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      Caddis - aquatic larvae of an insect, often used as bait by fishermen, and in this case used as a code word of assurance between Smith and Bennett

      Church - the regularly scheduled meeting of a motorcycle club

      Creel - a basket, usually made of wicker, that is used by people who fish to house the fish they catch

      Cut - a vest, usually denim or leather, traditionally worn by a motorcycle club member that displays their membership

      Gluggaveour - the Icelandic equivalent of the Danish word hygge, the creation and enjoyment of a cozy atmosphere

      Jólabókaflóð - an Icelandic word that translates as ‘Christmas Book Flood’ and is the tradition of exchanging books and chocolate on Christmas Eve

      Jólaglögg - Icelandic mulled wine

      Jólakaka - Icelandic Christmas cake
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      Members of the Byrd Family

      Loa Byrd - graphic designer and waitress, etc.. at Bryd’s Nest Bakery

      Avis Byrd - Loa’s sister, twin to Aya, cook at the bakery

      Aya Byrd - Loa’s sister, twin to Avis, barista at the bakery, mother to Wren

      Wren Byrd - Aya’s daughter, niece to Loa and Avis

      Freya Byrd - mother to Loa, Avis, and Aya, wife to Jonathan, grandmother to Wren, originally from Iceland, owner of the bakery with her daughters, maker of sourdough and other amazing baked goods

      Jonathan Byrd - father to Loa, Avis, and Aya, husband to Freya, grandfather to Wren, wildlife biologist with a specialty in ornithology

      

      The McKellar Family

      Smith McKellar - dad to Bennett, financial guy, Treasurer of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club

      Bennett McKellar - son of Smith and Ashley, student

      Ashley - Smith’s ex and Bennett’s mother

      Dan - Ashley’s current husband

      

      Members of the Rebel Dragons MC and those associated with them:

      Thor -  President of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club	Cash - in charge of security and a member of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club

      Emerson - all-around technical guy and member of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club

      Everly - Emerson’s wife and writer

      Gus - resident counsel for the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club, involved with Azariah - read about Gus and Azariah in Escaping with the Biker

      Azariah -  tech billionaire in the process of giving away most of her money, read about Gus and Azariah in Escaping with the Biker

      Patrick - real estate guy, member of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club, fraternal twin brother to Soren

      Soren - furniture maker, member of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle club, fraternal twin to Patrick

      James - co-head of Technology and member of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club, best friend to Liam

      Liam - co-head of Technology and member of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club, best friend to James, read about him and Vivian in Time Out with the Biker

      Vivian - graphic novel artist, read about her and Liam in Time Out with the Biker

      Bru - runs the club brewery, a member of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club

      Elijah Morgan- Vice President of the Rebel Dragons motorcycle club, last surviving member of the seminal rock band, Shadows of the Dawn, sought-after record producer, and recording engineer

      Prue - daughter of the departed member of the seminal rock band, Shadows of the Dawn

      Luke - tow truck driver and member of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle club

      Gillian - facilities manager for the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle club, it is implied that she was a club girl in the past

      Juniper - fashion designer and sister of Thor, the Rebel Dragons’ President

      

      Friends and Associates of Loa and Smith who live in nearby Rock City:

      Harper - owns a men’s clothing store in Rock City, married to June

      June - owns a women’s lingerie store in Rock City, married to Harper

      Sukie - owns a yarn store, Sticks and String, married to Eamon, Sean O’Leary’s sister, best friend to Loa, Cat, and Olive. Read about Sukie and Eamon in All of You.

      Cat - works at Sticks and String, illustrator, in a relationship with Sean, Sukie’s brother, and best friend to Sukie, Loa, and Olive. Read about Cat and Sean in All for Me.

      Olive - owner of a prepared meal business, in a relationship with hockey player, Jacob Reynolds, and best friend to Loa, Sukie, and Cat. Read about Olive and Jacob in All for Love.

      Jacob Reynolds - defenseman for the Rock City Raccoons hockey team, in a relationship with Olive. Read about Olive and Jacob in All for Love.

      Sean O’Leary - emergency room doctor, Sukie’s brother, in a relationship with Cat. Read about Cat and Sean in All for Me.

      Eamon Houlihan - retired goalie for the Rock City Raccoons hockey team, married to Sukie O’Leary-Houlihan. Read about Sukie and Eamon in All of You.

    

  


  
    
      Locations in the Rebel Dragons MC Universe

      

      Hide, NY - town on the mountain, home to the Byrd family and the Rebel Dragons MC

      Byrd’s Nest Bakery - bakery, with weekend brunch, owned by the Byrd family

      Smith’s Cabin - mid-century A-frame cabin tucked away on the mountain where Smith and Bennett spend weekends

      Rebel Dragons MC Clubhouse - a compound of barns and a Grange Hall with many acres and a lake outside of the village of Hide

      Loa’s Apartment - above the Byrd’s Nest Bakery

      Dragon’s Lair Ski Resort - a ski lodge on the edge of the village that was the Dragon’s first clubhouse, but then people wanted to start coming to the Lair to ski, and it became a business. It was the start of the revitalization of the village of Hide and the ability of the Rebel Dragon’s MC to move away from illegal activities as a means to support themselves.

      

      Rock City, NY - a medium-sized city in the valley at the base of the mountain. It takes about 45 minutes to drive between RC and Hide. RC is 100 miles North of New York City. Several members of the Rebel Dragons choose to live in RC instead of the clubhouse compound or the village of Hide.

      Smith’s House - a row house in the historic section of RC

      Smith’s Office - in a row house next to the house where Smith and Bennett reside

      Ashley’s house - a couple of blocks from Smith’s house, close enough for Bennett to walk

      Sticks and String Yarn Store - a yarn store owned by Loa’s friend Sukie O’Leary-Houlihan
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            NO TOUCH, NO KOALA

          

        

      

    

    
      Loa

      Loa age 28, Smith age 35, Bennett age 16

      

      I watched him make his way through the dining room — as did many others. It couldn’t be helped. Smith McKellar was a presence. He held his fist up for a bump from Wren, my teenage niece, who helped at the bakery on weekends. My mother, restocking the bread rack, got a kiss on the cheek and a side hug. He passed through the market area to greet one of my sisters, Aya, who was busy working the fancy espresso machine. She got a cheek kiss, too.

      Avis, Aya’s twin, was in the kitchen, cooking orders. Smith knew better than to interrupt her during the weekend rush — she might get stabby. So Avis got a “Hey” and a nod.

      He sat down at the counter — his favorite stool, which was, of course, available. Like I was saving it for him. Which I was. He liked to sit at the end, closest to the wall, when he was alone. When he came in with Bennett, they sat at a table. But Bennett was here last weekend. Today, Smith was flying solo.

      If he hit the river at sunrise and cast for a few hours, he’d be hungry by now. And if I had a habit of leaving my coffee cup on the counter to claim that spot for him? I’d never tell. Not that I had to. In this town, there were no secrets. Everyone knew everything.

      Did I get a kiss, hug, or fist bump from Smith? Nope. Never. I’d known Smith McKellar most of my life, and we’d been best friends since I came home from college. But somehow, I was the only person in this town who didn't get to touch him. Not for lack of trying. I’d gone in for hugs, shoulder squeezes, even a goddamn high five — and he dodged every time.

      And let’s be honest — I didn’t just want to touch him. I wanted to climb him like a tree, touch the places our bathing suits covered, and live my life clinging to him like a human koala.

      Smith was a friendly man. A giant of a man. Tall. Thick. Broad-chested. Tree-trunk thighs. He filled out his flannel and jeans in a very satisfactory way.

      Looking at him, you wouldn’t guess he was a numbers guy. But Smith McKellar was many things: Bennett’s dad, dog-dad to George the Newf, financial whiz, Treasurer/Chief Financial Officer of the Rebel Dragons Motorcycle Club — the organization that helped revitalize our sleepy mountain town. He was crazy smart, a passionate fly fisher, reluctant deer hunter, hiker, mountain biker, motorcyclist, builder of things around his mountain cabin, chopper of wood, generous of spirit, time, and money... My best friend.

      And the unrequited love of my life.

      “Thank you, Loa.”

      Smith’s voice was a deep grumble.

      He never wore his hat inside. He ran a hand through his dark hair, trying to fix his hat-head and failing. I wanted to fix it for him. Not because it looked bad—it didn’t. It was adorable. It softened him a little, making the big, bearded man seem more approachable.

      But every time I tried to touch him, he deflected. My niece Wren, or literally anyone else in my family, could walk up to him right now, take him in a headlock, and give him a noogie. He’d laugh and return the favor. But not me.

      Smith was old-fashioned. I knew that. What I didn’t understand was how his manners translated to me being the only person on the planet who couldn’t give the man a high five or a hug.

      I had a theory about why he kept things platonic between us — even when I was pretty sure he felt what I felt. But that didn’t explain why I couldn’t even squeeze his arm in passing.

      “Good luck today?” I asked, referring to his early morning on the river.

      His lips turned up slightly. “A respectable amount.”

      I gave him a side-eye. He wasn’t one for fish tales or extra words. He was stoic, humble, and annoyingly modest.

      “So the cooler’s full, then?”

      He nodded and pulled his glasses out of his shirt pocket. Reading glasses meant he wanted to look at the menu. Sometimes, he rattled off an order the second he sat down. Other times, he studied the menu, which, let’s be real, he probably had memorized.

      I handed him a menu from the stack under the counter. He was always so careful when I handed him something — always avoided even the tiniest accidental brush of fingers like I had middle school cooties, or the “cheese touch,” like in the Diary of a Wimpy Kid books I used to read with Wren when she was little.

      But we weren’t kids. I was twenty-eight. He was even older. We were grown-ass adults.

      It was enough to give a girl a complex.

      I didn’t bother with another customer while he looked at the menu. I knew to stay close — he wouldn’t take long to decide what he wanted. To eat, at least. Other things? Meh. I studied him as he studied the menu.

      Bennett had talked him into trying a high-and-tight haircut with a hard part — one of those lumber-sexual styles the weekend tourists favored. Said it made his dad look younger. Teased that maybe now Smith could finally find a date.

      I liked the haircut because it revealed the streaks of gray beginning to show at his temples. His beard had a few silver threads too. The gray made him look even more handsome.

      I really, really didn’t like the idea of Smith “finally finding a date,” but that was for selfish reasons. Bennett’s mom had been the last woman Smith brought to the cabin, and that was when Bennett was a toddler. Bennett was sixteen.

      Ashley, Smith’s ex and Bennett’s mother, had long since decided cabin life and the MC weren’t for her. Sure, the cabin was more rustic back then, but that wasn’t the only issue. Smith had fixed up the place himself — one project at a time, usually with Bennett’s help during their weekends together and summer stretches. Ashley just wasn’t a mountain girl. She was more comfortable in town. Although Smith never said anything, other people mentioned she didn’t like MC life much either, especially how life with MC was back then, before they went legit. Very different from how the MC operated now.

      “Huevos Rancheros. Short stack on the side.”

      The man could eat after a morning on the river.

      “Trout on the fire tonight?” I asked.

      Smith peered at me over his glasses. I held my breath. I tended to do that when he looked right at me.

      “Are you bringing something to go with it?” he asked.

      “Like you even have to ask.”

      “Same, Loa. Same.” He smiled.

      Direct eye contact and a smile? Dear God. The man could reduce me to mush with minimal effort.

      I walked away to put the ticket on the line and felt it — Smith’s gaze. Heavy. Unmistakable. A presence that followed me everywhere when Bennett wasn’t around.

      It used to make me paranoid, like maybe I had toilet paper stuck to the bottom of my shoe. Now I was used to it. But I still didn’t understand it.

      I’d known Smith forever, but everything changed the summer I came home from college. I noticed him. And I felt him notice me.

      I flirted. He stayed stoic. I moved on. Sort of. But not really.

      I dated here and there. Kind of. Really, I just hooked up with weekend tourists playing pretend-flannel-wearing biker-lumberjack types who wanted to be Smith but never would be.

      Did Smith date? I didn’t think so. Maybe he hooked up at clubhouse parties when I wasn’t around, but I never saw him with anyone.

      Still, I felt him everywhere.

      He cooked fish, and I ate it.

      I served him food at the bakery, and he ate that too.

      I hiked and fished with him and Bennett. We ran into each other at the brewery, the library, parties at my parents’ house, and gatherings with other locals. He invited me to the motorcycle club BBQs, fundraisers, and family nights.

      He was part of my life on the mountain. And I was part of his.

      I reached above my head for clean glasses to prep a drink tray for Wren, and I could feel his gaze hugging my hips. There were plenty of hips and ass to look at, and when I knew he was on the mountain, I wore jeans or skirts that hugged my curves just right.

      Did I dress for the male gaze?

      Just one male and his very specific gaze.

      And I did my fair share of looking, too. Every time I faced his way, I noticed how his thick thighs poked out under the counter, how his flannel stretched across his shoulders. It was a two-way street.

      What would happen if I walked up behind him and wrapped myself around his back? Or climbed up on the stool and straddled his lap? What would it feel like to run my hand down his arm, feel the meaty curve of his bicep, the breadth of his forearm?

      What would he do if I touched him — the way I wanted to?

      It remains a mystery. He kept a physical distance. And I respected it.

      Even if it was not so slowly driving me slowly insane.

      I returned to the window as Avis placed Smith’s order in the pass.

      “Huevos, stack, and don’t forget to serve it with a side of Loa’s best doe-eyes,” Avis teased.

      I rolled my doe eyes and turned back to Smith. He probably heard her. Didn’t matter.

      He knew how I felt. I’m sure everyone in our little mountain town (and parts of Rock City in the valley) knows how I felt about Smith.

      I’m also pretty sure all that ass-staring meant he wanted my body.

      The time we spent together meant he enjoyed my company.

      The things he did for me — bringing me cheese from the fancy store in town just because, doing my taxes for free, managing my retirement account, talking up my digital design business — meant he cared about me.

      But something was holding him back. And that hadn’t changed in the six years we’d been doing this dance.

      We held each other’s gaze as I crossed to his end of the counter. We were stare-down champions. I set his food in front of him, grabbed the local maple syrup for his pancakes, the hot sauce he liked for his eggs, and twisted for the coffee pot to refill his mug — all without breaking eye contact.

      “Looks good, Avis,” Smith called to my sister while still watching me.

      Once, I thought maybe he’d be a good match for one of my sisters. Aya, maybe — also a single parent, closer to his age, similar stories. But it was never like that with them. They were friends. But not the way Smith and I were friends.

      He tried to make it work with Ashley, his high school girlfriend. They broke up when he left for college, only for her to find out she was pregnant after he’d gone. He transferred to Rock City U, so he could commute, and tried again. It didn’t last. They were off and on until Bennett started kindergarten. Then co-parents. Different wants. Different lives.

      Smith didn’t date after that.

      I watched him take his first bite of eggs. Then the pancakes. I watched his jaw move under that dark beard.

      He watched me watching him.

      This was ridiculous.

      I couldn’t go on like this.

      Something needed to change.

      Six years was enough.

      “What time will the trout be ready?” I asked.

      “Seven o’clock.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I turned on my heel and picked up another order from the pass.

      Aya was waiting, arms crossed, leaning against the kitchen doorway like she had nothing better to do than silently watch all that passed between me and Smith.

      “What are you going to do about that man?” Aya asked.

      I smirked. Clearly, I wasn’t the only one sick of the unrequited longing.

      “Him, Aya. I’m going to do him. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

      Aya laughed.

      I didn’t.

      There were things between me and Smith that laughter couldn’t touch.
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      Smith

      Loa age 28, Smith age 35, Bennett age 16

      
      I watched Loa while I ate. While I drank my coffee. Hell, I watched her whenever we were in the same room.

      And when she wasn’t in the room? I thought about her.

      I thought about the flour smudge she once left on my chest after brushing crumbs off my shirt and how her hand lingered just a little too long. About the time she fell asleep with her head on my shoulder in the truck on the way back from a hiking trip — Bennett snoring in the back seat, Loa’s breath warm against my neck. I didn’t move the entire drive home.

      There was a lot to think about — her light brown eyes, the way her blonde hair was always in some kind of braid or messy bun. Her laugh. Her smile. Her voice. Her sharp, creative mind. Her curves.

      Fuck, her curves.

      She was kind. She was steady. No matter how chaotic the bakery got, Loa never lost her chill.

      I’d seen her talk down a shouting customer without raising her voice. I’d watched her comfort Wren after a hard day like it was second nature. And once, when I was arguing with Ashley on the phone about something Bennett-related, Loa slid her hand across the table and pressed her pinky to mine, calming me without a word. She always knew what I needed before I did.

      And she was easy with Bennett. She enjoyed being with him, and he liked her right back. Half the time, he was the one inviting her along. The truth was, I always wanted her with us.

      With me.

      But I was a father first. Always.

      I’d waited this long. I could wait a little longer.

      We were almost there.

      If she’d still have me.

      If she wasn’t sick of waiting.

      If she was even waiting at all.

      If she wasn’t done with me being pulled away every time things got close to finally happening.

      I’ve been in love with Loa Byrd for six years. Since the moment I saw her standing in this bakery, back home for good.

      I think she loves me too.

      But I can’t be sure — because neither of us has done a damn thing about it.

      That’s going to change. Soon.

      And then, hopefully, we’ll spend hours — days — wrapped around each other on every soft surface we can find. I’m a big man. And she is not a small woman. She’s made for me. Tits and hips for days. Jesus.

      Avis caught my eye through the pass as Loa delivered a plate out front. She quirked a brow in my direction and mouthed, “Soon?”

      I nodded.

      How often had one of her family members, someone from town — hell, even a random bakery customer — suggest I ask her out? And how many times had I told a brother from the club that Loa was off-limits?

      A good chunk of the single guys in town were halfway in love with her.

      But none of them loved her the way I did.

      And they knew it. So they didn’t push it.

      It was almost time. Past time, really.

      I had plans for us. Nothing was set in stone — everything is flexible and negotiable. That’s what happens when you’ve loved your best friend from afar for years: you dream about a future, and as long as she’s in it, the rest is up for discussion.

      She’s it for me.

      I wanted her in my kitchen, standing barefoot in one of my old t-shirts. I wanted her on the back of my bike, plastered to my back. I wanted her laughter echoing in the cabin — her voice in my every day. She was already in every part of my life. I just needed her to know it.

      The scrape of the stool beside me snapped me out of my Loa-centric reverie.

      Freja Byrd — mother of Loa, Aya, and Avis — sat beside me at the counter, coffee and a baked good in hand.

      Freja looked more like their older sister than their mother, with the same long blonde hair braided in an intricate design. She was smaller in frame, like Aya and Avis, not built like Loa.

      I admired Freja and her spouse, Jonathan. She’d opened the bakery when her daughters were young adults, and together, the Byrd women had built the place into a
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