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      The incessant pounding on my heavy front door, which I painstakingly measured, cut, sanded, stained, and hung myself, is beyond annoying. Who the hell would be banging on my door at this hour of the evening––or any time, for that matter?

      I stalk across my living room’s wide-plank wood floors, which I also transformed from tree to finished product. After I fling the door open and glare out over the threshold, three sets of huge, terrified eyes blink up at me.

      After a long moment of us staring at each other, it becomes obvious that they aren’t going to speak, so I ask, “You lost?”

      The woman and both children startle at my gruff tone. Looking as nervous as the scarecrow trying to address the wizard, the woman licks her lips and takes a tentative step forward.

      She’s tiny––well, compared to me, anyway. The top of her head barely clears my chest. She has lush, red hair and a light smattering of freckles across her nose. She’d be pretty if her two rugrats weren’t hovering nervously behind her and ruining the look.

      If the kids weren’t with her, I’d definitely let her warm my bed for the night. But children are a responsibility and hassle that I want absolutely no part of.

      Besides, having them right outside my bedroom door would keep us from being able to express our pleasure audibly, and I tend to make women lose control to the point that they get really, really loud.

      It’s not uncommon for my name to be screamed out in the throes of passion. In fact, that’s my goal every time I climb into bed with a lady––to make her come undone until she’s shuddering and incoherent. Then, I send her home so satiated that she doesn’t even realize until she’s gone that I just brushed her off.

      “No,” the redhead finally answers, but her voice comes out sounding scratchy. After clearing her throat and lifting her pert chin, she says in a steady, clear tone, “We’re not lost.”

      “Well, you three are way out in the middle of nowhere, and I don’t know you, so you’d better head back to where you came from before it gets too late for a woman and her kids to be out alone.”

      I move to shut my door in their stunned faces, but the shaky voice of the little boy makes me freeze. “Uncle Boone?”

      Now, it’s my turn to blink blankly at them. My eyes move between the young boy and the teenaged girl. The baby pictures I have of them that my brother, Tanner, mailed to me soon after each of their births don’t align with the half-grown humans standing before me.

      My face scrunches in disbelief. “Jace? Cleo?”

      All three heads bob in answer to my bewildered questions. The world spins before me as I try to make sense of this. I’d been trying to avoid thinking about any of them since receiving the news that my brother and his wife had been killed in a car accident.

      As reality begins to set in, I stumble backward.

      The woman rushes forward and places a cool hand on my forearm. “Hey, are you okay? Maybe you’d better sit down.”

      I nod numbly before turning and heading toward my large, leather sofa. The trio hovers awkwardly in the open doorway, so I say in a harsher tone than I intend to use, “Well, are you coming in or not? You’re letting all the cold air inside.”

      The woman turns to retrieve a large, rolling suitcase that was sitting behind her on the front porch and wheels it inside my home. The two kids follow her lead. They are each pulling a bag of their own.

      I scoff at the preposterous sight before saying, “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think it looks like you guys are planning on staying for a while.”

      The serious look the woman gives me as she sits down in the chair opposite me makes it obvious that she missed my significant sarcasm.

      The kids both move to stand in front of the blazing fire in my stone fireplace. As they warm their rear ends, they stare at me with enormous blue eyes that are so like Tanner’s it almost takes my breath away.

      It suddenly hits me straight in the gut that I’ll never see my older brother again. The responsible, wise, and caring man had always been my hero––even though I’ve spent my entire life being his exact opposite.

      Being secluded in the woods of Alaska makes it easy not to think about things going on at home, but having the real world show up at my cabin’s front door makes it impossible to ignore.

      “You both look so much like your dad,” I say in a voice that seems disconnected from me as I stare back at them.

      This probably isn’t at all the way one is supposed to console a child after the loss of a parent, or worse yet, two parents. But I never claimed to be an expert in personal relationships, and I certainly didn’t ask for these three to show up unannounced at my doorstep.

      The woman draws my attention back to her by asking, “Didn’t you get the certified letter from the estate attorney?”

      “Mail runs a little slow up here,” I tell her, which is the understatement of the year.

      “But it was sent certified,” she says as if that means it should have been here at light speed.

      “I haven’t been into town to pick up my mail in a couple of weeks,” I explain.

      Jace’s eyes go even wider just before he says, “You have to go pick up your mail? Ours gets brought right to our house every day, ’cept Sunday.”

      “We don’t have a house anymore,” Cleo, the sullen teenager, reminds her little brother with downcast eyes.

      The brightness immediately disappears from Jace’s gaze as he mumbles, “Oh, right.”

      Needing to turn my attention away from the sad kids, I look at the beautiful redhead and ask, “Are you their new guardian?”

      Her eyelashes flutter rapidly as if she isn’t quite sure how to respond. Eventually, she says in a somber voice, “No, I’m not their new legal guardian. You are.”
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      It’s a damn good thing I’m sitting down, or I’m sure my knees would buckle at the woman’s ridiculous announcement. I don’t even try to keep the shock or dismay out of my tone when I splutter, “Me? Nope.”

      The woman glares at me as emerald-hued daggers seem to shoot from her gaze. “What do you mean ‘nope?’ You can’t just turn them away. Your brother and my best friend entrusted you with their children. You don’t get to simply decline.”

      “Actually, I can and I do. There isn’t room in my life for kids. You’re Macy’s best friend, Quinn, right? You take them.”

      The woman’s expression is filled with surprise that I know her name, but that look is quickly surpassed by outrage. Her cheeks flush almost as red as her hair when she says in a crisp tone, “That’s not the way it works.”

      “Sure, it is.” I insert more confidence into my voice than I feel because I sure as hell want this to be the way it works. When the idea strikes, I take in an excited breath before saying, “I’ll sign over the rights to them, then the three of you can go back where you came from and live happily ever after.”

      “The rights to them?” Quinn asks, sounding fully disgusted and on the verge of being infuriated by me. In a scary, quiet voice, she adds, “They’re not property to transfer.”

      “I know that,” I snap. Softening my tone because I want her to agree to my plan, I add, “I just meant that I’ll agree to whatever legal mumbo jumbo agreement that gives you, rather than me, the right to raise them.”

      “You don’t want us, Uncle Boone?” Jace’s frightened voice asks from his spot in front of the fire.

      Cleo puts her arm around her brother, which makes his mouth fall open. It’s obvious that this isn’t a common gesture of comfort between the siblings. Rather than reassuring the boy, it makes what little hope was left in his eyes fade away.

      Hoping to put a gentler spin on it, I answer, “It’s not exactly that. It’s more that you guys don’t want me.”

      When it looks like Jace might try to interject, I quickly rush on. “I’m no good with kids, and the rural Alaska environment is too extreme and harsh for your little bodies to endure.”

      It’s silent for a bit, so I add, “Besides, we don’t even know each other.”

      “You’re all we have left,” Cleo mumbles, staring down at the floorboards.

      My heart breaks for the kids because if I’m their last hope, then we’re all in trouble. Hoping to convince them all, I say, “But I’m not. You have Aunt Quinn. I’m sure she’s much better with kids than I am, and she probably has a nice apartment in the city with wi-fi and an elevator.”

      Quinn’s shiny lips purse together, and I know I’ve hit the nail on the head. She probably has a pristine high-rise apartment that she doesn’t want smeared with kids’ fingerprints, but that’s too bad.

      There is no way that any parent in his or her right mind would think that I would make a better guardian for these kids than Quinn would. I have no idea what Tanner and Macy were thinking when they assigned me to be in charge of their children, but it is obviously a huge mistake.

      Perhaps they thought it would never actually happen, or that I would find a way to weasel my way out of it. In any case, this can’t happen. I won’t let this woman leave these kids here with me. It wouldn’t be a smart move for any of us.

      Needing a distraction, I surge to my feet and head toward the kitchen for a glass of water. Lightheadedness overwhelms me at the sudden movement, but I force myself to push through it.

      When I return to the living room with my drink, Quinn’s expression turns even more perturbed just before she says, “We’ve had a long day of traveling, and we would all appreciate something to drink.”

      Although she doesn’t voice it aloud, it’s obvious that she’s thinking I should have offered on my own. Taking this as further proof that I am not prepared to be anyone’s guardian, I set my glass down on the coffee table and head back to the kitchen.

      Even though my hands are huge, it’s a challenge to carry three waters at once. I manage to make it to the living room with minimal spillage.

      When I stoop down before her, Quinn delicately extricates one of the glasses from my grip. Tipping it back, she gulps the entire thing down.

      I’m trying to make my way over to deliver the kids’ drinks to them in front of the fireplace, but I can’t keep my gaze from turning back to watch Quinn. She’s impossibly sexy without even seeming to try.

      Forcing my eyes to look away, I decide that it’s simply been too long since I had a woman’s naked body writhing in passion next to mine. Extreme horniness has been known to take over a man’s mind and senses. I need to get better control of mine before I say or do something I’ll regret.

      The satisfied sound that emerges from deep in her throat after she downs the water pulls my gaze back to her. She sounds truly astounded when she says, “That is the best tap water I’ve ever tasted. It’s so pure tasting and colder than if the glass had been filled to the brim with ice.”

      Although I don’t appreciate the slight sneer she adopted when she said the word, ‘tap,’ there’s no denying that a significant part of me likes the fact that she approves of my home’s water. I worked hard to get it flowing into my house, and I savor its delicious flavor every time I take a sip.

      The kids gulp down their waters, too, making it clear that all three of them are dehydrated from their long day of traveling to get here.

      Cleo whispers something to her brother. He bobs his head in answer, so the teen turns to ask me, “Could we get something to eat?”

      “Oh, uh… sure.” I answer.

      I rub my hand along the back of my neck as I stalk back to the kitchen. What the heck do kids these days eat, anyway?

      Deciding it’s not my fault the kitchen isn’t properly stocked, since I didn’t know they were coming, I call out, “You want venison jerky or peanut butter?”

      “Peanut butter, please,” the girl’s voice is squeaky when she answers, almost as if she thinks the venison jerky might poison her.

      After grabbing the jar and a spoon, I deliver them to the kids, even though I’m annoyed that these three have managed to turn me into a waiter in my own home.

      Jace scoops the spoon into the jar and emerges with a heaping spoonful of peanut butter, which he devours like he’s starving.

      When he hands the spoon to his sister, she eyes it warily, but evidently decides she’s too hungry to care. After Cleo takes a large bite, Quinn lets out an exasperated sigh. “Is it too much to ask for you to slap together a few sandwiches or at least bring them their own spoons?”

      “I’m low on supplies, since I didn’t know I was going to be entertaining company,” I say, even though I probably wouldn’t have bought anything extra if I’d known they were coming. The last thing I want is for them to get too comfortable here and decide they want to stay.

      Quinn glares at me, but her hungriness evidently wins out because she joins the kids at the fireplace and holds out her hand for the spoon. Turning back to gripe at me, she says, “Now they’ve double-dipped in the jar.”

      I wait until she has a big gob of peanut butter in her mouth before saying, “That’s okay. I double-dip in it all the time.”

      Both females’ expressions look thoroughly disgusted by this news, but Quinn is the one who lets out an appalled, “Eww.”

      I shrug my shoulders before saying, “I’m not used to having to share it.”

      “Or anything else, obviously,” Quinn says primly.

      “Actually, I share my bed with a beautiful, warm female every night,” I inform her.

      Quinn quickly masks her expression into one of indifference, but not before I see the flash of annoyance arise on her face.

      Rubbing my beard and giving her a cocky grin, I decide that having her here temporarily might not be all bad.
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