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        My best friend, my rock, my reason to smile.
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      They’re just friends… until they end up vacationing in a hotel room with only one bed.

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

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

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

      
        
        Click here to sign up to Alexa Rivers’ newsletter and get the book!
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      Can widow Katarina protect both her battered heart and her beloved B&B from the property developer passing through her small town?

      Katarina blames herself for her husband’s death. Her only solace is running the beachfront bed and breakfast they always dreamed of, but now a big city developer plans to buy the property and bulldoze her B&B.

      Sterling Knightley has made Katarina’s landlord an offer she can’t refuse. The only way Katarina can keep her promise to her late husband is to persuade the aloof businessman to partner with her, but Sterling holds all the cards.

      Katarina doesn’t expect to be charmed by the man beneath Sterling’s prickly exterior, or for him to reignite a spark she thought was dead. But no matter how tempting she finds him, she can’t risk losing her B&B… or her heart.
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      Katarina Hopa glanced at the messy surface of her desk and wished she’d thought to tidy up before meeting with her landlady. She was nervous enough about formally getting together for the first time since she’d rented the property she operated her bed and breakfast from. She didn’t need the added worry that the stack of papers on her desk, cupboards, and floor might give Maureen Adler the impression she wasn’t the competent businesswoman she pretended to be. She wanted to make a good impression.

      Maureen sat opposite her, alternately sipping a latte from Café Oasis and pursing her lips. She looked distressed.

      “Is everything okay?” Kat asked tentatively.

      Maureen released a heavy sigh. “I’m afraid not, my dear.”

      Kat’s stomach clenched with worry and she instinctively looked at the photograph beside her computer for comfort. Teddy’s handsome face smiled out at her. She swallowed hard, pretending he was with her in this moment. He should have been. Running this beachside bed and breakfast had been their shared dream for when she retired from professional rally driving. But now he was gone, and she was on her own, trying to make sense of a world without him in it.

      Maureen followed her gaze, and her face fell. Even though Maureen had barely known Teddy, he and Kat had honeymooned at the B&B when Maureen and her husband Andrew had run it, before Andrew had become too ill to continue managing the business.

      “I don’t know how you go on without him,” Maureen said. “I dread the day I lose my Andrew.”

      Tears prickled the backs of Kat’s eyes. “I know you do. Hopefully it doesn’t happen anytime soon.”

      She wished she could tell Maureen that the loss became easier to deal with over time, but in her experience, it didn’t. She felt the gaping hole that Teddy had left in her life every day. Even three years on, the ragged edges of her pain hadn’t healed.

      “About that.” Maureen placed her coffee on the desk and folded her hands on her lap. “Andrew has taken a turn for the worse.”

      Kat felt a pang of sympathy. “I’m so sorry to hear it.”

      Maureen nodded in acknowledgement. “The thing is, I’m having trouble paying for the care that could give him a few more months—or even years, God willing.”

      Kat bit her lip. Was Maureen raising rent? Was that what this was about? Kat knew she paid less than the market value, but they had a deal. She’d done a lot of work on the property during the years she’d been managing the B&B. She’d renovated rooms out of her own pocket. Not many other tenants would do that.

      “I’ve received a very generous offer on the property from a developer. He wants to build an exclusive resort in the place where Sanctuary currently stands.”

      Her words hit Kat with the impact of a sledgehammer. She felt blindsided.

      “I didn’t know you were planning to sell.”

      Maureen grimaced. “I’ve been holding out for as long as possible. You know I’d prefer to wait until you’re able to afford to buy us out, but he approached me out of the blue and the money he’s offering could make a massive difference in terms of Andrew’s treatment.”

      Kat couldn’t swallow past the lump in her throat. She couldn’t ask Maureen not to sell when doing so might give her more time with her husband. Kat had ended up in her current financial situation—barely more than broke—because she’d poured all the money she had into trying to save her husband after the traffic crash that had eventually killed him and had left her scarred and emotionally broken.

      “Have you already signed the papers?” she asked, her stomach knotted.

      “No.” Maureen’s lips curved slightly upward, giving Kat the faintest trace of hope. “I can’t afford to turn him down though. Not unless I get a counteroffer.” She leaned forward and reached across the desk to clasp Kat’s hand. “I don’t care if you offer less than the developer. I’d rather you have the property than him. I told him I’d have an answer for him in two weeks. If you can put together an offer in that time, I’ll accept it, as long as it’s reasonable.”

      That trace of hope vanished. She doubted any bank in the country would allow her to take out a mortgage with them based on her current finances and her income history for the years after the accident. But she had to try.

      “Thanks, Maureen.” She squeezed the other woman’s hand. “I appreciate you giving me a chance. I’ll make an appointment with the bank to see if they’re willing to work with me.”

      Maureen nodded. “I’m glad to hear it. I hope they do.” She released Kat’s hand and sipped her drink again. “I wish I didn’t have to put you in this situation. It’s not fair to you.”

      Kat sighed. “It’s not fair to you either, but you have a chance to spend more time with Andrew. If someone had offered me the same when Teddy was dying, I’d have taken them up on it in an instant.”

      “I knew you’d understand.” A weight seemed to have lifted from Maureen’s shoulders. It had settled on Kat’s. “Just so you know, the developer is intending to come for a look around on Monday. Apparently, the main reason he wants this property over any of the others along the coast is the access to the sea caves, beach, and the waterfall, so I imagine he wants to make sure he’d be getting his money’s worth.”

      Kat frowned. She’d rather not have to see the man who was planning to take her home—and the future she was supposed to share with Teddy—away from her.

      “Don’t worry. You won’t need to speak with him if you don’t want to,” Maureen said, reading her expression correctly. “I’ve given him a map so he can show himself around.”

      “Good.” She might not see him anyway, if she was planning to visit the bank. They didn’t have one in Haven Bay, so she’d have to go to a nearby town. She’d just have to cross her fingers that someone at the bank felt sorry enough for her to pull some strings. Otherwise, she was shit out of luck.
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      Sterling Knightley sank onto the lushly upholstered armchair positioned in front of the window of his high-rise apartment and took a moment to appreciate the view. From here, he could see most of Auckland’s central business district, and beyond the buildings stretched the blue-grey of the sea.

      He relaxed in the embrace of a chair that cost as much as a month’s rent had where he’d grown up and closed his eyes against the flicker of memory of the dark, dank hole he’d been raised in. The place that had stolen his mother from him, thanks to an infection caused by the mold the landlord had refused to remove.

      “Never again,” he mouthed. The words had become his mantra in the years since. If they could have afforded a place like this—or even basic treatment for the infection—maybe his mum would still be alive today.

      His phone rang, and he withdrew it from the pocket of his suit.

      “Hello, Eli,” he said, opening his eyes to gaze over the skyline again. Eli was his boss. But more than that, he was a friend who’d changed Sterling’s life by taking a chance on him when no one else would.

      “Hey.” Eli’s tone was brisk but warm. “How are things with the Haven Bay project?”

      “It’s coming along as planned,” he replied. “I’ll be leaving to check out the property in a few minutes, but it seems to be well situated and the owner is eager to sell—other than worrying about the tenant. The owner’s husband is unwell and she’s struggling with his medical bills.” An unexpected benefit to their proposal. He hadn’t known the woman was having difficulties when he reached out to her, but considering his own background, he liked the idea of making life easier for the couple and enabling them to get the necessary medical care.

      “Sounds like you have everything under control.”

      “Of course.” Sterling always had everything under control. It was in his nature. “Thank you for having faith in my idea.”

      Perhaps after more than a decade of friendship, he should understand that Eli would always have his back, but he never took his friend for granted. He knew more than most how vital it could be to have someone in his corner when he needed them, and Eli always was. Making this project shine would be Sterling’s way of giving back to him and repaying the trust Eli had shown him over the years.

      “I’m sure it will be brilliant,” Eli said. “I’ll check in with you later. Drive safe.”

      “I will. Bye.” They ended the call and Sterling stood. With one final glance out the window, he strode through his apartment and collected his trunk from near the door. He only intended to be gone for the day, but he’d learned that business trips didn’t always go according to plan—especially when negotiations were involved. Better to be prepared.

      He left the apartment and locked the door. Next stop: Haven Bay.
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      “That’s all?” Kat asked, unsurprised even though she desperately wished she’d heard wrong.

      “I’m afraid so.” The banker gave her a sympathetic smile. “With your income as inconsistent as it is, and the fact you have little in the way of collateral, we can’t offer a loan of more than two hundred thousand dollars.”

      Kat deflated. The property the B&B was located on was worth easily three times that. Potentially more. “Are there any special grants I could apply for?”

      The banker grimaced. “None that fit your particular circumstances. If it was for your home, we might be able to work something out, but the fact that it’s a business makes it difficult.”

      “But I do live there.” Kat latched on to that tiny thread of hope.

      It snapped when the banker shook his head. “It’s not the same thing,” he told her.

      Kat’s lower lip trembled. She sucked in a deep breath and let it out shakily, trying to get her emotions under control. “I’m going to lose my business and my home if I can’t get this loan. Surely, there’s something we can do.”

      He shrugged helplessly. “Perhaps if you were to look elsewhere, you might find a property within your budget.”

      Tears threatened. Kat bit her lip—hard—so she wouldn’t cry. She couldn’t just start over somewhere else. Sanctuary was the lodge she and Teddy had honeymooned at. It was the place they’d intended to purchase and make their own one day. Even as they’d shared Teddy’s last moments of consciousness amongst the wreckage of their car, he’d begged her to cling to life, reminding her that they needed to make it through so they could spend their golden years running the beachside B&B they’d dreamed of.

      As it had happened, he’d been the one to die and she’d been left to move forward on her own. But she’d made him a promise, and she wouldn’t let him down. She’d already failed him enough. She’d just have to come up with another plan.

      “All right.” She stood and smoothed her sweaty palms down the businesslike skirt she’d changed into when she’d arrived. “Thank you for your time.”

      He nodded and stood as well. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help you.”

      You haven’t helped me at all.

      She swallowed the bitter words and clasped his hand. “Thank you.”

      She grabbed her backpack, and he escorted her to the meeting room door, then walked down the corridor in a haze, stopping briefly in the bathroom to change back into her bicycle shorts and a tank top. Kat didn’t drive. Any time she entered a car, she became paralyzed within her mind. Frozen with the memories of screeching metal and white-hot pain.

      Unfortunately, that meant she now had a thirty-kilometer bike ride home. She’d wasted hours of her day for nothing. Her limbs felt heavy—hell, her soul felt heavy—and her chest ached. She rubbed it absently. How was she supposed to do this without Teddy? He was the one who’d had a head for business. She was just the welcoming face people expected at boutique accommodation. Although these days, she was barely even that. A lot of guests didn’t seem to be able to look her in the eye once they saw the scar that snaked down the side of her face and the similar ones twisting around her left shoulder, arm, and hip.

      Kat stepped out of the bank and breathed in the fresh air. She glanced at her bicycle, which was chained to a nearby lamp post. She really didn’t feel like cycling home. Usually, her bike was fine for getting her around, but when she exercised too much, her scar tissue tended to become aggravated. She was already tender after cycling here. She sighed. Unless she wanted to walk, she’d better get to it.

      “Katarina, is that you?”

      Stiffening, Kat forced a smile to her face as she turned and spotted two Haven Bay locals, Betty and Mavis, ambling toward her. Both women were older, in their seventies or eighties, and both were plump, although Betty had a cherubic countenance while Mavis more closely resembled a bulldog. They were also notorious gossips, and Kat didn’t want word of the sale getting around until she’d exhausted all her options to fight it.

      “I thought that was you.” Betty beamed, but then her smile faltered. “What’s gotten you so upset?”

      Kat lost the fight with her emotions and a tear trickled down her cheek. She swiped it away. “Nothing.”

      Mavis harrumphed. “Doesn’t look like nothing to me.”

      “Tell us, dear,” Betty urged. “Maybe we can help.”

      Concern etched into the lines of Betty’s face, and Kat crumbled.

      “Maureen is planning to sell Sanctuary,” she said. “She’s had an offer from a property developer. I was hoping the bank might loan me enough money to make a counteroffer, but they won’t. Apparently, I’m not a good investment.” She understood their reasoning, but it still hurt.

      “What a load of bollocks.” Mavis scowled. “You’re the best type of investment.” Her eyebrows drew together. “Maureen always planned to sell to you when you could afford it. Why the hurry now? Is the old biddy getting greedy?”

      “I’ll bet it has something to do with Andrew,” Betty said.

      “Yeah.” Kat dragged a hand down her face tiredly. “She needs more money for his treatment.”

      Mavis looked unimpressed. “We’ll talk to her on your behalf. She should know better than to sell out to some out-of-towner.”

      “Please don’t.” Kat’s shoulders slumped. “There’s no need to make her feel guiltier than she already does. I’m sure it wasn’t an easy decision to make, and I know how it feels to watch your husband slowly dying. I don’t begrudge her for doing what she needs to get more time with him.”

      Betty wrapped her arms around Kat. The embrace was warm, comforting, and exactly what she needed. “Okay, dear. We won’t give her a hard time.”

      “Thank you. And please…” She bit her lip. “Please don’t mention this to anyone. I’m going to try to fix it, and I don’t want to worry them in the meantime.” Her cook, Tione, relied on her for a job and a home, and he wasn’t the only one who’d have to find a new place to live if she failed.

      “Our lips are sealed,” Betty assured her. “Well, except for the rest of the Bridge Club, of course.”

      Kat narrowed her eyes. “Betty.”

      “They won’t say a thing,” Betty said.

      “We’ll figure out a way around this,” Mavis grumbled. “Let’s sit down and talk.”
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      Sterling cruised into Haven Bay with the window down and a non-fiction audiobook playing through Bluetooth. He turned onto one of the roads leading to the town square and parked, then stretched the kinks out of his back and opened the car door, inhaling the salty scent of the sea.

      He got out and locked the car. Even though Haven Bay seemed like a safe town, one could never be too careful. He checked the time on his wristwatch. A little after noon. He’d grab something to eat before making his way to the beachside property. He strode into the town square and paused to appreciate the view.

      The square consisted of a cobblestoned area speckled with old-fashioned streetlamps like something out of a quaint English village. He scanned the shopfronts, searching for Cafe Oasis, which his research had informed him would be the best place to get a sandwich or a piece of pie. Spotting it on the opposite side of the square, he hurried over—past a statue of a surfer in the center of a fountain—and pushed his way in.

      A doorbell chimed as he entered, and he only just managed not to flinch in surprise—it had been a long time since he’d heard anything of the kind—they weren’t popular in Auckland stores. The cafe’s interior was charming, if you liked wooden floors and patterned wallpaper. He ordered a flat white and a chicken salad sandwich and waited until they called his name, then sat alone at a corner table while he ate. The older ladies crowded around the table were chatting, but he got the sense they were watching him too. He tried to shake off the feeling of unease and left as soon as he was done.

      He returned to his car and navigated around the edge of the township, onto a street called Marine Parade, which ran parallel to the beach. He passed a surf school, an ice cream parlor, and a seafood restaurant clustered together around a pavilion with dozens of cars parked nearby. A few more buildings dotted the coast, and beyond them, grass gave way to an area of native flaxes and trees, with tents nestled between them.

      The street ended at a gravel parking area on the far side of a bridge that crossed a small stream. Bush rose up to his left, lush and green, and birds twittered in the trees. He wound down the window and listened to the waves lap at the shore. Paradise, just as he’d envisioned. With the right management, this place had the potential to be a real moneymaker.

      Beside the parking lot, a lawn sprawled in front of an early 1900s era building. A sign in front read, “Sanctuary.” Coming to a stop beside a muddy Jeep, he turned the engine off and took a moment to collect his thoughts, then he stepped out of the car, straightened his business suit, which had become crumpled during the drive, and raised his eyes just in time to see another cluster of elderly ladies approaching from the direction of the building.

      One of them, a pink-cheeked biddy in a purple tracksuit, shuffled toward him. She was no more than five feet tall, but her piercing blue eyes skewered him, threatening all kinds of harm that should have made him laugh but, oddly, sent a cold shiver down his spine.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Knightley,” she said in a tone that wouldn’t have been out of place in a face-off from an old western movie. He half expected a tumbleweed to blow by.

      “Hello,” he said hesitantly. Maureen had assured him he wouldn’t be bothered by anyone as he looked around, but it seemed she’d sent a welcoming committee—who weren’t very welcoming. “Have we met?”

      “No.” The old woman’s voice was steely, her apricot lips pursed together. “I’m Betty. This is the Bridge Club. We’re here to warn you to leave Sanctuary alone.”

      He frowned. “Excuse me?”

      Sanctuary, he knew, was the name of the bed and breakfast operated at the site. Perhaps these women hadn’t been rallied by Maureen Adler, but by her tenant.

      “You heard her,” snapped another of the other women, who had jowls and a scowl nasty enough to make anyone think twice. “Poor Katarina has had enough bad luck without you kicking her out on her ear.”

      “Katarina?” Now he was lost.

      A stocky lady with a silver buzz cut rolled her eyes. “What kind of operation are you running if you don’t even know whose livelihood you’re threatening?”

      “I… uh…” He had no response. He wasn’t prepared with a polished answer because he hadn’t realized he’d need to be. This was supposed to be a simple look around.

      “Katarina owns Sanctuary, I take it?”

      The bulldog grunted in confirmation.

      “That explains it then. I’ve only spoken with Maureen.” He had no reason to deal with the existing tenant. That was up to the property owner.

      A gasp came from the frailest of the group, who looked like the sea breeze might blow her away. “But Kat has worked her heart out to make Sanctuary what it is. How can you take that away from her without even a conversation?”

      He pursed his lips. Time for some hard truths. “This is the first I’m hearing of Katarina, but I assume that if her business was doing well, she’d have been able to buy Maureen out before now. Unfortunately, there’s no point in her throwing more money into a sinking ship. She’d be better off to start over. My company can make a successful resort here. She might not have the resources to do the same.”

      They stared at him as if he was a monster and he tried not to feel uncomfortable. He knew the ugly facts of life better than anyone, but he’d made something of himself; whoever this Katarina was, she could do the same. Somewhere else.

      Wheels crunched over gravel behind him, and he turned to see a woman on a bicycle glide over the bridge. She slowed to a stop beside them and unbuckled her helmet. Sterling’s stomach clenched with unexpected attraction. The cyclist was the most breathtaking woman he’d ever set eyes on. Her skin was creamy light brown and flawless, her dark eyes had a lively spark, and her hair was a lustrous inky black. His heart beat a rapid tattoo against his ribcage, and when his eyes watered, he realized he’d forgotten to blink.

      “Hi,” he said, his voice dropping an octave.

      “Kia ora.” She greeted him in Te Reo, the Māori language, then turned to smile at Betty and all of the breath whooshed from his lungs. In a haze of lust, he’d failed to notice the pale scar stretching from her earlobe, along her jawline and down the side of her neck. Whatever had caused the injury, it must have been bad.

      It’s not your business, he reminded himself.

      “What’s going on here?” she asked.

      Sterling stuck out his hand. “I’m Sterling Knightley from Lockwood Holdings.”

      “Oh.” Her expression grew distant. “You’re the one who made Maureen an offer?”

      “Yes, that’s right.” He held his hand there, and after a few beats, she shook it.

      “I’m Kat Hopa,” she said.

      Ah, that would explain her reticence.

      “Nice to meet you, Kat. I’m here to have a look around. I don’t plan to get in your way. These lovely ladies just stopped to have a word.”

      She narrowed her eyes at them. “I can imagine.”

      “We’re only looking out for you,” the frail woman said quietly.

      “I know, Nell.” Her expression softened. “Thank you. But I have something I need to discuss with Mr. Knightley. Why don’t you head back to the garden?”

      He could have sworn the bulldog-like woman growled. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” Kat touched her shoulder. “Go on. Off with you.”

      They left, and Sterling breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

      “No problem.” She shrugged, then winced as if the motion caused her pain. “You can thank me by agreeing to a business meeting later today. I have a pitch for you.”

      “Really?” His eyebrows flew up. He couldn’t guess what on earth she’d like to pitch him. Unless it was a ploy, so she’d have the opportunity to guilt him into rescinding his offer.

      “Yes. Would 3p.m. suit?”

      He studied her, intrigued. “That will be fine.”

      He’d intended to be here for a couple of hours anyway, and if a meeting pushed his departure back then so be it. He wanted to know more about Kat Hopa.
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      After Kat went inside, Sterling opened the map Maureen had sent him on his phone and studied the layout of the property. She’d circled the locations he’d been most interested in: the beach, the waterfall, and the caves. Sterling wasn’t much for the outdoors, so he hoped he could access them without too much trouble.

      He walked across the parking lot and followed a grass path that wove between the tussocks and onto the beach. Raising his hand to shield his eyes from the sun, he watched the waves roll in. A lone figure bobbed on a surfboard beyond the breakers. If he were to publicize this beach the way it deserved, dozens of surfers would come to ride the waves. After all, even Eli—an avid surfer—had said the waves along this stretch of coast were legendary, but few people ventured past the township, to where the truly great waves were.

      He squinted, studying the rock formations that rose from the sea in several places and eventually formed a cliff wall. That was where the sea caves supposedly were. He wouldn’t be able to access them on foot, but he had enough photographic evidence from the researcher he’d hired to know they were impressive, and during a particular time of year, visitors had reported bioluminescent plankton inside the caves.

      Sterling wandered along the beach, trying to see it through the eyes of a guest at their future resort. The water wasn’t as clear or blue as it would be at a more tropical destination, but it was a beautiful shade of turquoise and with the backdrop of those rocky outcrops against the sky, it was quite stunning. He bent to run his fingers through the sand. It was soft. Perfect for walking barefoot, if that was your kind of thing.

      He went back the way he’d come, pausing in front of the lodge. It was built in the early 1990s villa style of most houses in the area, with two wings spanning out from a central area he assumed housed the reception. The boards were painted cream and they stood out in contrast to the dark forest behind the B&B. The roof was gabled, and a small flowerbed ran along the wall. It was charming, in its own way. Not what his ideal clientele would be looking for, but nice, nonetheless. The design their architect had mocked up would be stunning here, with floor-to-ceiling windows to make the most of the view and a pool overlooking the sea.

      He wandered around the side of the building and found himself in a garden. Flowers bloomed in well-manicured beds that criss-crossed a sloped lawn leading up to a cabin on the edge of the forest. The women who’d confronted him in the parking lot knelt along the flower beds, pulling weeds and chatting. A pair of them spotted him and glared. He turned back the way he’d come, intending to follow the map to the caves, but stopped abruptly to avoid barging into a petite blonde who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.

      “Hi.” She smiled warmly. “Are you a new guest? I haven’t seen you before.”

      “No. I’m not.” He offered her a hesitant smile in return. “I’m Sterling.”

      “I’m Brooke.” Her smile didn’t waver, which likely meant that none of the old ladies had gossiped to her yet.

      “Do you work here?” he asked, wondering whether all of the women who worked at Sanctuary were unnaturally beautiful. Brooke reminded him of a daisy. Pretty, fresh, and full of life.

      She giggled, an airy sound that enchanted him. “Not technically. I live here, and part of my board is helping out when Kat needs it.”

      He frowned. He must have heard wrong. He hadn’t realized anyone actually lived on-site, other than perhaps Kat. “You live here?”

      She nodded. “As long as I keep paying rent. I’m working on my PhD in art history and recovering from a chronic illness. Kat is incredible; Sanctuary has been a lifesaver for me.”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “I’m glad you’ve found what you need.” Even if he might be about to ruin that. But, surely, there were plenty of other places she could complete her PhD from. “I hear there are waterfalls and a cave nearby. Could you point me toward them?”

      “Sure.” She turned and gestured toward a path that ran past the cabin at the edge of the forest. “The waterfall is up there. I’m not fit enough yet to go there myself, otherwise I’d show you. The caves are a bit further, in that direction.” She waved a hand. “But you’d be better off asking Kat for specifics, since I haven’t been to them.”

      “Thanks.” He wouldn’t ask. He doubted Kat would want to show him anything. “It was nice to meet you, Brooke.” He nodded to her and headed back to his car. He’d need to change clothes if he were to venture into the forest in search of the waterfall.
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        * * *

      

      Kat’s head ached, making it difficult to think clearly, and the scar tissue on her hip and thigh pulled tight with each movement. She desperately needed to rub ointment into it, but she didn’t have time.

      Serves you right, a voice in the back of her mind whispered. The pain is what you deserve.

      Gritting her teeth, she tried to focus. There was no time for self-recrimination over things that had happened years ago. She needed to get it together so she could protect her and Teddy’s dream. It would take every minute between now and 3p.m. to compose her thoughts in a way that might make Sterling Knightley hear her out. She got the impression he’d only agreed to an initial meeting out of curiosity. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who would be sympathetic to her plight. While the businessman had been polite, he was distant. She got the sense he kept his emotions under wraps, and his appearance bore that out. His features were cool and reserved. Tidy blond hair, icy cobalt eyes, sharp cheekbones, and impeccably tailored clothing.

      Sterling was nothing like Teddy. Her husband had been a big personality with a contagious verve for life. Warm, loving, and accepting of everyone. Sometimes, his love of adventure had gotten them into trouble, but so many more times, they’d shared crazy, wonderful experiences she could never have imagined.

      With a sigh, she glanced at her desk and the loose paperwork piled on it. A few sheets had fallen to the floor. She was struck by the overwhelming urge to keep Sterling from seeing the state of her office. Logically, she knew it wasn’t her fault she couldn’t concentrate on paperwork for longer than an hour without feeling sick or getting a headache—everyone healed from brain injuries at their own pace—but she wanted him to take her seriously, and this wouldn’t make him see her as a potential business partner.

      She collected the papers and stuffed them in a desk drawer. She’d sort them out later. She found a cloth and wiped the dust from her desktop, wincing when she realized there were several coffee rings that needed to be cleaned up too. After five minutes of cleaning, her desk was presentable, and she popped an acetaminophen tablet to help with her headache before setting to work. She needed to come up with a pitch that didn’t sound like she’d invented the idea on the fly.

      A while later, a knock on the door caught her by surprise. She glanced at the time to see it was 3p.m and groaned. Damn, she’d intended to make coffee for them both before Sterling arrived for their meeting, and she’d been planning to meet him outside since she’d never explained where her office was. He must have asked someone how to find her.

      Way to look competent, Kat.

      She stood, her hip protesting the sudden movement, and made her way to the door. Opening it, she plastered on a smile that she hoped looked more self-assured than she felt.

      “Come in and sit down.” She gestured at the guest chair. “I’m going to make coffee. How do you like it?”

      “Black, please.” He stepped out of the way so she could exit. “No sugar.”

      Of course. She could already tell he wasn’t the type to sweeten anything. She backed away, reluctant to leave him alone in her office, as though he may somehow realize by being in her space that she wasn’t as composed as she was presenting. Nevertheless, she headed to the kitchen.

      She greeted Tione, the in-house cook and one of her best friends, with a smile and a kiss on his bearded cheek as she brushed past to flick the kettle on. Tione was preparing lunch for her guests, a selection of sandwiches, fruit, salad and cold meat. Kat stole a bunch of grapes and popped one into her mouth.

      “Hey, I saw that,” he grumbled. “Keep your sticky fingers to yourself.”

      “You saw nothing,” she replied, managing to summon a grin. She couldn’t let him know they might lose Sanctuary. Not yet. “Is everything going all right in here?”

      The side of his mouth lifted, about as close as he came to smiling, and his brown eyes twinkled. “Except for the grape thief who keeps sneaking into my kitchen, everything is fine.”

      Unabashed, she ate another grape. He rolled his eyes, and she dropped the grapes onto a saucer and fixed a mug of coffee and one of mint tea.

      Back in her office, she found Sterling Knightley sitting on the guest chair she’d pointed out to him, holding a photo in a polished wooden frame. Her heart dropped. The words she’d been about to utter died on her lips, and she blinked rapidly against a swell of emotion.

      Kat knew the photograph in his hands better than she knew her own face. It had been taken the day of the World Rally Championship in Sweden. In it, she wore a jacket with her sponsor’s logo and had just popped the cork from a bottle of champagne. She was grinning like she’d never been happier, and Teddy’s arm was around her shoulders, his face full of joy. The photo always reminded her of how cruel it was that he’d squeezed the most from every minute and yet, somehow, she’d outlived him.

      She swallowed, and pretended not to notice as Sterling placed the frame back on the desk. She made a show of placing the mugs on the desk and going to her seat, where she cupped her own mug between her hands and blew on the surface before sipping cautiously.

      “You raced?” he asked, nodding toward the photograph.

      She nodded. “I was a professional rally driver for nearly a decade. I retired from the sport three years ago.”

      “And opened a bed and breakfast?” He arched a brow. “That’s quite a change of pace.”

      “I needed it.” She wasn’t about to explain any more than that. Her loss was none of his business.

      Sterling raised the mug to his lips, which were surprisingly sensual, with a defined Cupid’s bow, but his shoulders remained square. His knees were bent at neat ninety-degree angles, his feet were on the floor, pointing forward, and his spare hand rested on the arm of the chair.

      “So,” he said. “Why did you want to speak with me?”

      She took a deep breath and glanced at the notes she’d written, which were open on her laptop screen. Unfortunately, with her emotions running so high, they looked like gobbledygook.

      “How much do you know about Sanctuary?” she asked.

      “Nothing, other than what I’ve heard today.” He shrugged a shoulder. “I didn’t ask Maureen who her tenant was, other than to clarify that there was a clause in the rental contract allowing them to be removed from the premises at the time of sale of the property.”

      Kat felt a pang at his businesslike demeanor. She wanted to shout at him that this wasn’t just business. She’d painted the skirting boards in this office herself, during the early days of her recovery after the accident. She’d cried for Teddy while she’d worked. And the soft gray carpet on the floor? She’d personally cut it to shape. She knew every contour and quirk of the lodge. To him, it was an old building like any other. To her, it was everything.

      She drew a deep breath to calm herself and began. “I rented this building after I retired from rally, as I said. I would have liked to buy it, but because of personal circumstances, I didn’t have the means to do so.” She’d spent all she had trying to save Teddy. Not that it had done any good. “Maureen and I agreed that she’d charge me lower than the going rate on rent and, in return, I’d renovate the lodge out of my own pocket. I’ve been slowly doing just that since I first got here, and we’re over halfway through the work.”

      He nodded, listening to her patiently though he clearly had no idea what she was building up to.

      “Once the renovations were complete, I had plans to make the bed and breakfast more of a complete getaway experience. Eventually, I wanted to buy the property from Maureen, but obviously, you’ve put a crimp in that plan.”

      “So, what do you propose?” he asked. She could tell, from his tone, that he expected her to begin an impassioned plea for him to drop the idea of opening a beach resort and leave. That was exactly why she didn’t. Well, that, and Maureen needed to get money from somewhere. Kat didn’t want to stand in the way of Andrew’s treatment.

      “I’d like to pitch you the concept of a partnership,” she declared.

      He frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “A business partnership,” she clarified, in case there was any doubt. “But I need a few days to put together a presentation with the level of detail I’m sure you’ll want to see.” It would kill her brain to do so since she tended to operate more on intuition—spreadsheets and data took a frustratingly long time for her to process—but she knew that type of information would be critical to Sterling and his employer.

      “When I looked into your company, I found an article about one of your recent developments, in Itirangi, where you collaborated with the locals on a shopping center project. I believe that, similarly, the insight I have into the Haven Bay community and the ideas I’ve been fine-tuning for years would give you a commercial advantage you wouldn’t otherwise have. I’ve been told Maureen has two weeks to decide whether to sell. All I’m asking is to meet with you during that time so I can properly pitch my idea to you.”

      She fell silent, awaiting a response with bated breath.
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      Sterling cocked his head, studying Kat with interest. When he sat down, he hadn’t known what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t this. She’d surprised him, and that didn’t happen often. He was impressed with how well she seemed to have taken stock of him, and even more so that she’d thought to do her research and use the Itirangi project as a pathway to a possible partnership.

      He tapped his fingers against his chin. Lockwood Holdings Limited didn’t typically partner with third parties. The shopping and accommodation complex in Itirangi had involved community collaboration but hadn’t been a joint venture such as what he suspected Kat was proposing, where each party would own a share of the business. This was potentially messy. But Kat intrigued him, and he’d learned not to underestimate the value of local knowledge.

      “Itirangi was an unusual situation for us,” he said, not wanting to give her false hope. “Let me call my boss and see what he has to say.”

      Her shoulders slumped—with relief? “Okay. I’ll leave so you can speak to him privately.” She got to her feet, a flicker of pain crossing her face, and took her coffee with her as she left.

      Sterling withdrew his phone from his pocket and dialed Eli’s number.

      “How’s it going?” his boss asked upon answering.

      Sterling hesitated. “The property is exactly what I envisioned.”

      “I hear a ‘but’,” Eli said.

      “The current tenant has asked if we’ll consider partnering with her,” Sterling told him. “I don’t know what that would look like, but she referenced the Itirangi project, so she’s done her research at the very least.”

      “Huh.” Eli sounded as bemused as Sterling was. “I assume she said something that convinced you it might be worth hearing her out?”

      Why did Sterling feel like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar?

      “Local knowledge is always useful,” he said stiffly.

      “Uh-huh.” Eli chuckled. “This tenant wouldn’t happen to be pretty, is she?”

      “It’s not like that,” he protested. Although he’d like it to be. Kat was a striking woman, and everything from her obvious passion for her B&B to her intelligence in her approach to the situation appealed to him. He couldn’t hint at that with Eli though. Ever since his friend had put a ring on the finger of a lovely woman, he’d been seeing potential happily ever afters everywhere he looked.

      “If you say so.” Eli grew serious. “I trust your judgement, Sterling. If you think it’s worth hearing her out, then do it. As you said, local insight will be useful regardless of the direction we decide to take. If you need to stay in Haven Bay for a few days, we can make it work. I’m sure your assistant keeps a detailed schedule of your meetings. I can attend any that you’re expected to be at in person.”

      Sterling cringed. He was supposed to make life easier for Eli, not add more to his plate. “That seems like overkill. I’m sure it won’t be necessary.”

      “You know best.” Eli was unruffled. “But the option is there.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “No problem. Let me know what you decide so I can make arrangements.” Eli paused, then added, “Keep an open heart. Sometimes different can be good.”

      “I will.” Not that he knew what Eli meant by that cryptic advice. They said their goodbyes and ended the call.

      Sterling opened the door and looked down the hall. Kat was chatting with the blonde woman—Brooke—outside one of the rooms. They both smiled at him, and Kat tucked her dark hair behind her ear, exposing that pale scar down the side of her face. She ended the conversation and strode toward Sterling, rubbing her hands together nervously.

      “So?” she asked.

      He gestured for her to return to the office, and she brushed past him, the faintly spicy scent of something like deep heat following her.

      “You have a week from today to prepare a presentation,” Sterling said. That would give her enough time to do a decent job but it wasn’t so long that it would interfere with their ability to move forward. “Do you have space in your calendar to meet next Monday?”

      “Of course.” She said it automatically, without checking her schedule, which he figured meant that she’d make time come hell or high water. “How about 10 a.m.?”

      His lips twitched with suppressed amusement.10 a.m. was exactly the time he’d have requested, in her shoes. Late enough that she’d have time to rehearse, but early enough that her mind would still be sharp.

      “That’s perfect,” he said.

      “Great.” She grinned, but her lips trembled. She clearly wasn’t as calm as she was pretending to be. “In the meantime, I’d like to invite you to stay here at Sanctuary, free of charge. I have some ideas that I think are best seen in person.”

      “I have a busy schedule,” he said, not wanting to seem too eager to spend more time with her, even though Eli had already approved the time out of the office, in theory.

      She deflated. “I understand. Perhaps you could spare a day?”

      “I’m sure I can manage a few,” he said quickly, afraid his window of opportunity might vanish. “I’ll take as many meetings by video call as I can, and I can work remotely from my laptop.”

      “That would be brilliant.” She beamed. “I’ll prepare a room for you.”
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      Though he’d been settling into his room for less than half an hour, when Sterling emerged, Sanctuary had been thrown into chaos. Half a dozen people loitered in the foyer, waiting to speak to Brooke, who looked completely overwhelmed, and Kat was nowhere in sight. He skirted around the group and made his way to her office, rapping on the door. No answer. He tried the handle. Unlocked. Easing it open, he peered inside, but she wasn’t there. Then one of the hall doors swung out and she strode into the corridor like a woman on a mission.

      “Kat,” he said as she drew near and gave him a distracted smile. “Do you have a moment?”

      Her smile morphed into a grimace. “Not right now, I’m afraid, unless it’s urgent. Is it okay if I find you as soon as I’m free?” She continued walking, heading for the foyer, and he hurried to keep up with her as she passed through the foyer and into the dining hall.

      “That’s fine. Any idea when it will be?”

      “I’m not sure.” She stopped for a moment and massaged her temples. “I’m sorry, it seems like everything that can go wrong, has. My employee’s bull mastiff has got into several of the guestrooms, the cleaner is sick, and the hot water isn’t working. I don’t know how long it will take to get things under control.”

      “Kat!” a voice hollered from the doorway to the kitchen.

      “Yeah?” She sounded wary, and Sterling had the strangest urge to wrap her in a hug. He glanced toward the man who’d spoken and blinked in surprise. The guy had muscular, tattooed arms crossed over his chest and his mouth was curled in a dark scowl. He looked very unfriendly.

      “There’s more people for dinner than I expected,” he complained. I’m short six portions of everything.”

      Sterling watched Kat cautiously as her expression crumpled. She seemed on the verge of screaming or crying, and he didn’t know how to deal with that.

      She sighed, then seemed to rally. “Make a list of everything you need, and I’ll bike down to the shop and pick it up.”

      “Bike?” Sterling asked in disbelief. It wasn’t far to town, but why on earth would she take her bicycle to get the groceries?

      She glanced at him. “I don’t drive.”

      “Oh.” He hadn’t expected that. He supposed there were plenty of people who didn’t drive in the city, but he’d thought everyone in a more rural area like this would be able to.

      “Give me two minutes and I’ll get you a list,” the tattooed man said. “The sooner you can head to the shop, the better. I’m making slow-cooked pork tonight and it needs as much time as I can get.”

      Another sigh. “I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thanks.” The guy strode back to the kitchen.

      Kat drew her phone from her pocket. “I’d better call the plumber while he’s sorting that out.”

      “Hold on a second.” Sterling covered her hand with his own, then snatched it back, feeling his cheeks heat. It wasn’t like him to touch someone uninvited. “You clearly need help, and I have time. Tell me what you need me to do.”

      “You’re serious?” She looked heartbreakingly hopeful.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Thank you. If you could pick up the groceries, that would be amazing.”

      “Consider it done.”

      “Fantastic.” She beamed, and his heart flip-flopped in response. “Wait here and take the list and debit card from Tione when he comes back. Tell him you’re running an errand for me.”

      “Tione is the cook?”

      “Yeah.” Catching him off guard, she reached out and squeezed his hand. “Thank you. You have no idea how much I appreciate it.”

      Sterling melted inside. For more of those smiles, he’d run errands all day long.
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        * * *

      

      Once Sterling had received the shopping list from the cook, Tione, who seemed reluctant to have anything to do with him, he drove into town, taking directions from a GPS navigator with a robotic English accent. When he reached his destination, a minimart in the cobbled town square, he parked and got out. Dozens of people milled about the courtyard, eating ice cream or baked goods and chatting. Many of them had cameras slung over their shoulders, and some snapped photos of the bronze statue in the center of the square.

      The minimart was to his left, a blocky, whitewashed building with square windows through which he could see two cashiers serving customers. He chose a small shopping cart and entered the fresh produce section, consulting the list to see what he needed from this part of the shop. He was selecting ripe avocados when someone tapped his shoulder from behind.

      “I’ll just be a moment,” he said.

      “Excuse me, son.”

      “Give me thirty seconds, and I’ll get out of your way.” He privately thought the person could stand to learn some patience. It wasn’t as if he was hogging the avocado bin, and finding good quality avocados took effort.

      “It’s not the avocados I want, Mr. Knightley.”

      Sterling turned, caught off guard by hearing his name when nobody here should know who he was. The man standing behind him was in his sixties or seventies, with sparse white hair, hazel eyes, and a creased face. While he was shorter than Sterling, his shoulders were straight, his posture good, and his button-up shirt stretched tightly over his paunch.

      Sterling didn’t recognize him. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”

      “No, but you will soon enough. I’m Hugh MacAllister, elected council representative for this fine town.” He held out a hand and Sterling shook it. Hugh MacAllister had a surprisingly firm grip.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. MacAllister.” Sterling gave a rare smile. He’d learned from Eli’s dealings down south that having the local powerhouses on-side mattered. “It doesn’t sound like I need to introduce myself?”

      Hugh MacAllister shook his head. “I know exactly who you are and why you’re here, my boy.”

      Uh oh, that sounded ominous. And how could this man know him by sight? Sterling had only made the offer on Maureen Adler’s property last week and he hadn’t been in town for more than a few hours so far today.

      Hugh must have noticed his confusion, because he laughed, a deep booming sound, and said, “I make it my business to know everyone else’s business around here. But don’t worry—the word hasn’t spread far yet.”

      Sterling nodded, accepting the claim at face value. “Was there a reason you wanted to talk to me, Mr. MacAllister?”

      “Hugh, please. I’d just like to welcome you to the community.”

      “Oh, I won’t be staying.”

      Tapping his forefinger to his nose, Hugh said, “You might surprise yourself. The bay grows on people.”

      Sterling shook his head in bemusement. Hugh turned to leave, tipping his head in farewell, but Betty interrupted them both.

      “Hugh,” she exclaimed, kissing the cheek he offered, then glowering at Sterling. “I see you’ve met Mr. Knightley. I’m not sure he’s the type of person you ought to make welcome.”

      Hugh’s mouth twisted with amusement. “Don’t tell me you’ve gotten yourself into a dither. Everything will work out. It always does.”

      Betty sighed. “Easier said than done.” She peered into Sterling’s shopping cart. “Are you staying for a while?”

      At first, he didn’t understand, but when he followed her gaze to the mound of vegetables, he realized it looked like he was stocking up a pantry for a long stay.

      “This isn’t for me,” he explained. “Kat had some unexpected guests, so I offered to help.”

      Hugh chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s how it goes with Kat. You find yourself helping even when you never intended to. She’s a force of nature, that one.” He turned to Betty. “I notice the Bridge Club still help in her garden every week.”

      “It’s no hardship lending a hand to that lovely girl.” Betty’s eyes narrowed at Sterling. “She’s had a rough time of it. Besides, it’s good for us old souls to take to the sunlight now and then.”

      “Never said it wasn’t, Betty. Now let’s leave this young man to do his shopping.” He nodded to Sterling. “Welcome to the bay. I’ll be keeping my eye on you. Good day.” He strolled off, and Betty—who offered a parting glare—trotted along at his side.

      Sterling shook his head, bemused. What a bizarre conversation.

      He finished his shopping, carried the bags to his car, and fired up the engine. He’d made it as far as Marine Parade when he spotted the stooped form of Betty on the opposite side of the road, a grocery bag in each hand. She was shuffling along, her progress incredibly slow. Sterling would rather not spend any more time with the difficult woman than necessary, but watching her made his own bones ache in sympathy.

      Sighing, he pulled over, wound down his window, and called, “Betty, would you like a ride?”

      She glanced over, eyes narrowing to slits. “No, thank you, Mr. Knightley. I’m perfectly capable of walking.”

      He resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Are you sure? I don’t mind. It looks like those bags are heavy.”

      She positively bristled. “I’m visiting a friend, and I’d rather you didn’t know where they live, in case you decide their home would make a nice resort too.”

      He held up his hands. “My apologies. I was only trying to help.”

      “I don’t need your variety of help.”

      No, it appeared she didn’t. Or at least, she’d never accept it. It was a shame she’d decided they had to be enemies. Sterling nodded politely, checked for traffic, and resumed the trip back to Sanctuary.
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      Kat was on her hands and knees, scrubbing muddy paw prints out of the carpet when Phil the plumber called to let her know he’d arrived. She tipped the remaining water onto the carpet, dabbed at it with a towel, then propped the external door open and switched on the dehumidifier, positioning it beside the wet carpet. Satisfied, she headed to the foyer and greeted Phil with a smile and a kiss on the cheek. The plumber was a stocky bald man with very little neck. He was surprisingly sweet, despite a propensity for coarseness.

      “How you doing, sweetheart?” he asked, giving her a one-armed hug.

      “Been better. Trevor got inside again, then Tione threw a tantrum because he didn’t have enough ingredients, and now the hot water isn’t working. Please tell me you can fix it.”

      “’Course I can.” He grinned. “Is it working in some rooms, or is it out of action everywhere?”

      “Everywhere.” She glanced toward the kitchen. “I’m lucky Tee hasn’t needed it yet.”

      “Is that grouchy bastard being difficult today?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Always.” The front door swung inward and she heard the rustle of shopping bags. Sterling was back. She gave a mental cheer. She’d half expected him to take the list and do a runner. She wouldn’t blame him. This wasn’t what he’d signed up for.

      “Are you all right if I leave you to it?” she asked Phil. He nodded. “Give me a call if you need anything.”

      Sterling held up the bags. “I’ve got the food you wanted.”

      “Fantastic.” She ignored the flashes of light dancing across her vision, the first sign of an impending migraine. “Could you take them through the dining room over there and knock on the door at the other end? Tione will be thrilled.”

      He strode in the direction she indicated, and she pressed her fingertips to her temples and squeezed her eyes shut. She counted to twenty and opened them. The flashes of light blinked again. Damn. She went to her office and rummaged in the desk, searching for the tablets her doctor had prescribed. She didn’t like to take them, but sometimes it couldn’t be helped. Swallowing one, she washed it down with a swig of water, then collapsed into her chair and rested her forehead on the edge of the desk. Paper poked her face. Why did there have to be so much paperwork involved in running a place like this?

      She enjoyed the brief moment of peace and quiet. Then someone knocked on the office door. Groaning, she looked up to see Sterling hovering in the doorway.

      “I really appreciate you helping out,” she said, giving him a weary smile. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” he replied. “Have you got a couple of minutes now so we can discuss how this week is going to go?”

      “Sure, although my head is a little fuzzy so apologies in advance if I don’t make total sense. I had a traumatic brain injury a few years ago and sometimes it plays up.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.” He looked genuinely sympathetic, and for a moment, she wished he’d hug her, so she didn’t feel so alone.

      Don’t be ridiculous, Kat.

      “Anyway.” She took a breath. “You want to know what I’m thinking in terms of expectations since I asked you to be around?”

      He nodded. “That’s right.”

      “Okay.” She tried her hardest to concentrate. “There are some activities we run out of Sanctuary, or that I’d like to run in future, which I believe make the bed and breakfast uniquely positioned in the market. I haven’t been able to make that happen yet, but I’d like you to see what I’m talking about firsthand, so you understand fully when I present my idea to you next Monday.”

      Picking up a pen, she doodled a koru on her left palm—a tactic she used to focus. “Ideally, I’d like to spend a couple of hours with you each day.” The rest of the time she’d have to try to juggle the usual running of the lodge with putting together the best presentation she could. “Does that work for you?”

      “Absolutely.” He flashed a smile that was gone before she had time to savor it. “Just tell me when.”

      “I will. And again, thank you from the bottom of my heart for the opportunity. You won’t regret it.” At least, she dearly hoped he wouldn’t.

      “You’re welcome, Kat.”

      She pursed her lips. “Can I ask you to keep the purpose of your visit to yourself for now? I don’t want to worry Tione or our longer-term residents until I have to.”

      His expression softened. “You have my word.”

      “Thank you.”

      He left, but before Kat had time to relax, Brooke took his place in the doorway, her forehead furrowed in concern.

      “Is everything all right?” Brooke asked.

      Too exhausted to explain, Kat just nodded.

      “Are you sure? If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”

      “Thanks, sweetie.”

      Brooke blew her a kiss and closed the door. Kat switched on her computer, her stomach churning. It wasn’t until hours later that she finally collapsed onto her bed, falling asleep without undressing, or even getting under the covers.
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      At dawn the following day, Kat knocked on Sterling’s door. Sanctuary was already bustling—many of the guests being early risers, especially on mornings when yoga classes were running. When there was no answer, she tried again. The door cracked open and a man’s groggy face blinked at her. She double-checked the room number. Definitely the right one, but if she didn’t know for sure that this man was the one she’d met yesterday, she wouldn’t have recognized him. His blond hair was rumpled, there was a crease across his cheek, and his blue eyes were hazy and befuddled.

      “Is there a fire?” he asked, his voice as sleepy as his expression suggested.

      A strange feeling bloomed in Kat’s stomach. A kind of unsettled fluttering sensation. At the same time, her heart squeezed that way it did when faced with a fluffy kitten or puppy and she became almost giddy.

      “Is there an earthquake?” he asked.

      How did he know the world was shifting beneath her feet? She hadn’t felt this way since… since…

      Since Teddy had been alive.

      Oh no, she was attracted to Sterling Knightley.

      She’d noticed yesterday that he was a good-looking man. Anyone would’ve. But beyond that, she hadn’t felt anything like this electric zing. It seemed she could resist the man when he wore a suit, but not when he dressed in ratty sweatpants and a t-shirt.

      “A tsunami?” he pressed.

      Fine gold stubble dotted his jaw. How would it feel to run her fingertips over it?

      “Kat?”

      “Yes?”

      “Why are you here?”

      She blinked. “Because this is my home.”

      He sighed. “I mean, why are you at my door before six thirty in the morning?”

      “It’s time for yoga, one of the things I wanted to show you. Didn’t I mention it yesterday?” She could have sworn she had, but her mind had been foggy, so it was possible she’d forgotten.

      “No, you didn’t.” He looked less than thrilled to be awake. He rested one forearm against the frame near her head, bringing him into closer proximity than she’d expected.

      She gulped. Yeah, he was lean, but he looked fine with the muscle in his bicep flexing like that.

      “We currently offer yoga in the foyer two mornings a week,” she told him. “I’d like to be able to expand our offerings to have it every day, within a designated exercise room. Yoga is incredibly restorative. Many of our guests take advantage of the classes and several people from town join in too.”

      He blinked, the cloudiness fading from his gaze. “Hold on a moment.”

      He retreated into his room, leaving the door open a smidge so she knew he’d return. When he did, he’d combed his hair, changed his pants, spritzed with a subtle cologne and tucked a designer water bottle beneath his arm. Together, they walked down the hall to the foyer, where Rebecca Cane—Bex to her friends—had set up in front of the glass doors leading to the garden. Five guests—including Brooke—sat cross-legged on yoga mats opposite her.

      “Morena,” Kat greeted them.

      “Morning, Kat,” Brooke chimed in with a sunny smile.

      Kat waved at her and led Sterling to the front to meet the teacher. “Bex, this is Sterling. He arrived yesterday.” She didn’t mention why he was there, not wanting that to color his interaction with Bex, who could be fiery in defense of those she loved. Kat stepped to the side so Sterling and Bex could face each other. “Have you done yoga before, Sterling?”

      “Never.” Nor did he look enthusiastic.

      Kat’s hope wilted, but perhaps the situation could still be remedied. “You’re in good hands then,” she told him. “Bex is the best yoga teacher on the west coast, and she’s who I’d want to have leading the charge if we had the resources to improve and increase our yoga classes.”

      Bex laughed. “She’s a little biased.”

      Kat bumped her shoulder. “Not at all.”

      “Nice to meet you, Bex,” Sterling said, reaching out to shake her hand.

      Bex took it, a sly smile lifting the corners of her mouth. “The pleasure is all mine.”

      Sterling’s cheeks flushed, but he didn’t say anything, almost as if he realized she were flirting with him but didn’t know how to respond. Interesting. Most men were smitten with Bex at first glance. She had dark eyes, golden skin, a straight nose, and full lips that were permanently quirked in a mischievous smile, except for when she was painting or mothering. Then, she was the very image of concentration.

      Bex gripped his hand for a moment longer than necessary, then released it and snapped the elastic band off her wrist to collect her ebony tresses at the nape of her neck.

      “Let’s get a mat and choose a spot,” Kat said. She collected a yoga mat from the edge of the room and handed another to Sterling, who followed like an obedient puppy. She claimed the spot beside Brooke and sat, cross-legged, facing Bex. Sterling arranged his mat in an identical position on her other side. From here, she could sense the tension radiating from him and she wished she’d had enough presence of mind last night to talk him through her intentions properly because this was not going according to plan. With her luck, he’d be in the car and on his way home the instant he got a chance to escape.
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      Is this a nightmare?

      Sterling closed his eyes, counted to ten, and opened them. No, he was still in a room full of fit women—and one athletic man—expected to do something he had no idea how to do. He was going to make a fool of himself in front of Kat, Brooke, and the flirty instructor. For someone who prided himself on being competent, this was his idea of hell.

      “All right,” Bex said from the front. “I think that’s everyone.” She switched on the speaker and a soft, soothing melody started. “I want you to sit in whatever position is comfortable and keep your head high, shoulders relaxed, and breathe deeply with me. In and out through the nose.” She counted breaths. When she reached five, she said, “Now move into a tabletop position, on your hands and knees. Hands beneath your shoulders, knees hip-width apart, spine in neutral.”

      Sterling followed her instructions, feeling utterly ridiculous. He hadn’t knelt like this in years, except to look for something he’d dropped on the floor. Running was his exercise of choice.

      “As you breathe in, curve your spine down and lift your head into cow pose. When you exhale, round your spine and drop your head into cat pose. Inhale, exhale.”

      He tried to follow her instructions, but his breaths were too shallow, and his head began to spin.

      “Stop hyperventilating,” Kat murmured. “Just take your time and breathe as you need.”

      “She said to breathe in time with the movements,” he muttered back.

      “You’re still learning,” she pointed out. “The breath/movement rhythm comes with time.”

      He clenched his jaw. Damn, this was harder than it looked.

      “Bring your toes together, knees wide,” Bex instructed. “Lift your right arm towards the roof, then slide it under your body and thread the needle. Lower your ear and shoulder to the floor, and if you can, twist your left arm behind your lower back.”

      Sterling watched Bex do the movement and tried to copy it, but his shoulder didn’t want to touch the ground. Instead, he ended up leaning on his head, his neck bent at an uncomfortable angle. He drew in a shaky breath. Then another. His left arm trembled. Thankfully, before he collapsed, Bex directed them to revert back to the tabletop position.

      Okay, he could handle that. For the three breaths they held still, he almost enjoyed it. Bex instructed them to lunge forward and come into a squat. He did so, feeling pleased with himself. But then, in a seemingly effortless movement, she twisted her body around and down, placing her palms on the floor and raising her feet off it.

      How the hell...?

      Sterling peered over his shoulder at Kat, who mimicked the movement gracefully.

      “How do I do that?” he whispered.

      He couldn’t see her face, since she was turned the other way, but he heard her when she said, “Just go as far as you can. Rest the inside of your knees on your elbows and shift some weight to your arms.”

      Taking stock of the other people in the room, he noted that the other man and the petite blonde had managed the move, while a redhead and a Chinese woman couldn’t seem to get themselves off the floor. Knowing he wasn’t alone in the struggle made him bold enough to give it a shot. He wiped his palms on his shirt then dropped them to the floor and shifted his weight as Kat had said.

      For all of two seconds, his feet left the ground, then his arms gave way and he fell onto his ass. Hard. Pain jolted up his tailbone. It faded quickly, only to be replaced by embarrassment as he heard the unmistakable sound of a giggle. He looked around. The redhead was laughing. His cheeks burned and he wished the ground would swallow him up. The last thing he wanted was to look like a fool in front of Kat.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Kat said. “We’ve all been there. You’ll get it eventually.”

      Would he? He wasn’t so sure, and he didn’t particularly want to find out.

      “You’re doing fine,” the Chinese woman murmured as they moved into a plank, something he could do without screwing up since his core strength wasn’t bad.

      “Thanks.” Was he supposed to tell her that she was too? He didn’t know the right etiquette.

      From the plank, Bex explained how to step up into a standing fold. While Sterling was miles away from touching his forehead to his knees, he managed the transition just fine. When she instructed them to straighten and lift one foot from the floor, planting it on the inside of the opposite thigh, his sense of balance was challenged. He wobbled back and forth, trying to steady himself using the stable leg, determined not to give up. He wobbled again, but gritted his teeth and kept his feet where they were. Beside him, Kat stood completely still, her spine straight, palms pressed together in front of her chest. Her eyes were closed, long lashes fanning over her cheeks, inky hair spilling down her shoulders.

      God, she was beautiful.

      And just like that, he tipped, landing on his hands and knees with a thud. There was a collective intake of breath. He picked himself up, grabbed his drink bottle, and cleared his throat.

      “I’m fine,” he said awkwardly. “But I think I’ll just watch the rest of the class.”

      “Are you sure?” Bex sounded concerned as he gathered his mat and shifted it to the side of the room.

      “Yeah.” He forced a reassuring smile. “It’s not really my thing.”

      He waited until the class began a meditation after the active portion was done and then returned to his room, where he showered, shaved, and dressed in a navy suit. Finally feeling able to show his face again, he went in search of breakfast.
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      “What’s his deal?” Bex asked as Kat rolled up her yoga mat and snapped a strap around it.

      “Who, Sterling?”

      “Yeah. Mr. Tall, Blond, and Handsome.”

      Kat sighed. The yoga session hadn’t gone as planned. She’d considered chasing after him when he’d left but had decided to give him some space. She debated whether to tell Bex the truth now that their initial introduction was out of the way. She could use some moral support from someone whose life wasn’t as entangled in Sanctuary as hers was. But then, the chances were, if she opened her mouth and said the words, it would somehow get back to the people she’d like to protect from the news for as long as possible.

      “He’s in town on business,” Kat said, deciding to stay silent.

      Bex frowned. “What type of business?”

      Kat shrugged, knowing that if she said ‘property’ then it wouldn’t take Bex long to see the truth. She was sharp.

      The two women began to gather yoga mats and blocks to carry to Bex’s car.

      “He’s cute,” Bex said slyly.

      Kat’s heart skipped. Had she been that obvious? Or had Bex misread her preoccupation with him?

      “You know I don’t do that,” Kat said, flicking her hair out of her eyes as she held the door open with one hand so Bex could pass through. They crossed the parking lot to Bex’s Mum-mobile, a gray mini-van with toys strewn over the back seat.

      “Do what?” Bex asked, as though she had no idea what Kat meant, when in fact, she knew very well. “You mean you don’t enjoy the sight of a sexy man?” She unloaded her armful into the trunk and Kat followed suit. “Because I beg to differ. You’ve been known to ogle a well-built guy a time or two.”

      Kat tried to tamp down the panicky feeling rising in her chest like a butterfly battering against the inside of her rib cage. She massaged the spot, drawing in a long, even breath. “I don’t manipulate others and I don’t date.”

      Bex touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I was only teasing, but it was in bad taste.”

      Kat forced a smile. “It’s fine. Besides, I saw you checking out his butt just as much as I was. He’s got a stable job and seems reliable. Dad candidate?”

      “Hardly. Parenting Izzy is an exercise in failure, and how to fail less and less spectacularly each day. A guy like him doesn’t seem like the type who’d take that well.”

      “Hey.” Kat frowned. “You’re not a failure. You rock the solo parenting gig.”

      Bex leaned over and kissed Kat’s cheek. “Thanks, Kit-Kat. Tell me, why would I need a man in my life when I’ve got a kick-ass woman like you?”

      “Oh, you sweet talker.” Kat hugged her, then stepped back. “Go pick up that beautiful daughter of yours and give her a kiss from Whaea Kat.”

      “Will do. Bye, now.”

      As the Mum-mobile crunched over gravel on the way out of the parking lot, Kat headed back inside. In the foyer, she grabbed the sweater she’d stowed earlier and tugged it over her head, making her way to the dining hall, where she waved to each group she walked past, and breezed into the kitchen.

      “Morena,” she called to Tione, who was peering into the oven, wearing both a hair net and a beard cap.

      “Kia ora,” he returned, reaching in and sliding out a tray of breakfast muffins.

      “Mm, smells great. Mind if I steal one?”

      “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

      With deft fingers, she plucked a muffin and dropped it onto a plate before it could burn her. She split it open with a knife, scooped a dollop of butter into the middle, and was delighted when it immediately melted and soaked into the fluffy muffin. She pinched a small mouthful off the edge and tasted it, licking the butter from her fingers.

      “You’ve outdone yourself,” she announced. “The best so far. What’s different today?”

      “Added chives,” he said.

      “Nice.”

      Tione’s breakfast muffins were an ongoing work in progress, and every now and then, he ditched the recipe completely and started over. He invented the recipes himself since he was tech-averse and refused to do anything like search for a recipe online. Kat wasn’t even certain he knew how to work Google or email. If she hadn’t known his age, she’d have guessed he was raised in an earlier generation.

      Kat left the kitchen and returned to her office. She dropped the plate on her desk and switched on the laptop. When it came to life, she started working on her presentation.

      An hour later, as her focus was waning, someone knocked on the door.

      “Sterling.” She greeted him with a smile, pleased for the opportunity to take a break. “Just the man I was hoping to see.”

      He smiled. Since leaving the yoga class, he’d showered and dressed in a dark suit that emphasized the blue of his eyes. “Glad to oblige.”

      “There are some people I’d like you to meet. Does now suit?”

      “Sure.”

      He followed as she led him to the first room in the west wing, which had been turned into a lounge. Comfortable leather sofas were spread throughout the large space, and a bookshelf occupied one corner. On the sofa directly in front of the garden window was Nancy Heath, a tiny birdlike woman with a head of steel-gray curls and full-moon reading glasses. She was making her way through one of the sexier volumes from the bookshelf and slipped a bookmark into it as Kat and Sterling approached. Kat saw Sterling glance at the cover, his eyebrows shooting up at the sight of a naked male torso. Her lips twitched with mirth. Someone should tell the man that women were never too old to enjoy a steamy romance.

      “Good morning, Nancy,” she said, sitting on the arm of the sofa. “How’s your book coming along?”

      “Wonderful, dear. He finally got the guts to ask her on a proper date.” Her gaze settled on Sterling, over Kat’s shoulder. “Who’s your friend? Oh, don’t tell me he’s a new beau!”

      Nancy, the eternal optimist.

      “No new beaus for me. This is Sterling Knightley. He’s staying here, and I thought you might like to meet him.” She winked at Nancy, whose cheeks became splotchy and red. Kat sensed a crush coming on. Tione would be pleased if the older lady shifted her adoration from him to Sterling. The cook had mistakenly believed showing Nancy his tattoos would put her off, but if anything, she’d become more intrigued and had taken to reading bad boy romances with inked heroes.

      “Charmed, Sterling.” Nancy fluttered her eyelashes at him. “Has anyone ever told you that with your name and the way you dress, you could be the modern-day answer to a Jane Austen hero?”

      “Actually, yes.” His lips twisted into a smile. The first sign of humor she’d seen on his handsome face. “My friend Mark likes to tease me about just that.”

      Kat smiled at the interplay. “We’ll let you get back to your book,” she said. “But don’t be afraid to say hi to Sterling if you see him around.”

      As they moved away, he murmured, “She’s a sweet lady.”

      “She has cancer,” Kat replied, blinking back the tears that threatened every time she thought of it. “Terminal. She’s staying here with her niece to enjoy the last few months before she needs to move somewhere with round-the-clock care.”

      Next, she stopped beside Tina, who’d finally emerged from her room and was piecing together a puzzle on the floor, legs crossed, a frown of concentration marring her brow. She glanced up to greet them, brushing aside a lock of ginger hair as it floated across her face.

      “Hey, there.”

      “Hey.” Kat sat next to her and sifted through the puzzle pieces, helping organize them according to color, which she knew was Tina’s preferred method. “Did you finish another masterpiece?” Sterling stood behind her, apparently reluctant to dirty his suit by kneeling or sitting. “Tina is a fabulous artist. She paints landscapes. Usually in oil paints, but she’s done some great watercolors, too. I’ve got one in the foyer, of the waterfall up one of the trails at the back of the garden.”

      “There you go, stroking my ego,” Tina said with a laugh, then turned to Sterling. She cupped her hand over her mouth as though confiding a secret and whispered, “I’m a terror when I’m working, but they tolerate me here because I pay them to.”

      “That’s so not the truth,” Kat objected, swatting her arm playfully. “We tolerate you because of the mural you painted in Brooke’s room.”

      Though it was a joke, both of their expressions softened as they thought of Brooke. Kat knew Sterling must be wondering what she was up to, but he didn’t ask. Perhaps he realized she’d explain eventually. She stood and brushed her palms together, businesslike.

      “Tina comes here when she needs to boost her creativity,” she told him. “She gets blocked sometimes, but staying at Sanctuary helps.”

      “Because no one is knocking on the door every two minutes and there’s inspiration everywhere I look.”

      “Sterling is a new guest,” Kat said, which wasn’t technically an untruth. If she told all and sundry the reason for his visit to the bay, they’d ostracize him, and that wouldn’t help her mission at all.

      Tina cocked her head, sizing up his shiny black shoes and silk tie. “Let me guess,” she said. “You’re a corporate highflier, but you’ve burnt yourself out and need a break.”

      “Good guess.” His expression was inscrutable. Kat wished she could read him better. She’d love to know what was going on behind those cool blue eyes.

      “Well, you’ve come to the right place.” Suddenly, Tina dropped a puzzle piece, shot to her feet and rushed off, nearly tripping over the box on her way out.

      “Her muse must have visited,” Kat said, by way of explanation. “Anyway, what I wanted to demonstrate is the philosophy I’ve tried to cultivate here.” She sank onto a chair and gestured for him to do the same. “I didn’t call this place ‘Sanctuary’ just as some kind of gimmick. I think the world is in need of more places where people can go to recharge. As you obviously know, we have a stunning location, with beautiful scenery, access to hiking trails, and prime waves for surfing. Once the building is fully renovated, I’d like to be able to offer full retreat packages where people can come to stay for a while and have the space and tranquility they need to be ready to face the world again.”

      She crossed her arms and her t-shirt hitched up. She noticed Sterling glance at the strip of exposed skin and his eyes widened. Self-conscious, she lowered her arms and tugged the t-shirt down. He must have caught sight of the scarring there.

      “What would these retreats hypothetically include?” Sterling asked.

      “Accommodation, healthy meals, and access to regular yoga classes. I’d ideally like to partner with Beauty in the Bay, the local spa and beauty salon, to offer in-house massage or other treatment packages. I’d also like to work with Seafaring Adventures to offer customized adventure experiences to those who are more outdoorsy. Perhaps we could tailor programs for larger groups such as corporate retreats, and others for those who have poor health and need to recuperate.”

      Sterling nodded. “I understand the kind of packages you’re talking about.”

      She waited a couple of seconds, but he didn’t add anything more. Damn, that was frustrating. He wasn’t giving her much to go on.

      “Have I told you about the first time I came here?” she asked, deciding to open herself up to him in the hopes he might let her in on his thoughts.

      “I don’t believe so.”

      She wiped her palms on her shorts, hoping he wouldn’t notice. She hated conversations that made her emotionally vulnerable. “I visited for my honeymoon.”

      “Oh.” He looked startled. “I didn’t know you were married.”

      She pressed her lips together and willed herself not to let emotion overtake her. “He passed away three years ago.”

      Sterling’s hands jerked in surprise; he was clearly uncertain how to respond. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry. That must have been difficult for you.”

      “Yeah.” Understatement of the century. “It was.”

      “Anyway, the point is that we loved it so much we started visiting every year for our wedding anniversary. Or at least, we did until Maureen and Andrew had to close the bed and breakfast down because of Andrew’s poor health. We were so disappointed. We used to joke about how we’d buy it when I retired from rally and then, somehow, it stopped being a joke and we started thinking about doing it for real. After Teddy died, I came back here on my own. I couldn’t afford to buy the place because his medical bills wiped out my savings, so they agreed to rent it to me.”

      Sterling’s eyes shone with sympathy. He opened his mouth to speak but Kat held up a hand to stop him.

      “I don’t say this to make you feel sorry for me. I just want you to understand that I know what attracts people to places like this in a way others can’t. I know I can make it successful because of who I am and where I’ve come from.”

      “I’m sure you could.” He sounded sincere, and for that, she was grateful. “I didn’t grasp the depth of your connection to the place, but I do now. Thank you for sharing that with me.”

      Kat shrugged, intensely uncomfortable.

      “The thing is, my company needs to weigh the bottom line.” His expression was still soft but also guarded. He wasn’t saying this to be cruel, merely honest. “I appreciate your point about the position you’re in, and we’ll take that into consideration, but when all is said and done, the most important factor for our decision is what you can do for the bottom line.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “I get that.”

      She’d just have to do everything in her power to convince him that she—and Sanctuary—would be more of a financial asset than a fancy resort would. No big deal.
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      After their conversation, Kat and Sterling moved outside. The morning air was mild, the scent of pollen heavy from the flowers blooming in the garden. Striding along the path that wound between the flowerbeds, Kat stepped over an abandoned trowel, dodged a pile of dog poop, and gestured for Sterling to do the same.

      Tione’s cabin was on a rise, nestled among the trees at the edge of the forest. Kat knocked on the door. It was between meal prep times, which meant he should be around.

      “What’s up?” Tione asked, resting one hand on the doorframe while the other held his Chihuahua, Pixie.

      “I wanted to properly introduce you to Sterling,” she said, stepping back so the two men were face-to-face. “He’ll be here until next Monday.”

      Tione’s chin jerked up. “Hey.”

      “Hi.”

      They sized each other up. Then, macho posturing completed, Sterling stared at the cat-sized dog curiously.

      “Who’s this?”

      “Pixie,” Tione replied. “She’s a princess among dogs.”

      Kat laughed. “Only because you spoil her.”

      Sterling cocked his head. “She’s cute. Will she mind if I pat her?”

      Tione shrugged. “Go on.”

      Kat hid her relief. The interaction had gone much better than it could have. Sterling reached toward Pixie and let her sniff his hand, then scratched behind her ear. The tiny dog closed her eyes in bliss and wagged her tail. Sterling’s expression softened, and Kat’s heart melted a little.

      “Tione caters all of the meals we serve at Sanctuary,” she explained. “He keeps us well fed.” To Tione, she said, “Sterling is down from Auckland.”

      Tione, not the most social of people, looked over their heads, probably wondering how soon he could escape the obligatory small talk. Finally, his gaze settled on Sterling and he asked, with reluctance, “What do you do for work?”

      Sterling glanced at Kat, as if to check how to reply, then said, “I’m a chief operating officer.”

      He snorted. “Sounds about right.”

      Sterling bristled and dropped his hand from Pixie’s head. She huffed in protest.

      But before he could say anything, Tione spoke again. “How do you feel about big dogs?”

      The question gave Kat a chill of premonition. Looking around, her jaw dropped at the sight of Trevor bounding across the garden toward them, kicking up lumps of dirt with his massive paws, ears flapping, tongue hanging out.

      “I’m not really—”

      Kat saw the exact moment Sterling heard Trevor bark. It was impossible to miss. An expression of horror passed over his face as he turned. He recoiled, eyes wide. Then, Trevor sprung. His paws landed on Sterling’s chest, smearing mud down the white fabric. Spittle flew from the corners of Trevor’s mouth, spraying Sterling’s face. The full force of fifty-five kilograms of dog transferred onto Sterling and his knees buckled.

      He went down, his butt hitting the ground, and Trevor pinned him, licking his cheeks and forehead, and sniffing his neck—where, presumably, he’d applied cologne. The entire scene was absurd. Kat exploded into laughter. She couldn’t contain herself. The juxtaposition between dog and man was too fantastic.

      “I’m sorry,” she gasped, as Sterling climbed out from under Trevor. She covered her mouth and suppressed another wave of laughter, her shoulders shaking with the effort. Tears pricked the corners of her eyes. God, she’d needed to laugh. It had been too long. But still, these were far from the best circumstances to be getting a little comic relief. She forced herself to get it together. She couldn’t afford to upset Sterling.

      Sterling brushed himself off, his face flushed.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Fine.” His red complexion and muddy suit said otherwise.

      Tione grabbed Trevor’s collar to prevent him from pouncing again and patted his head. “He’s a bit excitable.”

      “A bit?” Sterling sounded incredulous.

      “We’re so sorry,” Kat said, no longer laughing. “Let me wash your clothes.”

      “That would be great, thank you.” His sighed. “Are we done for today? I think I need to change and take a shower.”

      Her stomach plummeted. “I guess so.”

      She needed to do something to rescue this. First yoga and now Trevor. Her crusade to win him over with her grand plans was failing dismally.
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      After Trevor knocked Sterling on his ass, Kat didn’t see her guest for hours. At first, she thought he must be hiding in his room while he nursed his injured pride, but when she knocked with a tray of lunch, the door was locked, and she couldn’t hear any noise inside. She checked the parking lot and found his car was gone. Had he left? For good?

      No, she decided. He’d have had to check out, and she’d have heard if he’d done that. Hopefully he’d headed into town to buy an ice cream and a pint of beer and take a load off.

      She was explaining the layout of Haven Bay to an American couple when Sterling walked into the foyer, wearing a pale blue t-shirt and dark jeans. Her mouth went dry. Wow. If ruining his suit was what it took to get him into those jeans, she didn’t regret his misfortune quite as much as she had initially. The shirt hugged his lean torso and brought out the color of his eyes like two pops of summer sky on a cloudless day.

      Her tongue tripped over itself. She swallowed and repeated what she’d been saying to the couple, then she handed the map to the woman, and said, “Good luck. You can call me at the number on the bottom if you get lost or run into any trouble.”

      “Thank you, Kat.”

      “No problem.” She shifted her attention to Sterling. “Have you been exploring?”

      “I drove into town to sort out some business, then walked up to the caves.”

      She winced, knowing the caves were one of the features his company was most interested in. “What’s the plan for the rest of the afternoon?”

      “Work. I have a lot of emails to catch up on.”

      “Ah.” For some reason, she was disappointed. She liked the idea of spending more time with him.

      It’s for the best, she reminded herself. She needed to work on her presentation if she wanted a chance at saving her future—the one she’d envisioned with Teddy.

      “Perhaps we could have dinner at Figaro later?” Sterling suggested.

      Kat’s stomach rolled over. “Like a…date?”

      Why was that idea so appealing?

      He shrugged. “If we’re considering going into business together, we should get to know each other better.”

      “Ah, that makes sense.” So, not a date. She should have been pleased about that, but she wasn’t. A night out with Sterling felt tempting and illicit. But it also left a bad taste in her mouth, as if she was betraying Teddy.

      “What do you say?” he asked.

      She searched his face and noticed the tightness around his mouth and the stiffness of his shoulders. He was anxious for her reply.

      “I can’t go to Figaro,” she said. “It’s too far away and I told you, I don’t drive.”

      “I can drive.”

      She gritted her teeth. “No, I mean I don’t go in a car. Ever.”

      “Oh.” He frowned, and she wondered if some of the pieces of her life were starting to fall together in the back of his mind.

      “But I could do Sailor’s Retreat,” she suggested.

      Why did you say that?

      He grinned, relief evident in his expression. “I’d like that.”
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      Sterling took far too long to decide what to wear to dinner with Kat, especially considering his suit was in the laundry and the fact they’d be walking meant tidy shoes were out too. In the end, he opted for a blue short-sleeved shirt and slacks, reminding himself this wasn’t a date. Unfortunately, his heart wasn’t buying that this was only a dinner between business acquaintances.

      “She specifically asked if it was a date, and you said no,” he muttered to himself.

      It wouldn’t be wise to start something with her given the situation they found themselves in, and besides, she’d told him earlier that she’d lost her husband. He didn’t know much about love, but he understood that three years may not be long enough for her to be open to the idea of another man.

      “Business,” he said firmly.

      He met Kat in the foyer, struck instantly by the fact that she also seemed to have made an effort with her appearance even though her attire wasn’t formal date-wear. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders, gleaming in the overhead light, and she wore a long-sleeved cream blouse that hugged her athletic figure and a dark pair of pants.

      “You ready?” she asked.

      He nodded, his mouth dry.

      “This way.” She led him out of the building and across the gravel parking lot. They crossed over the small bridge and walked along the side of the road. The silence was heavy between them. Not awkward per se, but definitely present.

      As they passed the glamping ground, Kat spoke for the first time since leaving the bed and breakfast.

      “Why Sanctuary?” she asked. “Rather than the glamping ground or one of the private properties further up the coast.”

      “Location,” he said simply. “Sanctuary has access to the best hiking trails, the best surfing spot, the caves, and the waterfall. The property is also a decent size. If we were to go for the private residences on the other side of town, we’d have to buy several to have the same amount of land.”

      Kat nodded, her expression thoughtful. She got it. No doubt he wanted the land for the same reason she’d returned to it year after year with her husband. It was unique.

      “How did you get into your current job?” she asked, obviously setting the topic aside.

      He smiled, glad of the change in subject. “My boss, Eli, is my closest friend. We studied together. He comes from family money and has connections. When he created his company, I was the first person he hired.”

      She glanced over at him. “It’s nice to work with your best friend.”

      “It is.” His hand brushed hers and sparks darted up his arm. “I’m privileged and beyond grateful, but it’s also a lot of pressure. It’s easier to let down someone you don’t care about.”

      “Hmm. I never thought of it that way.”

      “Not many people do.”

      She was quiet for a moment, then said, “I can tell how important he is to you.”

      She didn’t add it, but he could tell she was also beginning to understand more why it mattered to him that the project in Haven Bay be a success.

      “Without him, I wouldn’t be the man I am today.”

      Kat shook her head and jostled his shoulder with hers. “I doubt that. I have a feeling you’d succeed even if you’d never met him. That’s just the kind of person you are. Determined. Single-minded. Hard-working.”

      He gnawed the inside of his lip. “Are those good traits?”

      “Of course.” She looked surprised he’d had to ask.

      They arrived at the beach pavilion and she tilted her head toward the restaurant.

      “Come on, I’ll tell you more about my rally career. It’s only fair you get to hear my story if I make you tell yours.”

      He stayed in step with her, eager to hear more, but feeling a little guilty. She had no idea how much of his past he hadn’t mentioned, but he’d never cared to share his baggage, and opening up was harder than he’d imagined. Perhaps he’d work up to it if, by some miracle, she talked him around to her perspective on Monday and they saw more of each other in the future. Until then, he’d let himself off the hook.
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      The following morning, a warm breeze stirred Kat’s hair as she walked to Beauty in the Bay. Birds sang from trees, and in the distance, she could hear waves rolling onto the beach. She closed her eyes for a moment and smiled. Haven Bay on a summer morning was one of her favorite experiences, closely followed by spring, when the flowers were blooming, and autumn, when the leaves turned hues of orange, red and yellow and littered the ground. Winter, she could do without. Although there was something to be said for long days spent inside while rain drummed on the roof.

      She passed the glamping pods, recalling her stroll with Sterling last night. She’d enjoyed her time with him. He’d been good company. Polite, curious, but not pushy.

      She waved to a couple who were eating breakfast at a picnic table and continued walking. Outside the local primary school, half a dozen cars were parked while parents accompanied their children to the gate.

      “Hi, Shane,” she said cheerfully to the teacher manning the road crossing, his preschool-age son, Hunter, hanging off his leg.

      “Morning, Kat,” he replied, nodding to her. Hunter waved shyly, his face half-hidden behind Shane’s thigh.

      She waved back and called out, “Morena, Hunter. Are you helping your papa today?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Hopa.”

      “Ka pai. You’re doing good.” She gave him a thumbs up and picked up the pace as a pair of mums approached, both looking far better than anyone ought to at this time of day, and both wearing predatory smiles. Shane beseeched her with his eyes not to leave, but she just laughed and carried on.

      When she reached the spa, she paused outside and wondered if she should start discussing the details of a potential future partnership with Anica, the masseuse, during her appointment. She quickly realized she’d better not because Harriet, Anica’s wife, would want to be involved. Best to do it when they could both be there.

      Inside the waiting room, soft piano music played and a water feature bubbled beside the desk.

      Anica greeted her with a welcoming smile. “Good morning, gorgeous.”

      Coming around the desk, Anica put a hand on Kat’s shoulder and kissed her cheek, bringing with her the scent of vanilla. Kat kissed her cheek in return and hoped Anica would use that body lotion on her during their session, in addition to the usual medicated oils and ointments.

      “Hi, lovely,” Kat replied. “Back again.”

      She and Anica had a standing appointment for a massage every two weeks. Kat had healed as well as could be expected from the crash, but her scar tissue often became knotted, tight, and tender. Anica helped ease the discomfort—even though the massage itself bordered on painful.

      “It’s always a pleasure to see you.” Anica beamed, revealing teeth that were perfectly straight, courtesy of the braces she’d worn as a teenager. The expression transformed her from pretty to captivating, especially when combined with her flawless complexion, courtesy of her Lithuanian mother.

      “Looking forward to it.”

      Anica laughed. “You mean you’re looking forward to it being finished.”

      “That, too.” Until then, she’d grit her teeth and focus on enjoying Anica’s company as much as possible.

      Anica opened the door through to the back room. “Strip off and lie face down. I’ll be back soon.”

      Kat waited for the door to click into the jamb, then undressed and piled her clothes on a stool in the corner. She clambered awkwardly onto the massage table and rolled onto her stomach. A crease pressed into her cheek, and she tried to adjust herself but only succeeded in shifting it to her forehead. Anica knocked softly, then let herself in. Kat could hear her moving around the room. After a moment, she laid a hand on Kat’s back.

      “Are we going to work over everything today, or is there a specific place that’s bothering you?”

      “Everywhere, please, although my hip has been tighter than usual.”

      “I’ll start there.”

      Something warm splashed onto her skin and Anica rubbed it in. Before long, Kat was lost in a familiar haze of pleasure-pain. By the time the massage finished, her mind was very much outside her body, and she had to drag herself back to the present. She was vaguely aware of noise in the background, and then Anica began to apply a smooth lotion to her scars.

      “You’re all done,” she said eventually. “Would you like a glass of water?”

      “Yes, please.” Getting pummeled—no matter how therapeutic—was thirsty work.

      Kat dressed and met Anica at the counter. The other woman offered her a glass of water and she drank deeply. When the glass was empty, she paid the bill, hugged Anica, and trotted out the door, her body feeling much looser and able to move more easily.

      Her stomach growled as she power-walked back toward the lodge. It was nearly lunch, and she usually ate a mid-morning snack. She’d have to raid the kitchen and see if Tione had any breakfast muffins left over.

      When she got home, she hurried inside, and found chaos. A family of four waited in the foyer with Brooke, who looked on edge, her jaw clenching and lips pressing together. Other guests milled around, restless and unhappy. Her stomach sank to her sneakers.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Brooke’s face sagged with relief at the sight of her. “The MacFarlanes would like to check in, but I can’t work out which room is available.”

      “Room two is empty as of this morning,” Kat told her. “Susan should have cleaned it out by now, but it might pay to check, just in case.” Mrs. MacFarlane combed a hand through her hair while restraining her toddler with the other and looked to be at the end of her tether. “Welcome to Sanctuary. Why don’t you take a seat while Brooke checks the room for you? Help yourself to a chocolate.” She gestured to the jar of wrapped chocolates atop the small counter.

      “Thank you,” the woman said, visibly grateful.

      Brooke left and Kat noticed Tina loitering by the garden door. She went to her and touched her shoulder. Tina’s eyes were rimmed red.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The sprinklers went off inside,” she said tearfully. “I don’t know why. There’s no fire. But the canvas I was working on is ruined.”

      Oh, no.

      If the sprinklers had gone off, they’d need to air out every room in the building. Kat scrubbed a hand down her face and tried not to cry. At times like this, she wondered if it wouldn’t be easier just to roll over and let Sterling take Sanctuary from her without a fight. It felt like she was treading water, and steadily growing more exhausted.

      But then Teddy’s face popped into her mind, his smile warm and encouraging, urging her on. She blinked rapidly to ward off tears and rolled up her metaphorical sleeves. She had a lot of work to do.
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      After the smoke alarm blared and the sprinklers started, Sterling took his laptop and went to the local library. After he’d done enough work to satisfy himself that he wasn’t lazing off, he packed his laptop away, went to the cafe next door to buy a slice of pie, then sat beside the fountain to eat. When the pie was gone, he stood, and the seagulls that had been circling at a cautious distance swooped for the crumbs left behind.

      Sterling tucked his laptop safely into the boot of his car and walked a circuit around the square. He stopped in at The Hideaway, a combined gym and art studio that somehow managed to be both functional and bohemian. Several of the artist’s paintings decorated the walls of the ground floor foyer. He paused in front of each of them, appreciating their beauty. For the most part, they were seascapes. Some were bright and welcoming, others dark and moody. It was the lone portrait that fascinated him. A woman stood with her back to the artist, black hair whipping around her body in the wind as she gazed out over a turbulent ocean. Her despair was palpable. Even though he couldn’t see her face, Sterling felt in his gut that it was Kat.

      She should have this painting on the wall at Sanctuary. It was captivating.

      “You like it?”

      He turned and found himself face to face with Bex, the yoga instructor. “Hi.” He smiled. “I’m not sure if you remember me, but we met the other day.”

      She returned his smile. “Sterling, right?”

      “Yes.” He gestured toward the painting. “It’s beautiful. Is that Kat?”

      “Is it?” She squinted closer, then shrugged. “Could be anyone.”

      “It’s her,” he said, more certain than ever.

      She grinned. “Who better to pose for me than one of my closest friends?”

      “Wait.” His jaw dropped. “You painted these?”

      “I did.” She pointed to the signature in the corner. He could make out a looping ‘R’ but not much else. “This is my place.”

      “It’s brilliant.” He meant it. “But I have to ask, why a gym and art studio?”

      She put a hand on her hip. “Purely practical reasons. My dream was to be an artist, but I was pregnant when I moved here so I needed a reliable source of income. The gym was a safer bet, but I didn’t want to give up my dream, so I used to paint in the back corner and it kind of became a thing.”

      “Huh.” It was an interesting story, but to him, it was strange for someone to go with the flow like that. He’d always had everything mapped out since before his mum had died. Get a degree, get a job, work his way up the chain, and have the kind of financial security he’d longed for when he was younger.

      “Do you like art?” she asked.

      “I do, although I’m not particularly artistic myself.”

      “Everyone has different strengths.” She stepped away from the painting and he reluctantly tore his gaze from it. He scanned the others again. Perhaps he could acquire some of them for the resort. Their customers would love them.

      “You should check out the blown glass studio,” she said.

      “I walked past it earlier,” he admitted. “It was closed for lunch.”

      “Of course.” She rolled her eyes. “They run a pretty cruisy ship over there. I’m sure they’ll be open again soon.”

      “I’ll check it out.”

      She nodded and gestured toward the stairs. “I’ll be up there if you need anything.”

      “Thanks. See you around.”

      She headed up the stairs and he left once she was out of sight. He wandered back to the glass studio and looked through the window. The place was minimalist, with a combination of elegant glasswork and bright splashes of color. There were functional pieces—bowls and vases—and sculptures designed purely to please the eye. Sterling felt a thrill of excitement. This was exactly the kind of thing their company’s usual brand of client would love. Perhaps he could commission a one-of-a-kind glass sculpture to serve as the centerpiece of their lobby.

      He completed another circuit of the square, his anticipation growing. There were so many diamonds in the rough here. The potential was enormous.

      He strolled back to his car and started toward Sanctuary, but stopped at the sight of a collection of people with surfboards on the sand near the pavilion. A shirtless man with tousled golden hair stood at the front of the group, waving his arms in some kind of demonstration. A surfing lesson, he assumed. The participants ranged from children to a fit couple in their fifties, and they all seemed to be having a blast. He could imagine a group like this outside Sanctuary—perhaps one of the corporate retreats Kat had mentioned, or a family getaway. It would be perfect. He made a mental note to find out who the guy was that ran them and contact him later. He didn’t look like he’d appreciate being interrupted now.

      He finished the journey back to the bed and breakfast, watching the increasingly familiar scenery pass by. No one was in sight as he entered the foyer, so he returned to his room, trying not to be disappointed at not seeing Kat.

      A while later, after replying to a few more emails that had arrived, he padded down the hall to the dining area. There was no sign of Kat, but Brooke and Tione sat opposite each other with steaming mugs.

      “Join us,” Brooke offered. Tione looked decidedly less welcoming.

      “No, thanks,” he replied. “Have you seen Kat, by any chance?” He wanted to firm up any plans they may have for tomorrow.

      “Try the living room,” she suggested.

      “Thanks. Goodnight.”

      The communal living area was dark. He switched on the light and spotted Kat immediately, slumped on a sofa, head tilted to the side, mouth open, eyes closed. Asleep?

      He tiptoed closer, and her eyes cracked open.

      “Hey, there,” she murmured, the words slurring together. She looked exhausted. Dark shadows circled her eyes and the slash along the side of her face seemed particularly bright in contrast to her ashen cheeks. Wisps of long, dark hair fell across her forehead, casting shadows.

      Something tugged in his chest. A deeply emotional yearning he’d never experienced before. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and provide whatever comfort he could. But he hadn’t held a woman in a very long time, especially not to reassure her, and he was bound to mess it up, so he stuffed his hands into his pockets and resisted the urge.

      “Hi.” His face flamed at how breathy the word was. Thank God she was too tired to notice. “How are you?”

      She tucked the loose tendrils of hair behind an ear. “Tired, but otherwise fine. Unfortunately, it was like Armageddon here earlier.”

      Another unfamiliar impulse unfurled within him. The desire to make her laugh. To wipe the weariness from her brow and tilt the corners of her mouth with amusement. But he’d never been any good at that.

      “Perhaps you need a break,” he said. “To go and relax by the beach somewhere.”

      She chuckled. Some of the tension faded from her face. “Good one.” She sat upright. “I’ll fix us both a cup of tea. What would you like?”

      “Oh, no, you won’t.” She looked wiped out. “Stay here. I’ll make the tea.”

      She nibbled her bottom lip. “Are you sure? I’m the host.”

      “And I’m your guest,” he reminded her, “which means you should let me do what I want.”

      “All right then.” She relaxed against the pillows. “Chamomile, please.”

      He went to the dining hall, nodding to Tione and Brooke as he entered. “I found her.”

      He flicked the kettle on, and searched for chamomile tea among the selection on the counter, then filled two mugs and watched the herbal blend diffuse, wondering how strong Kat liked her tea. Should he leave the teabags in, or remove them? He dithered for a minute, then opted to take them out because drinking around teabags was a nuisance.

      He returned to the living room, and offered a mug to Kat. She blew steam from the surface, then her lips curved into a soft smile.

      “Thank you,” she said. “I really needed this.”

      Heat radiated throughout his insides. Strange how she seemed so grateful for a simple cup of tea. It made him want to offer her everything.
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        * * *

      

      Kat made a conscious effort to smile and perk up. Despite the weight of the responsibility sitting on her shoulders, she wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to enjoy a conversation with Sterling. She found him more interesting than she’d ever expected to.

      She patted the space beside her. “Come. Sit.” He sat. She wrapped her fingers around the warm mug and sipped, observing him over the rim. She liked him like this. More relaxed, fewer barriers between them. “Tell me about yourself. You never mentioned last night where you grew up.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve always lived in Auckland.”

      “Do you live in a house or an apartment?”

      “I own a lovely apartment in the city center, near the office. I’ve been there for a few years. Before that, I was on the fringe of town, and earlier, I was in student housing.”

      “You studied at Auckland University?” she asked. Kat hadn’t had much of an education. None of her whanau had gone to university or polytechnic, and with her love of rally, there seemed to be no point. She’d thought she’d race professionally until the day she died. Turned out she’d raced until the day Teddy had died. More than once over the years, she’d wished it had been her. Sometimes, she still did.

      “Yes. A Bachelor of Commerce degree,” he said, bringing her back to the present.

      “Nice work.” She raised her knuckles to bump his. He frowned but mimicked the gesture. Had no one ever treated the guy with casual camaraderie? “So, you live in Auckland. You got your degree there. What about family?”

      His shoulders hunched and his whole body stiffened. “There’s not much to tell,” he said woodenly. “I don’t have any.”

      No whanau?

      “I’m so sorry. What happened?”

      “My mum passed away a long time ago. I don’t know who donated the sperm, and frankly, I don’t care. I don’t have any siblings, aunts, uncles, or grandparents.” His knuckles whitened around the handle of his cup. “It’s just me.”

      “I’m sorry. Aroha mai.” She laid a hand on his forearm and felt the muscle leap beneath her touch.

      He pulled a face. “I can’t mourn what I never had.”

      She didn’t buy into that way of thinking, but if it comforted him, she wouldn’t judge. “I’m sorry you lost your mum.”

      “Like I said, it was years ago.”

      “That doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt. You’re talking to the voice of experience here.”

      His chin jerked up in acknowledgment, but he didn’t say anything. She took that as a hint to drop the subject.

      “Okay, so family is a no-go. What do you do for fun?”

      His lips pressed together. He sighed, then raised his palms to the ceiling, and looked stumped.

      Huh?

      Did he not have any hobbies? Play any sports? Collect stamps, for goodness sake?

      Her heart weighed heavily in her chest, brimming with sadness for a man who was all alone in the world and didn’t have time for fun. Her fingers tightened on his arm. She’d have to help him figure out what he enjoyed.

      “What about you?” he asked.

      She leaned back onto the sofa, confused. “What about me?”

      “Do you have much family? Do you see them often?”

      She sighed, knowing it was only fair she open up since he’d told her more than he’d probably wanted to. “My parents are gone, as are my grandparents. I’m an only child, and a widow. I have aunts and uncles, but we aren’t close.” Then there were the in-laws, who would probably be happy if she fell off the face of the earth. She dreaded the weekly phone call from Amanda, Teddy’s mother, even if she never answered it.

      “I’m sorry.” He reached across and touched her hand. “You still wear your wedding ring.”

      She glanced at the simple pounamu band with a gold inlay. “I’ll always love him.”

      “I’m truly sorry.” For some people, “sorry” was a throwaway word, but he seemed to mean it. “What was he like?”

      Kat shook her head. How had the conversation taken this turn? She supposed she should have expected that she could only push him so far before he pushed back. A bittersweet smile twisted her lips. “Teddy was larger than life, but he was kind and supportive too.” She swallowed against the rising tide of emotion. “We met at a race and shared a passion for rally. Together, we were magic on the track.” She swallowed again, blinking rapidly to keep the tears at bay. “It feels like yesterday we were together.”

      “It’s strange how life continues even when you think it shouldn’t.” He sounded like he was speaking from experience. His cobalt gaze was distant. He was somewhere else. They sat together in silence for a long moment, then he said, “What are we doing tomorrow?”

      It seemed they wouldn’t be sharing any more sad stories.

      “How are you with boats?” she asked.

      “They’re fine.”

      “Great.” She lifted her mug and realized it was empty. “Huh. I guess that means it’s time for bed.”

      “For me, too.” They stood and walked down the hall. “Which room is yours?”

      “Up the end on the left,” she told him. “My suite is a little larger than the others.”

      “As it should be. It’s your home. I’ll walk you to your door.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” They’d literally walk past his room on the way to hers.

      “Let me.”

      Something in the way he said it gave her pause, and she stepped sideways so they could fit two abreast in the corridor. When they came to her door, she turned to him and discovered she was strangely breathless. It felt like they were teenagers and he was walking her to her parents’ doorstep after a first date. They were awkward with each other, not quite sure how to act. She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt and studied the carpet.

      “Kat.”

      She looked up and met his laser-beam eyes. Her stomach flipped over and her skin tingled everywhere.

      “Sweet dreams.”

      She watched his lips move and her innards clenched. How she wished they were moving over hers.

      “Goodnight!” she squeaked, her voice breaking. Then she twisted the handle, slipped inside and shut the door.

      That had been a close call.
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