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CHAPTER 1 

Becca 

Friday Night 

 “You are fired!” My brother’s neck is beet red, his nostrils flared. He’s the 

picture of incensed at the moment. But. He loves me. I excel at finding Tad’s 

heart. 

“The traffic on the way in—” I start. 

“I’m not joking, Becca.” His eyebrows go higher, his mouth half open for a 

beat before he finishes his thought. “I can’t deal with this right now.” 



I’m at the entrance of Grand Lark Retreat, where the unmanned front desk 

sits empty but the bar-slash-restaurant beyond holds a total of seven human 

beings—including the staff: my brother and Dominic, who’s busy holding up a 

wall. 

Every pair of eyes is on me, but I walk in, head held high after being called 

out in the least subtle way ever. 

“Can’t deal with what?” I ask Tad when I reach the far, unpopulated end 

of the bar. “This rush you and Dominic can’t handle without me?” I rest my bag 

on an empty barstool and swipe my hands over my soaking-wet arms. “I swam 

here. It took extra time. Sue me.” 

“I’m not suing you, Bec.” He washes a glass in the angriest way possible. 

“I’m firing you.” He dries it in the same manner. 

I flick my eyes around the room. A couple sits at the bar, ignoring my 

drama. An older guy occupies a booth in the corner, also ignoring me. The single 

woman at the bar watches me unabashedly and I pull my eyes from her judgy 

ones and reroute to the only patron left—an incredibly attractive guy who 

narrows his focus on me before returning it to the screen of his phone. 

I have a whole-body oomph like someone knocked the wind out of me. 

My gaze snags on his broad shoulders and square jaw a little longer than 

appropriate before I force myself to deal with my brother. 



“You don’t want to fire me. You need me!” I try grinning. Tad glares. 

“You were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago.” He snaps his arm 

straight and points at the office where our shared desk sits. “Any phone calls that 

come in are supposed to be answered by you. Not by me. Not by Dominic. 

That’s why I pay you.” 

“Which I totally appreciate and need,” I chime. My brother is a taller, 

angrier version of me. Darker blond hair that’s much, much shorter than my own. 

Flat line of a mouth where I mostly show off my smile. I’m chipper; he’s more of a 

wood chipper. 

Grand Lark Retreat’s phones weren’t exactly ringing off the hook until 

recently. Forest fires damaged a portion of Gatlinburg’s rental properties, which 

made vacationers venture away from the familiar and give us smaller outfits a try. 

We’re grateful for the bump in popularity, but we all wish it hadn’t come as a 

result of someone else’s nightmare come true. 

“I grabbed the phone a few times. It was no big deal,” Dominic mutters in 

the soft-spoken way he has. He pushes off the wall where he was leaning. He’s 

been my brother’s best friend for most of my life, so I know him well. 

“Hey, Bec.” He shoves his hands in his pockets. 

“Hi, Dom. I appreciate it.” 



“Regardless.” Tad marches out from behind the bar and I follow. He 

clears off an empty table with angry, jerky motions and then points at me with a 

spoon and a fork. “It’s not like this is your first warning.” 

I wince because it’s totally not my first warning. It’s not my second, either. 

It’s not even my third. I know. I know. But believe me when I say I’m doing my 

best. 

I came back to Tennessee to lay low for a while. My brother and his wife 

(and my two adorable, angelic nieces) were nice enough to let me move in while 

I figure a few things out and save some money. I’ve been doing the latter—not 

so much the former. It’s been more fun lately not figuring things out. Letting 

myself blow in the breeze. Go where the wind takes me . . . 

Tad delivers a bottle of beer to the guy in the corner booth and I smile 

sweetly at him. He grimaces. Does everyone on the planet think I’m a screwup? 

“Tad—” 

“Not now, Becca.” 

With a sigh, I head back in the direction of the office, only to become 

distracted by the Magic Mike look-alike hunkered over my brother’s bar. I should 

grab my bag, walk directly to the office, and start returning emails. Instead I grab 

a discarded towel and surreptitiously check him out while pretending to wipe 

down the barstools. 



At second sight, I reconsider the Magic Mike comparison. He’s not quite 

pretty enough to be a stripper. He’s rugged. Has a presence. Everything around 

him suggests he’s not only strong but also warm. Kind. 

I pull in a deep breath as I consider that tantalizing possibility. Kindness is 

a dwindling resource. Sure, Dominic is nice to me, but he has to be. He’s known 

me forever. 

Tad, on the other hand, has been so short fused lately that “kind” isn’t in 

his vocabulary. I suppose that’s deserved. I’m not exactly a shining example of a 

woman who has her life figured out. I truly have been trying, but I don’t fit into 

his mold . . . or any. 

It’s still not a good reason to fire me. 

I’ll talk him out of it. 

I wiggle my shoulders and straighten my spine. No one is better at faking 

it until making it than I am . . . even if I haven’t “made it” anywhere yet. 

I wipe the seat of a barstool and peek through my lashes at the stranger at 

the bar. I wonder where he’s from. No wedding band on his left finger. His 

attention has been glued to his phone, so other than the brief glance at me a few 

minutes ago, his head’s been down. 

A loud laugh burbles out of a drunk-and-getting-drunker woman at the 

bar, and the stranger’s eyebrows crash down over a strong nose as he drags his 



eyes up at the sound. Strong nose below a strong brow and a firm, strong jaw to 

match. 

 
Holy… 

He’s freakin’ hot. 

I move toward him a few steps and polish the shiny wood of the bar and 

take him in below the neck. He’s less Magic Mike there, more lumberjack. An 

absolute hulk of a guy. I’m hovering around five feet nine inches, so I’m not 

impressed by merely tall. 

But this guy? His width is as impressive as his height. Round, strong 

shoulders testing the seams in his T-shirt. Back bent, his phone dwarfed in one 

large hand. He’s almost slouching but there’s nothing weak about his posture. 

His back is as wide and sturdy as a support beam. 

I work in the office most of the time, but I take breaks and wander out 

here to people-watch. I’ve witnessed plenty of guys checking their phones at this 

bar. Some of them have been attractive guys—but no one has ever snagged my 

unwavering attention. Not until tonight. 

What gives? 

I’m not lonely. Not desperate. I don’t make a habit of approaching men I 

don’t know in bars. And yet that’s exactly where my mind goes. Approaching 



him. Finding out how his jeans became ragged at the bottoms and worn at his 

heavy thighs. Finding out if he owns a motorcycle. He’s wearing a pair of 

motorcycle boots with buckles on the sides, one foot on the floor, the other 

hooked by the heel on the lower rung of the stool. 

I automatically cast my eyes to the parking area out front. Only two trucks 

and a Jeep sit in the lot. No bike. That’s his Jeep, I’d bet. It’s deep gray, hardtop 

attached to thwart the never-ending rain. I imagine him in it. It suits him, top on 

or off. My imagination supplies a visual of him with his top off and that’s even 

better. In the sun or the rain. Oh, the rain. 

My teeth stab my bottom lip as the images come without my trying—a 

welcome reprieve from the here and now. 

The stranger. The rain. His shirt’s off as he twists the bolts off a flat tire. I’m 

about to cast myself as a passerby who’s going to offer help when my brother’s 

voice crashes into my awareness like thunder. 

“Becca!” 

I jerk out of my fantasy to find the stranger looking right at me. He meets 

my gaze and holds it, and heat licks up my thighs and teases there so intensely, I 

almost forget why Tad is pissed at me. 

“Becca,” he repeats, minus the exclamation point. 



“Yes, Chosen One?” I ask, my nickname for him since I discovered he was 

our parents’ favorite. 

He frowns and sneers—a typical Tad combo—and tosses a bar towel over 

his shoulder. 

“Why are you cleaning if I fired your ass?” he asks. Loudly. 

Okay, that’s embarrassing. I sneak a glance at the stranger to find he’s still 

looking in my direction. His brow crashes down again and his curved back goes 

straight, like he’s ready to speak out in my defense. Interesting. Nay . . . 

intriguing. With an audience, I can’t resist being cheeky. 

“Is that what I’m doing?” I regard the cloth in my hand in faux shock. “I 

must’ve been sleep-dusting again.” 

Tad snarls a few sentences. It’s not that I’m ignoring him so much as that 

what he’s saying is zapped from my head by two heat-seeking silver-blue irises 

that vanish beneath narrowed lids. 

The stranger’s not only watching me now. He’s smiling at me. 

It’s brief, but I’m rewarded by the flash of white teeth before they vanish 

behind full lips. He snaps those gorgeous eyes away from me and back to his 

phone. 

I hope he’s not texting his girlfriend. 



I’m struck with the overwhelming need to approach him. If I don’t, I’ll 

forever regret not seizing the moment—a moment that could result in finding 

out if Magic Mike has anything to offer other than an amazing physique. Is he 

kind? Is he smart? Is he willing to give his phone number to a virtual stranger? 

Sky’s the limit, really. I’ll never know unless I approach him. 

There’s a ping in the center of my chest telling me that’s exactly what I 

need to do. I’ve followed that ping to several states. Into several jobs. Except 

when I returned home. That wasn’t a ping so much as a deflating balloon. It felt 

like giving up but I was unmotivated and out of money. At least I followed my gut 

to New York in the first place, and made amazing friends as a result. 

The ping happens again and my gut resonates with certainty. I have to 

approach him. I’ll forever kick my own ass if I don’t. 

I drop the cloth back onto the bar top and have taken two steps in his 

direction when he asks Tad for another beer. My next step falters. His voice is 

rich. As thick as honey. Heavy, dark, amber-colored honey that takes its time 

sliding out of the jar while you anticipate the first taste. 

Oh, man. 

I bet his laugh is phenomenal. I bet if he let loose that chuckle into my 

ear—complete with warm exhale—I’d go up in flames. 

Only one way to find out. 



Dax 

The rain started when I crossed the Ohio border into Kentucky. Light at first, then 

heavy and pelting, accompanying some wind that at one point had me 

wondering if I’d make it down here at all. I did, but the storm followed me to 

Tennessee. 

Some vacation weather. 

I rented a cabin, but I also brought my tent and camping gear. I’m 

planning to find a nice spot under the stars in the woods to sleep for a night or 

two. I need a break from . . . everything. 

From my buddy Barrett, who’s staying at my apartment thanks to a messy 

breakup with his on-again, off-again girlfriend, and from my mother’s constantly 

asking me if I’m hungry or if she can make me something to eat. 

My dad died recently. I spent early spring living back home, helping her 

clean out the shed and the garage. A task I thought would take two weeks but 

ended up taking two months. 

Barrett’s timing wasn’t the best—he asked if he could crash on my couch 

for a week or so. I’d just returned home from my mother’s house and was looking 

forward to peace and quiet. 



My friend is still bunking on my couch and watching countless hours of 

television. It was either blow my stack and kick him out on his sorry ass or take 

myself on a much-needed vacation. 

So here I am. 

The bartender, a slight guy in his late thirties, brings me another beer. I 

started a tab. As ready as I thought I was to have solitude, postdrive beers taste 

better in public. Probably because I’m a bar owner. Drinking in public feels 

normal. 

I remember my dad as I sip my fresh mug of Miller Lite—his beer of 

choice. My throat tightens with grief and sorrow. The kind that hooks into you 

and forces you to pay attention to it. There’s no escaping missing him. 

Losing him meant losing our weekly phone calls. Football season is really 

going to suck. We used to watch a lot of games together. Picturing myself alone 

on the couch with a beer is a sad sight indeed. 

Bubbly laughter drifts my way from the girl on my right. She works here—

or did until about ten minutes ago when the bartender who refilled my beer fired 

her. She’s dressed in dark, slim jeans accentuating long legs below a white, flowy 

top. The second she set one high-heeled sandal in this place, that guy laid into 

her, much like he did a minute ago when he yelled her name. 

He called her Becca. 



I wonder if it’s short for Rebecca. 

Anyway, I’m not much for disrespecting women, and this jerk seemed to 

do it no problem, but I didn’t see a reason to intervene. His harsh attitude rolled 

off Becca’s back like she was coated in oil. 

She didn’t stomp out or raise her voice. She handled him respectfully, 

quietly stating her case. If anything, he was the one stomping around and raising 

his voice. After he unprofessionally pitched his fit, Becca maintained a bounce in 

her step and a smile on her pretty face. That made me smile, which is a feat 

lately, let me tell you. My employees have taken to calling me “Grumpy Dax,” 

which is not only uninventive but also telling. 

Becca is chatting up the other guy who works here. He leans a hip on the 

bar and sends the stink eye to the bartender who served me—their boss. They 

don’t seem to like him much. 

Boss Man steps in front of me now, cellphone in hand, and informs me of 

some bad news. 

“Mr. Vaughn, I need to swap keys with you.” He pockets his cell and slaps 

down a key on a red key fob reading GRAND LARK. It’s exactly like the one he 

gave me earlier, only that one’s yellow. “I’m moving you to cabin thirteen,” he 

tells me. “I received a text from maintenance. The rain has made the hill 

impassable.” 



The key to cabin 7 is still in my pocket from when I checked in (from this 

very seat, since the front desk was empty). Not that I’m superstitious, but cabin 7 

sounds a hell of a lot luckier than cabin 13. 

“Mine’s the Jeep,” I tell him, jerking my chin toward the parking lot. “I can 

make it up there.” 

“I doubt it.” He smiles but there’s no humor there. 

“Guess we’ll find out.” I handpicked cabin 7 because of the location. It sits 

deep in the woods, well off the main road, and the view beyond the balcony is 

breathtaking. I don’t use that word ever, so it has to be true. 

“Sorry.” The bartender shakes his head. “Company policy. If you and your 

Jeep go sliding off the mountain, we’ll be liable. I’m not only the manager of this 

fine drinking establishment, but I’m also the owner of Grand Lark.” 

Well. 

Shit. 

With a heavy exhale, I reach into my pocket. I surrender the yellow key 

fob, laying it on the bar. 

“If it opens up . . .” 

“We’ll move you immediately,” he finishes for me. 

Lightning illuminates the entire bar, a loud crash of thunder following right 

behind it. Becca lets out a startled yip before settling a hand on her chest and 



letting out a burst of laughter. The laughter transforms her face, brightens her 

coloring. I reluctantly tear my eyes off her as Boss Man spouts directions for my 

new (and unwanted) digs. 

I take the red key fob and cram it in my pocket as he slides a map across 

the bar and points out cabin 13. It’s closer to the main office than I’d like, with 

other cabins are nearby. I’m not happy about the change, which he must’ve 

discerned. 

“I know it’s not ideal,” he tells me. “We should be able to open up the 

road in the next day, maybe two.” 

I dip my chin in a nod. It’ll have to do. I’m not willing to start my six-hour-

plus drive back to Ohio now, nor am I going to look for another cabin rental this 

late at night. Getting this one was a bitch considering the recent Gatlinburg 

forest fires. I was lucky to find an opening. 

He asks if he can get me anything else before he clocks off for the night. I 

say no, and he tells me Dominic can get me anything else I need. I’m assuming 

Dominic is the besotted Italian-looking guy mesmerized by Becca. 

He likes her. Probably hasn’t dated her yet, because that look in his eyes is 

more pining than reminiscent. 



She’s either cruel or doesn’t recognize his suffering, because next she 

squeezes his biceps and walks away. I watch the way he inspects his arm after she 

goes, pulling his shoulders back like his day has just been made. 

He’s young. Probably closer to her age than I am. I’m thirty-three; she 

can’t be older than midtwenties. 

I glance up from my phone again to watch her. At first blush, she’s what 

you might call “cute.” Tall, her chin-length light-blond hair cut at choppy angles. 

But if you watch her for longer than five seconds the cuteness morphs into more. 

Becca moves with grace, like a dancer or an athlete. She’s lithe, not skinny, 

and it only takes one glance down those long legs to notice the muscles in her 

calves, even beneath her jeans. 

She’s a beauty. 

Though the “cute” assessment reemerges the moment she opens her 

mouth. From the small amount of conversing I’ve overheard, I know she has a 

sharp wit and a sharper tongue. She’s funny. 

And in the face of being fired by her weak-chinned boss, she hasn’t 

abandoned the premises yet. Which also means she has balls. 

Figuratively speaking, I like a woman with balls. 



I don’t like them meek. I don’t like when they play dumb. And thanks to 

my last relationship, I really don’t like when they treat me like I’m a big, oafish 

former jock who doesn’t understand how relationships work. 

I understand, all right. 

It’s an understanding that keeps me from wanting to enter another one. 

They’re good and fine for a great many people, but I’m not one of them. 

The only relationships I’m interested in are the ones I have with my 

bartenders and other staff and maybe, on occasion, if the mood is right, the one I 

have with a woman on a temporary, no-strings basis. 

A flash of blond catches my eye. I turn my head to find Becca, glossed lips 

hitched, approaching me with a confident, easy walk. 

I straighten, ignoring the text that just buzzed my phone. 

Looks like the mood could be right for a little no-strings fun tonight. 



CHAPTER 2 

Dax 

The high-heeled sandals on Becca’s feet give her a few added inches of height, 

making her legs a mile long. She doesn’t quite strut, but she doesn’t hesitate 

either. 

Boss Man doesn’t seem to care that she’s lingering, since he’s on his way 

out the door, his scowl a permanent fixture. 

She’s a few feet from my seat, so I straighten up, pull back my shoulders, 

and lock my gaze with hers. It’s dark in here, so I can’t tell if her eyes are hazel or 

golden-brown. I’ll know soon enough. 

She comes to a scuffling stop in front of me, her smile somewhere 

between shy and confident. Interesting mix. 

“Hi.” 

“Hi yourself,” I rumble after a brief pause. 



She grins and I feel a smile pulling my lips. It’s not like random gorgeous 

women approach me on the regular. I can’t remember the last time any woman 

approached me. I’ve been in my head a lot lately—stomping around frowning 

isn’t the most open body language for attracting the opposite sex. 

Becca doesn’t twirl her hair or inspect her shoes. She simply pulls out the 

seat next to me and sits down. 

“I saw you and Tad swap keys.” 

My eyebrows lift. 

Her mouth drops open before a laugh echoes from her throat. When she 

covers her lips with her fingers, she looks adorably chagrined. 

“I didn’t mean that to sound strangely sexual.” Another laugh. “I’m 

assuming the cabin you booked isn’t available?” 

I fish the red key fob out of my pocket and show her the proof that I’ve 

been relocated. “I’m now in thirteen. Tell me there’s no weird lore I should know 

about.” 

“Besides the guy in a hockey mask who murders teenagers and throws 

them in the lake? None at all.” 

I let loose a smile of my own. “I’m safe, then. I haven’t been a teenager for 

a while.” 



She taps her lips with one finger, and I admire the full plushness of them 

and try to remember the last time I kissed someone because I wanted to. It’s 

been way longer than I like to admit. 

“So you were in cabin . . .” 

“Seven.” 

“I’m trying to remember the name on the reservation.” She narrows her 

eyes—hazel, I notice before they disappear under mascaraed lashes. “Dex?” 

“Dax,” I correct. “You were close.” 

“Dang! I really was. I thought you were ‘Dex,’ short for ‘Dexter.’” 

“It’s ‘Dax,’ short for nothing,” I reply. “Is ‘Becca’ short for ‘Rebecca’?” 

“It’s ‘Becca,’ short for nothing.” 

We smile at each other, the air sizzling between us with a special brand of 

fire: want. I’d use the two-ships-in-a-storm metaphor but that’d be lame. Instead I 

point out the obvious. 

“Your boss is a prick.” 

This earns me a loud “Ha!” followed by “He’s been like that since he was 

five years old. I’m his younger sister, so I would know.” 

“I take it back. He’s not a prick. He’s an asshole. I’ve fired people before 

and my form is much better. Who fires his younger sister?” 



“What if I deserved it?” She leans on an elbow, and despite her shirt 

having an enticing V-neck, I keep my head up. 

“Did you?” I ask. 

Her confident expression falters, her eyes glancing away before landing 

on me again. Damn. Does she think she deserved that little respect? An odd 

urge flows through me—the urge to protect her, if not avenge her. Again, not 

the norm where I’m concerned. 

“Maybe,” she finally answers. 

I glue my gaze to hers. “Even if you deserved it, he should respect you 

more than to bark at you in front of a bar full of patrons.” 

“That sounds like a line.” 

“Don’t do lines, babe.” I drink my beer and shrug. I don’t have time for 

bullshit these days. Maybe that’s me getting older, or maybe it’s that losing my 

dad has narrowed the list of what’s important to a lean top five. 

“Cabin thirteen doesn’t have any creepy lore, but it’s nothing like cabin 

seven.” She crosses her legs and wiggles her foot. I wait for her to continue. 

“Cabin seven is remote and woodsy. Nestled in a sea of pines next to a clearing 

of wildflowers, with a view of the mountains.” 

Exactly what I wanted. Exactly why I came here. Peace, quiet, and pine 

trees. 



“Cabin thirteen,” she says, her face pinching, “is a short drive from this 

building. Its features include a sprawling downstairs area, two bedrooms and two 

bathrooms on opposite sides of the cabin, a balcony with hot tub, an elliptical 

machine, and an arcade room off the back.” 

I don’t need a mirror to know I’m frowning. 

“The balcony overlooks the parking lot for the casino at the bottom of the 

mountain,” Becca continues like a commercial from Grand Lark, “and is 

convenient to both the Grand Lark office and bar and cabins ten and eleven, 

which are multifamily and perfect for reunions or weddings.” 

She finishes with a grin. She enjoys teasing me. 

“How’s that sound?” she asks. 

“Utopic.” 

“And he’s funny.” She presses a finger onto my forearm. The least sexual 

touch ever, and yet my skin is warm even after she pulls away. 

“Lucky for you, the rain has deterred nearly every family from our ‘utopic’ 

establishment. Cabins ten and eleven are empty for the week.” 

“Good news.” 

Outside the rain falls harder and faster, splattering the windows and likely 

flooding another road to another cabin. Becca’s shoulders shudder as she 

watches out the window. 



“Don’t like storms?” 

“I love them,” she corrects, all of her brightening. “You never know what’s 

going to happen. When they’ll end. How strong they’ll be. It’s exciting, the not 

knowing.” Her eyes go to the windows again. “Hope your Jeep top is on tight.” 

“Fancy yourself a stalker, don’t you?” 

“Hey, I didn’t get your name right.” She takes my joke in stride. I like her. 

That’s a big statement to make, since I met her about five minutes ago, but it 

doesn’t make it any less true. 

“You don’t sound like you’re from Tennessee,” I tell Becca. Her accent is 

neutral, at least it is to my midwestern ears. 

“I’m from Tennessee. But I’ve lived in a few different states. Must’ve 

become muddled.” 

“What states?” 

She’s just opened her mouth to answer when the other guy who works 

here looms over us, closer to Becca than to me. 

“Hey, Dom,” she says with a smile he doesn’t return. 

“Are you cashing out?” he asks me. 

Becca’s eyes widen in amusement before sweeping to me. 

“No,” I answer. 

Dominic works his jaw, clearly displeased that Becca and I are talking. 



“Becca needs a drink,” I tell him. 

“Aren’t you on the clock?” he asks her. 

“She’s fired,” I say to Becca’s pleased-as-punch smile. 

“Officially done for the day,” she tells Dominic. “Rosé, please.” 

Dominic arrows a sharp glare at me before he pours her a glass of pink 

wine and delivers it without looking in my direction again. 

The last of the bar guests fritter off over the next hour or so. Becca and I 

stay where we are, talking about favorite drinks and movies and what kind of 

music we listen to. 

Me: anything. Her: mostly dance music. 

It suits her. 

Over the course of our neutral conversation, she orders a basket of 

popcorn, which we bottom out. Her glass of wine is still half full and I have an 

inch or two of beer left in my glass. The storm’s worsening outside. We both 

know it but neither of us wants to break stride. Neither of us wants to leave. 

Dominic returns, offering a refill on the popcorn. 

“I’m good,” I tell him.  

He snaps his attention to Becca. “You okay?” 

By the look on his face, I’m guessing he’s hoping she answers, “No, I’m 

not having any fun at all. Will you marry me?” 



Instead she says, “Doing great, thanks,” to his visible disappointment. He 

shoots a few more daggers at me before busying himself cleaning the bar. 

“He doesn’t like you very much,” Becca points out, pressing her lips into a 

flat line of apology. 

I can’t help chuckling, and it’s been so long—months? years?—since I’ve 

done something as jovial as chuckling, the sound startles me. This vacation thing 

has its merits. 

“It’s because he likes you, Princess.” I’ve been watching him out of the 

corner of my eye since Becca sat down. Dominic is as territorial as a rabid dog. 

“‘Babe’? ‘Princess’? Don’t you know this is the era of feminism? I could 

have you arrested.” 

“For what?” 

She leans close, right into my personal space, and the pull in my gut is like 

a cable strapped to my balls. 

“Indecent exposure.” 

I lean an inch closer. The air between us heats. Lowering my voice, I give 

her a gravelly “I’m not exposed.” 

“You could be.” She plucks the fabric of my T-shirt and raises an eyebrow. 

“If you took this off.” 

My gut tightens. I know that feeling, but it’s been eons since I’ve felt it. 



White. 

Hot. 

Attraction. 

It’s been simmering on the back burner this entire time, but she cranked 

the heat to high. 

She breaks the cord strung between us, sitting back in her chair and 

crossing one long leg over the other. The scrape of the denim of her jeans is 

enough to send me on an imaginary adventure involving those legs wrapped 

around my waist. 

Becca raises her wineglass and sips, and I ease back into my chair, not 

wanting her to know where my head’s at. Not yet. 

“Dax what?” she asks, as if no time has passed since her guessing my first 

name and right now. 

“Vaughn. Becca what?” I ask in kind. 

“Stone.” 

“What did you do before you were fired from Grand Lark, Becca Stone?” 

“Oh, you know. This and that.” Another sip of her wine. Her confidence 

flags. I wonder if something bad happened between the this and the that. 

“Where did you do this and that?” 

“New York for a while. Virginia. Ohio. Michigan.” 



Coy as she’s been, I’m surprised she answered me. 

“What do you do, Dax Vaughn?” 

“Bar owner.” 

“Where’s your bar?” 

“Columbus.” 

Her eyes spark with interest. “I lived in Columbus for six months.” 

“No shit.” 

Her grin gets bigger. “No shit.” 

We’re teetering. I know it—she knows it. The question is, who is going to 

topple first? I’m not sad to say it might be me, but I’m going to wait this one out 

a bit. 

I settle into my barstool like I’m not going anywhere anytime soon. “So 

where in Columbus—” 

I cut my words off when the bar goes black. For the count of a breath, the 

electricity snaps off. Then on. Then off. 

Off is where it stays. 

I turn on my phone screen, and in that faint bit of light, I can make out 

Becca’s wide eyes on me at the same time I feel the warmth of her palm, striking 

like flint, on my arm. 



Dominic announces that he’s going to power up the generator. He 

doesn’t ask Becca if she’s okay again, but I sense that he’d like to. Her eyes don’t 

leave mine. I can feel them on me even when my phone light winks out. 

“Scared, Becca Stone?” My voice is barely above a whisper, but it sounds 

loud without the humming backdrop of electrically powered appliances. 

“No.” She squeezes my arm. “Are you scared?” 

“No. I love the dark.” 

“Me too,” she says. Breathlessly. 

A beat passes and her hand runs the length of my arm, tucks under my 

shirtsleeve, and grips high on my biceps. I flex for her. Another beat passes 

where nothing but our truncated breaths saturate the air. And then we’re bathed 

in light. 

“It’s back on,” she says needlessly. She’s still touching me, her cheeks 

pink with heat. Our bodies lean in and we just keep leaning. 

“Dax?” she whispers, her voice the slightest bit unsteady. 

“Yeah?” 

She responds by coming my way. Slowly. Until her lips touch mine in the 

barest, faintest brush. Every inch of me ignites, as if Dominic plugged my body 

into that generator. My eyes close and I lose the softness of her lips. Her hand 

strokes down my arm and she takes my fingers in hers and squeezes. 



“Sorry about that,” she mumbles. 

I open my eyes. “Don’t be.” 

“I didn’t plan on doing that. I was going with my instincts.” 

“Good instincts.” 

“Do you . . .” She licks her lips and her eyes flit to the door and then back 

to me. “Do you want to—” 

“Check,” I bark at Dominic the moment he steps behind the bar again. I 

don’t break eye contact with Becca. Her resilient smile returns as Dominic 

reluctantly prints my bill and slaps it on the bar. I don’t pay him any attention as I 

pull cash from my wallet and throw it down. 

“I should ask you if you’re sure. I was just fired. I approached you. I could 

be trouble. You don’t really know me,” Becca says. 

“You don’t know me.” We both stand. 

“I know you’re a bar owner from Ohio. I know your first and last name.” 

She’s taller than I would’ve thought. She’s far from dwarfed by me. 

“I know you’re Becca Stone and your brother has questionable manners. I 

know you’re determined and ballsy and, babe, you are wearing that pair of 

jeans.” 

Challenge sparkles in her eyes. “I know your body feels like smooth steel 

and your mouth tastes like beer and clean, cool mint.” 



I duck my head, so close to kissing her again it’s not even funny. “But do 

you know the way to cabin thirteen?” 

She purses her lips and whispers, “By heart.” 

 

 

 


