 100 VINE VOICE (Alex's Atonement)

      

      "If I had a favorite Midnight Son, Vince would be it!" — Goodreads (Vince's Chance)

      

      "Exciting, surprising, romantic and filled with warm family moments." — Goodreads (Erik's Revelation)

      

      "The visuals... the twists... the CHARACTERS! Daire's a sweetheart. Sylvia's badass!" — AVP (Daire's Resolution)

      

      “…a powerful and emotional experience. A gripping, beautifully written prequel that adds depth and heart to an already unforgettable series. Goodreads (Adam’s Rising)
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        Men as Wild and Rugged as The Last Frontier Itself

      

        

      
        Five brothers risk their lives to rescue those caught in the death grip of the Alaska wilderness … and risk losing their hearts to women as tough as the Land of the Midnight Sun.

      

      

      

      The siren call of Alaska’s untamed wilderness, vast mountain ranges, and majestic glaciers draw thrill-seekers from around the globe. But with more unsolved missing person cases than anywhere else in the world, the Alaska Triangle has an ominous reputation. Enter the Midnight Sons, a team that risks their own lives to rescue those in peril.

      

      Being a hero isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, though. The pay sucks, as does the fact that the team leaders must be ready to spring into action 24/7, 365 days a year — a lifestyle not conducive to a healthy love life. Worse, while the brothers are experts in their individual fields, they each harbor inner demons and secrets that threaten to tear their family apart... and jeopardize any chance of finding the women who could complete them.
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      Sam Belgarde never wanted to be the head of his family’s search & rescue team, but when life dumps responsibilities in your lap, you either run away or step up. He stepped up. He also never wanted to be a hero, but he and his search dogs can sense danger a mile away…

      

      So when a bigwig fight promoter needs someone to search for his missing fiancée, Sam’s more than a little reluctant. His family's company is in financial trouble, though, so if searching for a spoiled socialite will save it, then he's willing to break the rules — just this once.

      

      After witnessing a murder, Nora Molina needs to get away fast, and her best hope to escape without her passport is Alaska. A native of Argentina, Nora's accustomed to harsh winters and high elevation, so she gets more than a little irritated when some tracker thinks she needs rescuing. Even if he is get-out sexy. And even if he's the guy she stood up before leaving town. It's going to be a long few days.

      

      When an unexpected storm rolls in, Sam and Nora find themselves in each other's arms — to keep warm. Things get a little too hot when it's clear someone wants the two of them to stay lost — permanently.
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          NORA

        

      

    

    
      I should have worn a thicker coat …

      Nora Molina shivered, her teeth chattering as she tugged her hoodie farther down on her forehead and over her ears, doing her best to shield her face from the brisk Alaska air. Sure, she was in The Last Frontier, but it was May, for God’s sake. According to her research, Alaska’s summer season started in two weeks, which was the reason she needed to get on the trail quickly, ahead of the other hikers. Maybe it was the humidity. The damp air penetrated her cotton pullover, making her feel as if she’d hopped out of a shower and onto the tundra without enough sense to dry off.

      “Layers,” said the backpack instructor, his critical gaze picking her out among the class. “It may feel like summer here in Falcon Run, but on Denali, temps can fall below zero in hours. You have to be prepared for anything.”

      Feel like summer, she thought, at fifty degrees? Why was he even giving this demonstration outside? She must have become more accustomed to the temperate weather in Los Angeles than she’d realized over the last seven years. Her hometown of El Chaltén, Argentina certainly hadn’t been warm. She had to get used to the temperature here, though, the reason she’d left her blasted third layer in the rental car. She needed to save room in her backpack so she could pack enough food to last her a month, long enough that authorities would stop searching. She didn’t have space for long johns. If she could just stop shivering, maybe the instructor would stop focusing on her as if she didn’t belong among all these male backpackers.

      Not that she needed training, per se; she’d spent her childhood hiking with her father. But she’d chosen this refresher course because the instructor, Sam Belgarde, ran the highest-rated search-and-rescue team in Alaska. If anyone knew what to expect in the Land of the Midnight Sun, it’d be him, and she had to be prepared. She couldn’t risk failing.

      Sam … such an all-American name, a name that conveyed trust and confidence. If those qualities were really possible in a man. Get real, Nora! Remember the last man who promised to help you.

      I’ll take you to America, Sergio had said. Get you a job. You can send lots of money back to your mother. It’ll be great.

      Yeah. Right! If it’d been great, she wouldn’t be freezing her ass off right now. In Alaska, of all places.

      Still, if she pushed her cynicism aside for a second, she had to admit that she’d been taken aback by Sam’s boyish good looks, which were in stark contrast to his solid body. His broad shoulders and muscular arms — the exact build she’d hope a rescuer would have if she ever needed rescuing — filled out his plain black shirt. His warm chocolate eyes and tousled brown hair softened his hard lines. But then he’d turned those dusky eyes on her.

      As he lay out the contents of his backpack, explaining the importance of each item, he scanned the twenty-some backpackers who had gathered around the six-foot utility table. Each time, though, his gaze drifted to her, and his dark brows would sink, shadowing those inquisitive eyes. Why was he staring at her? She’d always been good at hiding her feelings, showing more courage than she felt. Living in Buenos Aires from the time she was fourteen had taught her that.

      He can’t possibly recognize me.

      She’d worn the largest, darkest sunglasses she owned. Even if he’d seen her before she shielded her long dark hair beneath the hoodie, he shouldn’t have recognized her. When she was in the ring, her hair had been blond — because her manager claimed that men preferred blondes. And her trainer had always applied dark shadow around her eyes to make her look meaner, more intimidating. When she viewed the playbacks, she hardly recognized herself.

      Not anymore. The previous morning, when she’d packed to leave L.A., she’d dyed her hair to match her natural color and left behind her makeup bag. As she’d stared at her reflection this morning, she’d seen a brief glimpse of the girl she’d been seven years ago, before Sergio had rescued her from the streets of Buenos Aires. Nora had wanted to help her mother, so that she wouldn’t have to continue working as a maid in her senior years. Following Sergio to the United States had seemed safe … smart, even.

      Hindsight’s a bitch!

      Her thoughts returned to the guide; she didn’t have time to dwell on the past.

      Sam systematically returned all the items to his backpack, then reached beneath the table, pulling up snowshoes and a bear canister. The crowd groaned, and one of the men closest to the table whined, “Snowshoes in May? How we even supposed to have room for extra clothes for layering if we have to make room for a bear canister and snowshoes? Thought we’re in season, Sam.”

      Sam grinned. “You won’t be bellyachin’ when you’re post-holing up to your hips, or when a grizzly decides he’s still hungry after finishing off your snacks.” Thankfully, Sam now focused on someone other than her. “Just recently,” he continued, “we saw the most snowfall since the early 1960s. The point is, you never know, so you have to be prepared.”

      With the instructor’s attention elsewhere, she decided it was time to slip away unnoticed. Besides, she had received all the info she needed.

      The cloud cover had cleared some over the last hour, providing a stark break between the blue skies and white mountains. She stared off to the west, at the vast mountainous region that rested beyond the highway. The mountain range looked like a giant barrier blocking off an alien land that forbade outsiders. From the moment she’d landed in Anchorage, she’d been mesmerized by the snowcapped mountains that reminded her of her youth in El Chaltén … of her father. Of a time when she’d felt safe and loved.

      A wave of longing and grief swept over her, as unexpected as the snow Sam had just mentioned. Even though the tops of the mountains were white, evergreens and birch trees lined the highways and trails. She gritted her teeth to push back the heartache before a stupid tear slipped out. She refused to cry. Like her mother had said, Mi’ja, you must forge forward and keep it all inside. And she had. For the last seven years, Nora had ignored the truth. She wouldn’t ignore the lies and deceit anymore.

      She took a deep breath. Life was what it was. Crying about what fate had dealt her and the poor choices she’d made wouldn’t change anything. Only she could alter her path — literally. She shook her head and turned to leave. Over the next two days, she would stock up at a few different stores, and then head out, hopefully long before Sergio sent someone to find her.

      

      
        
        SAM

      

      

      

      Sam couldn’t keep his gaze from wandering to the only woman in his class. Unlike most of the women who attended his crash course on backpacking — typically large groups of ladies who wanted to mark off one of the adventures on their bucket lists — she appeared to be all alone. She hadn’t spoken with any of the men in the group. And instead of crowding around the table, she’d stood back about twenty feet, arms folded.

      Did that mean she intended to hike Denali solo? As much as he enjoyed peace and quiet, even he didn’t climb The Great One on his own. And showing up to this course wearing nothing but a cotton hoodie … what was that all about? Was she trying to get attention? Well, technically, he didn’t look dressed for Alaska either, since he’d chosen to wear just a long-sleeve T-shirt. But that’s because he lived in Falcon Run. Fifty-five degrees felt like heaven after four months of temperatures in the single digits. And the sun … God, how he missed the sun during the winter months. He wanted to soak in as much vitamin D as possible after the long winter, when he had been lucky to see four or five hours of sunlight daily.

      Most people freaked this time of the year when they looked out their window at midnight and it was still light out. He loved it.

      As he droned on about rules and requirements for backpacking Denali, he glanced to where the woman had been standing. She had walked away from his lesson and was staring out at the mountains. Her shoulders lifted and fell, as if she were upset. Then she strolled toward the parking area.

      Of all the nerve. Walking out on my class. He didn’t even charge for his refresher course. The least she could do was give him the entire thirty minutes.

      She suddenly stopped, then batted at an invisible assailant. She launched backward, nearly falling over the split-rail fence that marked the property line.

      “DEET!” he barked, attempting to hold back a laugh. The woman wanted to hike Denali and she was afraid of a blasted mosquito? “If you hadn’t dropped out of my class, I was getting to that part.”

      The woman turned. Ah … guilt. Good! He’d take it. Obviously, she realized he’d been calling out to her. Maybe she didn’t really intend to hike Denali, but had just happened upon his class. Either way, he had an uncontrollable desire to meet her. Any woman who gazed at the majestic Alaska Range with as much longing as she had was a woman he wanted to get to know.

      Her only response was to furrow her dark brows. At least he assumed she drew them together based on the small crease above her blacked-out sunglasses.

      He challenged her glare with one of his own. “You plan to hike Denali, ma’am?”

      The woman crossed her arms, offering him a stiff nod.

      “I was just getting to my ropes refresher course. Knowing how to tie the correct knot can be the difference between life and death. You know how to tie a half hitch?”

      She twisted her mouth, then huffed when the other spectators turned to acknowledge her as well.

      “Yes,” she said curtly, jaw clenched.

      “Come on up, then.” He flashed a wide grin, something he hadn’t done in what seemed like forever. “Show these men how it’s done.”

      The woman forced a smile. “I’m sure you’re quite capable of showing them.”

      Her voice held just the slightest of accents. South American, maybe? Yes, definitely. What little he could see of her face revealed exquisitely bronzed skin. Not the bottled-orange look, as many women here ended up with. And the few stray hairs that whipped her face were black as midnight.

      Intrigued, he crooked a finger for her to come up. “Please,” he said. “I’ve already been challenged a couple of times today. It’s time someone else steps up. Besides, I must be boring, since I have folks walking out on me.”

      The woman released an exasperated sigh but walked forward. The men stepped back, immediately making way for the shapely and apparently irritated woman.

      As she approached the table, she removed her leather gloves, revealing more of her beautiful skin. “Here, hold these.”

      Sam accepted the gloves with one hand, handing her a 550 line with the other.

      She dropped her head a notch, staring above the frame of her sunglasses. Dark green eyes, the color of jade, held his. Without shifting her intense gaze from him, her long fingers had already started working the knot.

      The woman handed him the half hitch, then held out her hand again. “Give me another line.” He obeyed, and with her eyes still holding his, she proceeded to tie a bowline knot with one hand. She dropped the paracord then raised a brow, as if challenging him to another test. Her full pink lips quirked up. “Give me something hard next time.” She’d spoken so low that he doubted anyone else had heard her. She turned and strolled off as he stared, dumbfounded.

      What a woman! He gulped, licking his suddenly dry lips.

      Sam stared out at the stupid grinning faces of the men who had parted once again, making a way for her to escape. Just as quickly as they’d separated, the men gravitated back, filling the empty space the woman had left.

      “All right,” he muttered hastily. “Make sure you grab a safety manual before you leave. The booklet contains great emergency info if you find yourself in a bind.” He skirted the table, nearly hopping it as he tried to intercept the woman before the others inundated him with questions.

      “Sam?” said the man who’d challenged him about the snowshoes.

      Sam held up a finger. “Just a sec.” The woman was already hustling toward the parking lot. Nearly all of the people who attended his refresher course on backpacking had additional questions. Why was she running off? Because she’d shown him up?

      “Sir?” The eldest gentleman in today’s class stepped in front of him. “You said that your company leads a trip. Is there a sign-up form? I think you’re right. I’m not sure I want to challenge Mount McKinley on my own.”

      Sam forced a smile. “Good idea. There’s a clipboard on the table. My brother’s leading a group in a couple of weeks.”

      Another man held up a hand. “I heard you were the youngest boy to climb Denali.”

      Sam craned his head around the additional men closing in on him. “I heard that rumor too.” He chuckled. “I was twelve the first time my father took me up, but we didn’t care about telling folks. Climbing was just part of our daily life. An eleven-year-old boy recently summited Denali, though, so either way, I’m out.”

      The man laughed. “Ah … so maybe it’s not as hard as you make it out to be.”

      “Maybe not.” Sam forced a laugh, irritated. “I’m getting old, I guess. Excuse me just a second, gentlemen; there’s someone I need to speak with.”

      The line of men finally shuffled out of the way, the synthetic material of their insulated jackets swishing as they moved. Seemed everyone was dressed for Alaska except him and the mysterious woman.

      Finally free of the group, Sam stared forlornly at the retreating bumper of a Ford Taurus with Anchorage plates. More than likely a rental. If a new woman had moved to town, he would have already heard. News traveled fast in Falcon Run, but no news traveled faster than word of a new resident, especially a female resident when you were one of five single brothers. If his mother didn’t inform him that a prospective wife just moved to town — or back, which was more common — one of the older women who’d known him since he’d been in diapers definitely would.

      Oh well, such was life in Falcon Run. He turned back to the men, ready to answer their questions, and pushed away thoughts of the beautiful woman who’d stared out at the mountains as if she were lost.

      As he walked, he looked down at his hands. She’d forgotten her gloves.
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          SAM

        

      

    

    
      Sam allowed the fusion of country-rock music to fade into the background as he soaked in the sights and sounds of the local tavern and its patrons.

      He hadn’t wanted to come to Grizzly’s. The bar, though familiar, was a dive, and he was apt to get into trouble. He’d wanted to hit up one of the civilized bars in Talkeetna. One of the establishments that roughnecks — and his family — usually steered away from. He certainly wouldn’t find his mysterious woman here. But the youngest member in his family wanted to have his 21st birthday at Grizz’s, where all the Midnight Sons had celebrated coming of age.

      As long as it’d been since Sam had come here, nothing had changed. He’d swear that even the regulars screaming every time their team scored were the same folks who’d caterwauled Happy Birthday to him seventeen years ago, on his twenty-first birthday.

      Everything in the bar was either stained or painted a deep rustic brown. Soot-colored pine timbers made up the walls. Boot-scuffed planks served as the floor. And the heavy door, as slick and black as Alaska oil, kept out the bright sunlight and frigid winds. With twenty hours of sunlight daily, the dive bar was the only place in Falcon Run to experience a real nightlife.

      Soccer fans drummed their feet and fists, screaming, “Goooooool!” Many launched themselves from barstools. Most of the year, hockey or football dominated the screens, but this was May. Even Alaskans cheered their favorite teams, excited to see which ones would advance to the World Cup. The establishment was broadcasting the game on nearly every TV, but the real devotees were huddled at the bar.

      One of the Pipeline workers — Sam had seen the roughneck around town — staggered backward, causing the waitress to swerve and splash Sam.

      Her front teeth biting her lower lip, she dabbed at Sam’s black shirt with a cocktail napkin. “Sorry, Sam.”

      Sam winked at her as he nudged the man back toward the bar. “No worries, Gina. It was only a few drops.” He’d gone out with Gina a few times. Years ago … maybe ten; he wasn’t sure exactly. He’d been in a bad place then, he remembered. Of course, seeing someone he hadn’t dated was unusual. With less than two thousand year-round residents, single people tended to make the rounds. At thirty-eight, he’d dated more than his share of locals, though, and he wasn’t one to repeat past mistakes. Dating visitors wasn’t smart either, but he couldn’t help thinking about the woman who’d taken off earlier. He’d hung her gloves over his rearview mirror, hoping he’d see her again. At least he’d have an excuse to approach her if he did.

      Gina handed out the drinks. Only two of the five mugs held drafts, one for his mother and one for the birthday boy. The other three were just water. One of the downsides to running a search-and-rescue team was that, other than a sick day or vacation, he was on-call 24/7, 365 days a year. For him and his team, that meant no drinking. Not even one light beer. And since it’d been forever since Sam had taken a sick day, even longer since he’d actually gone on vacation, he’d been dry for several years. Not all rescue workers felt the same way, especially in Alaska where drinking was pretty much a required pastime.

      Alex, the next eldest and Sam’s only full brother, accepted his mug of water from Gina and wrapped an arm around the birthday boy’s neck. “So, your first drink, Daire —” A few coughs and a loud guffaw had Alex scanning the faces around the bar. Even their mother was doing her best not to spew out the sip she’d just taken. “Okay, your first legal drink,” he said. “What should we drink to?”

      “Hmmmm …” Daire stared up at the exposed rafters as though he was contemplating an answer. “Got it! I’m gonna drink to the fact that now that I’m twenty-one, Sam will stop treating me like a kid and start treating me like the expert whitewater rescue guide I’m gonna be.”

      Erik, their adopted brother from the time he was five, smacked Daire’s back. “Gotta earn that one, baby brother. I’m older than you, and I’m still fightin’ that battle.”

      “You’re only six years older —” Daire set down his mug without taking a sip, shifting his beleaguered look to their mother. “Baby brother. See how they treat me, Mom?”

      Claire Belgarde tipped back her mug. “It’s okay, honey. You know you’ll always be my favorite.” Although their mother still worked in the family business, she no longer worked search and rescue, so she tended to indulge in a drink or two. Made the nights shorter and kept the nightmares at bay, she’d confessed once. Claire had been an expert climber, one of the few team members who could spider any rock face. But she’d retired her climbing gear and boots after his father died. Now, Erik led the mountaineering expeditions and rescues. With his trim but amazingly strong frame, there wasn’t a crag he couldn’t scale.

      Claire had brushed off Daire’s words, but Sam couldn’t. Sam didn’t know if he could ever stop treating Daire like a kid — his kid. Although his parents had raised Daire as their child, and he’d tried to treat Daire the same as he did his other brothers — blood and adopted — he couldn’t. He also couldn’t figure out how to tell Daire that he was his father and that the woman Daire had called Mom from the time he uttered his first word was actually his grandmother.

      “Well,” Daire continued, “that’s what I’m drinking to. Oh, and that Vince makes it home tonight. It’s been way too long since I’ve seen his goofy grin.”

      “When he gets off the boat,” Alex grumbled under his breath, “he might go away permanently for murdering his wife after he finds out what she did.”

      Sam started to admonish Alex for his snide comment, especially when Vince wasn’t even there to defend himself, but a stirring of the crowd caught his attention.

      “Make way,” a resonant, raspy voice sliced through the throng of chattering drinkers, parting them like the Red Sea. “I got a party to attend.”

      The entire family lowered their mugs and scanned the bar. That familiar booming voice belonged to their brother Vince. Not really a brother. Not even adopted. As if he’d been a lost pup, Vince had followed Erik home in grade school and had been a family member ever since.

      “Vince!” Daire set down his untouched mug and rushed to the man who was as much of a brother as any man could want. The two men, although separated by more than seven years, embraced each other like long-lost twins reuniting. “I didn’t think you were gonna make it.”

      “Miss my baby brother’s most important birthday? Never!” Vince leaned back, appraising the younger man’s enhanced physique. Daire had been pounding protein and working out like an Olympiad. In the last few months, he’d gone from a scrawny adolescent to a strapping man. Vince, a hulk of a man himself, squared off with Daire, squeezing both of his shoulders. “I see you’ve been getting ready.”

      “Hell, yeah! Been waiting years for this day.” Daire tossed a grimace over his shoulder. “Ridiculous that I had to wait until I turned twenty-one to join the team when I’ve been paddling white water and climbing mountains nearly ten years.”

      Sam cast his gaze upward. “Rules are rules, Daire.” He circled the table, and Vince stepped back so the family could take turns hugging the brother they hadn’t seen in several months. As Sam backed away, he searched for any indication that Vince knew about his wife.

      Vince narrowed his eyes as he took in everyone’s serious gazes. The family had always been able to read one another’s thoughts with little more than an eyebrow raise, an invaluable skill when you didn’t have time to talk on a rescue.

      He obviously saw their sympathy because anger mottled his face. “You knew!”

      Sam offered Vince a solemn nod. “At first, Karen was discreet. We only suspected something might be going on. But in the last few weeks, she’s gone public. Word on the street is that she and her new beau are heading south.”

      Vince straddled a barstool. “Yeah … with my money! Why didn’t someone tell me?”

      Sam’s shoulders lifted and dropped. “Would you really have wanted us to radio the boat when there was nothing you could do? We tried talking to her, but honestly, I don’t know what happened. Karen has become —”

      “A royal bitch,” Vince finished.

      The family gathered closer, encircling Vince. Everyone had known. Everyone but Vince, since he’d been offshore all season.

      “I could handle her leaving. But my boat …” Vince sighed as Daire sat down beside him. “Apparently she hasn’t been making the payments. When I got home, I found a letter stating that as soon as I docked, the bank would repossess it. ’Course, that was the only thing she left: past-due letters. She took everything, didn’t leave as much as a roll of toilet paper. Hell, she even took my underwear. What on God’s great earth is she gonna do with my tighty-whities?” He mimed holding them up. “‘Here, babe, I even took his briefs. They’re only slightly used.’ That’s nasty.”

      Sam covered his mouth. It wasn’t funny, but it was hard to hold back a laugh when Vince told stories. Even sad ones.

      Vince tried to maintain his somber expression, but burst out laughing. “Go ahead and laugh, my brothers. I deserve it. Every single one of you warned me.”

      Daire slid his draft in front of Vince. “Here, you need this more than I do.”

      “Damn straight!” Vince tipped back the mug, draining it. “’Nuff about my sorry ass. Let’s get this party started.” He ruffled Daire’s thick dark hair, the same color and defiant curls as Sam’s, except Sam kept his hair cropped short. “When you gonna cut this mop, kid?”

      Daire laughed off Vince’s comment, causing another kick to Sam’s gut. How come everyone else could call Daire kid and baby brother, and Daire didn’t get upset? Maybe Sam did treat Daire like a kid. Maybe he did need to let him grow up without always worrying that he’d die … like Sam’s father had.

      With that thought, Sam stared at Alex. He hated that he blamed Alex for their father’s death. It had happened, and that was that. He couldn’t change the past. No one could cheat death forever, especially when you navigated churning white water, razor-edge cliffs, and wildlife nearly every day. If only he knew the truth, he could probably move on, but it always felt as though Alex was hiding something.

      Alex lifted his eyebrows when he caught Sam staring, but then nodded toward Vince. Sam cocked his head, immediately reminded how his search dogs would do the same thing when he gave them an order they didn’t understand.

      Alex deliberately mouthed the words a job.

      Oh … yeah, Sam mouthed back. The business wasn’t doing well. He wasn’t sure he could add another salary. But the company rescue boat was just sitting in dry dock, which wasn’t cheap. With an expert captain manning the boat again, they could pick up more search-and-rescue jobs, which would bring in more donations. Especially this time of the year, when novice fishermen flocked to Alaska. Too often, storms would pop up out of nowhere, and boats would capsize, leaving unsuspecting vacationers holding on for dear life. “You know, Vince,” Sam started, “we haven’t replaced a boat captain since Chris left, but with summer coming up fast —”

      “I’d love to captain it,” Vince said before Sam could finish his sentence. “I’ll take it. Thanks!” Vince flagged down Gina, and the waitress smiled at the only fair-haired brother in the family. Even though Vince came off as raucous and was built like his Russian father, with massive hands that would make a polar bear envious, he had a bigger heart. “Let’s get this young man good and drunk, so he’ll never want to drink again. Drinking’ll kill ya, Daire! Better to stick to women and song — ah … scratch that. Women’ll kill you, too. Or at least they’ll take your last penny and clean pair of undershorts and run.”

      Erik tapped the back of Vince’s head. “Cut your whining. You’ll have another woman faster than the ink dries on your divorce papers. Just like high school. One woman the entire four years. Face it, Vince, you don’t like being alone. Not like ol’ Sam here.” Erik raised his chin as if challenging Sam to refute his statement.

      “What?” Sam scowled. “Why’re you dragging me into this conversation?”

      “I’m just sayin’. Unlike Vince, you haven’t had a real relationship in … what … twenty years?”

      Twenty-one years obviously, Sam thought, but who’s counting? “I date.”

      “Since when?” Daire cut in. “When’s the last time you’ve gone out?” Sam started to answer, but Daire interrupted his reply. “You can’t lie, bro. We live in the same house, remember?”

      “There was … uh … you know. That, ummm … firefighter …” He snapped his fingers. “Evie!”

      “Oh, yeah. The woman you went out with twice and then said it was too difficult to work a relationship around your schedule.”

      Sam blew out a breath. “I’m going to start dating again. I was waiting —” The entire family gawked at him. “It’s not like there are a lot of choices in Falcon Run. I know practically everyone, and the women I don’t know are usually only here long enough to visit Denali. That’s not really conducive to establishing a relationship.”

      Daire raised the new mug to his lips but paused. “No one said you had to sign a marriage license. I just think you might not be so grouchy if you got laid once in a —”

      “Daire Belgarde!” his mother screeched.

      “Sorry, Mom.” Not looking contrite in the least, Daire peered over Sam’s shoulder, then pointed to something — rather, someone, Sam assumed — behind him.

      All his brothers — and their mother too — surveyed the area behind Sam, their eyebrows rising in unison. A few mouths even fell open.

      “I don’t know what you’ve been waiting for, Sam,” Alex crooned. “But I challenge you to start now.”

      “You better move fast,” Erik chuckled. “Vince is already trying to push by me.”

      “Am not!” Vince snorted. “For her, I’ll crawl under the table.”

      Perfunctorily, Sam turned to see what all the fuss was about. After seeing no one of interest nearby, he checked out the three ancient videogames at the opposite end of the bar. Okay, maybe not ancient, but twenty years old if they were a day.

      Fate, you old fool … What are you thinking? Chills ran down his arms. He didn’t have to see her eyes; he’d recognize those curves from a mile away. The woman from the backpacking class was playing the boxing game, the one where the player punches until the virtual opponent drops. She was his kind of sexy. Not too short, not too tall, curvy in all the right places, and obviously athletic based on her mad air-boxing skills.

      He didn’t need his brothers to challenge him; he’d been thinking all day about what he’d say if he saw her again. His legs were already transporting him across the worn wood floor. Once within a few yards of the woman, he paused and watched as she knocked out one simulated challenger after another. Note to self: don’t come on too strong. The chick’s got a wicked right hook.

      He glanced back at his family, irritated at their concern for his love life … and the way they were hanging on his every move. Just out of spite he thought about heading back. But hell, isn’t that called cutting off your nose to spite your face? Or cutting off another part, he thought with a snort. Besides, a new woman in the local dive bar was unusual. Attractive and new was nearly unheard of. Was it possible that since she was here, and not on the touristy side of the river, that she was a new resident? Didn’t matter. He wasn’t stupid enough to pass up a second opportunity to meet her. Sure, they’d kind of met earlier, but maybe he shouldn’t be thinking that way. Maybe he should act as if she hadn’t showed him up in front of twenty men.

      All of the lines he’d rehearsed sounded stupid now that he was within feet of her. It’d been too long since he’d approached a woman. He wasn’t sure how to start. Play it cool? Clumsy? Funny? Common interest?

      The woman dropped the handles and stepped back, smiling at her high score.

      He didn’t have time to come up with a game plan. If he waited for her to notice him, some horny local might swoop in. Abe, the resident meth-head, was already eyeing her as if she were a big juicy steak.

      Ignoring his palpitating heart and sweaty palms, he blurted out the first thing that came to mind, “You up for taking on a real opponent?”

      The woman turned, and she was even more striking than he’d remembered, especially now that she’d discarded the sunglasses and hoodie. Dark brows and lashes, matching her espresso-colored hair, framed those brilliant green eyes.

      “You want to fight me for real?” Her narrowed eyes sized him up from his cap to his boots.

      Sam blinked. Had she just checked him out? Or … wait. She thought he was seriously challenging her to a physical fight? Apparently so, from her rigid stance and very fit bod that seemed ready for an altercation.

      He held up his hands, the ancient sign that he held no weapons, and added a chuckle for good measure. “Oh, God no. You misunderstood. I may be the eldest of my brothers, but if I ever lifted a hand to a woman, they’d kick my ass from here to the North Pole. Not that that’s far from here, but it’s a cold and bitter place. I was thinking of something a little tamer.” He indicated the pool table behind her. “Are you as good at shooting pool as you are at air-boxing and tying knots?”

      The woman raised one of her perfectly sculpted dark brows. “Not sure. I’ve never played.”

      “Wanna learn?”

      “Depends.” She cocked her head. “Are you better at shooting pool than keeping people’s interest?” Obviously toying with him, the woman’s lips turned up slightly. But then she peered around him, scanning the bar.

      “I’m okay.”

      “You’d teach me, then? Without that I-know-everything swagger?” she added playfully.

      “Sure.” He’d love to teach her a few moves. Based on her one-handed knot tying and boxing skills, though, she might be able to teach him a few.

      The cheeky expression disappeared as she peered past him again, her gaze darting around the bar.

      He instinctively peeked over his shoulder to see what she was looking at. No one stood out. Mostly just his family gawking in his direction — and Abe’s sorry ass, as if he stood a chance with this physically fit woman. All parties quickly stopped their rubbernecking and started talking amongst themselves as though they hadn’t been spying.

      Great. Not only would his family be shamelessly watching him, so would every single man in the establishment who had wanted to approach the green-eyed beauty.

      Sam tested the weight of several pool sticks, then handed her one.

      Her fingers grazed his as she wrapped both hands around the stick. “Now what?”

      He reached for a square of chalk, his gaze locked on hers. Holding it out to her, he realized that he heard nothing but his own breathing. It was as if the entire tavern had gone silent.

      She accepted the chalk. “Like this?” She twisted her wrist back and forth, applying chalk to the tip.

      Dear God. He gulped, then busied himself by gathering up the balls, hoping she couldn’t see his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down, as if he were a hormone-filled teenager. “What’s your name?” The words came out rougher than he’d intended. But that’s how women roped him in. Funny and sexy … and then BAM! He’d anted up his heart once, and the girl took off, leaving him and his newborn son. Better to guard his heart from the start. Wow! Where had that come from? He hadn’t been mad at Daire’s mom in years.

      Green eyes stared at him. “Does it matter what my name is?”

      “Guess not,” he matched her casual tone as he racked the balls. “I could just say hey you when it’s your shot or call you Cat.” He motioned to the cue ball. “Ladies first.”

      “You can go first.” She leaned back against the wall, crossing her legs at her ankles. The familiar wheat-colored Timberland boots had never looked sexier. Adding to her casual look, her bronze knee poked out from the shredded threads of her painted-on jeans. “Why Cat?” she asked.

      Sam held back his answer while he lined up the cue ball. Not wanting the game to end too quickly, he performed a token break that didn’t drop any balls.

      He looked up at the sexy woman as he stood upright. “Your eyes …” He inhaled a deep breath as she held his gaze. Most people got uncomfortable maintaining eye contact for more than a second or two, but she just waited for him to continue. “Your eyes are stunning. They look like cat’s eyes.”

      Appearing momentarily disarmed, she smiled. “Is it my turn?”

      “Yes.” He pointed to a solid. “Tap the cue ball here.” He lined up the shot, mock shooting, showing her exactly where to hit the cue ball. “Let’s see what you got.” He directed her body exactly to the spot, resting a hand on her back.

      Without a word, she bent over the table. Her faded gray sweatshirt rode up, revealing a tattoo on her hip that he couldn’t quite make out. She gave the stick a quick, smooth jerk, sinking the ball, then shimmied out of his teaching embrace with a coy smile. “Like that, Mr. Instructor? Or should I call you el gato?” She smiled. “Perhaps, Tomcat?”

      Gato, the Spanish word for cat, if he remembered correctly. “I definitely wouldn’t refer to myself as a tomcat. But with that sexy accent, you can call me anything you want.” He grinned. “Especially if you say it in Spanish.”

      As though she approved of his comment, a broad smile lifted her heart-shaped face. “My name is Nora.”

      He dipped his head. “Nice to officially meet you, Nora. I’m Sam, but you already knew that. And I think you’re ready to play. Now the only question is … how good are you?”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Guess you’ll just have to find out.”

      Let the games begin, he thought.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next hour, they continued with their playful banter and swapped a few heated looks and a lot of flirtatious hints. But every once in a while, he’d catch Nora scanning the room. Each time her eyes darted to-and-fro, the action was sudden, as if she’d forgotten something. When she caught him watching her, she’d mask her apparent distress with a smile.

      In the last minutes of their third game, Sam realized he needed to get back to the family. It was, after all, Daire’s birthday.

      As she’d done for nearly every shot, Nora circled the table like a green-eyed panther stalking its prey.

      “Wait,” Sam said, “You’re missing the kill shot.” When she didn’t seem to see it, he approached her. As much as he didn’t want their game to end, he liked the idea of showing her the shot. Moving behind her, he placed his hands on either side of her sensually curvy hips and edged her to the side. He applied gentle pressure to her left shoulder, nudging her forward so she could see the shot. He wrapped his other arm around her, pointing. “See it? The cue ball will bounce back, lining you up to drop your last ball. Then you’ll easily sink the eight ball.”

      “Oh, I see …” She leaned farther over the table. “Like this?”

      God help him, as she bent over, her backside pressed up against him. He was certain she hadn’t planned to grind her ass against his crotch, but without warning, his relaxed-fit Levi’s suddenly felt like skinny jeans.

      Abruptly remembering where he was, he straightened up. One look at his mother and Daire eyeing him, and his size thirty-four jeans were no longer fitting like a cheap hotel.

      Seemingly not noticing how her move had affected him, Nora took her next shot and dropped the eight ball. At once, she performed a sexy hip-shaking victory dance. “Two wins for me, cariño! Want to play again, Sam?”

      The only thing sexier than her Spanish was his name on her lips. The way she said it sent his blood rushing through his body. He needed to say goodnight before he did something irrational like sweep her up into his arms and carry her to his truck.

      “I should probably get back to …” A slow song started, disrupting his thoughts. Couples made their way to the seldom-used dance floor. Without a thought, he wrapped a hand around Nora’s hand and led her to the dance floor. Thankfully, she didn’t question his bold move. Then again, with the moves she had just pulled on him, maybe she wouldn’t be opposed to slipping out the back door.

      “So … you’re from Argentina,” he said, determined to get his mind off the crazy thought of taking home a complete stranger. That wasn’t his style — not anymore. Not since he’d had to take over the family business. Funny how, when he stopped getting drunk, a lot of his other bad habits had gone away too.

      Nora tilted her head up and fluttered her long lashes. “Yes … I’m from Argentina. That fact has not changed since you asked me an hour ago. Small talk doesn’t suit you, Sam.”

      She was one tough cookie, this one. But he rallied. “It wasn’t lame small talk. Think of it as an anchor in the rock above you, helping you to reach the next level. I want to know more about where you’re from.”

      “Oh. Sorry, I guess I’ve been a little hard on you.”

      “A lot hard.” He lifted a shoulder. “But I can take it.”

      Her appraising look actually made his body tingle. With a nod, she said, “I imagine you can.”

      Several verses of the song passed, and he realized she wasn’t going to offer any information on her birth country. As nice as she felt in his arms, with his hands lightly resting on her lower back, he found that he really wanted to know more about her. “So … Argentina, huh?”

      They both laughed.

      “I was born in El Chaltén, but then moved to Buenos Aires when I was fourteen.”

      Sam smiled. He knew it was probably ninety percent physical at this point, but he liked this woman. He liked that she spoke her mind. A rare thing, especially when you first met someone. Usually it seemed like there was a breaking–in period, a time when both parties were on their best behavior. Then, after a few dates, the real you — or them — would come out. Well, Nora was already cocky and challenging. He wondered what secrets she harbored, though. Most people didn’t end up in Alaska alone … unless they were hiding from someone.

      “Let me clarify where I was going with that question,” Sam said. “Why have you come all the way from Argentina to Alaska?”

      “Actually, I’ve lived in L.A. for the last seven years. But … why would that be unusual? Americans travel to the Andes. Even a clothing line bears the name Patagonia. So why would it be unusual for someone from Argentina to come here?”

      “True …” He sighed, pulling her closer. She was about five inches shorter than his six-foot height, so her head rested perfectly on his shoulder. He wished he could drop his interrogation, but he was well aware why many people came to Alaska. Not those on cruise liners; those tourists were happy seeing the sights from the balcony of a cruise ship. But a woman on her own? There had to be more to her story. “Why are you in Denali, Nora?” he whispered into her ear.

      She peered up at him again, her emerald eyes holding him hostage as if an electric current connected them. “To hike. Why else?” Her words sounded flippant, but there was a hint of conflict in her eyes. As though she wanted to tell him the truth but couldn’t.

      “People come to Alaska for many reasons,” Sam said. “For some, hiking is just a good excuse.”

      Her muscles tensed beneath his hands. “I’ve come to hike, Sam. That’s all.”

      “Okay.” He tightened his arms around her. She’d waved off his question, but the way she’d said his name told him she wasn’t upset. Maybe he was overreacting. Perhaps he wasn’t as good at reading people as he thought. He shrugged off his concern. Just having her in his arms felt good. Familiar, somehow, as if she’d been a missing part of him.

      Her breath against his neck caused a surge of warmth to rush through him, something he hadn’t felt in what seemed like a lifetime. It had been a lifetime actually. Daire’s lifetime. He looked over her shoulder to see his family smiling. Were they right? Had he been grouchy lately? Well, he certainly didn’t feel grouchy right now. How could he, when he was dancing with a woman who played videogames, shot pool, and liked to hike? Maybe she’d fall in love with Denali and not want to leave. He could see himself with Nora, getting to know each other while hiking.

      Maybe she’d fall in love with him and not want to leave …

      Before he could suggest accompanying her on her hike, the song ended, and his mother waved him over. Time to sing Happy Birthday and cut the cake, she pantomimed. “Hey … I have to do family stuff. I’ll be back in a few minutes, okay? Unless … would you like to come with me?”

      She stepped back, breaking their intimate contact. “No … no … thank you, though. I understand family time. You should go alone,” she said with her lips, but her eyes looked sad. She blinked and smiled, shaking it off. “I’ll go beat up the bald man in the machine again. Meet me there when you’re finished.”

      He stepped toward her, closing the distance between them. Her slight accent was so cute that he felt an overwhelming urge to kiss her. But no. They’d just met. He couldn’t — shouldn’t — kiss a woman he’d known for a little more than an hour. He shook his head to remove the ridiculous thoughts creeping into his mind. “Sounds like a plan.”

      As he approached his family’s table, Gina carried out the cake his mother had brought to the bar earlier. Vince, the only smoker in the family, pulled out his lighter. Twenty-one candles. It was nearly impossible to believe that it had been twenty-one years, but it was. His son was a man. A man who wanted to risk his life saving others, just like the rest of the family. Just like the father Sam had lost.

      The family and practically the entire bar joined in singing Happy Birthday. With one long breath, Daire blew out the candles.

      Then the phones went off in unison.

      Instinctively, Sam, Alex, and Erik reached for their phones at the same time.

      “Water rescue,” Alex spoke first.

      Daire
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