
  
    [image: Two of a Kind]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2020 by Alexa Rivers

      Two of a Kind

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. All people, places, events and organizations within it are figments of the author’s imagination or have been used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, places, events or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      Editing by Free Bird Editing and Paper Poppy Editorial.

      Cover by Shannon Passmore at Shanoff Designs.

    

  


  
    
      TWO OF A KIND

    

    
      
        ALEXA RIVERS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Kate

        for making my stories the best they can be

        and being a truly amazing cheerleader.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FREE HAVEN BAY EBOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      They’re just friends… until they end up vacationing in a hotel room with only one bed.

      When Lawrence Jennings agreed to participate in a bachelor auction for charity, he didn’t realize it would involve whisking away his date for Christmas in Gstaad, Switzerland. Spending the festive season with a stranger isn’t this silver fox’s idea of a good time, so he asks his friend Corinne—who he’s always secretly admired—to bid on him.

      Corinne Pride loves the idea of a white Christmas so going along with Lawrence’s plan is a no-brainer. That is, until she realizes their hotel room is a couple’s suite, complete with a shared cozy bed and a hot tub. Corinne has been happily single for years, but suddenly, she’s seeing Lawrence in a new light, and he seems to be looking at her differently too.

      Will Corinne and Lawrence take a risk and explore the sparks between them before their luxury vacation is over?

      Click here to get your free copy of All I Want For Christmas:  bookhip.com/LDMVSPT
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      Jack Farrelly wished, not for the first time, that he wasn’t such great friends with Logan Pride. If not for his loyalty to Logan, he’d have packed a tent and headed into the wilderness for a bit of R and R. Instead, the cherry on top of his shit-cake of a day was attending the annual New Year’s Eve costume party Logan hosted at his pub, The Den.

      “What are you supposed to be?” his friend demanded as he arrived, sauntering over in a pair of red swimming trunks and nothing else. The theme this year was, ‘dress as your favorite fictional character’, but Jack hadn’t had the energy after running into his ex earlier—which had thrown him out of whack—so he’d rocked up in his usual.

      “Bear Grylls.”

      Logan rolled his eyes, and swept his tousled blond hair off his forehead. “Not a fictional character. Come on, man. Make an effort.”

      Jack looked pointedly at him. “You’re a fine one to talk. You look like you just rolled in off the beach.” Logan had been a professional surfer in a previous life, and now taught classes when he wasn’t busy at The Den. “Who are you supposed to be?”

      He gestured down at himself. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m Mitch Buchannon from Baywatch.”

      “Is that the show with Pamela Anderson in her golden days?”

      Logan grinned, the edges of his eyes crinkling. “Now you’re getting it.” He jostled Jack with his elbow. “Come on. Grab a beer. First one’s on me.” As they made their way through the throng, navigating between the bar leaners that ran from the door to the classic old-school counter, where the drinks menu was scrawled across a surfboard—Logan’s personal touch—he asked, “So, what’s up with you?”

      Jack grunted. “Claudia is in town.”

      Logan pulled a face like he’d tasted something bad. “She staying long?”

      “God, I hope not.” He hadn’t asked, had just gotten away from her as quickly as possible. Since they’d broken up two years ago, he had seen neither hide nor hair of her, and that was the way he preferred it.

      Logan rounded the bar, filled a pint glass, and pushed it over. Jack took a healthy swig then set it down to scan the room and pick out familiar faces. Logan’s brother, Kyle, sat in the corner with their mutual friend, Tione, but Shane—the other man in their circle—was notably absent, most likely because he hadn’t been able to find a babysitter.

      A customer called Logan’s name, and he shuffled along the bar to serve them. Beer in hand, Jack headed for the corner table to join his friends. He was halfway there when the door opened and a woman appeared, silhouetted against the dim evening.

      His heart stuttered. The woman—she must have been a tourist because there was no way he’d have forgotten a face like hers—surveyed the room, her chin raised, very much the queen she’d come dressed as. He took a moment to appreciate her outfit, as did every other heterosexual man present. Khaleesi Daenerys Targaryen, the mother of dragons. Her eyes, a glorious blue, passed over him, then flicked back, resting on his face. He met her gaze and held it. Of their own accord, his feet carried him to her side.

      Khaleesi’s blonde hair fell over her shoulders in pale waves, and she wore her iconic battle costume, a fitted black leather dress with a cape attached. Her lips were baby pink and glossy. Jack wanted to capture that mouth with his own and devour her. He’d never been a big Game of Thrones fan, but Khaleesi was the woman of his dreams. Gorgeous, strong, take-no-prisoners. This woman, with her shoulders thrown back and her face tilted up, gave every impression of having walked directly out of his fantasies.

      “Khaleesi,” he rumbled, his voice gravelly and rough. “Do you have a date?”

      She raised an imperious eyebrow. “Why is that any of your business?”

      He put his hand to his heart. “Because if you don’t, I’d like to rectify a terrible wrong by buying you a drink.”

      The corners of her glossy lips lifted, and a bolt of arousal shot straight to his groin. He shifted, and remembered Kyle and Tione, who were no doubt watching him from the corner. He couldn’t get an awkward boner in front of his mates.

      “As it happens,” she said, “I don’t.”

      “Excellent.” He cupped her elbow and escorted her past the partygoers, many of whom turned to stare, into a private room out the back. Logan wouldn’t mind him using it. Not under these circumstances. When Khaleesi gave him a questioning look, he said, “I have an in with the owner.”

      They sank onto the couch, and she gave him a cheeky little smile that sent a pulse of heat due south. “So, handsome man with an ‘in’,” she said, the tip of her finger tracing a line down his chest. “Who are you playing today?”

      He willed his eager dick to play it cool. “Bear Grylls.” His voice emerged even raspier than before. Being turned on tended to do that to him.

      She nodded thoughtfully. “I see that. Manly, outdoorsy, hot as hell.”

      Her caress drifted lower, and his abdominals quivered in response. He clenched his jaw, trying to figure out how she’d managed to get him raring to go with no more than a gentle touch. “You think I’m hot?”

      She cocked her head and grinned at him, her lower lip caught between her teeth. “Eh, you’re not bad.”

      “Not bad.” He huffed. “I’ll show you not bad.”

      With that, he reached over and dragged her onto his lap, enjoying the soft exhale that proved he’d caught her by surprise. She settled onto him, and he looped his arm around her waist, holding her close. Those glistening lips parted, taunting him.

      He grinned at her. “What do you say to that?”

      “I say Bear Grylls better kiss me before I tell him off for taking liberties with my body.”

      Taking liberties with her body? Who talked like that?

      He wondered what part of New Zealand she came from; he couldn’t pick up her accent or way of speaking. Then his brain refocused on the pertinent word—kiss. She wanted him to kiss her. His erection leaped gleefully beneath her bottom. Whoever she was, and wherever she was from, tonight his Khaleesi was up for some fun, and he was more than willing to assist.
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        * * *

      

      Brooke couldn’t believe this was actually happening. After making goo-goo eyes at Jack Farrelly for two years, he’d finally noticed her. All it took was an inch of makeup, eyelash extensions, and a first-rate costume she’d been waiting for the perfect opportunity to show off.

      A little effort, a few flirty words, and here she was, in his lap.

      Oh, happy days.

      His big, calloused hand went to the back of her head, and she reveled in the feel of it. He was such a vital guy, almost larger than life. Brooke wasn’t one to play the role of delicate, wilting flower, but she was overwhelmed by his presence. His hand smoothed down her hair, and his face angled toward hers. Her breath caught, then she released a happy sigh as their lips touched.

      He groaned against her mouth. “Christ, that sound is sexy. I bet you’d be loud with me inside you.”

      Heat flushed her neck, but she didn’t have it in her to be embarrassed. Not when the evidence of her effect on him throbbed hot and steely beneath her. She drew his mouth back to hers and kissed him again, tasting a hint of beer on his breath. His hold on her waist tightened, and she moaned, loving the sensation of his muscled arm banding around her body.

      “Fuck,” he murmured, burying his face in the crook of her neck, lips moving against her skin, sending shivers of pleasure creeping down her spine. “What spell have you cast on me, Khaleesi? I’m so damn hard for you, it hurts.”

      In that moment, Brooke felt as powerful as the queen she was pretending to be. She’d never have guessed Jack liked to talk dirty, but hell yes, she could get behind it. She wanted to hear more, particularly as he stripped the clothes from her body, kissed every inch of exposed skin, and thrust into her. She’d bet all of him was big and solid. When she wriggled her butt against him, he shuddered, his fingers clenching fistfuls of her hair.

      “You tease,” he hissed from between gritted teeth.

      She started to grin, but then he flicked his wrist and spanked the side of her ass. Her core throbbed in response, and her underwear dampened with her arousal. Oh, boy. Her lips parted in shock. She’d never have guessed she liked to be spanked, but she suspected that wasn’t the only thing Jack could teach her about herself.

      Her head fell back, and he latched onto her neck, kissing the length of it, sucking her pulse point, nipping it with his teeth. Then he raised his head to study his work, his lips curling in a smirk. “Yeah, that’s more like it.”

      “Did you leave a hickey?” she demanded, far less annoyed than she ought to be—secretly thrilled that he’d want to mark her in such a way.

      “Mmhmm.” He kissed the spot tenderly. “You don’t have a problem with that, do you?”

      His tongue darted out to lap her skin, and she gasped. “I’ll only have a problem if you stop.”

      He made his way back to her mouth, and their gazes clashed, his dark with intent. “I don’t plan to stop until you’re screaming, honey.”

      Hearing that remark, her mind whirred frantically, chaotic thoughts buzzing through it. Did she want that? How far was she prepared to go before she slowed things down?

      Her body begged her to go however far Jack wanted, because she’d been craving him for so long, but her brain suggested they get to know each other better before progressing to the bedroom.

      Their lips reconnected, and she sighed again. He was kissing her boneless, which didn’t help her clarity of thought, nor did his fingers venturing beneath her dress. Their lips clung, then separated, tongues tasting, breath coming in pants. She fisted her hands in his t-shirt and fully committed to the kiss.

      Crash!

      The door flew open, and a couple stumbled into the room. Brooke and Jack jerked apart, staring at the intruders.

      A scruffy blond head lifted, and Logan winked at them. “Sorry guys, the owner needs this room now.”

      The woman accompanying him hid her face in his chest and giggled. Brooke’s sense flooded back. She was sitting on a man’s lap, her dress hitched up around her thighs, love bites marring her neck, completely prepared to go to bed with someone who’d never given any indication he even knew she existed before today.

      What was she thinking?

      Shooting to her feet, she yanked her dress down, stumbled, then righted herself, and raced out of the room. Jack’s voice echoed after her, but she didn’t stop, and the absence of footsteps behind her indicated he hadn’t given chase. Perhaps he didn’t want to cause a scene. She was beyond caring.

      On the way out, she passed her friend, Kyle, who took in her red face and stricken expression and immediately ushered her into the square.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, concern evident in his gray eyes.

      “Nothing. Just get me out of here—fast.”

      Kyle led her to his car, which was parked outside the library where he worked. When they reached her place, he escorted her as far as the bedroom door, where he gave her a hug and promised to call to check on her. Fifteen minutes later, she was in her pajamas, her face scrubbed clean, lying in bed, and replaying the scene in her mind over and over as she stared at the ceiling, wondering if her stolen moments with Jack had been a one-off, or the start of something special. Only time would tell.
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      Jack Farrelly’s four-wheel drive rattled along the road toward Sanctuary, a bed-and-breakfast-style lodge sandwiched between the sea and the national park on the fringes of Haven Bay. He hadn’t been sure what to make of it when the owner, Kat, asked him to conduct regular outdoor tours, and the intervening time hadn’t clarified his thinking at all. The extra money would be a boon, particularly since his new business adviser, Sterling Knightley, had been giving him a hard time about needing equipment and repairs. That said, Kat’s guests tended to be an eccentric bunch, and he wasn’t sure what to expect.

      He parked in the gravel parking lot and paused, afraid to venture inside and see who was amongst his first tour group. Usually, his administrator, Erica, vetted people before he took them out. This time, he was operating in the dark. Mustering his courage, he got out of his four-wheel drive. If this gig didn’t suit him, he’d find another way to get the funds for new equipment. That simple.

      “Hey, Jack,” Kat greeted him, hurrying down the stairs wearing a massive grin. As usual, the sight of her brought an answering smile to his face.

      “Hey, Kitty-Kat,” he said, kissing her cheek, which was marred by a pink-white scar that snaked downward disappeared beneath the neck of her shirt—a souvenir from the crash that had killed her husband. “Good to see you.”

      “You too.” She stepped back and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Where do you want your group? Out here? Inside? In the garden?”

      The rapid-fire questions had him raising a brow. “Are you nervous?” His lips twisted into a smirk. “Don’t you trust me?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re the same Jack Farrelly who got people stranded in a cave on the side of a mountain overnight. What do you think?”

      His smirk turned into a grimace. Okay, that was a fair comment. “I’d like to remind you that we were well-prepared and they certainly had an authentic experience.”

      She snorted. “You can say that again. So, what’s it going to be?”

      “Bring them out here. I’ll need to fit each of them with a helmet and a head torch.”

      “You’re going into the caves?”

      “Yeah.” She didn’t move, so he waved her off. “Go get them. Let me see what I’m working with.” Then he turned back to the four-wheel drive and checked that the helmets were arranged by size. He’d already inspected them to make sure the clasps were solid and the headlights were in working order before he left his base in the town center. Now he leaned against the side of the vehicle and crossed his arms to wait.

      When Kat emerged with a small group in tow, he eyed them one at a time. There were two older ladies he recognized from around town, a middle-aged couple wearing brand new outfits from the Kathmandu chain store, and a young east-Asian couple. Newlyweds, by his guess. He smiled. The trip might not be as frustrating as he’d feared. Everyone seemed to be walking under their own steam and, with the possible exception of the two elderly ladies, no one appeared as though they might struggle in the caves.

      “Hi everyone,” he said, straightening. “I’m Jack, of Seafaring Adventures, and I’ll be taking you caving this afternoon.”

      The newlyweds exchanged excited glances.

      “Will they be sea caves?” one of the elderly ladies asked.

      “No,” he said, frowning. “The regular kind.”

      “Oh.” She seemed disappointed. “It’s just, with the name of your company, I assumed…”

      “Nope. We do some stuff on land as well. In the beginning, it was all sea-based, but we’ve expanded.”

      A movement behind the group caught his attention. Up at the lodge, a blonde woman hurried out to join them, her cute pink shoes crunching over the gravel. She was one of Kat’s friends, but he couldn’t remember her name. They’d met once or twice, and she seemed nice enough. Pretty, too, in a delicate way, with blue eyes that tilted down at the corners, slender legs, and wrists he could encircle with one hand. Not the kind of attractiveness he preferred. At least, not these days. She was too similar to his ex, Claudia, for his peace of mind.

      “You’ll see there are a selection of hard hats behind me. Find one that fits and make sure you can work the headlight. If you press the button to the side of the bulb once, it should light up, and if you press it again, it should change to red. Three presses turns it off.”

      He stood back while they reached for hard hats, testing different sizes until they found the right one. “When you do them up, the straps should be firm beneath your chin,” he continued. “Make sure there’s enough room for you to breathe, but not enough to fit your finger into the gap.” He waited while people made adjustments, then asked, “Is everyone ready to go?”

      Nods all round. He shut the vehicle door, donned a hard hat, and strode toward the lodge, talking over his shoulder. “Today we’ll be walking for about half an hour to the caves, and then spending another half hour inside them. Have any of you been to the caves before?” Turning, he paced backward for long enough to see the negative responses, and smiled. “That’s great. That means you’ll get to see the best parts your first time in.”

      He scanned their feet, making sure they all had appropriate footwear. Most were wearing sneakers, although the middle-aged couple had professional-grade hiking boots. His gaze settled on the blonde, with her little pink shoes, and he scowled. Up close, he could see they were a brand that Claudia, an Instagram influencer, had been paid to endorse. He recalled this because he’d criticized their functionality, and she’d argued that it didn’t matter how grippy they were as long as they looked good. Did this blonde share Claudia’s view?

      He sighed. Provided she took it carefully—and she appeared to be the type to do just that—they’d be fine. Besides, he shouldn’t make snap judgments about the woman based on her footwear. The group passed through the foyer and out the other side, crossing the garden to the base of the forest, where the trees grew tall and cast long shadows. Jack stopped walking and addressed them.

      “We’re going to take it nice and easy. I’ll lead the way, since I’m the only one who knows where we’re going, but if you need a break or if I’m going too fast, yell out and let me know. Okay?”

      They nodded.

      “Will it all be uphill?” one of the older ladies asked.

      “Yes, for the most part. The caves we’re visiting are set into a cliff face on a ledge about two hundred meters above us. But don’t worry, the climb is spaced out over one-and-a-half horizontal miles, so the incline isn’t bad.” He grinned. “I have every faith you can handle it.”

      The two women didn’t seem so sure. Off to a promising start. By contrast, the other members of the group looked excited and impatient to begin, particularly the blonde, who was bouncing on the balls of her feet. Damn, she might not be his type, but she was cute.

      Don’t be distracted by “pretty” or “cute.” Remember what happened last time?

      He’d made sacrifices for Claudia, tried to bridge the gap between their social circles, and in return, discovered she didn’t consider him good enough for her. A fact she’d made abundantly clear both to him and her two-hundred-thousand Instagram followers. Talk about a rude awakening.

      This woman isn’t Claudia, he reminded himself. Don’t treat her like she is.

      “Everyone got water?” he asked, receiving a number of affirmations in response. “Before we get going, does anyone have a medical condition or injury I should know about?”

      The old ladies glanced at the blonde, who heaved a sigh.

      “I do,” she said, smoothing her hands over her pristine white tank top. “But I don’t expect it to be a problem.”

      He scanned her from head to toe. She looked healthy enough, with a flush on her cheeks and all parts apparently in working order. Gesturing for her to come closer so the entire group wouldn’t overhear, he asked, “Can you tell me more? Is there medication you need to bring?”

      She shifted from one foot to the other and twisted the hem of her shirt as though wringing water from it. The woman was visibly tense.

      “I have asthma,” she said. “My inhaler is in my pocket.”

      “Is it bad?” he asked.

      “Not great, but it’s under control. I haven’t had an attack in months.”

      “Okay then—”

      “I also have hay fever, which I took my medication for this morning.” Straightening her shoulders, she finally met his gaze. “And I’m recovering from chronic fatigue.”

      Oh, man. While the hay fever shouldn’t be a problem, he wasn’t sure how to handle chronic fatigue. To be honest, he wasn’t particularly familiar with the condition. But based on the stubborn tilt of her chin and the fire simmering in her clear blue eyes, she expected him to make a big deal of it.

      “Is there anything you need from me?” he asked.

      Her eyes widened. “No. I’ll be fine. I’m used to managing my health, and I’m on the mend.”

      She seemed to be trying to convince herself as much as him, and for a moment, he wished she hadn’t come. Not because she didn’t seem lovely, but because he didn’t have a clue what to do about her, and her reluctance to be completely open with him wasn’t helping. He needed to know she’d speak up if she ran into any problems.

      “You’ll let me know if you’re struggling?”

      She pressed glossy pink lips together, and her expression told him she didn’t want to agree. He paused. Something about those lips was familiar, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it. Then she tucked her hands inside her elbows and nodded. “I’ll let you know.”

      “Good.” Turning back to the others, he gestured toward the forest. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      Heading up the slope at about half his usual pace, he started a spiel about the age of the forest, and what native species could be found in it. About fifteen minutes into the walk, he became aware of a faint chattering behind him, the type that seemed like people were discussing something but trying to avoid notice. He looked over his shoulder and saw that the blonde was sucking on an inhaler. She saw him watching, stuffed it back into her pocket, and kept going, but the elderly ladies cast sidelong glances at her as if preparing to catch her should she keel over.

      Jack gritted his teeth and resisted the urge to ask if she was okay. She’d said she’d tell him if she needed help, and he had to trust that, even though he was inclined to be mistrustful of her because of her resemblance to Claudia. A few minutes later, he heard a wet sniff, followed by a sneeze.

      “Bless you,” he called.

      They were a couple of hundred meters from the ridge when someone tapped his shoulder and he turned to see the taller of the blonde’s fussing companions, Mavis, behind him.

      “Yes?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Can we stop for a couple of minutes?” she asked. “Brooke needs a break, but she won’t say so herself.”

      Jack gazed past Mavis, back down the trail at the blonde woman, who was panting heavily. Her cheeks had passed pink on their way to scarlet, her eyes were watering, and her nose was streaming. He bit back his frustration at the way she ducked her head when she saw him, and waited until she was more composed. When she was breathing normally, he continued to lead the way up the ridge, eventually cresting it and arriving at a gaping black hole in the cliff face.

      “This is the cave we’ll be adventuring into today,” he told them. “It’s approximately five hundred meters long, and more than five meters tall in most places, but we will come across one point where it narrows and we’ll need to climb over an old rockfall to get to the other side, then crawl most of the way to the end.” He glanced at the older ladies. “I’m expecting that some of you won’t be able to make it over the rockfall, so you’ll wait on this side. We’ll only be gone another ten minutes or so.” He rubbed his palms together. “Does anyone have any questions?”

      Mavis’s friend Nell raised her hand. “If someone were to, say, have an asthma attack inside, or faint and need to be carried out, is it best if they wait out here?”

      The blonde gasped, and glared at her.

      “Yes, that would be best, but I’ll leave it to everyone to evaluate whether they feel safe coming along.” He paced over to the blonde. “Are you doing okay? There’s no shame in staying behind.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I’m managing fine, thanks. Ignore Mavis and Nell. I know my body, and I know when it’s reached its limits. I’m not there yet.”

      Jack couldn’t help but check out the body in question. No denying, she was attractive, and her stubbornness made him grin. Again, he was struck by that sense of recognition. “Remind me what your name is, blondie.”

      Her mouth dropped open, then snapped shut. She looked utterly astounded by the simple question. And yeah, okay, she was Kat’s friend and they’d probably been introduced when they’d met before, but he wasn’t the best with names.

      Her lips pressed together. “Brooke.”

      “Brooke,” he repeated. “You stick close to me. It’s dark in there and I want to know you’re safe at all times.”
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        * * *

      

      If Brooke knew how to throw a punch, and if she weren’t dying a little on the inside, she would have whacked the condescending smirk off Jack Farrelly’s gorgeous face.

      He doesn’t know who I am.

      How insulting was that? You’d think a guy would remember a girl’s face once he’d had his tongue down her throat. Earlier, she’d thought he was playing it casual, but no, she was so forgettable that even making out with her hadn’t got her name to stick in his memory. No wonder he hadn’t called. And to think she’d spent the day worrying this entire thing would be awkward because of their kiss. Forget discomfort and uncertainty, she’d just plunged headlong into anger and humiliation.

      Her fingers twitched and she clenched them into a fist. The feminist in her demanded she let loose on him. How dare he kiss her and then forget her, as if all women were interchangeable? Yes, she’d been in costume when they’d hooked up, but she hadn’t looked that different.

      “Fine,” she muttered, her fury simmering hotter because, in addition to forgetting her, he was also coddling her. She’d been wrapped in cotton wool most of her life, since before the open-heart surgery she had as a kid, and she was well and truly over it. “I’ll stay close.”

      Everest, she reminded herself. Think of Everest.

      She had a mission to achieve, and it was bigger than Jack Farrelly and her hurt pride. When she was thirteen, she’d made a pact with her friend Olivia to one day hike to Mount Everest Base Camp. Olivia had passed away eight months ago now, and while she may not be able to fulfill their pact, Brooke would do it for her. After an entire month of feeling human, she was finally daring to set goals.

      Bottling up her injured feelings and embarrassment, she put a cork in them. They wouldn’t serve her well.

      “Great.” Jack offered her a hand as he led them into the cave, but she ignored it, and switched on her head torch. It illuminated the space around her. Looking up, she saw that the cave ceiling was high and curved, composed of brown rock. There were no stalactites hanging from it, and she wondered why. A dark tunnel led further into the cliff. Anticipation buzzed through her. She was actually here. In a cave in the bush. Inside one of nature’s wonders.

      She grinned, though no one could see her. Two years ago, she’d never have dreamed she’d ever be in this position, yet here she was. She’d come such a long way, and there was no reason why, in a few months’ time, she couldn’t be warming her hands on a mug of instant coffee at Everest Base Camp and drinking an extra on Olivia’s behalf. That image fired her up more than anything, and she hurried to keep up with Jack. Watching the rocky and uneven ground, she progressed into the cave. It was hard to believe she’d lived within a half hour’s walk of this place and never been here. It was amazing. Not at all claustrophobic, like she’d expected.

      “How did the cave form?” she asked into the dark.

      “Don’t know,” Jack called back. “Geology isn’t my strong suit. “

      She’d have to look it up when they returned to the lodge. As they moved around a bend, the daylight faded to a pale slash behind them, and then vanished from view completely. Brooke wondered whether it would be pitch black if they were to turn off their head torches. Detouring to one of the cave walls, she ran a finger along the rock. It was cold and damp, rough to touch. Trailing a finger along, she studied the contours, so preoccupied that she walked straight into someone’s back, and had the air knocked out of her.

      “Oof,” she gasped. The man in Kathmandu gear peered over his shoulder at her, and she apologized. “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay,” he said.

      Trying and failing to draw a deep breath, she fished in her pocket for her inhaler, which probably wouldn’t be any help but was better than nothing, and dragged on it. Then she jammed it back and raised her arms above her head to open her lungs.

      A figure appeared at her side. “Are you okay, Brooke? Do you need to stop? Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She flushed red to the roots of her hair. Thank God no one could see. She hadn’t realized the entire group was waiting, and worse, Jack was hovering over her like a worried parent. Her cheeks burned and she wished the ground would swallow her up. What must he think of her?

      Why do you care? He’s guilty of a kiss-and-run!

      “I’ll be okay in a moment.”

      A light touch landed on her back. “We’ll wait.”

      Seconds ticked by, and despite her mortification, she eventually recovered. “I’m better now.”

      “Good,” Jack said briskly. “But please tell me if that changes. This second part is a bit harder.” He aimed his headlight further into the cave and raised his voice. “Behind me, you’ll see that there’s a pile of rock that reaches nearly all the way to the cave ceiling. What you’ll need to do, if you want to go on, is climb over the rock pile, and from there we’ll be crawling.” Was it Brooke’s imagination, or did he look pointedly at her when he said that? “So, who’d like to go first?”

      “Me,” she said, so softly no one seemed to hear. “Me,” she repeated, more loudly.

      Jack’s face twisted in concern. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      She stood firm. She didn’t want to give him any reason to look at her with pity. On top of everything, she didn’t think she could handle that. She wanted him to see her as a desirable woman, an equal, not someone he needed to fuss over.

      “You won’t have to carry me out, I can promise you that.” It was a bold promise, but one she intended to keep. If she couldn’t leave under her own steam, she’d hide in a corner and hibernate until she recovered.

      “Okay,” he said, clearly dubious, but willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. “Away you go. I’ll be right here. If you run into trouble, yell out.”

      Brooke summoned her strength—what little of it she possessed—and clambered up the pile of rocks, which shifted and wobbled beneath her feet. It was hard work. By the time she reached the top, her breathing was shallow and her arms and legs felt weak.

      “Are you okay up there?” someone asked. Not Jack.

      “I’m great,” she replied, then dropped over the other side of the rock pile, where they couldn’t see her, and switched her light off while she rested.

      When she heard another person scaling the rocks, she flicked it back on and scrambled down until she reached the cave floor. At this point, it was about four feet high—enough to crawl comfortably, but not enough for a grown person to walk upright. Shuffling to the side, she waited. First over the pile was the man she’d bumped into. His wife followed, and then the younger couple. Jack came last. Mavis and Nell must have opted to wait on the other side.

      Jack crawled to the front of the group. “Nice and roomy over here, eh?”

      Someone sniggered. Meanwhile, Brooke thanked her lucky stars she hadn’t been cursed with claustrophobia as well as every other malady.

      “The tunnel continues for another hundred meters,” he told them. “It opens up into a cavern at the end, so you’ll be able to stand again.”

      With that, he started into the dark. Brooke trailed close behind, recalling her promise not to venture far from him. She was so caught up in the wonder of the place that she hardly noticed her palms scrape on the ground as she moved, or her knees knock into pointy stones. She was in a cave. Surrounded by rock on all sides. Adventuring. She laughed. It echoed around them, sounding slightly maniacal. Jack glanced over his shoulder.

      “It’s so awesome,” she said by way of explanation.

      He grinned. “Sure is.”

      After a while, they came to a low-hanging rock, and she had to drop to her belly to fit beneath it. On the other side was the cavern Jack had mentioned. It was easily the size of the communal living room at Sanctuary. She got to her feet and strode around the perimeter. After a few minutes, Jack called them to attention.

      “Everyone, turn off your lights. Three clicks.”

      Brooke felt for her button and did as he said. The lights flickered out, one by one, leaving them in total darkness. Wow. Even in the dead of night, with the forest on one side and the sea on the other, she’d never been in darkness quite as inky and perfect as this.

      “Amazing,” a female voice said.

      “Nowhere else is as dark as the inside of a cave.” This voice was Jack’s, deep and rumbly. Strange, how she’d never noticed how sexy a voice could be. It matched the man. Unfortunately, however sexy he may be, he was also a jackass.

      Trying to put him to the back of her mind, she focused on the darkness cocooning them. If she stared into it for long enough, she imagined she could see patches of light and the outline of shapes, but she knew that was just her brain filling in the blanks, deceiving her. The flashes of texture in the dark reminded her of the 1915 painting, The Black Square, which was quite literally a square painted black. Something she’d never understood, until now.

      “Lights back on.”

      Reluctantly, she switched hers on, and the cavern was illuminated once again.

      “Everyone ready to go?”

      They headed back the way they’d come, over the rock pile to rejoin Mavis and Nell, then out into the bright sunlight. Brooke couldn’t stop smiling. They’d gotten off to a bumpy start, but aside from a few moments of awkwardness, she’d had the best time.

      Halfway down the hill, Nell complained that she couldn’t carry her bag any longer, and Brooke took it from her, ignoring the woman’s protests. She was exhausted, but also on cloud nine. Nothing could stop her. At the bottom of the hill, she handed the bag back but didn’t sit with her friends. Her legs were like jelly and she was afraid that if she did, she wouldn’t be able to get back up again. Instead, she waited for Jack to thank the group and instruct them where to leave the equipment, then lingered midway between her friends and the lodge. Jack glanced her way and she found herself hoping he’d come over to chat.

      But then Tione emerged from his cabin, his Chihuahua, Pixie, tucked into the crook of his arm and his cross-bred bull terrier, Zee, on his heels, although his other two dogs were nowhere in sight. Jack waved him over. The two men started chatting, and even though Brooke edged closer, under the pretense of pulling a weed from a flowerbed, she may as well have been invisible.
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      Jack noticed Brooke lingering nearby. She glanced his way a few times, and he wondered if she wanted something. But when she didn’t approach, he decided he must be mistaken, and took the opportunity to evaluate her instead. Brooke intrigued him. She was pretty, and stubborn to boot. He found he liked her very much, but he wouldn’t let himself act on that attraction. With her designer activewear, sun-kissed hair, and graceful movements, she was too much like Claudia, and regardless of whether or not she seemed nice, he’d learned his lesson about staying in his lane when it came to women. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something familiar about her, beyond her simply being Kat’s friend.

      When she reached for a weed in the garden, he noticed that the porcelain-pink polish on her fingernails was chipped from scrabbling around in the cave. Those delicate nails and her pale skin screamed of long days spent inside. Claudia had always been perfectly manicured—including in the dozens of Instagram photos where she appeared to be rock climbing or caving or hiking. That should have been a red flag from the start. And okay, maybe it wasn’t fair to compare the two, considering how little he knew about Brooke, but she struck him as the kind of girl who wouldn’t understand his choices. Eventually she straightened and hustled away. Jack looked from her to Tione, and caught his friend frowning at him.

      “What?” he asked.

      “That was a dick move,” Tione replied.

      Jack shrugged. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Brooke. She clearly wanted to talk to you.”

      Did she? He hadn’t been sure, and part of him had believed he was reading too much into her presence because of the inconvenient pull of magnetism he felt toward her.

      “Huh. Couldn’t tell.”

      To his surprise, Tione’s eyes narrowed. “Bullshit. You could have made a polite excuse instead of ignoring her. That was rude.”

      Jack’s arms crossed defensively. “I didn’t realize she wanted to talk,” he reiterated, guilt prickling his skin because the statement wasn’t entirely true.

      “Seriously?” Tione demanded. “Do you have a problem with her or something?”

      Uh-oh. Jack got the feeling he was treading on thin ice here.

      “No,” he said, looking out over the garden so he didn’t have to make eye contact with the tattooed tank of a man who seemed to have taken exception to him. “I barely know her. I know her type though—bubbly and well-meaning, but high maintenance. She belongs at a fancy brunch or in a high-end club, not in the bush.”

      “Brooke?” Tione asked. “In a nightclub?” His lips twitched, then he scrubbed a hand over his bearded cheek.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Just wondering when you got so bad at reading people.”

      Around about the time he’d hooked up with Claudia, Jack would guess. “What do you even know about her?”

      Tione wasn’t a ladies’ man. His stocky build, beard and glower tended to frighten women away. And if that didn’t do it, his hundred-pound bull mastiff, Trevor, did. Right now, he was frowning like he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing.

      “Brooke lives here, asshole. Has done for two years. So it happens that I know her quite well.”

      “Oh.” Jack had known she lived in the area. He wasn’t a total idiot, but he’d never made the connection that she actually resided at Sanctuary, with Kat and Tione.

      “Yeah, ‘oh.’” Tione was on a roll now. “She’s a great girl. Kind, funny, and really damn smart.” Coming from him, that meant something. Not that you’d know it to look at him, but Tione was a certified genius. The kind who could join Mensa if he wanted. “You’d be lucky if she wanted anything to do with a grisly old bastard like you. But for the record, you’ve got her all wrong.”

      Jack fell back a step, startled by his friend’s vehemence. He studied Tione’s expression—which to be fair, wasn’t much different from usual. A dark scowl, lowered brows. He’d squared his shoulders, like he was considering flattening Jack with a solid punch if he said anything else less than complimentary about Brooke.

      Jack laughed to mask his stab of discomfort when he reached the only logical conclusion. “You have a thing for her.”

      If possible, Tione stiffened further. “Do not.”

      “Come on, you’re ready to lay into me.”

      “Because she’s my friend. You ever heard of that? Being friends with a woman?”

      “I have female friends.”

      One of Tione’s bushy black eyebrows went up.

      “I do,” Jack insisted. “Kat, for instance.” He wracked his brain for more examples, but other than women friends he’d fallen out of touch with, and Erica, who was forced to spend time with him, he couldn’t think of any. Perhaps Bex, his personal trainer, but they never got together outside the gym. “Okay, so you don’t have a crush on Brooke. But her being a great girl doesn’t mean she’s right for me, or that I’m right for her.”

      “Fair call. You’re probably not up to her standards.”

      He flinched. Well, if that didn’t just hit the nail on the head. Time to change the subject. “Have you heard from Sterling today?”

      “Yes.” Tione eyed him suspiciously. “I think he and Kat will be moving in together any time.”

      “Good for them.” There had been a time when Jack had considered dating Kat himself, because she was exactly the sort of person he could trust, but she’d found love elsewhere and he’d discovered he didn’t mind. They were great friends, and crossing that line would have been a mistake.

      Tione chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder. If Jack had been less well-built, he’d have gone flying from the force of it. “Don’t worry, we’ll find you another woman who likes climbing mountains and has no standards.”

      “Whatever you say, Tee.” He glanced at his chunky waterproof watch. “I’d better head back and prepare for the group I’ve got first thing tomorrow. Catch you later.”

      “See you.”

      Jack nodded farewell, gathered the discarded helmets in a box, strolled across the garden, and paced through the foyer of Sanctuary and out the other side to the parking lot, where his four-wheel drive was parked. He packed the box into the back and drove to his storefront in the town square, located beside the medical center and across the road from the glass and pottery studio. Once he’d unloaded the helmets, he checked that the headlights still worked and that nothing had been broken, then assembled everything he’d need for the next day. Preparation complete, he debriefed Erica and headed home.

      The house was silent when he let himself in, everything exactly where he’d left it, and the place smelled of dirty laundry. Ignoring the state of the living room, which he hadn’t tidied in weeks, he microwaved a bowl of leftover chicken and vegetables, grabbed a beer from the fridge, and took his dinner out to the deck, where he could bask in the dying sunlight without facing the mess and emptiness of his living quarters. It was supposed to be home, but most nights, it felt more like a place to crash than anything else.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Brooke had showered and changed into her pajamas, which read “Geek is the new sexy,” her natural buzz had worn off and she was exhausted. The only energy she held onto was the rage that seemed to grow exponentially the longer she allowed it to fester. How dare that heinous man kiss her until she couldn’t even remember who Rosa Bonheur was, or why she’d been so important to future generations of female artists, and then forget all about it? How dare he make her feel beautiful and desirable and then squash that feeling with cold, hard reality?
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