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			Never be afraid to hold tight to your dreams. Big or small, they are yours and yours alone. Find yourself a dandelion and make a wish . . .

			And never stop believing.

			‘Where some see a weed, others see a wish.’
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			Prologue

			Kingston

			Ten Years Ago

			I couldn’t sleep. Thinking about River and Romeo being locked up in a juvenile detention center haunted me. Wondering how my brother and our best friend were surviving was something that I couldn’t shake. They’d both put on brave faces, and I’d done the same, but I knew they had to be scared as hell. 

			Add in the fact that Hayes and his sister, Saylor, had been taken from their home as well, and this shit show just kept getting better. 

			“Mom! No!” Saylor’s terrorized voice had me jumping to my feet and hurrying to the room across the hall. I pushed the door open, and she flailed around on the bed like she was fighting for her life. 

			Lately, it felt like we all were. 

			“Saylor. Saylor, hey.” I moved to sit on the edge of her bed and placed a hand on her forearm. “You’re okay. It’s King. I’m here.” 

			Her hands moved over her face to protect herself, and my chest squeezed. 

			She was fucking scared, and that shit pissed me off. 

			“Hey, hey. Look at me. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you again, okay?” I whispered, as her wild eyes locked with mine. She blinked several times, her breathing frantic, and I could see a layer of sweat covering her forehead from the sliver of moonlight shining through the window in River’s bedroom. 

			“King?” She said my name as a question, and I heard the fear in her voice.

			“Yeah. I’m here. You’re okay. You were having a nightmare.” 

			She used the back of her hand to swipe at the tear that broke free from her eyes, and she looked away. She’d always been a little shy—too sweet for her own good. She was my best friend Hayes’s little sister, so she was family. 

			End of story. 

			She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry I woke you up. I’m fine.” 

			I reached for her chin and turned her face so that she was looking at me. “You don’t have to be fine. This is a lot to take. Do you want to tell me about it?”  

			Her blonde hair was in a long braid that hung over her shoulder, and her blue eyes locked with mine. “I just—I can’t believe all that’s happened over the last few weeks, you know? And now I’m here. I feel bad about your grandparents taking me in, and I’m worried about River and Romeo. I’m worried about my mom and brother.” 

			Her bottom lip trembled, and I stroked the loose strand of hair that had broken free away from her pretty face. “Everyone is going to be okay. I promise.” I gave her a reassuring smile. That was sort of my shtick. I could find something good in the shittiest of situations. It had always helped me when things went down, and I wanted to help her right now. “And my grandparents are devastated about River being sent to that hellhole. So having you here gives them a little bit of needed sunshine.” 

			She nodded, and her teeth sank into her bottom lip as tears started streaming down her cheeks, catching me off guard. I pulled her into my arms as sobs left her body. And I just held her there. I didn’t have a lot of experience with girls that were crying, because the girls I hung out with were usually trying to get in my pants, or vice versa. It was all laughter and flirtation, nothing deep. 

			That’s how I liked it. 

			What can I say? I’m a fifteen-year-old horny dude. Well, technically, I’ll be sixteen in a few months. 

			My hands stroked her back, and I breathed in all that goodness. Saylor Woodson was good to her core. 

			Smart and pretty and sweet. 

			And she was Hayes’s little sister. The most important person in my life. 

			We had a pact, the five of us. River, Romeo, Hayes, Nash, and me. 

			Ride or Die. 

			We were all brothers in our own way. So I’d promised Hayes I’d protect his sister while she stayed with us. My grandparents couldn’t afford to take both her and Hayes in. Nash lived alone with his dad, and his father wasn’t willing to take in a teenage girl, so they’d been split up temporarily. 

			We all had, in a way. 

			But this was better than the alternative, them being split up and living with strangers.

			“I shouldn’t have called the police that night. None of this would have happened. But I was scared because Hayes wasn’t home to break up the fight this time,” she whimpered. “I thought Barry was going to hurt my mom. I thought I was doing the right thing.”

			“You did the right thing, Saylor. Hayes is so fucking proud of you.” I continued stroking her head as I held her against my chest. 

			“I guess I should be glad the police got there right after Hayes got home, because he probably would have killed Barry, and then he’d be sent away like River and Romeo.” She spoke through her tears, her voice soft, and I could hear the sadness. The fear. We knew something had gone down, but Hayes hadn’t given much detail. Saylor had somehow been struck by Barry just as Hayes arrived home and flew into a murderous rage. Thankfully, the police got there shortly after. They were both removed from the house and would have been placed into the system, but as soon as he called me and Nash, we got our families involved. They’d spent two days in a foster home before Saylor had come here and Hayes had gone to stay with Nash. 

			“Is that what your nightmare was about?” I asked, as she pulled back and let out a few long breaths. 

			“I see Barry in my nightmares. The crazed look in his eyes. The way he turned to me when I tried to pull him off my mom. I was so scared,” she said. “I can’t sleep without seeing his face, King. I haven’t slept in days, and I’m so tired.” 

			“I know you are. What if I stay with you tonight? I can sleep in here so you know you’re safe.” 

			“This is so embarrassing. I’ll be fourteen years old next week. I shouldn’t be afraid of the dark.” She shook her head, shoulders pushing back as if she were trying to prove she was okay. 

			To me. 

			To herself. 

			I wasn’t sure. But it didn’t matter. 

			Because Saylor Woodson didn’t need to be okay on my behalf. 

			I’d walk through fire to make sure she was safe. 

			I glanced over at the pile of green stems on the nightstand, and she followed my gaze to see what caught my eye. 

			“Those are dandelion puffballs that you can make wishes on. I figure if you make enough wishes, someday it’ll work, right?”

			“Of course it will. Come on. Lie down. I’ve got you. No one will ever know about this. It’ll be our secret, okay?” I slipped in beside her, and we both rolled onto our sides, facing one another. 

			“Thanks, King. I’ll be fine tomorrow. I know I will. I’m just worried right now. About everyone and everything.”

			“Yeah. Me, too,” I said. “You’re actually helping me because I couldn’t sleep either.”

			“You’re worried, too, aren’t you?” 

			“Yeah. I get to go visit next week. It’s been the longest two weeks of my life since they were sent away. I haven’t slept much at all. And then I was worried about you and Hayes being pulled into the system. I’m a lot happier now that you’re here and Hayes is with Nash.” 

			“Me, too. I wish we could get River and Romeo out of there, too.”

			“Yeah. I can’t believe all the shit that has happened.”

			“Hayes told me that they didn’t do it. They were set up by Slade Crawford, right?” she whispered. 

			“Yep. And his family has more money than they know what to do with, so who do you think they’re going to believe?” I hissed. I was still so fucking pissed off about the whole thing. The rich asshole robs the Daily Market, pushes a man down and hurts him, and then runs out of there and lets two innocent dudes serve his time in juvie hall?

			It was bullshit. 

			“It’s not right,” she said, and I could hear the exhaustion. 

			“It’s not. But we need to keep it together for them. You and me going without sleep is not going to bring anyone back, or get you home any sooner.” 

			She shifted closer to me. “I don’t know where home is anymore. I’d be scared to go back there. But I don’t like being separated from Hayes. And I need to know that my mom is okay. But all I see is Barry when I close my eyes.”

			I found her hand and pulled it between us. “I’ve got you, Saylor. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. I promise.”

			She squeezed my hand, and I held her close.

			And I kept my fingers wrapped around hers until the sound of her breathing slowed. 

			Her chest rose and fell against mine, and it soothed me in a way. 

			I’d been a little lost these last few weeks, and if I were being honest, right now, with Saylor, was the most content I’d felt since everything had gone down. 

			Maybe protecting my best friend’s little sister was just what I needed. 

			She needed me, and maybe, in a weird way, I needed her, too. 
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			Saylor

			Present Day

			“Okay, I’m going to take these teas over and meet Nash and King,” I said, unable to hide my excitement.

			“I can’t believe you’re finally starting renovations on the bookstore.” Demi beamed.

			I’d been working at Magnolia Beans coffee shop, which Demi owned, for months now. I’d had to jump through all sorts of hoops to get a business license and a bank loan to open my bookstore, as well as save up as much money as I could for living expenses. And today was finally the day. 

			“You look like a total lady boss,” Peyton said. She worked at Magnolia Beans as well, while she was taking courses online to get her master’s in education. She’d be graduating soon, and Demi would need to hire all new people, as I’d be working next door, and Peyton would go back to the classroom. 

			I glanced down to see my white tank top and the denim overalls that I was wearing. “This is lady boss attire?” I asked over my laughter.

			“Tell her, Rubes. It’s not about the clothing; it’s about the woman beneath,” Peyton said.

			Ruby chuckled. The four of us had become the best of friends over the last few months, and I’d been happy about my decision to return home to Magnolia Falls. I had friends here, real friends. My brother was here. I was opening a business. 

			My mother was also here, which had been a big part of the reason that I’d wanted to come back to start pursuing my dreams. Unfortunately, I didn’t see much of her as she’d gotten back together with Barry, my stepfather, which shouldn’t surprise me, yet it always did.

			And as long as Barry was in her life, I had to put up boundaries.

			“Correct. You are channeling your inner lady boss. You rock those overalls like a badass bitch.” Ruby smirked, grabbing her tea from Demi, who was laughing hysterically now. 

			“I’ll do my best. Are you sleeping at River’s tonight?” I asked. She and I were roommates, but she spent a lot of time over at her boyfriend’s house. We were all close, and I loved seeing that she and River were so happy. 

			I loved it for both of them. 

			“Probably. But I’ll come by the bookstore after work because I want to see how much they get done on the first day of renovations,” she said. 

			“This is so exciting, Say. You had a goal, a dream,” Demi shook her head as if she were trying to hold back the emotions, “and you made it happen.” 

			“Oh, my gawwwwdd. You are such a sap lately.” Peyton laughed hysterically. “I swear it’s all the wedding planning. It makes you such a weepy mess.” 

			Demi and her fiancé, Romeo, had gotten engaged a few months ago, and I was thrilled for them. 

			Demi shrugged and had a big smile on her face as if she couldn’t help herself.

			“Hey, I’m the one opening a romance bookstore. I’m all about being in your feels, you know?” I said. 

			“Speaking of being in your feels . . . how did your date go with Coach Hotty? Damn, that man is one fine specimen,” Peyton asked as she loaded the pastries she’d brought out from the kitchen into the display case.

			“Why do we call him coach if he’s a trainer?” Ruby raised a brow. 

			“I asked him that, and he said that he considers himself more of a coach than a trainer. He works on the mental and the physical aspects with his clients,” I said, trying to hide my smile because he really was hot as hell. He’d just moved to town and was working over at Romeo’s gym, which was now somewhat famous after Romeo had put his name on the map when he won his big fight last year. 

			“What about his dick? Does he work on that? Because that’s what our girl needs,” Peyton said, and Ruby’s and Demi’s heads fell back in a fit of laughter. 

			“You are so crude,” Demi said, shaking her head at Peyton before turning to me. “Ignore her. She’s just a horny one these days.” 

			“It’s all these damn romance books you have me reading. Everyone is six foot four with big, magical dicks. So, I’ve raised my expectations,” Peyton said over her laughter. 

			“Pun intended.” Ruby winked. “How did it go? Do you like him?” 

			“Coach Hotty or his dick?” Peyton asked.

			“Shhh . . . we’re talking about Coach Hotty. The morning rush is about to start, and I want to know what happened.” Demi shot Peyton a warning look. 

			“He’s funny and really nice. I don’t know. It was fine. Good, maybe? We’ll see if he calls me today.” 

			“You sell yourself short, girl. Of course, he’ll call you. You’re such a catch. I mean, who looks this good in freaking farmer pants?” Ruby kissed my cheek. “I’ve got to run. Good luck today. I’ll see you tonight.” 

			“You’re not working today at all?” Peyton looked at me, pushing out her bottom lip. “It’s going to be so boring without you.” 

			“Hey! I can hear you.” Demi laughed as she bumped her bestie in the shoulder. “She’ll be back tomorrow. This is a big day. Let her enjoy it.” 

			“I’ll pop in during the day and see if you guys need help. I’m just next door. But I want to make sure everything goes smoothly today.” I gave them each a hug. “Love you. I’ll see you later.”

			I grabbed the drink carrier and made my way to the kitchen, pulling open the door that led to Love Ever After. That was the name I’d chosen for the bookstore. It connected to Demi’s shop from the inside, but each space had its own exterior entrance for customers, as well.

			It couldn’t be in a better location, next door to Demi. I set the tray down on the table beside the drawings for the design and layout we were using. Kingston and Nash didn’t think this would take more than a few weeks. 

			I couldn’t wait. 

			I was grateful to have friends who owned a construction company and were willing to do this job for a very fair 
price.

			It was nice to have something to look forward to. I’d been dreaming about this for a long time, and it was all finally happening. 

			I flipped on the lights and pushed open the front door, waving as I saw Kingston and Nash getting out of their truck. My phone vibrated in my hand, and I looked down to see a text from my brother. 

			Hayes

			Big day today. Congrats. Proud of you for pushing hard to make this happen. I’ll stop by after my shift to see how it’s going.

			Thanks. Be safe. Love you.

			Hayes was a firefighter, and I always worried about him, but I tried not to let him know that every time he went to work—unlike my brother, who was a barbarian when it came to being protective of me. 

			“Say it isn’t so,” Kingston sang out, because he loved making Saylor jokes every chance he got. He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Big day today, wouldn’t you say?”

			I laughed because he was always on, always making me laugh. The guy had more charm in his pinky finger than most people had in their entire bodies. 

			No wonder the women in Magnolia Falls are feral for the man. 

			“Are you seriously going to be doing this the whole time?” Nash rolled his eyes as they both stepped inside. 

			“What? She’s got a good name for it, wouldn’t you say?” 

			“Speaking of good names . . . I was ordered to give you this.” Nash reached into his back pocket and handed me a folded piece of paper. “Cutler made this for you.”

			I opened it and found he’d drawn all the places downtown that were important to him. The firehouse where Hayes worked. River’s law office was on there. Whiskey Falls bar, which was owned by Ruby’s dad, Lionel. RoD Construction, also known as Ride or Die Construction, owned by both Kingston and Nash, Magnolia Beans, and then Love Ever After was right in the center of the picture. 

			Kingston leaned over my shoulder, and the smell of sage and mint flooded my senses.

			“Congrats to my girl, Saylor.” Kingston read the handwriting on the top of the page. “Damn, Beefcake has more game than most of the dudes in Magnolia Falls.” 

			Beefcake was the name Cutler had asked us all to call him, as he no longer liked his real name. 

			“Yeah. I told you, his teacher said we need to start calling him Cutler. She said it’s wrong to let him change his name.” Then nodded to the drawing. “He spent a lot of time on that. Really tested my patience by making me spell everything over and over because he needed it to be perfect.”

			“Hold up, now. Are you seriously telling me you’re going to listen to that lady? She’s got the worst case of resting asshole face I’ve ever seen. Kind of fits with her name being Ms. Heathen.” 

			My head fell back in laughter. “I thought his teacher was Ms. McKeathen?” 

			Kingston was right. She was one of the scariest teachers I’d ever had. She’d been my first-grade teacher when I was a kid, and I was terrified of her back then.

			“It is.” Nash rolled his eyes. “He just insists on calling her Ms. Heathen. And it’s resting bitch face. Not asshole face. Get your insults straight.”

			“Listen, she gave him the tuna casserole for lunch last week when you’d ordered him the pizza. She’s an asshole. And so is her face.” Kingston folded his arms over his chest. 

			Nash pinched the bridge of his nose, and Kingston winked at me. 

			He’s always the brightest light in every room. 

			“Okay. Can we focus, please?” Nash turned his attention to me. “We’ve got a crew coming over to start building the bookshelves, and King is going to build the checkout counter for you. He’ll be the one working at this site most of the time. I’ve got to be out at Brighton Ranch because that renovation has been a real shit show.” 

			“You’ve got this. Just be careful. Mrs. Brighton is such a horndog. Nash will tell you, Saylor, the woman purposely grazed my junk with her hand when she was talking to us last week. She just helped herself to the goods, like she was entitled to them.” Kingston shivered dramatically, and I laughed harder. 

			Nash shook his head and tried to hide his smile. “Yeah. She wasn’t even smooth about it. So now this one doesn’t want to be over there at all.” 

			“Listen, I don’t need Mrs. Brighton, aka Mrs. Robinson, grabbing my dick and getting her crazy-ass husband jealous. The man has a room just for his guns. I’ll work much better over here. It’s all about love at the bookstore. Plus, I’m the better woodworker, and we have a lot of bookshelves to build, as well as getting this register station put together.” 

			“Fine, you big baby.” Nash glanced around the space and paused to look at the architect drawings on the table, as I handed them each their iced tea.

			“Thanks,” they said at the same time. 

			“Magnolia Beans’s finest.” I stared down at the design with them. 

			“You’ve already ordered the couches that you’re bringing in, right?” Kingston asked, and I swear his gaze zeroed in on my mouth when I pulled my drink away, before it snapped back up. 

			“Yes. They’re already here. I’ve got them in my garage. I figured you’d want to wait until the floors are in and the shelves are built.” 

			“Yep, that’s the plan,” Nash said, as he glanced down at his phone when it vibrated. “For fuck’s sake. Mrs. Brighton wants to know where we are. I’m going to head out with a few of the guys. I’ll stop by later today.” 

			“Good luck. We’ve got this.” Kingston took a long pull from his iced tea, just as his team showed up, and they parked in the large alley behind the building. 

			He stepped out to help them unload the palettes of wood and supplies, and everyone got to work.

			I’d purposely taken today off because I wanted to watch and learn, because who knows? Maybe I’d expand my business someday. Learning how to take an empty space and turn it into something magical was a skill. And Kingston Pierce was a very talented woodworker. He had his saw set up on a table in the back lot as he directed everyone to specific tasks. His team was working on the bookshelves inside, while he was framing out the checkout station that I’d sketched for him. I wanted it to look like a piece of vintage furniture and match the aesthetic of the place. 

			“You sure you don’t want to have the guys paint this when they paint the bookshelves? It’s going to be a big piece, and it’ll be a beast to paint yourself.” He ran his large hand over the piece of wood that he’d just cut for the base. 

			“Nope. I’ve watched a ton of YouTube videos now, and I am determined to put my stamp on this particular piece. It’ll be a real focal point for the bookstore.” 

			He nodded. “All right. I can help if you need me to.” 

			“I’ll be fine. I like getting my hands dirty.” I shrugged, and the look in his eyes after I’d said that had me squeezing my thighs together. Kingston was a flirt by nature, so I knew not to take it seriously. He and I had always shared a bond, one not everyone even knew about. I trusted him immensely, and he’d been a really good friend to me. But he was also sexy as sin, and sometimes I had to remind myself to stop staring. “I just mean I want to help where I can.”

			“Yeah? All right, how about I teach you how to use this table saw? You’ve already got the eyewear on, so we’ll just be careful.” 

			“Really?” I moved beside him, where he was cutting the next piece. “I’d love that.”

			“Come here,” he said, stepping back and making room for me to stand in front of him. “It’s all about taking your time and guiding the piece carefully where you want it.” 

			His arms came around me, and his hands moved on top of mine. They were calloused and covered in sawdust, and they engulfed my much smaller hands. He turned on the saw and moved our fingers along the wood, with his chest pressed against my back. He spoke in my ear. “Follow the line and keep it steady.” 

			I focused on the wood and leaned forward before I realized my butt was pressed against his groin. 

			“You need to stop wiggling your ass, Saylor. I can’t concentrate when you do that.” His voice was gruff, and I startled when I realized that something was poking me in the ass. I was fairly certain it was Kingston’s erection, unless he had a large flashlight tucked in his groin. I stayed perfectly still until the wood was cut, and he leaned forward and turned off the saw. 

			“Sorry about that,” I said, trying to hide my smile when he pulled back. “I didn’t realize that was, er, you know.” 

			“My dick?” 

			“I thought it was a flashlight at first,” I said over a fit of laughter before turning around to look at him. 

			“I’ll take that as a compliment.” He ran his hand over his jaw. “I’m assuming you’re referencing a very large flashlight?” 

			I smacked his shoulder. “Stop. You’re ridiculous. You better not tell Nash that I grazed your junk like Mrs. Brighton did.” 

			His gaze moved to my mouth. “Trust me. Those are two very different things. And there isn’t a man on the planet that wouldn’t react to your ass rubbing against him.”

			My cheeks burned, and I tried to play it off. “Okay. So what do we do with the wood?” He raised a brow, and I realized how that had sounded and threw my hands in the air. “You know what I meant.” 

			He laughed. “Come on, let’s take this inside and get the base built.”

			When we walked back into the bookstore, my eyes widened at the sight of Coach Hotty holding a bouquet of flowers and smiling at me. 

			This day just kept getting better.

		

		
	
	   
		
			2

			Kingston

			I set the panels down, took the moldings out of Saylor’s hands, and followed her gaze to the douchedick standing there gaping at her. 

			“Jalen, hey, what are you doing here?” Saylor’s voice was all light and flirtatious.

			The girl was like sunshine on a cloudy day. Always had been. 

			I set the wood down on the floor, but listened intently, because I was a nosy dude, especially when it came to Saylor Woodson. 

			She was my best friend’s little sister. It was my job to protect her. 

			“I knew today was a big day for you, so I thought I’d stop by and give you these flowers and let you know that I had a great time last night,” he said. 

			I glanced over my shoulder to see him hand her the bouquet, and my eyes widened when I took in his baby blue shorts that were far too short to be worn by a man. Sure, he was all chiseled muscle, but the dude should consider wearing shorts that were made for men. Am I right?

			I turned around and brushed my hands back and forth loud enough to make a clapping sound, which startled Saylor and had her turning in my direction. 

			“Oh. I’m so sorry. Do you two know each other? I assumed you would because Jalen just started working at Knockout Gym with Romeo a few days ago.” 

			“Yep. We’ve met.” I raised a brow and crossed my arms over my chest. “You two went out last night, huh?” 

			“Yeah, mate. We had a great time.” 

			Mate? He wasn’t from down fucking under. Romeo had told us that the dude was from New Jersey. 

			“Nice.” It was all I could say. I didn’t know she had gone out with him, not that she told me everything, but we were close. She had been on a few dates since she’d moved back to Magnolia Falls, but she’d yet to meet anyone she wanted to go out with again. 

			And I’d be lying if I didn’t say I liked that. 

			Saylor was special. Different. I cared about her. She deserved the best, and I was fairly certain this dude was not that. 

			He was too tan. And his wavy blond hair was a little too perfect. 

			“It was so sweet of you to bring me these. They’re gorgeous,” Saylor said, shooting me a confused look because I was normally a friendly guy. 

			I turned around and got back to building the frame for the counter. Normally, we would do most of this at the shop, but with the space being more like a warehouse inside and having access to the large parking lot behind the building, we could work here, and we wouldn’t need to transport all the pieces once they were built. I tried to focus on the project at hand while I turned my head just enough to hear everything they were saying. 

			“Beautiful flowers for a beautiful girl,” he said, and I rolled my eyes before pulling out my nail gun and shooting it into the wood more times than necessary. 

			Saylor chuckled at the dude, and I couldn’t believe she was buying this bullshit. 

			“Hey, Saylor, can you give me a hand with this piece?” I said, glancing over my shoulder. 

			Did I need her help? No. 

			Did I have six guys here that were working a few feet away that could help me? Absolutely.

			But I couldn’t stop myself. I didn’t like the way he was looking at her. 

			“Oh, yeah, of course.”

			“I need to get to the gym anyway. I’ve got a client meeting me in five minutes. I wanted to see if you’d want to watch that movie tonight? The one I told you about?” 

			“Oh, yes, about the Australian surfer?” she asked, as she moved in my direction and set the flowers on the table, before her hand rested on the piece of wood that I was holding up just fine on my own. 

			“Yes. I could grab takeout, and we could watch the movie over at my place if you’d like.” 

			“That sounds great. I’d love to.” 

			Really? An Australian movie? This guy was pouring it on thick. 

			And she was going out with him two nights in a row? Did she actually like this dude?

			And should she be going to his house already? We barely knew him.

			“Great. I’ll text you later.” He kissed her cheek, and my hand gripped the wood a little harder as he turned his attention to me. “Catch you later, mate.”

			Yeah, how about you pack your shit and go on over to the Outback and order yourself some shrimp on the barbie, you fake Australian motherfucker. 

			“Yep. If you’re lucky,” I said, with a forced smile. 

			He waved and walked out the door. 

			“What was that?” Saylor asked, eyes wide as she held up the wood that was already attached and didn’t require any support whatsoever. 

			“Exactly. What was that?” I repeated her words back to her. 

			“I’m talking about you.” She barked out a laugh. “Why were you so rude to him?”

			“What? I wasn’t rude. I’m never rude.” 

			“Once again, that’s my point. You’re never rude, and you were definitely not friendly. Do you even know him?”

			I pounded the nail gun in about four times too many and really secured the piece. This counter could survive a category ten natural disaster at this point. 

			“I didn’t know you went out with him last night,” I said, as I pushed to my feet and assessed my work. 

			“Well, we didn’t talk last night because you told me you were going to Whiskey Falls, which means you probably ended up taking home the latest flavor of the week, so I didn’t know you’d want to do pillow talk with me.” She tried to hide her smile because she was pleased with herself. 

			“Hey now, you know pillow talk with you is my favorite thing.” That’s what she used to call it all those years ago when I’d climb into her bed to keep her nightmares away. We fell asleep every single night for over six months the same way. My grandparents had no idea, as we’d each go to our own rooms after saying goodnight, and then I’d sneak across the hall after the house was quiet.

			We would tell one another about our days and share all our worries and dreams before she’d fall asleep in my 
arms. 

			We were young. Nothing physical ever happened. I’d never cross that line. 

			But I’d be lying if I said pillow talk with Saylor Woodson wasn’t the best part of my day back then. 

			“I don’t know why you’re being so weird. Yes, we went out, and he’s a good guy. I like him.” She reached for her tea and took a sip. “How about you? Who’d you take home last night?”

			I scratched the back of my neck and looked into those pretty blue eyes that had always been my favorite. “For your information, I didn’t take anyone home. But thank you for thinking the worst of me.” 

			“What is with you today? Why are you being so weird about this? I’d never think the worst of you.” She set her drink down and moved right in front of me. “But you like to keep things casual. That’s kind of your shtick, right?” 

			I sighed. “Yes, Saylor. I love women, and I enjoy sex. But I don’t take a different woman home every night of the week. I’m not a sex addict, for God’s sake. I have quite a few returning customers, by the way. So, it’s not quite as dirty as the picture you’re painting.” 

			Why was I being so defensive? I made no secret about who I was. I always treated women with respect. I just got bored easily. But I never lied. I never played games. I was a straight shooter. 

			“I don’t think you’re dirty, King.” She laughed, placing her hands on her hips as she studied me. “I think anyone who gets to spend time with you is lucky. You know you’re my favorite.” 

			And just like that, she walked into my arms, and I hugged her. 

			The way I adored this girl was unexplainable. 

			Saylor Woodson was my girl. 

			Not in a sexual or inappropriate way, but in an I’d-walk-through-fire-and-kill-for-you kind of way. 

			If that were a thing. 

			“You’re my favorite, too,” I said, as she stepped back, and I moved around her to grab the last piece that needed to be attached to the frame. “So, tell me about Jason.” 

			“His name is Jalen. The girls call him Coach Hotty.” She chuckled. “He is hot. There’s no denying it.” 

			“Really? Those shorts don’t bother you?” I nailed the next piece into place. 

			“His shorts? Um, no. They don’t bother me. What’s your problem with his shorts?” 

			“The color and the length.” I pushed to my feet and brushed off my hands. 

			“You are seriously ridiculous. He’s a trainer. That’s what they wear.” She ran her fingers along the edge of the wood and whistled. “This is going to be gorgeous.” 

			“Hey, can you grab me a hammer out of my toolbox over there?” I said, as I bent down to check the corners. 

			Saylor walked a few feet away to where the metal toolbox I’d brought in with me sat beneath the table. When she lifted the top, I knew she’d see what I’d left in there for her. 

			She walked back over with a hammer in one hand and a dandelion in the other. 

			“Very creative, King. I’m going to have to up my game.” She handed me the hammer, put her nose to the flower, and closed her eyes. 

			It was our thing. We’d started it all those years ago when she was going through a really hard time. I’d shocked her a few months ago when she’d moved back to town, and I’d started hiding them for her again. She’d jumped right in and done the same for me.  

			Like no time had passed. 

			“What can I say? It’s a big day for you. The start of something new.” 

			“Do you know that I used to wish for this? Everything that’s happening right now,” she said. 

			“For the bookstore?” 

			“Well, it wasn’t for a bookstore in particular. But it was for this . . . this feeling that I have.”

			“Tell me,” I said, as I turned to look at the bookshelves the guys were building on the other side of the room. They were following the blueprint I’d given them, and I’d add all the molding and detail to them after they got the base built.  

			“That I’d have something of my own. A life, I guess. That I’d go home and feel safe and comfortable and not be bracing myself for what I’d walk into. That I’d know I was building a future for myself. One I could be proud of.” 

			And this is why she’s my girl. 

			“I’m so fucking proud of you,” I said, as I wrapped her up in a hug. 

			“Thanks, King.” She pulled back and smiled up at me. The deepest blue eyes that resembled my favorite place on the lake, where the water was this bright turquoise blue when the sun shone down on it. Those eyes always took me to a peaceful place. “I’m so glad you’re helping me with this.”

			“Yeah, me too. Now let’s get this beast of a counter finished.”

			“Okay. I need to go put these flowers in some water, and I’ll be right back to help.” She grabbed her bouquet off the table, along with her single dandelion, and made her way next door to Magnolia Beans. 

			I got back to work, because making her dreams come true was just as good as making my own dreams come true. 

			Maybe even better.

			The rest of the day went by in a blur. I’d jumped into my truck to head home for a quick shower, before I met the guys for a bite at Whiskey Falls. Once I pulled up in my driveway, I made my way to the front door. Spring was in full bloom, and I welcomed the warm weather. When I walked toward the front door, I chuckled when I saw something taped there. It was a dandelion at the end stages of its life, and what Saylor called a fluffball because the golden pedals were gone, and it was all white. I peeled it off the door along with the little note that read: Thanks for helping to make my dreams come true. Now it’s your turn to make a wish. Xo S.

			I stared down at it for a moment, but I didn’t have a wish, per se. 

			Life was good. I was happy. 

			Happy enough, at least. 

			I’d use my wishes for the people that I loved. I’d always wished for River to be happy, and for the first time in our lives, I felt like my brother was genuinely happy.

			That made me happy.

			And seeing Saylor get what she always wanted. 

			That made me happy. 

			Romeo winning his fight and his girl. 

			That made me happy. 

			Beefcake was giving baseball a shot, and our little man was the happiest kid I’d ever met.

			That made me fucking happy.

			Nash and Hayes were happy enough, so my crew was good, and that was enough for me. My grandmother was in a nice place over at Magnolia Haven, and I couldn’t ask for more. 

			But I squeezed my eyes closed and made a wish, just like I always did. 

			Let the people I love the most have everything their hearts desire. 

			It’s what I always wished for. 

			I blew hard and watched as the white fluffballs moved around me. I sent Saylor a quick text and a screenshot of the petal-less stem. 

			Done.

			Dandelion

			You better not be doing that same ole wish. Wish for something for YOU. 

			You getting your bookstore is as good a wish as any. Happy for you, Dandelion.

			It’s what I’d always called her in private, when no one was around. In the dark, when I’d held her in my arms, when we were just teenagers. None of the guys knew about it, or they would have given me shit. They would have thought something was going on between us, but it wasn’t like that. 

			Dandelion

			I want you to find a wish of your own. 

			I have everything I want already. So, you get today’s wish. 

			Dandelion

			What am I going to do with you? 

			Have fun tonight. I’m heading to meet the guys for dinner. Be safe. Text me when you get home. 

			Dandelion

			You do know I can take care of myself. But I’ll text you later to make sure YOU ARE SAFE. [image: Emoji: Heart]

			I showered quickly and made my way to Whiskey Falls to meet the guys. 

			 We ordered food, and Lionel, Ruby’s father and the owner of this fine establishment, came over and chatted with us for a bit, before he got called away by someone in the kitchen.

			“I stopped by the bookstore on my way here and peeked in the windows. It looks like you got a lot done for the first day,” Hayes said. 

			“Yeah, we want to get her up and going as quickly as we can, so she can start making money.” Nash popped a tater tot into his mouth before flicking his thumb in my direction. “And this guy likes to build, so he put in a long day.” 

			“It’s going to look good. We’ll get it done as quickly as possible. Couple of weeks should be plenty of time.” I took a long pull from my beer. “Did you know Saylor was going out with that coach dude, Jeremy?” 

			“Jalen? The guy who’s working at Romeo’s gym?” Hayes asked. 

			“Jalen’s a good guy. You don’t have anything to worry about.” Romeo shot me a confused look, probably wondering why I was bringing it up in front of Hayes. Saylor was a grown woman, and she didn’t like her brother being in her business. We all knew that. They’d had many arguments in front of us about it.

			“I don’t like him.” I shrugged, and River raised a brow, most likely also wondering why I was doing this. But we were straight shooters, and I wouldn’t hold back. These were my brothers. 

			Nash smirked because he enjoyed it when I did this kind of shit. 

			“You don’t even know him. He had great references, and he’s a good guy. What is your issue with him?” Romeo crossed his arms over his chest and stared at me. 

			“First off, his shorts are too fucking short. He calls me mate. His hair is too shiny. Shall I go on?” 

			River barked out a laugh. “He called me mate, too. Is he Australian?” 

			“No. He’s from Jersey,” I hissed. 

			“Who gives a shit? Mate is a universal term. And his shorts are fine. That’s what dudes are wearing these days in the gym. As for his hair, I think your hair is just as shiny,” Romeo said over his laughter. 

			“I get it. He’s new in town, and you’re looking out for Saylor. It’s what we do. But if Romeo thinks he’s a good dude, I think we can trust that,” Nash said, reaching for his steak sandwich. “It’s a date. She’s not marrying the dude.”

			Is everyone losing their fucking minds?

			We knew nothing about this guy.

			“I appreciate you looking out for her. She didn’t mention anything to me about going out with him, but I know she doesn’t want me getting involved in her business. I’m trying to back off.” Hayes took a long pull from his beer and then turned his attention to Romeo. “You think he’s fine?” 

			“Yes. And they went to dinner one time. I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.” Romeo shrugged like it was no big deal. 

			“Actually, they are on date number two tonight. Movie night. So I’ll be watching that dude like a fucking hawk,” I said, not hiding my irritation. 

			River’s gaze met mine, and it spoke volumes without saying a word.

			What the fuck is going on with you?

			Ride or die, brother. 

			This is what we do. 
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			Saylor

			Spring in Magnolia Falls was my favorite. I was meeting the girls at The Golden Goose for lunch, and we had lots to catch up on. 

			Midge Longhorn, who owned the place, greeted me with her usual straight-faced nod and led me to the table. 

			Ruby, Peyton, and Demi were already there, sitting in our favorite booth. This had become a ritual for us. Saturdays were for grilled cheese, tomato soup, and girl talk. 

			“Hey, sorry I’m late. I was at the bookstore all morning. They got one wall of bookshelves installed today. It’s really coming together.”  

			“I cannot wait to have the bookstore open for business. Romeo said that King has been putting in long hours over there this last week.” 

			We were two weeks into renovations, and we were definitely ahead of schedule. 

			“Yeah. He knows how badly I want to get the doors open, so he’s been pushing hard.” I paused when Letty came over to take our orders. 

			“I’m so excited for you. We all need to relax this weekend. River wants to have everyone over tomorrow for a barbecue. He insists King take a day off, so we can all hang out on the lake if it’s warm enough. We’ll be cooking up a lot of food, so come hungry.” 

			“Yay. Can I bring Bobby?” Peyton asked. “I’m dying to see him with his shirt off. He’s such a freaking gentleman; he hasn’t made a move on me yet.” 

			Bobby worked for Nash and Kingston, and he was helping with the bookstore renovations. They’d gone out a few times over the last two weeks. 

			“Yes. The more the merrier,” Ruby said. “Why don’t you make the first move?” 

			“I don’t know. I usually wouldn’t hesitate, but it’s kind of hot that he’s taking his time, you know?” Peyton reached for her drink. “How’s it going with Coach Hotty? You’ve been out several times, right?” 

			“Yeah. He’s nice. We’re taking it slow, too, I guess. But I like him. He took me out on his boat two days ago, and we had a picnic out on the water, so that was fun.”

			“I love that. Very romantic. You should invite him to the barbecue tomorrow,” Demi said. “Romeo told me that he’s a really good guy, and Slade really likes him, too.” Demi’s brother had moved back to town and was working at the gym for Romeo now, as well.

			“Yeah, he mentioned that he’s training Slade on the side. That’s great,” I said. 

			“Well, apparently, not everyone is happy with Coach. Romeo said that King has a problem with him.” Demi shrugged.

			My head fell back in laughter, just as our food was set in front of us. “King doesn’t like his shorts. Or his hair. Or the fact that he calls him mate. I think he’s just being
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