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      Welcome to Wolf Valley, where grumpy men hide out in the mountains… until love finds them anyway.

      This binge-worthy romance collection is packed with grumpy/sunshine, forced proximity, protective heroes, and curvy heroines who refuse to let these rugged men stay lonely for long.

      They swear they don’t want love, but in Wolf Valley?

      The grumps always fall first.

      

      Books in this collection include:

      A Very Grumpy Ranger

      A Very Grumpy Navy SEAL

      A Very Grumpy Roommate

      A Very Grumpy Mechanic
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      It’s just a bet… right? 

      

      Blake:

      It all started with a harmless bet.

      I was bored, and there he was—Luca Wright, the new guy in town and the only other person in the diner.

      So, I challenged him to a race: who could finish their meal first?

      I won, he paid for my food, and from there, we bet on pretty much everything—who could finish the hike first, who could make a better meal, who could fit the most marshmallows in their mouth.

      It’s always been a fun competition between us, but this latest bet feels different, like the stakes are higher, and I’m not sure I’m ready for what comes next.

      

      Luca:

      From the moment Blake sat across from me with that mischievous grin, I was hooked.

      Every bet, every challenge has been an excuse to stay close to her, even though she only sees me as her best friend.

      But when Blake throws out her latest bet—who can plan the best first date—I know it’s my chance.

      This is more than a game.

      This is my chance to show her that the best date and the best guy will always be me.
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      Blake

      

      I’m so sick of staring at my four apartment walls. I need to get out of here, I think as I slam my laptop closed and roll my chair away from my desk.

      I can’t help but groan as I stretch my back and roll my shoulders. I’ve been working since five this morning. I’m ready to call it a day and grab a late lunch. I glance at the clock and sigh.

      Make that an early dinner. It’s way past lunchtime.

      I tuck my chair under the desk and gather my things. I’m too tired to cook, so that means I’m going out. Wolf Valley is a small town, and there aren’t many options for restaurants around here. I’m not hungry for tacos or pizza, so that means the Nosh Diner it is.

      I’ve been living in Wolf Valley for the last few months. I moved here when my company allowed me to work remotely. I wanted to find a safe town with cheap rent so I could save some money. Things have been going well. My only complaint is that I haven’t been able to spend much time with my new friends. I spend all of my time inside, staring at my computer screen. I’m hoping to change that in the next few weeks, though. Now that I’m all settled in my apartment and have a good routine going, I should be able to get out more.

      I grab my keys and head out of my place. I live above the barbershop in town, and I wave to Mr. Grainger as I pass his front window and cross the street to the diner.

      I head in and search the place for my friend, Cameron. Her husband owns the diner, and she works here when he needs a hand. I don’t see her blonde hair, though. Instead, a curvy redhead comes out of the kitchen and tells me to sit wherever I like. I smile as I head over to an empty booth and slide in with my back to the wall so I can people-watch while I eat.

      “Hey, can I get you something to drink?” the server asks.

      “Just a water, please.”

      “Sure thing. I’m Ruby. You’ve been in here before, right? I think I’ve seen you around.”

      “Yeah, a few times. I live over there,” I tell her, pointing to my apartment.

      “Cool. When did you move to town?”

      “How do you know I’m not a local?”

      Ruby grins. “Because I’ve been here for a year and a half, and I know everyone.”

      I laugh. “I moved here a few months ago.”

      Ruby leans against the side of the booth. “How are you liking it?”

      “I love it here. It’s so quiet and peaceful. Everyone is friendly.”

      “Good. We should hang out sometime. Get a coffee or whatever,” she suggests.

      I nod eagerly. “That would be great!”

      “I’ll give you my number.” She pulls out her notepad and scribbles her number on it.

      “Thanks.”

      “Of course. Let me know when you’re free. Now, I’ll get you that water.”

      She turns and heads back to the kitchen. I grab a menu and scan it. The diner is pretty empty at this time—an older couple eating on the other side of the restaurant, and a trucker sitting at the counter.

      I decide on the club sandwich with fries and set the menu aside. The door opens, and a man about my age walks in. He scans the restaurant. Between how he carries himself and his haircut, I’d bet money he’s in the military.

      His eyes wander over me before landing on Ruby as she reappears with my drink.

      “Sit wherever,” she tells him.

      He nods, glancing at me again before sitting in the booth next to mine, facing me.

      I bite my lip, blushing as I look away.

      Ruby sets my water down and wiggles her eyebrows at me. “Know what you want to order?”

      I nod and choke on a laugh. “I’ll take the club sandwich with fries, and can I get a side of ranch, please?”

      “Coming right up.” She scribbles my order down and heads over to the handsome man at the next booth. “Hey, can I get you a drink?”

      “Water, please, ma’am.”

      “Are you ready to order?”

      “I’ll have what she’s having,” he says, nodding at me.

      “You got it.”

      Ruby heads off to place our orders. I sip my water and look around the diner. The trucker pays his bill and stands to leave. It looks like the older couple is wrapping things up, too. My eyes land on the hot guy across from me again.

      He’s watching me.

      I raise an eyebrow.

      He raises his eyebrow, too.

      “I thought military people always sat with their backs to the wall so they could see all the exits. Something about tactical awareness.”

      His eyebrow rises higher. “How do you know I’m military?”

      “Haircut. Posture. Overall vibe.”

      He grins and ducks his head.

      “Am I wrong?”

      “Nope.”

      “Which branch?”

      “I was an Army Ranger.”

      “Was?”

      “I got out a few weeks ago.”

      “Congrats?”

      He shrugs.

      I get the impression that he’s not thrilled to be out. “So, just passing through, or are you new in town?”

      “New in town.”

      Ruby comes back with his water and looks between us before returning to the kitchen.

      The front door opens, and a few people come in, all laughing as they sit at a table on the other side of the restaurant.

      The Ranger tenses when they walk in. I was right about him not liking to sit with his back to the door.

      Why did he choose that spot if it stresses him out?

      He looks over his shoulder at the newcomers before returning his gaze to me.

      I stand and wave my hand toward the seat I’ve just vacated. “Come on.”

      Grinning, he grabs his water and takes my seat. I slide in across from him.

      “Smooth way to get me to join you,” he teases.

      I laugh. “It wasn’t that. I didn’t want you getting all tense and fidgety every time the door opened.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure.”

      Ruby comes out with our food and smirks when she sees us sitting together. She doesn’t say anything as she drops off the food before heading to the new customers to take their orders.

      “Bet I can finish my food first,” I challenge him.

      “I doubt you can even eat all that,” he snorts.

      “Wanna bet?”

      “Sure.”

      “Loser pays.”

      “Deal.” He extends his hand.

      I slip my hand into his and shake, grinning at him across the table. “I’m Blake, by the way.”

      “Luca.”

      “Nice to meet you, Luca. Now…Go!”

      We both dig in, and I smile as I watch him. His dark brown hair falls over his forehead as he bites into his sandwich.

      “Do you have family in town?” I ask as I take a bite of my sandwich.

      “Yeah.”

      “A wife? Kids? Mom and Dad?”

      He peeks at me from beneath his eyelashes, his blue eyes sparkling. “Are you trying to slow me down?”

      I smirk. “I’m not a cheater! I’m just trying to learn a little more about the man who’s about to buy me dinner.”

      He chuckles and grabs another fry. “My brother lives here. He’s a firefighter.”

      “Oh, that’s cool. He must love having you here.”

      “Yeah, it’s been good getting to spend more time with him.”

      “Is it just the two of you?”

      “Yeah, our parents passed a few years ago.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks. What about you?”

      “I don’t know anyone here.”

      “What about family?”

      “None. I was a foster kid. I aged out four years ago, and I’ve been on my own since.”

      “Sorry.”

      I shrug. “It is what it is.”

      I finish off my sandwich and smirk at him. He grins and shoves half of his sandwich in his mouth.

      I polish off my French fries and lean back in my seat, smiling victoriously.

      He groans good-naturedly.

      “I think I might get dessert,” I joke.

      Luca passes me the menu to look over the options as Ruby returns.

      “Do you guys need anything else?”

      “Nah, we’re good,” I answer.

      Luca shakes his head. “She wants dessert. One of each, please. And I’ll take the check when you get a chance.”

      “You’ve got it.”

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I say as Ruby disappears to grab my desserts and the check.

      “I wanted to. Maybe you’ll take it easy on me next time.”

      She comes back with everything boxed up and hands the check to Luca, who passes her some bills.

      “See you guys later,” she says, giving me a meaningful look. “Let me know when you want to grab that coffee.”

      “I will,” I promise.

      I turn back to Luca. “Is there going to be a next time?”

      “Sure.”

      “When?”

      “What are you doing right now?”

      I grin. “I’m going to the grocery store to pick up a few things.”

      He feigns surprise. “What a coincidence.”

      “You’re going shopping, too?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, so what’s the bet?”

      “Let’s see who can find the coolest item in the store,” he suggests.

      I nod. “You’re on.”

      I follow Luca out of the diner. He’s not who I had in mind when I thought about meeting people in town, but I can’t say I’m upset that he’s my first friend here.

      “Now, about this bet,” I say as he glances at me. “What does the winner get?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Ah, so you think I’m going to win, too?” I tease.

      He laughs. “No, I mean, what should the prize be?”

      I know what I want it to be, but I also know I can’t ask for that. There’s no way a guy like Luca would be interested in someone like me.

      Still, I can’t help but hope…

      “How about dinner tomorrow night?” I suggest.

      “Deal.”

      We nod at each other and head into the store. I try to bury my feelings for him as we mosey around the store, but it’s useless. The more time I spend with him, the more I learn, and the more I want him.

      Just be happy to have a friend, I tell myself.

      But when Luca looks at me, I can’t help but want more.
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      Luca

      

      “What are you doing with Blake today?” My brother, Milo, asks as he gets ready for his shift at the fire station.

      “I’m not sure yet. Just that she’ll be done with work by three.”

      He nods, checking his bag and shoving in a phone charger.

      “How does it feel?”

      I frown. “How does what feel?”

      “To fall in love?” he asks with a knowing smile.

      “I…How did you know?”

      “Please, Luca, it’s obvious. Besides, I’ve been there before. I saw Lilou, and that was it. Game over. I knew she was the one for me. I get the feeling that you feel the same way about Blake.”

      “I do,” I admit. “It’s kind of crazy. I mean, five days ago, I didn’t even know she existed. Falling in love wasn’t even on my radar. I was going to settle down here and try to figure out my life. But then I walked into the diner, and there she was.”

      It’s been a whirlwind few days. Blake is so much fun, and we’ve spent most of our time running errands, eating, or exploring the town.

      “Have you asked her out yet? Officially?” Milo asks.

      “Not yet. I’m working up to it.”

      “Hmm.”

      I roll my eyes. “Didn’t you wait like a year to ask Lilou out?”

      He grins sheepishly. “Yeah. You should learn from my mistakes and not waste so much time.”

      “Noted.”

      He finishes grabbing his stuff and stands. “It’s been great having you home.”

      “Yeah.”

      “How have you been? Any pain? Or… anything?” he asks, concern flashing in his eyes.

      “I’m fine.”

      Leaving the military after I was shot overseas was not what I wanted. I was pissed off at the world when I first got to town and struggled to reintegrate into civilian life. To be honest, I didn’t even want to be a civilian. I wanted to stay in the Rangers.

      I liked my life in the military. It was ordered. I knew what was expected of me, what I needed to do, and the chain of command. Then I got shot, and it all got messed up. I was discharged and had to figure out what I was going to do. I had no idea where to go and no home to return to, so I chose the town where my brother lived—the only family I had left.

      Now, here I am, and I still have no idea what to do. Do I want to stay in Wolf Valley? What will I do for a job? What do I want out of life?

      “Are you sure?” Milo asks, sensing my troubled thoughts.

      “I’m fine, Milo. I promise. My injuries are all healed. No pain. Well, not much. I’m good.”

      He nods and changes the subject. “When will your place be ready?”

      “I close on the place tomorrow.”

      “Want me to come with you?”

      “I’ll be okay. I know you’ll be dying to see Lilou after your shift.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      “I will,” I promise.

      “See you later,” he says as he leaves.

      I wave at him and head back to my room. I’ve been staying with Milo and Lilou since I got to town. I know I must be cramping their style. I’m excited to move out and give them their space back.

      My eyes flick to the clock, and I groan when I see that it’s only noon. Three more hours before Blake gets off, and we can hang out.

      I know I have it bad, but I can’t help it. From the moment Blake sat across from me with that mischievous grin, I was hooked. Every bet, every challenge has been an excuse to stay close to her, even though she only sees me as her best friend.

      My phone rings, and I hope it’s Blake calling to tell me she got off work early. But when I pick it up, I see Camden’s name on the screen instead.

      When I first arrived at Wolf Valley, I was surprised by how many former military personnel I knew from my time in the service. Camden, Ansel, Huxley, Meyer, and Kip were Marines I deployed with during my time in the military. Xavier and Townes were in the Army, and we went through boot camp and Ranger School together. Even Nolan, an Air Force buddy, wound up here in town.

      Being around so many former military personnel has helped me adjust, and it’s been good catching up with everyone.

      “Hey, what are you up to?” Camden asks.

      “Right now? Nothing.”

      “Want to go for a hike with me?”

      “Sure. Where?”

      “I’ll pick you up. Can you be ready in ten?”

      “Yeah. I just need to be back by two thirty.”

      “Got a hot date?”

      “Yep.”

      “Good. We’ll talk about it on the hike.”

      “Can’t wait,” I deadpan.

      Camden laughs. “See you soon.”

      He hangs up, and I open my suitcase to grab my boots. I’m filling up my water bottle when Camden texts me to let me know he’s out front.

      I screw on the cap, grab my phone and keys, and head out to meet him.

      “Hey,” I greet as I climb into the passenger seat.

      “Hey. Ready?”

      “Yep.”

      I look over at Camden as he drives. “What’s new with you?”

      “Not much. Lymric is out of town this week, so I’m finishing up some projects around the house and working.”

      “How’s Semper Fly?” I ask, naming the tourist helicopter company where Camden works.

      “It’s been good. Business is booming. They’re talking about getting another helicopter so we can do more tours.”

      “That’s great.”

      “Yeah. Have you ever thought about getting your pilot’s license?”

      I grin. “Nah, I’ll leave that to you.”

      “They’d take you if you change your mind.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “What are you going to do instead?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Okay. Tell me about this hot date, then.”

      I laugh. “Is this twenty questions?”

      “We can do that if you want. Okay, question one⁠—”

      “Nope, I’ll just answer it.”

      He laughs as we turn onto a back road and drive down the gravel path to a parking lot. “Okay, answer it.”

      “Her name is Blake. She moved here a few months ago, and I met her at the Nosh Diner last week. She invited me to sit with her and challenged me to a bet.”

      “What kind of bet?”

      “Who could finish their meal first.”

      “And you ate her under the table?”

      “No, I let her win.”

      “Aww.”

      “Shut up,” I growl.

      “Why’d you let her win?”

      “Because I didn’t want to have her buy me dinner… and I wanted to see her smile.”

      Camden smirks. “You’ve got it bad, brother.”

      “I’m aware,” I grumble.

      “So, you let her win and bought her dinner. Then what?”

      “We went to the grocery store and bet on who could find the coolest item.”

      “Do you have a gambling problem now?”

      I laugh. “No. It’s a way to stay close to her. We bet on the grocery run, and she won, so I had to buy her dinner again.”

      “Smooth.”

      “I try.”

      We park and climb out at the base of the trail.

      “So, you’re seeing her again today? What’s the plan?”

      “Yesterday, we bet on who could finish a hike first, and tonight, we’re hanging out to see who can make a better meal.”

      Camden raises an eyebrow. “Have you tried just asking her out?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      We start the hike, and the conversation shifts to how he and Lymric are doing and reminiscing over stories from our time in the service.

      “Thanks for inviting me out,” I say when we make it back to his car.

      “Anytime. It’s good to have you here. I know that it wasn’t your plan.”

      I nod. “Not quite, but it’s working out okay so far.”

      “Yeah, a good woman will do that,” Camden says with a knowing smile, obviously thinking about his girl, Lymric. He slaps my back. “Come on. We need to get you home so you can be ready for your date.”

      We hop into his car and make the short ride back to Milo’s place.

      “Have fun tonight. I’ll talk to you later,” Camden says when he drops me off.

      “Thanks. See you.”

      I close the door and wave before I jog up the steps and let myself in. Lilou is still at work, so the place is empty. I rush to my room and take the quickest shower of my life. By the time I’m dressed, it’s almost three.

      I’m grabbing my keys and heading out the door when my phone buzzes with a message from Blake telling me she’s done with work for the day. I send her a message letting her know I’m on my way.

      I pull up in front of her apartment and park. When I climb out of the car, I see her waiting for me at the top of the apartment stairs.

      She smiles. “Hey, how was your day?”

      I jog up the stairs toward her. “It was good. I went for a hike with a friend.”

      “Fun!”

      “What about you?”

      “I worked all day. It was pretty boring.”

      “You should find another job. Something you love doing.”

      “You make it sound so easy,” she sighs.

      I shrug. “It’s not. I know that. I’m in the same boat, but life is way too short to spend all day doing something you hate.”

      “I’ll think about it. Do you know what you want to make for dinner?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I found a few recipes.”

      “Okay, good. I have my list. Do you want to run to the store now?”

      “Sure.”

      We head out, and I smile as we walk side by side down the street toward the market. It feels so right being with her. It’s easy, like breathing. She fits in my life perfectly, like she was made for me.

      We head into the grocery store and get our ingredients before heading to the checkout.

      “I’m paying,” I insist.

      Blake opens her mouth to argue.

      “You won the marshmallow bet the other day, remember?”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod. “I’ve got it.”

      We check out and head back to her place to start cooking. I carry the bags, and she tells me about her day as she unlocks the door and lets us in.

      We unpack all the groceries and begin preparing our meals.

      “If you could do anything, what would you do?” I ask as we cook.

      “I’m not sure. Paint, maybe? Or some kind of arts and crafts. Maybe work with kids in some way?”

      “Why don’t you do that? You could be a teacher. An art teacher. Maybe work at a preschool or something.”

      “Maybe,” she hedges. “What about you?”

      “I don’t want to be a teacher or work with kids.”

      She snorts. “No, I mean, what are you going to do now you’re out of the military?”

      “I’m still not sure. Camden asked if I wanted to work at Semper Fly with him today.”

      “The helicopter place?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you going to?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I mean, working with other military guys would be good, but I’ve never much cared for flying.”

      “What do you love to do?”

      “I loved being a Ranger.”

      “What did you love about it?”

      “The structure. Helping people. Serving my country. The action,” I admit.

      “Maybe you could do that here. You could be a police officer,” she suggests. “Or some kind of security guy. You’re so smart. Maybe you could be a consultant of some kind.”

      “Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

      I finish my chicken and open the oven, sliding the baking dish inside.

      I sit at the kitchen counter and watch as Blake finishes her meal and grabs some plates.

      “Ready for the main course?” she asks.

      “Oh, my dish still has ten minutes left in the oven,” I tease.

      “Ha ha,” she mumbles as she sets a plate in front of me and sits in the chair next to mine. “Dig in.”

      Blake has made spaghetti and meatballs, and we both take a bite. She’s a good cook, and I swallow down a moan as the taste of oregano, garlic, and parmesan cheese hits my taste buds.

      “Not bad,” I say.

      She glares at me. “It’s perfect, and you know it.”

      “It’s really good, but will it beat my roast chicken and vegetables?”

      She smirks. “I’m not worried.”

      I finish my spaghetti, and the timer goes off. I slide out of my chair and take the chicken out of the oven.

      “It looks good,” Blake says.

      “It looks like it should be on the cover of a magazine.”

      She laughs and nods. “It does. Smells good, too.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did you cook a lot in the Rangers?”

      “Not much. My mom taught Milo and me when we were growing up. My parents were big on us learning basic life skills, so every weekend, it was a new skill.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. We learned how to change the oil on a car, change a tire, how to cook, bake, and clean. I can sew pretty well, and Milo is scary good with a pair of knitting needles.”

      “That’s great. I wish that I’d been taught half of that growing up.”

      “How did you learn to cook, then?” I ask as I cut the chicken and make each of us a plate.

      “I had to. My last foster home wasn’t the best. All of the kids had to do chores, and since I was the eldest, I was in charge of cooking and cutting the grass.”

      I set her plate down in front of her and sit next to her. We both dig in, and she moans as she pops a bite of chicken into her mouth.

      “Okay, you win,” she says as she takes another bite.

      “No way. Your spaghetti was so good. You win.”

      She shakes her head, and I smile as she eats a carrot.

      “So, it’s a draw, then,” she says.

      “What happens now?” I ask.

      “We need a tiebreaker.”

      “Okay, like what?”

      She takes another bite, and I watch as she thinks over how to figure out a winner.

      “Okay, new challenge,” she says finally. “We see who can plan the best day.”

      “A whole day? Like a date?” I blurt the question before I can think it through.

      Blake blinks and then blushes. “Yeah, like a date. Who can plan the best first date.”

      Fuck. Could Blake want me the way I want her?

      “Okay.”

      “Do you want to go first?” she asks.

      I nod. “Sure. Tomorrow night?”

      “Okay.”

      We finish eating, and I take her plate to clean up.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she argues.

      I give her a look. “I’m not about to leave this pile of dishes for you to do.”

      She bumps her shoulder against mine, and we work in silence as we load the dishwasher. My mind races with ideas for our date and for what this could mean for us.

      Does Blake want me as badly as I want her? Either way, this is my chance to show her how perfect we could be together, and I’m not about to mess it up. Not when I’m this close to winning over my dream girl.

      I need to nail this date and make her mine.
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      Blake

      

      “Planning a date is a lot harder than I thought it would be,” I tell my best friend, Jade.

      “What have you got so far?” she asks, then curses as she drops the phone. “Sorry about that.”

      “No worries. What are you doing?”

      “I’m at work. I’m hiking through the National Park, trying to find the perfect place for some new pine trees.”

      Jade is an arborist. She moved here a few weeks ago and started working at the National Park. She loves plants and nature, so she’s pretty much in heaven here. Throw in that she’s now dating Meyer, her grumpy next-door neighbor, and she’s the happiest I’ve ever seen her.

      Jade and I have been best friends forever. We met and instantly connected, and we’ve been inseparable since. When she moved up here to be closer to me, I was thrilled. Then she met Meyer, and we’ve barely seen each other since she got here.

      “So?”

      I blink. “What?”

      “What’s the plan for your date? Are you going classic? Dinner and a movie? Or something more unique?”

      “I have no idea,” I sigh. “Maybe it would be easier if I’d ever, you know, been on a date before.” I close the browser tab and open my email to check on work. “Where’s the best place you’ve been on a date?”

      “Meyer took me for a picnic last week. It was just the two of us, beautiful weather, and great food.”

      “Hmm.”

      I look out the window at the clouds rolling in. “I don’t think we have the right weather for a picnic.”

      “I know. We’re expecting storms all weekend,” Jade agrees.

      “So, something indoors, then.”

      “I  think it matters more who you’re with than where you go. I mean, Meyer and I could eat mac and cheese in the kitchen, and I would still love it. It’s how he makes me feel. It’s our conversations and the connection.”

      “Ugh, you two are so perfect together,” I joke.

      She laughs, twigs snapping in the background as she walks through the forest. “You could have that with Luca. Don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, I do. I just… Things seem to be happening so fast. I met the guy a week ago, and now⁠—”

      “And now you’re going on a first date.”

      “It feels like more than that,” I admit.

      “There’s no correct timeline for falling in love, Blake. Maybe you and I are lucky it happened so quickly.”

      “Maybe,” I sigh.

      “He’s a good guy, right?”

      I smile. “Yeah, the best. When we met, we just clicked. He gets me. Being with him is easy. You know?”

      “Yeah, I know,” she says dreamily, obviously thinking about Meyer.

      Thunder rumbles outside, and I scan the skyline, noting the dark clouds.

      “Enjoy the journey. Trust Luca and yourself, and see where this goes,” she says wisely.

      “All right,” I murmur.

      I know she’s right. I’m having fun with Luca. He makes me feel safe, cherished, and seen. He’s the first person I’ve ever wanted to be with and the only guy I’ve ever been attracted to. The only one I’ve ever wanted more with.

      A new email comes in, and I groan as I read it.

      “Work?” Jade asks.

      “Yep.”

      “It’s starting to drizzle, so I’m headed back to my car.  I’ll let you get back to work. Call me if you need anything, okay?”

      “I will,” I promise. “Stay dry!”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Talk to you later.”

      “See you,” she says before we hang up.

      I dive back into work, creating a few new sheets of educational material for my company's latest middle school workbook. When I first started this job, I thought it would be fun. I thought I’d get to be creative and make my own schedule, but in reality, it’s none of that. There are so many rules and bureaucratic hoops to jump through.

      All of my coworkers seem miserable. Half of my managers are egomaniacs high on the little bit of power they have. Because my company is located in Virginia, I have to wake up early to log on and work the same hours as everyone else. The only good part is that I’m done early.

      I work for a few more hours before I call it quits. Luca should be here soon to pick me up for our first date, and I try to calm my racing heart as I open my closet to find something to wear tonight.

      Should I dress up? Are we going out? What shoes should I wear?

      My phone buzzes, and I glance at the screen, smiling when I see Luca’s name.

      

      Luca: I was planning on doing something outside, but that’s not possible now. So, change of plans. We can go out to dinner, or I can cook something for us at my new house.

      

      Blake: That’s right! Congrats! Do you want to postpone tonight? I’m sure you’re eager to move into your new place.

      

      Luca: No way. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day.

      

      Blake: Okay, your place it is.

      

      Luca: Sounds good. Pick you up in thirty. Dress comfortably.

      

      Blake: See you soon.

      

      I smile as I toss my phone onto the bed and grab my favorite shirt and a pair of yoga pants.

      My heart is still racing as I get dressed, but now, instead of nerves, it’s anticipation.

      I’m all in with Luca, and I know that, one way or another, I’m going to win this bet.
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      “So, we’re betting on love now?” Meyer asks.

      “It’s kind of our thing.”

      “Hm,” he says noncommittally.

      “What?”

      “Well, does she like you or just want to win the bet?”

      My stomach drops.

      “She likes him,” Camden interjects. “No one bets on everything.”

      Except, we kind of have been…

      I swallow hard and try to calm my racing heart.

      Blake likes me. Right?

      “You look like you're going to throw up.” Camden grins as he sets a glass of water down in front of me. “You sure you're ready for this date tonight?”

      “He’s fine,” Meyer says from the other end of the couch. “Just nervous because it’s his first date with the girl he’s in love with.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      "Spare us,” Meyer cuts me off. “Milo said you’re already planning what color throw pillows you’re putting on the couch when she moves in."

      I groan and drop my head into my hands. “You guys are the worst.”

      “We’re the best,” Camden counters. “Now, let’s get serious. What’s the plan tonight?”

      I glance up at them. “I was going to take her on a sunset walk through the meadow, maybe have a little campfire picnic set up, but the rain put a damper on that.”

      “Yeah, the weather’s going to be rough all weekend,” Milo chimes in as he walks into the room. He tosses me a small box. “Here. Housewarming gift.”

      I open it and grin when I see the keychain that reads, 'Home is where the chaos is.'

      “Very funny.”

      “So, what's plan B for date night?” Milo asks.

      “I texted her. We’re doing dinner at my new place. I'm going to cook for her.”

      “Damn,” Meyer mutters. “You're going domestic already.”

      “I want it to be special. I finally have my own place again, and I want her to be the first person to see it.”

      They all exchange a look.

      Camden nods. “Okay, then. This is the real deal.”

      “Yeah,” I say softly. “Blake’s the one.”

      A beat of silence follows my declaration.

      “Well, shit,” Meyer finally says. “Don’t screw it up.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I mutter.

      “Just be yourself,” Milo says. “Not the grumpy ranger version. The guy who buys her every flavor of Pop-Tarts to see which one she likes best.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I’m guessing you did that for your girl?”

      Milo nods, his expression serious. “I had to. Turns out she likes anything with sugar, so the flavor doesn’t matter.”

      We all chuckle.

      I want to take their advice—I should since all three are happily settled and in love with their girls. But it’s hard to remember it all when I’m so nervous I could throw up at any moment. This is the most important date, the most important bet, of my life.

      I check the clock. “I need to go home and get everything set up.”

      “Good luck,” Meyer says, raising his beer.

      “You’ve got this,” Milo adds.

      “Call if you need anything,” Camden shouts as I stand and move to the door.

      I nod and grab my jacket, heading out into the drizzle.

      I make the short drive to my new place and jog up to the front door. I spent this afternoon unpacking as much as I could. It was easy since I don’t have much. My couches and TV stand were delivered and set up today, and the place looks decent, though a bit empty.

      I check the fridge, making sure I have all of the ingredients for dinner tonight. Checking the time, I hurry upstairs to shower and change before driving into town to pick up my girl.

      Fifteen minutes later, I pull up in front of her place. Blake is already waiting by the door, bundled in a hoodie and leggings, her hair twisted up in a messy bun. She looks gorgeous, and my heart races as I jump out of the car to greet her.

      “Hey,” she says, her smile lighting up everything in me.

      “Hey,” I manage. “Ready?”

      She nods, and I help her down the steps and into my truck. We pull away from the curb, and I drive slowly as the storm picks up. The rain is coming down fast, the sky dark and gloomy as we drive the backroads to my house.

      “How was your day? Did you get everything unloaded before it
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