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      ONE YEAR AGO

      

      
        
        - STEIN -

      

      

      

      526 channels. It’s my one indulgence.

      Some people wouldn’t even think of it that way. 526 TV channels might even be the norm for “normal” people.

      I wouldn’t know. My life hasn’t been normal since I was recruited out of the Green Berets for Delta Force two years ago, after I was awarded the Silver Star for a mission I’d prefer to forget.

      But 526 seems like an indulgence to me because I’m barely ever home, so it’s kind of like lighting a match to a couple hundred bucks each month.

      I get it anyway—the big cable package—because just knowing these channels are here for me when I need them is worth it. Especially at three a.m. on mornings like this when I’m still on Middle East time, and my heart is beating a little faster than it should for a guy who tells people he’s totally used to this kind of life.

      My thumb clicks the remote. I find it fascinating that each time I come home from a mission, there are even more new shows waiting for me. Of course, none of them are any good. At this hour, it’s mostly reality TV and mind-numbing infomercials like the one I find myself staring at right now as I set down the remote.

      “Seriously?” utters a wide-eyed woman who’s doing her best to portray a legitimate talk show host but is likely an underpaid actor barely making minimum wage.

      “Seriously,” replies her guest, who I swear I recognize from one of those drug commercials—the ones that end with a list of side effects, warning you that you might develop sepsis or grow a third ball. “Most of the land in the United States is up for sale for below market prices. And the only people who hear about the listings are huge land developers who stand to make a fortune.”

      Fake Host Lady shakes her head. “It seems unfair, Tracy. The rich get richer and the American dream is out of reach for ordinary Americans.”

      The camera direction changes to pan across a studio audience who is equally appalled and disheartened at the statement.

      I snort at the melodrama. I should probably switch to a movie. HBO is running some kind of marathon of the classic Die Hard movies. But I decide to keep watching the infomercial because I’m trying to lull myself to sleep… not get myself even more revved up by watching Bruce Willis battle the terrorist du jour.

      “Not anymore, Christine. We at Land for U.S. have acquired more than a half million acres of beautiful land in North Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee…”

      They flash the company name on my screen with a huge American flag waving proudly behind it. In-your-face patriotism at its best.

      “…that we’re allowing private citizens to purchase today for as little as one dollar an acre.”

      Oh, they’re allowing private citizens to buy it? How nice of them.

      “This is just for hardworking Americans who have been shut out of land deals like this for too long. We’re not allowing any big developers to purchase a single acre of it,” she prattles on.

      (Meaning no big developer wanted it, I’m sure.)

      Aghast, Host Lady asks, “Why would Land for U.S. do that, Tracy?”

      “Because that land should first be offered to the people, not big-monied corporations looking to make a fast buck by taking what should be ours.”

      Yeah, they’re so evil! The smile on my face expands. This is just the comedy I need right now. I reach for one of the homemade loaded potato skins I whipped up an hour ago. As I lift it to my mouth, I can still smell the scouring powder on my hand which doesn’t quite mesh with the aroma of bacon, cheddar, and freshly chopped scallions.

      There’s not much to do at this hour except clean and cook. I do a lot of both when I’m jetlagged like this, trying to occupy my mind with something other than the clusterfuck of a mission that gets stuck on replay in my brain for the first two weeks I get home.

      So I clean. And I cook. And I watch crappy TV with the hope that it will somehow settle me down and help me get back on East Coast time.

      “Just look at this land, Christine.” They cut to a montage of photos and videos. “Rich and fertile. In forests and mountainsides. Along rivers and surrounding pristine lakes.”

      Translation: Swamplands.

      “This is the kind of land you could live off of.”

      Now they’re aiming for doomsday preppers and people preparing for a zombie apocalypse. Pretty smart.

      Still, it is damn gorgeous, I’ll admit as a photo pops up that reminds me of the place where my family used to rent a cabin in the woods for a few summers when I was a kid.

      That was where Dad taught us how to clean a fish and Mom showed us a hundred ways to cook it over a fire to make it taste like it was created in the kitchen of a master chef. My brothers and I would make s’mores, chase bugs, and skip stones on the lake.

      Such simple times. I miss them—the times like that.

      And my brothers.

      The earlier amusement on my face fades and is replaced by a faint frown.

      My brothers and I all sort of went our separate ways once the military got ahold of us, which is the exact opposite of what people would expect. I stayed in best contact with Colt because he went into the Army like me, while Mason and Graydon chose the Navy.

      But even Colt and I barely talk anymore. With all four of us in some Special Ops or another, we’re usually scattered among several time zones.

      As my eyes soak in the sight of lush forests, I remember playing games of hide-and-seek with them that always ended with one or two of us getting a poison ivy rash. I swear I can smell the calamine lotion Dad used to put on us right now.

      Despite that, they were great memories.

      Damn. This is one effective infomercial.

      The fact is, the land that they’re selling probably doesn’t even look like those photos on my TV. There’s always a reason they’re trying to peddle it at three a.m. when people like me are tired and especially vulnerable.

      Yet still, when they flash an 800 number and tell me that—even at this ungodly hour—operators are standing by, ready to send me a packet of information as well as some free mystery gift that I’m betting is a refrigerator magnet, I find myself actually doing it.

      I’m actually reaching for my phone.
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      ONE YEAR LATER

      

      
        
        ~ NATASHA ~

      

      

      

      THWACK!

      Searing mine, his slick, hot skin slaps against me, corded muscles taut as I dig my fingernails into him.

      Wanton and even desperate, I moan at the feel of him inside me, something I’ve been dreaming of for days now. Yet the reality of it shakes me to my core.

      This can’t be happening. It’s the act of a woman who is the polar opposite of me. Certainly not the person I see when I look at myself in the mirror through jaded eyes, clouded with worry that I’ll only get hurt again.

      THWACK!

      The headboard slams against the wall with each soul-claiming thrust.

      My fingers trace along his hard body to rippled abs and upward to pecs that elevate this man to a level that my friend Jackie would call fling-worthy.

      That’s what she said I should be looking for on this vacation. And while the idea was as intriguing as it was amusing, the truth of it felt like Velcro rubbed against my skin—uncomfortable and unwanted. The exact opposite of the sensation of his perfectly honed body sliding against mine.

      I pull my eyes away from his only an instant and feel the scrape of his unshaven face against my skin as I look at the drywall, chipping and falling each time he claims me as his own.

      I should stop him. I’m sure I’ll have to pay for the damage to the guy who owns this cabin I rented.

      Yet I can’t. The feeling of him is too addictive. So instead, I dare to meet his eyes again, and let myself be immersed in their stunning blue—like the darkest depths of the ocean and just as mysterious.

      I drown in their exquisiteness as my fingers move upward to his face, drawing a light line along the sculpted jawline to his chiseled cheekbones.

      His mouth claims me again, aggressive and unyielding, his tongue penetrating past my lips as he drives into me again.

      THWACK!

      I hear a chunk of drywall fall to the ground just as I cry out, desire whipping through me.

      “I know you’ve wanted this, baby.” His voice is gravelly, almost threatening. “I’ve seen you watching me every morning.”

      “You bastard.” I grind the words out, laced with a fusion of white-hot anger and frustration that’s been building in me, finally able to erupt.

      I want to hate him for every one of those mornings he’d awaken me, only to seduce me with the image of his sweat-soaked chest wielding that axe. Tempting me as he chopped his wood like a filthy lumberjack fantasy, even at a time when I thought the only thing that would appeal to me was eight hours of uninterrupted sleep.

      I hate this man… even as my body yields, my legs opening further, wanting him deeper, though I doubt it’s possible.

      THWACK!

      Thwack!

      My torso lurches upward from the bed, chest heaving.

      Tiny beads of sweat pearl on the skin at the base of my neck. Still feverish with need, my girl-parts sizzle like they’ve just been worked over by a foot-long cock attached to a body sculpted by the hand of God.

      But I’m alone.

      Crap, I’m alone.

      My head falls backward, sinking into the soft pillows of the bed. I glance upward at the headboard and see that the drywall is decidedly intact.

      It was a dream.

      A marvelous, haunting dream about a perfect bastard of a man.

      Again.

      Thwack!

      And all I can think as that headache-inducing sound rattles me is whether I’ll get to have sex with him… before I kill him.

      Thwack!

      Furious, I throw on my clothes. I’d put makeup on, but let’s face it. The guy looks like a Greek god. So in the real world as opposed to my dreams, I could look like a supermodel and still only have a shred of a chance with him. Besides that, I actually prefer to like a guy before I sleep with him.

      And I don’t like this guy.

      Not at all.

      I shake my shoes before slipping them on, always thinking some giant spider is going to crawl out of them out here in the boonies.

      Sure, this cabin isn’t as rustic as I thought it would be when I booked a vacation here. But still, I’m in the middle of the woods, in the middle of nowhere. And I imagine spiders are a lot bigger here than back home.

      With that same line of thinking, I grab the bear spray Jackie bought me and shove it into my back pocket. I think she meant it as a joke. But I’m not leaving this cabin without it, even though there’s probably more of a threat posed by the hulking guy who lives in the next cabin over than by a random bear.

      As I swing open my door, the cool air strikes me at this early hour. It’s just past eight, and granted, the rest of the world might be on their way to work right now. But I’m on vacation and have full intentions of sleeping in till noon.

      Thwack!

      If that son-of-a-bitch ever lets me.

      Swatting mosquitoes every few seconds, I march down the path about a quarter mile before I spot him, standing shirtless in front of his log cabin, his axe a blur as it swoops into a log, splitting it with one lethal blow.

      Thwack!

      I should be used to this sight by now. I’ve spent the last two mornings here. The first one, I didn’t even dare approach him; I just skulked behind the bushes trying to catch my breath because the sight of him stole it from my lungs.

      With his skin glistening from sweat and accentuating every fine muscle in his body, it was all I could do to not pass out from the sight of him.

      It’s been a while since I’ve had sex. A bad divorce will do that—turn a girl completely off to men.

      Until I happened to come across a specimen like this one who brings my sex drive back to life like a cicada coming out from its seventeen-year slumber.

      Of course, it hasn’t been seventeen years for me. It just feels like it.

      So that first morning when I saw him, I just stared, long and hard, until I felt a line of drool on the side of my chin and decided it was time to either approach him… or silently slip back to my cabin.

      I took the easier choice.

      But the second morning I did what I’m going to do right now, but hopefully with a better outcome this time.

      “Excuse me,” I call out as I approach because common sense tells me that it’s not good to sneak up on a man who’s got an axe.

      He turns and I’m granted an eyeful of abs.

      Mother of God.

      “Yeah?” he answers gruffly.

      “Look, I told you yesterday, I’m here on vacation. I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t do that this early in the morning.”

      He glances at his watch. “It’s past eight.”

      “Yes. And I’m trying to sleep in. I rented your neighbor’s cabin because it looked like someplace I could get some rest.”

      “Do you have a bed at home?”

      “What?”

      “Where you come from. You got a bed?”

      My brow furrows. “Of course I have a bed.”

      “Then why would you want to spend your vacation in bed when you can do that at home? Might want to get out. See something. Go for a hike. There’s a stable down the path where you can rent a horse. If you’d like to… go for a ride.”

      Go for a ride? The way he tacked on those last words makes me think he’s reading my filthy mind. I bristle, more from my reaction to him than to what he actually said.

      “Why I want to stay in bed is none of your business.” I spit out the words. “But I do. In fact, I might stay in bed for the entire week I’m here.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “But I can’t sleep with you chopping wood at the crack of dawn every morning.”

      “Hey, lady. People need wood around here. To stay warm.”

      I tilt my head. “You could try putting on a shirt.”

      “I mean in the winter. Gotta prep now. You know, the ant and the grasshopper.”

      “What?”

      “The fable. The ant plans ahead, but the grasshopper doesn’t and ends up dead.”

      “Thank you for the synopsis.” I guess I’m the grasshopper in this scenario.

      “Besides, people buy this stuff for their fire pits right now. Gotta make hay while the sun shines.”

      “Do you always talk in metaphors?”

      “Maybe. Did a lot of reading when I was a kid.”

      “Before you discovered the gym?” My eyes widen when I realize that I said that out loud.

      A slight smile eases up one side of his entirely lickable lips. With one more swing, he leaves his axe half sunken into a log… and looks utterly erotic doing it. Stepping around the pile of wood, he flexes his fingers slightly as if he’s been at this all morning.

      Extending his hand, his eyes spark. “I’m Stein.”

      Automatically, my hand reaches for his. Just as automatic is this surge of hormones I feel as his calloused hand envelops mine.

      Stein, I ponder. The guy was named after a beer mug. How appropriate.

      “Do you have a name?” he asks. “Or do you prefer being mysterious? Either way is fine with me.”

      I shiver slightly for no apparent reason. “I’m Natasha. But you can call me anything you want if you’d stop chopping wood at the crack of dawn.”

      “Natasha,” he repeats, his grin teasing me. “I’ve never known someone who thinks zero eight hundred is the crack of dawn.”

      Zero eight hundred. He’s military. Well, that explains the muscles.

      “Do you want coffee? Natasha-who-sleeps-till-noon?” he tacks on, giving me a brief once-over.

      “What?”

      “Coffee. It’s a drink made from coffee beans.”

      I narrow my eyes, unamused. “I know what coffee is.”

      “Good.” When his smile widens, he looks a little less menacing, and almost—familiar to me in a strange way. “I was starting to wonder about you. Want some?” he finishes.

      Statue-still, I stand there, mouth gaping. I’m mad at him, yet he’s offering me coffee? Clearly I’m not making my point.

      Then again, maybe if he got to know me better, he’d take pity on me and let me sleep in.

      While it goes against my cautious nature to accept the invitation, I remember the bear spray lodged in my back pocket. Surely that could even bring down a guy who looks like this if things get weird in his cabin.

      Besides, I could use some coffee.

      “Okay,” I say apprehensively.

      “Come on in.”

      I step inside his home, half expecting to see a taxidermy display—maybe a couple deer or antelope heads because holding that axe a minute ago, he just seemed like the type.

      But there are no furry creatures displayed on his walls. In fact, he barely even has walls. The place is partially gutted. “Renovating?” I ask.

      He chuckles, looking at the exposed wires in the interior walls around him. “Nah. I just hate drywall.”

      I let a slight laugh slip because I think he’s joking. But with this guy, who knows?

      Taking in a lungful of coffee-scented air, I follow him to the kitchen. The drywall is up in that one corner of the house—in sharp contrast to the open concept living area it’s connected to. It even boasts brand-new cabinets similar to the ones in my cabin and new stainless steel appliances

      “Your kitchen looks a lot better than the rest of your place,” I say, nodding with surprise at a six-burner stove that just doesn’t seem to mesh with a guy who looks like he only consumes protein shakes.

      “Yeah. Kitchen’s a priority. Gotta eat.” He scoops some fresh beans and puts them in a grinder.

      With a flick of its switch, the already-decadent scent increases ten-fold, and I’m literally aching for a good cup of coffee.

      I had stopped by the convenience store just off the interstate on my way here, hoping to stock up on some food for the week. But their selection was limited, to say the least.

      “So you have no drywall, but you’ve got a—what is that?” I eye something crammed in among a slew of small appliances.

      “A rice cooker.”

      “You have a rice cooker?”

      “Gotta have a rice cooker. I started using one when I was stationed in Korea. Besides, I make a great pepper steak and you can’t have that without rice.”

      “You’re in the military?” I seek confirmation of my earlier suspicion even as my mind grapples with the idea of a man who looks like this but can make pepper steak.

      “Yep.”

      Why does that make me hate him a little less? “Well, thanks for your service.”

      He only shrugs in reply.

      My eyes dart around me. Toaster oven. Food processor. Countertop air fryer. Vitamix. This guy’s got it all. “So, you do a lot of cooking?”

      “Yeah. Guess I’m a Renaissance man.”

      I can’t help the smile that forms. “You can say it, but can you spell it?” I tease.

      “R-e-n-a-i-s-s-a-n-c-e.”

      My eyes widen. “Impressive.” Truth be told, I thought there was another n in there. But he says it with such authority that I decide not to dispute him.

      “I’m a man of many skills,” he says as he pours steaming liquid heaven into a thick ceramic mug. “Maybe you’ll see a few more of them before you leave town.”

      The way his eyes sear into me makes my insides sizzle.

      “I doubt it,” I sputter quickly.

      “Oh, that’s right. You’re here to sleep.”

      “Sleep. Think. Kind of re-center myself, if you know what I mean.” Or have a fling, the little voice in my head adds—a voice that sounds remarkably like my friend Jackie. Why did she have to plant that idea in my head?

      “Re-center yourself.” He frowns. “Sounds like something people say in yoga class.”

      “Probably. Though I don’t do yoga. I was never limber enough.”

      There’s a pointed beat as he stares at me. “Pity.”

      His eyes flash as I find myself shrinking into a chair at his kitchen counter. Clearly, I walked right into that one.

      “Don’t tell me you’re a yoga man as well as a Renaissance man,” I offer up.

      He gives his head a single shake. “Definitely not. Any guy who goes to yoga is looking to pick up women.”

      “And I bet you don’t need to go to yoga class to do that.”

      “No. No, I just chop wood.”

      Caught. “For the record, you’re not picking me up. I’m just here to convince you that I deserve a little extra sleep.”

      Sleep I desperately need, I nearly add, but don’t. Because I don’t want to be one of those people who pours her soul out to the first ear that is tilted in her direction. Even though it’s somehow appealing at this moment—to simply open up to this man who is completely outside of my social circles. This man who doesn’t know me or all the baggage I’ve felt weighing me down this past year.

      Jackie tells me that I should reach out to a man who looks like this for an escape from my reality—an honest-to-God rebound guy who might set my derailed life back on its tracks. A man who might remind me that I’m still a human who can feel something other than raw humiliation and rejection.

      And she’s right. There’s no denying that a good fling might be a welcome diversion right now.

      But as I look at this guy, I can’t help feeling like I need more than that.

      I need a shoulder to cry on.

      And this guy? He’s got some kickass shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        - STEIN -

      

      

      

      She doesn’t recognize me.

      I glance over my shoulder at her skittish eyes as I reach for another mug from my cabinet.

      I always figured she wouldn’t. It’s been a long time. A lifetime, really. Last time I saw her, I was the scrawniest of thirteen-year-olds, a foot shorter than I am now, and easily picked on by the football players that cheerleaders like her generally hung out with.

      That was the year before my family moved to Connecticut. Five years before military training somehow replaced any teenage angst with hard-earned muscle.

      No, there’s no way she’d recognize me.

      I glance over again, and her eyes are still on me. But they’re puffy and red and it makes me want to put a fist through the guy who I’m betting made them that way.

      “You take cream?” I ask, walking to my fridge.

      Those gorgeous eyes widen. “Do you have cream?

      “Why wouldn’t I have cream?”

      She shrugs. “You don’t look like the cream type.”

      I chuckle. “You’ll love my cream.” A hint of rose touches her cheeks, and she sends me an offended look. I suddenly realize why. I’d swear I didn’t mean it that way, but she likely wouldn’t believe me. And maybe there’s a shred of me that did. Having a childhood with three brothers followed up by a career in Special Ops does tend to create a crude sense of humor.

      Though I usually keep that to myself.

      So I quickly follow up with, “It’s the flavored kind. Caramel and a hint of chocolate. You’ll want to suck it down by the gallon.”

      Her blush deepens.

      Okay, maybe I said that last part a little on purpose. Just a little. Because I’m discovering she’s cute as hell when she blushes.

      Fact is, back when I knew her, I never saw her blush. She was pretty confident, the queen bee in her crowd, at least from what I saw. Stereotypical cheerleader at first glance—long, golden hair that she’d pull back in a ponytail when she was wearing her uniform.

      Guys like me didn’t get within spitting distance of girls like her in middle school.

      Except that one afternoon. That afternoon that changed my life.

      Truth is, even though I might look like a bad-ass on the outside, I’m still the same brainiac nerd on the inside that I’ve always been.

      That’s why my Team calls me Stein. It’s short for Einstein.

      “So what are you doing here in the middle of nowhere?” I ask.

      “I found the rental cabin on one of those vacation-rental-by-owner websites.”

      “You like it?” I can’t help feeling a little apprehensive as I wait for her answer. I put a lot of work into that cabin she’s staying in.

      “Definitely. It looks even better in person than in the pictures the guy put online.”

      “What sold you on it?” I ask, since it might be the only time I can get candid, face-to-face feedback on some of the choices I made in there. I’m usually not around when I rent out the place. Any feedback tends to get watered down by the Wilsons, who live down the road from here, a semi-retired couple I hire to take care of my cabins when I’m gone.

      I watch and wait as she seems to ponder her answer. My gut told me putting in the top-of-the-line appliances was overkill for someplace I’d be renting out ninety-nine percent of the time. But the wannabe chef in me just couldn’t stop myself. “The kitchen?” I suggest.

      Finally, she gives her head a slight shake. “No. Actually, I’m not much of a cook. It was really just the photos of the bird feeders outside every window.”

      My face elongates. I wasn’t expecting that one. “The bird feeders?”

      “Yeah. I love sketching birds. He’s even got a couple Adirondack chairs outside by them. I pictured myself sketching there all day.”

      “Really?” I guess I shouldn’t be surprised by anything I hear from her. She’s not the same cheerleader she was in middle school any more than I’m the same skinny kid with a metaphorical target on my chest. But I never pictured her turning out as an artist. “Have you done any sketches yet?” I can’t help asking, seeing as anytime I’ve walked by the place, she’s been holed up inside.

      When sadness creeps into her eyes, I regret the question.

      “No. No, not yet.” She presses her lips together, and then adds, “But the kitchen’s nice, too. I think he just renovated it.”

      “Mmm,” I half grunt. I’m not very good at lying, truth be told. The military will do that to a guy—all that honor shit they beat into you at West Point.

      I should probably just tell her that I’m the guy she rented her place from, but then I’d look like a total prick for waking her up every day.

      I don’t really see that I had a choice in the matter. Not after my morning hikes the past couple days resulted in me hearing her sobbing in her cabin like someone just shot her dog.

      I’d have done just about anything to break that cycle and get her out of that cabin for some fresh air.

      And it worked. Here she is, drinking coffee and actually having a conversation at a time of day when she had been regularly bawling her eyes out.

      “Is that what you’re doing to your place?” she asks, seeming uncomfortable at my silence.

      “My place?”

      “Yeah. Renovating.” She looks toward where my finished kitchen ends, and my exposed wiring meets her eyes. “I’m assuming you don’t really want to live in total chaos.”
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