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      Jack will do everything in his power to keep Mia safe and figure out exactly what drove her from her cabin during the raging blizzard. On the heels of the recent upheaval at the local ski resort, he can't help but wonder… Was her accident just that—an accident—or is something more sinister lurking in the hills of Briarleigh?

      

      Amidst the storm of betrayal and deception swirling around them, Mia’s memory comes rushing back, revealing devastating truths. Torn between past and present, and reeling from Jack's betrayal, Mia once more walks away from the only man she's ever loved. But as her memory begins to return, Mia realizes that the truth may not be what it seems.

      

      Jack is determined to right the wrongs he's caused Mia. When she unwittingly steps into the path of a killer bent on revenge, he'll stop at nothing to keep her safe—especially when the evidence points to someone close to her...
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      JACK

      Sprawled on the leather couch, I was still staring out the window when the snow began to drift from the thick, heavy clouds. The huge white flakes gathered momentum as they fell through the darkness, shimmering like diamonds in the light of the moon. My eyes drifted from the window to the picture on the table at the end of the couch by my feet. 

      Fucking hell. 

      I rolled to my back and threw an arm over my face. What was I going to do about Mia? It’d been a mistake to reveal my feelings about her over dinner, but I hadn’t been able to lie to her. And that near kiss. Damn it.

      But she was so fucking beautiful, and the look on her face had made it all worthwhile. She’d flushed with pleasure, her skin turning a fascinating shade of pink, the color radiating from her cheeks and spreading downward beneath the collar of my shirt. Having her close to me but completely unattainable was pure hell. 

      When I’d walked her to the bedroom door and said goodnight—I was still a gentleman, after all—she’d looked at me with such a potent combination of appreciation and adoration that I’d had to physically clamp down on myself to keep from pulling her into my arms.

      That look had always undone me: the one that said she loved me despite my flaws—and there were a fuck ton of those. It had never been more apparent how truly flawed I was, and I wanted to kick myself for lying to her. She had no idea what she was feeling. If she were in her right mind, she’d have run at the first sight of me this morning. 

      I should have known immediately that something was wrong. She’d been too calm, too collected. With our tumultuous past, I’d braced myself at the sight of her, fully expecting her disdain. Instead, she’d studied me with those giant eyes that made my heart stutter and my knees go weak.

      I’d never been able to say no to her; I still couldn’t. She was the only person in the world with the power to cut me to the quick, and it would damn near kill me when she left. I had to make sure not to slip again and reveal any of our past until I was ready to take her back to her old life. There was no alternative.

      I’d suffer the glorious torture of the next few days with her, then take her home as soon as the snow let up. I would make sure she was settled safely, take whatever precautionary steps I had to in order to keep Brent—and whoever had tried to hurt her—away. I’d tell her the truth and then… then I’d walk away. 

      My eyes closed just as the gray glow of predawn began to lighten the sky, and I fell into a fitful sleep, haunted by images of our past. Our last fight unfolded before my eyes—the one that had driven her away from me forever.

      I jerked upright, my body bathed in a sheen of cold sweat, heart racing. Glancing around the cabin to make sure Mia hadn’t witnessed my reaction, my eyes landed on the bedroom door, still closed from the night before. I collapsed to my back, expelling a heavy sigh. 

      A reminder alert from my phone drew my gaze to the coffee table, and I realized that the sound must have startled me from the dream. I scooped it up and swiped my thumb over the screen to open the message. 

      Carter: Hamilton’s wife is here. 

      I glanced at the time and rolled my eyes. It was barely after eight thirty. Fucking fantastic. Just what I needed on top of everything else. I quickly skimmed the rest. 

      Carter: Bringing clothes before roads shut down. Be there in 30. Need to talk.

      My brow furrowed and I tossed the blanket aside, then strode quickly to the window. The snow continued to fall, but only a couple inches had accumulated in the few hours I’d been asleep. I debated telling Carter not to bother but decided against it. Mia couldn’t spend the foreseeable future in only my shirts and boxers—no matter how appealing it was. Besides, if Carter got here soon, he should be able to avoid the ice they were predicting. 

      A soft noise had me whirling away from the window, and I caught Mia’s stare. Her eyes drifted to my chest, and I realized suddenly that I was naked from the waist up. She looked bewildered, unable to tear her gaze away. It would have been amusing if I weren’t so damn turned on.

      I knew that look. It spoke of sex—unbridled, passionate, wild sex—and I could almost feel her hands on my roughened skin. My cock hardened under her scrutiny, and her eyes dropped to the outline of my erection against the soft fabric of my sweats. 

      She slowly dragged her eyes back to mine, an unreadable expression in the aquamarine pools. Desire crackled through the air as if only several feet separated us instead of an insurmountable mountain of heartache and lies. The reminder spurred me into action. Quickly sidestepping toward the couch, I grabbed up my shirt, thrusting my arms through the sleeves as I yanked it over my head. 

      “Sorry about that.”

      “No problem.” She still hadn’t moved; she just stood there staring, seemingly unsure of what to do, what to say. 

      Desperate to change the subject, I gestured toward the door. “My friend Carter will be here soon. He’s bringing you some clothes.”

      She lifted an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest, the motion widening the V of the open collar and exposing the tiniest fraction of cleavage. “What’s wrong with what I have on?”

      Hell, she could walk around naked for all I cared. I tore my eyes away from her chest and pulled them back to hers. “Not a damn thing.” 

      God, she was so fucking gorgeous. Seeing her beautiful body again had been on my mind since stripping her free of the damp, shredded pajamas she’d shown up in. She looked sleepy and warm, and after last night, I wanted to peel that shirt over her head and run my hands over every inch of exposed flesh.

      No. I mentally pumped the brakes on that train of thought. She could absolutely not be naked. That was asking for trouble, plain and simple. She needed to put on clothes—the more the better—and keep her distance. I just needed to get through the next few days. I’d already planned to contact Donahue this morning, then reach out to the PD near her apartment in Seattle so they could do frequent drive-bys until we figured out who was behind her accident. 

      If I had to, I’d hire someone to watch over her. But it damn well couldn’t be me. I needed to get the hell away from her, as far and as fast as I could before that damn erotic look on her face drove me to do something incredibly stupid that I couldn’t take back. My eyes skimmed over her one last time. Fuck, she looked sexy, though. I wished…

      I scrubbed a hand over my face. I’d wished a thousand times for the same thing, yet it had never come true. I couldn’t change the past, and Mia would never be mine again, no matter how much I wanted her. The best thing would be to tell her the truth when the time came and walk away. I would check up on her from time to time, just as I’d kept tabs on her for the past decade. It was the reason I knew where she lived, what she did for a living… the men she dated. 

      Jealousy threatened to erupt at the thought of the few lovers she’d had, but I couldn’t blame her. I’d practically pushed her out of our marriage and into the arms of the next man in line. And there would always be another man. They were helplessly attracted to her natural beauty and charm, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to drive my fist into the other men’s faces. I’d wasted my chance, and now I had to sit back and torture myself with the knowledge that she’d moved on, at least to some degree. 

      One thing had always bothered me. Although she’d dated, she’d never remarried. Why? Maybe I’d broken her heart so badly that she never wanted to remarry, never risk finding love again. A part of me prayed that maybe it was because, in some small part of her heart, no one had compared to me. 

      I quickly stamped out the tiny spark of hope that shot through my heart. I was an idiot for even entertaining the possibility that I had been—and always would be—the man in her life. Even after all these years, she was mine, damn it. 

      Looking pleased with my admission, she dropped her arms and moved closer to look out the window. “Will he be able to get up here with the snow?’

      “Yeah, he’s got four-wheel drive. Besides, it’s really not too bad. It only snowed a couple inches, and the plows probably ran last night to head off some of the accumulation.” I refrained from telling her that Janine had shown up. I didn’t know if Mia even remembered her stepmother, but it didn’t matter regardless. “The roads will close if it gets too bad, since the resort isn’t officially open yet.”

      “Makes sense,” she agreed. “Looks like we’ll be cooped up for a couple days.”

      I smiled wanly. “Probably. We might be stuck here for a while.”

      She tossed a teasing glance over her shoulder. “That sounds like a hardship.” 

      Speaking of hard… My entire body tensed as my erection roared to life again, the thought of us alone by the fireplace sharing body heat for the next two days making me harder than I would have thought possible. Fuck, I had to get away from her. Now. Right fucking now. 

      I turned away and strode toward the door with a sharp whistle. Bella came tearing across the room seconds later, meeting me with a frantic swish of her tail, eager to get outside and play in the snow. She darted through the narrow space as soon as I’d gotten the door partway open, and I chuckled at the dog’s antics. 

      Carter had better get here soon. The temperature had risen, bringing with it a light rain that coated the ground and penetrated the already generous layer of snow. It wasn’t perilous yet, but as soon as the temperature dropped, it would turn to a sheet of ice and the roads would close. And I’d be stuck here. With her. 

      I closed the door against the biting wind. Turning back to face the woman in question, I caught her staring out the window, a small smile playing over her face, presumably watching Bella dodge raindrops.

      My heart pinged against my ribs as I drank her in. Though the clouds covered the sun, the early morning light spilled in through the window, bathing her in an ethereal halo. It gleamed off her dark, unruly waves and turned her cerulean eyes the color of the Bahamian sea. She was so beautiful it made my heart hurt to look at her. She was so perfect, and I… well, I’d fucked up. I’d had my shot and lost it. 

      Swallowing down the razor-sharp edge of disappointment, I cleared my throat. “Want some breakfast before Carter gets here?” 

      Those fascinating blue eyes turned on me. I felt the weight of her gaze like the softest caress as it flowed over my chest and shoulders, then finally upward to meet my own. I shifted my weight slightly and balled my hands into fists to keep from taking her in my arms and showing her just how good we’d been together—how good we could be again. 

      The slight movement drew her eyes back down to my sides, where my hands clenched into tight fists, ruthlessly holding on to my thin thread of control. One eyebrow lifted and I forced myself to relax. “Just coffee, please.”

      I nodded, eager to put some distance between us and give my hands something to do. We’d spent little more than a day together and already I was losing control. Every time I so much as glanced in her direction, my thoughts immediately turned to touching her, getting her in bed and not coming up for air until after the storm had passed.

      It was a fucking terrible idea, one I could never follow through with, but I could dream, damn it. Even if it killed me, I’d keep my hands—and my fantasies—to myself. 

      The percolator had just finished spitting out the brew when I heard Bella’s deep bark announcing Carter’s arrival. I strode quickly to the front door and threw it open. The dog came bounding inside at my whistled command, and Carter rounded the SUV laden down with a dozen bags of various sizes and colors. 

      I lifted a brow and held the door wide. “Do I even want to look at my credit card statement?”

      Carter grinned as he pushed past me into the cabin, the bags crinkling as they moved. “Probably not.” 

      I closed the door and turned, bumping into Carter, who had frozen in his tracks. My gaze followed his and immediately sought out Mia. Carter’s tongue practically rolled from the side of his mouth at the sight of her, and my hands clenched at my sides as jealousy pulsed through me.

      I fucking hated the idea of my friend seeing Mia in only a dress shirt, those beautiful, shapely legs exposed and looking very much like she wanted to be thrown over my shoulder and carried to bed for a thorough fucking. I elbowed Carter out of the way with a growl. “Don’t even think about it.” 

      I met Mia’s eyes, so clear and beautiful as she approached. “Here, let me help.” 

      She extricated a few of the bags and held her hand out to Carter. “You must be Jack’s friend.” 

      “Yes, ma’am.” Carter slipped her tiny palm into his and shook, and I barely refrained from breaking his arm for holding on just a second too long. “Carter Reed. Pleasure to meet you.” 

      “Likewise. Thank you for bringing these.” 

      “No problem at all.” Carter grinned at her, and I rolled my eyes. Sure, now he’d take credit for it. I had to give him credit though. Carter acted as though they’d never met, and she didn’t seem to recognize him at all. 

      I reached over and yanked the bags from Carter’s grasp, then turned my attention to Mia. “Let’s take these in the bedroom so you can try them on. Carter and I have a couple things to talk about, then he needs to get back on the road before the ice settles.” 

      “Sure.” Mia offered a small wave. “It was nice to meet you.” 

      I shot him a warning glare before leading Mia toward the bedroom, where I closed the door and set everything on the bed. “If something doesn’t fit, or if you don’t like it, just set it aside. We can take it back or exchange it later.” 

      She nodded before turning her chin up, eyes searching mine. “Thank you for doing this.” 

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat, her expression so earnest and innocent that I wanted to crumple at her feet, beg for forgiveness, plead for another chance. Instead I took a step away. “You’re welcome. I’ll be in my office most of the day if you need anything.” 

      I strode from the room, ignoring the confusion laced with hurt in her eyes.
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      Closing the door behind me, I caught Carter’s stare and jerked my head toward my office. He fell into step behind me and sank onto the leather couch as I closed the door.

      “So.”

      I steeled myself as I made my way around the desk and dropped into the chair. I leveled a glare at Carter, daring him to speak his mind. Unfortunately, the power of my gaze had diminished over the years, and Carter had no compunction about telling me what he really thought. It was good and bad. I braced myself. 

      “She’s really your ex?”

      I gave an abbreviated nod. “Yes.” 

      Carter studied me. “You want her?” 

      Yes. “No.” 

      Carter lifted an eyebrow but didn’t say a word, just sat there challenging me with that insolent stare. My jaw clenched so tightly I thought I’d crack a tooth. Emotions finally under control, I spoke. “What’s going on with the wicked stepmother?”

      “Must have taken the red-eye in, because she showed up first thing this morning barking orders,” Carter remarked wryly. “She walked in like she owned the damn place, demanded she be put up in the best chalet, as she called it.”

      “And?” The tenuous hold I had on my fury was quickly unraveling. If that bitch thought she could walk in here and take over, she had another thing coming.

      Carter grinned. “I told her we’d closed off the cabins due to the storm, but she was more than welcome to make use of one of the unfinished guest rooms in the hotel.”

      I smothered a smile. Thank God Carter had seen right through the woman and hit her where it hurt. It must be killing her to stay in a place designed for mere commoners. The smile I’d been fighting to hold back broke through. “I owe you, man.”

      “No shit.” Carter snorted. “What the hell is with that woman? She had everyone rubbed the wrong way five minutes after she’d shown up. One of the staff members came tearing into my office and alerted me to the fact that she was there, but by then she was already chewing out the foreman, insisting on a different style or some shit.” 

      I scoffed. It’d be a cold day in hell when that woman ever had a say in what went on in my resort. Bruce and I had built it to exact specifications, picking out every color and fabric to be used. No fucking way was Janine going to walk in here and change all that.

      "And you know what pissed me off the most?” Carter continued. “She didn’t even ask about Amelia. Not once.” 

      I cut a lethal glare in Carter’s direction, my jaw hard. That didn’t surprise me in the least; they’d never gotten on well. Mia’s relationship with Bruce had become especially strained after he’d married Janine, and it pissed me off to know that the woman was still doing everything in her power to make Mia’s life a living hell. 

      “Good. Keep pissing her off, and maybe she’ll leave.” 

      Carter shook his head. “I hope so, man. She’s like a dog with a bone. I think she’s got an agenda, coming in here the way she did. She clearly doesn’t give a shit about Amelia’s well-being.” His eyes turned hard and cold. “I’d keep an eye on her if I were you.” 

      “I planned on it.” I gave a curt nod. “She’s a fucking snake, and if she’s here, it’s not for anything good.” 

      “Agreed. She demanded to be let into Bruce’s office, but I shut her down on that. Told her I had to get approval from you, though I didn’t mention you by name. Oh, hey. Speaking of…”

      Carter reached down to grab the thick envelope resting on the couch beside him. I hadn’t even noticed him carry it in. Then again, I’d been so preoccupied with thoughts of Mia changing clothes in my bedroom that God himself could’ve walked into the room and I wouldn’t have batted an eyelash.

      Carter leaned forward and tossed the envelope across the desk. I caught it deftly, one eyebrow cocked. “I forgot to give you this yesterday.”

      Flipping the envelope around, I glanced at the return address. A soft pang registered in my heart at the sight of the lawyers’ names who had presided over Bruce’s estate. I’d promised Bruce I would ensure Mia was well taken care of.

      She was independently wealthy, having inherited a large stake in Hamilton Construction. Yet she was just feet away, in my bedroom, broken and bruised with no memory of the past. I was doing a shit job of holding up my end of the bargain. I needed to make sure she was safe and healthy before I let her go; I wouldn’t risk her life being put in jeopardy again. 

      I set the envelope to the side and nodded to Carter. “Thanks, man. Keep your ears low the next few days, will you? I’m going to stay here and keep an eye on Mia until she’s feeling better.” 

      His lips lifted in a knowing smirk. “I’ll bet you are.” 

      “Not like that, asshole.” I rolled my eyes even as a surge of wistful hope shot through me. My emotions ping-ponged all over the damn place. I wanted to use this opportunity to get close to her again, yet at the same time, I was terrified that she’d regain her memory any second. 

      “You can’t tell me you don’t want her.” 

      My eyes narrowed on Carter, and jealousy reared up. So help me, if Carter was fishing for details because he was interested in Mia, I was going to knock his teeth down his throat. My voice was low and deadly when I spoke. “What are you getting at, Reed?”

      Carter studied me for a moment, then leaned forward and propped his elbows on his knees. “You still care about her?” 

      I hesitated, caught between envy and confusion. “She’s my ex and Bruce’s daughter. I promised I’d make sure she was taken care of.” 

      Carter’s eyes darted away before meeting mine again. “Just… be careful with her.” 

      “Are you warning me away from her for my benefit or hers?”

      “Both, I think.”

      “I’m sure it won’t be a problem.” His lips flattened into a thin line at my flippant remark. We both knew it was a lie. I was already tied up in knots over her. “And don’t even think about making a move on her. She deserves better.”

      “Maybe,” Carter conceded with a nod. “But she wants you. She still loves you.”

      The force of his words hit me in the heart. Did she? I shook my head. “No. She can’t. She doesn’t remember anything.”

      Carter shrugged. “Two different things. You can’t help what you feel.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Listen, man. You’re closer to me than my own brother.” 

      He turned an expectant look on me, and I raised my eyebrows in question. “And you’re getting at… what?” 

      “Just… you deserve to be happy too. I saw that look on her face. She looks at you like you hung the fucking moon.” He paused. “And you…” 

      My hand tightened into a fist where it rested on the arm of the chair as I waited for Carter to continue. 

      “It’s pretty obvious that you’re still hung up on her.”

      I stiffened, the truth of the statement spearing me like a red-hot poker. “That’s⁠—” 

      Carter held up a hand. “Listen, man. I’m not telling you what to do. I’m just telling you what I see. You love her; she loves you. Maybe there’s a reason she’s here.”

      “Yeah,” I remarked dryly. “She wrecked her car and hiked up the goddamn mountain just to find me here.” 

      “Don’t be a douche.” Carter flipped me off. “Just think about it.” Spreading his hands over his knees, he pushed off the couch. “Anyway, I gotta get going before the roads ice over and you’re stuck with me.” 

      I shuddered. “Can’t have that. Get the hell outta here.” 

      “Whatever, asshole.” Carter laughed over his shoulder as he made his way out of the office. “Maybe you’ll be thanking me a week from now.” 

      “Not likely.” 

      I saw Carter to the door, turning his words over in my mind. Did she really still love me? I didn’t think it was possible. She hadn’t remembered me at all yesterday, so in her mind, we’d technically only known each other for a day and a half. That wasn’t nearly enough time to fall for someone, was it? Did she remember me from before? I couldn’t tell. 

      “Oh.” Carter paused on the top step and turned back to me. “About the clothes. Good luck with that.”

      Dread sat in my stomach like lead. “What’d you do?”

      “Don’t blame me.” Carter held up his hands in a false sense of supplication. “My flavor of the week picked everything out.” 

      Oh, God. “What the hell does that mean? What’d you tell her?” 

      A smirk lifted the corners of his mouth as he shrugged one shoulder. “The truth. That my boss’s wife needed clothes for a week or two.” 

      “You mother—” Before I could finish, he was already jogging across the driveway to his SUV. Jesus. I could only pray she’d gotten lots of sweaters—thick, heavy ones that would conceal Mia’s perfect hourglass figure.

      Goddamn it. I bit back a groan as I watched Carter’s taillights disappear out of the driveway. Fat, heavy flakes danced through the air like mini whirlwinds, coating the crystalline layer of ice that covered every surface. The wooden planks of the porch were already slick, and a layer of frost covered the power lines.

      An uneasy sensation settled in my gut. I’d hoped they’d exaggerated the impending storm, but it was shaping up to be as bad as expected. No doubt about it, I was going to be confined here in close quarters with my worst fear and biggest weakness for the foreseeable future. I closed the door and leaned my head against the cool wood. 

      I needed to get my shit together. There was no escaping this. It was the sweetest torture imaginable, being stuck with her for the next couple days. We’d lose electricity soon, then we would spend our time by the heat of the fireplace, eating by candlelight.

      I pictured her spread out on the rug in front of the fire as I worshipped her body, those gorgeous blue eyes staring up at me in adoration, the way she used to. Before I’d fucked everything up. 

      My dick jumped to attention, my heart racing at the thought of her. I placed a hand over my chest. Fuck, I was already starting to lose it. No matter how much I wanted her—and yes, damn it, how much I still loved her—it wasn’t fair to her. She didn’t remember, didn’t even know her own self yet. She couldn’t possibly love me. 

      Disappointment settled heavily in my gut as I trudged back to my office and closed the door a little harder than necessary. I needed some time to sort out my thoughts and wallow in the misery of never being able to have the only woman I’d ever loved.
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      MIA

      I watched Jack leave the room, and my heart dropped to my toes. I’d seen something in those unfathomably dark eyes, I knew it. Why was he fighting it? He’d been attentive and sweet, but that look… It sent shivers of delight cascading down my spine. His gaze had swept over me, setting my blood on fire.

      But then, just like every other time, he’d walked away without so much as a word or a glance backward. I propped my hands on my hips. What the hell was with that? Damn him for being such a coward. Yeah, I knew these weren’t ideal circumstances, but why couldn’t he see that I was just fine? So, it’d only been twenty-four hours since I’d woken up in a strange place with a strange man at my side. But that man was my husband, and it was about damn time he started acting like it. 

      I blew out a harsh breath. Maybe I wasn’t necessarily being fair to him, though. This had to be as hard on him as it was on me. I’d been through a traumatic injury, but… I needed to be held, damn it. I wanted to feel his arms around me, feel his lips on mine. There was a part of my heart that recognized him, that inherently knew every part of him inside and out. 

      Frustration at being ignored was beginning to replace my resignation and fear. Any reservations I’d had initially had fled over the past day spent with Jack. He’d been a gentleman, keeping his distance out of respect. I appreciated it, but it was time for him to see me as a woman, not some broken victim. Every time I got close to him, my heart began to race and my breathing increased, becoming erratic and shallow. His presence did things to me that I didn’t understand. I wanted him—needed him. I’d give him a little more time to adjust, then I’d bring him back to me. Maybe all he needed was a gentle push in the right direction. A little slow seduction to make him see me as I felt, not as he saw me. 

      I turned back to the bed and upended several of the bags, dumping their contents over the thick comforter. New snow boots and a puffy winter coat with a furry collar came first. Makeup and beauty products fell to the bed, as well as a dozen pairs of pants and shirts, serviceable leggings and underwear. My gaze caught on delicate lace peeking out from the bottom of the pile. My eyebrows rose in appreciation as I fingered the tiny black scrap of material that the designer called underwear. I wondered what Jack would think about those. 

      I grabbed the hem of Jack’s long shirt and drew it up over my head, eager to try on the new clothes. The fabric felt luxurious and expensive, a fact proven true as I glanced at one of the price tags. My jaw dropped at the ridiculous number. Dad had been well-off, but never to this extreme. Holy shit. I wondered again exactly what it was that Jack did for a living. Consulting must be a very lucrative business. 

      I slipped into a pair of black yoga pants and a wine-colored cashmere sweater that felt like Heaven. The mirror mounted on the heavy oak dresser showed my reflection from only the waist up, so I climbed onto the bed to get a better look. The pants hugged every curve, yet accentuated my petite frame, giving me lift in all the right places. The sweater scooped just low enough to be sexy yet refined, and I grinned at my reflection. I’d enjoyed Jack’s reaction at seeing me in his shirts over the past couple days, but damn it was nice to have real clothes again. 

      Almost an hour and a dozen outfits later, I stepped back and viewed my new clothes with appreciation. A sense of completion warmed me, seeing my clothes there hanging next to Jack’s. It looked so good, felt so right. A little smile of satisfaction spread across my face, as if I’d marked his house. I didn’t like the idea of him being up here all alone, and I was glad to have staked my territory, even in some small way. Maybe I’d leave these things here so I could come back with him in the future. 

      The clothes fit wonderfully, with the exception of a pair of pants or two, but that couldn’t be helped. The makeup, shampoo, and other beauty products were all high end and the neutral tones matched my complexion perfectly. Someone had done a wonderful job. I knew it hadn’t been Jack, since he’d been with me all evening yesterday. But he must have at least given someone direction as to what to buy and what size. The thought warmed me to the tips of my toes. So, he did care—he just had a funny way of showing it. He was just as disconcerted by the situation, maybe even more so than I was. I’d have to do my best from now on to put him at ease and segue back into our normal daily routine. Whatever that was. 

      I tapped my index finger on my chin, debating what to do now. Everything had been tried on and put away, plus I was getting a little bored playing dress up. I needed something else to occupy my time until I saw Jack again. Unfortunately, I had no idea when that might be. Stalking through the bedroom door in my favorite new pair of yoga pants and a creamy white sweater, I headed toward the living room. 

      Bella’s head lifted as soon as she saw me, and the sight of the dog momentarily froze me in my tracks. I was slowly getting used to the giant shepherd, but it was hard to turn off the fear literally overnight after having spent most of my life avoiding dogs. My heartbeat returned to its normal rate as Bella flopped back down in front of the fire, and I smiled. The dog really wasn’t so bad. In fact, she was slowly worming her way into my heart with her cute, furry face and silly antics. 

      Deciding to push the limits, I changed direction and headed toward the fireplace, kneeling in front of the dog. Large brown eyes watched as I stretched out my hand and carefully petted her back, afraid just yet of getting too close to her head—and sharp teeth. She lay still as I ran my hand over the soft fur in long strokes. I nearly toppled backward as she rolled to her back, squirming beneath my touch in pure pleasure. I let out a soft chuckle and did as she requested, rubbing a hand over her belly. 

      “You’re not so bad, you know that?” I murmured. 

      As if reading my mind, Bella tilted her head and gave my hand a sandpapery lick. I let out a tinkling laugh and scratched her behind her ears before standing. “You’re too smart for your own good.” 

      I wiped the back of my hand on the leg of my new pants and turned, examining the room, not quite sure what to do with the rest of the afternoon. My gaze caught on the bookshelf built into the entertainment center, and I meandered over to investigate the sparse collection, running my fingers over the titles. A handful of suspense and horror novels graced the shelves, and I rolled my eyes with an indulgent smile. Typical guy. I selected a novel and settled on the couch, cracking open the worn book. Seconds later, the couch shifted slightly as Bella’s weight settled against it, and I reached down to absently pet her. Several chapters in, my eyes began to droop, and I closed them against the dreary gray afternoon. 

      A heavenly scent floating on the air woke me just as the light outside began to wane and fade to twilight. I pushed to a sitting position and rubbed the vestiges of sleep from my eyes before looking around, and a soft scraping sound had me glancing over my shoulder toward the kitchen. Jack stood in front of the stove, stirring a pot, and he shot me a sheepish glance. 

      “Sorry if I woke you.” 

      I smiled and rose to my feet, careful to avoid Bella, who still slept peacefully beside the couch. I wasn’t sure who slept more—me or the dog. I ran a hand through my unruly hair in an effort to set it to rights as I made my way across the large, open room. Sliding onto a stool at the breakfast bar, I turned my gaze toward the stove. 

      “What are you making?” 

      “Steak and veggies.” He made a face. “I didn’t have time to thaw anything else. I kind of got caught up working and…” One shoulder lifted in an apologetic shrug. “Sorry.” 

      Wanting to set him at ease, I offered a conciliatory smile. I needed to show him that I was willing to do whatever it took to get back to normal. “That sounds amazing—and it smells delicious. Do I have time to clean up first?” 

      He tossed a glance at the timer and nodded. “It’ll be done in fifteen or so, but take your time.” 

      “Thanks.” Sliding off the stool, I beat a hasty retreat toward the bedroom. It might be silly, but I wanted to look nice for him. It was the first step in my new plan to win my husband over and move on with our life. Baby steps though they might be, it was the only thing I had to work with. And first, I needed to make him comfortable with me again—and earn his desire. 

      With a giddy spring in my step, I bounded into the bathroom and quickly washed my face, then dug into the new makeup. Just as the timer went off in the kitchen, I swiped a rosy shade of lipstick across my mouth and smacked my lips together before blowing a kiss in the mirror. I still looked a little worse for wear, but the makeup had helped dramatically, making me look less like I was knocking at death’s door. 

      I slipped out of the bedroom and headed toward the kitchen just as Jack set two plates on the table. 

      “Good timing.” 

      I threw him a smile and watched him freeze. His eyes swept over my face and down my body before he quickly turned away. My smile fell, and my heart dropped to my toes. That wasn’t exactly the reaction I’d been hoping for. 

      Head down, pride bruised, I sank into my chair. I stared at my plate, watching in my peripheral vision as Jack slid into the seat across from me and eagerly cut into his steak. Silently I followed suit, and the sounds of cutlery clanking against the plates filled the air.

      I shook my head as I replayed the moment in my mind. I knew I’d seen desire in his eyes, but he’d masked it so quickly I’d have missed it had I not been paying close attention. He was so good at hiding his true emotions. Too good. He’d practically hidden from me all day, locked away in his office. While I admired his dedication to work, I wished he would spend some of that time with me. Why was he keeping me at arm’s length? Was he still afraid I was hurt? 

      I’d tried to open up to him, little by little, to prove I was hale and hardy. I knew he was worried about me, but there was something else simmering just below the surface. He wanted me, but he refused to acknowledge it. Why? I turned the question over and over in my mind, coming up with the only logical answer. He would continue to walk on eggshells around me until he’d determined for himself that I was better. Maybe my subtle hints weren’t enough—but I’d never know until I tried.
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      I watched from the corner of my eye as Mia lifted another bite of steak to her mouth and hummed appreciatively as she chewed. Still, her question surprised me when it cut through the silence. “I can’t believe how good this is. Do you have a secret recipe or something?” 

      I smiled and shook my head. “Nothing special, I promise. My skills don’t extend that far.” 

      She studied it. “I think it’s the beef, because the stew was amazing too. I’ve never tasted anything like it. It’s better than anything I’ve ever had.” 

      I froze with the fork halfway to my mouth, caught like a deer in the headlights. I wasn’t about to reveal exactly what kind of meat it was. I took a bite to avoid answering her. Unfortunately, my curious little kitten was too intuitive to not notice.

      “Jack?” 

      She leveled a suspicious gaze at me, and I forced myself to swallow the bite of steak that had congealed on my tongue. “Hmm?” 

      “What is this?” 

      “What do you mean?” I put on my most innocent expression, and she glared back at me. 

      “What am I eating? Is it steak?” 

      “Yes.” I nodded haltingly. “Just… not the kind you’re used to, exactly.” 

      Her eyes dropped to the plate to examine the meal again before darting back to mine, wariness evident in the blue depths. “What does that mean?” 

      “Um…” 

      “Jack.” She narrowed her gaze on me, and I shifted uncomfortably. 

      Going for broke, I set the fork on the table and leaned back in my chair with a resigned sigh. “Did I ever tell you this was a hunting cabin?” 

      She shook her head. “Not that I remember.” Her eyes widened dramatically as understanding dawned. “So help me God, if I’m eating…” 

      I nodded, watching her closely. “It’s venison.” 

      “Oh, my God! You fed me Bambi?” The outrage was plain in her voice, and I tried to suppress my grin but failed miserably. Her face was twisted into such an adorable expression of confused ire that I couldn’t help but smile at her. “It’s not funny!” 

      She shoved away from the table and stomped out of the kitchen. Though there was no place for her to go, I still quickly hopped up and went after her, not giving her the opportunity to walk away angry. “Come on, Mia. It’s not that bad.” 

      “It’s venison.” The disdain dripping from her voice was palpable, and I had to smother another smile. “I hate venison.” I opened my mouth to protest, but she brandished one long, elegant finger and poked me in the chest. “And don’t you even dare tell me I don’t remember.”

      This time I did smile. “You didn’t think it was so bad when you were eating it.” 

      “That was before I knew it was Bambi!” 

      “First of all, it was a full-grown doe, not a baby.” Her mouth dropped open in indignation, but I held up a hand. “Second, it’s hard to get beef up here. Once the resort is up and running, we’ll be fully stocked. But most everyone else up here makes do with what’s readily available. Which happens to be the deer that roam the mountain.”

      Her lips flattened into a straight line. “I can understand that,” she admitted reluctantly. “But you knew I didn’t like venison, didn’t you?” 

      I hesitated. “Maybe. But I didn’t exactly have anything else available. Besides”—my gaze dropped to hers—“you did like it.”

      “You still should’ve told me.” 

      “You’re right,” I admitted, “I should have. I’m sorry.” 

      She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at me. “I’m still mad at you.” 

      “Aw, come on, sweetheart.” The words flew out of my mouth before I could stop them. The exchange felt so familiar, I had to fight like hell to keep from automatically reaching for her and drawing her near. “I don’t like it when you’re mad at me.” 
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