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When Breanne Mooreland gets left at the altar, she decides the best thing to do is to go on her honeymoon alone. Of course, she loses her luggage along the way and ends up snowed in at a Sierra mountains lodge run by a noticeably quirky staff. And before she can order room service, she finds a naked – and gorgeous – man taking a shower in her suite who refuses to leave . . .


Vice cop Cooper Scott is in serious need of a vacation. He’s not about to give up the only available room to a stranger because of a mix-up. They’ll just have to make the best of it by sharing the bed. They’re mature adults after all. But when Cooper wakes up kissing the long, leggy Breanne, he wants to show her exactly what the honeymoon suite is intended for. That will have to wait, though, because a screaming Breanne has just stumbled over one very dead body . . .











Dear Reader,


Thank you SO MUCH for buying a Shalvis classic romance! These books might predate the digital age, but they’re still super fun and sexy! We hope you enjoy this peek at my earlier work!


When I first came up with the idea for Get a Clue (over a decade ago now—where did the time go??), it was my first time putting a mystery in with my romances. As a family, we’d been playing the game Clue and I just kept wondering … what if this were a romance! So I started with a dead body and worked backwards. I added in a bunch of wacky suspects, a huge old creaky place for a setting, and mixed it all together. I added in a jilted-at-the-altar heroine and a sexy hero who isn’t sure what just hit him. ☺ It added up to a fun madcap mystery and a whole lot of heated romance!


Best wishes and happy reading!


Jill Shalvis


www.jillshalvis.com









One
 



Never agree to marry a man because he has potential. Men are not like houses; they do not make good fixer-uppers.
 

—Breanne Mooreland’s journal entry




 

It took her a while, but eventually Breanne Mooreland realized she had a naked man in her shower. Normally that would be the icing on a double-fudge chocolate cake, but in today’s case, where she’d already had more failures than she could face, it felt like the last straw.
 

Consider her the camel, back broken.
 

In the interest of sanity—hers—she pretended to be fine as she dropped her small carry-on bag to the chair by the bed and stepped to the closed bathroom door. “Um . . . hello?”
 

Nothing but the sound of water hitting tiles. She glanced around the bedroom, exquisitely decorated in rustic wooden-log furniture and soft, fluffy, equally exquisite bedding with pillows piled higher than Mt. Everest. Just what she and Dean had ordered for their honeymoon.
 

That she was on said honeymoon alone caused her throat to tighten, but she’d cried bucketfuls on the plane and had promised herself no more pity parties.
 

But, of course, that had been when she’d merely been stood up at the altar in front of two hundred of her closest friends and family members. Before she’d gotten on the plane from hell all by her lonesome, where the turbulence had been so bad she’d had to stay seated between a three-hundred-pound Louisiana woman crying, “Oh, Lordy, Lordy, have mercy—save us, Jesus!” and an Alaskan fisherman who smelled as if he’d kept some of his daily catch in his pockets.
 

Thinking she’d hit rock bottom—oh, how wrong she’d been—she’d gotten off the plane to discover that the rest of her luggage had never made it from San Francisco. That landing in the rugged, unpredictable Sierras in the middle of a snowstorm was equal to being shaken and stirred. The storm had only increased in severity since, so that the Jeep that had driven her to her “secluded, exclusive, fully staffed manse on the lake” honeymoon house could barely even get down the narrow, windy roads.
 

Breanne had distracted herself on the terrifying drive by pulling out her Palm Pilot and opening her journal. There she had her life—her hopes, her dreams, her failures, everything. Her last entry, made on the plane: No more failures.
 

Ha! That was going to be tricky, as she tended to make bad decisions. Maybe she wasn’t enough of a giver. Maybe she just took, took, took. Maybe concentrating on others more would somehow turn the tide for her. Yeah, that’s what she’d do, she’d give back. Do favors. Perform public service. Try harder at work, where, granted, she slaved over the books for a large accounting firm, but with an attitude.
 

She knew being the baby of a large family allowed her to fly beneath the radar. Even with her older brothers looking over her shoulder, she’d sought out trouble like a moth to the proverbial flame, beginning back in elementary school, where her sharp tongue and naughty pranks had regularly gotten her into hot water. By middle school she’d switched from pranks to boys, having developed an early fascination.
 

Of course, her mother always put it more simply: Breanne was drawn to the wrong type—jobs, friends, it didn’t matter. Even men. Especially men. Hence, being stood up at the altar—for the third time.
 

On second thought, chances were she needed more direction than “no failures,” so she added: And especially, no more men.

 

That’s when her driver had begun four-wheeling up a narrow private road lined by tall pines covered in so much snow they looked like two-hundred-foot ghosts, swaying in the wind. On either side of them was a dramatic drop as they rose in altitude with every mile. Hues of peach, pink, blue, and purple colored the sheer granite escarpment of the Sierras through the falling snow in the deepening dusk.
 

Finally they’d maneuvered down a long, steep driveway, stopping in front of a beautiful log-cabin mansion. The backdrop should have been a private alpine lake, but the ascending dark and thick precipitation kept it from view.
 

“Here you go.” The driver had reached over and opened her door instead of getting out and coming around for her.
 

She supposed she couldn’t blame him; night was nearly upon them, and there was at least three feet of white, fluffy snow all around. She ruined her new suede boots just by hoofing it to the front door, clutching her only possession, her carry-on bag. She felt a little awed at how fast it was getting dark, and at the utter lack of city lights—or any lights, for that matter.
 

As she’d raised her hand to knock, a blast of wind pummeled her, plastering the snow from face to toe, going in her mouth, stinging her eyes, snaking like chilled fingers down her cashmere, open-necked sweater. Gasping for breath at the shocking cold, she staggered around to face her driver, intending to ask him for help.
 

He was gone.
 

As she contemplated the aloneness of that, a small streak rushed out from the corner of the house and practically across her feet, ripping a startled scream from her.
 

Then the streak howled. A coyote.
 

The sound had the hair on the back of her neck rising as she stumbled back against the door. Don’t panic, coyotes don’t eat humans. Probably. Hugging herself, she felt very alone.
 


Alone, alone, alone . . . the word echoed in her head in the voice of her mother, who was certain her troubled youngest child would never marry, would never bring forth grandchildren into the world to spoil, and therefore would never amount to anything.
 

Shrugging that off—no more pity parties!—Breanne eyed the house. It certainly looked impressive with mounds and mounds of white snow pressed against the base, more white stuff falling, and the sky ominously dark and foreboding. Inside, there was supposedly a huge stone fireplace, a Jacuzzi tub, a sauna, a mini movie theater with an entire library of DVDs to pick from, and much, much more, including her own discreet staff for the week.
 

A honeymooner’s delight, right? Dean had claimed to be excited. A shame he’d not been as excited about showing up for the wedding.
 

No one answered her second, desperately desperate knock, which for an instant perpetuated the hope that maybe she’d been cast in some sort of new reality show called Torture the Bride. Any second now, the director would yell Cut! and then, in a This Is Your Life moment, Dean would pop out and laugh at her for falling for it.
 

Only there was no camera, no Dean, laughing or otherwise, nothing but snow in her face, making her eyes water, her lips cold, raising goose bumps over every inch of her flesh.
 

Oh, and let’s not forget the coyote, still howling in the distance with his friends, discussing eating her for dinner.
 

Forget polite. She opened the unlocked front door and gaped in awe at the interior of a most impressive house. She stepped inside the foyer that stretched up to the second story—and came face-to-face with a moose.
 


Just a head, she told herself, mounted on the wall. Slowly, purposely, she let out the air that she’d nearly used to scream. “Definitely not in Kansas anymore,” she whispered. There was also a wood mirror with shelves, each holding glass lamps that sent soft light across shiny, hardwood floors. In complete opposition to the “warm” feel of the room, the air itself danced over her, icy cold.
 

“Hello?” she called out, trying to stomp the snow off her clothes. Not much of it budged, happier to stick to her every inch, making her wet and miserable.
 

There was a reception area with a small pine desk, and a sticky note there that read: 





Newlyweds get the honeymoon suite, complete with accessory package. Room is open and cleaned.



 

Well, damn it, she might not be a newlywed, but she was still getting that honeymoon suite, charged as it was to the rat bastard Dean’s credit card. She just hoped the suite was warmer than the foyer, because she could make ice cubes in here.
 

Clutching her small carry-on, which held only her makeup and two extremely naughty negligees that had been meant for her wedding night, she walked to the base of the huge, wooden staircase that slowly curved and vanished up into the second floor, with several big potted plants lining the way. More glass sconces along the wall lit the area so that she could see into the fading daylight. It was an Old West, cabin-style interior, beautifully and tastefully done.
 

But no one appeared, and she hadn’t heard a sound. Along with the daylight, much of her bravado deserted her. She didn’t relish the idea of being here alone tonight. “Hello?”

 

She didn’t know what the check-in procedure was, but she wondered if the huge storm had sent the staff members running for their homes in town, a one-horse place called Sunshine, of all things, a good ten miles back down the curvy, surely now snowed-in road.
 

They’d probably left the door unlocked for their guests, never even considering she’d be alone.
 

But alone she was. Thanks, Dean.
 

Knowing from the brochure that the honeymoon suite was on the second floor, she reached for the banister and began to climb the stairs.
 

“Anyone here?” she called out again at the top, stopping to pant for air. Damn altitude. The landing looked down to an open, large room below, rustic and cozy, with two forest green and maroon sofas shaped in an L, a large leather recliner, and throw rugs dotting the floor. It looked far more inviting than the cold, silent hallway where she stood, shivering like crazy from her wet clothes, and maybe nerves.
 

Then she realized she did hear something—running water. Proof of life! Hugging herself, she followed the noise, past three doors on the right and left, all of which appeared to be bedrooms.
 

The hallway walls had old photographs of the Wild West on them: cowboys, wagons, old mining towns. At the end of the hallway, she stopped in front of a set of double wooden doors.
 

The honeymoon suite?
 

Hoping so, she stepped inside. That’s where she found the log bed, so high she’d need a stool to climb up on it. The bedding was white down, with bear-and-moose pillows, and looked so scrumptuously warm she nearly sank into it. There was a matching armoire and dresser as well, also done in pine logs. The ceiling was open-beamed, and a work of art all by itself. The stone fireplace—not lit, darn it—and floor-to-ceiling windows finished off the room, the windows revealing that the day had fled completely now.
 

There was a goodie basket on a chair for the honeymooners: body paints in every flavor, a package of edible underwear, and several books on the pleasures of massage and touch therapy, including How to Make a Woman Come Every Single Time.
 

Too bad Dean wasn’t here. He could use that one.
 

There were other fillers, too: body lotion, bath oils, a brand new vibrator in neon-pink and shaped just like a penis she’d once seen that had a terrible curve to the right. She picked it up and took a good look at it, trying to picture the designers of such an item sitting around a table and deciding on the angle of the curve. She considered herself adventurous and fun in bed, but she couldn’t imagine Dean figuring out a way to make good use of this. Gee, guess it was a good thing he wasn’t here . . .
 

It penetrated her addled brain that the shower was still running.
 

Odd. Surely the housekeeper wouldn’t be in there . . . Curious, a little unnerved—and if she let herself think about all that had happened to her since she got out of bed that morning, she could add crazed to the list—she stepped over a pile of wet clothes on the floor.
 

Huh?
 

Turning back, she crouched down to look at them, trying to get a clue as to who was in her shower. Levi’s, original fit, size 34x36. Hmm. Tall and lean. There was also a white Hanes Beefy T-shirt, size large, and a soft blue chambray overshirt, both smelling good enough that if she hadn’t given up men, she might have pressed her face against the material and inhaled.
 

But she had given up men. She’d written it in her journal and therefore it had become law.
 


He didn’t wear underwear.
 

Why the hell that intrigued her, she had no idea. Rising, shivering because her clothes had become iced to her skin, she knocked on the bathroom door.
 

Whoever he was, he had the radio on; she could hear the broadcaster talking about the storm of the century—
 


Storm of the century. That couldn’t be good. Pressing her ear to the door, she heard other disturbing words, such as “No one is going anywhere, folks” and “I hope you’re all stocked up on whatever you need, because this one’s a doozy.” At that, she twisted the handle on the door and pushed it open.
 

The bathroom was as amazingly detailed as the rest of the house. Even through all the thick steam, she could see the stunning granite countertops, the raw wood-framed mirrors, the small overstuffed day couch, the old-fashioned brass fixtures—
 

And yet another gift basket, filled with more goodies. She looked at the vibrator she still had in her hand. What else could she possibly need? Well, besides a new groom, that is. A shame they didn’t come a dime a dozen in a gift basket such as this, selection ready.
 

The shower took up one full corner, all in clear glass, etched with the outline of the Sierras, which in fact did nothing at all to hide the tall, leanly muscled man standing in it.
 


Naked.
 

Gloriously so, she might add. The water sprayed out of four different rain heads, massaging over him. He had his back to her, and what a fine back it was: broad, ropey shoulders, sleek, strong spine, smooth and tanned until, low on his narrow hips, his tan line abruptly ended.
 

He had a fabulous, mouthwatering butt, and Breanne took a moment to wonder at the man who wore a bathing suit in the sun but not underwear beneath his jeans.
 

Water sluiced off him, and soap, too, and then, as if God had decided to bestow one tiny little favor on her shitty, rotten day, the guy dropped the soap.
 

Breanne held her breath. Would he—
 

Yes. Yes, he would.
 

Bending for it, blissfully unaware that there were a pair of very curious female eyes on him, he clearly didn’t even consider his modesty. Every muscle in his body flexed as he doubled over, legs slightly spread, offering her an eye-popping view of his—
 


Oh, my.
 

Lifting her hand, she furiously fanned air to her face, because the front of him lived up to the back, and how. She wondered how old he was, thinking that body couldn’t be more than thirty, which was only two years older than herself. In any case, she stood there, rooted to the ground, her own wet misery forgotten, mouth hanging open, drool pooling, eyes locked on the backs of his well-defined thighs.
 

And what was between them.
 

But then suddenly he whipped around, staring at her through the glass for one beat before shoving open the shower door, allowing steam and water to pour into the room as he glared at her with an ominous, thunderstruck expression on his face.
 


More than thirty, she thought inanely. Probably, given those laugh lines bracketing his unsmiling mouth, and startling sky-blue eyes, at least thirty-five.
 

Not that age mattered, with a majorly heart-stopping body like his.
 

“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded, looking tough and clearly ready to prove it.
 

And that’s when her brain kicked back into gear and reminded her of her situation. She was in a strange house. In a strange bathroom, out in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by rugged mountain peaks and more snow than she’d ever seen.
 

And she was staring at a furious, naked guy. “Um—”
 

“Who the hell are you?”
 

“I—” She glanced at the neon-pink vibrator in her hand and felt every single brain cell desert her.
 

“Get out.”
 

Yeah. On that, they were perfectly in sync, thank you very much. She might have a secret weak spot for an edgy, difficult bad boy, but she absolutely did not have a weak spot for being stupid.
 

Whirling, she dropped the vibrator and ran. She ran like hell through the open bathroom door, slamming it behind her to give her an extra second on him.
 

He’d told her to get out, so chances were that he wasn’t planning on chasing her, but she’d rather be safe than sorry. She hightailed it through the bedroom, leaping over his clothes, moving more quickly in her ruined boots than she’d moved in . . . well, a very long time.
 

Behind her the bathroom door whipped open.
 

Oh, God.
 

He was in pursuit and he was quick.
 

With a startled squeak, she sped up, thinking no one back home would believe she could ever move this fast, not even to save her life.
 

“Wait!” that low, almost gravelly voice called out. “Who are you?”

 

Stopping to chat seemed like a bad idea, so she kept moving.
 

Her only problem was, she really had nowhere to go.


 







Two
 



Remember: the better-looking the guy, the less he can be trusted. It’s a direct ratio thing.
 

—Breanne Mooreland’s journal entry




 

Cooper Scott stood butt-ass-naked, freezing cold and dripping wet in the bathroom doorway, holding the vibrator his mystery guest had just dropped. Bad enough that he’d quit his job, shocking everyone he knew. Bad enough that he wasn’t getting laid, now that he’d sent a pretty woman screaming like a banshee into the night.
 

A woman carrying a vibrator.
 

He could still hear her, pounding down the stairs in those ridiculous, towering high-heeled boots that were all for show and had absolutely no practicality.
 

Who would wear such things to the Sierras at the onset of winter, in the middle of an insane storm like the one they were facing?
 

He had no idea, but he supposed, as she was in his house, he needed to find out. Well, not his house, exactly, but his rented vacation house.
 

And a stunning one at that.
 

His brother James had sent him here with strict orders to “get his shit together,” not mentioning that the place was at least ten thousand square feet of pure luxury. Log-cabin style, it had gorgeous mahogany flooring, pine trim, soft, buttery interior walls filled with rustic prints and old-time equipment such as hare-bone snowshoes and antique wooden skis.
 

But if the decorating was glorious, old western style, the actual appliances were state of the art, with everything placed and designed for ultimate comfort. He had a week to live in style here, a week in which he’d intended to do nothing but ski his brains out and maybe find a pretty ski bunny to keep him warm at night.
 

And, as James had ordered, “get his shit together.”
 

As long as he avoided thinking, he was good. All he wanted to do was recover from the job that had nearly sent him to the loony bin, and figure out what the hell to do with the rest of his life.
 

No sweat.
 

He’d gotten here from San Francisco via his truck, which was probably buried in the driveway by now. The drive had been treacherous at the least, and given how the snow was still coming down, he doubted he could get off the mountain if he’d wanted to. But the staff that was supposed to greet him had been nonexistent, the house cold as an iceberg. He’d found the heating control and cranked it, but as yet, nothing had happened.
 

He’d taken a hot shower anyway, intending to start a sizzling fire in all the fireplaces he could find, but instead had been interrupted by a woman watching him soap up. Hoping she was one of the promised staff members, maybe someone who could cook—God, he was starving—he grabbed a thick, plush white towel from its neat pile on the granite counter.
 

There had been all sorts of toiletries laid out for him on the countertop, including a basket filled with condoms in varying sizes and colors, which had amused him earlier.
 

How long had it been since he’d needed a condom?
 

Too damn long, he knew that much.
 

Towel around his hips, he stepped into the bedroom just as the lights flickered. Perfect.
 

The electricity was going to go. Then he could be cold, wet, starving . . . and in the dark.
 

Another power surge, making the lights dim with an odd hum, and from somewhere below came the sound of a thud and low cry. Dropping the towel, Cooper grabbed his jeans, jamming first one leg and then the other in, hopping as he made his way out into the hallway, still shirtless and barefoot.
 

Up here at an altitude of sixty-five-hundred feet, daylight didn’t slowly fade, but vanished in the blink of an eye, and today had been no exception. Full darkness had fallen. Any starlight was muted by the heavy snowfall, so the three overhead skylights and the wide range of huge windows in the rooms below were useless.
 

The lights were flickering nonstop now, offering only a sporadic glow from the wall sconces lined up in the empty hallway. “Hello?”
 

No answer. Of course not. What had seemed like a beautiful, welcoming house in the daytime suddenly didn’t seem so welcoming. Still, he wasn’t alone, he knew that much. He might be close to a nervous breakdown, but he wasn’t seeing things.
 

He reached for the banister, just as the lights stopped flickering and went out completely.
 

 


 

 


 

 

“Don’t panic, don’t panic,” Breanne whispered to herself. She’d flown down the stairs and across the hardwood floor at the base of the curved staircase, thankful for the lighting, stingy as it was, because she wasn’t happy in the dark. That went back to the days of too many brothers, and too many times they’d happily tortured her. Once she’d even been locked in a closet and left there by accident.
 

But she was a grown-up now. “You’re tough,” she said out loud. “You’re impenetrable.” She wondered where Scary But Gorgeous Naked Guy was.
 


Coming after her.
 

At the thought, she tripped over her own two feet and went sprawling face-first across the shiny floor.
 

That’s when the lights went out.
 

Then, from up above somewhere, she heard footsteps.
 

For years her brother Danny had been telling her she needed an exercise regime, some sort of weight training to give some tone to her body, and she’d always shuddered at the thought because she and exercise mixed like oil and water.
 

Now she wished she’d paid attention. Kickboxing, taebo, karate . . . Hell, anything aggressive would have been nice.
 

In the complete dark, she pushed herself up off the floor, breathing like a lunatic, probably looking like a deer caught in the headlights. Only there were no headlights, nothing but an inky blackness that had her stomach falling to her toes.
 

No groom.
 

No electricity.
 

Stuck in a house with a naked guy.
 


Screwed.
 

She was a self-proclaimed city girl, she reminded herself. Feisty and independent, not easily cowed or intimidated. Give her a scary downtown alley with a drunk leaning against the wall, or an obnoxious construction worker blocking her path any day. Anything but the big, open, scary, dark space where the unknown waited just out of sight. Bears, spiders, coyotes . . .
 

Oh, and a gorgeous naked guy with a low, sexy voice in her shower.
 

Maybe people found gorgeous naked men in their showers all the time out here. Maybe it was a way to greet the newcomers. Maybe . . . maybe she was delusional because her day had gone so badly.
 

She slipped her hand in her pocket and gripped the comforting weight of her cell phone. Normally she’d have mace there as well, but who’d have thought she’d be needing any on her faux honeymoon?
 

Pulling out the phone, the digital display lit up, providing a tiny, welcome bit of light. No bars, though, which meant no reception. She actually shook the thing, as if that would help. She’d heard about this, of course, and she’d seen the “Can you hear me now?” commercials, but having grown up in a city where people walked around with their cell phones permanently attached to their ears, where there were no mysterious pockets of low reception, she’d never had this problem.
 

Hell of a day to experience it now.
 

She should never have gotten out of bed, should never have donned that lacy white wedding dress she’d loved, never gone to the church to marry a man simply because it had seemed like a fun, exciting thing to do, and because her mother had suggested this was her last chance to get it right.
 

And she sure as hell wished she would stop falling for “I love you” when what a guy really meant was “Do me, and also my laundry, while you’re at it.”
 

She shivered again. Or maybe that was still. Her clothes, still wet and extremely cold against her skin, had stuck to her, probably steaming because despite her bone-deep chill, she’d also begun to sweat in sheer terror.
 

And then she heard it, a sound from behind her in the dark.
 

Just a slight scrape on the floor, which could have been a rat, a mere creak in the wood, or . . .
 

A footstep.
 

Oh, God.
 

Ballsy or not, this experience was quickly growing beyond her. She stumbled forward and fell into the front door. Grasping the handle, she wrenched it open.
 

Icy wind and snow greeted her, blasting her in the face, sliding down her collar. To add insult to injury, the horizon was pure black—no city lights, no stars, nothing but a velvety darkness. Still, propelled by fear, she took a step forward.
 

And sank up to her thigh.
 

Once when she’d been little, her grandma had given her one of those snow globes of San Francisco. Shake it up and it snowed down over the city.
 

In fact, it did snow in the city. Once in a blue moon. During those times the wind would slip in from the shore, chopping and dicing at any exposed skin. But in those rare events she simply stayed indoors. There was lots to do inside: hang out with friends, seduce a boyfriend, drink something warm . . .
 

But today was a whole new kind of cold. And this fluffy, powdered-sugar kind of snow, thick and currently up to her crotch . . . she’d never seen anything like it. Too bad she’d dressed for a chilly day looking at the snow from the inside.
 

Torn between sinking into the snow, never to be heard from again, or facing the dark, terrifying house, Breanne stood there in rare indecision for exactly one second, during which time another gust of wind hit her, sending her backwards a step, onto her butt in the doorway. More wet cold seeped through her denim.
 

Quickly scrambling to her feet, she fought the wind and slammed the door shut, then whirled around and flattened herself to it, blinking furiously, trying to adapt to the dark.
 

But there was no adapting, especially when out of that inky blackness came a low, almost rough masculine voice. “Hello?”
 

Oh, God. That didn’t sound like Gorgeous Naked Guy. Biting her lip to keep quiet, hands out in front of her, she tiptoed toward the reception desk where she’d first seen the note about the honeymoon suite. There’d been a phone there . . . Her fingers closed over it.
 

Teeth chattering in earnest now, she lifted the receiver to her ear, ready to call . . . she had no idea. It didn’t matter; she’d take the Abominable Snowman, for God’s sake.
 

No dial tone.
 

Okay, this wasn’t happening. This couldn’t really be happening. She’d stepped into some alternate universe—
 

She heard a click, and then a small flare of light appeared, and a face, floating in the air.
 

Breanne clapped her hands over her mouth to hold in her startled scream and pressed back against the wall as if she could vanish into it.
 

Once for Halloween she’d gone into a haunted house with a group of friends, smug and secure in the fact that having grown up with brothers, she couldn’t be frightened. And indeed, her friends had all screamed their lungs out while she calmly walked through, her mind rationally dismissing each scare. Oh, that was just a CD of scary sounds. And there . . . just a skeleton—fake, of course. And that dead body swinging overhead? With all the blood? Just ketchup.
 

But this was real. Her hollow stomach and slipping grip on her sanity told her that. And while she really wanted to remain cool, calm, and collected, her heart threatened to burst right out of her chest, even as she registered the truth.
 

The floating face wasn’t really a floating face at all, but a man holding a flashlight up beneath his chin.
 


Not Gorgeous Naked Guy.
 

No, this man was the same height but stockier, and in his twenties. He wore a hoodie sweatshirt over a baseball cap low on his forehead so she could only see a little of his face, but what she could see was overexaggerated by the beam of the flashlight, giving him a dark, almost Frankenstein-like glow that had her breath backing up in her throat.
 

“It’s okay,” Frankenstein said to her. “The phones go out all the time.”
 

Oh, okay then. She’d just forget about the panic barreling through her at the speed of light. Her plan was to at least look calm. Get what info she could. “What about the electricity?” she managed, as if asking the time that tea would be served.
 

After that, she hadn’t a clue.
 

“Yeah, that’s new,” he admitted, and shrugged as if to say he had no idea.
 

“Are you . . . the manager?” she asked, hoping the answer was “Yes” and not “No, I’m your murderer.”
 

“No. The manager is . . . temporarily indisposed.”
 

He didn’t look so much like Frankenstein at all, she saw when he lowered the flashlight and his hood slipped back, revealing straight black hair to his shoulders, dark skin suggesting a Cuban descent, black eyes, and a long scar down one side of his jaw. “So who are you?” she asked.
 

But he’d already turned his back on her and was shining his light into the vast cavern that had been the great room before the lights had gone out. “I’ll start a fire,” he said, moving in that direction. “You should change your wet clothes.”
 

She’d happily strip out of the sweater and jeans that had turned to sheets of ice on her body, but the two sexy nighties in her carry-on didn’t have enough material combined to warm a gnat. “Are you going to tell me who you are?”
 

There was a snap, then a quick flare of light as he held the match to some kindling inside the huge stone fireplace. The resulting glow highlighted him from head to toe. He was built like a linebacker, wearing baggy jeans at least three sizes too big and low enough to reveal equally baggy boxer shorts. His sweatshirt strained across his shoulders as he glanced back at her, those dark, dark eyes of his landing on hers. “I’m Dante. The butler.” He shoved up his sleeves, revealing heavy tattooing on both forearms, making him look more like a rapper than a butler, but what did she know about being either?
 

“Where were you when I first arrived?” she asked, trying to control her shivering but having no luck. Instead she continued to tremble, mixing up her innards like a shake.
 

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Dante said.
 

“There’s someone in my suite.”
 

He gave a palms-up gesture. “A mixup with reservations. Don’t worry.”
 

Oh, okay. She wouldn’t worry, then. Not. Unsatisfied with the vague answers, she stayed where she was in the doorway, still freezing, wondering what the hell to do.
 

“You going to get any closer to the heat?” her thug butler asked.
 


Heat. Her entire body craved it more than her next breath, but there was still the matter of the Naked Guy and his status, and much as she didn’t want to be alone in this house of horrors, she really, really didn’t like the idea of being here with these guys, either.
 

“Suit yourself.” With a shrug, Dante faced the burgeoning fire, holding his hands out as if he was cold, too.
 

On the other hand, Breanne thought, if these guys were going to hurt her, it was probably best that she be warm so she could fight back, right? But before she could move, from above came the unmistakable sound of footsteps coming down the stairs. Breanne tipped her head back, but in the dark couldn’t see. “Um, Dante?”
 

“Relax,” he said from his perch by the fire.
 

Sure. She’d just relax. After she died of nerves. From the stairs, a pair of bare feet emerged, then denim-covered legs, long and tough with strength.
 

Her heart jolted unexpectedly into her throat. She knew those legs; she’d seen them with water and soap raining down the length of them. They’d been tanned and well defined, as if he used his body for more than sitting behind a desk balancing other people’s checkbooks for a living as she did.
 


And he didn’t wear underwear.
 

The unbidden thought caused an inane hot flash. All those male . . . parts, nestled against the denim.
 

Naked.
 

She began to sweat some more but didn’t bother to say a word to Dante, because if he told her to relax again, she was going to come unglued.
 

Then a bare chest materialized, still gleaming from the shower, but no less jaw-dropping for it. She already knew the guy had a nice body, muscular without being beefy, lean without being scrawny.
 

His belly was ridged, carved into a six-pack she envied, since sit-ups were something she occasionally thought about but never actually did. He had a very light smattering of hair between his pecs that narrowed into a line down his belly that vanished into the loose waistband of his jeans, like an arrow toward the hidden prize—
 

He held up his hand, and in it was . . .
 

Oh, God.
 

The neon-pink vibrator, glowing in the dark now.
 

It was following her, stalking her, all the way down the yellow brick road to hell.
 

Naked Guy—not quite naked now—came the rest of the way into view, and unerringly turned his head in her direction, and though it was dark in the shadows where she stood, she knew his eyes landed right on her.
 

He had an odd awareness to him, as if he could see in the dark. As if he knew exactly what was going on around him at all times, a skill she’d never mastered in the best of times, to which today absolutely did not belong.
 

He also had the look of a man thinking things—things that, even with fear coursing through her, made her face heat and other parts tingle.
 

He smiled grimly, a lopsided smile that did nothing to dull the fact that he was amazing to look at—and terrifying, all at the same time.
 

With a pathetic little whimper, Breanne pressed back closer to the wall, swallowing hard, trying to decide if that had been an anticipatory “all the better to eat you with” smile . . .
 

Or simply a trick of the flickering firelight.


 







Three
 



Note to self—give serious thought to becoming an alcoholic.
 

—Breanne Mooreland’s journal entry




 

Cooper took the last step and came face-to-face with his voyeur for one brief flash before she backed up into the darkness. All around them it closed in, except for the low glow of light from the fireplace—and, of course, from the vibrator.
 

Then he caught a movement and tensed as a shadow to his left materialized into a man.
 

“Welcome,” the man said in utter contradiction to his urban street clothes. He eyed the vibrator in Cooper’s hand but whatever his thoughts were on a guy wielding a vibrator, he kept them to himself. “I’ll get some candles.”
 

“Who are you?”
 

“Dante, your butler,” he said, without a hint of laughter, indicating he was serious.
 

A butler? Cooper watched Dante vanish into the darkness. He’d been dressed more like any of the punks he’d encountered over the years on the job, but if the punk had candles to share—
 

“Unbelievable.”
 

This from the woman somewhere in the dark, beyond him in the foyer.
 

Turning, Cooper located her faint outline against the foyer windows. She had sunk to the floor, her back to the glass. There was a low-light digital display in front of her face, and she appeared to be entering something into a handheld digital device.
 

“No groom,” she muttered as she entered. “Flight from hell. More snow than the Arctic Circle. A serious lack of electricity. Oh, and a gorgeous naked guy.”
 

Cooper blinked. Gorgeous naked guy? Him? As bad as things had been lately, he’d take it.
 

“Next up,” she said, thumbs furiously hitting the keys. “Is getting knocked off on your honeymoon.”
 

Cooper held up the glowing vibrator to see her better, filling in some of the details he’d only caught glimpses of before. She had long, wavy hair, most of it in her face, and huge, wide eyes. Hard to tell if she was pretty, but something about her grabbed him. Her sweater was pink, snug to her full breasts, and she was damn cold if the hardness of her nipples meant anything. As he moved closer, she gasped.
 

“No one’s getting knocked off,” he said softly.
 

“Easy for you to say.” She was shivering out of control. “You’re not the one facing death.”
 

“Neither are you.”
 

She lowered her digital unit. “I really, really wish I hadn’t come.”
 

She was scared, shaking with it, and probably chilled to the bone. Knowing how she felt, he crouched in front of her. Because he’d come running when he’d heard her cry out he was still wearing only his jeans, so he raised his hands to show that while he might be half-naked, he was harmless, forgetting for a moment that he held the glowing vibrator. “You dropped this.”
 

This got him a vehement head-shake. “Not mine,” she said firmly.
 

“But I saw you—” He broke off at the look of horror on her face. “No? Hmm . . .” Knowing damn well she’d dropped it, he pretended to ponder the ownership as he turned the thing over in his hands. It turned on, humming loudly into the silent foyer.
 

This drew another gasp from her, so he tried to turn it off, but only succeeded in cranking it into high gear, and it nearly vibrated right out of his hands.
 

“Oh, for—here.” Snatching it out of his hand, she turned it off and then stood up, jamming the thing into her back pocket. “Who are you? Not the butler—there’s already one of those.”
 

“Cooper Scott.” He left out the unemployed loser part as he straightened. “You’re right, I’m not another butler. I’m a guest. And you’re . . . ?”
 

“In the twilight zone,” she said, peering uneasily into the dark around them.
 

“So in your twilight zone, you watch people shower?”
 

Without the glow of the vibrator, he couldn’t see her expression clearly, but could feel the heat of her embarrassment. “I didn’t intend to intrude on your privacy,” she said primly. “I just didn’t realize what you were doing.”
 

“You didn’t realize that when someone’s standing bare-ass naked in the shower, rubbing soap all over their body, it means they’re taking a shower?”
 

Her glare practically lit up the dark.
 

“Let me give you a helpful hint,” he said. “Knocking on a closed door is a good thing.”
 

“And let me give you a hint.” She punctuated this with a poke to his chest. The contact of her finger with his bare flesh shocked him, and given the funny hitch to her breath, it startled her, too. “Stay out of other people’s honeymoon suites.”
 

“What?”
 

Jerking to her feet, she jammed her Palm Pilot in the bag strung over her shoulder. “You were showering in my honeymoon suite.”
 

“No. I rented this house. Well, my brother did, but it’s mine for the week.”
 

She crossed her arms over her chest, plumping her full breasts up and out. She wasn’t tall, maybe up to his shoulder, but her jeans and sweater clung to her body, revealing she was quite the package. “Wrong again,” she said indignantly. “The place is mine, bucko.”
 

“Bucko?”
 

“I forgot your name.”
 

He stared at her, wondering how it was he felt both annoyed and . . . alive, extremely alive, a feeling he hadn’t experienced in too long. He had no idea what she’d look like in the light of day. He had no idea what she really looked like in the dark, either, other than a nice set of curves with sparks of temper coming from her general direction, but it didn’t matter. She was as annoying as hell, even if she did think he looked good naked.
 

She was also shaking like a drowning poodle. Fact was, he was damned cold himself, with no shirt and no socks. “Cooper,” he said with a sigh. “My name is Cooper. And you’re . . .”
 

“B-Breanne,” she said through her chattering teeth.
 

“Look, Breanne, the fire is crackling now. Move closer to it.”
 

“Why?”
 

He sighed again at her wariness. Had he done that, or was she just defensive and cranky all on her own? “Because you’re turning into a popsicle.” He put his hand on her arm, shocked at how chilled she really was. Her sweater was thin, wet, and nearly iced over, her skin beneath just as bad. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that you need to wear a coat in a snowstorm?”
 

“It wasn’t snowing in San Francisco. Or on the plane. Or in the airport.”
 

Another violent shiver wracked her and he ran his hand up and down her arm, trying to give her some of his body heat. “What about when you left the airport?”
 

She stared at his bare chest, though he figured that was just her way of avoiding eye contact. “Lost my luggage.”
 

“You’ve lost your groom and your luggage?”
 

“Yes.” Behind her temper was a sadness that got to him. “And I hate the dark, too.”
 

He looked at her for a moment, wondering at the urge to touch her, to open his hand, spread his fingers and stroke her skin. “You’re having a hell of a bad day all around, aren’t you?” he murmured.
 

“You have no idea.”
 

“Come here.”
 

She went absolutely still, only her eyes cutting once again to his bare chest. “Why?”
 

Besides being wary and cold, she was a suspicious thing. And looking as she did, all disheveled and shockingly sexy for it, he could understand she had a good reason to feel that way. He could practically see her heart pounding at her ribs, and her belly rose and fell too quickly. She was afraid of him. That cut deep, as he’d spent most of his life helping people not to be afraid. “I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.”
 

“Like I’d take your word,” she said bravely, but then let him tug her out of the foyer and into the great room. The flames were roaring now, lighting the place with a soft glow, showing off the inviting leather couches.
 

But the woman just stood there stiffly, arms still wrapped around herself, shuddering with her chill. Her long, wavy hair was the same color as her eyes—expensive whiskey. She had a light smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and lips that were soft and full. Made for kissing came the inane thought.
 

“You’re staring,” she said.
 


And for smart-mouthing. “You’re cold. Come warm up.”
 

She just shivered again, continuing to hug herself. He knew those clothes had to be damned uncomfortable against her skin, molding her figure, which happened to be a nice one. Not chunky, but not thin, either.
 

Just right for holding onto. Not that he’d ever been choosy when it came to women. Hell, he hadn’t had the opportunity to be choosy, not with his job that had taken up every second of his last few years.
 

Yet another full-body shudder wracked her and he nearly reached for her. The stupid hero in him.
 

Ignoring him completely, she moved closer to the flames, leaning in, revealing her backside, and the vibrator glowing from the pocket.
 

“That butler guy . . .” She glanced over her shoulder and caught him grinning. “What?”
 

“Nothing.” To swipe off the grin, he had to look away from the vibrator peeking out of her pants. “Go ahead. The butler guy . . . ?”
 

She narrowed her eyes. “He said the manager was temporarily unavailable. But as soon as he shows up, he’ll tell you. This place is mine for the week.”
 

“Look, I hate to argue with a lady who’s already had a pretty fucked-up day—”
 

“—then don’t.”
 

“—but you’re wrong.”
 

“Not about this.”
 

He might have said more, but instead frowned as it occurred to him that her teeth were in danger of rattling right out of her head. “Hey.” He put his hand on her arm, which was even icier now than it had been. Beneath his fingers he felt her tense enough to shatter, and he lifted his other hand as well, holding both her arms. She was shaking so hard she nearly shuddered free, so he tightened his grip slightly, trying to hold her steady. “You really need to change your clothes.”
 

She tried to twist away, but newly concerned, he held onto her, sucking in a breath when her hair brushed his own chilled skin.
 

“Trust me,” she said through her rattling teeth. “Given what I have in my carry-on, I can’t change.”
 

“You have nothing?”
 

“Not exactly nothing.” She stopped trying to break away from him and looked at her fancy boots, the kind that were made for muddying up a man’s brain, not for real use. Her hair fell forward, again against his chest. Normally he loved a woman’s hair teasing him there, but these strands were frozen. He sucked in another breath and waited for her to speak.
 

“Just . . . honeymoon stuff,” she said softly.
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