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Chapter 1

D-o-n-e. Done. Done. With. Men. Jade hefted the axe above her head again and let the blade fall with a satisfying thwack into a log resting on the old, scarred stump. The stump had served as a chopping block for the Lakehaven Cabins for the past forty years. The year her grandfather had purchased the place the old tree had been struck by lightning, forcing William Sawyer to chop down the beautiful old elm. Jade smiled at the thought of her poppa telling her the story of the thunderstorm—how rare a lightning strike was and how that made it a special stump. This was only one of the many interesting stories surrounding Lakehaven.

She reached for the split wood and threw it onto the growing pile. She tried to focus on the fresh mountain air and the stretch of her shoulders as she grabbed another log for the chopping block, but she couldn’t help it—her mind went back to today’s mail. Maybe if she imagined Nick’s head on the stump or, better yet, Stacy’s, she might feel better. The log split cleanly. Her smile flashed wickedly.

They were getting married. She should have expected it, really. Nick had been her fiancé and Stacy her roommate when she’d caught them kissing on campus. Since then, Jade had seen them from time to time—the university was a small community and her dad worked there. When she did run into them, everyone managed to be awkwardly polite. Now, three years later, they sent out a “Save the Date” invite on cream card stock with graceful black script. Nick and Stacy were getting married. They had, no doubt, invited her parents to the schmoozefest and felt obligated to include her as well. Jerks. Jade felt petty for being angry. A better person would be over it by now. Three years was a long time to hold a grudge.

She shook her head to clear the memory and set herself for the next assault on the log. She had been chopping for about twenty minutes now. She could’ve had Jeff or Ben do the work, but Jade needed to expend the energy. She blew out a breath, and her bangs lifted off her forehead. Three years passed quickly. She had left the university, run back to Lakehaven, taken some metalworking classes, dated a little. Three years.

A light sheen of perspiration glistened on her forehead, and a small trail of moisture showed through her shirt. Her jacket hung from a nearby tree, forgotten. The exertion of her chore kept her warm enough; the only proof of the early autumn chill was her cheeks, flushed pink. Jade widened her stance and swung the axe in a wide arc above her head and down toward the next log, letting the momentum and weight of the blade split the log cleanly. They were getting married. Crap. She couldn’t successfully navigate a date, and they were getting married. Clearly, she lacked the skill set necessary to date. There was no point in trying. Ergo, done with men.

• • •

Matthew McLaughlin skillfully maneuvered his SUV around the curved dirt road toward Lakehaven Cabins. He gritted his teeth as the tires skimmed the edge of a hole, dropping the passenger side nearly ten inches lower than his side of the vehicle. He shook his head. The website had made Lakehaven look like a luxury mountain resort—granted, an isolated one—but he had expected pavement at the least.

This path could barely pass for a road. He guessed it had looked much the same four hundred years ago. The terrain was beautifully wild from a romantic’s point of view; visions of men on horseback—fur traders, trackers, guides—filled Matt’s head. He smiled at his fantasy. He had always been a daydreamer, and hours reading tall tales and legends about Lakehaven were heady fuel for his imagination. A harsh jolt surprised him out of his reverie. Matt had seen some pretty big potholes in Manhattan, but these were obscene.

It was only for a week, then back to civilization. Matt smiled to himself. Calling New York City “civilized” might be a stretch. The fact that you could get food delivery at three in the morning almost made up for the concrete jungle mentality. Oh well, one week without late night takeout was hardly roughing it. As if on cue, “Sabotage” by the Beastie Boys blasted out from his cell phone. It was Samantha calling.

Matt flipped open the phone with one hand. “What?”

“Niiiice greeting.” Sam’s voice dripped with sarcasm.

“Yeah, what?” Matt repeated.

“Can’t I just check up on you?”

“Without raising suspicion?”

Sam laughed. “Okay, I kind of told your mom I’d check up on you.”

“Sam, you’re my manager, not my babysitter.”

“For some writers it’s the same thing.”

“Not this one,” Matt said.

Sam sighed. “Yeah, I know. She’s your mom. She worries. Unfortunately, she’s also my godmother, so I get to relay the message.”

“She worries about me finding an appropriate wife, about me being seen in the right places, about me circulating in the correct social circles.”

“She just wants you to be happy,” Sam said.

Matt took a deep breath and blew it out. “I know, and I am. But it’s just not enough anymore. It feels like . . . something’s missing.”

“Please tell me this is not going to be one of those rich-successful-famous-writer-whines-about-his-fabulous-life speeches.”

Matt laughed at himself. He was doing precisely that. Thankfully, Sam never let him get away with any of that garbage “Okay, you’re right. Life is good. Maybe just some time away from that fake social crap will give me some perspective.”

“Okay, I get it. Peace and quiet.”

“Yeah,” Matt agreed softly.

“And this wouldn’t happen to have anything to do with some crazy treasure legend?”

Matt grinned. Sometimes Sam knew him too well. “No! Absolutely not. Just tell my mom I’m fine. I’m working.”

“Riiight. Okay, can do. As far as she’s concerned you’re doing great and researching the next book.”

“Thanks, Sam. You’re the best.”

“Don’t you forget it.” There was a long, comfortable silence on the phone, just Matt breathing and Sam breathing, a moment of easy companionship. Then Sam broke the silence. “Let me know if you need anything else?”

“Just time to think, for now.”

Matt could almost hear Sam smiling on the other end of the line. “Check in in a few days, okay?”

“I’ll try.”

Sam laughed. “No you won’t, but I’ll call you.” Matt chuckled as he shut his phone. Samantha Parker was younger by two years, but it was kind of like having an older sister checking up on him. He slightly resented it, and at the same time, loved the fussing. It was nice to be fussed over, sort of.

He took a deep breath of fresh air through the open windows of his SUV. You didn’t get to do that in the city. Matt smiled as he made his way down the dirt road that led to sanctuary. It was a beautiful sunny day, cool and crisp with the tang of fall in the air. The sun filtered through the trees lining the drive and dappled the windshield. It was quiet and peaceful and the perfect retreat to give him some space. The city had taken on a claustrophobic feel lately. Matt normally loved the buzz and hum of city life, but recently the success, the social whirl, the obligations had started to close in on him.

He felt like he was living a double life: one as himself, just plain Matt; and the other as his alter ego, the famous M. Riley McLaughlin. Despite career success, notoriety, and his pick of beautiful women, lately neither identity was enough. Or at least not enough of what he really needed. Whatever that was. He rolled his eyes at his own pathetic thoughts. At what point had being the M. Riley McLaughlin become such a burden?

As Matt navigated the minefield of rocks and potholes, he scanned the road and did his best to avoid any damage they might do to the truck chassis. The road opened out into a parking lot of sorts where he guided the SUV to a nearly silent stop. He noticed a young figure about a hundred yards to his right, wielding an axe with proficient strokes, and clearly at home in this environment. Must be the caretaker. He appreciated the scene: a palette of greens and browns with the lone figure, in jeans and a cream-colored shirt, chopping wood. The image was picturesque and somehow lyrical.

Matt grabbed his laptop case and duffel from the passenger seat before sliding out of the driver’s side. He stretched his legs, stiff from the long ride up, and looked around.

The lake stretched out in front of him, a deep olive color surrounded by the brighter shades of the various conifers. Trunks and branches of leafless oaks, elms, and maples made grey-brown hatch marks through the green of pine needles. The still waters of the lake reflected a heavily clouded sky, putting a silver sheen on the water. Matt knew from the website that there were eight cabins and a main house dotting the lake’s edge, but they were well hidden. It was extremely isolated and a perfect setting for the novel he was beginning to write. The lack of distraction would help his writing if he could stand the quiet. Living in the city, he was accustomed to a certain level of noise: traffic, yelling, sirens, music.

Somewhere in his consciousness, Matt registered that the rhythmic thud of chopping had stopped. The silence was strange, eerie. He turned toward the caretaker who was removing leather work gloves and slapping them against a slim thigh. Matthew narrowed his eyes as awareness bloomed in his gut: the graceful, small movement of her hands, the delicate curve of her spine, the fluid rolling of her shoulders as she worked the kinks out . . .

In the time it took for her to turn and face him, he knew. Shit. He had left the city to get away from distractions, and she was definitely a world-class distraction: slim torso, high breasts, muscled thighs that Matt could easily imagine . . . Okay, back to reality, Matt thought. He watched her tuck her gloves into the back pocket of her loosely fitting jeans and stop by the tree to pluck her coat from the branches. From this new angle, Matt could see her black ponytail twitching from side to side in rhythm with her gait. Her steps were quick and light as her small frame approached.

• • •

Oh great, Jade thought. She watched the tall, lean, and definitely male figure exit a sleek black SUV that had pulled into the Lakehaven parking lot. And just like that, all of the extra energy that she had worked off by chopping wood suddenly sparked back to life. Jade blew a quick breath out and narrowed her eyes. I’m sooo not interested. This guy has heartbreaker stamped all over him. Not to be trusted. Damn, but he looks good enough to . . . oh, whatever.

He was tall, just over six feet, and broad-shouldered with sandy hair tipped with gold. A hard-muscled chest, evident under his grey t-shirt and black leather jacket, tapered down to narrow hips, then long, lean thighs that had her stomach doing little somersaults. It was all she could do not to lick her lips. Jade pleaded to the heavens. God, why me? Why now? She nibbled on her lower lip nervously. Not interested. She focused on her life mission, which was, at the moment, keeping Lakehaven running smoothly. Great service at a peaceful mountain resort. No drama. Just be friendly, that’s it, friendly and professional. She dragged her eyes from his gorgeous biceps.

“Sorry, I didn’t hear you pull up or I would’ve stopped sooner. I’m Jade. You must be Mr. Connor. We’ve been expecting you.” She swiped at a fringe of black bangs and wiped a sweaty palm on her jeans before extending her hand toward his.

• • •

Matthew smiled at Jade’s use of the fake last name. Samantha always wanted him in the public eye, claimed it made the PR team’s job easier. She was firmly in the “all publicity is good publicity” camp. From a business standpoint, he could wholeheartedly agree. From a personal one, it sucked. That was the problem with celebrity. You always brought your work along with you. It followed you like a cloud. It was a running argument between them—Matt preferred his anonymity, and Sam preferred he be high profile. But on this occasion, Sam had reluctantly agreed that they wouldn’t be missing out on any great opportunities by going covert in a small, isolated place like Lakehaven.

Jade’s handshake was firm, energetic, and warm. Her skin was creamy and tinged with pink; her eyes were green. Matt felt like the wolf coming upon Red Riding Hood, instantly alert and up for the chase. A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“Please, call me Matt. If you could point me in the direction of my cabin, I’ll go settle in.”

He watched as she donned a chipper smile like a suit of armor. “Nonsense, I’ll help you with your things. It’s right this way.” For some reason, her forced smile bugged him. He got enough fake social interaction in Manhattan. He was hoping for something different here.

Before Matt could protest, she grabbed the bag out of his hand. It had to be heavy for this sprite of a woman. She was only about five feet and some change, but she made no comment, nor did she slow down. Matt’s last girlfriend had been five-foot-ten, and she wouldn’t even tote her own carry-on luggage. Matt smiled at the petite woman’s back. She barreled on toward the lake, talking as she went. She was intriguing—guarded and distant one moment, enthusiastic the next.

“The cabins are all numbered. The main house here is in the middle, number five. It has a kitchen where we lay out a nice continental breakfast every morning if you don’t want to fend for yourself. You can also request a boxed lunch to take on a hike or whatever else you need. Meg, our cook, is really quite good. There is also a great room with a fireplace, a game room, and a porch if you feel like socializing with any of the other guests. Beyond the main house to the right are cabins one through four, and here to the left are six through nine.” Jade stopped and looked over her shoulder at him. Matt stared back at her, a smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

“What?” she asked.

“I just wondered if you were going to take a breath or turn blue.”

“Sorry.” Jade blushed, a soft shade of rose staining her pale cheeks.

Matt’s smile faded. No distractions . . . Yeah, right. Matt took a step toward Jade and stood close enough that he could feel the heat radiating from her. He frowned at himself; he usually wasn’t this pushy.

Jade took a step back and turned on her heel. She tightened her grasp on his suitcase and made her way between the large central house and a cabin with a wooden number six on the door. She then turned left onto a path that wound its way past additional cabins, parallel to the lake. He noticed she didn’t turn to see if he was following. Instead, she was focused on maneuvering his large luggage through the underbrush as she veered off the main path onto a smaller one that led back to a wooden door marked with a seven.

“Well, here we are, Mr. Connor.” Jade put down his case to dig in her pocket and pull out a set of keys.

“Please, call me Matt.” Matt stood behind her, looking down at her glossy hair. He was close enough that he could smell the mint of her shampoo mixed with pine. He took a half step forward for a better whiff. At the same moment, Jade’s upper body leaned forward to unlock his door.

• • •

So far, so good. Jade was managing to stay professional and completely ignore the inconvenient attraction she felt for this virtual stranger. Everything was perfect until she put his case down, pulled out the key, and leaned in to unlock cabin seven.

Her butt pressed back, brushing against his well-muscled thighs. Jade inhaled sharply and jumped as if she had been burned, then straightened suddenly, overcompensating in her haste. Her momentum carried her backward, and her back met the wall of his chest with a soft thud. She felt his arms come up and around her shoulders before she could spring away. She had gone from opening his door to being wrapped in his arms, a guest’s arms, in seconds. Fast hands. She felt her body’s response, quick and sharp, as a warm flush spread down to her core. Matt’s sudden intake of breath betrayed his equally strong reaction.

“Oh! Uh, sorry. Wow, sorry,” Jade said. She pasted an awkward smile on her face.

Matt made sure she had her balance before releasing her and taking a controlled step back. If she hadn’t been crowded between Matt’s body and the door to his cabin, Jade would have sprung away.

“That’s the third time you’ve apologized to me since I arrived.” His voice was dry, but when she turned to face him, Jade was sure she saw teasing humor in his eyes.

Jade forced a light laugh. “Hmm, you’re right. I take it back, then.”

“You’re not sorry?” He cocked one eyebrow and took a half step forward again.

“I’m sure I will be, very soon.” She grumbled and turned to the door to unlock it. She did so stiffly, careful not to repeat her earlier clumsiness, and handed him his key without touching his hand. She stepped off the path to let him enter the cabin. He sat his laptop case down inside the door and turned to reach outside for his other bag just as Jade bent down to retrieve it. She stopped herself right before their hands would have met, and straightened awkwardly. Good going, Jade admonished herself. Matt easily swung the heavy bag inside next to his others and directed a devastating smile her way.

“Where can I find you if I . . . need anything?” The devilish glint in Matt’s eyes left no doubt about his intentions, but Jade reined in her reciprocal smile. She was doing her job here. Nothing more.

“From nine to five I’m in the main house or on the grounds.” Jade bit her lower lip nervously.

“And after hours?” Matt teased.

Her response was terse. “Check with Ben. He’s on nights.” She did her best to ignore the stunning smile he gave her before she turned and walked away.

Jade groaned inwardly as she made her way back to her cabin to change out of her sweaty clothes. How does this always happen to me? I was resolved! I made a sound decision based on really great supporting data. And bam! Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick shows up. This is obviously the universe’s idea of a cosmic joke. I might as well be on the second day of a diet with a triple bacon cheeseburger, fries, and a shake laid out before me. She blew out an exasperated breath that cleared her bangs from her eyes.

Jade let herself into her cabin, hung her parka from the peg by her door, and worked her feet out of her boots. She looked around her cabin, which was not a total disaster—yet. The laundry bag was getting too full, books and jewelry supplies were strewn across the table, and there were some dishes in the sink, but it was nothing a twenty-minute cleaning session couldn’t solve. She could always ask the cleaning crew, Maddie and Stu, to stop by, but that felt too indulgent. After all, she was staff now, not a guest. Not just staff, but the management.

Jade shook her head at the thought. How the hell had that happened? Oh yeah, free room and board during the winter months while her aunt and uncle wintered in Florida. She could manage the resort and still have enough time left to design and cast jewelry, and maybe even launch a jewelry business. Best of all, it was not only convenient from a financial standpoint, but a social one too.

Hiding out was easy at Lakehaven. Hiding out was, in fact, the whole point of a mountain retreat. Jade smiled to herself. She was good at retreating. She hummed a bar of Pat Benatar’s “Love is a Battlefield.” That pretty much summed it up. And if retreating was good, keeping busy was even better; managing Lakehaven provided both. She could do this!

Then she remembered the Kent sisters, Mr. Boyle, and the treasure hunting wackos and thought, I’m doomed.


Chapter 2

Jade showered quickly and dressed casually. The manager’s office was on the first floor of the main house, so she headed back in that direction, passing cabin seven on her way. She glanced toward the cabin, but even though it was close, it was barely visible through the trees. All was quiet—no sign of Matthew Connor. She quickened her pace. Some boring paperwork and bill paying would be just the thing to keep her out of trouble.

Two hours later, Jade finally stood up from her desk to stretch and take stock. The office was tidy for a change, the bills were ready to go out, the paperwork was done, and her stomach was empty. Satisfied that she had done all she could here, Jade headed for the kitchen.

Meg Hammond had worked in the Lakehaven kitchen since high school, at first helping Nani Sawyer and Aunt Bertie, and eventually taking over for them. She was, in Jade’s opinion, a culinary wizard. Jade insisted the gift was God-given, but Meg always pointed out that sixteen years of practice and a few lessons here and there didn’t hurt.

The kitchen was Jade’s favorite place in the main house. (The front porch was a close second: screened from bugs, a view of the lake, a porch swing . . . what was not to love?) Meg’s food was great but her company was even better, and she always gave Jade the scoop about what was going on at Lakehaven. The way Jade figured it, spending time in the kitchen was an invaluable source of information and sustenance for a manager.

“Ah, yes, I thought I heard these brownies calling my name!” Jade said to Meg’s back. She snatched a brownie from the pan. They were still warm.

“Really, what do they sound like? High and munchkin-y or deep and husky?” Meg replied.

“Deep and husky? Why does every discussion with you go in the same direction? Mmmmmm!” Jade finished on a bite of brownie, frosted of course.

“Speaking of ‘deep and husky, mmmm,' did you get an eyeful of our new guest?”

Jade feigned ignorance. “Which new guest would that be?”

“Oh please, I know you checked in Mr. Connor. And if you are breathing, I know you checked him out.”

Jade laughed. “Yeah, I saw, I came, he conquered. But he’s a guest. I’m not interested and . . . I’m not interested.”

“You said that second thing twice.”

“New topic, this one bores us,” Jade said in a corny upper crust accent.

“Okay. Did you e-mail those pictures to Francesca?”

Jade was silent, chewing intently on her brownie.

Meg gaped. “You are kidding me. She wants to see your jewelry! She wants to sell your jewelry, and you—”

“Maybe. Maybe she wants to sell it. I don’t think the line is ready yet.”

Meg was shaking her head. “But you’ll never know if it is because you won’t e-mail the pictures!”

“What if she hates them?”

“Then she has shitty taste, and you find another boutique owner. There must be about, oh, say ten billion boutiques in New York. Trust me, your work is beautiful and people will buy it.”

“I don’t like this topic anymore, either.” Jade chomped into her brownie.

Meg sighed. “Eventually you’ll have to stick your neck out and debut your jewelry. So . . . Mr. McHottie?”

“No.”

“No to the jewelry and no to the hottie. I’m sensing a trend.”

“Aunt Bertie is counting on me to run Lakehaven efficiently and professionally. I’m pretty sure that doesn’t include sleeping with the guests.”

“Yeah, and I’m pretty sure the employee manual doesn’t say anything about fraternizing.”

Fraternizing? Jade thought. There is nothing about that man that makes me think of a brother. “I am not interested. In fact, I might even try a year of celibacy. Did I already eat that whole brownie?”

“Mmm hmm. So, your date was a bust.” It wasn’t a question.

Jade frowned. The date they were discussing had been a disaster, one in a long line of disasters. “I have a strictly no kiss, no tell policy. Can I have one more brownie?”

Meg handed Jade a brownie. “No, not that one, one from the middle.” Meg sighed and picked one from the middle of the pan.

“Jade, your policy is more like a kiss-off policy.”

“Bite me.” Jade took a particularly vicious bite of brownie to make her point.

“Look, you keep talking about finding the love of your life, but you’re in here with me eating brownies like they’re the Last Supper!”

“A girl’s got to eat.”

“Well, try varying your diet. I’d recommend adding a little meat.”

“Meg, are we still talking about food?”

“No, I’m talking about a six-foot-two side of grade-A.”

“I am so not having this conversation! Does your husband know you talk like that?”

“Honey, he loves when I talk like that!”

“Okay, let's say I take your fine advice. What happens when I bite off more than I can chew?”

“Then you tell me all of the delectable details, and we both end up happy!”

“I’m afraid there will be no happy endings for this girl. Look, I’ve tried all sorts of . . . dishes. None of them satisfied. I have a very discerning palate.”

“I just have a feeling about this. Your next great adventure is around the corner. Take a risk, Jade. You’ve got to take the bull by the horns, or whichever other body parts you can grab. I know it isn’t always easy, but it’s worth it. Unless you’re chicken?”

“Nice try, Meg, but I’m not biting.”

“Not biting what?” an amused male voice chimed in from the doorway.

Jade nearly choked on her last bite of brownie. Meg laughed.

“Mr. Connor, welcome to Lakehaven. I see you’ve found your way to our kitchen.” Meg used her most cheerful hostess voice.

“Yes, thank you. Something smells wonderful,” he responded.

Great, nice cover. Jade shot a glance at Meg, then turned slowly. The sight of him . . . God, he was good looking. Jeans, a fisherman’s sweater, laughter in his eyes—too unreal. Okay, stop staring now and say something.

“Mr. Conner, this is Meg Hammond, our chef extraordinaire.”

Matt flashed Meg a million-watt smile that had her grinning. “Great to meet you, Meg.” He turned to Jade and took a deliberate step toward her. “Do I have to beg in order to get you to call me Matt?”

“Oh! Uh, no, not at all. No begging necessary.”

“I should say not,” Meg murmured under her breath.

Jade shot Meg a dirty look, but Meg ignored her. Or, was too busy smiling widely at Matt to see her glare.

Jade glanced at Matt just in time to see him wink at Meg. Apparently, his hearing was keen enough to pick up her comment. She could see him bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. Great. What a typical male, flirting with anything in a skirt. Though technically, Meg was wearing pants.

“Okay then, dinner will be in twenty minutes. Can I get you a beverage in the meantime?” Meg offered.

“That would be great, thanks.”

“Jade, could you take the iced tea and show our guest out to the dining room?”

“Sure.” Jade forced a smile onto her face while she tried to determine how much of their earlier conversation Matt might have overheard.

Meg interrupted her thoughts. “Just remember what I said, Jade.”

“Yeah, which thing you said? The stuff about the ‘Last Supper,’ or the stuff about the bull?”

“No, the stuff about the chicken.”

What a smartass. Chicken, my butt. I’ll show you chicken. I can’t believe Meg thinks I’ll fall for her juvenile, reverse psychology crap. He’s staring at me. “What?” It came out sharper than she intended.

Matt raised an eyebrow. “You’re scowling.”

“Sorry.”

“You’re apologizing again.”

Jade sighed. This was not going well. “Right. Not sorry.”

“Good. Look, if you don’t want to accompany me to the dining room . . . ”

Oh great, now she was alienating the guests. “No, God no, it’s not that. I’m just—oh, ignore me. I’m just a huge geek.”

“I like geeks.”

“Really? What’s the appeal?” She couldn’t help the note of sarcasm that crept into her tone.

“They’re usually interesting. So what’s on the menu tonight? Chicken?”

Jade laughed nervously at the misunderstanding and unintended (she hoped) double entendre all in one. She had to give it to Meg. The girl knew how to manipulate a situation. Jade stifled a sigh. Might as well play the gracious hostess and change the subject at the same time. “How do you like Lakehaven so far?”

“Well, it’s very . . . charming. So far.”

“Great! We’re glad you’re enjoying the ambiance. I hope you’ll take in all we have to offer.”

That got her another raised eyebrow. Oh, geez. Extract foot from mouth. Ugh. Jade bit her tongue to get her brain into gear before her mouth did any more damage. Her eyes darted to Matt’s mouth. She blushed as she thought of the exact kind of damage her mouth could cause. No, no no! Damn Meg and her suggestive conversations. Matt grinned down at her and said nothing. Absolutely nothing. She had to drag her gaze away from his mouth. Not good.

Jade led him quickly to the dining room, set down the pitcher of iced tea, and pulled a tall glass from the sideboard. They were alone in the dining room. Damn, where was everyone? “You have your pick of tables, Mr. Connor.”

“Matt.”

Jade bit her bottom lip. Her instinct told her to keep her distance, but she couldn’t see how to refuse his request that she use his first name and still maintain the friendly charm that was as much a part of Lakehaven as its view. She wanted nothing more than to make a hasty exit. Jade thought of her cozy cabin. She would rather be there working on the jewelry she had spread out on her dining room table, but her job as the manager of Lakehaven dictated otherwise. She fought back a sigh. “Right, Matt. Well, which will it be?”

“The small one in the corner.”

Jade nodded and headed for the corner. “Good place to people watch.” Jade set the tea down.

Matt shot her a look of surprise. She guessed he hadn’t expected her to understand it, but the corner table happened to be one of her favorite spots in the dining room. Matt pulled a chair out for Jade and gestured toward it gallantly.

Why couldn’t he just leave her alone? Her brain searched for a good excuse, but all she could come up with was, “I have to shampoo my hair.” It was such a ridiculous thought that she smiled. The next thought she had was, “The cat ate my homework”—no, wait, it was “dog.” She almost giggled at herself and Matt was smiling back at her, which made her scowl. Crap, now he would think she was imbalanced or mentally deficient.

The only thing she could come up with to make it better was to sit with him to prove she was stable. She tried to think up something normal to say. Matt wasn’t saying anything either, and they both sat there smiling at each other in silence. Then after a few tense moments, they both spoke at once:

“So what brings you . . . ”

“How long have you . . .”

“ . . . to Lakehaven?”

“ . . . been working here?” The exchange was followed by awkward laughter. Smooth. Matt recovered first.

“Actually, I’m here to write.”

“Really? My mother was a writer. A poet, actually.”

“Do you write?”

Jade laughed. “No, that talent did not get passed down to me. I—” She was almost going to say something about the jewelry designing but stopped. She could feel heat creep up her face. He was watching her intently and that only made the blush worse.

He smiled. “Come on, tell me. You what?”

She waved the question off. “So, what do you write?” She meant to be reticent. Instead, it came out enthused.

“Fiction. Novels.”

“I love fiction. So, what? Mysteries, horror, spy novels?” Again with the enthusiasm. For some reason she couldn’t help herself.

“Something like that. Action thrillers to be exact.”

“Oh, I get it, spooky wooded area. Good setting.”

“Yeah, that’s the idea. Research.”

“You’re here for a week.”

“Yeah. How long do most people stay?”

“Usually about that—a week or two. Some of the regulars stay much longer, but not usually in the winter. Summer is our busy season. It’s beautiful then. Lush, green, alive. Don’t get me wrong, it’s beautiful now with the leaves turning, but pretty soon everything will get quiet, stark. That’s beautiful too, but in a different way.”

“You love it here.”

“Mmmm. Yeah, I grew up here.”

“Good, then I already know something about you.” Matt smiled a smile that reached to his eyes.

Jade had been so engaged in the simple conversation that she had forgotten her prime directive: be professional, but keep your distance. Matt was just another relationship disaster waiting to happen. Luckily, the second he turned on a bit of charm, Jade’s inner cynic kicked in. Nick had been charming like that, and look how that turned out. “Wow, that is such a line.”

Matt shrugged, but if her chilly tone bothered him, he didn’t let it show. “Yeah, it was, wasn’t it? I wouldn’t even let one of my characters get away with that one.” Jade gave him a begrudging smile for his honesty. “But it’s still true. You’re interesting.”

Jade deflected his interest. “Nah, not so much.” Other guests were starting to enter the dining room. The Andersens, the Jordan family, the Kent sisters. Perfect, a getaway strategy! “Well, it’s getting busy in here, and I’ve got work to do. Is there anything else I can do for you?” Jade said as she stood.

“I’ll most certainly let you know.” Matt grinned.

Despite her determination to feel nothing for him, Jade’s heart rate elevated as her face flushed yet again. “Great.” Exit stage left.

Three hours later, Jade sat on the porch swing, glass of Merlot in hand, looking out at the lake’s silvered surface. Dinner had gone well, and all of the guests had raved about Meg’s chicken parmigiana. She and Jeff, Lakehaven’s grounds and maintenance man, had stacked wood by each cabin. Everyone was tucked in for the night, and Ben, the assistant manager, was on duty for the evening. Jade leaned her head back and closed her eyes, listening to the crickets and the breeze through the pines. She sighed deeply and gently rocked in the swing. It was an absolutely perfect end to the day.

• • •

After dinner, Matt took his time unpacking his things and soaking up his surroundings. The cabin was small and cozy. The front door opened onto the living room with a bedroom and bathroom at the back of the cabin and a kitchen to the right. The living room featured an ancient stone fireplace, already stoked with wood and crumpled newspaper, two couches in an L-shape, a coffee table, and a large oak desk against the wall. The desk was perfect for writing; there were no windows on that side of the room, no pictures either. No distractions. Matt set up his laptop and some research materials there. Some related to his current novel, others to the legend of the Cartwright treasure. A letter, allegedly penned by Adam Cartwright, sat on the top of the pile.


Hudson River Valley Outpost 54

September 9, 1615

Dear Mother,

I have arrived on the new continent. I am sorry it has taken me so long to write. It has been an incredible journey thus far and I have you to thank for providing the wherewithal to embark on such an adventure. I know it can’t have been easy to let me go, releasing me from my familial duties and obligations and to an unknown fate. You have my undying gratitude.

This new land is staggering in its vastness. Spending so much of my time growing up at our country home, one would think I would be quite at ease in this wilderness, but in fact, it is as foreign as if I were a city dweller. It is both daunting and exhilarating to be so far out of my element. There are areas so remote that one must rely solely on the land and one’s own wits. Still, it is worth any risk to be able to explore such pristine environs. There is a sense of timelessness. The land here whispers of events prior even to man’s recorded history and watches our gentle footsteps with tolerant composure. It is a fanciful sentiment, to be sure, yet I can find no other way to describe my experience of this strange and alien land.

Clearly, there are many ways that I am an outsider here; however, the people that I have met are generous and welcoming. I have great hopes for a successful future. I will share more news soon.

Your loving son, Adam



Matt smiled. The wilderness of Adam Cartwright’s time had been perhaps a bit more unspoiled, but Matt could relate to Adam’s fish-out-of-water experience. That wasn’t the only thing that made Matt smile. The letter seemed to imply that it was the first missive of many, which meant Matt might find more clues to the story behind the Cartwright treasure.

Matt stowed the rest of his stuff hastily in the bedroom, pausing long enough to note the queen-sized bed and see the possibilities there. He shook his head. God, get a grip, McLaughlin. He left the bedroom and sat down at the computer to get started on some notes, distraction free.

Three hours later, Matt picked his way along the path from his cabin back toward the main house. It was dark now, and the rugged terrain required careful navigation. The writing hadn’t gone well. His thoughts kept getting tangled up in her: the jet hair, those bangs always in her eyes, the slender figure perpetually in motion, the energy and intensity that she radiated. It was only through sheer will and discipline that he had gotten any work done at all. It seemed like a good idea to take a walk and explore a little of Lakehaven.

He took in the cool air, scented with pine, and the faint lapping of lake water on the damp shore. He heard the sound of his own footsteps crunching through dead leaves and branches. Crickets chirping and a sliver of moon completed the scene. It all got filed away in his memory for writing. The breeze in the treetops made an ancient rhythmic sound like the ebb and flow of ocean waves.

Matt was jarred out of his reverie by the ring of his cell phone. It was Samantha.

“Yeah?”

“Could you, for once, answer your phone with the manners your dear mother taught you?”

Matt smiled. It was Samantha’s life’s mission to reform him, and his life’s mission to thwart her. “Is that really what you called about?”

Matt could hear Samantha’s sigh over the phone, even with the mountain reception. “No, of course not. Would it kill you to call me and let me know you made it there safely?”

“Kill me? No, but it would definitely cramp my carefree, spontaneous artist’s spirit.

“Spontaneous?! Fuck you, McLaughlin.”

Matt laughed. “Hey, that reminds me, thank you for booking me under the alias.”

“I’ll expect some sort of favor in return for that and for keeping your whereabouts secret.”

“I don’t doubt it. Do you really think anyone will be following my whereabouts that closely?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Never hurts to be a little paranoid.”

Matt grinned into the phone. “Spoken like a true New Yorker.”

“Born and bred, baby, and don’t you forget it.”

“As if you’d let me. Can you call Allison and have her e-mail me the maps and research on my desk? I’m actually going to see if I can match the map to any landmarks around here.”

“Please, you don’t actually believe that treasure exists?”

He knew Sam couldn’t see him, but shrugged out of habit. “Most legends have some basis in fact. I’m intrigued to see how closely the topography matches the maps. Besides, who can resist treasure hunting? It’ll be an adventure.”

“Someone once told me that if anyone says, ‘It’ll be an adventure,’ you should get out of the car immediately and by any means necessary.”

“Probably good advice.”

“Which you won’t follow,” Sam said, laughing.

“Of course not.” And with that, Matt flipped the phone shut.

• • •

Matthew stood at the door to Jade’s screened porch, watching her. The wiser part of him thought to leave her alone here. He should go back to his cabin and get some sleep. It had been a long drive from the city, and he wanted to get a good chunk of work done tomorrow. She looked so peaceful there alone. The wiser part of him lost.

“Mind some company?”

Jade shivered the slightest bit, and Matt wondered if she was cold. He waited for her invitation before he sat down.

She opened her eyes just barely and nodded her assent. “Be my guest.”

“I already am.” There were two Adirondack chairs on the porch placed opposite the swing where Jade sat. She stopped the swing, and Matt took it as a sign. He sat with her.

She sighed and opened her eyes to look at him. “Good point. Get any writing done?”

In the low porch light, her eyes looked mostly grey, but he was close enough that he could see a hint of the green he had noticed earlier. “Not much yet.”

Jade’s forehead wrinkled. “Oh? Writer’s block?”

“Mmm, not exactly.” He didn’t bother to tell her what exactly had stopped him from getting work done.

She sat up straighter in her seat, causing the swing to rock forward. “Is there anything wrong with your cabin?”

“No, no, it’s nothing like that. The cabin is great, really. It’s just the . . . scenery is distracting.”

She relaxed again, sinking into the swing. “Yeah, it’s spectacular, isn’t it?” They sat together, soaking in the hushed night.

He leaned back in the swing, tipping her back with him. His arm was already stretched across the back and rested behind her neck. She either didn’t notice or didn’t object, so he left it there. Silken strands of black hair brushed against his forearm. God, it felt good. He angled his head just close enough to smell her mint-scented hair. Close enough to kiss her. “Breathtaking is the word I would use.”

She shrugged. “You’re the writer.”

Matthew laughed. In the city, whenever any woman found out who he was, he ended up dodging advances and none-too-subtle phone calls for weeks. Now he was the one with the obvious come-ons, and she didn’t even notice. Payback was a bitch. Of course, Jade only knew him as Matt Connor. He wondered if it would make a difference to her if she knew who he really was. Screw that. He wanted her to want him for himself, not for his celebrity or his bank account. It was great to just be Matt, but beyond the solitude and anonymity, Lakehaven was turning out to have an allure all its own.

Matt spoke into the silence. “I’m wondering if you can act as a guide. I want to hike the lake trail, get familiar with the terrain. Part of my research.”

Jade frowned. “I thought you’d be tied up at your computer the whole time.”

Matt grinned. The phrase “tied up” opened up a whole new avenue of daydreaming. He shifted in the seat to see her face better. Big mistake. Her face was only a breath away from his, and her eyes glittered silvery green in the moonlight. He drank in her face for a long moment. Her eyes locked in on his and held.

“Nope.”

“Oh.”

“So . . .?” When Jade didn’t answer he repeated himself. “A hike?”

“Yes, I mean, no, I mean we’ve got some great guides who could take you. On a hike.”

“What about you?” Matt’s voice was solemn, but his eyes twinkled with mischief. She seemed flustered, and it pleased him to catch her off balance.

“Oh, I’ve been on hundreds of hikes. Maybe thousands,” Jade responded obtusely.

“Great, tomorrow morning then?”

“What? Wait, I don’t think . . . ”

Jade looked panicked, and Matt pushed his advantage. “You can come by my cabin around ten.”

“Oh, uh, I’ve got a really full day tomorrow. Lots to do. I’m very busy.” Matt raised an eyebrow and nailed her with a stare. “Really, I’m sure you’d much rather hike with . . . um . . . ” Jade made a twirly motion with her hand as if to conjure up the perfect hiking guide for Matt. Matt just continued to stare at her. She had a sudden look of triumph in her eyes a second before she blurted out “Jeff!” She beamed a smile in Matt’s direction.

Matt felt a pang of . . . something, surely not jealousy, and wondered who Jeff was. “Jeff?” He shifted toward the end of the swing.

Jade was nodding enthusiastically. “He’s a great guide. He works on the grounds mostly, but he’d probably rather hike with you than clear brush around the cabins. He’s usually trying to get out of doing it anyway! And he knows the lake as well as anyone.”

Matt nodded. “Sooo . . . he’s an employee, then?”

Jade tilted her head side to side. “Yeah, sort of.”
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