
  
    [image: The Valentine Gamble]
  


  
    
      THE VALENTINE GAMBLE

      A RUNAWAY BRIDE, FRIENDS-TO-LOVERS-ROMANCE

    

    
      
        MOLLIE MATHEWS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Blue Orchid Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        THE VALENTINE GAMBLE

      

    

    
      
        Join The Club

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        1. The Ghosts of Valentine’s Past

      

      
        2. The Man Who Never Believed in Love

      

      
        3. The Risk of Falling

      

      
        4. A Risk Worth Taking

      

      
        5. A Risk Worth Taking

      

      
        6. The Undoing

      

      
        7. The Edge of Something New

      

      
        8. Cracks in the Walls

      

      
        9. The Fear of Falling

      

      
        10. A Kiss That Meant Everything

      

      
        11. A Proposal Written in the Stars

      

      
        12. A Love That Wasn’t Running Anymore

      

      
        13. Love That Stayed

      

      
        Thank You

      

      
        
          Excerpt: Love In Montana

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        About The Author

      

      
        By Mollie Mathews

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE VALENTINE GAMBLE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE VALENTINE GAMBLE

      

      

      

      
        
        MOLLIE MATHEWS

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            JOIN THE CLUB

          

        

      

    

    
      Never miss a new release or giveaway! Sign up for Mollie’s newsletter to stay in the loop—and receive a free love story. Check out a full list of books and bio at www.molliemathews.com. Follow Mollie on Social Media as @Molliewritesromance (because she does) And if you loved this book, please take a moment to leave a review once you’re done. Thank you!

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ “A beautifully written, emotionally charged romance that reminds us love is worth the risk.”

      

      She stopped believing in love. He refused to let her run.

      Sophia Hartwell has spent her entire life running—from love, from heartbreak, from the ghosts of Valentine’s Days past. After years of watching love slip through her fingers, she’s convinced that romance is nothing more than an illusion wrapped in red ribbons and empty promises.

      

      But Adrian Blackwood isn’t just anyone. He’s her best friend. The one man who has always been there. The only one who sees through the walls she’s built around her heart. And when a kiss ignites something neither of them can deny, Adrian makes a bold move—one that leaves them standing in front of a Las Vegas chapel with nothing but a whispered I do between them and forever.

      

      But old fears die hard. Can Sophia trust that this love—the kind she’s always been afraid of—won’t disappear like all the others? Or will she run from the one man who has always been ready to catch her?
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      Dear reader

      The seeds of a new love story sprouted on Valentine's Day. You may be surprised to learn of the unlikely source of inspiration—the trending hashtag on #antivalentinesday.

      I wondered, as authors do, why would anyone be anti the day of love? But then I remembered that this day can be full of heartbreak and broken dreams for so many. I remember many Valentine's Days on my own. I didn't meet my partner until I was 44—I'd almost given up on love after so much heartbreak and disappointment.

      So my story prompt began there, 'where the heroine reveals all the heartbreak she has felt on Valentine's Day.'

      I hope you enjoy this love, and I hope wherever you are, whoever you are with, love is in your heart.

      Mollie

      

      xxx
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            THE GHOSTS OF VALENTINE’S PAST

          

        

      

    

    
      The restaurant was dimly lit, the scent of roses thick in the air, as if love itself had seeped into the walls. Couples leaned in, whispering sweet nothings over candlelight, their faces illuminated by the golden glow of romance. But for 44-year-old Sophia Hartwell, Valentine’s Day had never been anything but a cruel joke wrapped in red ribbons and false promises.

      She sat alone at the corner table, nursing a glass of deep red merlot, watching the parade of lovers, feeling like a ghost haunting the holiday that had never once been kind to her.

      “How many times have I been here before?” she murmured under her breath, tapping a manicured nail against the stem of her glass. “How many versions of heartbreak have I lived through on this wretched day?”

      Sophia had loved. Oh, she had loved deeply, foolishly, with the kind of reckless hope that made a person believe in things like fate and forever. But Valentine's Day had always been the day that shattered those illusions.

      She thought of Ryan, her first love. Senior year. The boy with the crooked smile and a promise he’d never keep. They’d planned the perfect Valentine’s date—chocolate-covered strawberries, a lakeside picnic under the stars. But instead, he’d taken another girl. She remembered the way her heart had cracked, the humiliation burning through her cheeks as she watched them together, blissfully unaware of the devastation they’d left in their wake.

      Then there was Daniel, the man she’d thought she would marry. They had spent two years wrapped in what she believed was an unshakable love. On Valentine’s Day, he’d given her a small, velvet box, and for one foolish second, she had believed it held an engagement ring. Instead, it had contained a pair of diamond earrings—his way of cushioning the blow when he told her he wasn’t ready for a lifetime together.

      And James… James had been the worst of them all. A love that burned too brightly, consuming everything in its path. He had made her believe in magic, in soulmates. And then, on Valentine’s Day, he’d left. No explanation. No goodbye. Just a note on the kitchen counter that read: I can’t do this anymore.

      Now, here she was, years later, a woman who had given love every chance, only to have it ripped away each time. Valentine’s Day wasn’t a celebration—it was an anniversary of loss.

      A low chuckle pulled her out of her reverie. “Drowning your sorrows, Sophia?”

      She turned, her gaze settling on Adrian Blackwood, the one man who had never given her a reason to hope or a reason to cry. He was handsome in that effortless way—charcoal-gray suit, dark hair just unruly enough to hint at the rebellion underneath. He slid into the seat across from her without invitation, his sharp blue eyes full of something between amusement and understanding.

      “You look like a woman with a vendetta against Cupid,” he said, signaling the waiter for another glass.

      She lifted a brow. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      He studied her, his gaze lingering on the way her fingers curled protectively around her glass. “Tell me,” he murmured, leaning in slightly, “why do you hate this day so much?”

      Something about his tone—gentle but unrelenting—made her exhale a shaky breath. She didn’t know why she answered, why she let herself unravel in front of him, but maybe it was the wine, or maybe it was the exhaustion of pretending she wasn’t wounded.

      “Because Valentine’s Day has always been the day I lose,” she admitted, her voice quieter now. “The day I realize love isn’t what I thought it was. It’s not grand gestures or whispered words or rings in velvet boxes. It’s disappointment wrapped in pink ribbons. It’s love letters that turn into goodbye notes.”

      A shadow passed over Adrian’s face, and for the first time, she wondered what his ghosts looked like.

      “You ever think,” he said slowly, “that maybe it’s not the day that’s cursed? Maybe you’ve just given your heart to the wrong people.”

      Sophia let out a dry laugh. “Well, if that’s the case, my track record is abysmal.”

      Adrian didn’t laugh. Instead, he reached for her hand, the unexpected warmth of his touch making her pulse stutter.

      “Maybe,” he said softly, “you’ve been looking for love in the wrong places.”

      She wanted to scoff, to pull away, to remind him that she was not some starry-eyed fool waiting for a love story. But something in his expression—steady, unflinching—held her still.

      And for the first time in years, on a night she had always dreaded, she wondered if maybe, just maybe, she hadn’t lost the war on love just yet.
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            THE MAN WHO NEVER BELIEVED IN LOVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrian Blackwood had never been a man for grand gestures. He didn’t believe in sweeping declarations or hearts carved into tree trunks. Love, to him, had always been something transactional—a currency exchanged between two people who needed something from each other.

      He had watched too many relationships crumble under the weight of their own illusions. His parents, once the embodiment of devotion, had shattered their marriage like fine glass, leaving behind nothing but splinters of resentment. He had learned early that love was a dangerous bet, one that left you empty-handed in the end.

      And yet, sitting across from Sophia Hartwell, watching the way her shoulders curled inward as if she could protect herself from memories that still cut deep, he felt something tighten in his chest.

      He had known her for years—seen her through heartbreaks, through failed love affairs, through the quiet resilience she carried like armor. But tonight, she wasn’t just the woman who had survived Valentine’s Day after Valentine’s Day of betrayal. She was the woman who had never been given the kind of love she deserved.

      And for the first time in his life, he wanted to be the man who gave it to her.

      Adrian leaned back, swirling the amber liquid in his glass, letting the silence stretch between them. She wasn’t looking at him—her gaze was fixed somewhere past him, past the crowded restaurant, past the years of disappointment she had relived in a single breath.
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