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      As I await a group of tourists arriving for a five-day stay in Hawke's Ridge, I welcome the summer breeze drifting over the airport at Anchorage. Hawke’s Ridge is not only the name of the town where I live with my dad and seven brothers, but also the name of the Lodge we built and opened five years ago. Yes, you heard that right. I'm one of eight brothers, and we all play a role in running the Lodge. My youngest brother, Colton, has only been a permanent fixture for the past three months. He was too young to leave before that and wanted to stay and be there for Mom, who lives in Sugar Briar, Tennessee.

      We take turns visiting her so she's never alone for too long. I guess we all get our independent streak from our father. Mom is one tough cookie, though, hence why she is still in Sugar Briar and dad is here in Alaska. Looking at her, you'd never guess that she gave birth to all eight of us. It's not something I dwell on too much because that's just too much information, you know?

      Hawke's Ridge is a popular tourist spot, and I'm proud of that. It's a beautiful place with a lot to offer. It's an all-season Lodge. During the winter, only a Beaver or Cessna planes with skis can reach us. That's why I take advantage of picking up tourists with the bus whenever I can. I don't miss the city much when I'm home on the Ridge, but I do enjoy visiting occasionally, for a change of scenery.

      My hair ruffles in the breeze as I catch sight of the Cessna 208 Caravan approaching the runway. It's carrying eleven women here for a bachelorette party. I wince at the thought. My brothers, Ryland, Hunter, and Garrett are looking forward to the next five days, which makes me chuckle. I can already imagine the chaos that will ensue. Personally, I'd rather work on my motorcycle than spend time with a group of women who are only interested in gossiping and drinking wine. This isn't the first bachelorette party we've hosted, and it won't be the last. That's why Dad and Spencer installed a couple of hot tubs on the back deck for the ladies to relax in while the guys hang out by the fire pit. It's worked so far.

      We get hunters and fishermen at certain times of the year, as well as families looking for a break from city life. We're prepared for anything at this point. Our guests always leave happy and satisfied with their stay, especially those who get eaten out by my brothers.
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      As the airplane gently touches down on the runway, I wonder how long I'll be able to keep smiling. I've always dreamed of visiting Alaska, but when my boyfriend mentioned it to his sister, she thought I wanted to have my bachelorette party here. I couldn't imagine anything worse than spending my bachelorette party in Alaska with women I don't know and don't want to know. I didn't want a party. It's not my idea of fun. My idea of an idyllic setting is a cup of coffee, a good book, and a blanket over my lap while sitting on a porch with a view of snow-capped mountains.

      My best friend, Jamaica, should be here, but my future sister-in-law didn't want to wait an extra week for her to return from a work trip. I had no idea that things were being booked until Richard told me that I was leaving in two days. I was furious and knew Samantha had done it deliberately.

      The door of the small plane opens, and a nice breeze wraps around me. I wait until everyone else is off before moving into the doorway. I take a deep breath, step out onto the tarmac, and close my eyes, inhaling the fresh air. I'm in Alaska! Excitement runs through me, even as the stupid veil we all wear whacks me in the face, reminding me of the harsh reality—I’m getting married in a month.

      "Are you okay?"

      My eyes snap open at the sound of the masculine voice. Dark brown eyes stare into mine, and I forget where I am. I gaze at his handsome features—strong cheekbones and a short, dark beard covering his lips and jawline. He's a hot guy. He's tall, but everyone is tall compared to my five-foot-four frame. His long hair is tied back. I notice tattoos peeking out from under the sleeve of his shirt as my gaze moves downwards.

      His deep voice rumbles through his chest as he repeats, "Are you okay?"

      My eyes shoot upward, and I see his lips twitching with amusement while my face heats. I clear my throat. "I'm good.” I offer my hand. "Sofie Ryan."

      He grins. "Maddox Hawke."

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see something pink—Samantha. She wobbles toward us in her high heels and takes Maddox by the arm. "Tut-tut, Sofie. It's your bachelorette party. You need to let the single ladies talk to the delicious mountain men.” She tries to pull Maddox away, but he clenches his jaw, probably biting back a curse or two, before untangling himself.

      "If you all get on the bus, I'll load the luggage." He nods and walks toward the pilot, who is unloading the plane.

      Samantha turns my way. "My brother won't be happy about you flirting with the first guy you see."

      I open and shut my mouth, knowing better than to argue with her. I don't curse. Well, I didn't curse until I met her. She's acting like she's jealous of me being with her brother, which makes no sense. I have my own money, so I'm not after Richard’s. I can cook. However, I don't like his family, which might become an issue. So far, I've accepted Richard pushing me to spend time with his sister, even though he knows I don't want to. Anything I want seems to have gone out the window. I'm not sure what I'm going to do about it.

      Recently, I've been considering canceling the whole thing. The reality is that I don’t love Richard. In fact, on one or two occasions, I'm sure I haven't even liked him.

      "Are you not getting on the bus?" The pilot breaks into my sad thoughts.

      "I guess so." I don't make a move.

      "If you want some free advice, you need a new set of friends."

      I glance up at him, and he winces. "I might be the pilot, but I hear everything."

      "They're not my friends."

      "You don't want to be here?"

      “I’ve always wanted to visit Alaska, but I wish I was here alone.” Sighing, I put one foot in front of the other and climb onto the bus. The only seats are toward the back, so I head in that direction. I leave two rows between them and me.

      Maddox steps inside and quickly glances around. A frown appears on his face when he spots me alone at the back. He blinks, and the curiosity on his face disappears. Samantha and her friends bombard the guy with questions, but he only grunts in response. Eventually, he ignores them.

      The bus finally falls silent.

      I yank the stupid veil off my head and rub my scalp where the teeth dug in. I wince as I pull my hair free of the elastic holding it in a ponytail. I massage the back of my head and slowly turn my neck to get the kinks out. It's been a long, stressful day of traveling with this group.

      As we leave Anchorage, I finally get to see some of the views I've dreamt about, and a small smile slips onto my face. Wide open spaces and snow-capped mountains in the distance. Along the highway, there are trees and green spaces. We travel over a huge body of water and pass through another large town before heading out into the wilderness again. This time, the highway is smaller, and there are tall trees along the road.

      I struggle to keep my eyes open and surrender to the losing battle.

      When I open my eyes again, Maddox's low, sexy voice says, "Wake up, babe."

      He's crouched beside my seat, but I can't read his expression. He stands, but not quite reaching his full height because of the roof of the bus and holds out his hand. "Come on, Sleeping Beauty. Your friends are already inside the lodge.”

      I take his hand. "They're not my friends," I mutter, letting him tug me to my feet. I meet his gaze and see questions in his eyes. "I should join them." He grunts and, intertwining our fingers, leads me off the bus. Why I don’t pull away from this stranger is a mystery.

      It's nice having my hand held in his. The touch sets off little fireworks in my panties. But that's wrong, considering the engagement ring on my finger. A little voice in the back of my mind reminds me that Richard never holds my hand nor sets off fireworks in my hooha from just his touch. What the heck is wrong with me? I try to tug my hand free, but Maddox won't let go.

      Three men stand close to the luggage at the side and stare our way. Maddox gives them the finger which I’m sure I wasn’t supposed to witness. He then leads me up the three steps to the lodge's entryway. He hesitates at the double doors and, with what feels like reluctance, let’s go of my hand. I search his face, hoping he'll explain what's going on, but he says nothing.

      The door in front of us bursts open, knocking me backward. If it weren't for Maddox's quick reflexes, I would be on the ground. Instead, I have Maddox's arm around me while he glares at Catherine, Richard’s mother. "What are you doing loitering out here with that man?" She gives Maddox such a snotty stare that my hackles rise.

      "Catherine," I snap, shocking her, and myself, "this is Maddox Hawke, one of the owners of the Lodge.”

      Her eyes widen. “I’m so sorry. I’m not usually so⁠—”

      I cut her off. "Maddox, thank you for seeing me to the door. I'd better get Catherine inside." I step away from the man, feeling bereft as I do so. I take Catherine by the arm and lead her inside.

      The moment the door closes behind us, she turns on me, as I knew she would. "What do you think you are doing?" She hisses, digging her fingernails into my arm. I wince and try to pull my arm free, but I can't. "You're marrying my son, so you don't talk to other men. Otherwise, I will make sure my son knows that you're a floozy!” With one final, sharp dig of her fingernails into my flesh, she lets go and moves toward her daughter.

      Tears spring to my eyes as I join the line to check-in while wishing I had a letter opener to stab the horrid woman with. That thought drags a wince out of me. I’m not a violent person. As I give her a sideways glance, I think I might end up one.

      I’m not going to put up with this crap anymore. When I get back home, I’m going to give Richard his ring back. I was slowly coming to the conclusion that I needed to end things when the trip was dropped in my lap.

      I sigh wondering how I got into this mess.
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      I turn away as Sofie enters the lodge and trudge back to the bus, where Garrett, Ryland, and Hunter are staring at me. "What?" I snap, irritated.

      Ryland snickers. "You're asking what's wrong with us when you held hands with the girl and walked her to the door? What was that?"

      I open my mouth to say that I was just being friendly, but that would be a lie. From the moment I saw her step out of the Cessna, I knew she was different. I couldn't stop looking at the woman who exuded an air of loneliness. I was compelled to touch her. I wanted to keep her, and that threw my entire world into chaos. "I don't know," I tell my three brothers, only to spot a fourth moving toward us with a frown on his face.

      I root through the luggage and find the case I was looking for. I turn to watch my brother, Gabriel, approach, wondering who pissed in his coffee.

      I'm eager to head inside and find Sofie Ryan, the woman whose sad eyes drew me in and whose scent lingers after our brief encounter. My visceral reaction to her is unexpected and new to me.

      “What’s going on with them?” Gabriel nods toward the main building. “They’re not very friendly to each other.” He shakes his head. "The girl Garrett texted me about was getting chewed out by an older woman."

      "What the fuck!" I snap irritated at my brothers for gossiping, but I’m more furious that someone would hurt my woman. My woman, huh? For once, that doesn’t scare the shit out of me. “Just to be sure, honey-colored hair?”

      Gabriel stares my way. "Honey-colored?" His mouth twists into a grin. "Caught your attention, has she?"

      "Was it her or not, Gabe? I'm not in the mood."

      He rolls his eyes. "Yes, it was her. Garrett described her well. Has your shorts in a wad, huh?”

      "Fuck!" Ignoring the snickers from my four brothers, I rush up the steps and inside. My eyes immediately lock onto Sofie at the reception desk. The woman from the airport talking a mile a minute to her. I frown wondering if Sofie is supposed to be sharing a room with barbie.

      Oh, that is not happening!

      I quickly make my way behind the reception desk and call Colton, my youngest brother, over to me. "Make sure you give Sofie Ryan a double room. I don't want her sharing with anyone."

      He gives me a knowing look. "Um, okay."

      I narrow my eyes. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but she’s the odd one out. I'd rather she has someplace to go for some peace.”

      “That’s not good. I'll go take care of it now." I grab him by the back of his shirt. "Bro, what the fuck is your problem?" he hisses.

      “Get me the keycard. I'm going to take her to the room. I'll cover the additional cost."

      "You're acting fucking weird, but okay." Colton shakes his head. Back at the reception desk, he smiles and flirts with the uppity Barbie while handing her a keycard. Then he passes one to Sofie. I know he's explained that they're in different rooms when Barbie's face turns red with anger.

      That’s my cue!

      Samantha spots me moving toward them first and perks up, while Sofie turns and offers me a small smile. "Sofie, I'll take you to the room. My brothers will be here shortly with the rest of your luggage," I tell the group.

      I take Sofie's arm and lead her away from the ugly stares that follow us.

      "Hey, wait a minute! Sofie and I are sharing a room!" Uppity Barbie wobbles after us in her ridiculous shoes.

      Turning to face the disgruntled woman. I tell her, "The bride-to-be gets a room to herself, so if you'll excuse us." I turn and pull Sofie along with me, making her jog to keep up. The moment we step outside, I slow down. "Sorry about that. I figured you need some space.”

      She lets out a shaky breath. "Do I really have a room to myself?"

      "Yes."

      "Thank you so much. I wasn't sure how I'd manage sharing with her." She winces. "I shouldn't have said that."

      I laugh and watch as her face lights with happiness. The first I’ve seen since she arrived although there was a split second when she alighted from the plane. "You can say whatever you want around me. Come on, you have one of the best suites. It's called Belle, from Beauty and the Beast.”

      Her eyes light up. "Really? I saw photographs on your website. It looked pretty.”

      "Mom had a hand in naming the bridal suites." I smirk. "We have two."

      She snickers and twitches her pert nose as her eyes land on mine. "What's the other one named?" I watch her lick her lips, and my cock tries to punch its way out of my pants. I mentally tell it to behave.

      I clear my throat and admit, "Rapunzel."

      Her soft chuckle does something to me. I give her a sidelong glance before ushering her toward the Belle Suite. "Here it is."

      "Oh, it has a porch. This is amazing." She turns to face the snow-capped mountains in the distance. "That view is the reason I've always wanted to visit Alaska. I can't believe I'm here." Her excitement bubbles over, and she has me smiling along with her.

      I guess that answers my question about why she chose Alaska for her bachelorette party. That thought snaps me back to the present. She's engaged to be married. That's why she's here. I need to remember that and rein in my arousal. If only my dick would behave!

      I indicate for her to enter the room ahead of me. I'm so close that I hear the gasp leave her lips when she sees the room. I'm also close enough to smell the apple shampoo she uses on her hair. Since when do I care what shampoo a woman uses? Gah! I need to get out of here. But my feet have other ideas and I follow her inside.

      The Belle Suite is a princess bedroom for adults. It has a canopy bed draped in sheer fabric, a crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling, and plush velvet curtains framing the windows. I can't help but feel a surge of desire as I imagine her lying on the bed with her hair spread out around her like a halo. I push my desire to the back of my mind. I step forward to open the bathroom door.

      The bathroom is just as luxurious as the bedroom, with marble countertops, a double vanity, and a rain shower. The room is filled with the scents of lavender and jasmine, creating a serene atmosphere that is perfect for relaxation. However, my mind is on other things when she brushes past me and leans over the tub in the center of the room. I close my eyes. Having her naked in the tub with me is a vivid fantasy that I can almost taste on my lips.

      Snap out of it, Maddox, you horndog!

      Sofie turns to face me, tears on her cheeks. Startled, I step into her space, cup her face, and wipe her tears away with my thumbs. "What is it?"

      "This is the most gorgeous room I've ever seen. Are you sure I can stay here?"

      "Usually, the bride-to-be stays in one of the suites. It's included in the bachelorette package. But whoever booked for you and your acquaintances obviously refused the suite."

      "They did?" She sighs heavily and mutters, "That figures."

      Uncertain what she means, I force myself to move toward the front door. "There's a sheet with numbers on in the drawer beneath the phone." I pause. "Can I see your phone?"

      Frowning, she passes it over. I point the phone at her face to unlock it, then add my number and send myself a text. "You now have my number. Call if you need anything. It doesn't matter what time." I smile, tip my finger to my forehead, and leave, closing the door behind me.

      The second I’m outside I let out a heavy breath and gaze off into the distance at the snow-capped peaks, concentrating on my breathing. I haven’t gotten my dick wet in what feels like forever, so that must be why I feel a sudden attachment to the woman. It must be.

      And she's getting married.

      “Fuck!” I hiss under my breath as I head toward my cabin to retrieve my truck.
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      As soon as Maddox closes the door, I remove my jacket and kick off my boots before flopping down on the huge bed. I let out a sigh and find myself smiling as I look toward the doorway.

      I’m engaged to be married even though I’ve decided to end things once I get home. But still. Having such an attraction to the big man is new. Exciting too. The way he looked at me made my panties wet and my body hum with arousal. What I do about it while Richard is still in the picture is a quandary.

      I rub my temples, trying to shake off the negative feelings that are causing a headache. I'm prone to migraines, and the stress of this trip certainly hasn't helped. At least I'm no longer sharing a room with Samantha. I wish my friend Jamaica was here with me. Of course, Samantha was the reason why she wasn’t.

      My phone rings in my back pocket, but when I see the caller ID, I ignore it. It stops and starts up again. I glance at my watch to make sure I'm not late for the afternoon snacks and wine. Thankfully, I have plenty of time. My phone stops ringing, and I hold my breath, expecting Samantha to call again. It stays silent. Then it rings again. This time, Richard's name flashes on the screen.

      I grind my teeth in annoyance but decide to answer the call. I stay silent and wait for him to speak.

      "Sofie, are you there?"

      "Yes, Richard. I'm here."

      “Samantha told me that a beast of a man took you to a different room than the one she booked. She isn't happy with you. Neither is Mother. Who is this man?"

      I need a moment to collect my thoughts because I really want to tell him to go fuck himself. Why have I allowed myself to become a doormat? "The man is one of the owners. Apparently, since I'm the bride-to-be, I get a suite. I'm not sharing it. I want my own space. End of story. Now, why are you calling me?"

      "I can see you're in one of your moods. Is that why you're ignoring Samantha?"

      "I was in the bathroom. Not that it's anyone's business. I'll see Samantha later. She has her friends with her to keep her company," I snap. "I'll talk to you later." I quickly hang up before he can say anything else or before I blurt out the truth—I don’t love you. I can’t marry you.

      A few minutes later, my phone rings again—it's his mother! I send it to voicemail and quickly turn off my phone.

      Peace at last.

      I roll off the bed and cast a glare at my phone as I pick my jacket up from the floor and hang it on the built-in coat stand beside the door. The coat stand is quaint and reminds me of the country, with its
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