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        Nora Wilder and Milo Keene have one thing in common: they’re both determined to survive each other.

      

      

      
        
        Nora lives for hiking trails, daring takeoffs, and the thrill of what comes next. As an adventure guide at Lakeview Harbor Resort, she finally feels like she’s found her place—until a series of run-ins with one of the resort’s owners threatens the future she’s building there.

        Milo prefers schedules and spreadsheets to mountain trails and adrenaline. Investing in the resort where he met his closest friends made perfect sense. Surviving Nora Wilder? Not so much.

        After she destroys his drone, terrifies him on a jet ski, and takes him on the most nerve-wracking flight of his life, Milo should be furious.

        Instead…he’s intrigued.

        When Nora unexpectedly comes to his rescue—and Milo accidentally admits he might have feelings for her—the tension between them shifts from hostile to something far more dangerous.

      

      

      
        
        What starts as a resort crush might just turn into the adventure neither of them saw coming.

      

      

      
        
        For the latest release information, additional content, and promotions, sign up for Samantha Chase’s newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Early morning walks were sort of becoming the norm.

      It was peaceful, the scenery was breathtaking, and more than anything, it gave him the solitude he so fiercely craved.

      Moving into his cabin at the Lakeview Harbor Resort seemed like a good idea to Milo Keene. After all, his buddies had all done it and seemingly thrived from it. They were all more hands-on with the rebuilding of the resort, so it made sense for them all to be here. But he was the guy who did better when he was sitting behind a desk and not touching anything building-related.

      He was a tech guy.

      Correction: a brilliant tech guy.

      And that wasn’t his ego talking; it was a fact.

      While all his friends were playing baseball or football, he was teaching himself how to code. It felt natural to him in a way that nothing else had. And the older he got, the more he learned until he founded his own cybersecurity company while still in college.

      Now, as a self-made millionaire, he was still learning and growing his business on a global level, and it kept him incredibly busy.

      And lonely.

      He was so used to commanding his company back in Seattle and spending his days in front of multiple computer screens that he had forgotten what it was like to relax a little, breathe fresh air, and have free time on his hands.

      Being here with his best friends was fun, but sometimes he just needed time alone.

      Like now.

      The resort was open and fully functioning, which meant there were guests everywhere. The section they had designated for the owners—himself, Walker, Connor, Slater, and Axel—was off-limits to guests, and it allowed him the opportunity to walk along some paths without having to smile or make small talk with strangers.

      He despised small talk.

      Mainly because he sucked at it.

      But he was here for the next three months to make sure everything digital—the computer systems, Wi-Fi, security cameras…pretty much anything with a digital footprint—was functioning the best that it possibly could.

      Did he need three months? Probably not. He chose to take that time away from his company as a bit of a sabbatical. Apparently he’d been getting a little too tense and snappish with his staff.

      His head of HR had the misfortune of having to come and reprimand him.

      That had been the kick in the ass he needed to know it was time for a break. It had been far too long since he’d taken any real time off. Sure, he’d come to the resort during the renovation phase and hung out for a few days here and there—a week at most—but it had been years since he’d taken any serious time for himself.

      He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d gone on a date or had sex.

      Maybe that’s why I was getting snappish…

      It was definitely the reason.

      And while he could have easily gone out somewhere and hooked up with someone, that wasn’t even remotely appealing.

      Not anymore.

      Now that his friends were all getting engaged and married, Milo found that he was a little…envious.

      Fine, he was full-on jealous, and he hated it.

      Walker and Harlow were planning a New Year’s wedding, Connor and Lexi were still trying to pick a date for their wedding but he knew it would be soon, and there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that Axel and Maisie were going to get engaged any day now.

      He knew it was coming because Axel asked him to help pick out a ring, so…yeah, any day now.

      It wasn’t like he felt like he had to be in a relationship, but he’d been a little…disenchanted with his life lately. He was bored and lonely and…really thought he’d be married with kids by this point in his life.

      Although it’s hard for that to happen when he was working eighteen hours a day, seven days a week.

      “What am I doing with my life?” he murmured wearily. He had money, a beautiful home back in Seattle, part-ownership in the resort, and he could do anything he wanted.

      I want to be happy.

      Unfortunately, he had no idea how to be.

      He spent so much of his life focusing on his ambition that happiness had fallen way down on the list. Creating a new product or a new code brought him satisfaction, but it didn’t make him happy.

      On some level, he thought being here with his friends and surrounded by happy people would rub off on him.

      So far, it hadn’t.

      But he was only three weeks in. There was still time for that to change. It was all in the mindset.

      So right now, with the sun freshly up, he pushed all negative thoughts aside as he embraced the peace and beauty of mother nature.

      The morning air carried a kind of hush that Milo wasn’t used to. Back in Seattle, mornings came alive with sound—the low rumble of traffic, someone’s playlist blasting, the hiss of espresso machines from the café next to his office. Here, there was nothing like that. Just the muted crunch of his boots along the dirt path and the soft rhythm of his own breath.

      He followed the narrow trail that curved through the woods, pine needles and damp leaves cushioning every step. The scent of the forest was sharp and clean—pine, earth, and the faint sweetness of something blooming unseen. A thin veil of fog hovered over the lake ahead, the surface smooth and still, reflecting the pale blush of early light.

      It struck him how strange it felt to have nowhere he needed to be. No calendar reminders buzzing in his pocket, no emails waiting, no city hum in the background, just… space and time. The kind he’d always said he wanted but never really knew what to do with.

      He slowed near the water’s edge, watching a single ripple move outward until it disappeared. The quiet wasn’t just around him; it seemed to seep into him, pressing against the restless noise that usually filled his head. For once, he didn’t try to push it away.

      He thought about how long it had been since he’d allowed himself to be still. Not productive, not efficient—just still. Out here, the world didn’t ask anything of him. It didn’t care who he was or what he hadn’t figured out yet. It just existed—peaceful, steady, certain in a way he envied.

      When the sun finally broke through the trees, spilling light across the lake, he stood there and let it warm his face. Maybe this was what he’d been chasing without realizing it—not escape, but quiet. The kind that lets you hear yourself again.

      The roar of a jet ski ruined everything.

      Groaning, he stomped along the water’s edge to see why anyone was out on the lake this early. Guests weren’t allowed to access the equipment without one of the employees being there, and no one was scheduled to be out here until after eight.

      Maybe it was one of the staff testing the equipment or just getting a jump on the day, but it was just barely seven a.m. Weren’t there rules about this sort of thing?

      He squinted into the fog and saw it: a streak of red cutting through the water like a comet. It was definitely a jet ski. And on it, the only person he seemed to always run into when no one was around, Nora Wilder.

      Just then, she went speeding by, splashing him as she went.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      It wasn’t like he got soaked, but his clothes still got sprayed, and it pissed him off to no end. Muttering another curse, Milo had to figure out what to do next. Storming over to the dock, he stood, hands on his hips, and had no idea what to do. Did he wait here until she rode back, or did he go straight to Slater, her boss?

      Before he could even think, she angled the machine closer, slicing through the mist with effortless control. Water sprayed over the dock, drenching the tips of his shoes.

      “Seriously?” Milo muttered under his breath, brushing off the droplets.

      Her grin was wicked, the kind that made him groan and smile at the same time. “Morning, city boy,” she called, voice loud and teasing, carrying across the lake like she knew exactly how to get under his skin.

      He opened his mouth to reply—something calm, logical, maybe a polite rebuke—but the words got stuck in his throat. God, she was stunning.

      And that just pissed him off.

      From the moment he first saw her, he was intrigued. She moved with confidence, and she had a body that typically kept him staring way too long. And that’s what always got him in trouble, because she usually caught him.

      The first time, he had been out on one of the docks using one of his top-of-the-line drones to survey the area. They were planning on building an amphitheater, and being out on the dock meant he could launch without a lot of trees around. The plan had been simple. All he expected to see were areas on the resort property that would make the most sense to build where it wouldn’t overly disturb guests who were either in their cabins or up in the lodge. What he hadn’t expected to see was a gorgeous, topless brunette sunbathing in one of their canoes in the middle of the lake.

      In all his life, Milo had never seen anyone move so fast or furiously. Her lithe body just sprang into action to first cover herself and then get to shore. He figured that would be the end of it. But once on land, she hauled several rocks at the drone and knocked it right out of the sky and down into the water.

      At the time, he had no idea she was an employee of the resort.

      Yeah, he awkwardly found that out later on, in the middle of Jayce and Kelsey’s wedding reception.

      But even as furious as he was about the drone, seeing her up close and in person had kind of knocked him on his ass. She took zero responsibility for destroying his drone and confidently put the blame on him before walking away.

      And what did he do?

      Nothing.

      Absolutely nothing.

      Well, he’d walked away—stormed off, actually—like a damn child who didn’t get his way.

      Since then, he didn’t go out of his way to seek her out, but considering he was doing a lot of walking around the property for the amphitheater project, they typically ran into each other. And every time she was either coming back from a hike, or kayaking, or some other sporting activity.

      That’s her job, genius.

      Yeah, Nora was working with Slater on all the activities here at the resort. She was very athletic and seemed to step up to every challenge with ease. Meanwhile, he tended to flinch if a ball was thrown in his direction.

      Everyone knew he wasn’t exactly the outdoorsy or athletic type, but having her know it bugged him.

      And she knew it. The smirk she seemed to always throw his way when she spotted him out and about said it all. It wasn’t like he couldn’t play sports or that he didn’t enjoy being out here in the rustic wilderness, but it definitely wasn’t his comfort zone. Play to your strengths, right? And this wasn’t it.

      In the distance, he saw her circling back again and groaned. She leaned forward, adjusting her trajectory as if she were reading his thoughts, and then zipped past him, spraying more water that left his hoodie plastered to his back.

      “Really? You could let a guy have one quiet morning, you know!” he shouted after her, though the mist swallowed most of his words.

      She circled back, slowing just enough to hover near the dock. “Quiet mornings are for people who hide behind screens and spreadsheets,” she said, sharp enough to sting. “I know you tech guys think this entire lake is a simulation, but some of us like doing it for real.”

      Milo blinked. “I… I don’t…that’s not what I’m doing.”

      “Yeah, right. Sure,” she shot back, and he knew she was rolling her eyes behind her sunglasses. “You’re scouting out more spots to take down trees and ruin the beauty of the property so you have an opportunity to make more money.” She snorted with disgust. “Not every piece of land needs to be destroyed for the sake of the mighty dollar. I’m sure that’s not what they taught you at your fancy college, but maybe you should stick to the cities and leave this beautiful landscape alone.”

      And before he could respond, she was gone.

      Spraying him one last time as she went.

      For several moments he didn’t move or focus on just how wet his clothes now were; he just watched her go.

      That was the longest she’d ever spoken to him, and he wished he could have thought of something to say so they could have an actual conversation.

      Particularly one where she’s not making all kinds of assumptions about him. It would be nice if she took a minute to know something about him.

      Or if she even wanted to.

      Because…he’d be okay with that.
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        * * *

      

      The sun was up, and it already felt like today was going to be another scorcher. Still, having the lake all to herself before the resort guests were up and about was a great way to start the day.

      Securing the jet ski, Nora couldn’t help but smile. “Life is good,” she whispered before straightening and staring out at the glorious view.

      The lake, the mountains, the blue sky…it made her happy. This job made her happy. There was something about being outdoors that just fed her soul. After years of working for extreme sports tour companies, it was nice to do things at a slower pace so she could actually have some downtime to enjoy the wonder of Mother Nature.

      “Until some jerk cuts it all down and blocks what’s left with more buildings that no one needs.”

      And she knew who that jerk was.

      Milo Keene.

      She dubbed him king of the jerks.

      “Ugh, what am I, twelve?” Grabbing her tote bag off the dock, she made her way to the supply shed. She and Slater had set up a mini office down there so they could be close to the lake and where the bulk of the activities were. It wasn’t pretty, but it was functional. But as she walked past a row of cabins, she couldn’t help but wish she had one for herself. Her apartment in town was fine, but she was lonely. At least if she were here, she’d be around people all the time.

      Not that she felt the need to be around people 24/7, but since moving to Harbortown and coming to work at the resort, there was a definite shift in how she looked at life. She’d grown up with a great family, a ton of friends, and a healthy dose of travel that included every kind of outdoor activity—hiking, skiing, swimming, kayaking, whitewater rafting, bungee jumping…you name it, they did it. Her family was full of overachievers who lived for the thrill of…well…thrills.

      But they just didn’t have the same appeal anymore.

      Sure, it was fun to take a group of resort guests on a hike up one of the mountains, but these weren’t overly challenging, nothing a beginner hiker couldn’t handle. And even though she took other groups parasailing around the lake and even on the small zip-line course they built, she was having more fun helping with the kid camps.

      Not that it was surprising. Her siblings were all married with kids, and she had become the favorite aunt to all her nieces and nephews. But after every visit, when everyone left and she was alone, she started feeling a longing for what her sisters and brother had.

      She wanted a family of her own.

      She met a lot of people in her line of work, but they were usually part of a tour who were only there temporarily, and then she’d never see them again.

      But that wasn’t the only deterrent.

      Most of the guys she met were either frat boys who were just looking for a good time, or guys going through a mid-life crisis and thought doing some extreme sports would help them recapture their youth.

      Dating guys like that was so not what she wanted.

      But she really wanted to go on a date. It had been so long since she’d gone out with a man, but she was done settling for just any guy who asked her out.

      Not that anyone had asked lately.

      “Pretty hard to date when you don’t have roots anywhere.”

      Could Harbortown be where she put down roots? Maybe. It wasn’t terrible, but this was still primarily a resort town. And just like all her other jobs, everyone she met was only here for vacation. A few weeks tops.

      Rounding the bend in the path, she spotted Slater talking to…

      “Oh, no…”

      Milo.

      Milo, who was undoubtedly ratting her out because she splashed him with the jet ski.

      It was a pretty childish thing to do, but he was always so uptight and pristine looking that she thought he could use a bit of mussing up. Every time she saw him he was in khaki shorts and either a polo shirt or a button-down, short-sleeve shirt. Did the man even own a t-shirt? Or go out without brushing his hair? The sun had barely been up and he looked like he could hold a business meeting on a yacht.

      Right now, he didn’t look quite so polished and put together.

      But he did look mad.

      Nora stepped off the path and casually waited behind a tree until he walked away. She knew she could explain herself to Slater. He was incredibly cool and laid back and enjoyed pushing people’s buttons for the sake of lightening the mood. So that’s what she was going to go with if he asked why she decided to splash his friend.

      Peering out from behind the pine tree, she made sure the coast was clear before continuing up the path. Stepping into the storage shed, she found Slater sitting at the desk, feet up, hands clasped behind his head, grinning.

      “Good morning,” she said cheerfully.

      “Good morning. You just getting here?”

      “Um…yeah,” she lied as she put her tote bag down.

      “Did you swim here? Because you look like you just came off the lake.” His tone was light, so she knew it was pointless to even try to keep up the ruse.

      “Fine. I got here over an hour ago and took one of the jet skis out to watch the sunrise.”

      All he did was nod.

      “I’m used to being up early and the view from my apartment is pretty dismal, so I thought I’d come here. It’s nice having the lake to myself before we start all the activities for the day.”

      Another nod.

      Huffing, she started to get defensive. “There’s over fifteen hundred acres here, why does he have to come to the lake, huh? Why can’t he find someplace else to start the day?”

      Now he arched a brow.

      “Why is he always by the damn lake? Isn’t he here to do tech stuff? Can’t he work up in the lodge or something?” She huffed with annoyance again. “And most normal people—you know, with common sense—would know to step back when a jet ski is coming through. So it’s not my fault that he got wet.”

      Swinging his feet down, Slater sat up straight, folding his hands on the desk. “Okay, I’m going to stop you before you dig yourself an even bigger hole. You do realize that Milo’s one of the owners here, right?”

      She nodded.

      “And while he’s not as hands-on as me, Axel, Connor, or Walker, he’s still one of your bosses. The guys and I all agreed early on that we could hire our own staff for our own departments without getting everyone else’s approval. But…we also agreed that if someone was causing issues or not a good fit, that we could step in.”

      Dread hit like a lead bomb in her stomach. “Oh.”

      “And Milo’s stepping in.”

      “Slater, I just…”

      He held up a hand to stop her. “Look, I’m all for messing with him too. We all do it in good fun, but unfortunately, everything that’s transpired between the two of you comes off as you being a bit of a bully.”

      “Oh, please. I am not a bully. I had perfectly good reasons for all the things that…transpired.”

      “The drone?”

      “He was being a perv! I was sunbathing out on the lake and he used the drone to spy on me!”

      “So he saw you in your bathing suit and you destroyed a $10,000 drone? You don’t think that’s excessive? He wanted to fire you because of that!”

      Nora felt her cheeks heat. “I wasn’t exactly…wearing my bathing suit,” she murmured. “Just the bottoms.”

      Slater groaned. “And you thought he was spying on you because of that?”

      “He was! The damn drone hovered! What else would it be doing?”

      “Um…looking at the property?” he suggested, and yeah, he was heavy on the sarcasm. “That’s his job, Nora. He needs to see the property from angles he can’t get while just walking around. He’s heading up this amphitheater project and he’s looking for spots.”

      Crap.

      “Look, I get that you don’t know Milo, but the guy is a tech genius. He’s the least pervy guy I know, and believe me, I know a lot of pervy guys.” He chuckled. “Milo’s harmless, okay? But he is one of your bosses and you need to find a way to make nice with him, otherwise we’re going to have issues.”

      “You’d seriously let him fire me?” she asked incredulously.

      He at least had the decency to look uncomfortable. “I wouldn’t really have a choice. The drone alone should have had me firing you.”

      Double crap.

      So much for putting down roots here in Harbortown.

      Pulling up a chair, she sat facing him. “Fine. I was out of line. I overreacted when I smashed the drone. I’m sorry.”

      “And the other stuff?”

      Sighing, she shook her head. “What other stuff?”

      “Milo claims that you’re borderline hostile whenever you see him. Personally, I don’t understand that because you work with people all the time and no one’s ever complained. So…”

      Until a few minutes ago, she wouldn’t even hesitate to tell Slater what she was thinking. But right now, she had a feeling it would only get her into more trouble, so she said nothing.

      Then it became a battle of wills to see who was going to speak first.

      It didn’t take long for Slater to cave.

      “C’mon, Nora. I can tell that it’s killing you not to defend yourself. If Milo did something, you can tell me. But I can’t defend you if you don’t tell me what’s going on.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “You and I have known each other for a long time, but not nearly as long as you’ve known…you know…all the guys here,” she began. “And we both know that if push came to shove, Milo’s going to win. It doesn’t matter what I say or anything. He’s an owner and I’m just a tour guide and activities director.” She shrugged. “So if you’re going to fire me, can you just do it and get it over with? I can probably catch a flight to my parents’ place tonight.”

      Leaning back, he crossed his arms, studying her. “That’s it? You’re not even going to try to explain your behavior? Your attitude? I thought you were made of tougher stuff than that.”

      She knew he was baiting her, and she reacted anyway.

      “He’s invading my territory, okay?” she snapped. “This lake, these trails—they’re my world. You can plunk me down on any point on a mountain and I can survive with little to no supplies. I’ve spent years working as a guide, teaching tourists how not to wreck the shoreline or scare the wildlife. Then here comes Milo, a quiet, city-dwelling tech guy with noise-canceling earbuds and the air of someone who’s just visiting. He’d either die or hurt himself if you left out there by himself for more than a few hours.”

      “Nora…”

      “I don’t care that you all grew up coming here in the summer. To me, he’s just another clueless outsider who has no genuine respect for the land. He may know tech stuff or whatever, but out here, I’m the expert.”

      His brow arched again, but he looked more amused than anything.

      “So that’s what this is about? You enjoy reminding him that out here, you’re the expert?”

      “It’s not like I’m on a power trip, Slater. You know I’m not like that.”

      “I thought I did, but that’s kind of how you’re coming off.”

      “You know how it is sometimes; we get people that sign up for our tours and they are so damn clueless that you know they’re going to hurt themselves. When I look at Milo, that’s what I see.”

      “Okay, but he’s not asking for you to take him on a tour or even asking to do any of the activities you’re leading. Seriously, Nora, it’s fine if you don’t like him, but just ease up on the hostility. He’s just here doing a job that we all want done. It’s not like he’s bullying the rest of us into the amphitheater. It was always in the plans.”

      “But what about the land, Slater? Where does it end?”

      He didn’t say anything for a moment. “I hear what you’re saying, and I get it. We’re not looking to get rid of a ton of space. The goal is for the amphitheater to be only for resort events. We’re not adding extra parking or a ton of concession areas. We’re not building the Hollywood Bowl, okay? But whether or not you agree with it, it’s happening. And if that’s not something you can live with, then…” He shrugged.

      Dammit.

      “So? What’s it gonna be?” he asked. “I’d hate to lose you because you’re my friend and one hell of a guide.”

      “I can live with it,” she murmured.

      “And Milo?”

      Ugh…

      “I’ll ease up. And I’ll stay out of his way.”

      “Good.”

      She knew it would be easy for them to just end the conversation right here, but she had one more question. “What about you? What are you going to tell Milo?”

      Standing, he shrugged. “I’ll tell him to unclench and then give him your schedule so he’ll know exactly how to avoid you. Sound good?”

      Smiling, she walked over and hugged him. “As good as it can be, I guess.”
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      For the next several days, Milo kept to his morning routine and went for a walk down by the lake. And every day, he saw Nora, but she kept her distance.

      Slater had explained the situation to him, and he was offended that she thought he couldn’t handle himself here in “the wild.”

      “Pfft…the wild. What the hell does that even mean?”

      But he knew.

      And the truth was, she wasn’t entirely wrong.

      Coming to the Lakeview Harbor Resort as a kid meant that every day with his friends was an adventure. He kept up with everyone, and when it came to activities he wasn’t interested in, no one ever questioned it.

      Staying friends with the guys well into adulthood, they’d gone on more than one extreme sports weekend compliments of Slater’s career and the fact that everyone was super competitive. And again, he kept up, but he never pushed the limits, not like Walker, Axel, and Slater did. Sometimes he and Connor would opt to relax while the other three just went wild and did whatever stupid stuff they liked to do.

      It worked for their group, and it was great that he didn’t have to prove himself to be included.

      But when it came to handling themselves in the woods? Camping? Hiking? Yeah, then he was out.

      First, it held zero appeal to him. Why would he sleep on the ground in a tent with God knows what kind of critters lurking around when he could sleep in a comfortable bed in either a cabin or a hotel?

      Some would wonder why he’d invest in a rustic resort, but honestly, it was a no-brainer. Besides the nostalgia of the whole thing, he would also never have to camp out or trek up any of the mountains, so…

      Plus, his buddies all knew him well enough to know that he would never take part in any activities even remotely like that, so he was safe.

      This morning, however, made him wish that maybe he wasn’t so opposed to the trekking thing. He spotted Nora with a group of resort guests, and they all had backpacks, binoculars, and boots on. It seemed a bit early for a group activity, but apparently this was bird-watching and there were some sightings that were specific to this time of day.

      I could probably handle bird-watching…

      But it was too late to join the group. He didn’t want to impose and risk Nora mocking him in front of everyone.

      Even though Slater promised that would never happen again.

      Standing back, he watched her lead the group down a path and out of sight.

      Which was just as well since he was enjoying the peaceful morning and had a lot on his agenda for the rest of the day so…he might as well finish his walk and get to work.

      An hour later, he was up in the lodge, working in the conference room because his office was being renovated.

      “Hey, Milo. You got a minute?” Maisie, Axel’s girlfriend and the resort’s resident decorator, asked.

      Looking up from his laptop, he smiled. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Okay, so the paint’s done and the shelves are in.”

      “That’s great!”

      “The issue is the desk,” she went on, frowning. “It’s not the one we ordered, but I’m not hating it. Can you come look at it?”

      Shrugging, he stood and followed her, not that it was going to matter. He ordered the same desk he had in Seattle because he liked it. No matter what this desk was, he was sending it back.

      Maisie stepped aside and let him go into the office first, and when he did, he stopped and stared. “What the…?”

      “I know, I know. It isn’t even remotely like what we ordered. I don’t know what happened. But before I went and made calls, I figured you should look at it and see if maybe you…like it? Maybe?” She walked slowly into the room. “I know you chose a specific style because it’s what you have back home, but I genuinely like this one. And it fits really well in the space.”

      Glancing over his shoulder, he frowned. “So you think I should keep it.”

      “It’s not my choice. From a design standpoint, it’s gorgeous. And I can do some amazing things in here that would make it a lot cozier than the original plan.”

      “What was wrong with the original plan?”

      Poor Maisie looked like a deer caught in the headlights. “Um…”

      “You don’t have to be afraid to tell me. I can take it.”

      “The original design was boring,” she blurted out. “Very utilitarian and basic. Functional. Cold.”

      “Oh.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Again, you don’t have to apologize. I thought it all looked sleek and modern.”

      “No. Those aren’t the words I would have used. I was very respectful because you seemed adamant about what you wanted, but now that I’m seeing this desk here, I love it. Of course, if you really don’t want it, we’ll send it back. Or maybe I’ll see about putting it in one of the other offices.”

      Milo slowly walked around the desk, inspecting it. “It’s wood,” he murmured.

      “It is, and I know the one you picked out was glass and metal. I honestly don’t know who messed up the order, but we can correct it. You know, if you really want to.”

      He ran his hand over the top, the wood smooth and cool to the touch.

      Stepping up beside him, she held the desk’s brochure in her hand. “This desk was meticulously crafted by master carpenters from 100% natural New Zealand pine, showcasing its raw strength and natural beauty.”

      He glanced over with amusement. “A desk has raw strength? Seriously?”

      “According to the brochure,” she replied, waving it at him. “Okay, let’s see what else it says. Um…every inch is solid wood, so no veneers, no particle board, no shortcuts, and built to last. The desktop is three inches thick, and the stout legs equal unshakable stability.”

      “I’m not planning on dancing on it.”

      “Hey, you never know,” she added with a wink. “And look at the wood grain and natural knots. It says each piece of furniture has its own story and can be used in a variety of scenarios: home office, studio, workshop or executive suite. And it looks freaking fantastic.”

      “It says that in the brochure?”

      “No, it was my own observation. You know, as an interior designer and decorator. If I were you, I’d stick with this and switch up some of the other decor elements we discussed.”

      “But…this isn’t me, Maisie. I like the desk I have back in my office in Seattle.”

      “And you’ll still have that desk back in Seattle when you’re done with everything here at the resort. This desk fits the resort. The other one didn’t.” She paused. “What do you say, Milo? Will you take a chance on this and let me make this office a warm and welcoming space?”

      It was an innocent enough question, but it made him realize what she was actually saying—his design choices were cold and unwelcoming.

      He was beginning to notice a pattern in the way other people saw him, and he wasn’t loving it.

      Studying the desk a little more, he decided it maybe wasn’t the worst idea and it did match the overall vibe of the lodge much more than what he had picked.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      Maisie’s eyes went wide again. “Um…sure.”

      “Do I give off a…a…I don’t know…like do I stick out like a sore thumb around here?”

      “Why would you even ask that?”

      “Because of the things I picked out for my office, because I don’t do all the activities that are offered even though you all take part in most of them.”

      “I don’t,” she said with a laugh. “Axel loves to walk the property and go on hikes, and that is definitely not my thing. I’m basically a city girl. That’s how I grew up. I love living here now, but I also love going back to my place in Manhattan. Sometimes I just need that.”

      “So you get it. It’s not just that I’m being a weirdo.”

      “No one thinks you’re a weirdo. And no one’s forcing you to participate in stuff, right? Because that would be wrong.”

      Raking a hand through his hair, he sighed. “I don’t know. I honestly don’t get what the big deal is with some of it. Like…why do people enjoy hiking? You’re just basically walking up something that you’re going to have to walk back down. And there are bugs and wild animals, and the weather could change in a heartbeat.”

      “So you really don’t like it.”

      “Nope.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I’m sure if you asked Axel to sit at a desk all day, he’d go insane. We all have our strengths and weaknesses. And when it comes to what we do in our free time, we should do things that mean something to us, not what means a lot to everyone else.”

      “Really?”

      Her face scrunched up a little. “It would be different if you were married or in a relationship. Then you sometimes have to do things you’d rather not do.”

      “Like going for a hike?”

      She nodded. “Like going for a hike.”

      “Damn.”

      “There are shelters scattered around the mountain paths.” She shrugged. “They’re basically just lean-tos and they’re not meant to live in, just keep you out of the elements. But, once a month, the resort makes sure that they’re stocked with supplies in case anyone needs them.”

      “I had no idea that was a thing. How do you keep the animals from taking the supplies?”

      “We installed lockboxes and the instructions for them and the codes are visible. We make sure of it every time they get restocked. It’s just minor stuff like some bottled water, granola bars, a blanket…you know, nothing major. Just a few necessities to keep someone safe until a storm passes or help can get to them.”

      “I guess that makes sense.”

      “Anyway, last month, it was Axel’s turn to do it. Not that he needs to take a turn; he’s the manager of the resort. He could make anyone do it. But he likes to go for long walks and hikes and he asked me to go with him. We packed a picnic lunch and all that, but it was my least favorite thing to do.”

      “So why’d you go?”

      She smiled. “Because he’s my person,” she said simply. “I love him, and if walking up and down part of a mountain with me makes him happy, then I’m going to go. It would be super crappy if I refused.”

      “It would be honest, though.”

      “Oh, he knows how I feel about it, but it was a pleasant escape for the day. And the next weekend we went to the city for me to get some stuff for the apartment, and that’s his least favorite thing to do. So it’s a balance.”

      All he could do was nod.

      “Basically, Milo, you are your own person. Do the things you enjoy and don’t worry about what anyone else thinks. You’re here taking care of stuff that none of us knows how to do. So if anyone wants to make you feel like a weirdo because you don’t want to zipline or bungee jump…”

      “We bungee jump here now?”

      “Not the resort specifically. There’s a place on the other side of the lake that we sometimes team up with. We bring people over on one of the boats, or sometimes Slater flies them over, and they bungee jump through the other tour company. We don’t reciprocate, though. Like they don’t offer any of our services to their clients.”

      And that made sense too.

      There were so many aspects of the resort that he had paid no attention to, and now that he was here full-time, he was discovering a lot.

      “Do you like flying?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts.

      “What?”

      “Flying? Do you have a fear of flying?”

      That made him chuckle. “No. I fly all over the world.”

      “You should ask Slater to take you up in the seaplane. The view is spectacular. Either sunrise or sunset. That might be a way for you to get a better look at the property other than using the drones.”

      “I hadn’t even thought of that,” he murmured. “Thanks, Maisie. I’ll talk to him about it when I see him later.” When he turned to leave the room, she stopped him.

      “What about the desk?”

      “Oh, uh…yeah. Let’s keep it. Do your thing in here. The conference room is working fine for now.”

      “Great! And you’re going to love your office when I’m done. I promise!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three days later, Nora was finishing up with one of the kiddie camps when Slater texted her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Slater: Hey! Can you meet me at the shed office?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Slater: Lol! We really need a better name for that, don’t we?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Slater: Or maybe we just need a structure down here that’s not part of a shed.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Slater: But don’t come at me because we may have to take down some trees!

      

      

      

      

      

      That made her laugh softly. Honestly, she wouldn’t mind an office that had some insulation in the winter and air conditioning in the summer.

      And one that didn’t smell like gasoline and motor oil would be nice too.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nora: Just finished with camp. I’ll be there in five!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Slater: Thanks!

      

      

      

      

      

      It was a little after four and her shift was over, but they typically got together at the end of the day to talk about how things went. All the activities were well coordinated, and it seemed like all the guests were having a great time. Lexi was responsible for getting people to sign up and handling the business end of things, and she was great at it. But now that she was pregnant, they were going to be hiring an assistant for her. The plan was to wait until fall so they could get through the busy summer season, but she had no idea if Lexi was going to want to wait that long.

      “I should probably ask Slater about that,” she murmured as she made her way along the path. At the shed, she let herself in and found Slater behind the desk, frowning. “Uh-oh. What’s wrong?”

      He looked up at her distractedly before returning his attention to his laptop. “I had gotten a deal on a pontoon boat, and we were all set for delivery, and now the seller is jerking me around on the price. He’s a local and I think he’s trying to get more money because it’s for the resort.” Muttering a curse, he slammed the laptop shut. “I hate people sometimes.”

      “I get that. Sometimes they really suck. What are you going to do?”

      “I need to go and talk to him, man to man, and if he’s going to be a dick about the whole thing, then I’ll let the deal go. I can get a pontoon boat from a dealer. I just liked the convenience of buying local.”

      She sat down and sighed. It felt good to be off her feet. She’d been running around all day between two hikes and camp. Tonight, she figured she’d pick up a pizza on her way home and sit with her feet up for the rest of the night.

      Slater twisted in his chair to face her. “How was your day?”

      “Brutal,” she said with a laugh. “I was just dreaming about how good it’s going to feel to go home and put my feet up and relax.”

      “Oh.”

      “Why? Did you need me for something?”

      He waved her off. “It’s nothing. Forget about it. You deserve to go home and unwind.”

      “Slater…”

      “What? I’m serious. It was a personal favor, and it probably wouldn’t have worked out anyway.”

      “Okay, now I’m curious. You never ask for favors. So what is it?”

      He stared at her for just a few seconds too long, and now she wished she had just left when he said she deserved to go home and unwind.

      “I was going to do a sunset flight tonight,” he said slowly.

      “Is that it? I can do that. But I’d like to go up to the lodge and grab something to eat first if that’s okay. I was going to grab a pizza on the way home, but if I wait until after the flight, it will be late and the drive sucks and…sorry. I’m rambling.”

      “Why does the drive suck? It’s only twenty minutes, right?”

      “It is, but when I’m beat, that winding road with no lights isn’t my favorite drive.”

      Then, because they were talking favors…

      “I honestly wish I could rent one of the cabins here,” she said casually. “I’m typically here when the sun’s rising, and some days I don’t leave until it’s dark. But I couldn’t afford to rent one like a guest. That would probably take my entire paycheck.” Laughing, she shook her head. “Anyway, so, um…yeah. I’ll do the flight after I grab something to eat.”

      When she went to stand, he stopped her. “Not so fast. It’s not just as simple as a flight.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…there’s a reason I said it probably wouldn’t have worked out. You see, I’m supposed to take Milo up for the flight. He’s never done it, and he wants to get an aerial view of the property to look at areas for the amphitheater. Like he was trying to do that day with the drone.”

      Nora inwardly groaned. “Oh.”

      “So now you see why I think it wouldn’t work out.”

      Unfortunately, she did.

      “How are things going between the two of you lately?” he asked. “Any other run-ins that I should know about?”

      She shook her head. “None. I’ve only seen him from a distance and that’s it. I’ve behaved.”

      He grinned. “I knew you had it in you.” Without a word, he reached for his phone and began texting someone, probably Milo to tell him he couldn’t take him on the flight tonight.

      “I’m gonna head out,” she said, standing up.

      “Just…give me a minute,” he said, still typing on his phone.

      Sitting back down, she heard her stomach growl.

      And so did Slater because he chuckled again.

      After almost a solid five minutes, he put his phone down. “Okay, I have a proposition for you.”

      “Um…okay…”

      “Axel’s cabin is empty now that he and Maisie moved up into the owner’s suite. It’s just sitting there vacant. The place is yours for the summer,” he went on. “We’ll re-evaluate in the fall when things slow down here, but I don’t think it will be a problem. You can talk to Walker tomorrow about rental costs and whatnot. I’m sure you have a lease in town, and you’ll probably get fined for breaking it, so be sure to consider all your options.”

      “Holy crap, Slater! Really? You guys would do that for me?”

      He nodded. “You are a valuable member of our team, and you really do spend a lot of time here already. It just makes sense to make things a little easier for you.”

      “Oh my goodness! This is amazing! Thank you!” Jumping up, she went over and hugged him. “You have no idea how much this means to me! If you ever need a favor…”

      And when she pulled back, she knew exactly what he was going to say.

      Dammit.

      “You know I’m not going to hold you to anything, Nora, so relax. Would I like it if you could take the flight with Milo? Absolutely. But I also know he’ll be fine if he has to wait another day or two. It’s not a big deal.”

      It would be easy to agree, but considering what he just did for her, it would be petty to just thank him and leave.

      “I can take him on the flight. Really. As long as he’s not a big baby who’s going to freak out in a small plane, we’ll be fine.” When Slater didn’t say anything, she felt a slight twinge of unease. “He’s not afraid of small planes, right? Slater?”

      “He’s never flown in one before, but he flies all over the world for business, so I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      “Okay, how about this: have him meet me up in the restaurant and we’ll talk. If he’s okay with me taking the flight with him, then we’re all good. If not, at least you know I tried.”

      To be the bigger person, she almost added, but refrained.

      He studied her again. “This almost feels too easy.”

      Shrugging, she grinned. “When people act like adults, it is easy.”

      “And there’s my little smartass,” he teased. “Get yourself something to eat. Tell the server to put it on my tab.”

      “You don’t need to do that. I can buy my own dinner.”

      “I know, but if Milo’s joining you, it’s the least I can do.”

      You got that right…

      Nora watched as he picked up his phone. “I’ll text him now and let him know he’s meeting you and not me. If he backs out, I’ll text you. But dinner’s still on me.”

      “Thanks, Slater.”
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        * * *

      

      After running up to the activities office in the lodge and quickly freshening up, Nora went to the restaurant and waited to be seated. Glancing around, she didn’t see Milo anywhere but had a feeling he was going to bail.

      Which would be her preference because she wasn’t looking forward to taking him up in the plane, just the two of them.

      Although, to be fair, she really didn’t know him.

      Not really.

      But once she was seated, it felt like the perfect time to maybe do a little research on Milo Keene.

      You know. Just in case.

      A quick search of his name gave her more results than she could have imagined. And it wasn’t just social media links; it was…a lot.

      “Holy crap,” she murmured as she continued to scroll. “Just who the heck are you?”

      Clicking on a link for Forbes magazine, she was shocked to see him at the top of the list for “Forbes 30 Under 30: Tech Innovators.” The article was from two years ago, but it seemed like a good place to start.

      Milo Keene, Founder & CEO, Armor Wave.

      From the quiet suburbs of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, Milo Keene taught himself to code before he learned to drive. At 14, he was reverse-engineering chat encryption protocols “just to see if he could.” By 19, he’d dropped out of MIT after one semester, frustrated by what he called “the lag between classroom theory and real-world security needs.”

      Six years later, Keene launched Armor Wave, a communications-security startup that now powers encrypted infrastructure for over 300 Fortune 500 companies. Known for its minimalist interface and quantum-resistant encryption core, the AegisLink system has become a silent backbone of corporate communication networks—the kind of system you never notice until it stops working.

      Investors describe Keene as “brilliant, elusive, and allergic to small talk.” He rarely gives interviews, preferring late-night debugging sessions over keynote stages. Colleagues say he speaks in “API metaphors and half-sentences,” but when he talks, people listen.

      Despite his $700 million valuation, Keene still drives the same old hybrid he used in college and has been known to answer customer support tickets himself “because that’s where the truth is.” His next goal? Making privacy a human right, not a premium feature.

      “Everyone says communication connects the world,” Keene says. “They forget that connection only matters if it’s safe.”

      Letting out a long breath, Nora had to admit that she was kind of impressed.

      She read a few more articles about him, and they all described a brilliant, yet quiet man who didn’t enjoy being in the spotlight.

      Then came the pictures. They ranged from the typical corporate CEO portrait with a suit and tie to Milo being hands-on in some kind of computer lab or factory. If she hadn’t met him, she wouldn’t have pegged him as the mega-wealthy type. From her standpoint, he was just a regular guy living in a tiny cabin for the next few months while he installed computer and safety systems around the resort.

      Putting her phone down, she had to wonder why. Why do it himself when he could clearly afford to hire people to do it? And why, when it seemed like he could own the whole damn resort himself?

      Okay, so maybe he wasn’t being a perv that day with the drone. She could concede that.

      Not that she could afford to replace the drone, so maybe she’d just let that one go.

      She was so lost in thought that she never noticed Milo’s approach.

      “Hey, Nora,” he said stiffly.

      Looking up, she started to smile and then froze.

      Oh. My. God.

      He looked like he had just stepped off the pages of an LL Bean catalog.

      Or like he was trying to be the summer version of Indiana Jones.

      Biting her lip to keep from laughing, she took in his outfit. A lightweight canvas utility vest—tags definitely just removed. A breathable khaki button-down, sleeves rolled to the exact midpoint of his forearms, like he googled how men roll sleeves. Cargo shorts with so many pockets it looks like he was prepared to smuggle gear for an entire expedition. Brand-new trail sneakers that have never seen an actual trail. A pair of aviator sunglasses he clearly bought just for this flight. And, bless him, a beanie. In July. At a lake. Already sliding off his forehead because it’s too warm to justify wearing one.

      He was trying so hard to pretend this was his normal summer look, but she could see that he was sweating under the vest and trying not to show it.

      But the best part was when he casually shifted like he was trying to play it cool, hands shoved in his pockets like this was his everyday look.

      As she continued to glance at him, she couldn’t help but blurt out, “Rough morning on the tundra, huh?”

      Looking mildly offended, he stared down at his outfit. “What? What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      Milo stood there like a catalog model for “Beginner Wilderness Explorer,” chin lifted, hands tucked in the useless pockets of a brand-new canvas vest. The beanie—the beanie—was the last surviving soldier in his heroic battle to look rugged, and it was hanging on for dear life. The A/C was on full blast in the restaurant, and it still wasn’t cold enough for that thing.

      She was pretty sure she was about to draw blood from biting her lip, because laughing would be mean… but it was getting harder and harder by the second not to laugh.

      Clearly oblivious to her amusement, he said, “Figured I should, uh, look the part.”

      “You look…um…” Pausing, she pretended to assess his gear like she would a preflight checklist. “…prepared.”

      “For what?” he asked warily.

      She pointed to the beanie. “A sudden blizzard?”

      His ears turned pink as he tugged the beanie off and shoved it into a vest pocket, his dark hair completely askew. “Okay, yeah, that one was a mistake.”

      “No,” she said, gentler now, smiling despite herself. “It was… earnest.”

      “Yeah, right.” Glancing around, Nora could tell he was ready to bolt.

      He’s one of your bosses. Play nice.

      “I hear we’re going on a flight together tonight,” she said before motioning to the seat opposite her. “And we’re having dinner first.”

      It took a moment, but he visibly relaxed—not much, but enough that she could see the nervous tension ease in his shoulders. But as soon as he sat down, he was back to looking uncomfortable.

      “We have a small window of time for you to see the property before the sun goes down. I know it’s a little like an early bird dinner, but I’ve had a long day and don’t want to eat pizza at ten o’clock at night. But if you’re not into this and flying with me, you won’t hurt my feelings. I know you were expecting to go with Slater, so…”

      “It’s nothing against you,” he quickly interrupted. “I just figured you weren’t into doing this with me either, especially after the way you looked at me just now.”

      “Well, you have to admit you went a little overboard. I mean, have you seen anyone around the resort dressed like that?”

      “Um…”

      “Exactly. And we’re not getting off the plane and exploring anything. We’re going to take a thirty-minute flight so you can see the entire resort from the air. And catch the sunset too. It’s really a cool thing to see from the plane.”

      “Oh.”

      He looked awkward and uncomfortable, and she suddenly felt bad for teasing him.

      “Look, who am I to judge, right? You were just trying to be prepared, and it’s nice that you put in the effort. Slater said you’ve never gone up in the seaplane before, and you were making sure you had everything you could possibly need.”

      “Like a beanie?” Shaking his head, he muttered a curse. “When he mentioned the possibility of the flight the other day, I went online and researched, and it looked like a lot of people were dressed like this. I didn’t want to show up on the dock and be the only one dressed casually.”

      “Milo, you never dress casually. Not really. Most days you walk around like your clothes are all freshly pressed. It’s okay to be comfortable sometimes.”

      “But I am comfortable.”

      “Oh.”

      “Maybe this was a bad idea. I’ll talk to Slater tomorrow and…”

      “Don’t,” she said quickly, reaching out to stop him from getting up. “Don’t go. We can totally do this.”

      Just then, their server walked over to tell them about the dinner specials. Once she gave her spiel about the barbecue platters, Nora looked over at Milo and smiled.

      “So? Are we doing this?”

      He hesitated long enough to make her squirm, but finally he relented. “Okay. Let’s do this.”
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