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  Chapter One 

Mallory


My hands are shaking, and my nerves are on edge.  
It’s always like this around my oldest stepbrother, Kade Rush. 
He hulks over my five-foot-six-inch self by at least nine inches, and I scramble to keep up with his long strides as he carries my suitcase like it weighs nothing.
It’s only the second time I’ve been to his house, and I’m worried about getting lost. He bought the sprawling estate a year ago with my other two stepbrothers, Wynn and Theo, after their Jasmine Hollow tour guide business took off and turned into a full-blown resort.
As I follow him, my eyes shamelessly linger on his back where the massive expanse of his shoulders has his shirt pulled so tight I can see every flex of his delicious muscles.
Out of his line of sight, I frantically fan myself, wishing I would have grabbed a water bottle for the trek from the taxi. The heat coursing through my body as I watch him move, combined with the hot summer sun beating down on us, has me at an inferno-level fever.
I know. I know. He’s my stepbrother, and I shouldn’t be ogling him. But this guy is gorgeous. Gray eyes that storm more often than the weather in a Regency book and jet-black hair that’s just long enough for me to rake my fingers through—if we lived in a world where that would ever happen.
He’s eight years older than me. And besides the age gap and the fact his dad married my mom ten years ago, he’s one of three Rush brothers.
If, by chance, Kade returned my feelings, there would always be a nagging sense of unease because I’m not just in love with him. I’m in love with all three of them.
I glance around, half-expecting, fully hoping they’ll throw the door open and jump for joy when they see me.
My imagination is in overdrive right now. 
Maybe it’s delirium from the heat. 
Yeah, that’s it. 
If it was cold out right now, I could contain these insane delusions and stop wishing the other two would run out into the yard, arms outstretched as they told me they were dying to have me here.
Our destination seems miles away, the heat creating a shiny mirage as I wonder if the house is even real at this point.
Why’d they have to buy a place with such a long walkway? The silence stretches between us, and I’m compelled to fill it with something. Anything.
“Thanks for letting me stay here while my mom and Greg are out of town.”
“Of course,” he grumbles.
“I know it’s a hassle—”
“What is?” 
Two syllables. Twice. That’s a lot for Kade. Theo’s the one who does most of the talking. The one that puts me at ease when Kade has me crawling out of my skin with nerves and desire. 
“Letting me stay here?”
He stops so abruptly I run into his arm. It’s a solid, warm arm and I want it around me. “You’re always welcome here, Mallory.” His tone is anything but welcome.
“Oh.” I swallow, my stomach fluttering at his use of my name, and wait for him to keep walking before I dare to move. “At least I’ll only be in your hair for a week.”
His glorious, thick hair that I want to pull as I ride him.
I yank my hand down to my side, clenching my fist to regain my composure. I don’t know why these guys have such a hold on me. These ridiculous thoughts and fantasies always come out when I’m in their presence. 
I haven’t even slept with a man before and I’m over here dreaming about three men. Three very off-limits men who have never shown an inkling of interest in me.
In fact, last Christmas—the only other time I’ve been at their house—the three of them regarded me coolly, with a strange aloofness I’ve never seen them give anyone else. 
Even Theo was distant.
No one else at the party noticed their weird behavior, not even my mom.
But she’s always busy with their dad, which is why it didn’t surprise me when she told me they wouldn’t be home when I arrived for my summer break.
They always tell me their home is my home and all that nonsense, but after I graduated, I got the feeling Greg was more than happy to have me out of their place. I only came home for the holidays because I had nowhere else to go.
After the lackluster Christmas fiasco, I was thoroughly shocked to receive a call from Theo asking me if I wanted to stay with the three of them while our parents went on a three-week cruise. The first two weeks of the cruise mercifully happened during finals, but the last week starts today.
At least I’ll only have to act like a chill person—who’s totally not in love with my stepbrothers—for a week.
Seven days of pretending the way they ignore me doesn’t hurt.
I can do this.
“Right through here,” Kade mumbles as he opens a gate and ushers me inside the front yard.
He smells manly, like a cedar tree drenched in rain. I glance up at him, heat flooding my already roasting body, and hold in a squeak as his gray eyes rake over me.
I dart up the stairs behind him, but not before turning around to admire how far I had managed to walk without passing out.
The driveway—which I was certain had been five miles—is probably a quarter mile from the spot the taxi dropped me off. 
And a quarter mile is generous.
It is going to be a long week.






  
  Chapter Two 

Theo


“She’s here,” Wynn hisses, whipping the curtain open and shut so fast Mallory will probably think the place is haunted. “And she’s wearing a little white summer dress.” 
I peek out the window. “Damn. She looks so good.” 
Wynn’s eyes widen, and he throws a finger over his lips. “Quiet!”
The guy likes to act like he’s calm and collected all the time and thinks his tattoos make him look like some badass, but he’s a teddy bear underneath that sham. He can’t hide it that well at all.
“She can’t hear us.” I roll my eyes and steal another look, not pretending to be collected or unfazed. 
I’m beyond ecstatic Mallory is coming to stay with us for the week. I wanted to ask her to stay the entire summer, but Kade said it would be a bad idea.
In general, Wynn and I do what Kade tells us to do.
Our father isn’t exactly the most reliable. It was worse when we were kids. That’s why Kade, my eldest brother, stepped up and provided a solid foundation for Wynn and me. 
Although, after Christmas, I’ve started questioning if he always knows what’s best.
Christmas was a shit show. Our dad and his wife, Geri, insisted on having a family dinner at our new place and we agreed, thinking it would be the start of a nice tradition.
Geri’s daughter, Mallory, was home from art school to spend Christmas with them and, of course, she came along. I’m the youngest of my brothers and she’s younger than me by four years. She’s twenty now, but at Christmas, she was nineteen.
None of these details are that important on their own. But in context, they’re pretty vital. My brothers and I started a tour guide business and opened a resort just outside of town, something Jasmine Hollow was desperately lacking. I mean, it’s a gorgeous town with rolling hills and so many photo-worthy places, but no one to show tourists around.
Starting our business took up a lot of our time. We came up with the idea when I was still in high school and ran with it. Mallory was our kid sister, who we didn’t know very well. As such, we essentially led separate lives, only bound by the fact our dad married her mother.
The business took up all our time, and we’d see her in passing, or go to things like her band concerts and graduation, but our focus was the business.
Then she went to art school. Money was tight for my dad and Geri, so we helped with her tuition and carried on with our lives. 
Getting the tour guide business off the ground involved a lot of sleepless nights, a lot of running back and forth for paperwork and permits. And then we expanded it to a resort pretty quickly after a patch of land that borders the Hollow River went up for sale.
There were a few years where we barely saw the three of them. Things have leveled out now, and we hired our first employees, Gunnar, Tyson, and Enzo, last summer. It gave us a moment to breathe and made it so we don’t have to be at the resort unless something goes wrong.
And then our dad called, asking about Christmas at our place, which we agreed to.
Mallory came along with them. All grown up and nothing like the awkward little girl that always faded into the background. She was hot. And confident. 
Art school looked good on her.
At Christmas, I pulled Kade aside and told him I wanted to ask her out on a date. He put his foot down and told me in no uncertain terms I would regret doing that.
I wasn’t the only one drawn to her. Wynn had also come to Kade, asking his opinion on whether he should ask her out. Kade had shut him down, too.
Turns out, the bastard had ulterior motives.
He wanted to ask her out, too.
We act like we’re equal partners, but in business—and in our lives—Kade has the final say.
And his decision was to let her enjoy her Christmas without us hovering over her, drooling like dogs.
That was six months ago, and I still haven’t forgiven him. It was awkward and all wrong. She and I aren
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