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      For my boys.

      

      Sorry I killed the first deer this season.

      

      Believe me, the Jeep Cherokee was not my preferred weapon.

      At least we got some meat off my roadkill.
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      Hunting for Love is the first book in the Bama Boys Sweet RomCom Series.

      If you want to keep up with all my books and get updates about opportunities to receive Advanced Reader Copies as well as backstories on my content, join my newsletter.

      Happy reading!

      Kaci :)
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        Bianca

      

      

      

      I’m the man. Uh, I mean the woman. Whatever. I just bagged another high-profile client. Dad will be thrilled.

      My stilettos click across the marble floor leading to his office. If it weren’t for having to prove my professionalism to all the mad men in this place, I’d be skipping right now. That, and the fact that my pencil skirt won’t allow for it.

      I stop in front of his door and smooth my blond hair before knocking. I suck in a breath and impatiently wait for the boss-king to lower his scepter and let me enter. Favorite daughter aside, he still makes me play by protocol.

      His gruff voice echoes from the other side. “Come in.”

      I turn the brass knob and push the door like a linebacker shoving through the offensive line. I swear, his door weighs more than me. Probably to keep people from barging in unannounced. “Dad?”

      His thick eyebrows arch like two caterpillars stretching. I’d tried taking him to my brow girl, but he’d insisted only women and millennial hipsters waste money on such nonsense. And I can’t argue with that.

      “Come in, Bianca.”

      I cross the slick floor and sit on the sofa facing his desk. I sink into the puffy leather and relax my shoulders. The corners of my mouth tug upward as I announce my win with pride. “Maker’s Makeup is a now a client.”

      Dad widens his eyes, stretching the caterpillars into a downward dog position. “Very good. I have another prospective client I’d like you to meet.”

      I wiggle with anticipation. While I enjoy helping clients manage their money, my favorite part is the travel. Maybe he would send me someplace tropical this time.

      Dad puts on his reading glasses. I swallow back a giggle. I’d offered to buy him a new pair, but he prefers the pair he’s had for years. The pair that makes him look like Benjamin Franklin. He fumbles through a stack of folders on the edge of his desk and pulls one in front of him.

      “There’s a sporting goods chain out West doing so well, they want to expand to our side of the country.”

      “Atlanta?”

      “Georgia and other states.”

      I squint and lean forward to try to sneak a peek at the folder’s contents. Georgia, Tennessee. And that’s all I get before he picks up the folder and swivels his chair to the side.

      “Let’s see here.” He adjusts his Revolutionary-era viewfinders. Please be Florida. I could use some heat after a week in New York.

      “Georgia, Tennessee, Mississippi, and Alabama.”

      My face drops. “So, am I going to their main branch?” Please let it be some nice-sized city.

      Dad removes his glasses and clears his throat. “No, they’re coming this way to scout out locations, so I’ve arranged for you to meet with them in Alabama.”

      Acid boils through my stomach. Alabama?

      Aside from passing through the state, I’d been there exactly twice in my life. Once with my sorority sisters for a football game, then a year ago when we were in negotiations with a barbecue company in Birmingham. Alabama had beaten Georgia State, and the barbecue company had said they couldn’t trust a vegetarian to run their funds. The only good that came out of that was me branching out into eating chicken. You know, for the business, of course.

      “Before you ask, it’s not Birmingham.”

      I exhale a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. My stomach suddenly feels ten pounds lighter. Maybe I could skip barre class tonight.

      “It’s in . . .” Dad props the Ben Franks back onto the bridge of his nose. “Apple Cart.”

      I laugh so hard I snort. “Apple Cart? Are you kidding me?” I meet his eyes. The caterpillars say he wasn’t kidding. My laugh lines dissolve to nothing. “That’s the name of the town?”

      He nods. “There’s a large orchard there or something to that effect.”

      “And they want to build a sporting goods store there?”

      “Not necessarily, but it’s a good central location for all the places they want to scout.”

      I squish back into the couch and let out a puff of air. “Wait, so they found the central location between the spots where they actually want to go and decided to meet there? Despite the place being best known for apples?” Nothing about this makes sense. No wonder these people need us.

      “It is central, but it also has a new hunting lodge. The men booked it so they could hunt between meetings.”

      Oh great. “A hunting lodge?”

      “Don’t worry. You won’t have to hunt.”

      Well, that’s reassuring. A nervous laugh squeaks from my drying throat. I reach for Dad’s coffee mug and turn it up like a shot of whiskey. Ugh. I wince at the black, bitter liquid. I’d have been better off shooting whiskey.

      “Are you okay?” He gives me his skeptical stare.

      I set the mug back on his desk and nod, while trying to lick the dregs of pure coffee beans off my teeth. “You’d make me stay at a lodge in a place called Apple Pie?”

      “Apple Cart.”

      I wave a manicured hand his way. “Whatever. Dad, I’ve never gone to camp before.”

      He shrugged his shoulders. “Think of it as an adventure.”

      Had he lost his mind? Why couldn’t they just come to Atlanta? These rednecks could stop and shoot things on their way home.

      “Why don’t you meet with them, Dad? At least you’ve been quail hunting before.”

      He rocks back in his chair and steeples his fingers. Uh oh. He’s about to give me the speech. “Bianca, do you want to run this company someday?” And there it is.

      “More than anything.” I mean that with all my heart. From the time I was a little girl coming to my daddy’s office, to getting a degree in finance and then my MBA. And I’d worked my tushy off as an employee, trying to prove myself as a natural dealmaker.

      He leans across the desk and meets my eyes. The caterpillars have straightened into corpse pose, meaning he is dead serious. “Then you need to learn that there’s more business to be made than just makeup, spas, and fashion.”

      I allow the couch to swallow my shoulders, then lower my gaze. My eyes blur as I stare at the subtle dot pattern in my tweed skirt. Dad made a valid point. Up until now, I’d focused on the projects that appealed to me, with the exception of the barbecue company. Of course, he’d suggested I spearhead that one. Wait a minute . . .

      “Is that why you sent me to Birmingham last year?”

      The corner of his mouth cocks into a mischievous smile.

      I tilt my head. “Dad. Why?” How could he smile, knowing what I’d endured?

      “Because, daughter, when you’re in this office, you’re my employee first. You have to learn how to connect with all types of people, whether they like tofu and handbags or meat and handguns.”

      A chill shoots down my spine. I’d never touched an actual gun. The few Dad owned stayed locked in a safe at my childhood home. And now he wanted me to close a deal with men who sold guns for a living? How was that supposed to work?

      “Bianca, you can do this.”

      I nod reluctantly. I could do this. I had to do this. But . . . “One question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “This lodge . . .” The word “lodge” came out like a swear word, causing me to cringe. “Is it like in The Parent Trap?” I sit up straight. “I mean, will I be sleeping in a wooden shack and showering in a stall that shows my feet?”

      He wipes a hand across his wrinkled forehead and chuckles. “You’ll have your own room and bathroom.”

      I close my eyes. The knot in my stomach loosens. This conversation has been a killer ab workout.

      “You can do this. And if you plan to take over this company when I retire, you’ll have to.”

      That was all I needed to hear. I had to make this work. “So when do I leave?”

      “Tomorrow morning. Your flight for Birmingham leaves at five. You can get a car to take you from there.”

      Birmingham. My mind flashed back to the last time I’d landed in that gloomy city of steel and pig butts. It was nothing more than a wannabe Atlanta. Not that Apple Cart sounded any more appealing. But it was doubtful a town called Apple Cart had made any efforts to try and best my beloved Hotlanta.

      “Did you hear me?”

      I shake my head to focus, then turn my eyes to dad’s. “Yes.”

      He could always could sense when I got lost in my thoughts. Just like I could sense when he was testing me.

      But why did all his tests have to happen in Alabama?
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        * * *

      

      I yawn for the forty-seventh time while waiting in line at the airport Starbucks. Apparently, everyone else up at this ungodly hour also needs coffee to function. Flights before seven should be outlawed. If the pilot is half as sleepy as me, we’re in for trouble.

      I step up to the counter at last. “Venti Blonde vanilla latte, non-fat milk, no foam.” I hand the barista my credit card and adjust my leopard-print pencil skirt. Packing for this trip had posed quite the challenge. I’d wanted to mesh with the wilderness theme of the lodge and still retain my professional appearance.

      “Thanks.” I retrieve my card and shift toward the small crowd waiting on their drinks.

      “Venti Blonde vanilla latte for Bianca.”

      Ah. I smile as I lift the cup from the counter and walk toward the terminal. I find a seat in the front row by the gate. I turn the drink in my hand, then narrow my eyes. The scribbling of my name looks at lot like “Biatch.” I shrug. It’s not like I haven’t been called that before. I take a sip of the latte, pausing to relish the warm vanilla liquid as it trickles down my throat. Delicious. Every drop worth being “Biatch.”

      I pull out a folder from my carryon. Time for a crash course on the prospective client, as well as the lodge.

      “Gamer’s Paradise Lodge.” I giggle. Was this a hunting lodge or a redneck spoof song? I sigh and type the name into my phone. Sure enough, Google asked if I meant to search for “Gangsta’s Paradise.” I scroll past all the song-related results until I see Gamer’s Paradise Lodge.

      I click on the website. Geez Louise. How many photos of deer and turkey would I have to scroll past to get to something good? Finally, an image without wildlife. Oh, wait. A bunch more photos of open fields. A waste of space, if you ask me. Then, like a diamond in the rough, a gorgeous log mansion pops up.

      I straighten in my seat and zoom in on the lodge. No church camp cabin here. This house could hold its own at any upscale ski resort. I continue to the interior shots. High-end wood furnishings and burgundy leather couches, complete with animal skin rugs and antler chandeliers. Quite the pleasant surprise, given its surroundings.

      “Now boarding our platinum members . . .”  A friendly female voice leaks from the overhead speakers.

      I perk up at the announcement. I chuck my phone in my purse and down the last of my coffee, shuddering at the sudden surge of heat hitting my throat. Then, I grab my carryon and head for the terminal gate.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Buildings shrink and land expands the higher the plane climbs. I recline my head and search the app on my phone for a car to pick me up. I start checking off exclusions. No men, no recent tickets, no teenagers, no smokers. One total match for the time I need. I guess we have a winner. I book the driver just as the pilot announces the upcoming landing.

      We descend on an expanse of concrete between trees and houses. Not the high-rise landscapes of Atlanta. But Birmingham has at least one quality Atlanta doesn’t. An easy-to-maneuver airport. After deplaning, I retrieve my bags in record time without once having to elbow through a sea of people.

      I step outside and squint against the sun. I pull my Coach sunglasses over my eyes, then check my phone for the driver’s name and car description.

      Miles of asphalt and cars cloud my view. Then, I spot it—a white Honda with a dented door and a missing front hubcap. The car has seen better days. I suck in a breath and remind myself that I chose it for the driver’s profile and ratings. A woman around my age gets out of the driver’s side when I come closer.

      “I’m Angie.” She extends a slim hand, and I shake it.

      “Bianca. Thanks for the last-minute ride.”

      “No problem.”

      I shove my bag in the backseat and climb in beside it. A stack of notebooks litters the floorboard. I shift my feet to avoid stepping on them. Once I settle in, my head hits something stuffy. I turn to find a duffle bag shoved behind my seat.

      “Sorry for the mess.” Angie frowns in the rearview mirror.

      “It’s okay.” I force a smile. It’s not that okay. Messy and unprofessional, yes. But still better than riding with a male chauvinistic smoker or some kid fresh off getting their license.

      “So, Apple Cart, is it?”

      “Yes.”

      I use the long drive to study the prospective client file, glancing out the window now and again. The storefronts grow fewer and farther between until farms and houses replace them completely. Apple Cart, Alabama. So that’s where the phrase “off the beaten path” originated.

      We ride past an orchard with more trees than a Christmas tree lot. A stretch of land this long would be prime real estate in downtown Atlanta. But in a place called Apple Cart, they probably want to keep it in apples. A few miles later, the town’s welcome sign comes into view. Angie stops the car at a red light, then turns away from downtown. My chest sinks as we ride farther from actual town, passing everything from cotton fields to long metal buildings that smell like poop.

      At last, I see a sign for Gamer’s Paradise. Angie starts down a dirt drive. Dust flies up beside my window. I smirk. Better Angie’s old beater than my Mercedes. After a few yards, Angie suddenly stops.

      I lean forward. “What is it?”

      She stomps the gas. The car revs but doesn’t move. She hits the gas again, and rocks sling up. A few beat against the windows, quickening my heartbeat. Angie’s eyes widen. Not good.

      “Uh, I don’t think that’s helping. Maybe you should stop.”

      She removes her hands from the wheel. I roll down my window and crane my neck over the door to survey the damage. Mud covers at least half of the back tire. Yep. We are stuck. I slump back in my seat, hitting my head again on the duffle bag. I groan. “Welcome to Apple Cart, Bianca.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jack

      

      

      

      I pour another bucket of corn into the feeder, then check the varmint guard. Crazy raccoons. How I’d love to add them to the endangered species list. But hunting rogue coons won’t fix the root of the problem.

      As I reach into my toolbox for a screwdriver, my phone buzzes. Unknown number. I hesitate a split second, then tap the screen to answer. One downfall to using my personal number for business. I can’t afford to miss something important.

      “Jack. Gamer’s Paradise.”

      A strident female voice blasts my ear. I wince and hold the phone a few inches away.

      “Calm down, ma’am.” More hysterics. I roll my eyes and wait for her to run out of breath. “Yes, ma’am. Don’t panic. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      After a less than appreciative response, I hang up the phone and stuff it in the front pocket of my Carhartt overalls. I climb into my Dodge pickup and head for the entrance. I make it almost to the end of the drive before I pull up to an older Honda. The back tires are sunk low into fresh mud.

      I remove my cap and run a hand through my hair. Most people had sense not to drive through mud in a car like that. I really should resurface that road with a new load of gravel, but still. Too bad my money is tied up in other things. Liking paying the mortgage.

      I settle my cap back onto my head and hop out of the truck. “Hey, I’m Jack.”

      A tall, skinny blond standing beside the front of the car looks up from her phone and scowls. The most interesting green eyes glare a hole through me. “Finally.”

      This is without a doubt the woman who made me hard of hearing a few minutes ago. I stare back at her, then allow myself to take in her high cheekbones and long legs. I land on her eyes again. Those majestic green marbles shoot daggers at me.

      I swallow and drop my gaze. Too bad the attitude doesn’t match the outside packaging. I lick my lips and search for something to say. “Is this your car?”

      She laughs, a combination between a cheerleader and Cruella De Vil. Disturbing, yet original. “No, I got a ride-share.” She looks back at her phone.

      I march through the mud to the other side and knock on the window to settle this with the driver. Blondie can play on her phone, for all I care. A woman behind the wheel jumps, then rolls down the window.

      Wow. The last time two hot women came to the lodge was when the local Junior League brought me a housewarming gift. Unfortunately, I’d found the lasagna and sweet potato casserole way more appealing than either of them.

      “Hi, I’m Angie.”

      “Hey, Angie, I’m Jack. I’m gonna hook my truck to the front of your car and pull you out. Okay?”

      The brunette nods. “Can I get her bags first?” She seems sweet. Why is it always the blonds who cause trouble?

      “I can get them. Where are they?”

      Angie points to two large bags and a smaller one in the backseat. Hard to miss as the bigger ones are bright blue with spots, like exotic animal markings. Ugliest things I’ve seen. And I’ve seen a lot of ugly in my twenty-seven years.

      I open the back door and snatch the bags by the handles, then move them to the bed of my truck.

      Blondie unglues her eyes from the phone and narrows them at me. “Careful with those! My purse is Italian leather.”

      I ignore her and shut the car door. I go around to the front and search for a secure place to hook the winch, finding one that’s a decent enough spot. I pull the winch from my truck and secure it tightly. Then, I walk back to Angie’s window.

      “Angie, crank your car. I’ll start pulling, and when you feel it start to move, slowly press the gas.”

      She nods again, her face looking a little panicked.

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      She halfway smiles, her face relaxing a little.

      Blondie stays off to the side, scrolling through her phone.

      I walk closer to her. “Uh, ma’am?” She pays me zero attention. I raise my voice. “Ma’am!”

      She flinches and raises her head.

      “I need you to back up a couple of yards. Possibly more.”

      She props a hand on her hip.

      Well, two can play at this game. I lift my arm and motion for her to back up. She frowns but does it anyway. I fight off a smile at the slight victory. I continue waving my hand until she moves far enough back. I try not to laugh at her tiptoeing backward through the mud in high-heeled boots better suited for a street corner than the woods.

      “Thank you.” It’s gonna be a long week accommodating this gal.

      I climb back in my truck and give Angie a thumbs up. She nods, her eyes wide as a coon’s in a spotlight. I put the truck in reverse and give it some gas. Once Angie’s car starts to tug, I hold up my thumb, signaling her to do the same.

      And she does . . .  just not how I expected.

      She hammers the gas, throwing a steady stream of mud from her back tires. Blondie squeals from behind the car. I stick my head out the window and yell for Angie to slow down. She eases on the gas, and the car rolls out of the pit.

      I get out and unhook the winch. When I raise my head, my eyes meet long, lean legs caked with mud. I follow them to a dirty skirt, then crossed arms, then a face full of disgust.

      “Ma’am.” I stand and tip my cap, trying to keep a straight face.

      “Do you think this is funny?” She purses her bright-red lips.

      I shake my head in a nonverbal lie. “I told you to stay back.”

      She rolls her eyes so far back that the green disappears.

      “Excuse me.” I slide past her. I catch a whiff of flowers as I do. It sure beats the smell of deer pee and raccoon poop. I haven’t smelt anything that good on the property ever. Except for maybe the duck fart candles my cousin bought me as a joke. Turns out duck farts smell like fresh evergreens . . . according to the Country Candle Company.

      I dip my head into Angie’s window. “Okay, miss Angie, you’re good to go. Just turn around and go beside the mud hole this time.”

      Her eyes fill with fear. “Do you mind turning it around for me?”

      “Not at all.”

      Angie gets out and side steps along the edge of the road, keeping her eyes on the mud. Her shoes aren’t any better-suited for the occasion than Blondie’s, but at least they don’t scream streetwalker.

      I get in and maneuver the car around the mud, pulling it several feet past the danger zone.

      Angie meets me at the door. “Thank you for your help.”

      “My pleasure.” I get out and extend a hand. She hesitates, then shakes it, then blushes before getting in her car and driving away.

      I turn to the other woman, still planted in the road as if the mud had cemented her. “Ma’am, if you’ll get in the truck, I can get you to the lodge.”

      “I’m not walking back through that. You’ll have to come get me.”

      I shrug. “Suit yourself.”

      In the time I lived in Tuscaloosa, I met plenty of city girls. But none were this stubborn. I trudge across the mud. Bending slightly, I tuck one hand behind her knees, the other behind her back. With one quick motion, I hoist her into my arms.

      She lets out a small squeal. “I meant in your truck!”

      “Well, that’s where we’re going. This is more efficient.” I could annoy her as well as she could me.

      I cock a smile. Then, I grit my teeth. She’s a guest. A well-paying guest. And one for the first business conference I’ve ever booked. I need to focus on that. Not on how frustrating this woman brings much-wanted amusement to my mundane life. And certainly not how her slim body hugs against mine.

      I carry her through the mud and open the passenger door to my truck. Still holding her in my arms, I manage to open the door. Then, I drop her in the seat. She lands with a huff.

      “Uh, thanks . . . I think.”

      I laugh, no longer able to hold it back. “You’re welcome.” I slam her door and walk around to the driver’s seat, then climb in. “And I don’t think we’ve formally met. I’m Jack.” I extend my hand.

      She stares at my hand as if it were a poisonous snake. What’s her deal? It’s the same hand that cradled her legs a few second ago. After an awkward moment, she shakes it firmly. “Bianca Manderson.”

      I smile. “And now we’ve met.” I back the truck up to the trees, and a low-hanging limb scrapes the cab. She flinches.

      She sits like a statue while we make the mile-long drive to the lodge. I drum my fingers against the wheel and cut my eyes toward her now and again. She never looks my way, never says a word. Either I’m really that unbearable, or she still hasn’t recovered from the mud bath.

      I park in front of the lodge and turn off the truck. Out of instinct, I jump out and rush around to her side. I open the door to her hand in my face.

      “I’m perfectly capable of getting out myself.”

      “I was simply opening your door, not carrying you across the threshold.” I clear my throat and step aside. What was it about this woman that set me off so easily? Oh yeah, her evil witch disposition.

      Remember she’s a paying guest. Be decent.

      She grabs hold of the handle on the side of the truck and lowers one leg toward the ground. The spike of her boot catches behind the running board, and she topples forward. I catch her and quickly realize my hands have landed on her rear. I slide them up to her waist as my neck starts to sweat. Maybe they weren’t there long enough for her to notice.

      “Easy,” I say, warning for her not to try to jerk loose . . . but also as a warning to myself.

      “I’m trying.” She sighs and relaxes in my arms. A warmth rushes through my body. Oh, no. I don’t need that. Not with Blondie. Uh, Bianca. I’ve lived alone in these woods too long.

      I release one hand from her waist. “Lean against me.”

      Bad choice of words. She presses her head against my shoulder, sending the flower smell up my nostrils. The top of her hair tickles my chin whiskers. I grab the ankle of her stuck boot and maneuver it loose, then plant her on the ground before my senses overcome my common sense.

      She straightens and pulls back from me but keeps her hands on my shoulders. Our eyes lock for a second, and I try to decide what color to call hers. “Green” doesn’t do them justice. I’ve never seen a green like that in these woods. They’re more of an emerald or jade or even some fancy color I don’t know the name for. Peacock feather green. Is that an official color?

      I blink and step back, giving her space.

      “Thank you.” She blushes, then drops her hands. She grimaces as they hit her skirt. “Eww.”

      I kick the side of my truck tire, trying to conjure up words to make this less awkward for her . . . and me. “I can get your bags and show you to your room. You can take a shower before the guys arrive, if you want.”

      “I’d appreciate that.” Her bright red lips open to a smile.

      So she is human.

      I shut her door and retrieve the bags from my truck, then hand her the only normal-looking one.

      “Thanks.” She drops her phone inside and slings it over her shoulder.

      I motion for her to go ahead of me, and I roll the larger bags behind us. They bounce over the loose gravel as I follow her to the lodge, holding in a laugh. Dirty handprints mark her backside where I caught her. Better keep that to myself.
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        Bianca

      

      

      
      I raise my foot onto the first log step, more careful about where I place the heel of my boot this time. I’ve been felt up enough for today. Of course, none of it was intentional. I think.

      I climb the thick steps, in awe of the building’s beauty. I rub the soles of my shoes on the doormat. Before I can open the front door, Jack slides in front of me and opens it. What was with this guy? Must be part of his hospitality act. That I can live with. Lifting me into his arms and tossing me into a truck, I can’t. Way too personal.

      My eyes scan an entrance that is every bit worthy of a Southern Living cover story. The maple-colored wood with intricate detailing across the crown molding and beams. The vaulted ceilings and expansive lighting fixtures. Wait . . . are those chandeliers made of antlers? Interesting. But why would anyone build something so exquisite in the middle of a forest with no decent way in or out? Architecture like this belonged in Colorado Springs or at least the Great Smoky Mountains.

      “Here we are.” Jack smiles at me. He seems to mean well. I must admit I’ve never had a guy literally carry me out of danger before. Sure, he hadn’t saved me from a fire-breathing dragon or even from some stuck-up guy in a sweater vest, like in a Hallmark movie. But him lifting me out of the mud without hesitation had lit a spark of hope I was sure had burnt out long ago. Maybe well-meaning men did exist.

      I study his face as he shuts the door behind us. A swoony sensation I haven’t experienced in years courses through my veins. I jerk my head forward toward the fireplace to focus on the lodge rather than him. Besides, lanky, unshaven men in overalls and rubber boots aren’t exactly my type. And he doesn’t have the best etiquette when it comes to words. I should really correct him the next time he calls me ma’am.

      He takes a step away and props his hands on the tops of my bags. “What do you think?”

      I tug my purse strap higher on my shoulder and nod at the fireplace. “The stonework is impressive. And this vaulted ceiling.” I glance up, then turn to him. “I love it.”

      He blushes. “Thanks. That’s the reaction I was going for.” He taps the edge of my bag, then crosses his arms. “So, was it worth slopping through the mud?”

      My muscles tense. “Why don’t you ask me again at the end of the trip?”

      He laughs. His eyes dance with every chuckle. They’re the lightest blue I’ve ever seen. Almost transparent. Very complementary to his dark hair. Despite my best efforts to keep a straight face, my mouth starts to curve.

      He clears his throat and removes his cap. “I’ll give you the official tour later. I know you wanna shower and all first.” I glance down at my mud-soiled attire. “Yes, thanks.”

      He leads me to a broad staircase. The ceiling, with carved log beams, draws my attention once more. We climb the stairs side by side, with Jack heaving the bags behind him. Maybe I shouldn’t have packed so many shoes. But then I couldn’t have enjoyed watching him suffer this way.

      When we reach the top, he positions the bags on the landing and raises his arms in a victory pose. Or maybe in surrender.

      My mouth betrays me once more with a slight smile. “So, which room is mine?”

      “I gave you the room I give couples. That way, you’ll have a desk and your own bathroom.”

      “Thank you.” He’d given me the best room and had the forethought to understand I might need a desk or want more privacy. Most guys don’t pay attention to such details. But it is his job to please guests.

      He leads me down a long hallway with doors lining the outer wall. A railing along the left offers a view of the first floor. I admire the wooden beams even more from upstairs as we walk so close beneath them. Each one must weigh near a thousand pounds.

      He stops at the edge of the hallway and sets my bags beside the door. “Here it is.” He opens the door to what could best be described as a rustic honeymoon suite. A large four-poster bed, a stone fireplace, and a claw-foot tub, which leads to the bathroom entrance.

      “Wow.”

      “Nice, isn’t it?”

      I nod and run my index finger down the doorframe. “What kind of wood is this?”

      “Oak.” He points to the fireplace. “And if you ever need a fire built, you can call me.”

      “Like, call the desk?” I scan the room for a landline.

      “No.” He laughs. “I’m not that legit yet. Use the number you called before. It’s my cell phone.” He unbuttons the top pocket on his overalls and pulls out a business card that has seen its own share of dirt and grit. “Here’s my official contact info.”

      I pinch the tip of it, forgetting for a moment that I too am covered in mud. It was simple, with only three lines of black text: Gamer’s Paradise, Jack Jackson, and a phone number.

      “Wait, your name is Jack Jackson?” I cover my mouth, muffling a laugh.

      He sighs. “Yeah, my parents have a warped sense of humor. But hey, at least they didn’t name me Jackson Jackson.”

      “Or Michael.” I laugh louder, then clear my throat. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh.”

      “Yeah, you did.” He slants his eyes.

      I straighten and press my lips together to keep from insulting him further.

      His mouth morphs into a playful grin. “Gotcha.”

      I let out a puff of air and relax. I’ll have to watch myself around him.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it.”

      I nod, and he walks out, shutting the door behind him.

      After securing both door locks, I retrieve my toiletry bag and head for the bathroom.

      The smooth wooden walls, which I now know are oak, carry over into the bathroom. The shower catches my attention right away as it is made from the same stone as the fireplace. I turn on the water and peel off my soiled boots, then do the same with my clothes. Aside from rush week in college, I’ve never been so filthy. I let my clothes fall in a pile on the floor. That will have to do for now. No way I’m putting mud into my silk garment bag.

      I make a mental note to book a ride home in a four-wheel drive vehicle. Heck, I’d even allow a chauvinistic male smoker to drive me over getting stuck again. Which is probably what I’ll find around here.

      I stick my hand under the showerhead, sighing as warm water rinses dirt down the drain. My brightly painted nails reappear as the brown and red mud washes away. I step inside, never so thankful for running water. I lather my limbs twice with lavender spa soap. Just in case any kind of animal disease was mixed with the mud.

      After a long shower, followed by my usual beauty routine, I thumb through my clothing. I pull out a pair of
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