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Ava CallaghanA woman working in a male-dominated field.Organized, strong, and
tenacious.That’s how she has to be to succeed.Hunter OwensA loner.He needs no one, has no
ties, and his future is an unanswered question mark.It’s all he knows.Until the day their lives
intersect.He sees the woman she hides from the world.She nurtures the part of him he lost long
ago.But they both agree—their connection is temporary.They are only for now.Can their
stubborn natures allow them to bend and accept that maybe, just maybe, there is more to life
than they believed?That love can heal.That happiness can exist.That for now can be forever.

From the AuthorWelcome to ABC Corp ---It is time for the next generation of BAM, a brand new
series of interconnected standalones based on the Vested Interest world!About the AuthorNew
York Times/USA Today bestselling author Melanie Moreland, lives a happy and content life in a
quiet area of Ontario with her beloved husband of thirty-plus years and their rescue cat, Amber.
Nothing means more to her than her friends and family, and she cherishes every moment spent
with them. While seriously addicted to coffee, and highly challenged with all things computer-
related and technical, she relishes baking, cooking, and trying new recipes for people to sample.
She loves to throw dinner parties, and also enjoys traveling, here and abroad, but finds coming
home is always the best part of any trip. Melanie loves stories, especially paired with a good
wine, and enjoys skydiving (free falling over a fleck of dust) extreme snowboarding (falling down
stairs) and piloting her own helicopter (tripping over her own feet.) She's learned happily ever
afters, even bumpy ones, are all in how you tell the story.
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Moreland BooksAbout the AuthorChapter 1AvaIparked the car outside the small town hall,
shutting off the engine and reaching for the file inside my satchel. I flipped open the folder and
double-checked everything, confident I was prepared. All the proper paperwork had been filed.
The correct reports and architectural drawings, signed off by my brother Ronan, were in order.
All the necessary documentation was in place, and we met every code. We’d done this hundreds
of times, and this one was straightforward. We were going to knock down a dilapidated,
deserted building and erect a new, efficient structure. It would house a blend of services needed
within the community. The building would be run by one of ABC’s divisions, the income
expectation great for the bottom line of the company. Most of the time, we ran the businesses
ourselves, but none of us had medical expertise, and this building would be dedicated to that
industry.I got out of the car, making sure to straighten my jacket and run my hand over my skirt.
My hair was twisted up in its usual chignon. I headed up the stairs, approaching the door when it
was flung open and a man burst through, almost knocking me down.With a surprised gasp, I



teeter-tottered on my heels, already feeling the impact of the cement on my ass, but the
sensation of strong hands gripping my elbows held me up.“Shit,” a low, masculine voice
muttered. “Dammit, I’m sorry.”I lifted my eyes, meeting the scowling countenance of a man. His
eyes were piercing, the irises an unusual shade of light blue. We were so close I could discern a
ring of darker blue around the rim, and they were set off by a set of long lashes. Our gazes
clashed and held, and I caught my breath. There was something intense and stormy about his
stare. It held me in its fury, his hand still grasping my elbow.“Are you hurt?” he asked, stepping
back.I recovered my senses, shaking off his grip.“I’m fine. You need to watch where you’re going.
People are on both sides of the door, you know.”He lifted one eyebrow, eyeing me sardonically.
“Thanks for the lesson. I believe I apologized.”For a brief moment, I was once again speechless.
With a small distance between us, I could see him fully. I judged him to be in his early forties. He
had a head full of shaggy, deep-brown hair shot with silver, but his eyebrows were heavy and
dark, his face all angles and sharp lines. His tightly trimmed beard showed off his chiseled jaw. A
full, sensuous mouth and a straight nose were somehow both beautiful and masculine at the
same time. His broad shoulders were covered in a thick plaid jacket that was open to reveal a
tight white T-shirt, and dusty, torn jeans sheathed his long legs. He was about six foot three or
so, well-built, but unlike the thick men of my family, his torso led to a trim waist and narrow hips.
His feet were encased in a set of Doc Martens, muddied and worn from use. Everything about
him screamed sex. A silver fox, I knew my cousins would call him.With a start, I realized I had
been staring. He was watching me, a slight curl to his lips as if I amused him. As if he knew
exactly what I was thinking. I lifted my chin, meeting his gaze. “Apology accepted.”“Well, thank
you. I’ll sleep so much better tonight knowing I haven’t offended you.”“I didn’t say you weren’t
offensive. I simply accepted your apology.”This time, his lips quirked. “Really, I’m sorry.” He held
up a sheaf of papers. “Bureaucracy pisses me off. I had to get out before my fist went through a
wall.”“Better than somebody’s face.”He smirked. “I suppose. Not as satisfying, though, to be
honest.”I had to laugh, because he was right. I held up my own file. “I feel your pain.”He laughed,
a muted, brief sound of amusement that relaxed the frown between his eyes and made him
infinitely more attractive—something I didn’t think was possible.He leaned down, his voice
pitched low. “Maybe I could buy you a drink after? We could share our pain over paperwork and
BS?”I was tempted. So tempted. But I didn’t go for drinks with strange men, and I had an
evening of work ahead of me.“Thanks, but I’ll have to pass.”A flash of something went through
his eyes, but he shrugged. “Pity.” Then he held open the door. “I hope you have better luck in
there than I did.”I walked past him, feeling regret. Part of me had hoped he would try—cajole me
a little. But he let me walk away, and when I turned to peek over my shoulder, he was already at
the bottom of the steps and heading away, his long legs eating up the distance quickly.I
straightened my shoulders and shook my head. I was here to do a job, not pick up a stranger. I
needed to focus on that.Glimmering blue eyes rimmed in indigo flashed through my mind. The
curl of a sensual mouth half amused, half exasperated was in the forefront of my head.I ignored
them.Twenty minutes later, I was in agreement with the stranger, except I would have preferred



to punch the face of the man standing across from me, his condescending tone dripping with
false politeness as he spoke.“As I said, there have been some delays with your paperwork.”“And
as I said, I need you to tell me exactly what the problem is so I can rectify it.”He smiled, running a
hand over his slicked-back hair. His jowls moved as he swallowed, his beady eyes overly bright
and eager.He tapped the file in front of him. “So many issues,” he tutted, cocking his head to the
side. “Perhaps you should let one of your superiors handle it?”I had been upset to discover that
Milly Johnson wasn’t in the office, but it explained the lack of response I had gotten to my
inquiries. Instead, this middle-aged clerk, who was somehow drunk on what he thought was
power, was now in charge of the department. Milly and I had had a great working relationship.
She knew her stuff and was no-nonsense and direct. And I was very good at my job and rarely
missed any required documentation. Our permits and licenses were usually a smooth
transaction. Any changes needed were handled quickly so the projects we were working on
went ahead. I made sure of it. I took great pride in my job and representing ABC Corp. I had been
top of my classes at school, and my “grandfather” Jordan Hayes had taught me well before he
retired. I was organized, detail-oriented, and driven. I never allowed my gender to come into play.
I was a woman in what was typically still a man’s world, but I refused to let that stop me. My
father had instilled that in me, and my mother’s work ethic was part of my makeup.And now, this
little man had mistaken me for a pushover and was trying to hold up my work. I studied him,
wondering his endgame. He fiddled with the file, his fingers worrying the edge of the thick folder
encasing the papers.“Superiors?” I repeated.“Maybe your boss. I could speak directly to him. I’m
sure we could come up with a…mutually beneficial solution.”It hit me. This asshole was actually
attempting to bribe the company. He was going to hold up the necessary documentation and
extort money before he rubber-stamped the paperwork.I wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it.
He had no idea who he was dealing with.“Where did you say Milly was?” I asked.“On leave.”“Will
she be back?”He shrugged. “Not soon enough to help you with all these problems.” He shook his
head as if saddened by the fact. “So many, many issues with this file.”“But you could help,” I said
slowly. “Help resolve the issues,” I added, as if relieved.A calculating look flashed through his
eyes. “I could be persuaded. Off the record, of course.”“Maybe I don’t have to involve my
superiors.” I tapped my chin as if thinking.His gaze became predatory and I wanted to reach
across the counter and use one of my karate moves on him, but I refrained.“I am sure we could,
ah, satisfy each other.”“I need to make a call. Check my, ah, figures.”“You do that.”I stepped over
to the window, tapping out a text. I was fuming. I hated assholes like this. Macho, small-dicked
assholes who tried to buck the system. I planned to take him down a peg or two.I was startled as
I waited for a reply to my text to see the silver fox walk in the door. He met my gaze, his eyebrows
lifting in surprise at seeing me again, while mine did the same at the sight of him. But he ignored
me and went to the counter. He asked the asshole I’d been talking to a question, and it was
obvious they’d already had dealings. I understood his bad mood earlier. The clerk wiped his
hand over his head, shaking it despondently. “As I said, you will have to refile the paperwork and
repay the fees.”“And I told you that was BS. I checked and double-checked everything in my



truck. It’s all in order. I want to speak to your manager. Now.”The clerk sighed. “I am the manager.
If you wish to make a complaint, you need to fill out this form.”The fox grabbed it from him,
muttering, “Right. Like that will go anywhere.”He crossed the room, slamming his file onto the
table beside me. He looked over the form. “What a bunch of horseshit.”“Yep,” I agreed in a quiet
voice. “But wait a few moments. Things might get better.”He frowned, but before he could ask
me, the mayor, Darren Thomas, walked into the office. He spied me by the window and came
forward, beaming. “Ava, my dear, how good to see you.”The clerk’s face turned white.I accepted
the mayor’s hug. “How’s Norma?” I asked. “Her hip doing okay?”“Very well. And that soup basket
you sent was much appreciated.” He laughed dryly. “You know I can’t cook. It came in very
handy.”“Excellent.”“Now, what can I do for you? You said you have a problem? Something about
a permit?”I frowned. “Yes. Mr. Smith here seems to have an issue with the documentation but is
unable to tell me what exactly. I thought maybe you could have someone else look it over.”Darren
laughed. “You have incorrect documentation?” he teased. “Has hell frozen over and no one told
me?”I smiled, then became serious. “I was shocked as well. Even more shocked when Mr. Smith
offered to help me out—off the record.”Darren’s face went slack with shock. Mr. Smith
sputtered.“I-I think you mistook my words. I was only saying I would help you. Nothing-nothing
more.”Darren looked between us, his eyes narrowing. “Those are serious charges, Ava.”I met his
gaze. “I am aware. That’s why I would like a second set of eyes.”He held out his hand to the clerk.
“Give me the file.”Mr. Smith’s hand shook as he grudgingly pushed the file Darren’s way. “I was
just doing my job,” he muttered. “Making sure everything was in order.”“I wasn’t aware that
extortion was listed as part of the job description,” I remarked. “You should eliminate that when
reposting the position.”The silver fox barked out a laugh from the corner. The mayor glanced up.
“Do you have something to add?”“Yeah, your man was trying to shake me down too.”Darren shut
his eyes. “Please leave this with me. I’ll be in touch with both of you very soon.” He sighed. “Ava, I
have your information. Leave me yours, sir, and I will be in touch personally.” He paused. “I would
like to keep this private for now.”“I have no wish to bring you more trouble, Darren,” I murmured. “I
just want my permits. How you clean house is up to you.” I paused, meeting his gaze. “It is very
dusty in here.”The stranger walked past me, handing Darren a piece of paper. “Yep. Swiffer
time.”I met Darren’s eyes. “I’ll hear from you soon.”He nodded. “Tomorrow, Ava.”I smiled and
walked out.My work here was done.Chapter 2AvaIreached my SUV before my legs began to
tremble. I leaned against the vehicle, taking in some deep breaths of the spring air. Despite my
bravado, I detested confrontation. I had to handle it daily in my line of work. I dealt persistently
with bureaucratic red tape, foremen not wanting to take directives from a woman, male clerks
and suppliers looking down their noses at me because I had breasts.I could also run circles
around them discussing building plans, licensing issues, problem solutions, what type of wood
worked best in any situation, and how a building was designed from paper to execution. I had
learned from the best, and I knew my stuff. As project manager and coordinator for ABC, I had
to.Many of them disliked that fact. Many of them enjoyed trying to prove me wrong. Most of them
failed.I did my job and I did it well, and for the most part, I loved it. The energy of working at ABC,



the enthusiasm of my fellow coworkers, and the talent they had—plus the fact that they were my
family—made the days enjoyable and fun. We fed off each other and loved what we did. It was
days like this that I disliked. Underhanded dealings. BAM and ABC were well known for their
excellence. Their reputation was outstanding, and the companies were highly successful.
Sometimes people decided they deserved a piece of that success, even if they had nothing to
do with it. Such was the case today. A middle-aged clerk pushing papers who decided he should
get a reward for doing his job. That sort of attitude made me want to punch something. Or, as the
sexy stranger said, someone.As if I had conjured him up, suddenly he was in front of me.
Muddied Doc Martens appeared in my line of vision as I stared at the ground, feeling tired. I
looked up, taking my time, perusing his strong thighs encased in tight jeans and the way his T-
shirt stretched over his chest and abs. His lips were curled into a smile, and I met his eyes, the
unusual color once again hitting me. How could the color of an eye seem so cool and
impersonal, yet penetrating and on fire at the same moment?I realized he was talking, and I
shook my head. “I beg your pardon?”“I asked if you were okay. You’ve been standing here for ten
minutes.”I had?“I’m fine. I was just thinking.”He crossed his arms, the movement tightening his
shirt even more across his chest. “Quite the show you put on back there.”“Had to be done. He
can’t get away with shaking people down.” I frowned. “I’ve never seen him before. The lady who
is usually in that department was always great to deal with.”He rubbed the back of his neck. “I
guess I owe you. He’s been giving me a hassle for the last week.” He lifted one eyebrow, his
expression sardonic. “Must be nice to be on the mayor’s good side.”I waved my hand. “I babysat
his kids for years. The company I work for does a lot of building. I knew he wouldn’t allow that
sort of thing to be going on.”He pursed his lips. “Usually these things start at the top and work
their way down.”I narrowed my eyes. “Not in this case. He is an honorable man. A great
mayor.”He held up his hands. “Okay, Little Dragon. You’ve breathed enough fire for the day. No
smiting me too.”I laughed at his words, the sound feeling good as it burst from my throat.“Now,
how about that drink?” he asked, grinning.“I think I said no.”“That was before you put that little
weasel in his place. Surely you need a drink now.” He leaned closer. “Your pretty throat must
need to be refreshed.”He was near enough that, once more, I lost myself in his gaze, fire and ice
blending and holding my eyes. I could smell him. Fresh-cut wood and citrus. I felt the warmth of
his body, and heat pooled in my stomach. He was intense and rigid. Determined and sexy. I
needed to avoid that combination at all costs.But I found myself nodding. “Sure. One drink.”He
straightened, looking as surprised as I was. Neither of us had expected me to agree.“There’s a
bar on James Street—The Tavern. Do you know it?” I asked.“Yes.”“I’ll meet you there.”He backed
away. “Meet you there.”I slipped into the driver’s seat, hoping I looked calm. Something about
that man made me feel anything but. I felt like a schoolgirl, nervous and fluttery. My legs
trembled and my hands shook. I felt off-kilter.I started the car with a shake of my head.It was
simply the aftermath of the confrontation. Nothing more.It had nothing to do with fire-and-ice
eyes, a lean body, and a voice like melted chocolate.Nothing.He waited in the mostly empty
parking lot at the back of the bar, leaning against his truck. I was used to men driving trucks, but



this was a large one. Black and massive, it took up a lot of room. I was average height but my
legs were long, and I was certain I would have trouble scrambling into the cab. I slid from my
SUV, leaving my jacket inside. I stepped out, grabbing my purse, and we rounded the building to
the door and stepped inside.I had to blink at the sudden change in light. The bar was dim, the
heavy paneled walls dark from years of use. Scarred tables and booths filled the room, and a
long wooden bar ran the length of the space. The overhead lighting was dull, the back half of the
bar full of pool tables. The sound of the balls hitting the pockets, muted conversations, and the
country music playing on the jukebox met my ears. It wasn’t overly busy yet, but I assumed as
the hour grew later it would fill up. I knew on occasion my brothers and cousins came here for
drinks and to shoot pool for a change of view. I had only accompanied them once or twice.We
slid into a booth, and the waitress appeared instantly.“Hi, welcome to the Tavern. What can I get
you?”I smiled. “Creemore?” I asked hopefully.She nodded, and the silver fox looked surprised.
“Beer?” he asked.“It’s awesome,” I assured him. “Made in Ontario.”“Okay, make it two,” he
ordered. “And some nachos. I’m starving.”She scurried away, and we looked at each other.“I’m
Ava.” I offered my hand. “If we’re going to share nachos, I should at least introduce myself.”His
grin was slow and lazy as he shook my proffered hand. The smile pulled up one corner of his
mouth, bringing out a dimple in his cheek. “Never said I was going to share.”I had to laugh. “I’m
certain you’re gentleman enough to do so.”The waitress brought over our beers, and he lifted his,
clinking the neck with mine. “No one has ever accused me of being a gentleman before.” He
paused. “I’m Hunter.”Hunter. With those wicked eyes, the name suited him. A couple of times
when he looked at me, I felt like prey. I laughed internally at the thought. How ridiculous.I took a
swallow of the cold beer, the icy liquid soothing my throat. Hunter had been right. I needed this to
put out the fire.I sighed, rolling my shoulders.“Was that a hard thing for you?” he asked. “Acting
like a bitch?”“I wasn’t acting like a bitch. I was dealing with a problem. One you benefited from, I
might add,” I snapped, my good humor evaporating. “Just because a woman stands up for what
is right doesn’t make her a bitch.”He held up his hands. “Sorry, wrong word. But for the record, I
liked it. I like strong women. You were—” he paused as if searching for a word “—
magnificent.”“Oh.” That word took the anger away.“In control, direct, assertive, and yes, a bit
bitchy. The perfect combination to take down that little fucker.”“It’s not something I enjoy,” I
admitted.“But something you had to do. I get it.”The nachos arrived, and with a wide smirk, he
handed me a plate. “Dig in, Little Dragon. No need for any more fire today.”“Stop calling me that,”
I protested, even though I had to admit, said in his low voice, I sort of liked it.“It suits you.”I rolled
my eyes, refusing to show my pleasure. No one, aside from my dad, had ever called me by a
nickname until now.We were quiet as we ate, the spicy jalapenos cooled by the sour cream. He
ordered us another beer, and I sipped the smooth ale gratefully.“You live around here?” he
asked.I nodded. “All my life.” I wiped my mouth with a paper napkin, pushing away my plate.
“You’re new to the area?”He looked over my shoulder, a faraway look on his face. “Just passing
through. Visiting some…old memories,” he finished, his voice rough.I felt a flash of
disappointment. “So, you’re not staying around?”He met my eyes over his beer bottle. “No, I’ll be



gone soon, I think.”“So, what did you need plans for?”He drummed his fingers on the table. “To
fix an investment. Once it’s done, I’m gone.”“I see.”He barked out a laugh. “I doubt it.”He studied
me for a moment, then crossed his arms and leaned across the table. “I have a room upstairs.
Come there with me.”I blinked. “What?”“Come upstairs with me. Spend the night.”I shook my
head. “I don’t sleep with people I just met. Especially ones who aren’t sticking around long.”He
sat back, running his finger along his lips. “Do you always deny yourself what you want?”“I don’t
recall saying I wanted you.”“You didn’t have to. Your body and your eyes said it enough.”“Think a
lot of yourself, don’t you?”He shrugged. “Not really. But I certainly think a lot of you every time our
eyes meet. I see what you’re thinking, and you want me as much as I want you.”“You really
should have checked your ego at the door,” I said dryly, even as I clutched my hands into fists on
my lap because he was right.I did want him.I wanted to feel his lips on mine. Find out how hard
those thighs were. The strength of the muscles I could see flexing on his chest. When he had
pulled off his jacket before sitting down, the way his arms bulged was sexy. I wanted to see how
the ice-blue of his eyes would burn with passion.He shrugged. “Your choice.” He sat back,
perusing me with those dangerous eyes. “What a shame. I bet we’d be an inferno.”I stood,
brushing off my skirt, hoping I looked calm. Inside, I was anything but. His words had stirred up
the fire, and I wanted nothing more than to yank his face to mine and kiss him. But I didn’t do that
sort of thing.I regretted letting my guard down in the past. I had learned my lesson.“As you said,
I’ve breathed enough fire for the day,” I quipped lightly. I reached for my purse, but his hand on
my wrist stopped me. I looked down where his long fingers encircled my wrist, barely touching
my flesh, yet it felt as if he had branded me with the heat of his hand.“My treat. The least I could
do for you for helping me.”I nodded, feeling strangely upset as I stuck out my hand. “Nice to have
met you, Hunter. Thanks for the beer.”He tilted his head, studying me, then shaking my hand and
dropping it. “Thanks for the company.”I nodded and walked out of the bar, the sun still in the sky
but not as bright. My footsteps were slow as I headed to my SUV, tossing my purse into the
passenger side. I paused before getting into the vehicle, something tugging in my chest. Once
again, I leaned against the side, letting the warm air drift around me, trying to find my center. It
was several moments before I opened my eyes.Hunter appeared around the corner, his gaze
locked on mine. Even across the parking lot, I could feel him, his intensity evident in his walk and
the way he carried himself. A tremor went down my spine as he headed my way. He stopped
inches from me. His gaze burned me with its intensity.“Are you following me?” I asked.He
indicated the stairs to the right. “The rooms of this fine establishment are accessible only from
the back. I was headed upstairs.”“Ah.”“Not much of a hotel selection around here.”I didn’t tell him
that would be changing once ABC was done with their projects. I only hummed in
agreement.Our gazes locked, the heat building between us once again. I felt his stare deep
inside me, desire unfurling in long, tugging ribbons.“Are you always this stubborn?” he
asked.“Yes.”“Good.”I wasn’t sure who moved first, but the next thing I knew, my arms were
locked around his neck, and he held me tight to his chest, his lips crashing down on mine.His
hold was too tight and aggressive, his mouth ruthless as he took mine.It was perfect.Chapter



3HunterThe moment I saw her, I wanted her. There was something so undeniably sexy about a
woman in a business suit. Her skirt was knee-length, her jacket done up, and her hair swept
away from her face—nothing at all obvious or eye-catching.Except, with her, everything was.Her
beautiful eyes, creamy skin, the hints of purple I could see twisted into a knot on her head. And
that mouth.That sassy, full mouth that taunted me immediately.I had been so pissed off coming
out of the town hall, needing to get even more damn paperwork from the truck, I hadn’t seen her.
I was glad I hadn’t hurt her.Now, I had her in my arms, and my hips were pinning her against the
side of her car as I kissed her passionately.Her mouth was hot and spicy, the same, no doubt, as
mine, but there was something else, something uniquely Ava. It was addictive, and I pushed
closer, wanting more.At six foot four, I guessed her height around five seven or eight. I still
towered over her, but she wasn’t so short I had to bend. She made the softest noise in her throat
—almost a purr—and I wanted to hear more of it. I wanted to know what she sounded like in the
heat of passion.With me.I dragged my mouth to her ear. “Upstairs. Come upstairs with me.”She
turned her head, pressing her mouth to mine again, and I let her lead, enjoying the strokes of her
tongue and how she explored me. I wanted her to explore every inch of me. I wanted to do the
same for her.Then a car pulled into the parking lot, honking its horn loudly. “Woo-hoo!” some
asshole yelled out, banging on the side of his vehicle. “Free show!”Ava pulled back, startled,
looking around, blinking and confused. I couldn’t help but smile at her bewilderment.I tugged her
hand. “Come on.”She looked at me, her eyes now clear and panicked.“No,” she said
emphatically.Immediately, I dropped my hands, holding them up. I stood back. “Okay,” I agreed.I
knew no meant no, and I wasn’t the sort of man that thought otherwise.“I’m sorry. I mean, I can’t.
I don’t…” She trailed off. “I don’t do this.”I rested my hands on my hips. “If it makes you feel any
better, neither do I.” I studied her for a moment. “You seem to be the exception, Little
Dragon.”She drew in a deep breath. “It’s just hero worship.”I lifted one eyebrow. “Beg your
pardon?”“Back there, at city hall. I helped you. It made me, ah, attractive.”I threw back my head
in laughter.“What happened back there was a spectacle worth seeing. But that’s not what made
you attractive. You need to look in the mirror more.”She furrowed her brow, and I backed up. “You
sure?” I teased, knowing the moment had passed. Regretful, but that was how it went
sometimes.“Yeah, I am,” she said, but I heard the trace of remorse in her voice.“No problem.” I
turned and headed toward the stairs. “Nice encounter with you, Ava.”“Is that what you’ll call it?”
she asked, sounding curious.I paused and looked back at her. Her cheeks were flushed, her
mouth swollen from mine. Her hair was no longer perfect, one long strand hanging on the left
side to her shoulder.“No.” I winked before I walked away. “I’ll think about it as one of the greatest
kisses that got me nowhere—ever.”I didn’t wait to see how she would respond. I bounded up the
stairs and turned the corner before I could change my mind and ask her again.I wasn’t the
begging sort.I waited and heard the sound of a door closing and a car backing away. I peered
around the corner, watching her leave, the taste of regret strong. I headed to the room I’d had for
the last few nights, avoiding my final destination for as long as I could.Inside the room, my one
real constant waited for me. He lifted his head, his tail wagging fast as I walked in. He leaped off



the bed, greeting me enthusiastically. I patted his head, his amber eyes gentle and patient.“Hey,
boy. You ready for a walk?”His tail went faster. I chuckled and reached for his lead. “Let’s go.
Have I got a story to tell you.”AvaI leaned against the window, my arms crossed, gazing down at
the floor. Behind me, the rain beat on the glass, the cool air outside making the window chilly. I
studied my feet dispassionately, unable to settle into my usual routine.I had tossed and turned all
night, replaying my encounter with Hunter. The way his mouth felt on mine. The intensity of his
stare. I had never seen eyes that color before now. Gracie’s husband’s eyes were a light blue, but
Hunter’s were so pale, they were almost silver at times. With the dark rim in indigo around the
irises, they were startling in their beauty. Set in his rugged, handsome face, they were
astounding. His mouth, his kiss had been exactly what I expected, yet not. Powerful, passionate,
searing. I could feel his strength in his grip, the power of his arms, and the hardness of his body
against mine. Yet underneath had been a gentleness. The way he cupped my face, how soft his
lips felt on my skin, the way he whispered in my ear.How quickly he backed away when I said
no.There had been no rancor, no anger. Instead, he teased and accepted my decision.A huge
part of me hated seeing him walk away. I swore I felt the pressure of his mouth on mine for hours
afterward. I ran my fingers over my mouth. I still did.“Ava?”With a jerk, I stood, realizing I had
been leaning on the cool glass the same way I had been pressed against the side of my car by
Hunter yesterday. I blinked and cleared my throat, smiling at my brother. “Hey, Liam.”He pushed
off the doorframe, his massive shoulders filling the space. “Hey, you okay?”“I’m fine. Why?”“I’ve
been standing there for five minutes. You’ve been so lost in thought, you didn’t even notice.” He
smirked, his hazel eyes dancing. “And I’m sort of hard to miss.”I sat, waving off his concern. I
looked down, brushing off my skirt to have a few seconds to collect my scattered thoughts.“Is
this about yesterday?”My head snapped up. “Yesterday? How did—” I stopped and shook my
head. “Oh, the clerk in the office.”He frowned. “What did you think I meant?”“Nothing. I was
thinking about something else. I’m fine.”He frowned and hunched forward. “You’re distracted. I
know you hate shit like that.”“I do. But I dealt with it, and I expect we’ll be back on track
quickly.”He nodded. “That’s good.”“So, what’s up? Are you here to plant more stuff or just check
on me?”He rolled his eyes. “I had breakfast with Dad and Maddox this morning. They heard from
Mr. Owens’s lawyer, and the offer has been rejected.”I felt a frisson of sadness in my chest. Mr.
Owens owned the last piece of property connected to the BAM compound here in Port Albany.
We had lived here all my life, and now our head office had recently moved here as well. They
had tried unsuccessfully to purchase it while Mr. Owens was alive, but he rejected every offer.
When he passed away in December, the house was closed up, and no one had appeared to
move in. BAM had contacted the lawyer with a generous offer to purchase the land.Despite his
gruffness, I had liked Mr. Owens. I was one of the few people he allowed on his property, and I
checked on him often. He had a stroke last year but recovered, though he had gotten frailer as
the months went on. He refused to leave his house, and unbeknownst to him, BAM had paid for
extra staff to care for him. He thought it was covered under the health care system, and I never
dissuaded him. I had a feeling he would refuse the help because of who it came from. He



disliked most people, it seemed, and especially the BAM boys, thinking they only wanted his
property and nothing more.But everyone remembered him from when we were kids and his wife,
Gail, was still alive. He had been friendly and kind. My grandparents recalled a daughter but had
no idea where she had disappeared to. Being the men they were, BAM made sure he was
looked after. I would spend some time with him when he allowed, but I was never invited inside. I
sat on the porch with him, and he would talk about Gail, the sunset, the water that we could
watch from his porch, or whatever he felt like discussing. My family was off the table. No BAM
talk. Nothing personal, aside from his wife and how he missed her.I was sad when he passed,
but I knew he would be happy to be back with “his Gail,” as he called her. As per his instructions,
there was no funeral, and he was cremated.The news about the offer being rejected somehow
didn’t come as a shock. I shrugged. “He was adamant that BAM wouldn’t get the land. I wonder if
he’ll sell to someone else.”“His lawyer says it’s going to family.”“Oh. Well, maybe the daughter will
reappear. Maybe she’ll move in.”“No idea. Shame, though. I know you love that view. Dad was
going to build two houses there, and one was for you.”“I know. It’s fine. I love my little place.”I
lived in the BAM compound in the smallest house we had. It was still generous, but it was more
of a cottage than a house. It was tucked into a small break in the woods and had a simple floor
plan. Two bedrooms, a lovely bathroom, an open concept living room/kitchen area, and a wide,
screened-in porch I liked to sit in during the warm weather. I could see the water, but not the way
you could on the bluff. The scope there was vast and mesmerizing.He nodded. “Okay. I am off to
‘plant some stuff,’ as you say. Then I need to head home and see my girls.”“How are they?”A
warm smile crossed his lips, and his eyes were soft. “Awesome. Hal has all the adoption stuff
started. Soon, they’ll both be mine legally.”I smiled at his words. Liam had met Paige when our
brother Ronan had started dating her roommate, Beth. He fell hard and fast for Paige—and her
little girl, Lucy—and, to everyone’s shock, had married her and moved them into his house at the
compound in a short period of time. He had been steadfast in his determination, and I had to
admit, I had never seen him happier. He was settled and calm. He loved being a daddy to Lucy,
and she adored him. Paige was already pregnant, and he was so excited about welcoming a
new baby into their lives. Our parents were over the moon. Grandbabies, Ronan’s wedding, plus
two more to follow, I was certain, with Paul and Jeremy both finding women they loved. Our
family was expanding rapidly with my siblings all settling down.That left me the single one of the
group. It didn’t bother me, although at times, seeing the closeness Liam shared with Paige, or
Ronan with Beth, I felt a little tug in my chest. But the fear of opening myself up again was too
great. I liked being single, answering to no one. One serious crash and burn was enough. I’d had
a few relationships since then, but they were casual and ended amicably. I never let my heart get
involved again.“I’m happy for you.”He stood. “Come for dinner one night. Just you. I mean, family
is great, but—”I laughed. When we were all together, it was loud and crazy. Lots of voices talking,
raucous laughter, and tons of teasing. And that was just my immediate family. When other
households in the compound joined in, it was nothing short of chaotic. It was nice to do the small
gatherings on occasion.“I’ll call Paige. I’ll bring dinner too, so she doesn’t have to cook.”He



grinned. “DoorDash, you mean?”I laughed with him. I wasn’t much of a cook, except breakfast
and spaghetti. Those, I did well. The rest of my repertoire was simple and limited. So, Liam was
right. DoorDash and I were great friends.I held up my finger. “This wields great power.”He
laughed as he walked out of my office.“That it does, my sister. That it does.”Chapter
4AvaSaturday afternoon, I wandered around the beach. The sun was high in the sky, its warmth
welcome as I strolled. I headed to the far edge, disappearing around the outcropping of tall
rocks. The beach became stonier, large boulders and huge rocks piled up, tossed around like
feathers in the water and ending up in this cove over hundreds of years. BAM chose to leave this
portion wild and let nature do her thing. As kids, we had spent many happy days exploring the
rocky expanse, but now I used it to sit and watch the water, a private place. I knew a lot of us did
the same, yet we rarely ran into each other here.It was also the break between us and the
Owenses’ property. BAM owned the stretch of beach, but at the end was a rarely used trail that
led up to Mr. Owens’s place. It was overgrown but still passable, or at least, it had been last year
when I would go to visit. I usually took the easier route, skirting the two properties, when I would
go to visit him, but occasionally I would take the shorter way of crossing the rocky beach and
climbing the hill.Perched on a flat rock, I enjoyed the view of the water and sipped from an
insulated cup of coffee, appreciating the smooth flavor. Jaxson, Gracie’s husband, had turned us
all on to his favorite brand of coffee, and I especially loved it.I lifted my face to the sun, letting the
warmth soak into my skin for a minute. The muted sound of music drifted in the air, and I
frowned, tilting my head, unsure where it was coming from. It stopped and I shrugged. Dad was
probably testing some new speakers around the pool area, although usually you couldn’t hear
them this far away. I pulled off the sweater I had wrapped around my waist and rolled it, tucking it
behind my head and leaning back against the boulder, breathing in the fresh air deeply and
letting the week drift away. I planned to do nothing the rest of the weekend. Hang around my little
house, do some laundry, sleep in tomorrow, and hopefully poach dinner off my parents. I was
sure they would be grilling something delicious since my dad loved to barbecue. Maybe if I was
lucky, he and Maddox would have decided to use the smoker and do some ribs or brisket. I’d
luck out with dinner and leftovers.Another sound met my ears, and I sat up as the music started
again—faint, but it was there.I began to stand, freezing as a big golden retriever came into view.
He stopped briefly upon seeing me, then his tail began to wag and he jogged over, his tongue
hanging out. He greeted me with a low woof, standing in front of me, waiting.Unsure, I held out
my hand, and he sniffed it then came closer, head-butting me gently. I patted his large head,
gazing into his gentle amber eyes.“Hey, you. Where did you come from?”I got another low “woof,”
his tail wagging furiously.“Are you lost, boy?” I asked, running my hand over his long back. He
was well cared for, his coat shiny, his eyes clear, and it was obvious he was well-fed. He was
strong and agile.But where had he come from?I ran my hand over his neck, but there was no
collar.A flash of light caught my eye, and I looked toward it. It came from the bluff. Mr. Owens’s
place. I looked down at the dog, who was watching me happily, not joining me in my concern for
his misplaced whereabouts.Obviously, someone was at Mr. Owens’s place. Maybe his daughter



had shown up. That would explain the music and the dog. I huffed out a breath in irritation. How
irresponsible not to keep him on a leash. He had wandered down here, but he could have
walked off the bluff or into the water. Someone could have picked him up and taken him. He was
a beautiful, friendly dog.I shook my head. “Let’s go, boy.”I made my way across the rocky shore,
carefully scrambling over the damp stone and moss-covered areas. I cursed my sandals that
slipped at times.“If I had known you were going to show up, I would have worn sneakers,” I
griped to the dog, who followed me, his tail wagging, not at all bothered by the treacherous
stretch of beach. He loped and sniffed, returning to my side every few moments. We reached the
overgrown path leading up the side of the bluff, and I eyed it speculatively. Had it always been
that steep?I shook my head and began to climb. Twice, I stumbled, once going down hard on my
knee. I cursed under my breath and wiped off my jeans, muttering when I discovered a hole in
the fabric.“Dammit, I liked these jeans,” I muttered, but I kept going.The music was getting louder
and clearer. Garth Brooks was belting out one of his catchy tunes, and I could hear the sound of
a saw being used. Work was being done on the house, and I wondered if that meant it was going
to be for sale or we would have a new neighbor.As we got to the top of the bluff, the dog raced
ahead of me, wagging his tail. I stood for a moment to catch my breath, and he stopped, as if
waiting. I cocked my head to the side, studying the large black truck in front of me. It was familiar.
My stomach clenched as I moved toward it, recalling why it was familiar.Intense fire-and-ice eyes
came to my mind. Strong arms and a wicked, passionate mouth that was possessive and gentle
poked at my memories.I rounded the back of the truck and stopped, the dog sitting down beside
me.There he was.Hunter.He didn’t see me at first. I didn’t interrupt him.He was too busy dancing.
I was too busy staring.His jeans hugged his ass. His T-shirt was stretched tight across his back
and arms. His hair glinted in the sunlight.And his hips moved. Gyrated. His torso bent and
swayed. His arms rose and fell with the beat of the music. He sang, his voice rich and deep, his
feet and body keeping perfect rhythm with the song. He spun on his heels and froze. Our eyes
locked and held.And, unexpectedly, he smiled. Wide and carefree. He held out his hand.“Dance
with me, Little Dragon.”I found myself taking his hand. Joining him under the sun. Letting him
lead me, spin me around, pull me to his hot, sunbaked chest as we moved. He crooned in my
ear, making me laugh. He joined me, the sound of our shared amusement fading away as the
song ended and we broke apart. Slowly, carefully, as if neither of us wanted this moment to end.I
turned to face him, my breathing ragged. I was out of shape, obviously, since that was the only
acceptable reason for my shortness of breath. It had nothing to do with his close proximity. Or
the way his eyes were slowly devouring me. It especially had no bearing on the fact that I had
been held against his hard, firm body and I wanted to be back there again.Nope.I blinked and
cleared my throat.“Um, hello.”He laughed, the sound loud in the sudden quiet.“Hello, Little
Dragon.” He looked around. “Am I missing something? Is a crime being committed, and you’re
here, once again, to foil the evildoers’ plans?”A smile tugged on my lips, and I tried not to
laugh.“The crime is that I found this dog on the beach down there.” I pointed over the bluff.
“Shouldn’t he be on a lead?”He frowned and tapped his leg. “Cash, come here.”The dog trotted



to his side, gazing up at him with adoration. Hunter crouched down, running his hand over his
neck. “How did you get off your leash?” Then he shook his head. “Where the hell is your
collar?”“That’s what I was wondering. He could have been hurt or taken,” I reprimanded him.He
narrowed his eyes. “He has one. He keeps getting off it, dammit.” He walked toward the huge oak
tree closer to the house. He bent and picked up a long lead, a collar dangling from the end. “How
is he doing this?”“You didn’t notice he was gone?”“When I checked him fifteen minutes ago, he
was asleep on the porch, collar intact. Nothing indicated he had moved.” He narrowed his eyes
at Cash. “You little bugger. That’s twice.” He glanced up at me. “I caught him yesterday and
tightened the collar.” He held it up, and I took it from his hands, examining it.“Um, this bit is
broken.” I showed him. “It looks like it’s fastening, but all he has to do is yank it, and he’s
free.”Hunter stood and shook his head. “Well then, I guess he’s housebound until I get a new
one.”As if he knew what Hunter had said, Cash flopped down onto the ground, exhaling a long,
low whimper.Without thinking, I unbuckled my belt and pulled it from the loops. I bent and
wrapped it around Cash’s neck. “If you cut this and add a hole here, this would work temporarily.
You can clip the lead here.”Hunter frowned. “It would ruin your belt.”I laughed. “It’s old, and I don’t
care.” I patted Cash’s head. “I hate to think of him cooped up in the house on such a great
day.”For a moment, Hunter said nothing, then he stopped and took the belt. He walked away,
and I watched him covertly, admiring the way his jeans hugged his ass and thighs. He grabbed
some tools from his truck and returned a moment later, the belt cut, a new hole in place. He
fastened it around Cash’s neck.“Say thank you to Ava. The Little Dragon saved you from being
locked inside, you pain in the ass.” But his words were said without venom, and he stroked
Cash’s great head, his touch gentle.He stood, his gaze lingering, then he frowned. “Why is there
blood on your jeans?”I glanced down. “Oh, I tripped coming up the path.”One moment, I was
standing. The next, I was in his arms, being carried to the back of the truck.“What the hell are
you doing?” I yelped, clutching his shoulders.He sat me on the edge of the open truck bed,
pushing up my jeans. “Jesus, that’s a deep cut,” he muttered. He leaned across me, pressing me
into his body as he rummaged behind me. His heat soaked into me the same way it did the other
day. His scent filled my nose, warm and rich. I tried not to whimper.He opened a first aid box,
muttering the whole time. He refused to let me move as he cleaned and dressed the scrape. I
gasped when the iodine hit my skin, and he muttered a terse apology, bending low and blowing
on my knee. The pain faded as he lifted his gaze and our eyes locked.He stilled, his eyes
becoming liquid fire. They mesmerized me, stopping all coherent thought. Who he was, why he
was here, didn’t matter. All that mattered was he was close and I wanted him closer. As if he
knew what I was thinking, he stepped nearer, his body crowding between my legs. He settled his
hands on either side of me, trapping me fully with his body.“Should I kiss it and make it better?”
he murmured, his voice raspy.I lifted my arms, draping them over his shoulders. I slid my fingers
into the thick hair that swept the back of his neck. He shivered and pushed closer, his mouth
hovering over mine. “I think I need to make sure everything is in working order.”I pulled him to my
mouth. “Yes, yes, you do.”His lips touched mine, and everything else disappeared.He wrapped



his arm around my waist, dragging me close to his chest as he kissed me. He tasted of coffee
and mint, his lips slightly damp and salty from sweat. His tongue stroked along mine, exploring
and possessive. He spread his hand wide on my back, his fingers pressing into my skin. He slid
his other hand under my ass, lifting me closer. I felt his need pressing into me, driving my own up
into a frenzy. Our tongues dueled and fought, retreated, and met again. He groaned low in his
throat, and I whimpered as his hand slid closer to my center, the heat pooling and swirling in a
whirl of desire. I gripped his neck, tugging on his hair, craving I had never experienced making
me crazy.
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Sabrina Marks, “Keeps Getting Better. As always Melanie Moreland has knocked it out of the
park! Each successive piece added to this incredible series and the family within it's pages just
keeps getting better!Getting to knows Ava as the series has continued has been a treat.
Knowing she has a soft side and finally getting the chance to see more of it was such a delightful
experience. Ava is so tough, and can handle anything. She's so well loved she's pretty secure in
most everything. Except romantic love or relationships.Until Hunter........Hunter Owens doesn't
know anything about love, on any level, friendship, or family. Never remembering the love he
received from his grandparents, Hunter learned to drift from place to place. A horrible gift
instilled in him by his mother. Finally learning of the cottage his grandfather left him, he goes to
claim it. With thoughts of restoring the cottage and turning it into a rental, he begins the work by
getting the necessary paperwork in order. With a trip to the county office, and a chance
encounter, he meets the one woman who will change his world. Ava.In the months that follow
even as Hunter falls for Ava steadily, and she for him, Hunter convinces himself he won't stay,
and that he's not Ava's forever. Ava believes this is only temporary, believing Hunter when he
says this is just for now. Despite how she feels for Hunter.A box full of letters, a scary accident
change, and some mixed cds( A gift from Ava), change Hunter's world and views about love
and belonging. So does the BAM/ABC family.I can't wait to see who and what happens next!And
much thanks to Melanie Moreland and her wonderful world! You make HEA's beautiful and fun!”

Franci Neill, “5 Her Persistence Leads to a Lifetime of Love Stars!!. I'm loving this second-
generation series so much and I've been so looking forward to Ava's story and who would be the
man for her... well Hunter definitely challenges her on every front... but it leads to some delicious
tension between our H/h!These two start off being on the same side so to speak and Hunter
gets a glimpse of Ava in all her business glory and I was chuckling during these initial scenes
because it was very clear there was a draw for each of them, but would they act on it?? One of
the things I loved so much about this book is when Ava finds out that Hunter is their new
neighbor being the grandson of their previous neighbor who “tolerated” Ava at best and good
lord when they see each other it was hard to tell who was more shocked!!Hunter is rather surly
and kind of rubbed me the wrong way sometimes and Ava could kind of see beneath that façade
that he’s built around himself, and she’s determined to crack that hard shell. And for Hunter, as
much as he doesn’t want to admit Ava is wiggling her way into this heart just made their
encounters that much more fabulous!!I loved how everyone in the Callaghan family gets involved
in this romance from the “Mom’s” to Liam and Ronan teasing them. Ava and Hunter took it all in
good stride for the most part and I loved how they each got to see the vulnerable sides to each
other which made their connection that much more intense. This book moves so smoothly and
builds their relationship even through the ups and downs especially with Hunter’s penchant for
not wanting to stay in one place too long, but love has a way of making this man who’s never



really had a family to rely on understand that loving Ava also means he gets this huge extended
family that will love him no matter what! This is a fabulous addition to this series and this family!!”

Tracy ~ Book Loving Pixies, “Ava & Hunter. I loved this instalment of the ABC CORP
series.We’ve caught up a few times with Ava Callaghan throughout her brothers books and know
she’s got a good heart and is fierce when it comes to those she loves….. what we didn’t see is
that she never expected the kind of love and connection that her siblings have found for
herself….. until she ran into Hunter Owens.This pair a some similarities in their views of
relationships but where Hunter was a a loner, having never experienced family life, Ava was so
family oriented and the thought of never having that was foreign and unthinkable to her.Gods,
my heart broke for Hunter at times. The life he’d been dragged up in, his belief that he was
meant to be alone and that no one had or could love him as so sad. Meeting Ava was a game
changer for him, it was kind frustrating that he couldn’t or wouldn’t acknowledge how his life old
be if he just believed in both of them.We had the always fun interactions with the whole family,
let’s face it, with a clan that size and as determined as they are (the women especially) to make
people see what’s right in front of them, Hunter really never stood a chance!!Cash, can I just say
I adored him!!!!!Heartfelt, fun, thought provoking with a little heart hurting but uplifting, Age of
Ava was a great read from Ms Melanie which I thoroughly recommend reading - but, in my
humble opinion, start this great series at the start to fully enjoy your reading experience.”

Pamela Waddell, “They know the deal but their hearts didn't get the memo.. Why does Melanie
do this to me. Every book is the best I've read then, boof she does it again. More magic.Ava and
Hunter's story is mix of romance and intense emotion. Ava had an idiliac up bringing in a loving
supportive family. She'd had her twists and turns. Her job is taxing, being a woman in a man's
world doesn't make it easier and her romantic life, well her ex was less than supportive, but her
family was always there. She's a strong, confident, driven woman, but with a vulnerability most
don't see.Hunter has essentially been on his own since he was 5 when his mum dragged him
from his grandparents home even though she didn't really want him. She skewed his whole
concept of love. Having been alone his whole life he struggles to connect until he almost knocks
Ava on her butt. Their connection is intense and instant but he has no idea what it is or what to
do with it. Which leads to a emotionally tumultuous ride for them both.Melanie gets into your
heart with her characters every time. She plays with you emotions as if you were one of her
characters, in stories masterfully interwoven with humour and an intriguing narrative. In the
background we have all the characters we know and love, being who they are (as they always
do).Every story leaves me wanting, that's a lie they leave me needing more.Honest review in
return for an ARC.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Another Melanie masterpiece  . There is nothing I didn't love about this
book. Melanie has such a way with storytelling and I just love this big crazy BAM family. I really



enjoyed Ava and sexy Hunter's story so much and it needs no recommendation. If you love
Melanie's books then this is definitely something you need to read ”

Ebook Library Reader, “Awesome!. One of the best romances I have ever read - and there's
been a few! Full of steamy passion, humour, pathos and a warm encompassing feel I became
fully immersed very quickly and appreciated that the HEA fully supported the rest of the book.
Please read this - you'll love it.  ”

Carrie, “They just keep getting better. Loved, loved loved it! The Age of Ava is full of intense
emotions between a gorgeous hero who doesn’t know where he belongs and a kick ass heroine
who helps him find his home. A captivating story – I couldn’t put it down.”
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