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      “I now pronounce you man and wife.”

      I immediately stick two fingers in my mouth and wolf whistle after hearing those words.

      Knox and Iris have finally exchanged vows. Although the outcome surprised me, I'm pleased they have each other. Knox may have had a variety of women before meeting Iris, but I know him well enough to know Iris is all he'll ever desire. He knows it too, or we wouldn't be here now.

      I applaud and cheer as they continue their first kiss. I grin and whistle again. My face cracks into a big smile.

      Sutton and Daisy's farm is an ideal setting for today's wedding. We turned it into a ribbon and flower field with the help of the crew. A huge white marquee on one side of the field houses the food and drinks, which is where we all head after the ceremony.

      Roman, my roommate, enters the tent carrying a tiny bundle in his arms. He normally likes to be alone, with his nose buried in a book. But not today. Today is about celebrating our teammate and his bride. Roman likes kids, and it looks like he decided to give Scarlett and our other teammate Bennett a reprieve. Olivia is a few weeks old and her father’s world. Bennett adores both his wife and his daughter.

      I turn and catch the redheaded vet's eye. Every time I look at her, I get this strange feeling in my chest. It bothers me. I’ve tried not to think about the adorable pixie. I shiver at the thought. Isobel has the prickliness of a porcupine; I doubt she'd appreciate being referred to as adorable or a pixie.

      "What are you thinking about so hard?" Theo Ward smiles. He’s another teammate and friend.

      I accept the drink he offers. "Not much at all. I'm just taking in the peace and quiet. The city can be quite noisy."

      Theo sighs. "I adore the city. Anya feels the same way." He looks for his wife and smiles again. "I tell you, my wife may be content living in the United States, but when she gets angry, her Russian flies out of her lips so fast I can't make sense of it. I just know I'm in hot water." He laughs.

      "Do you enjoy being in the doghouse?"

      "I enjoy making up." He wiggles his brows. "But seriously, I adore that woman. She is free to say whatever she wants to me." He pauses. "Her brother can be frightening at times."

      I laugh.

      "I'm confident Anya will keep you safe from him."

      "Addison keeps Ivan in check," he scoffs.

      "Addison is with the other wives right now." Ivan grunts.

      Theo laughs as he straightens himself and moves out of Ivan's reach. "You have to be polite to me because you're my brother-in-law."

      "Pussy," mutters Ivan.

      "Friends," Theo responds, and saunters toward his wife.

      "When are you going to give him a break?"

      "He is a fantastic friend, who adores my sister. I like to tease," Ivan says, gazing across to where Theo and Anya are embracing. "Did you not bring a date?" He returns his full attention to me.

      I shiver. “I did.” My finger reflexively glides under the neck of my shirt. I want to rip the thing open, but I'll hold off for now.

      Ivan laughs. "You are a little hot around the collar, huh?"

      "There are moments when I wish I'd think before opening my mouth."

      "Words can get you in trouble, da." Ivan frowns as he glances at his wife. Addison lifts her head and holds his gaze as she approaches us.

      I sigh, feeling awfully lonely. I was eleven years old the last time somebody cared about me. I have a burning desire to find what my buddies have.

      My gaze shifts to the other attendees and lands on Isobel, who is conversing with the sheriff to the side of the tent. He's talking, but she's holding my eyes.

      What in the world am I doing?

      "I should go find…"

      "Clover," Addison supplies when I can't remember the name of my date.

      "Yes. Clover!"

      Ivan chuckles.

      As I march toward the kitchen—Clover's last known location—I give Ivan the finger.
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      Tonight is gorgeous with the twinkling fairy lights, calm music, and the stars in the clear night sky.

      Despite the fact we've met a few times, I don't really know the bride and groom. But Daisy and Noah had insisted on my presence. I'm glad I came, even though it makes me miss something I haven't had in nine years.

      A tightness seizes in my chest when I think of my husband, Scott. We were together three years when he died, leaving me a widow at thirty. Since then, my work has become my life. I’ve blocked out everything that could cause me pain. I didn't think I'd be able to heal after losing him, but I have…to some degree. He'll always have a place in my heart, but after nine years, I suppose it's now time to move on, or at least try.

      I've felt restless for a time, and I can't help but wonder whether it's because of the way Noah and Sutton's friend looks at me. He's a huge guy with dark eyes and lengthy hair. All I can think about when I look at him is sinning.

      Isn't age just a number? At least, that's what I tell myself when my thoughts wander to him. I've envisioned his powerful hands on my body, touching me in ways no other man has. Scott included.

      Scott had been reserved in the bedroom. It had been a cozy and mutual love. I knew after one look at Jericho that he wouldn't be reserved. He'd completely ravish me, and I doubt I'd ever recover from him.

      As I chuckle at myself, my heart sinks. I may have captured the man's attention, but it would be fleeting. Once the novelty of being with an older woman wore off, I'd be replaced by a younger model.

      My prickly personality had to stay that way. Keep him at a distance.

      "Why are you hiding in the dark?"

      The deep voice sends slivers of pleasure down my spine. What's the matter with me? I'm not going to be able to help myself with this man.

      I catch his gaze and take a deep breath. His eyes tell me where his mind is, making it tough for me to draw another breath.

      "I'm not hiding," I say, keeping my voice neutral. "You found me."

      He laughs and moves in closer.

      "I'd track you down anyplace."

      It's now my turn to chuckle. "How many times have you repeated that line?"

      His eyes deepen with surprise. "I don't remember ever saying those words before, and it's not a line."

      “Hmm.”

      My eyes follow the passage of his fingers through his lovely hair, which the insanely stunning man is aware of.

      "You like me," he says, his gaze probing my face.

      My deceitful body responds by swelling and throbbing in areas where it has no right to do so for him. I narrow my eyes at the man, embarrassed because I know my nipples are stiff and swollen, straining against the silk of my dress. "I believe you should go find your girlfriend."

      "She's not my girlfriend." He takes a step closer.

      The heat from his body surrounds me, and I have to practically drive my feet into the ground because all I want to do is take that one step closer to feel his body mashed against mine.

      "I'm not going to be a notch on your bedpost," I say quietly, my heart hammering.

      He takes a step back, irritated. "I wasn't offering," he says as he walks back toward the marquee.

      I restrain the need to call him an asshole. It was clear what he wanted. So what made him change his mind?

      I believe I offended the man.

      I frown, cursing myself for allowing him to get under my skin. I have more important things to think about. Like the new sheriff, who is currently on his way toward me. The words “not interested” are not in the man's repertoire.

      "When you said no, I heard you."

      Okay, I was mistaken about him.

      "Would you like to dance with me?" he continues. He cracks a sardonic smile. "I swear I won't step on your toes."

      I accept his outstretched hand and laugh. "As long as we agree that I'm not searching for a partner."

      Liar.

      "Everything is clear."

      "Come on, Sheriff, let's dance."

      "Wayne," says the man.

      Why did I think this would be a good idea?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            JERICHO

          

        

      

    

    
      "Don't you think so, Jericho?"

      The sound of my name draws me into the discussion. However, that doesn't imply I understand what they're saying.

      Clover glances at me with anticipation.

      "I'm sorry, did I miss what you said?"

      Theo grins and whispers something into his wife's ear.

      "I was remarking on how wonderful Iris looks."

      I nod, smiling. "Yes, she does. Knox also cleans up well." That's not a lie. I couldn't believe he was the same man, well-dressed and dressed in a navy suit.

      My gaze is drawn to the bride and groom on the dance floor, moving to a song I recognize but cannot identify. Isobel appears in my line of sight, dancing with the sheriff. The man likes her, and for some reason it bothers me.

      I'm man enough to acknowledge her preconceptions about me were irritating. As a result, I walked away. She has no idea about me. She had no right to pass judgment on me. I had high hopes for her. She's not a puck bunny; she's a stunning woman with a successful profession.

      Shaking my head, I direct my attention to Clover. I invited her to be my date because she's not interested in me. I shouldn't be a jerk and disregard her while she's doing me a favor. That's not me.

      "She's the one, isn't she?" Clover asks, taking my hand in hers and leading me to the dance floor.

      "Was," I mumble.

      Clover laughs as she runs her fingertips up my arms to my shoulders and behind my neck. "I don't think she enjoys it when you dance with me." Her chin is resting on my shoulder.

      My instinct tells me to wrap my arms around her and hold her close. "How do you know that?"

      Clover laughs again. "Her eyes are blazing my way."

      "She has an opinion about me, and that bothers me."

      Clover frowns and lifts her face. "What exactly do you mean?"

      "She expressed a desire not to be a notch on my bedpost."

      Her lips twitch, so I pull her back against my chest. At the very least, she won't be able to notice my embarrassment.

      "She definitely has no idea who you are." Clover squeezes my shoulder. "Invite her to lunch if you like her, Jericho. Make certain she realizes that is all you are asking. At least for the time being." She sighs. "Perhaps she has been harmed in the past and requires you to proceed with caution. You can be intense, especially when you gaze at someone," she says. "I'm really into women, yet my knees have gone weak a few times."

      My mouth curves into a smirk. "Are you fond of me?"

      Clover pulls back and rolls her eyes. "I wouldn't be here if I didn't like you, Jericho. You're a kind guy. A priestly man." She smiles.

      "I'm not a priest." I tuck her face back into my chest so I can't see her smug expression. "I date."

      She laughs and snorts. "You do not. You go out with your buddies. There is a distinction."

      Sighing, I shift my gaze toward Isobel and the sheriff, but I change my mind when I realize how they are dancing. Perhaps the woman is dating him.

      "My ride is here," Clover exclaims abruptly.

      I look around, perplexed. "I assumed I was your ride."

      "I texted a friend earlier. I'm not going to stick around.” She smiles her head off as she lifts to her toes and lands a wet kiss on my cheek. "She'd be stupid to ignore you," she says, and I'm left looking like a dork in the center of the dance floor.

      I feel tired…and lonely as I step outside the marquee for a breath of fresh country air. Clover is correct. I haven't dated in the eighteen months I've been in Boston. Not because the chance has not existed. It has. It's exhausting. It's also why I avoid going out with some of the team members most of the time.

      Growing up with a mother who dated a different person every weekend, I vowed to myself that would not be me. I didn't want to be like my mom. No way. I'm sure she did it to keep food on the table and a roof over my head. The way my mother was treated inspired me to fight for a better life, and I have it. My mother passed away two months before I signed with the Vikings.
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