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      Sometimes the perfect man is the one you don’t see coming.

      

      You need to kiss a lot of frogs to find your prince. Lexi was tired of waiting for her perfect man to show up—so she decided to go out and find him! Operation Find her Prince was born. Fourteen dates in fourteen days. The plan was foolproof except for one detail. Lexi didn’t consider that she’d fall for the one person she shouldn’t—her brother’s best friend. Yet after each disastrous date, he was there to cheer her up. Before she knew it, Lexi was falling for the wrong guy.

      

      Zach had been through literal hell—deployed in situations where he dodged bullets. Nothing he’d experienced thus far in his thirty years had come close to challenging him like Lexi. Feelings he’d buried years ago tempt him to cross boundaries he shouldn’t. Zach can’t help but fall for the one woman he should avoid, but can’t help touching. He’s brewing trouble with his best friend and business partner—who happens to be her older brother.
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      Lexi Powell pushed her blond hair off her shoulder as she hunched over her laptop. She was supposed to be working on her slide deck for work, but instead, she was putting the finishing touches on her dating profile. It was late September, and Lexi had reached the limit of her patience with her single status. It was time to find a boyfriend.

      Her friends had all coupled up, were getting married and starting to have children, which left Lexi the lone singleton in her social circle. Her older brother was still single, but he didn’t count. He’d spent his time building his brewery business which counted for something. He was creating a legacy. Lexi created whimsical social media posts for a living. Important to the businesses she served, but not a legacy in its own right.

      That is how she found herself in her apartment at nine o’clock on a Friday night on her second—ok third—glass of wine, using her marketing skills to sell her most important asset—herself.

      Her cat, Mandy, purred next to her on the couch. Typically, Fridays at home with movies, her cat, and a glass of wine were her idea of a perfect time. Tonight, Lexi was restless. She picked up her phone to reread the text from her best friend, Laura.

      Great news—we’re expecting!

      Again. Their first had just turned a year old. Guilt crawled up her spine. She was happy for her friend—truly—but the two pink lines on the stick in the photo got under her skin and prickled until she couldn’t take it any longer.

      She’d left Laura hanging for a response for nearly an hour. Lexi huffed a sigh then replied.

      Congrats!!! Can’t wait to spoil your new addition :)

      She hoped the excessive exclamation points conveyed her joy and hid her resentment. It wasn’t Laura’s fault she’d married her childhood sweetheart and was building an adorable family. Lexi was happy for her friend, she really was. It was just she felt so sad for herself.

      Lexi took a fortifying sip of her chardonnay and hit the publish button on her profile. It’s official—she was back on the market. Would this time really be any different than the others?

      Yes! She pushed the doubtful voice away. This time would be successful because she had a new strategy: fourteen dates in two weeks. A date a day. She would say yes to any date that wasn’t sketchy. Safety was an important consideration. To that end, she planned to meet each date at her brother’s brewery. If the date was a dud, she had her brother as backup.

      Lexi had worked hard to build her perfect life. A job she loved, her dream condo, a supportive group of friends. Now she needed to add life partner to the list. Not just any man would do. Lexi had a carefully curated list of qualities she was looking for in a husband. Pulling up the vision board app on her phone, Lexi reviewed her manifestation. An inspirational photo of a well-known actor provided visual inspiration. Tall, blonde, with blue eyes and broad shoulders. He looked like the kind of man you could bring to the fanciest of events. Impeccably groomed and dressed in an expensive suit, he was everything Lexi dreamed of.

      And also nearly impossible to find in her relatively small hometown. Until recently. The past few years had brought an influx of men who could run their business from anywhere and were attracted to the outdoor lifestyle of Jackson.

      Lexi was of the belief that you had to kiss a lot of frogs to find your prince. Hence her plan to date widely for the next two weeks. It was a numbers game—the more men she met, the more likely she’d be to meet her own prince charming. Even if her date wasn’t a match, maybe he’d know someone who was.

      Operation Meet Prince Charming was ready to launch. Lexi returned her attention to her laptop, where her dating profile was ready and waiting. Taking a deep breath, Lexi huffed it out and viewed her live profile. Here goes nothing.

      “Meow.” Mandy seemed to approve of the plan. Not that Lexi needed approval—feline or otherwise. It was time for her to find a partner and settle down. If that meant stretching out of her comfort zone to meet him, then Lexi was ready. Bring on the dates.
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      The brewery was bustling tonight. Zach Sanderson stood up from the table and stretched. “Time for me to get back to work. You all stay as long as you want.” The members of his post-traumatic stress support group said their goodbyes before returning to their conversations. With the formal meeting finished, they’d turned to local gossip and personal updates.

      Zach was the head brewer for Jackson Brewing and the work was busy, though rewarding. He’d lived in Jackson for nearly three years now and had built a life he truly loved. It was a long way from what he’d expected, but he was grateful nonetheless. There was a time as a marine when he was crouched in a ditch with gunfire whizzing over his head that he thought he’d never make it to thirty.

      Yet here he was, thriving with a job he loved and a sense of purpose. While his time at war had left invisible scars, Zach had learned to find the meaning in his experience and to share his blessings with those who were still struggling. His monthly support group grounded him on the days he felt his world was spinning off its axis. Those days were few and far between now, but still had a way of sneaking up on him when he least expected it.

      He moved behind the bar to check the tap lines, which was a habit he did regularly. There was something about the distraction of a mundane task that centered him. He made small talk with the bartender as he worked. Not a day went by that he didn’t feel grateful for the family he’d found in Jackson.

      He’d drifted here three years ago, with no plan beyond a few days’ vacation. Recently discharged and with no soft landing, he’d already spent time in other states in an attempt to find something that felt like home. He’d found it in Jackson.

      He’d met his best friend, Matt, his first day in town. He’d stopped into a local bar called Alex’s Place for lunch and a beer. A guy at the next table over was talking about his plans to open a new brewery and was looking to fill positions. Without hesitation, Zach leaned over and offered himself for any position available.

      Turned out that guy was Matt, who three years later was Zach’s best friend and boss. Zach started work as a bartender before finding an interest in craft beer. He signed up for a brewer’s certificate at the local community college and learned all he could in extra hours at the brewery. He’d been promoted to brewer a year later, then head brewer last year.

      The owner of Alex’s Place turned out to be a fellow marine and became a good friend. Zach first got to know him after he’d helped him deal with a dangerous situation Alex’s girlfriend Sam found herself in at the summer festival. Alex, who also experienced PTSD, attended the support group that Zach led at the brewery.

      He’d found where he belonged. Earlier this year, he’d bought a small house a few blocks from downtown and was slowly updating it as he could. His future was set—a good job, good friends, and a community. Despite having settled down in Jackson, Zach didn’t feel settled. Something was missing. His mother liked to remind him that she was painfully short on grandchildren, but Zach knew he wasn’t the fatherly type. There were days he could barely function so he doubted he could care for a kid. It looked like a lot of work.

      He wouldn’t mind finding a girlfriend but in his experience, most women wanted more than he had to offer. They wanted to settle down with the white picket fence, a wedding, and kids. But Zach didn’t want all that—he just wanted companionship. Every few months, he used a hookup app to find company, but it felt less and less satisfying each time. He wished he could find someone that wanted what he did but that seemed impossible. He was destined to be alone.
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      Lexi drummed her fingers on the scarred wood tabletop. She glanced around Jackson Brewing, looking for any distraction. Her brother caught her eye and raised an eyebrow. He was clearly asking if she needed rescuing. Not yet. She shook her head slightly and returned her attention to her date. His online profile sounded perfect. A twenty-five-year-old accountant who liked traveling and outdoor adventures.

      In reality, he looked pasty, as if he hadn’t seen the sun all summer. He explained it had been busy at work, but Lexi couldn’t imagine a life when summer was spent indoors/ Not when summer was such a beautiful time. She loved to get out and hike in the summer, or float down the river. This guy looked like he’d melt on a one-mile hike, let alone the longer hikes she preferred.

      Movement across the room caught her attention. Her eyes snapped to Zach as if on their own accord. The same as they always did every time she shared airspace with the tall, sexy man. Ever since he moved to town three years ago and started work in her brother’s brewery, Lexi was forced into his presence often.  Because Zach wasn’t just an employee—he’d become Matt’s best friend too.

      Which meant that Lexi was faced with the annoying man every day. Zach had his way of getting under her skin. Her body was on high alert when he was around, as if preparing for…something. She couldn’t put her finger on what exactly.

      Now, as he bent over to wipe tables, she couldn’t help but notice the way his worn jeans hugged his ass and thick thighs. Lexi sighed as she propped her head in her hand.

      “Lexi,” her date said. “Earth to Lexi—where did you go?”

      His gaze followed hers to Zach, who chose that time to look over at them. His forest-green eyes burned into hers and she jerked away.

      “What were you saying?” she asked her date, hoping he’d assume her flaming cheeks were related to the unseasonable warmth and not embarrassment at being caught staring at Zach.

      Her date pressed his lips together in a thin line. “Nothing.” He glanced at his watch. “I didn’t realize the time. I have to go.” He stood up and pulled out his wallet. He tossed bills on the table, then walked out, not even taking the time to say a proper goodbye to Lexi. Her cheeks flamed brighter. To add insult to injury, when she picked up the pile of bills, it was only enough to cover his drinks. He didn’t even offer to buy her a beer.

      Lexi dropped her head onto the table in defeat. Date number one was an abject failure. Why did she think this crazy plan was a good idea?

      “You ok?”

      A deep voice pulled her out of her self-defeating thoughts. She jerked her head up to once again meet Zach’s gorgeous eyes. He was standing next to her table, dishrag in one hand and a stack of empty glasses in the other.

      “Why are men so awful?” she asked. No need for social convention when it came to Zach. He’d become something like an annoying big brother to her. He was the only man—besides Matt—she could be herself around. No need to try to be anything she wasn’t. Or hide her tendency to be too career-focused or driven in her goals. Zach never lost his easygoing charm, no matter how intense Lexi behaved. As much as he annoyed her, she was grateful for his unyielding acceptance.

      Now he stood before her, crooked grin in place as always and green eyes glittering with humor. He had the look she knew meant he was thinking up some smart-ass rebuttal.

      “Well, honey, you seem to have a knack for picking out the worst of them,” he said in an exaggerated southern drawl. He was from North Carolina originally but the years away had softened his accent to a gentle southern lilt. Sometimes, like now, he deliberately found it again for effect.
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