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        ***Contains books 5-7  in The Springs Series (PLUS a bonus short story)***

      

      

      Summit of Desire— Kylie & Malcolm had their happy ever after. Or did they? When insecurity and doubt begin the threaten their relationship, will Kylie be able to overcome her self sabotage in time to discover who she is and what she really wants—before she loses everything?

      

      Summit of Seduction—With her life and responsibilities already threatening to overwhelm her, the last thing Cynthia needs in her life is a man. Despite her determination to keep him at arms length, there’s something about Seth that keeps her coming back. But how will they navigate their new future when Cynthia discovers a truth that will rock both of their worlds? 

      

      Summit of Passion—Deanna has a crazy plan to get out of town for good. A plan that requires Marcus to pretend to be in love with her. The only problem is the history the two of them share and the passion that still smoulders between them. Now they both must decide if the lives they thought they wanted is worth sacrificing a second chance at love.

      

      Fighting for Forever—Ever since falling in love at The Springs, Rhys and Kari have been living a fairy tale, but fairy tales aren't real. Or are they? When Kari runs from the idea of forever, Rhys will have to fight for them. But will it be enough?
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        He’s on top of the world with the love of his life at his side.

        She can’t see past her insecurities to be truly happy. 

        Can they conquer their biggest challenge ever—themselves—and find their forever together?
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      As she rode up the chairlift, Kylie Wilson took a minute to take in the view. In front of her, dozens of ski runs snaked through the pine trees and a smattering of people carved their way down the slopes in perfect S formations. With a clear blue sky overhead, they couldn’t have asked for a more perfect day for skiing. Especially considering it was the official opening week of Stone Summit, her boyfriend, Malcolm Stones’s, ski resort. He’d been working tirelessly for months to make the re-opening of the hill a success, but the one thing they hadn’t been able to control was the weather. Fortunately, Mother Nature had been very cooperative and had provided an abundance of white fluffy snow on the ski hill that was just up from the town of Cedar Springs.

      “I can’t believe it’s finally happening, and we’ll be officially open after tonight.”

      Kylie turned to look at Malcolm next to her on the chairlift. Even in his ski jacket and helmet, with goggles covering half his face, he was incredibly handsome. She smiled and leaned over to kiss him.

      “It’s great,” she said. “And it looks like everyone’s having fun.”

      It was true. The occasional strains of laughter floated up from the runs below to reach them on the chairlift. The town had been looking forward to the re-opening of the hill because for the people who lived in a mountain town, there was nothing more fun than spending weekends on the slopes. It had been sorely missed. To get everyone even more excited, in the week since Christmas, they’d had a “soft opening” where the townspeople of Cedar Springs had exclusive access to the ski hill. It had actually been Kylie’s idea. She’d suggested that in order to be successful, they’d need to have everyone in town on board, and the best way to do that was to make them a part of the experience.

      So far, it had worked perfectly.

      “Are you having a good time?”

      Kylie nodded but glanced away so he couldn’t see her face. “I am.” She wanted to add that she was having fun now that they were on the chairlift, far away from all the chaos that was taking place in the offices down below. Sitting on the chairlift with Malcolm was the first time she’d been alone with her boyfriend in weeks; except for a few stolen moments on Christmas Day, he’d been working nonstop and sure, she understood that opening an entire ski hill took work, but still. She missed him. A lot.

      “I’m glad we’re doing this,” Kylie added, referring to the fact that they were going to take their opening day ski together. And it almost hadn’t happened, as Malcolm came up with a million reasons why he couldn’t get away and if she hadn’t insisted, there was no doubt in her mind he’d still be in his office, working away on one thing or another. But the ski had been his idea. After all, they’d originally met at that very same ski hill many years before.

      Of course, things had turned out differently back then. Kylie had ended up dating Malcolm’s twin brother, Marcus, and it wasn’t until a year ago when Malcolm surprised her with a secretive invitation to an exclusive tropical island that he declared his love for her, and Kylie realized it had always been Malcolm in her heart.

      It was the type of happy-ever-after ending fairytales were made of, which is why everything should have been perfect between them. Should have. Kylie’s smile dimmed as she thought about all the times over the last few months that she’d questioned herself and even more troubling, when she’d questioned their relationship. But she wasn’t going to think about that now. Not when she was finally spending that time with Malcolm and they were together and happy. No. She shook her head hard. There was no time for those doubts now.

      “I’m glad, too.” Malcolm put his gloved hand over hers and squeezed. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded and he lifted the safety bar as their chair approached the top of the hill and the end of the lift. Easily they each skied off and onto the ridge under the Stone Summit trail marker sign.

      “Let me take your picture.” Kylie sidestepped on her skis so she was in position and pulled her cellphone out of her pocket. She ignored all the text messages that had popped up on her screen. No doubt there were a ton of questions about the grand opening, New Year’s Eve party that night, but they could wait for a few minutes. “Smile.”

      Malcolm was posed next to the sign that bore his name. She pushed the button to capture the picture. “Perfect.”

      “Kylie, get in here and take one with me.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “This is your day, Malcolm. Your hill.” She skied over to him.

      “You’re being ridiculous.” He grabbed her and awkwardly pulled her toward him as much as he could with them both wearing skis. “Come on. You don’t even want to take a selfie?”

      She laughed, because Malcolm hated selfies and always made fun of her for taking them. He thought they were self-indulgent and silly. “Really? You want a selfie?”

      “No.” He took the phone from her and held it out in front of them. “But I want a picture with my girl. So come on.”

      She couldn’t help herself; she giggled and tucked her head in next to his so he could take the shot. When he had finished, he handed back the phone and tugged his gloves back on.

      “Are you ready for this?”

      He looked so handsome in his ski jacket and pants. An athlete, in his element. In that moment, with both of them together, laughing, doing what they loved to do together, all of the building worries Kylie had been having melted away. It was perfect. “Let’s do it.”

      Malcolm snapped his goggles into place. “Good, because I should get back. My phone is blowing up in my pocket.” He turned and pushed off with his poles to head down the slope. And just like that, Kylie’s good mood evaporated.

      You’re being ridiculous, she told herself. He’s just busy with this right now; it’ll calm down again. Things will be back to normal again soon. But even as she told herself that, she knew it wasn’t true. Because Malcolm Stone was the type of man who was important. He made decisions, ran businesses, and created his own success. Kylie Wilson was the type of woman who still didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life, and even if she did, she was too scared to do it. For God’s sake, she was twenty-five and still waitressing in the Grizzly Paw pub. A successful businessman and a waitress. It wasn’t the first time she’d struggled with the paradox of their relationship.

      “Kylie,” Malcolm called to her from a little way down the run. “Are you coming?”

      No time to worry about it now anyway. She tugged her goggles on and with a strong push, skied down the hill, catching up to him in no time. If there was one thing they were equal at, it was skiing skills. And even if it wasn’t much—it was something.
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      Taking time out to ski with Kylie had set him back, too far back. There was way too much to do before the party that would officially signify the re-opening of Stone Summit. Malcolm had been working too hard for too long to not see the grand opening through to a final and excellent completion. It was true that the runs had been open for the last week, but it would be official after tonight, and he needed everyone, especially the competing hills in nearby towns, to know that this time Stone Summit was around for the long haul.

      They left their skis propped up outside the offices, which were housed in a log building next to the main ski lodge where the cafeteria and lounge were. There were some days that Malcolm wished he would have put his offices in the lounge. It would have been easier to handle the stress if he had closer proximity to a beer now and then, but it was probably for the best that they were in a separate building.

      Kylie came in with him. She pulled her helmet off and shook her dark hair out so it fell over her shoulders. God, but she was beautiful, and with her cheeks pink from the cold air outside, she looked even more perfect. His little ski bunny. Spontaneously, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

      “Thank you,” he said when he pulled away.

      She laughed a little and blushed. “For what? A kiss? You know I can handle that.”

      “No. But that was nice, too.” He brushed a strand of hair off her forehead. “For going skiing with me. The weather was perfect and the snow, and—”

      “It was just nice spending time with you.” She stared straight into his eyes, challenging him. “You’ve been so busy lately, I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      “I know.” Guilt flashed through him, but also a flicker of annoyance. Of course he’d been busy; he was trying to open a major ski resort, practically single-handedly. Did she not get that? If he was a little busier than normal, that was to be expected. Malcolm took a breath before saying anything else. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if they had an argument today. “Things will calm down again.”

      She nodded, but for some reason, Malcolm didn’t believe that she was really okay with it.

      “But for now, we’re just going to have to make the best of it, okay?” He tilted her chin up so she looked straight into his eyes. “And tonight we’ll ring in the New Year, okay?”

      “It’s going to be a crazy party, Malcolm.” She shook her head gently. “There’ll be people everywhere and you’re going to have to—”

      “Hey.” She stopped and stared at him again. “It doesn’t matter. Whatever craziness is going on, at the countdown, find me, okay? I want you by my side when the ball drops. I want yours to be the first face I see in the New Year and your lips to be the very first I kiss.”

      She opened her mouth to object, and he laughed. “And the only lips I ever kiss,” he finished. She gave him a look, but he knew she wasn’t angry. “Promise me we’ll ring in the New Year together.”

      “Of course.” He kissed her again, softly until she responded to him and he deepened the kiss, enjoying a thorough exploration of her mouth. One that was long overdue.

      “I’d tell you to get a room, but I don’t think there are any available.”

      Malcolm pulled away, somewhat reluctantly, to see Sandra in the doorway to the reception area. She held a stack of files, and had a smirk on her face.

      “Sorry, Sandra.” Kylie slipped out of his grasp. “I was just saying goodbye.”

      “Sure you were.” The older woman tsked, but there was laughter in her eyes, and Malcolm knew her well enough after working with her for almost the last year that she wasn’t in any way offended by their display of affection. In fact, knowing Sandra, she was probably happy to see the couple spending time together. She kept telling Malcolm he was working too much, and even though he knew it was true, there wasn’t any other option. Not if he wanted the resort to be successful. And he did. It had to be.

      Malcolm turned to face Kylie, who’d moved back toward the door. “You’re leaving? I was hoping you’d be able to help the serving staff for tonight. I’m not sure they’re going to be okay with all the appetizers Jax has prepared, and I want to make sure they know what to hand out when, and how to circulate the room and—”

      “I’m sure you don’t need Kylie to do that.” Sandra rushed into the room, dropped the folders on the desk and stood between himself and Kylie. “After all, Kylie is probably—”

      “No.” Kylie put her hand on Sandra’s arm. Was it his imagination, or did she look upset? It had to be his imagination; just a moment ago she was melting in his arms, and…no. It was nothing. “It’s fine,” Kylie said. “I’m sure I could help them with a few tips or something.”

      “If you could, that would be great.” His cellphone rang and the moment he answered it and heard the voice of Seth McBride, his general manager, on the line, all worries about Kylie evaporated. He had way more pressing issues to deal with. He turned to walk into his office so he could hear the latest report on the hill’s conditions, but before he did, he put his hand over the phone and turned back to Kylie. “So you’ll pop in and deal with the serving staff for me?”

      She nodded, but she wasn’t smiling. “I’ll handle it.”

      “Thanks, babe. You’re the best. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer, but headed to his desk to cross items off his list.
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      Logically, Kylie knew that whatever it was going on with Malcolm would pass. And really, she knew what it was. He was busy. Really busy. After all, he was an important businessman launching a ski resort. It was huge, really, and she was just being petty, feeling upset because he wasn’t being as attentive to her as she would like. She hated herself for letting it bother her, but it did.

      After leaving Stone Summit, she’d gone back to her apartment to quickly change clothes and then head over the Grizzly Paw. She’d promised Samantha she’d work her shift despite the business of the day. Sam had told her not to worry about it, considering she was supposed to be helping Malcolm with the grand opening, but there was something normalizing about working in the pub. It was who she was. Even when she pretended to be a bigger deal than she was as Malcolm’s significant other, it was just that—pretending.

      It only took her a few minutes to walk down the main street of Cedar Springs from her small basement suite apartment to the Grizzly Paw that sat at the end of the street, next to the frozen lake. Malcolm had tried to get her to move in with him, claiming he had a lot more room in his chalet-style house that had been built along with a few other executive homes on the ski hill, but she’d been resisting. Sure, his house was beautiful, and it made sense to live together because they spent so much free time together, but she couldn’t seem to let go of her little apartment. The excuse she used was that it was easy for her to get to and from work, especially when she closed the pub. It was often too late to get in her car and drive the short distance up the mountain, especially if the weather was bad.

      Six months ago, she would have made the move in a heartbeat, but things had changed between them. It was subtle at first, but the more time that went on, and the busier Malcolm got, the more Kylie realized they were from different worlds. After all, he was a successful business owner. Wealthy and powerful, and she was…a waitress in a bar. And wasn’t that really the problem? She wasn’t good enough for him.

      The feeling weighed on her the way it had been doing more and more, and she tried to shrug it off as she walked up the steps to the Paw. Before she opened the door, she took a moment to watch the ice skaters on the lake. It was one of her favorite things to do in the winter, and besides the Christmas festival, she hadn’t had a moment to get out there and skate. Maybe she could drag Malcolm out tomorrow, for the annual New Year’s Day party. It was a pretty low-key event, but usually her friends would gather and go skating and drink hot chocolate and just have a little fun as a way to celebrate the new year.

      But she knew it wouldn’t happen. Malcolm would be way too busy to get away and she’d probably spend the day waiting for him to have time to get away. Maybe she’d just have to go on her own? With a sigh, she opened the door and stepped into the busy pub.

      “Hey Kylie.” Archer greeted her from the bar, where he was pulling pints. Even though it was Samantha’s bar, Archer was the fixture behind the bar at the Paw or in the kitchen, cooking up his famous chili. “You know you didn’t have to come in today. It’s going to be slow what with the big party and all.”

      Kylie nodded and stripped off her heavy jacket. “I know, but honestly? I wanted to come in.” Archer gave her a questioning look but she ignored it and went into the kitchen to hang up her jacket and put her purse away. She took an extra moment before she returned to the bar, hoping Archer would forget about the question he was obviously dying to ask.

      “You going to tell me why you’re not up at the Summit?”

      No such luck.

      Kylie sighed. “I will be later.”

      “And now?”

      “When did you get so nosy?” It wasn’t like Archer to ask so many questions. That was Sam’s job. Archer usually kept his head down and made silent observations, but he rarely shared them. Not unless he thought it was really important.

      “Not nosy,” he said with a shrug. “Just wondering.”

      Kylie ignored him and tied her apron around her waist. She grabbed a tray ready to go take an order, but stopped when she realized there was only one table and Archer was setting those beers on a tray.

      “I told you it would be slow today.” He grinned and went to deliver the drinks.

      It was slow, and she knew it would be. Everyone in town was getting ready for the party up at the Summit later. Even Cynthia Giles, her best friend, who ran the general store, had closed down early to get ready. She’d tried to convince Kylie to take off with her and get her hair done at Shear Thing, but Kylie just wasn’t in to it. And what was worse, she felt guilty about it. She should be excited about the party; after all, it was Malcolm’s big day and she loved Malcolm. She dropped her head in her hands on the bar and rubbed at her temples.

      She was being ridiculous. Just because her boyfriend was successful didn’t make her a failure. She needed to remember that. And he’d never once made her feel like she wasn’t good enough. That was all her.

      “You okay?”

      Kylie’s head shot up and she ran a hand through her hair in an effort to pull herself together. “Of course. Why would you ask?”

      Archer smirked. “Only because it’s New Year’s Eve. You should be getting ready for the biggest party of the year—one your boyfriend happens to be the guest of honor at—and you look like your dog just died.”

      “He did.” Unwanted and totally unpredictable tears pricked at her eyelids. She hadn’t cried about Ranger, her old German Shepard in months. And Archer knew it. He raised an eyebrow at her. “Okay, it’s not Ranger I’m upset about.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s just that…” The truth was she couldn’t put a finger on why exactly she was upset. She had everything to be excited about, and nothing to cry about. Except the slight detail that the more successful Malcolm got, the more she felt she didn’t deserve him.

      “Hey.” Archer held up his hand. “You certainly don’t have to talk if you don’t want to. In fact, I’ve had almost enough female emotional stuff in the last few weeks to last me awhile.”

      Kylie smiled; she knew he was referring to Samantha and Trent’s recent wedding at Castle Mountain Lodge. Sam had been feeling the sting of all her friends moving on while she was being left behind, and she hadn’t been shy in venting to her best friends, Archer included. Trent had surprised Sam with the ceremony and as the closest thing to family that Sam had, Archer had actually walked her down the aisle. No doubt he was relieved to have a little peace as far as Sam was concerned.

      “Don’t worry, Arch. I won’t start crying on your shoulder or anything. Quite honestly, everything’s fine.”

      He gave her a look that let her know that he was fully aware that she was lying, but Kylie also knew that he was smart enough to leave it alone. And for that, she was grateful.

      “Well, if you want to talk…”

      “Thanks.”

      Kylie forced a weak smile and got to work, washing tables and wrapping cutlery. There really wasn’t much to do and it only took an hour for the last of the customers to leave. Everyone in town was getting ready for the party. Guilt crept in because that was exactly what Kylie should have been doing, too. Malcolm had ordered her a gorgeous dress to wear. Not that he needed to; she had plenty of things in her closet. Okay, she didn’t. But she didn’t need her boyfriend buying her outfits. It was becoming a trend and Kylie didn’t like to feel like a kept lady. She didn’t need someone to buy her things and take care of her, and more and more that was what Malcolm was doing. It irked her. More than irked her. It pissed her off.

      “Time to go,” Archer called from behind the bar and interrupted her thoughts, which was probably a good thing.

      “It’s not closing time.” She grabbed up the rag she’d been using and joined him at the bar. “We’re still open for another hour.”

      “You have noticed that you and I are the only ones here, right? It’s time to go, Kylie.” He took the rag out of her hand and tossed it into the sink before he squeezed her shoulder gently. “Come on. Let’s go to your boyfriend’s party.”

      She had to swallow a groan, which only made her feel guiltier.

      “And smile, Kylie. It’s a party. It’s supposed to be fun.”
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      By the time Kylie had a quick shower and blew out her hair, she’d managed to shake her mood. Archer was right; it was a party and it would be fun. There was so much to celebrate tonight: a new year, a new ski hill, a new start. There was no reason for her to feel inadequate about being with Malcolm. That stuff was all in her head and she needed to push it out. The hot water had helped, as had the glass of red she sipped while she applied her makeup. Cynthia was picking her up because Malcolm knew he wouldn’t be able to get away to come get her. She’d spend the night with Malcolm in his chalet.

      Cynthia was right on time, which actually surprised her, because Cynthia was never on time. She looked amazing in a silver dress that set off her red hair perfectly.

      “You look hot.”

      “I know, right?” Cynthia slipped her jacket down a bit on her arms and twirled in the foyer. “I’m going to find me some hottie tonight and ring in the New Year right.”

      Kylie didn’t even bother to hide it when she rolled her eyes. In the last few months since Jax Carver had fallen hopelessly in love with Bria, the beautiful photographer who had shown up at the Springs resort, Cynthia had been on a mission to prove she’d never cared about him anyway. Kylie knew the truth. To Jax, the head chef at the Springs, Cynthia had been nothing more than a diversion, but to Cynthia, it had been a lot more. She tried to hide how much it hurt, but Kylie could see the toll it had taken on her friend.

      “And you will definitely find some hotties tonight,” Kylie said with an encouraging smile. “Just be good, okay?”

      “Speaking of hotties.” Cynthia walked through the small apartment and leaned up against Kylie’s old couch while she waited for Kylie to pull her stuff together. “Is Marcus going to be there? I heard a rumor that Malcolm had asked him to come back and…”

      Kylie stopped listening as her best friend prattled on. She’d frozen at the mention of Marcus’s name. She hadn’t seen him in almost three years and the last time had been when she thought she’d loved him. He’d been her first love. Or at least, Kylie’d once thought so. But that was a long time ago, before she’d realized what love really was. Before Malcolm.

      At least that’s what she thought. No. It’s what she still thought. Then why were there so many doubts sneaking into her head lately? Why was it that every time Marcus’s name was mentioned, her stomach flipped a little? That wasn’t supposed to happen.

      “Kylie? Hello. Earth to—”

      Kylie pushed Cynthia’s hand out of her face. “I’m listening. What were you saying?”

      “I thought you were listening.” Cynthia grinned and wiggled her eyebrows. “Seriously, what’s going on with you?”

      Kylie turned away, pretending to dig through her purse for a lipstick. Cynthia knew her too well. It would only take one look at her face for her friend to know there was something seriously wrong. And by the sounds of things, she already had a pretty good idea.

      “I’m fine.” Kylie forced a lightness she didn’t feel into her voice. “I’m just so worried about tonight. I should have been up at the hill already to help out with the last-minute details. I told Malcolm I’d talk to the serving staff about the way he wanted things to go tonight and—”

      “Seriously? You’re supposed to help with the servers? Because you’re a waitress? No way.”

      Kylie spun around, her lipstick in her hand. “It’s not like that.” But it was like that, wasn’t it? That was the whole problem. “He just needed someone who…”

      “I was kidding, Kylie.” Cynthia’s smile was warm and concern creased her face. Damn, but she was sick of people looking at her like that. She was fine. Everything was fine. She was just being ridiculous. “Seriously,” Cynthia said, more serious this time. “I was totally kidding. I know that’s not how Malcolm operates.”

      Kylie shook off her concern. “I know. I’m being crazy. I think it’s the stress of everything. I’ll be fine tomorrow, when all this is behind us and we can get back to normal.”

      “Exactly.” Cynthia grabbed Kylie’s jacket and took her hand in a gentle squeeze. “After all, tomorrow is a whole new year. And I can’t think of a better time to start fresh.”
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      Malcolm had no reason to be worried. Everything was in place for the party. With a little help from his friends, he’d managed to pull off what would be a party people talked about for years. And that’s exactly what he wanted. No, what he needed. Running a ski hill wasn’t necessarily a lucrative venture, but he was so determined to make Stone Summit a success and if all his market research was on target, he’d be okay. In large part because of the Springs resort a little way down the mountain.

      He checked his list for the dozenth time before he glanced at the clock on his desk. He’d brought his tux to the office that morning so he wouldn’t need to return to the house because he knew his day would be full of last-minute preparations.

      Kylie should have been there by now. She’d insisted on going in to work at the Paw—which was ridiculous on so many levels, Malcolm couldn’t keep track. He wished she’d just quit that job. Lord knows she didn’t need it, not with everything he had to offer. But it was her thing. She liked it, and whatever made Kylie happy, hell, it made him happy too. It always had.

      Even before she was his.

      His mind unwillingly went back to the time when Kylie was most definitely not his, but his twin brother’s. He didn’t want to admit it to anyone, least of all himself, but Marcus had always been a sore spot for him when it came to Kylie, and as much as he missed Marcus and wanted him to be there for the opening, there was part of him, even a very small part, that was definitely nervous about having him back in close quarters with Kylie.

      Not that he was worried about Kylie.

      Or was he?

      He straightened his bow tie in the mirror and wished his beautiful girlfriend was there to do it for him. She should have been there, at his side. That’s exactly where he wanted her on his special night.

      Too bad she didn’t seem to want it, too.

      The thought echoed in his head and he tried without much success to shake it off. He’d been too busy working lately, he decided. He’d make it up to her, starting tomorrow, and whatever was bothering her would be okay.

      “Tomorrow,” he said to his reflection in the mirror. “I’ll take care of it tomorrow.”

      “Talking to yourself, brother? I see nothing’s changed.”

      Malcolm spun around to see his same dark blue eyes staring back at him. “Marcus!” He took the few steps forward to close the space between them and pulled his identical twin into a hug. “It’s been too long, brother. Way too long.”

      “It has.” Marcus pulled back and the brothers assessed each other. “But the re-opening of the hill? Hell, you know I’d never miss the chance to shred on this hill again. A lot of fond memories here, brother. A lot.” He raised his eyebrow in the cocky gesture that was always all his.

      Malcolm knew he was referring to Kylie, but he refused to take the bait. His brother hadn’t seemed to care when he’d called and let him know that he was with her now, and after all the years that had passed, why should he? But still, there was still a healthy sense of sibling rivalry between them and Malcolm wouldn’t be surprised if Marcus made a play for Kylie, just because he could.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Marcus.” It was the truth. Despite everything, it had been too long since they’d been together. “What do you think of the renos?”

      “Well, I’ll tell ya, Malc,” he slipped easily into his old nickname, “I’ve been to a lot of hills, all around the world during the boarding circuit and this one…well, it doesn’t measure up.” He turned and Malcolm saw the shit-eating grin on his brother’s face, which prompted him to give him a playful punch in the shoulder. “Seriously, Malc. It’s awesome. You did good. So when’s the party start?”

      “You’re not going like that.”

      Marcus looked down at his jeans and hoodie. “What’s wrong with this?”

      “It’s black tie, Marc.”

      Marcus pulled a wrinkled tie from his pocket with a flourish. “You’re kidding, right?” But Malcolm knew enough to know he wasn’t. He shook his head. “It’s a good thing I know your size. I ordered you a tux, too.”

      The brothers were similar in size, but Marcus as a professional snowboarder was leaner, where Malcolm spent most of his time working out in the gym, instead of the hill, and was definitely the bulkier of the two. Despite that, the tux he’d ordered for his brother would fit.

      “It’s over at the house. I’ll get someone to take you over so you can drop off your things.” He hadn’t been sure of Marcus staying with him because of Kylie, but where else would he stay? Although he hadn’t mentioned it to Kylie yet. Surely she must expect it, though.

      “I’ll stay in one of the rooms for now, Malc. I don’t need to—”

      “Hell no. You’ll stay with me. You’re my brother.” Besides, he only had a small boutique hotel on the hill, and it was booked for the opening, not that he needed to mention that. “Now grab your stuff. I’ll get Sandra to give you a key and I’ll see you in a bit.”
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      It was true that most men looked hot in a tux, but when Kylie stepped into Malcolm’s office and saw her boyfriend’s muscular back standing in the window, looking out over his hill as the sun set, the sight literally took her breath away. When he turned around, and Kylie got the full effect, she could have sworn she swooned a little bit. Sure, she knew how hot her boyfriend was, but Malcolm Stone in a tux—now that was deadly.

      “God, you look good.” She made her way across the room to him.

      He held a hand up and she froze. “Turn,” he commanded.

      Kylie’s knees wobbled a little, and desire flared through her at his authoritative tone, but she did as requested. When she came full circle and her eyes met his again, she could see the desire flaring in his gaze. “Damn, woman. You look positively sinful.”

      “You like?” She grinned, knowing full well what the answer would be.

      He crooked a finger and beckoned her into his arms where she was met with a lip-crushing kiss. “Hell ya, I like,” he said when he let her up for air.

      It was in moments like this one, held tightly in Malcolm’s arms, his desire and love for her radiating through every pore, that Kylie felt like everything between them would be okay. How could she doubt what they had when he so clearly loved her and wanted her, and she wanted him just as badly?

      She shouldn’t.

      “I knew when I saw it, this dress would be sexy as hell on you.”

      And there it was. The…resentment. She’d been trying to fight it, Lord knows she’d been trying to fight it, but it was just getting worse over time. How was it that the man could make her feel sexy, precious, and desired in one moment and a charity case who needed to be cared for in the next?

      She slipped out of his arms, and forced her face to remain neutral. She was getting really good at hiding her feelings, keeping them off her face where he couldn’t see that something was wrong. She’d talk to him about it; she would. But not tonight. It could wait. Kylie gave him the sweetest smile she could and reached out to straighten his tie.

      Malcolm’s gaze softened while she fiddled with his bow tie. The fierce desire from a moment ago was replaced by love and when she finished, he took her hands in his and brought them to his lips. “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Are you ready for tonight? We should probably go over to the main building. I haven’t been there yet and—”

      “You haven’t spoken to the servers yet?” He dropped her hands and walked to his desk, where he picked up his phone. The ever present phone. Kylie tried not to sigh. “I needed you to look after that for me.”

      “And I will.” She felt her body tense. “I said I would and I will. I just haven’t had time. I had to work.”

      He chuckled. “No you didn’t.”

      Oh no, he was not going to do this. Not now. “I did. It’s my job, Malcolm, and I had a shift to work.”

      He lifted his head; his eyes bored into hers. “I told you, you don’t have to work at that pub anymore. In fact, I’d rather you didn’t.”

      He didn’t just say that.

      “You didn’t just say that.”

      Malcolm shrugged, which only pissed her off more. She knew she should let it go, that she should save her anger for a different day. One that wasn’t so important to him. “You would rather I didn’t?” Kylie repeated slowly. She couldn’t let it go. It had been a sore spot between them for months. One that was just festering and becoming a little more sensitive every day. “What exactly do you mean by that?”

      He sighed ever so slightly and tucked his phone into his suit pocket. Of course, it was too much for her to expect that he leave it in his office. Even for one night. Malcolm caught the look she gave his phone. “Don’t roll your eyes. I’ll need to be reached tonight. It’s a big night.” He was calm, his voice level, almost annoyingly so as he walked toward her and put his large hands on her waist.

      It was a move that usually comforted her, one that had the ability to melt her a little inside. At the moment, it just irritated her.

      “Kylie, it is a big night.” He tilted her chin so she was looking at him again. “What’s going on with you? Is all this getting to you?”

      She knew he meant the party and the chaos of the opening, but what he didn’t know was that it was more than that. So much more, she just had no idea how to tell him.

      Kylie looked into his eyes. They were so full of love and concern for her, that once again all her concerns for their relationship bubbled up into feelings of guilt. Any girl would be ecstatic to be with Malcolm. He was kind, successful, considerate of her feelings, sexy as hell, and he loved her more than anything.

      His cell phone rang.

      Well, almost anything.

      She dropped her eyes to her shoes.

      “Kylie.” His voice was full of apology and regret. “I have to…” He reached into his coat pocket for his phone and she bit her bottom lip. “It’s a big night and I…I have to take this.” He pressed the button to accept the call and Kylie pulled away.

      It was temporary, she told herself for at least the dozenth time. It wouldn’t always be this way. Or would it?

      Kylie walked to the window and looked out into the dark night. It wasn’t totally dark; the ski lifts on the front side of the hill were lit up, and the headlights of the plows grooming the slopes traveled up and down. It was kind of pretty really, but Kylie wasn’t in the mood to appreciate it.

      She listened to Malcolm give orders to whomever he was talking to on the other end of the phone and she zoned out the way she always did when he took a call.

      What if it didn’t get better? Wasn’t that the question that was really bothering her? The one question she couldn’t answer. She glanced over her shoulder at Malcolm, who had his back to her, his posture stiff with the stress of whatever he was discussing. What if he was always a workaholic and put business before her? Just like her father.

      The thought that she’d been trying to keep from invading her mind slammed into her with a force that was almost physical.

      Growing up, she’d watched her mother slowly shrink into herself more and more every day while her father turned away from her, rejecting her in favor of his work. At first it had just been subtle, little things like working late, or taking a call during dinner. Or maybe those things had just seemed small because she was young. The older she got, the lonelier her mother got. She’d spend more and more time in her bedroom, reading or knitting or doing whatever it was that she did when she was in there. Kylie never was really sure. It was a vicious cycle because the more her mom withdrew, the more her dad stayed away and as an only child, Kylie was in effect—alone.

      She’d promised herself she’d never turn out that way. She’d never be the workaholic, married to business the way her father was, and she’d never be her mother, alone among family. So far, she’d managed to avoid turning into her dad. That was easy; she simply never went after a career. It had been easier to wait tables, pick up odd jobs here and there and scrape by, day-to-day. Sure, she’d managed to save a little bit; she wasn’t totally broke. But it was nothing like what she could have had.

      Success would come at a cost; it always did. Even if she did know what she wanted to do with her life, or more specifically, know how to go about it, she couldn’t be sure she’d have enough courage. But it didn’t seem to matter because more and more every day, she was turning into her mother.

      And she hated every second of it.

      But was it like her mother to resent Malcolm for his success? Did her mother resent her father? Or was she happy all those years? Kylie knew if she bothered to ask, Leona Wilson would say no. She’d tell Kylie how hard her father had worked to provide for them and how every day of her marriage, she was thankful for a hardworking man to support her and her child. But Kylie knew she hadn’t been happy. It wasn’t until her father retired that she’d seen the light come on in her mother again.

      “Kylie?”

      Malcolm’s arms slid around her shoulders and pulled her close against his hard chest. He felt so good, so right, and by reflex, she melted into his embrace.

      “Are you okay, babe? You seem a million miles away.”

      Her head spun with the conflict inside her. Malcolm represented everything she wanted. He loved her and cared for her, and with him, she felt complete. But he also represented so much of what she’d been fighting her whole adult life. The confusion overwhelmed her and she bit back tears.

      “Babe?” He trailed his fingers through her hair, and down her neck. His touch was so gentle and soothing; she closed her eyes, and tried to let the feel of him fix the ever expanding hole inside her. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve put up with so much from me lately,” Malcolm continued. “It’s been crazy, trying to get everything going, and I know I haven’t been fair to you, working so much.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “No. It’s not.” He spun her around so she faced him, and tilted her chin up gently so their eyes met. She could see the love for her there and she knew he’d do anything for her. “And I promise I’ll make it up to you. After all this craziness is over, let’s take some time and get away, just us.”

      She swallowed down her uncertainty. There was no doubt in her mind that she loved Malcolm and some time alone together would be exactly what they needed. Kylie nodded. “I would like that. A lot.”

      He kissed her gently on the nose. “Good. Then it’s settled. We’ll plan something. Soon.”

      “One more thing,” she added before he could move away. He raised an eyebrow in question and she continued, “I know it’s going to be busy tonight.”

      He chuckled. “That’s an understatement.”

      “Promise me that we’ll ring in the New Year together.”

      “Of course we will.” He laughed, but Kylie didn’t.

      “I mean it, Malcolm. It’s important to me, okay?”

      His laugh died on his lips at her serious tone. “Okay. Of course we will. I promise.”
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      As soon as they set foot into the main ski lodge that was completely decked out for the party, Malcolm didn’t have any time to think about what or what may not be wrong with Kylie. He’d meant what he’d said about trying to find them some time to go away together. Maybe he’d even be able to take her to Eden again? Now, that had been a holiday. The image of Kylie in a tiny bikini popped into his head, laid out on the sand beneath him, heat on her skin and in her eyes.

      Yes, he’d like to go back to Eden.

      But he’d have to think about it later. Much later. No sooner was he in the building than he was inundated with a flood of people who needed final approval on one thing or another. He’d walked in with Kylie next to him, but when he had a moment to look up, she was gone. Hopefully talking to the serving staff for him. Malcolm prided himself on getting the best of the best for everything. After all, if you were going to do something, might as well do it right the first time. He’d hired the best servers he could find, which happened to be a handful of college kids home for the holidays. They might not be the best of the best, but they were the best around and once Kylie was done imparting her expert advice to them, Malcolm was confident they’d be fine.

      Soon, the light faded from the sky outside, the twinkling lights that the party planners had strung up on what appeared to be every available surface came on, and people began to arrive. Malcolm was caught up in a whirl of people wishing him well, congratulating him and patting him on the back. He’d worked so hard to make the opening of Stone Summit a reality, and finally, it was happening.

      “Hey, buddy.” Archer Wolfe looked somewhat cleaned up, or as cleaned up as Archer, a self-described mountain man, ever got. He came through the doors and pulled Malcolm into a man hug with a solid slap on the back. “This is some fancy lodge you’ve got up here. Pretty posh for a ski hill, don’t you think?”

      Malcolm laughed. Years ago, when they were younger, Malcolm and Archer, along with Marcus, spent all their free time at the old hill, eating their packed bologna sandwiches in the rusty old double-wide trailer that served as the lodge in those days. They’d all come a long way from those days and Archer was right, everything he’d created at Stone Summit was posh in comparison. But he’d make no apologies for it.

      “Pretty nice, right?”

      “You know it is,” Archer said with a grin. “I don’t miss that trailer and the watery hot chocolate they used to serve us, one bit.”

      “Ah, come on, maybe I’ll get the cafeteria to water down the cocoa just for you.”

      “I don’t know about cocoa, but I’d settle for a beer.”

      Together they laughed. One of the best parts of coming back to Cedar Springs—besides Kylie, of course—was reconnecting with Archer. Malcolm had missed the man who was often more of a brother to him than his own twin. It was a good feeling to reconnect.

      Together they made their way across the room to the bar and Malcolm got them each a cold beer. They toasted to the success of the hill and each took a long pull.

      “You flying solo tonight?” Malcolm asked, although he was pretty sure he knew the answer.

      Archer nodded to confirm it.

      “On New Year’s? You couldn’t get a date?”

      Archer raised an eyebrow and Malcolm laughed. Of course he could get a date. Archer Wolfe was probably one of the most eligible bachelors in town; women were always throwing themselves at him. The problem was, he didn’t seem to want to date anyone. There used to be rumors that Archer might be gay, rumors that had no merit, which Malcolm knew from personal experience. They’d been friends long enough to see Archer with women over the years, but something held him back from finding the right one. Or maybe he’d found her and she wasn’t available?

      “You know we just want you happy, buddy.” Malcolm raised his beer before he tipped it back. “Kylie’s always going on about finding you someone so you can settle down and—”

      “Where is that woman of yours? Don’t tell me she’s not here yet? I sent her home hours ago.”

      “She’s here.” Malcolm tried to look through the crowd and spot her, but there were too many people, and he couldn’t find her. “Somewhere. It’s crazy in here.”

      “It is.”

      There was something in his friend’s voice. Archer wasn’t a man of many words, but the words he did use, were meaningful. “What?”

      Archer shrugged.

      “Is there something you need to say?”

      “Not so much something I need to say, but something you need to listen to.”

      Malcolm gave his friend a sidelong glance. “What the hell does that even mean?”

      Archer tipped his beer back and drained it before he put it on the bar behind him. “Just pay attention, man. You have a good woman there.”

      “I know it.” Malcolm made eye contact across the room with Seth, who was trying to get his attention. He moved to step away but Archer’s last words caught him.

      “Just don’t forget it.”
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      The party was fun, and on some level, that kind of surprised Kylie. It shouldn’t have; she normally loved parties and hanging out with her friends. It wasn’t often that she was partaking in the festivities instead of serving them, but whenever she had the chance, she enjoyed herself. Which was why it shouldn’t have been a surprise that she was having a great time at the New Year’s festivities. Deep down, of course, she knew she hadn’t been looking forward to the night because of everything she was or wasn’t feeling about Malcolm, but it had only taken a glass of champagne—or was it two?—and her friends, who were in the party spirit, to turn her around.

      Shortly after arriving and Malcolm being swept up by the masses who wanted to talk to him, Kylie slipped away and got herself a drink before she spotted Cynthia at a table in the middle of the room. Leave it to her life-of-the-party best friend to grab the high visibility spot. Kylie joined her at the table and slid into the empty seat next to her. Officer Rhys Anderson and his girlfriend Kari Fox sat across from them, and she gave them a quick wave and smile. She’d noticed before she’d sat down that their other friends, Trent Harrison and his new wife Samantha, were out on the dance floor, lost in each other. She’d missed their wedding a week ago on Christmas Day because Malcolm couldn’t get away from the ski hill.

      She still should have gone. Sam was the owner of the Grizzly Paw and had been her boss for years, but more than that, she’d been a good friend. Kylie should have made the trip. With or without Malcolm.

      “You can’t sit here.”

      “Thanks.” Kylie rolled her eyes, but her friend’s words stung a bit. Damn, what was wrong with her lately? It wasn’t like her to be so sensitive.

      “You know that’s not what I meant.” Cynthia gave her a gentle smack with the cloth napkin. “You can’t sit here because you need to be with that ridiculously good-looking boyfriend of yours, schoomzing and rubbing elbows with…” She took a look around. “Well, with whoever is here who’s more important than us.” She laughed at her own joke and took another large gulp of champagne.

      Maybe that was the key? More champagne. Kylie followed suit and took another sip of her own drink. The bubbles tickled her nose and the alcohol warmed her. She didn’t drink very often, which most people found strange considering she worked in a bar, but that was probably the reason. She’d seen more than enough evidence of too much alcohol.

      “I’m sure he can handle himself for a few minutes.” Kylie took another drink. “Besides, you guys are more fun.”

      “We are a lot of fun.” Rhys raised his glass and the girls laughed.

      Kari put a loving hand on his arm and lowered it. “I swear,” she said, “I can dress him up…”

      “Hey. I don’t get to relax and enjoy myself very often. I’m going to enjoy it.”

      It was true. Because Cedar Springs was such a small town, they didn’t have a very large budget for law enforcement, and Rhys spent most of his time working. He swore it was work he enjoyed, and everyone believed him. But still, it was nice to see him kick back and relax a little. Lord knows he deserved it. Kylie snuck a glance at Kari, who had her arm tucked through his and gazed at him the way she always did, with pure love and adoration. She obviously wasn’t bothered that her boyfriend was a workaholic, but maybe it was different if it wasn’t really by choice, but by need? Was it different? Maybe Kylie should find some time to talk to Kari about how she handled Rhys’s long hours.

      “And speaking of enjoying it.” Rhys put his drink down and jumped to his feet, pulling Kari with him. “I think we should dance.”

      After the two of them joined the masses on the dance floor, Cynthia spun around and faced Kylie. “Seriously, what is going on with you?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Why aren’t you with Malcolm, enjoying every second of being Mrs. Stone Summit? This is his night.”

      Cynthia’s choice of words irked her, but she swallowed down her irritation. “That’s just it, Cyn. It’s his night. Not mine and I’m not Mrs. Stone Summit.”

      “You know what I meant.”

      That was the problem. She did know what Cynthia meant.

      “Don’t let it bug you, Kylie. It’s okay to be part of a couple.” Cynthia’s pretty face fell and Kylie followed her gaze across the room to where Jax Carver danced with his girlfriend Bria Sheridan. For far too long, Cynthia had held out hope that her and Jax would become…well, something. Now that he was very happily coupled up with Bria, who Kylie had to admit—but not to her friend—was actually his perfect match, Cynthia had been brooding. He wasn’t right for Cynthia, never had been. But Kylie was not about to get into that with her friend. Not now anyway.

      “You know there are lots of other guys, right? Jax isn’t the only one.”

      “I know.” Cynthia shook her pretty head and brought her focus back to Kylie. “And besides that, I’m over him.”

      Kylie raised a brow.

      “I am. And nice try but it’s not going to work.”

      “What are you talking about?” Kylie knew exactly what she was talking about, and it was easier to pretend otherwise. She waved down a server, who looked a little wobbly on her feet, and took another glass of champagne off the girl’s tray. Kylie watched her walk away, half expecting the girl to stumble and drop her tray. If Kylie didn’t know better, she would think the girl had sampled some of the champagne she’d been serving. With a shrug, she turned back to Cynthia. “I think the server is drunk.”

      “Stop trying to change the subject.”

      “I’m not. Seriously, she looks hammered.”

      “Kylie.” Cynthia grabbed her hand and tugged so she looked at her. “Stop worrying about it. Go be with Malcolm. That’s what you should be worried about. This is his night, so by default, it’s your night. Go and enjoy it.” She released Kylie’s hand and got to her feet, smoothing her little dress. “I, for one, am going to go find myself a man to ring in the New Year.”

      She watched Kylie walk away, a swing in her friend’s hips, and she had to laugh. There was no doubt, Cynthia would find herself a man. The question was, who?
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      Malcolm had just finished accepting the well wishes from Suzy Crosswell—she’d been a fixture in Cedar Springs as long as he could remember—and he was pretty sure he’d just managed to sweet talk her into providing some of her famous cinnamon buns to the coffee shop up at the hill. Kylie would be so impressed; she loved those cinnamon buns. Thinking of his girlfriend, where was she?

      He looked around the busy room full of friends and townspeople. People danced, ate, and generally looked to be having a fantastic time. But he couldn’t find Kylie anywhere.

      A hand, a brotherly hand, smacked down on his shoulder, and startled him. “Quite the party you’ve got here, Malc.”

      He turned to see his brother, looking much more put together than he had earlier in the day, standing in front of him.

      “Looking good, Marcus. I see you found everything okay?”

      “Barely.” Marcus laughed. “Such a tiny place you’ve got, brother.” He winked and slapped Malcolm on the back again. Despite everything and the differences they’d had, it was good to have Marcus back again. They’d always been close, even while Marcus had been dating Kylie, and basically treating her so poorly it made Malcolm crazy. But he’d bided his time and ultimately he’d won the girl. For many brothers, it would be a sore spot and a source of anger and resentment, but Marcus had never been the kind of guy to be tied down anyway, so it didn’t seem to bother him. And if it did, he’d never said a word. To be fair, Malcolm had never asked. He was probably breaking some sort of brother code by being with Kylie, but he didn’t care. Not if it meant he got Kylie.

      “I’m glad you approve. You can stay as long as you like, but if you want, there’ll be a free room in the main lodge in a day or two. It might give you a bit more privacy.”

      “You mean, it might give you a bit more privacy.” Marcus laughed again. “No worries. I’m not looking to cramp your style with Kylie. How is Kylie anyway?”

      He couldn’t help it; his girlfriend’s name coming out of his brother’s mouth made Malcolm flinch. “She’s fine.” Maybe it wouldn’t be Marcus who’d have the problem with the situation, but Malcolm?

      “I haven’t seen her yet.” Marcus leaned against the wall and surveyed the room, like a wolf scouting for prey. “I figured she’d be with you.”

      So had Malcolm, but he wasn’t about to admit that. “I’m sure she’s busy chatting with the guests and helping me make sure everything goes smoothly. She promised to oversee the serving staff.”

      “Really?” Marcus raised an eyebrow and gave him a look. “Because she’s a waitress?”

      Malcolm took a step back as if he’d been slapped. “No. Because she wanted to help.”

      “With the serving staff? Is she still working at the Paw?”

      Malcolm nodded and when Marcus laughed, the sound set him on edge. “What does it matter?”

      “No reason, brother.” He shook his head, still grinning. “No reason.”

      One of the servers came around and Marcus grabbed a beer off the tray, nearly causing the boy to drop it. “Steady, buddy. Steady.” He turned to Malcolm. “Did you hire a bunch of college kids?”

      Malcolm raised a brow as he watched the kid sway his way back to the kitchen and bump into guests along the way.

      What the hell?

      “Seriously, bro. That kid is drunk. I thought you said you had Kylie in charge of—”

      “Shut up.” Malcolm’s face must have been suitably stern for Marcus to recognize that he meant business because Marcus didn’t say another word, but simply gave him a knowing look, which was almost as annoying. “Don’t you have something else to do?”

      “Not something so much as someone. I just need to find the lucky lady first.”

      Malcolm tried not to roll his eyes as Marcus left him behind and sauntered over to the bar in search of someone, likely anyone who would be willing to be his companion for the evening. The thing was, there would be no shortage of women who’d volunteer for the job. Despite the fact that they were identical, Marcus had always been the brother with the ladies falling all over him. Sure, Malcolm had his fair share of girlfriends, too. But there was something about his twin that caused even the most self-respecting of women to trip all over themselves to get closer to him.

      Kylie included. The thought was as unexpected as it was unwelcome. The last thing he wanted was to think of his woman with his brother. Nor did he have time for it.

      He shoved off the wall he was still reclining on and stalked toward the kitchen in search of the server who was clearly under the influence of something. He’d see him home or put him in the staff room to sleep it off; either way, he needed him off the floor.

      As he made his way through the room, he waved and smiled at his friends, promising them he’d be right back to celebrate with them properly. He’d spent so much time with the local business people who would really help support the ski hill, he’d barely had the chance to say hi to them. Later. He’d deal with the kid, find Kylie, and go say hi. First things first.

      The second he pushed through the swinging door into the kitchen, he knew that would have to be much later. The scene he was greeted with was definitely not as simple as what he’d been expecting. Instead of one intoxicated kid, there were at least four of them, slouched over the counter, drinks in hand as they helped themselves to the food they were supposed to be serving.

      “What the hell is going on in here?” Malcolm’s voice boomed through the stainless steel space, and all four heads shot up. One girl staggered and caught herself before she crashed into a cart full of plates.

      “Mr. Stone. We were…just…” A boy—Caleb, if Malcolm remembered properly—spoke up. He was clearly trying his best to appear sober. An effort that wasn’t succeeding.

      “You were just helping yourself to my liquor and food?” He took a few steps toward the kids, his anger radiating out of him. He knew he could be an intimidating man, especially when he was angry. He knew he probably should step back, but despite knowing all of that, he took another step forward.

      Caleb, full of liquid courage, stood straight and nodded. “It was just a few drinks…it is New Year’s, after all, and Kylie said—”

      “Quiet.”

      The boy snapped his mouth shut.

      What the hell had Kylie said? And where the hell was she? She was supposed to be looking after the kids. Had she told them they could have a drink or two? Malcolm took a deep breath and tried to steady himself. She probably had. She didn’t understand the importance of the evening. Dammit.

      “I don’t care what Kylie may or may not have told you. It really doesn’t matter. This isn’t her event. I’m in charge here.”

      “Malcolm!”

      He turned to see Kylie, looking extremely sexy and even more pissed off, standing in the doorway.
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      Had he just said that it didn’t matter what she’d said? That it wasn’t her event and she wasn’t in charge? He’d seriously just told the serving staff, the serving staff that she was in charge of, that it didn’t matter what she’d said. Kylie shook with anger and hurt. Looking at Malcolm in that moment, towering over the kids who were definitely drunk and perilously close to ruining his party, she probably should have sympathized with him. But it was the serving staff she related to and instinctively sided with.

      “I don’t think yelling at them is going to do any good.” She managed to get the words out with as much control over her voice as she could summon. “Caleb, take everyone to the staff room and make a pot of coffee.” She turned and looked pointedly at Malcolm. “If that’s okay with you, that is?”

      With his mouth in a firm line, Malcolm nodded tersely. He waited until the kids were gone before he said anything else, but as soon as the door swung shut behind them, he turned and looked at her.

      “Now what the hell am I supposed to do?”

      “They couldn’t serve in that state.”

      “You were supposed to be looking after them.”

      She flinched at the words, but she wasn’t going to back down. She was not his staff.

      “I don’t work for you.”

      “You said you’d—”

      “Talk to them,” she said through clenched teeth. She might be a full foot shorter than him, but when she got fired up, she wasn’t to be messed with, and Kylie had definitely had enough, and maybe just enough champagne to make her bold. “And I did that. But unless I’m mistaken, I’m not on your payroll. Am I?”

      He ran a hand through his dark hair, a move he only did when he was stressed or aggravated. “Kylie, you’re being ridiculous. Of course you’re—”

      “No?” She crossed her arms in front of her chest, mostly to keep them from shaking. “Then why do you insist on acting like I am?”

      He took a step toward her and in that moment, she wanted nothing more than to connect with him, but at the same time she needed him to keep his distance so she didn’t cave. Of course, the second he put his hand on her shoulder, the heat from his touch melted her a little.

      “Kylie.” He put his other hand on her other shoulder and squeezed gently, pulling her into him. “It’s not like that. You know that.”

      She shook her head and nodded at the same time. She did know that. Or did she just want to know that? She was so confused.

      “I know.” Her words came out as a whisper, likely because she didn’t really believe them.

      He put a gentle kiss on the top of her head, and Kylie
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