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A Note to Readers


Birdie Whiskey has lived in my head far longer than she’s lived on the page, and from the moment she arrived, I knew she would demand a hero worthy of her, who could match her spirit, appreciate her fire, and love her completely, stubborn edges and all. Crew Hendricks is that man. Their road to happily ever after isn’t an easy one, but the best love stories rarely are, and I promise every emotion you feel along the way is worth it. I hope you love them as much as I do. If this is your first introduction to my writing, all of my books are written to stand alone and may also be enjoyed as part of the larger series, so dive in and enjoy the ride.

I have received countless messages begging me not to end the Whiskey and Wicked series. Have no fear. Not only do I have no plans to end two of my favorite series, but I am bringing them together in The Whiskeys and Wickeds: Dark Knights at Salvation Falls series, starting with Rebel Whiskey’s story. You’ll find more on our new Dark Knights family in the back of this book.

If you haven’t checked out my online bookstore yet, I hope you will. I absolutely love being able to offer exclusive discounts and goodies to readers. I have a whole stock of Wicked and Whiskey merchandise, as well as exclusive special editions in ebooks and print, discounted pre-orders, early releases, exclusive discounts on bundles in all formats (ebooks, audio, and print!), and more. Ebooks can be read on any ereader, and audiobooks can be listened to on the free and easy-to-use BookFunnel app.

Shop.MelissaFoster.com

The best way to keep up to date with new releases and sales is to sign up for my newsletter and join my Facebook Fan Club, where I chat with readers often.

MelissaFoster.com/news

Facebook.com/groups/MelissaFosterFans
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About the Love in Bloom Big-Family Romance Collection

The Whiskeys: Dark Knights at Redemption Ranch is just one of the series in the Love in Bloom big-family romance collection. Each Love in Bloom book is written to be enjoyed as a standalone romance or as part of the larger series. There are no cliffhangers and no unresolved issues. Characters from each series make appearances in future books, so you never miss an engagement, wedding, or birth and can keep up to date with your favorite characters. A complete list of all series titles is included at the end of this book, along with previews of upcoming publications.

Visit Melissa’s Reader Goodies page for series checklists, family trees, maps, and more.

MelissaFoster.com/RG

See the Love in Bloom Collection

MelissaFoster.com

Download Series Checklists, Family Trees, Maps, and More

MelissaFoster.com/RG
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Chapter One


BIRDIE WHISKEY RACED down the slope, her board slicing through the snow as her mind ricocheted from stewing over her spectacularly nonexistent love life to creating new recipes for her chocolate shop, Divine Intervention—Forever Alone Fudge? Better than a Bachelor Bonbon?—and to the undeniable fact that hot yoga solved more problems for her than men ever had, but it couldn’t replace the emotional connection she craved.

Why don’t more hot guys attend hot yoga classes?

She imagined a room full of shirtless guys trying to do yoga and let out a whoop as she flew over a mogul and spotted her bestie, Quinn Finney, who worked with her at the chocolate shop, lip-locked at the base of the slope with her beau, Cutter Long, bringing another idea for the shop.

Third-Wheel Truffle, anyone?

What’s that saying? Always a third wheel, never a ride or die?

Story of my life.

She wasn’t supposed to be a third wheel this weekend. Her second cousin, and wingman, Raleigh “Rebel” Whiskey, was supposed to come with them and hang out with her, but he owned a classic-car restoration business and had some kind of car emergency. At least Birdie had the cabin she and Rebel had rented all to herself. She only wished they’d opted for one with a hot tub. Hot-tub hopping was fun with Rebel, but she didn’t really want to do it alone.

As she cut across the slope to get closer to where she’d spotted Quinn and Cutter, her gaze caught on a big, broad, bearded man carrying a snowboard, dark hair sticking out from beneath a black beanie. Holy Viking.

Someone sped past, jerking Birdie’s attention back to the slope. She was plowing straight toward Quinn and Cutter at breakneck speed. “Watch out!” she hollered.

They lurched apart just in time for Birdie to blast between her bespectacled chestnut-haired bestie and the strapping cowboy. Shrieking with laughter, Birdie swerved around another couple and fishtailed to a stop, sending snow flying into the air. Grinning triumphantly, she threw her arms up and cheered, “Woo-hoo!”

Quinn gaped at her. “Birdie!”

Cutter barked out an incredulous laugh and shook his head.

“What?” Birdie asked as she pushed her goggles up to her helmet and then unhooked one boot from her board.

“That was graceful,” Cutter teased.

Tipping him a smile as she made her way over, she said, “Thank you!”

“You nearly killed us,” Quinn said. “What were you doing?”

“Scoping out Ragnar.” She looked around, but her Viking was nowhere in sight. With her luck, she’d imagined him.

“Are you kidding?” Quinn asked excitedly, looking around. “The actor is here?”

“Who the hell’s Ragnar?” Cutter asked.

“A hot guy on the show Vikings,” Birdie said. “I didn’t know Vikings liked to snowboard, but I guess there’s not much those big, delicious beasts can’t do.”

“He’s an actor, not a real Viking,” Cutter said.

“Says you,” Birdie said. “You missed out, Quinn. We’re talking mile-wide shoulders, a beard, and a dangerously sexy vibe.”

Cutter scoffed. “She’s not missing out on anything.” He reached for Quinn’s hand, tugging his smiling girlfriend into a kiss.

Birdie rolled her eyes. She was happy her friends had come to their senses and had finally given in to what the rest of them had seen for months, but everyone around her was coupled off now, and at twenty-nine, Birdie was starting to wonder if she’d ever be lucky enough to find someone who adored her the way Cutter adored Quinn. But she couldn’t stew on that right now. She wanted to get back on the slopes. With any luck, maybe she’d run into the Viking she’d seen.

“Ready to go again?” she asked.

“We’ve been at it all day. We need a break,” Quinn said. “We’re going to head back to the cabin and get some hot chocolate.”

“Uh-huh. I know what that means,” she teased, catching Cutter’s smirk. “I’m going to hit the slopes and scout for a date for New Year’s.”

“That’s three months away,” Quinn said.

“Exactly. Which is a realistic search window, considering most men don’t make it past the first impression, and the ones who do don’t reveal their cracks until we’re a few dates in. I honestly thought my parents would pull through and find me a man to save me from dating hell, but clearly that was overly optimistic. They totally failed me.”

“You’re so dramatic,” Quinn said.

“I am not,” Birdie insisted. “Everyone in my family found love on our ranch. Taking in someone who is right for me is the least my parents can do.” While Birdie chose not to live and work on their family’s second-chance ranch, where they rescued horses and gave troubled souls the therapy and support they needed to find their path in life, her older brothers and sister, Doc, Cowboy, Dare, and Sasha, all lived and worked there.

“You asked your parents to set you up?” Cutter asked.

“Don’t look so surprised. The whole legacy of love started with them. They were the first to find love on the ranch. My dad will tell you it was love at first sight at the Roadhouse, but then he came to work on the ranch, and my mother fell like a landslide. I did what any self-respecting single woman would do in my situation. I stifled my pride and told my parents they had six months to find me a soulmate.”

Cutter cocked a brow. “I don’t think it works that way.”

“That’s what they claim, but I know otherwise. And you should, too! You met Quinn at an event there,” she reminded him. “Even if it took you years to figure out you were meant to be together, you can’t deny that Redemption Ranch definitely holds some kind of magic. But it’s been almost a year and a half since I asked my parents to help, and I’m still flying solo, so apparently that magic works for everyone except me. Which sucks, because it’s slim pickin’s out here. You know how awful dating apps are. Nobody ever looks like their pictures, and almost everything they say in their profile is a lie.”

“You shouldn’t be on those apps anyway,” Cutter said. “They’re not safe.”

Birdie gave him a deadpan look. “How else do you expect me to get a date?”

“Wait, don’t you have a date next week with that guy you met at the coffee shop? Joe?” Quinn reminded her.

“I forgot about that. He was cute. But why do all the guys I meet have boring names?”

“What’s boring about the name Joe?” Cutter asked.

“It’s par for the course, that’s all,” Birdie said flatly. “I swear, dating is like digging through a giant box of chocolates for your favorite and realizing every single one is filled with that weird jelly filling nobody likes.”

“She’s not wrong,” Quinn said.

“And then there’s every guy’s inability to keep up. They’re either overwhelmed by me or they want to fix me, and both are equally exhausting,” Birdie exclaimed. “Half the time they’re like, you’re too much, and I’m literally just standing there being delightful.”

Quinn laughed. “You know I love you, but delightful is not a word I’d use to describe you.”

“Delightful isn’t usually quite so…” Cutter eyed Birdie’s Comic Book Candy ski suit, a mix of bright blocks of color and graphic pop art. “Loud.”

Birdie pointed at him. “That’s rude. Accurate, but rude.”

“I’m just saying you’re high-voltage, Bird,” Cutter clarified. “And I mean that in the very best way. It’s going to take a hell of a guy to keep up with you.”

“Exactly,” Quinn agreed. “Maybe you need a new approach. Why don’t you try being a little more mysterious?”

Birdie planted a hand on her hip. “I’m mysterious.”

“You tell everyone your life story on the first date,” Quinn said.

“Only when it comes up naturally! Besides, I’d rather get it all out there. If they can’t take the speed, they should get out of my lane.”

“I get that, but maybe give it a minute first so you don’t scare them off,” Quinn suggested.

“I am not scary,” Birdie insisted.

“That’s not what she means,” Cutter said. “Think about it this way. When you’re thirsty, would you rather drink from a faucet or a firehose?”

“Well, when you put it that way, I guess it makes sense.” Birdie cracked a grin. “Although, for the record, I prefer my guy had a firehose than a garden hose, if you know what I mean.”

Birdie and Quinn laughed. Cutter shook his head.

“I can try to amp up my mysteriousness,” Birdie said. “But I honestly don’t know if I’m capable of slowing my roll.”

Quinn tilted her head, softening her tone. “Maybe start off small, like using your given name. I love your nickname, and it suits you perfectly, but some guys may not take you seriously because of it.”

“Do I look like a Blaire to you?” Birdie asked.

“Would you stop?” Quinn’s smile softened. “You’re that sought-after piece of chocolate in a world of jelly-filled treats, no matter what you call yourself. All I’m saying is, if you meet a guy, don’t overshare until you know if he deserves to hear about your family and your chocolate shop and your love of all things funky.”

“I agree,” Cutter said protectively. “No more telling strangers that you own the shop or where the Whiskey ranch is, either. You’re going to end up with someone who’s looking for a sugar mama.”

“Well, I am a chocolatier,” Birdie teased.

Cutter narrowed his eyes.

“Fine,” she relented. “Those are all good points, but if this backfires and guys think I’m boring, I’m coming after both of you.”

Cutter slung an arm over Quinn’s shoulders, and Quinn said, “You know where to find us.”

“Forget what I said. I’m not going anywhere near your cabin tonight.” Birdie waved them off.

“Text us later so we know you’re alive,” Cutter said.

Birdie rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom. Now, please go be nauseatingly in love while I try to remember to be Mysterious Blaire instead of Firehose Birdie.”


Chapter Two


CREW HENDRICKS STOOD at the top of the slope on his snowboard, cold air burning his lungs the way the truth had burned through him every day for the past four years. The mountain stretched out below him, as unforgiving and impossible to control as the past he couldn’t outrun. The mountain didn’t care about excuses. It was just there, waiting for him to decide whether he was brave enough to move forward. Maybe that was why he’d ended up here, staying at his cabin in the woods, standing on the mountain that had tried to kick his ass as a kid but he’d managed to conquer that same year.

He’d been out of prison for a few weeks and still hadn’t found his footing. He didn’t know how to start trying to make amends for the damage he’d caused when there was no way to give back what he’d taken. He had no idea what he was going to do for work, much less where he’d live. His cabin was a remnant from his previous life. One he no longer felt comfortable in. It was too lux, too far from town, though he knew he was fortunate to have a roof over his head. He’d met plenty of guys in prison who would literally have nothing when they got out.

Carrying apologies that were too heavy to speak and at the same time felt too damn small and insignificant to matter, he needed somewhere to put that weight. He needed movement. Forward movement, even if it was just one deliberate plunge toward a future he hadn’t figured out how to deserve, because there was no way he was going back to the life he’d once lived.

He pushed off the ridge, carving his way down the mountain, reveling in the freedom of the ride. He popped off a bump, grabbed the nose of his board, and landed clean. Gaining momentum, he headed for the bank and went for a frontside 360. He launched into a controlled spin, the world whipping around him. Halfway through the rotation, he grabbed the board for a quick indy. A blur of color sliced across his vision. As he descended toward the slope, that blur—a female snowboarder holding up a phone—swerved into his path. There was nowhere to go, no time to redirect. They collided and went down hard, rolling until the grade slowed them.

Fucking phones. Crew braced a hand in the snow, his chest tight, hoping he hadn’t hurt her. Four years of working out had bulked him up. At six three and two hundred and twenty pounds, he could do some damage.

Pushing up to his knees, he turned, expecting tears or yelling, but the other snowboarder was on her back, rising up onto her elbows, and muttering something under her breath. He did a quick visual sweep. Her long dark hair was covered in powder, boots still strapped to her board. No visible broken bones. Thank God. What the hell was she wearing? Her snowsuit looked like a mishmash of neon pop art. She was a tiny thing. Worry crawled up his spine. Please don’t let her be a kid. It would be bad enough if he’d hurt a woman, but a kid?

“Sorry about that. You all right?” he asked, his voice low, careful.

“Fine,” she bit out as she sat up, pulling her goggles onto her helmet.

He shoved his own goggles up, ready to defend himself, but the second their eyes met without the tint of plastic between them, his focus locked in. She wasn’t a kid. Beautiful, angry honey-brown eyes stared back at him, full of grit and challenge, but there was a spark in that stare that made it impossible to look away.

Her expression faltered, surprise flickering across it, but just as quickly, her eyes narrowed, and her lips curved into a too-damn-sexy smirk. “You know, there are easier ways to meet women than tackling them.”

Ballsy and beautiful. A dangerous combination. “You cut in front of me.”

“I didn’t see you,” she said defiantly. “I was filming. It’s not like I can look up when I’m going down the mountain and talking to a camera.”

“Yeah,” he said flatly. “I noticed.”

“It’s important to be authentic and in the moment when you’re filming,” she insisted. “And I had to get the right angle. It’s tricky. It takes skills to film on the move. Hold the phone too high and I look like a child. Too low and I look like a slug.”

A laugh rolled out before he could stop it. “Right. A slug. I can see that.” He definitely could not see that, with those plump lips and fiery eyes, but he got a kick out of her uppity spirit.

“Hey! That’s not nice.”

“You said it.”

“And you’re supposed to say I could never look like a slug, or don’t be silly, or something other than agreeing with me.”

“I have a feeling you don’t need any man to tell you that.” He cocked a grin. “Want me to film you now? Show all your fanboys how you swerved into my path just so you could meet me?”

“I did not. It was an accident, and if you weren’t acting like a flying monkey, I’d’ve been fine.”

“You keep telling yourself that.” He pushed upright on his board and held out a hand to help her up.

As he tugged her up, she sucked in a breath. “Ow!” She yanked her hand free and dropped to her knees. “Shoot.”

Shit. “Where does it hurt?”

“It’s my ankle. I must’ve tweaked it. I’m sure it’s fine.” She tried pushing to her feet again, winced, and immediately sank back down, groaning. “Okay, so maybe fine is too strong a word. But I can get up.” She tried to stand again and plunked down a third time. “Damn it. Stupid ankle. I guess I can try rolling down the hill, or maybe I should call a rescue team.” Her eyes lit up. “They do have a team of hot rescue guys. That’ll work.”

He stifled his amusement. “You don’t need a rescue team. Hold still.” He unclipped her boots from her board and picked it up. Turning his back to her, he crouched and looked over his shoulder at her. “Climb on.”

“Seriously?” There was a hint of excitement in her voice.

“I’m not kneeling here just to admire the view.” He lifted his chin. “Let’s go, Trouble.”

Her lips curved into a killer smile, and she pulled her goggles into place. “Okay, Ragnar.”

He felt a smile tugging at his lips. It had been a long damn time since he’d had a reason to smile. “That’s not my name.”

“It is now,” she said, her arms looping around his neck as she hopped onto his back. “And don’t even think about telling me your name is Brian or Dave or some other boring name. Just let me live out my Viking fantasy.”

Why did he find her cheekiness so cute? And why did she smell like the beach? Why am I noticing? Gritting his teeth, he rose to his full height.

“Whoa,” she exclaimed, holding on tighter, wrapping her legs around him. “Don’t drop me!”

He wasn’t worried about getting her down the mountain. He’d been snowboarding forever and could do just about every trick out there. But he did worry that Little Miss Oblivious to the World Around Her might forget to hold on.

“Don’t let go,” he warned, and pushed off carefully, her board in one hand, her weight steady on his back.

“The world looks different from up here!” she hollered as they headed down the slope.

Feels different with you up there, too.

“Woo-hoo! I might never snowboard on my own again. Can I rent you out?”

She was a fucking trip.

“Go over a bump!” she said, her legs squeezing his waist.

Fuck. Even through his jacket, she felt too damn good.

He headed for a mogul, and she squealed as they went over it.

“Go over another!” she hollered.

It was ridiculous how much he was enjoying this as he carved their way to another mogul, earning carefree laughter as they caught air. He landed solidly, and she shouted, “Again!”

As he navigated bumps and landings, she hollered, “Your back is shockingly comfortable. I’m officially holding on tight for reasons other than safety!”

Hell if that didn’t make him grin.

“I should probably apologize for that later,” she said. “But I won’t.”

He was enjoying her one-sided conversations. They reached the bottom of the slope far too quickly. “Hang on,” he said, lifting his goggles up. He crouched to unclip his boots from his snowboard, careful not to lose her in the process.

“Ha! As if I’d give up my Viking transport that easily?”

Chuckling, he situated the two boards in one hand and scanned the area for a bench. Spotting one by the lodge, he carried her in that direction. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a trip?”

“Maybe a time or two.”

“Careful with that ankle,” he said as he lowered her to the snow.

She grabbed his arm, taking weight off her right foot.

“Sit.” He nodded to the bench.

She sat down and pushed up her goggles as he bent to check out her ankle. Turning a playful gaze on him, she said, “You don’t have to kneel for me. I know I’m queen of the slopes, but I’m not into all the fanfare that comes with it.”

Gently taking off her boot, he said, “Guess I’ll cancel the chariot.”

“Who needs a chariot when I’ve got a strong, broad back to carry me?”

He pocketed his gloves and wrapped his hand around her ankle, his eyes trained on hers, watching for signs of discomfort, but those honey-brown eyes only warmed.

“Your hand is hot,” she said. “That feels like information I should be filing away.”

He wondered if she meant to say that out loud. “Does this hurt?”

“No. You know what they say about hot hands?”

The sparkle in her eyes told him whatever saying she had in mind wasn’t cross-stitched on a pillow and had nothing to do with hearts and everything to do with trouble, but he gave it a shot anyway. “You mean warm hands, warm heart?”

“No.”

He felt her leg right above her ankle, and when she didn’t flinch, he angled her foot to the side. She winced. His gut tightened. “How bad is it?”

“The saying? It’s not bad at all. It’s a good one. But I think I’d better keep it to myself. It’s kind of dirty.”

He got a kick out of the way she bobbed between topics and rattled off whatever seemed to pop into her head. “I meant how bad is the pain in your ankle?”

“Oh. I think I tweaked it. It’s a little sore, but I’ll live.” She lowered her voice and said, “Relax, Ragnar. I’m not made of glass.”

“Didn’t say you were.”

Her grin tugged sideways. “You look like you want to apologize again.”

She saw more than he’d like her to. “I should’ve seen you coming,” he said, carefully sliding her foot into her boot.

“I should’ve been watching where I was going. I’ll take fifty percent of the blame.” She leaned forward, her eyes twinkling flirtatiously. “Now that you’ve felt me up, you should buy me a drink.”

He cocked a brow. “I wasn’t feeling you up.”

“You touched my ankle. That’s practically second base. What do you say? Want to buy me a drink?”

Hell yeah, he wanted to buy her a drink. He had no interest in drinking, but he could have one beer, if only to spend more time with her. “I don’t know, Trouble. Think you can keep from crashing into me on the way inside?” He rose to his feet.

“Do you really want me to?” She held out her hand, looking at him expectantly.

He eyed her hand but didn’t take it. “Why don’t you give your ankle a break. Let me have your boots and helmet, and give me your locker number and code, and you can wait here while I put away our equipment.”

“And give some other snow bunny a shot at living out my Viking fantasy? Not a chance.” She took his hand, pulling herself to her feet, and leaned on him, grinning adorably.

“Want me to carry you over?”

“Yes, but it’s probably better if I try to walk.”

Admiring her determination, he picked up their boards, situating them in one hand. “You really think I’d take your stuff and leave you sitting here in your socks?”

“Maybe. I know how men’s brains work. A pretty face can short-circuit their ability to make smart decisions.”

He ground his back teeth. He’d never been that kind of asshole, but that hadn’t stopped the two most important people in his life from pulling that shit on him. “In my experience, it’s the other way around.”

“We’ll see about that,” she said with as much sass as challenge.

“No, we won’t. I don’t do that shit.” He slid his free arm around her waist, taking the pressure off her ankle as they headed for the equipment return.

“If you say so. I mean, that’s a big proclamation coming from a guy who’s buying me a drink after I flashed a smile.”

He met her mischievous gaze. She was smirking. Whether she was daring or goading, he couldn’t tell, but it didn’t matter. She was bold in a way that was nothing like the women he’d known in his former life. For the first time in years, he felt something other than dread or guilt, and hell if his chest didn’t hitch on that unfamiliar feeling. “You enjoy riling people up?”

Her eyes gleamed wickedly. “Stick around, Viking. I get worse.”


Chapter Three


RAGNAR STOOD AS big and stable as a towering tree beside Birdie inside the lodge, his dark eyes scanning the room, one hand resting on her back. Could he feel her heart pounding through her jacket as he guided her toward a table? Why was she so nervous? She never got nervous around guys. She was an expert at keeping the upper hand. Not that she’d lost it with him. He exuded raw power, but not the type that scared her. Having grown up in a biker family, she knew all kinds of men and had honed her senses to sniff out guys who reeked of bad decisions. Ragnar didn’t feel like that. He had a steady, calm presence, like he didn’t need to waste energy trying to prove himself, and she liked that.

“Let’s sit at the bar,” she suggested, pocketing her gloves. Tables were meant for small talk and awkward silences. She wasn’t great at either.

With a nod, he headed in that direction.

At the bar, Ragnar helped her take off her jacket, his gaze moving over the tight red shirt she wore beneath with the same heat-inducing intensity as it had when she’d taken off her helmet by the lockers, sending another prickling wave of awareness through her.

“Thanks,” she said as he hung it on the back of a tall bar chair. She could count on one hand the number of times a guy had helped her with her jacket. It felt almost outdated, and she loved it. Does that make me old-fashioned? She pondered that as she sat down.

He pulled off his hat and raked a hand through his shoulder-length brown hair, pushing it away from his face. Birdie’s breath caught. Without the distraction of his hat, he was even more striking. He had a strong jaw, straight nose, and a mouth that clearly didn’t waste smiles. Even his deep-set dark eyes appeared more serious and all-seeing, like her brother Cowboy’s. Although there was nothing brotherly in the way Ragnar looked at her.

He shrugged off his coat, uncovering his impossibly muscled chest and arms beneath a snug-fitting black layer. Yum. He hung his coat on the back of the chair beside her and sat down, his thick thigh brushing her leg. Neither of them pulled away.

A little thrill skated through her as they ordered a hot toddy for her and a beer for him.

Ragnar arched a brow. “Well, isn’t that drink fitting?”

“Thank you,” she said with a shoulder shimmy. “This place always smells like wet clothes and whiskey after dark. It sounds terrible, but it’s actually comforting. Like everyone survived the day, and now we’re all thawing out together. I love watching people come in, buzzing from the mountain, not knowing what to do with all that leftover adrenaline. Have you ever noticed how some people get real quiet, and others are loud? Or they immediately order tequila, which feels like overkill, but to each his own.”

She paused to thank the bartender when he brought their drinks, then took a sip. “Mm. So good. I usually land somewhere in the middle, between quiet and loud, I mean. But I like watching people go from adrenaline junkie to chilling out.”

His lips quirked.

“So,” she said lightly, realizing that she was acting like a firehose. “Are you always this quiet, or am I intimidating you?”

He picked up his glass. “I’m enjoying listening to you.” He nodded to her ankle. “Comfortable?”

She wiggled her foot, warmed by his concern, and said, “Yeah. Either my ankle is a drama queen, or adrenaline is a miracle drug.”

He huffed a soft laugh, and the sound settled low in her stomach. “That might have something to do with the fact that you’re not putting pressure on it.”

“Way to burst my bubble,” she teased, bumping him with her shoulder. “So, Viking.” She swirled her drink. “Do you come here often?”

“I used to.”

She glanced at him. “Why’d you stop?”

He shrugged.

“Ah. You’re the mysterious type.”

“How about you?” he asked with a lift of his chin.

“Not that often, but enough to enjoy it.”

“Do you always snowboard alone?”

“Not if I can help it,” she said, earning a tick in his jaw. “I’m here for the weekend with friends, but they’re off being madly in love in their cabin, or on the slopes, or in the woods. I never know with them. My cousin was supposed to come with us, but he had to work.”

“Can’t say I feel bad about that,” he said with a wicked gleam in his eyes.

“Me, either.” She lifted her glass. “To collisions and terrible timing.”

He cocked a brow. “I think you mean selective awareness.”

“I was very aware,” she said, knowing she wasn’t, but she liked volleying with him.

“Of your phone.”

“Multitasking is a skill.”

Those piercing eyes remained trained on her. “You always this confident?”

“Only when I’m right.” She lifted her glass higher. “To questionable decisions.”

His glass remained on the bar. “Given the way we met, you seem well acquainted.”

“I’ll admit that filming while snowboarding might not have been the smartest decision, but hey, I got to meet you.” She flashed a cheesy grin. “I might make a few questionable decisions, but that’s what life’s about, right? Having fun, making mistakes, and experiencing things while we’re young. Don’t get the wrong impression. I’m not the kind of girl who goes home with every guy I meet or gets rip-roaring drunk every night.”

Still making no move to pick up his glass, he said, “What kind of girl are you?”

She opened her mouth to tell him about how she’d always worked hard to keep up with her brothers and how far she’d come on her own but remembered she was supposed to be mysterious. Reining in that urge, she said, “A no-bullshit one.”

“I’ll drink to that.” He finally lifted his glass and tapped it to hers.

“Wow, you really make a girl earn a toast, don’t you?” She smiled with the tease. “Okay, Viking, give me three words.”

“For what?”

“To describe me,” she said. “You’ve been studying me.”

His gaze moved thoughtfully over her. “Bright.”

“Careful,” she said, leaning into him. “Compliments will go straight to my head.”

“Already seems crowded in there,” he teased.

She smiled.

“Multifaceted,” he added.

She lowered her voice. “Is that code for complicated?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“You’re dead honest. I like that,” she said. “What’s the third word?”

“Fearless.”

“You’re good.”

He smirked.

That silent innuendo did not go unnoticed. “Now I’ll do you!”

That smirk turned into a sinful grin. “Lucky me.”

She smiled and leaned into him. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

“Sure you didn’t.” Their eyes locked over the rim of his glass as he took a drink.

Her chest got all fluttery.

“Go ahead, Trouble,” he said, setting down his glass. “Take your best shot.”

She didn’t hesitate. “Watchful, intense, and considerate. And guarded, which is kind of the same as watchful, and quietly dangerous, but not the scary kind of dangerous. More like enticingly dangerous, because you’re mysterious. They kind of go together. Most guys aren’t mysterious at all. They’re like those short stories that have just enough depth to get you through them but never enough to leave you wanting more.”

His brow lifted. “That’s a hell of a lot more than three words.”

“You’re a big guy. You need more words.”

A corner of his mouth tipped up. “Are you always this bold with people you’ve just met?”

“Only the ones who don’t flinch.”

He took another drink, his eyes never leaving hers. Desire crackled between them, their legs touching more purposefully beneath the bar.

Turning her glass slowly, she said, “Are you always this intense?”

“You’re hard to look away from. It’s distracting.”

That gave her pause. “In a good way?”

“Undecided.” He took a drink, his eyes still on her, the tease glimmering in them.

“Ouch.” She nudged his arm with her elbow. “You wounded me.”

“I doubt that,” he said. “You strike me as pretty damn resilient.”

She lifted a brow. “Are you saying I’m hard to kill?”

“I’m saying I wouldn’t bet against you.”

“That’s probably smart.”

He leaned closer, his voice low. “Want me to stop staring?”

“No,” she said honestly, leaning in, too. “Do you want me to stop being distracting?”

“Absolutely not. It’s been a long time since I found anyone distracting.”

Her pulse skipped. “Me too,” she admitted, before she could think not to. This trying-to-be-mysterious thing was difficult.

“That’s a little hard to believe,” he challenged. “You seem like your mind is always going a million miles per hour, easily distractible.”

“How can you say that when I was so focused on my phone I didn’t see you jumping out of the sky?”

“Jumping.” He chuckled and shook his head.

“I’ll admit I get distracted by good chocolate, and I can’t go within fifty feet of a mechanical bull without riding it, but it’s been a long time since I’ve found anyone more interesting than a short story.”

He lifted his chin. “Is that why you’re so chatty? Do I make you nervous?”

Disappointment coasted through her. “I know I’m a lot. I warned you.” She sat back, but he caught her hand, pulling her close again, those serious eyes holding her captive.

“I didn’t say that, and I sure as hell don’t feel it,” he said earnestly. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m not very good at this.”

“This?”

“Getting to know someone. I haven’t done it in a long time. I was with my ex for a few years, and it’s been a while since we broke up.”

The honesty in his voice was unmistakable. “A while? Like a few weeks or months?”

“No. She’s been out of my life for years.”

“Are you a one-night-stand guy now?” she asked. “Is that why you haven’t gotten to know anyone? I’m not judging you. I just want to know where you’re coming from.”

“No, and I never have been that kind of guy. I’ve…” His jaw tightened. “I’ve been busy with other things. Working on myself. The truth is, I like the way you say what’s on your mind without hiding behind what you think I want to hear, and I like how you go from one topic to the next. I just noticed that you tend to fill the silence and wondered if there was a reason. I’m sorry if I hit a nerve.”

She felt bad for jumping to the wrong conclusion. “It’s okay. I’m sorry for assuming you meant something else. I’m used to being too much for guys.”

“That’s a shame, but you’re a refreshing change for me,” he said, brushing his thumb over the back of her hand. “I was curious, that’s all.”

He started to pull his hand away, but she held on tighter and said, “Quiet can feel…loaded.”

“Loaded?” he asked.

“Yeah.” She inhaled deeply, trying to figure out how to express something she’d never talked about before. People had told her she was too much, too loud, too all over the place, but nobody had ever asked her why she filled those gaps in conversations. She wanted to talk about it with him. “I’m not sure how to describe it. Silence gives people too much space for scrutiny.”

His fingers closed around hers as he turned in his seat toward her, his knee resting against her leg. “And that bothers you? Being scrutinized?”

“No.” She turned, too, and he guided her legs between his, leaning in close, as if he didn’t want to miss a word. “It’s what comes after and the stress of knowing it’s coming that bother me. Once people realize I don’t fit into any of the normal boxes we put each other in, they either suddenly remember they left the stove on, or they want to change me.”

“Isn’t being unique a good thing?”

“To me it is, but guys like to fix things. Me. They want to fix me.”

His jaw ticked again, as if he didn’t like hearing that. “What do you do when they try?”

“I rebel and talk more.” She lifted her chin. “Or I leave.”

He nodded, like that made sense to him.

“What do you do when things get hard?” she asked.

“I don’t run.”

“No?” she pressed.

“No,” he said. “I endure.”

Something in his voice made her chest ache. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It can be, which is why I’m in no hurry to jump back into another relationship.”

“Ah,” she said. “A man with limits.”

“I’ve always lived by them, and the few times I’ve deviated, things didn’t end well. Limits keep people safe. What about you? Is filling the silence tiring?”

He was watching her so intently, her pulse quickened.

“Depends on the company, but not usually. It’s who I’ve always been, and I like who I am, so I’m not going to let someone else change me.”

His thumb stroked a slow path over her knuckles. “I admire you for staying true to yourself.”

She noticed how careful he was with his words, each one purposeful and direct. She had a feeling he did everything purposefully, the soothingly seductive brush of his thumb, the way he listened like he wanted to figure her out, and the way his legs boxed hers in protectively.

“You don’t? Stay true to yourself, I mean?” she asked.

“I do now, but I spent a long time bending to other people’s wills.”

“I can’t imagine a man like you bending to anyone’s will.”

“Then I guess the changes I made are working.”

They finished their drinks as they talked, and she noticed that when they ordered another round, he ordered water.

“You slowing down already?” she asked.

“I like keeping my wits about me,” he said as their drinks were set in front of them, and he paid the bartender.

She tilted her head. “That’s disciplined.”

“I’ve always been that way. I like knowing where I am, who I’m with.”

The way he said it felt intimate, and the silence that followed didn’t feel as worrying as it did with others. She leaned into it, the sizzling heat between them drowning out the din of the bar. Only this felt deeper than mere physical attraction, as if they were bonded as much by the secrets they’d shared as the ones they hadn’t, taking her by surprise. As open as she came across, she was used to being on guard, watching for signs that she was too much. But other than that brief misunderstanding about her chattiness, she didn’t feel that way with him at all.

He looked down, and she followed his gaze to her foot resting on his. “Sorry,” she said, pulling her foot away.

He slid a hand behind her calf, lifting her leg just enough to slide his hand beneath the edge of her snow pants, and wrapping it around her ankle. Heat skated up her leg.

“How’s your ankle?” he asked.

She rolled it gently in his hand. There was no pain, only warmth. “Better.”

His brows knitted. “You sure?”

“Yes,” she said, loving his thoughtfulness. “You can stop worrying.”

“Not likely.” He guided her foot on top of his and rested his hand on her leg.

They both leaned in at the same time, and nearly silent laughs fell from their lips. His attention lingered on her mouth for a long moment before he lifted those dark eyes to hers. They connected with the pulsing heat of a volcano ready to blow. Her heart thundered. She’d never felt this type of instant connection before, so fierce and fast, she wanted to run toward it.

He leaned closer, bringing his mouth beside her ear, and said, “Want to get out of here?” His voice was low and tantalizingly deep.

Her body screamed yes, but she tried to play it cool. “What do you have in mind?”

He met her gaze. “I don’t know yet, but I’m enjoying this, and I don’t want it to end here.”

Neither did she.

“How do you feel about hot tubs?”


Chapter Four


THE COOL AIR should have broken the spell she’d cast on him, but it sharpened it, making Crew even more aware of the petite bundle of energy beside him. Trouble. He smiled to himself. He should probably ask her real name, but this one fit her so well, all bundled up in that outrageous outfit, looking at him with the most mischievous and expressive eyes he’d ever seen. He’d always been drawn to tall, leggy women and had never thought of mischief as seductive, but everything about this brunette beauty drew him deeper into her.

“Brr,” she said, wrapping her arms around herself and leaning into his side.

He caught her hand before it disappeared into her jacket pocket and guided it beneath his jacket and around his back, tucking her under his arm. “Better?”

“Much,” she said, settling in like she belonged there.

Hell if it didn’t feel like she did.

The thought caught him off guard, rattling him. He’d been honest with her about not being a one-night-stand guy, but his life was too complicated to even think about entanglements. He had a lot of shit to work out, and he was under no misconception that any woman would be able to see past what he’d done. So what the hell am I doing with this incredible woman? Fuck if he knew, but no part of him was ready to walk away.

Swallowing that bitter pill, he said, “How’s your ankle?”

“Okay. Don’t worry, Ragnar. If it starts hurting, I’ll climb onto your back.” She smiled up at him, and it hit square in the center of his chest.

He liked that she assumed he wouldn’t mind and said, “Sounds good. Where to?”

“Down there.” She motioned to the path that led to the cabins.

Snow crunched beneath their boots as they made their way along the narrow path, the sweeping slopes and majestic mountains to their left, a smattering of trees and distant lights to their right. Crew drank it all in deliberately and reverently, each detail a reminder of the freedoms he’d once taken for granted. He found beauty in the littlest things now. The way their breath fogged the air, the occasional snowflakes drifting by, and the scent of winter carried in the breeze laced with a hint of summer sun coming from the woman at his side.

“I love this,” she said easily.

“Walking along this path?”

“All of it. The cold, the snow. So many people think cold weather is miserable and wish it away, but I love how it makes everything shine and feel more alive. I even like the gray, gloomy days, when the sky doesn’t know if it wants to snow, sleet, or rain.”

Her enthusiasm was too passionate to be performative, and that made her even more intriguing.

“I could never live where there were no seasons,” she said. “Could you?”

“I used to think I could live anywhere.” But years of looking at the same angry faces and the same cold cell walls had taught him otherwise.

He’d spent his time in prison keeping his head down, working out, reading, learning as much as he could, and doing too much damn thinking. Before that, he’d not only snowboarded and skied, but he’d ridden horses, taken part in most sports, and golfed, and he’d had a career in wealth management, which had given him a host of problems to solve every day. He loved the work, but he was done with that elitist lifestyle and all the fake shit that went along with it.

One thing all that thinking made him realize was that as much as he needed to be intellectually stimulated, he needed nature in equal measure. He never wanted to be locked in a cell, an office, or anywhere else, ever again.

“It sounds like there’s a but coming,” Birdie said, drawing him from his thoughts.

“There is. I was wrong. I don’t think I can live without seasons either,” he said. “I need the cold wind on my face as much as I need the warm summer heat.”

“See? We have something in common besides excellent snowboarding skills. I like walking with you, Ragnar, not knowing for sure what the night holds. And don’t tell me,” she insisted, squeezing his hand. “I like not knowing.”

“That’s good, because I don’t have a playbook. I’m taking tonight as it comes.”

“Me too. Want to hear something weird?”

“That depends. How weird are we talking?”

“Not juicy-gossip weird,” she said. “Just a little strange.”

“In that case, I can live without it.”

“Oh. Okay,” she said a little dejectedly.

He hugged her against his side. “I’m kidding. Spill the weirdness, Trouble. You don’t have to ask me if I want to hear what you have to say. I like it when you talk. Say it all. Anything.” He’d gone far too long without hearing the sound of a friendly female voice, and he happened to love the upbeat, challenging sound of hers.

“You might regret giving me free rein. I never really know what’s going to come out of my mouth,” she said lightly. “But what’s weird is that when I’m out in the snow at night like this, it makes me feel free from all my responsibilities, no matter where I am. It’s like something changes in my head, and poof, they don’t exist, even though I know they do, and I can just be a girl enjoying the snow. Do you ever feel like that?”

“Like a girl enjoying the snow?” he said as the lights of the lodge faded behind them. “Can’t say I do.”

She laughed. “First of all, that’s a shame. It’s fun being a girl. Second of all, I meant have you ever felt like you’ve been
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