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      One developer. One lawyer. One unexpected chance at love.

      

      Years ago, cut-throat developer Tristen Bell had everything that ever mattered to him ripped away. Now divorced and living in Muskoka, he's shunning all that reminds him of his past and the unstoppable man he used to be.

      

      Melanie Summer thought her law degree would help her find a place in this world. But when a big city developer threatens to destroy all that she loves—including her family—she finally sees her path. The only hiccup is that the man she needs—the sexy and stubborn Tristen Bell—refuses to do anything other than give her tender, knee-weakening kisses every time he sees her.

      

      When Tristen’s teenage daughter ends up in the ER due to the negligence of his former rival, everything changes. Tristen knows he can shut down the developer but it means resorting to his old, ruthless ways and showing sweet Melanie a side that may send her running.

      

      With time running out to stop the developer, and their attraction for one another increasing, will Tristen and Melanie learn to love and trust one another in order to reach their happily ever?

      

      This is the third book in the Summer Sisters series.
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            A NOTE ON MUSKOKA

          

        

      

    

    
      Muskoka is a real place in Ontario, Canada, however, I have taken artistic license with the area. While the issues presented in this book (such as water shed, endangered animals, heritage preservation, shoreline erosion, taxation, etc.) as well as the towns are real, to my knowledge, there is no Baby Horseshoe Island nor is there a Nymph Island, or a company called Rubicore Developments. The businesses and people are fictional, with the exception of The Kee to Bala, Duke’s Marina, Windermere House, the Segwun and Wenonah.

      

      Muskoka is a wonderful area, full of small towns, pristine woods and lakes, where movie stars and other celebrities do vacation amongst us regular folks. Yet, having spent many summers in the area during my youth and adulthood, I have yet to see a single celebrity--though a man my family presumed to be Kurt Browning’s (a famous Canadian figure skating Olympian) father did offer to help me when the outboard fritzed out on me once. Darn outboard.

      

      You can discover more about Muskoka online at www.discovermuskoka.ca/
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      Melanie slammed the door to the Super Duty Ford pickup and swore under her breath as the machine sent gravel flying across the Steel Barrel’s parking lot. She waved away the dust, the sun’s heat prickling her bare arms. Not only was she was stuck outside a biker bar in the middle of nowhere, but she was wearing a 1950s-style halter dress that placed her cleavage on display, and she’d left her purse on the passenger seat of her date’s truck.

      Easy pickings.

      She turned to the retreating truck, giving her now former date, Stedman, the finger.

      This was the last time she would allow her sister Maya to badger her into getting out of her comfy oversized T-shirts and into the dating world. Not that she’d put up much of a fight, seeing as the two eldest Summer sisters had fallen in love last month, and everyone had agreed that it was now Melanie’s turn to do the same.

      She trudged across the gravel lot in her kitten mules. Were they kittens and mules? How did that work? Oh, who cared? She was never wearing the shoes again, seeing as the experiment of reinventing herself had failed miserably. Stedman had made assumptions based on her appearance. Namely, that she wouldn’t argue with him—even though he knew she was a lawyer. Fat chance on that one, buddy. That, and have sex with him behind the abandoned roadside motel next door. As soon as she got home she was tossing off this getup and climbing straight into her old wardrobe of jeans and big, comfy T-shirts.

      Her sisters could call it hiding, but it didn’t attract the kind of man who left her outside a biker bar with no way home. If she wanted passion she could find in an adults only shop, along with a package of AA batteries.

      The Steel Barrel, like many places along Ontario’s backwoods highways, was a fading, falling down establishment, although this one was rumored to be a gathering spot for the local chapter of the Hells Angels. A closed gas station stood on the far side of the bar, growing weeds, with scrap metal piled high behind it.

      No phone booth. No purse or cell phone, because Stedman had spun off so fast Melanie hadn’t fully realized what was happening.

      She was a lawyer. Supposed to be intelligent and savvy. But apparently she wasn’t that street smart when it came to men. If she’d had more than five dates in the past…oh goodness, she didn’t want to try and count how many years it might be…she probably would have seen this coming.

      It was the last time she’d try online dating.

      Why was she spending time chasing men, anyway? She should be at the office, trying to catch up on the mounds of paperwork avalanching off her desk. Besides, if destiny actually existed and did have her, the third Summer sister, in its sights to take the next fall, then destiny could get off its butt and come find her. Preferably, with a man in tow.

      Melanie glanced at the bar one last time, then scooted by an ancient, sun-bleached Ford with a flat tire. Only two hogs in the parking lot. That should make it less scary inside, right? She carefully crept up the rotting wood steps and braced herself to peek into the suspiciously quiet tavern. Shouldn’t there be music blaring and people being tossed through the grimy windows? She checked the sun, which was still fairly high in the sky. Maybe it was too early?

      Hoping for air-conditioning, she daintily pushed through the saloon-style door. Nope, not a chance. The only coolish breeze to touch her skin was from the door swinging back to slap her on the rear.

      To the right was a pool table with green felt worn down to its backing. Small tables crowded the rest of the room. Melanie tried to walk naturally, even though all eyes had turned to her, watching her every move. One bartender, two scary bikers, and a guy in a ball cap who appeared to be none of the above.

      Keeping her eyes straight ahead, she took a seat equidistant between the bikers and Ball Cap. Her bare elbows stuck to the bar’s surface and she peeled them off, giving the man to her right a weak smile. He not only seemed to be the best bet out of this place—although he was likely the guy with the flat tire—he also looked vaguely familiar. He was about a decade older than she was and definitely cute. Judging from the way the sleeves of his button-up shirt were rolled to reveal his strong forearms, she’d bet her last dollar, which was riding in Stedman’s truck, that he’d been a businessman at one point.

      The bartender stepped closer, the chains hooked on his stained jeans clanging ominously. He stroked his long beard in a leisurely fashion as he took her in, his demeanor meant to be intimidating. And totally working. He knew she didn’t belong here—she didn’t belong anywhere. Not even in her tight-knit family of four sisters.

      The bartender was across from her now, fist nestled in his open palm. Fearing that she was about to get kicked out for not buying anything, Melanie spun on her stool to face the quiet man beside her. “Excuse me, do you have a phone?”

      He nudged up the brim of his cap, then, as if realizing he was wearing it indoors, took it off and placed it over his right knee, perhaps so it wouldn’t get sticky on the bar. His gentle gaze took her in. All the way from her silly shoes to the mess of curls hanging limply over her shoulders. “Yeah,” he said slowly.

      “Could I borrow it to make a call, please?”

      The man patted his jeans pockets. “How do I know you aren’t going to run off with it?”

      “How fast can a woman run in heels?” she replied, as sweetly as her panic would allow. The bartender was pushing his fisted knuckles into his other palm now, biceps flexing. Really big biceps. Biceps that probably could lift her up and chuck her out the door from where he stood.

      The quiet man gave her a crooked smile that caused her heart to stagger as he handed over his phone. “I’m sure I could outrun you.”

      “Thanks.” Melanie tapped in Hailey’s number with shaking hands. No answer. She tried her other two sisters, as well as their family friend, Simone, leaving messages with all of them. Sighing, Melanie handed the phone back, her eyes darting to the bartender, who had moved back to chat with the bikers, even though he kept one eye on her.

      “Car break down?” the man asked, pocketing the device.

      “Something like that.”

      He took a slow sip of his drink and watched her.

      “Okay, fine. My date dumped me here when I wouldn’t have sex with him behind the motel next door. I didn’t get a chance to grab my purse and phone out of his truck.”

      The man’s eyebrows rose ever so slightly and he quietly set down his drink, blinking once. “Well. That wasn’t very gentlemanly.”

      “Last time I try online dating. ‘Down-to-earth, back-to-the-basics’ apparently means ‘entitled you-know-what who demands intimacy on the first date.’”

      The corner of the man’s lips twitched and his fingers grew tight around his pint of beer. He cast a glance around the room, sitting taller as though on the lookout for trouble. “I apologize on behalf of mankind,” he said finally, resting his gaze back on her.

      “No need. That was officially my last date. I’m turning in my dance card. Tomorrow I will be going to the SPCA to pick up my ten cats. They come free when you take the vow of spinsterhood. For each year you keep the vow you get an extra cat. It’s a pretty good deal when you think about it.”

      The man let out a surprised bark of laughter.

      She turned to him, putting on a prim act. “What? I will make a fine cat lady.”

      His lips twitched again and his eyes glimmered with humor.

      Melanie relaxed, propping an elbow on the sticky bar. “You look familiar.”

      He focused on his beer, the quiet, closed look returning. She tapped the bar with a fingernail as she ran through the list of possibilities of where she might have seen his cute chin and slightly shaggy haircut. “It was a photo! Did Hailey—she’s my sister—photograph you? No, newspaper. That’s it. I’ve seen you in the newspaper. Bracebridge Examiner.”

      The man adjusted his position, angling his shoulders away from her. “I’d offer you a ride, but I’m waiting for a tow truck.”

      “Flat tire?”

      He gave a short nod.

      “You’re sure that’s the only thing wrong with that old beast? It looks like something Henry Ford may have personally christened.”

      Her companion gave her a half smile of acknowledgment, his shoulders slowly relaxing.

      “I like it,” she said. “The truck.”

      He shifted back her way. Progress. She’d win a ride from him yet. She was good with people, and as like everything else in her life at the moment, she just needed a little more time.

      “I like things that have a bit of character as well as a story,” she said, edging closer. Not into his space, but enough to let him know she was comfortable around him. “Older stuff that’s not all perfect and glossed up. You can tell it’s had a life. Adventure. Character. Embraced, not hidden.” She leaned her head toward his, as though confiding a secret, pleased when he echoed her posture. “And that truck has character in spades.” Melanie straightened and slapped the bar with her right hand. “Tristen Bell! That’s who you are.”

      “Bingo. You won the toaster.” Tristen hunched over his beer, something she couldn’t identify masking his earlier interest. He was cute, if slightly distant. He had a certain something that intrigued her, and a way of looking at her that made her feel seen. It was silly, but if he kept playing his cards right and he wasn’t careful, she just might develop a little bit of a crush on him.

      “You retired or something,” she continued. “Although you look pretty young for that.” He couldn’t be an hour over forty. Although the well-washed shirt, casually rumpled hair and strong cords of muscles lining his forearms could make the former real estate mogul appear younger than he was. But still, nowhere near retirement age. Even his truck had to have a few decades on him.

      Yep. Definitely crush-worthy.

      According to Maya’s fiancé, Connor, his friend Tristen Bell had made billions with his land development company and was one of Muskoka’s most eligible bachelors, even though he had practically turned anti-social after his divorce. No arm candy. No long string of babes trailing in his wake.

      Melanie held in a sigh. Yep. She could feel a crush coming on like a big ol’ head cold—despite her vow to stay away from men and the world of dating.

      “Not truly retired. I still sell a bit of real estate,” Tristen said, his shoulders hunched defensively.

      “My sisters and I are wondering how to stop a major development.”

      Tristen stood before she could say more. “I think I’d better wait outside for the tow truck.”

      The bartender, who had been chatting with the bikers, shot a glance Melanie’s way, head tipped back in scrutiny. Was he checking to see if she was okay, or was he making sure she wasn’t stealing his ratty cardboard coasters? She spun off her stool and followed Tristen outside.

      Earlier, it had been difficult to imagine him sitting at home, alone, with those sexy forearms and broad shoulders. But the way he played hot and cold could definitely explain why he was single. Then again, that kind of behavior in men wasn’t exactly atypical. Guys drooled over her sister Maya, but Melanie? Not so much. They usually got that distant, slightly constipated look and pulled back if she tried turning on the charm.

      Nothing new, so why take it personally?

      The sun struck her with its heat as she stumbled onto the wooden porch.

      A hand steadied her with reassuring strength.

      Swoon. Earlier, she’d had to resist the urge to touch the bare skin that stretched over the muscles flexing below Tristen’s rolled-up cuffs. She’d always been a sucker for strong arms. Something about a man being able to lift her without grunting and straining had always been a turn-on. And now him steadying her? Goodness, she was crushing. Big time. And totally struggling to keep from stroking his arms.

      “Thanks.”

      He gave her a small nod of acknowledgment.

      She pointed to the old truck. “Shall we fix it?” Anything to get out of here and avoid walking home along the highway in her heels.

      “The lug nuts are rusted up. Can’t turn them.”

      Melanie stared at the old truck’s wheels, then at Tristen’s strong, yummy build. “I have an idea.”

      He glanced at her dress and winced. “I’m not sure I like ideas.”

      What was that supposed to mean?

      “You’ll like this one. Trust me.” She climbed up the bar’s steps again, Guns and Roses now blasting. The bartender was absent and Melanie glanced around before making her way back to her vacated seat, where she leaned over the bar and swept up a handful of lemon wedges. She could be debarred for stealing. Did this count as theft? She certainly hadn’t paid for them. Turning to go with her pilfered fruit, she paused for a half second. The biker with the massive beard was staring at her as though he knew her. She gave him a weak smile and hurried back outside.

      “You’re going to turn lemons into lemonade?” Tristen asked.

      “Something like that. First, here’s the deal.”

      He crossed his arms and leaned against the truck’s back fender. “I’m not interested in marriage.”

      She choked on her laughter.

      “What?” His brow furrowed in displeasure.

      “Do I look like I’m trolling for a husband?” She fluffed out her skirt. “Okay, yeah, maybe a bit, but I don’t usually dress like this. I’m more of a T-shirt and jeans kind of gal.”

      “That’s too bad. The look suits you. You have nice legs.”

      Melanie struggled to accept the compliment, but found she couldn’t, given the lump in her throat. She was a Sasquatch. Always had been, since the puberty fairy had sprinkled her with that evil, magical dust. Tristen didn’t seem to be walking with the aid of a white cane, so why the false compliments?

      “I already turned down one offer this afternoon, I’ll turn down another.” She widened her stance. “Forcibly if need be.”

      A hint of color tinged Tristen’s cheeks. “That was a compliment. Ever get any of those, or does your quick offense usually cut them off?”

      She narrowed her eyes.

      “You are beautiful, you know. And just for the record, women are supposed to lap up compliments.”

      “I’m not a kitten at the milk bowl.” Melanie turned away. “All I want is a ride after I fix your truck.”

      “Deal.”

      She stole another quick glance at him. He was still in that sexy pose, arms crossed, one ankle hooked over the other, and watching her as though trying to figure her out.

      Desperate to put them on friendly terms again, she took the hand that wasn’t cupping the lemons and ran it over the truck’s curved hood. It was a classic 1960s Ford, with an almost vertical windshield. Not something she’d expect a man with supposed billions in his bank account to be driving. “How did you end up with a vehicle like this?”

      “I needed a truck during renovations and my neighbor had one for sale.”

      “I thought you had someone else do those for you?” That’s what the article had said.

      His shoulders tightened as he straightened up again, and his voice became formal, businesslike. “I’m at a disadvantage.” He met her eyes, slow and sure as he shook her hand. “I have the honor of meeting…?”

      “Melanie Summer.” She straightened her spine, tugging her hand from his grip. The way he’d held it, focusing all his attention on her after complimenting her, was doing strange things to her mind and body. If she didn’t know better, she’d think she’d sped straight from a developing crush to full on, unabridged lust.

      She obviously needed to get out more.

      “No relation to Daphne Summer, by chance?”

      Melanie held in her smile. Oh, boy. He was a real estate developer. Of course he knew her youngest sister. He’d probably met her head-on, seeing as she was responsible for almost every protest against local land developments over the past few years. And there had been plenty.

      Melanie tipped up her chin. “She’s my kid sister.”

      “I have one of her paintings in my living room.”

      Melanie forced her gaping jaw shut. “Her paintings?” Lately, Daphne had started selling her artwork at local farmers markets to help foot her portion of the family’s overdue tax bill on their century-old cottage. First Maya’s fiancé had ended up with one of Daphne’s paintings, and now Tristen, too? This was getting weird. Although the two men were friends. Maybe it was a guy thing to shop for artwork together.

      “What?” Tristen gave her a puzzled smile, his eyebrows wrinkling in an endearing way that made Melanie want to run a finger over them to see if they’d smooth out. “It caught my eye. A man can buy things without it becoming a big deal, you know.”

      Wow. Defensive. The ex-wife had obviously helped provide him with a little touch-and-go baggage before they split up.

      He apologized under his breath.

      “Well, how about that?” Melanie teased. “You have taste.”

      “Mentioning your beauty earlier doesn’t prove that?” A hint of mischief flickered in his gaze and she crossed her arms over her chest, then remembered the lemons still in her left hand. All right, no more flirty games. She needed to get them out of here.

      “Okay. The deal is, if I fix your tire you’ll give me a ride to Port Carling. Will you do that?”

      “How terribly convenient.” Tristen resumed his casual stance, sizing her up in a way that she figured she wasn’t supposed to notice. “I’m heading that way myself.”

      “Don’t you live there?” she asked, tired of the games.

      “Stalking me, Ms. Summer?”

      “Newspapers.” She bit back a dig about keeping track of the snippy billionaires who might be in her neighborhood.

      “Don’t believe everything they tell you.”

      “So then you’re not divorced and hiding out in a cottage that you made into a year-rounder?” So much for keeping her digs to herself.

      Tristen’s face lost its playful expression. “Are you going to fix my truck or do I need to send you back into that bar, where the bikers can continue to undress you with their eyes? Because as much as you get under my skin, Melanie Summer, I’d like to think I’m gentleman enough to help a woman in distress. However, you are making that rather difficult.”

      Melanie sucked on one of the lemon wedges. “You don’t believe I can do this.”

      Tristen waved a hand at the flat tire. “Be my guest, lemon gal.”

      “Watch and learn.” She held the lemons over the lug nuts and squeezed, letting the juice run between them and the rim, hoping the acidic liquid would break the rust’s bond. Moments later she licked her fingers and placed the lemon rinds in Tristen’s hand. With a smile, she turned and walked over to the pile of scrap metal in the weedy yard next door, hoping she’d find what she needed and wouldn’t end up looking like a fool.

      She could feel Tristen watching as she poked through the scrap until she came across what she was looking for. She hefted the two-and-a-half-foot-long pipe and walked back to the truck.

      “You’re not going to whack me with that, are you?” he asked, pretending to cower. “I swear I’ll never compliment you again.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Hand me the wrench, please.”

      After whacking the lug nuts with the pipe to loosen anything she could, she fitted the X-shaped wrench over the first nut, then slipped the pipe over the wrench’s handle to give her more leverage. Praying the lemon juice had loosened the rust, she carefully applied her weight to the wrench and pipe extension, shifting her feet to add more pressure. Son of a gun. That really was stuck fast.

      “Troubles?” Tristen asked, his lips curving into a perfect grin, exposing a fine line of white teeth.

      Without a word, Melanie smiled back and turned to sit on the pipe, holding tight while she bounced up and down, hoping to budge the nut. There was one thing a gal learned growing up in a household of women, and that was how to get creative in solving problems when there wasn’t a lot of cash around. Not that she was stellar at it, but still. She could hold her own. Usually.

      Sweat gathered on her brow when the bikers came out onto the sloped porch to have a cigarette while leaning over the railing to enjoy the show she was putting on. Another unsuccessful bounce. Tristen glanced toward the road as if hoping for the tow truck.

      Melanie bounced harder, giving the pipe and wrench a sudden jolt. The rust cracked and the nut turned, dumping her in a heap on the gravel.

      Tristen was at her side in a flash, cupping her elbow as he helped her up. “You okay?”

      “Fine.” She brushed off her skirt and smiled brightly. “One down. Four more to go.”

      The bikers chuckled, taking leisurely drags on their cigarettes. Melanie refrained from mentioning that they needed to maintain a nine meter radius from the building’s entrance to be compliant with the Smoke Free Ontario Act, and set about fitting the wrench over the next nut. Tristen handed her the pipe, which had slid off during her spill, but he refused to let go. She pressed her body close to his to show she wasn’t intimidated. “What?”

      “Need help?”

      “I’ll finish the job, thanks.”

      She repeated her earlier actions—without being dumped on the ground—and the bikers cheered with each freed nut. Melanie curtsied for her audience when the new tire was finally in place, and thanked her lucky stars that her idea had worked. She was hot and dusty, but pleased.

      “A round of whiskey for the pretty lady,” one biker hollered.

      “I think you’re one of them now,” Tristen whispered. Melanie watched as he put the wrench and jack away. “You want to go in,” he noted in surprise.

      She shrugged. She kind of did, and not just because she was thirsty.

      “I can wait to drive you home, if you want.” His voice was gentle, caring. Almost big-brotherly. But it wasn’t fully platonic; there was a certain possessiveness in the way he held himself. Closer than a brother would stand. He watched her for a moment, maintaining eye contact long enough that she thought he might actually be interested. And not just in her safety.

      “Better cancel that tow truck.” Melanie slipped past him, hoping the free drinks would cure her hands of their Tristen-induced palsy.
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        * * *

      

      Wow. The biker had been serious about providing a whiskey for her troubles. She finished the drink quickly, happy to see it was curing her trembling hands. But just as she pried her elbows off the sticky bar to excuse herself, the second biker, the man with the long, tangled beard, stepped up with another. He took the free spot beside her, which had been vacated by his buddy, Kane.

      Seated on her other side, Tristen bristled. So far he had remained silent, avoiding the revelry, but now he laid a gentle hand on her arm. “Are you ready to go?”

      Of course she wasn’t. She had male attention, and the bikers were buying her drinks. She was the only game in town and she’d judged these men wrongly. She had to make it up to them by absorbing their surprisingly kind, almost fatherly tributes. It was a sensation she hadn’t felt in over a decade, and it was good. Really good.

      “To think. With a few wedges of lemon she could do what that man with the big arms couldn’t,” laughed Kane, nodding at Tristen, who inhaled slowly, his grip tightening around his truck keys.

      The bartender leaned over the bar, palm outstretched to Melanie. “I think you owe me some lemon wedges, miss.”

      All eyes turned to her. She had relayed her story of her date abandoning her, drawing a subtly aghast response from her audience. Everyone knew she had no money on her.

      Tristen shifted, leaning to one side to get the wallet out of his back pocket.

      “He’s kidding,” she said lightly, hoping she was correct. Tristen smoothed a five dollar bill on the bar as the others broke into guffaws.

      “Just trying to help,” he muttered. “Can we go now?”

      Melanie bumped her shoulder against his, the two shots warming her gut. “Aw, it’s okay. They’re just giving me a hard time. Thanks, though. I appreciate it.” She met his eyes and smiled, reaching over to give his chin a gentle squeeze.

      The bikers began discussing engine repairs, and Melanie hoped they wouldn’t ask her to fix something. While she’d been driving a motorcycle for the past few months as a way to save money, it would be a stretch to say she knew much about them.

      “Sure can hold a drink,” Ezra, the bearded biker, remarked as he purchased another round. His silver skull rings shone in the light as he slid a glass her way.

      “Don’t ask me to walk a line!” Melanie said, raising her third whiskey in the air. The men lifted theirs in turn, with crooked grins. “I hope nobody is driving.” She let out a giggle. They were in the middle of nowhere on an old Ontario backwoods highway. Of course they were driving.

      “Order of rings, Scar,” Ezra said, and the bartender disappeared into the back room.

      “Why do you call him Scar?” She hadn’t noticed any marks on the man’s smooth olive skin.

      “The Lion King is his favorite movie. He likes to think he’s tough, so we call him Scar, after Simba’s evil uncle.”

      “No scars?”

      “Only of the emotional variety,” snorted Kane, his eyes slitted in a glare that didn’t match his tone. Bikers were a strange lot. All kittens on the inside.

      Melanie placed her empty glass on the bar.

      “Ready?” asked Tristen.

      She wanted to tell him to take a chill pill. But seeing as he was the only one in the bar not drunk, since he’d declined every offered shot, and the only one who had offered her a ride—not that she didn’t think she could snag a weaving, incredibly fast and blurry lift back to town on the back of a Harley—he was her safest bet at the moment.

      And safety was her middle name. Melanie Safety Summer. Had a certain ring to it, didn’t it?

      “This was a wonderful way to top off my afternoon, boys,” Melanie said, wondering if it was wise to call bikers “boys.” If she wasn’t careful she might hit a hot button and break the little bubble of harmony that made her feel she was one of them, and end up with an angry duo on her tail. And she really didn’t think Tristen’s old truck could outrace or outlast these bikers and their hogs. “I enjoyed talking to you.”

      “What do you do for a living, Melanie?” asked Ezra, turning to face her. His eyebrows were as out of control as his beard, practically hiding his eyes as he lowered them to peer at her.

      Ezra wasn’t fierce—he was shy! That was so incredibly sweet.

      “I’m a lawyer,” she said, trying to own the fact, but knowing that it likely wasn’t a favored occupation here in the Steel Barrel. Or anywhere on planet earth.

      “I knew you were a smart one!” called Kane, slapping his buddy on the back so hard that Ezra turned to glare at him, fist raised. “Didn’t I say she was smart?”

      “Anyone who uses lemons to save a man like Mr. City here is smart, you dimwit,” Ezra growled.

      There was a muscle flickering in Tristen’s jaw.

      “Aw, come on, guys,” Melanie said with a laugh. “He’s lived out here for a few years. He barely even looks like a city slicker now.”

      They all stared at Tristen, who sat up taller, straighter. Okay, so maybe the neatly rolled up sleeves of his shirt kind of said “city.” That and his current posture.

      “Okay then? So? Anyone have a good story to share?” Melanie asked, breaking the silence. They couldn’t leave on that note.

      Ezra turned his crystalline eyes to her, his bushy brows low again, his voice quiet. “You a divorce lawyer?”

      “Aw.” She gave him a light nudge with her elbow. “Hung out with me for less than an hour and already looking to ditch the old lady?” The whiskey was loosening her tongue.

      Tristen’s fingers tightened around her elbow. Time to go, yeah. Not a bad idea. Melanie glanced at Ezra, but instead of murdering her and tossing her body in the bush out back, he let out a good-natured laugh, then gave her chin a none-too-gentle chuck with his fist.

      Okay, he needed to stop wearing so many funky rings if he planned to do that to townies.

      Tristen edged closer.

      “Ezra here’s an accountant,” Kane said. Melanie tried to mask her surprise. “But he can’t figure a way to leave the marriage with his nuts intact.”

      Tristen muttered, “Good luck, pal.”

      “What was that?” Ezra leaned across Melanie, his odor surprisingly fresh and clean, which was nice after all that whiskey and the heat. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to handle the smell of greasy hair and BO. He dropped his cocktail napkin, which he’d neatly folded into a square.

      “The woman always wins, so why waste your time and energy fighting her?” Tristen muttered. “Just roll over and play dead.”

      “Not my style.” Ezra gave him a hard look, but Tristen surprised Melanie by holding his ground and making the biker break eye contact first. Tristen’s fingers closed into a fist and she feared he must be battling something big inside, and for her sake, holding on to a very short and slippery rein.

      She turned back to Ezra, blocking his view of Mr. About to Blow His Top. “Come by the office and we’ll get you sorted out. Main Street, Bracebridge.” Melanie slid off her stool, the floor seeming incredibly far away from her feet. They hit after at least a foot or two of free fall she hadn’t expected, and she stumbled slightly, Ezra and Tristen steadying her at the same moment. A possessive charge crackled between the two and Melanie finally got why women went to the bother of getting dressed up.

      She might just become a dress gal, after all.

      “Thank you. It was fun meeting you,” she said to the bikers. “Say goodbye to Scar for me.”

      “Come back again, Lemonade.” Kane winked.

      “You ride?” Ezra called to her as she headed out.

      “I have a bike, but it’s not… I’m not…”

      “What kind?”

      “A Suzuki.”

      “What model?”

      “Inazuma 250.” It wasn’t the fanciest bike on the market, but it was affordable and economical.

      Ezra nodded, his fingers tangling in his long beard as he assessed her—mostly her legs, she noted. “A gal like you wouldn’t have issues with the seat height, and it’s nice and light. Good fit.”

      “I like it.”

      “Come ride with us sometime.”

      “Right. That would be nice.”

      She swallowed her apprehension as Tristen gripped her elbow and steered her out of the bar.

      “They are so sweet!” she said as they trundled down the steps. The heat of the day was oppressing as ever, but the intensity of the sun had dropped a notch. They must have been in there longer than she’d thought. “Unexpected fun. My favorite.”

      “You’re drunk. That was not fun,” he grumbled, strong-arming her forward.

      “Think he’ll stop by for divorce help?” she asked as she missed the last step, doing a funny leg bend that would have deposited her on her butt if Tristen hadn’t been there to catch her. Sweet, sweet-smelling Tristen.

      “You smell good. So did Ezra, actually. I didn’t expect that. What kind of shampoo do you use? Does it have ylang-ylang in it? I like saying that. It’s a fun word. At first I thought it was a joke, you know? But it’s real. A tree with pretty flowers.”

      Tristen gazed at her steadily, still holding her shoulders as though he wasn’t sure she’d remain standing if he let go. “I can’t believe you drank that much whiskey. Straight.”

      “I made it through law school, didn’t I?” She let out a giggle. “Can we sit down now? My legs feel funny. And I’m hungry. We should have waited for the onion wings—rings. Wings would be something. Flying onions. Isn’t that the name of a restaurant?”

      Tristen gave her a look she couldn’t decipher, and shook his head, helping her into his truck like a perfect, sweet-smelling, gentlemanly hero.

      He was already her favorite.
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      Tristen had never met a woman quite like the one sitting in the passenger seat of his beater, and he’d met plenty of interesting and unpredictable people in his thirty-seven years of life. However, it seemed as though he still had plenty to learn about the fairer sex. And Melanie Summer, in her eye-catching dress, who had figured out how to defeat an ancient, rusted-up lug nut with nothing more than lemons and a decent knowledge of physics, was sure to be another puzzle he’d never sort out.

      Add in the way she’d won over the bikers? Unprecedented. If they’d both broken out into song and asked her to give them a makeover, he swore he wouldn’t have blinked in surprise.

      There was something magical about Melanie. At first he’d felt the need to protect her—she was an abandoned woman in a rough area and he’d been raised right. But the more he got to know her, the more his need to protect had morphed into something more innate and primal. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what had changed, or why he feared if he let her out of his sight something would happen to her. Or that he would miss one of her unexpected quirks that would make him smile.

      The woman in question shifted in her seat as they rolled into the village of Port Carling. “Can I buy you a drink to thank you for your rescue services?” She asked the question so casually it was as though she was already expecting the rejection he had begun to plot.

      “I think you rescued me,” he replied, trying to figure out her sudden lack of bravado.

      Melanie’s voice quivered slightly, her hands a tangle in her lap. “I was so sure Scar was going to throw me to the hordes, and my family would never see me again.” She gave a laugh that was too tight to hide the fact she wasn’t joking. When she’d waltzed into the bar as though she owned it, he’d been dazzled by her confidence. She’d struck him as a woman who knew what she wanted. And yet here she was, acting scared.

      Her hands relaxed as her dark, worried expression gave way to a sunny laugh. “Who knew they were such a nice bunch of guys? I feel so silly.”

      Tristen didn’t think they were nice. The way the bearded one had kept eyeing her pale neck, well, he could have sworn the guy had been measuring it to see if his hands would fit around it. “Maybe stay away from them, just in case.”

      She laughed again, brushing him off. “You’re so funny.”

      No, he wasn’t. Not at all. “He was eyeing your neck, Melanie.”

      Tristen’s hands shook on the steering wheel. Didn’t she understand the way the world worked? The way bikers operated?

      “He makes necklaces, Tristen. While you were canceling the tow truck he told me I inspired him. If I go to the farmers market in Bala next week he’ll have a hematite and chain maille choker for me.”

      Choker. Man, she did not get it, did she? “Make sure you don’t go off with those men alone.”

      “Yeah, sure. Of course.” She waved a hand, dismissing his concerns as she mowed her way through his offered bag of beef jerky. The woman could eat, he’d give her that. But she was acting as though these men were just regular white-collar workers dressing up tough on weekends, not members of the Hells Angels. Not that he knew if they were gang members or not, but they probably were. Accountants did not look gnarly, and Ezra looked incredibly gnarly.

      Tristen rubbed his forehead and focused on keeping his truck between the narrow painted lines as they wound through the hilly town. The tires hit a bump and the fieldstones he’d picked up earlier clattered and banged in the truck’s box.

      What was it about this woman that made him want to hide her away? Part of him said it was to keep her safe. The other part said he was afraid others would see just how delicate and wonderful she was, and take her away.

      Hadn’t he learned anything from his ex? He needed to stay as far from women as possible. At least until he figured out his crap.

      “Where am I dropping you off?” he asked, his voice gruff.

      There was a familiar look of disappointment in Melanie’s eyes and he tried not to feel guilty for being relieved. Disappointed women didn’t expect anything from him long-term, and didn’t go looking to change his bachelor status and mend his heart, or whatever else seemed to crank their engines. Not that Melanie was the type to do that, especially since he hadn’t exactly strutted his manly side so far today. She probably thought he was a joke.

      In fact, he was a joke. She had been right about him hiding out in Muskoka for the past two years. Since his wife filed for divorce, to be precise. He’d run from Toronto like a dog with its tail between its legs, confused and wondering what planet he’d ended up on.

      But he knew that an innocent thank-you supper with Melanie would turn into something bigger. She’d wowed and wooed the hardened hearts of bikers, so what chance did a man like him have? She was fatally tempting. Sexy. Demure.

      “At the boutique up the hill past the locks,” Melanie said. “I left my motorcycle there.”

      Tristen glanced at her bare legs. Motorcycle in a dress? Who in tarnation was this woman?

      Who cared? He needed to ditch her. And fast. Being intrigued meant trouble. And where women were concerned, he’d had enough trouble to last him at least another decade.

      “Yeah, I know,” she said, catching his look. “Practicality is my latest middle name. It used to be Safety. I really can’t decide between the two. I guess I should have introduced myself properly. I’m Melanie Practicality Summer.” She put out her hand to shake his.

      He gave her a look, keeping his hands on the wheel. She heaved a heavy sigh and fingered the hem of her skirt with slim, delicate fingers, inadvertently revealing more thigh. Then she leaned forward, her palm resting on the door handle, ready to exit even though he was still a ways from her stop. She was taking his lack of enthusiasm over a drink as a personal rejection.

      Women. Damned if you do. Definitely damned if you shut them down.

      He stopped outside a house that had been converted into a two-story clothing shop. “Thanks again,” he said. “Appreciate it.” He stared at the motorcycle. “Are you okay to drive?”

      Who was he kidding? Of course she wasn’t.

      “The beef jerky helped. Thanks.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, it’s not far.”

      “The greatest percentage of accidents occur less than five miles from home.”

      “A misleading statistic. Most of your driving happens there.”

      “I’ll give you that one, but I still think I should give you a ride the rest of the way home.”

      Melanie swung the squeaking door open and paused, half in the truck, half out, the skirt of her dress bunching up behind her butt. “A friend thought maybe you could help me and my sisters with some development stuff in relation to our family cottage. Could I call you sometime?”

      Aha. A rich chick with a cottage. That’s what the bit of intrigue had been about, the missing piece of Melanie’s puzzle: she was a rich chick trying to be someone without a trust fund for the afternoon.

      Funny, but he’d pegged her as a local. Granted, there were a few locals with cottages, but really, it didn’t matter, did it? He didn’t need to get wrapped up in a high maintenance and dressed-to-kill babe like her. And it was a sure bet she was all of the above. In other words, danger with a capital D.

      And developments? An emphatic, resounding no. Toronto would get the winter Olympics before he ever dug back into that mess and allowed it to take over his life, turning him into the monster he’d once been. Anything to win the deal. The side of himself he’d carefully and purposefully locked away. The beast would remain shackled until he was certain it had been slaughtered and couldn’t achieve reincarnation. That meant Melanie Summer was not allowed anywhere near his life.

      “So?” She gave him an expectant look. “Could you? Please? I could make you supper or walk your dog in return.”

      First Alice Estaire hadn’t got the hint that he didn’t need a woman in his life, and now this one. It had taken eight months of peeling Alice off his arm to discourage her. Sadly, she knew where he lived and had “popped in” at strange times, hence him getting his early warning system installed. AKA Max.

      But now Tristen had Melanie offering to walk his dog? Did it ever stop? What was with Muskoka women?

      “The seat is covered in dog hair,” she said. “It was a joke. Quit freaking out.”

      “I’m not freaking out.”

      “I’m trying to say that I don’t expect you to give your time freely. I know you’re a busy man.” Her gaze ran down his worn shirt and jeans.

      Ouch. That was a dig.

      “What do you need, Melanie?” He winced. That sounded like a yes, didn’t it? His cell phone vibrated on the seat next to him and he flipped it over to check who was calling. His ex-wife, Cindy, a woman who had been purposefully and successfully avoiding him for five months.
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