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      “We have to do something about Dare,” Ryder Wilde—Dare’s identical twin— said, cradling his beer at the Pump House.

      He’d called an emergency meeting after hours so their plotting wouldn’t be overheard. In attendance were several of his best buddies: Avery Dawson, owner of the pub and engaged to his sister Cat. And then Ash Blue, fiancé to his oldest sister Sorene. Gideon Rasmussen, the town doc, engaged to his second oldest sister, Kennadee. Alaska State Trooper Trip Hunter, his first brother-in-law since Trip married his baby sister, Zoe, at the beginning of summer. And his Grammy award-winning songwriter brother, Brey, who sat there casually strumming his guitar after closing down the Pump House singing his heart-wrenching ballads to the enthusiastic audience.

      This meeting wouldn’t be complete without his father, Jack Wilde, who started matchmaking his offspring months ago with an ultimate goal of getting grandchildren. With the amount of his success—five of his seven children engaged or married—there wasn’t anything stopping him now, and Ryder was counting on his wily ways with the Dare issue.

      Ryder also had a plan in the works for matchmaking their dad. After all, turnabout was fair play. Though he did appreciate whatever strings his dad had pulled in helping him maneuver the love of his life, Gabriella Waterman, into agreeing to marry him. Now if he could just get Gabriella to set a date. If it had been up to him, they would have already taken care of it with the Heartbreak’s Justice of the Peace, whom residences had nicknamed Amore the Merrier.

      “Dare is driving everyone crazy,” Brey said. “He offered to help me write my next song. A poet he is not. Seriously, he thought writing a ballad about his dogs would be a hit.”

      “Something needs to be done, which is why I called you here,” Ryder agreed. “He’s been over at the Forget-Me-Not Inn every night this week. Gabriella is going to start charging him for a room.” Ryder had moved in with Gabriella, and they were living at the inn they were both renovating, leaving Dare to ramble around in the old barn he and Ryder had shared.

      “Cut the kid a break,” his dad said. “Dare’s never been alone. He had you as a womb mate, and then you both shared a bedroom, and now the converted barn. Of course, he’s at loose ends.”

      “He needs a woman,” Ash said. “When he’s not showing up at the inn, he’s at our place. I haven’t been alone with Sorene in weeks. Something needs to change.”

      “Agreed,” Avery said. “He’s taken it upon himself to find Cat and me a home. I can’t see one more property and it’s not like I don’t have my dad to find us a place.” His dad owned Dawson Realty and Development.

      “Listen to this,” Trip said. “He’s interjecting his ideas for the nursery. Zoe’s about to kill him and me by proxy. Those pregnancy hormones are nothing to laugh at. I never know what kind of wife I’m coming home to these days.”

      “But a baby,” Jack said, sighing. “It’s worth everything, even the mood swings, which as I remember well, are legendary.” He gazed off into the distance, and Ryder knew he was stuck in the past, a bittersweet smile painting his face. He’d lost his wife, Ryder’s mother, too soon and still mourned her. Which was why Ryder was taking it upon himself to find someone for his dad. He was still a good-looking man with a lot to offer a woman. Getting him to move on would be the biggest hurdle.

      “You guys think you have it bad,” Gideon said. “He’s offered to act as nurse when Kennadee is off fighting fires. He flirts with all the patients and no work gets done.”

      “So, we’re agreed something needs to be done,” Ryder said. “Any ideas of women we can hook him up with?”

      Gideon sat back in his chair, and Ash rubbed the back of his neck, shaking his head. Trip and Avery wouldn’t meet his eye, and Brey concentrated on the chords of his guitar.

      His dad looked over them all and huffed. “Seriously, you guys have no clue who we could hook Dare up with?”

      “Well, he does have a bit of a reputation,” Ryder admitted. Dare was known for being a player, and the town of Heartbreak wasn’t that big. “We might have to fly someone in.”

      “Naw, we don’t,” Jack said, slapping his hand on the table. “There are plenty of eligible women in town.”

      “Again, his reputation,” Avery pointed out. “He’s not known to stick around long. He’s been known to pick up a different woman here at the pub every weekend. Except for lately. He seems to have lost his desire for casual hookups.”

      “So, he has a reputation,” Jack said. “But he treats these women well, or I’d have heard about it and kicked his ass. There has to be some woman out there that will turn his head.”

      “Well…” Ryder started, and then wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

      “Who?” They all jumped on him, eyes turned his direction.

      “Gabriella is going to kill me,” he muttered. “Gabriella’s sister Morgan helps out a lot at the inn, and when she’s there, Dare can’t stop looking at her. But she’s young.”

      “She’s old enough,” Jack said. “Older than Zoe, and Wild Card is married with a baby on the way. Her dad, Luke, would be onboard. He’d be a big help.”

      “I don’t know,” Ryder said. “If Dare breaks her heart, Gabriella will be more than upset.” Why, oh why, had he opened his mouth?

      “Actually, Morgan and Dare have a lot in common,” Trip said. “They both love animals and the outdoors. She’s got a wild streak.

      “Does she now?” Jack said. “That makes her perfect for Dare. I nicknamed him Wild Streak for a reason.” Jack scratched his beard, his eyes narrowing in thought. “I’ll contact her dad and see what we can do. Something has to be done about Dare. For his own sanity if not our own.”

      They all grunted in agreement.
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      If he wasn’t careful, Morgan Waterman would be his next big mistake.

      Dare Wilde curbed his need to approach her. Boy, was it hard, in more ways than were physically comfortable. His current condition had to be unhealthy.

      Morgan, vet tech and all-around animal whisperer, paid him no mind as she meticulously examined his seven-dog sled team on the two-acre parcel of cleared land located behind the converted barn he lived in. The land butted up to miles and miles of wilderness trails—some of the most challenging trails Alaska could offer for training his high-energy, four-legged athletes. Technically, there were eight dogs to be medically checked, counting Eska, who he’d kept as a pet. She’d been the runt of the litter and was unable to keep up with the others. Currently, she acted more like Morgan’s assistant than one of her patients, happily cheering on the other dogs, and keeping them calm and reassured while Morgan went through the wellness checkups.

      With that curvy body of hers, filling out the snug jeans and wrist-length, form-fitting black knit top that covered her from neck to wrist, setting her fairy blue eyes off like LED lights, he should get a medal for not making a play. In theory, she was modestly covered, but with that body? She’d have to be wearing a burlap bag for him not to notice. Then there were her eyes…eyes that seemed to see into his very soul, privy to his deepest, darkest secrets every time she looked at him. Which wasn’t as often as he’d like.

      She was the sister to his twin brother’s intended, and therefore off limits—as Gabi had told him on more than one occasion.

      Damn it.

      “You just going to stand there and stare at me?” Morgan asked with a tilt of her head. Her waterfall of caramel-colored hair swayed around her and settled to rest just above her sweet backside. That hair seemed to flirt and wave at him every time she moved. She waited impatiently for him to say something, and then frowned when he didn’t—er, that is, when he couldn’t seem to form a response. “Dare, are you feeling all right? Do I need to call someone?”

      “Uh…no. Fine.” He cleared his throat and felt heat travel up his neck. He was never tongue-tied around women. Women were one of the things he did well. So why the hell did Morgan make him feel like a puberty-ridden, pimple-face twelve-year-old?

      She’d been sent out from the Furever Friends Vet Clinic to look over his dogs, in place of old man Doherty since she’d completed her vet assistance training recently and had taken over the home visits. Dare should have been prepared, hearing that old man Doherty had been sending her out for wellness checks as his bones tended to creak this time of year. Winter was breathing down their necks, and he couldn’t wait for enough snowfall to hook his dogs up and hit the trails.

      He knew from what Gabi had said that Morgan’s ultimate goal was to work for the Alaska Wildlife Refuge. She’d be good since she had a gentleness about her that instantly calmed animals, domestic and wild. He remembered in grade school when an injured eagle had been discovered on the playground and she’d instantly put it at ease until a refuge officer could get there to help.

      His dogs waited patiently for her touch, sitting on their haunches, tongues hanging out of their smiling faces, their black rimmed eyes bright and excited for their turn.

      He wanted a turn.

      “Want to give me a hand here, or are you just going to watch? I’ve never taken you for the voyeur type.” Her eyes twinkled, and he wondered briefly if she was intentionally messing with him. Every time she bent over to check one of the dog’s paws, she swayed that perfect backside his way.

      He didn’t dare get too close because he was afraid of what he might do. Most likely, lose all sense of propriety, toss her over his shoulder, and carry her up to his bed. A bed that had been empty too much of late.

      He’d lost his need for casual hookups, and he couldn’t help but think it was his twin’s fault. Now that Ryder was in a committed relationship, Dare suddenly had a need for the same.

      It had always been like that with their freaky twin bond. What one found, the other wanted.

      He moved forward and picked up his prized lead dog Kenai. The black-and-white husky relaxed in his arms, helping Morgan to inspect his paws easier.

      Dare had raised his whole team from pups, and from the moment they were born, he’d carried them around in the crook of his arms like babies. They were his babies after all, and as a happy result of this action, his dogs still allowed him to cradle them in his arms. Though it took a lot more muscle now that they weighed upwards of seventy to eighty pounds.

      Eska, his black-brown-and-white husky with dual-colored eyes of brown and blue, pranced around them, not wanting to be left out. Even though she couldn’t compete with the others, he always put her in the sled to be pulled by them. She barked like a commander at the bow of a regatta, mushing them on.

      “Kenai passes along with the others,” Morgan said, dusting her hands off. “I have to say this about you, Dare, you have the healthiest sled dogs I’ve ever seen. Not only healthy physically, but mentally. They love you.”

      Her compliment caused something to heat in his chest and constrict his throat. “Thanks. The feeling’s mutual.”

      He took a lot of pride and care in his dogs, forgoing his own needs on the trail, going without food and bedding, in order to make sure they were fed and comfortable. They were his life, as connected to him as his family members. It had always been like that. Animals flocked to him. Growing up, every pet that entered the Wilde Clan had ended sleeping in his bed and following him around like a shadow. He had an affinity for animals, and it didn’t matter what kind—cats, dogs, birds, or the occasional injured wildlife that needed tending. It was an affinity that he couldn’t explain but cherished none the less. In this, Morgan and he were alike.

      He wondered how else they could mesh?

      Morgan packed up her supplies and bent down to pick up the heavy case, but he beat her to it. “Here, let me.”

      “Thanks.” She gifted him with a smile and another toss of the hair. “If you have a minute, I was wondering if I could run something by you.”

      “Uh…sure.”

      “Mind if we head inside? Now that I’m not working the chill is seeping in and I left my coat in the car.”

      Snow had been predicted to fall at some point this evening, and the dipping temperatures promised they’d get a few inches.

      He opened the door to the converted barn he used to share with Ryder and set down her case in his work room. He used the bottom level of the barn as a shop to build his custom sleds, sleds that were now selling very well. For the first time, he had a wait list of customers vying for his wares. He motioned for Morgan to precede him up the stairs into his apartment. Eska tailed them, and he gave her a quick rub ear rub.

      “I’ll make us some coffee, or do you drink tea?” He didn’t know what she liked to drink. Didn’t some women prefer tea? A few of his sisters did.

      Hell, he didn’t know if he had any tea.

      “You were my last appointment, so I’m now off for the day. Do you have anything stronger?” Morgan asked, taking a seat on the sectional couch. Eska curled up in her spot, close to the fireplace, heaving a heavy sigh and closing her eyes.

      “Uh…sure. What’s your poison?”

      “Have any scotch?”

      He’d sworn off scotch after the night Ryder had thought he’d lost Gabi. He’d helped Ryder down a bottle after they’d polished off first beer, then the whiskey. He swore that it was the scotch that had done him in, and not the combo of beer, whiskey, and scotch. He’d never been much of a fan of the stuff so it was the easiest one to blame for the killer hangover that plagued him after. “No scotch. How about whiskey or a beer?”

      “I’ll take the whiskey. No ice.”

      He lifted a brow but wisely didn’t say anything, pouring her a finger, and then another when she motioned for more.

      Okay, what was up that whatever she needed to ask him required a few fingers of liquid courage?

      He handed her the drink and helped himself to a beer from the refrigerator. “So, what did you want to ask me?”

      “Well, two things actually.” Morgan gulped down a healthy portion of the whiskey. “First, could you introduce me to Lynx Maiski? He’s the stuff of legends when it comes to his work as a refuge officer, and I would love to train under him.”

      “Sure.” That didn’t require a shot of whiskey to ask. “What’s the second thing?”

      She swallowed the remaining whiskey, shuddering as the fiery liquid traveled down her throat, and held out her glass for a refill.

      Curious, he retrieved the bottle and refilled her glass, watching with a frown as she took another deep swallow.

      “What has you so nervous?” He took a seat opposite the couch and twisted off the cap to his beer.

      She gave a high-pitched laughed. “I’m not nervous.”

      He begged to differ. If he had brought the bottle of whiskey to the coffee table, he had a feeling she would have helped herself to more “courage.”

      “What’s on your mind, Morgan?”

      “You are.” She downed the rest of the whiskey and held her glass out for him to refill.

      He shook his head. “Out with it first.”

      “Okay.” She took a deep breath, set the glass down on the coffee table, and wiped her palms on her pants. “I have a problem that I hope you can help me get rid of.”

      “And that problem requires whiskey?”

      “In a sense, yes.” She gave her empty glass a pout and then focused those soul-seeing blue eyes on him. “I need to lose my virginity, and I want you to be the one who takes it.”
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      “Whoa!” Dare jumped out of his chair.

      Morgan knew this would be a shock. Maybe she should have insisted that he drink the whiskey rather than muddle her brain with it. She probably could have said it better without the numbing effects.

      “Don’t freak out,” she said, standing, too, and wobbling a bit. She wasn’t one to drink much, and two glasses of whiskey were much more than her usual limit. But actually asking him, and hoping he’d be willing to do the deed now, tonight, had her indulging. “It’s really not a big deal.”

      “Not a big deal,” Dare said, his voice squeaking.

      At twenty-two, she was the oldest virgin she knew. All of her friends had lost their virginities years ago, and she was bound and determined not to be a virgin when she turned twenty-three next month. And while she used to think it was a big deal, that had changed quick enough when she’d finally found a man she thought was worthy and wanting to sleep with her, and he’d rejected her because she was still a virgin. Who could have predicted that her current state would be a major turnoff for him? She’d hoped it wouldn’t be for Dare. “Come on, it’s just a hymen.”

      Dare cringed at the word. “The hell it is. You always remember your first.”

      “Which is why I wanted you to be the one to do it.” Since Bart Bruhn had rejected her, finding her too innocent and therefore too much of a liability, she’d decided to get rid of the roadblock, or what was apparently a cock block. But there was no way she’d share that bit of information with him. “I have friends who hated their first time, and I knew with you, it would be enjoyable,” she explained.

      He ran a hand through his dark mane of hair, hair that had been getting longer and unrulier as winter arrived, the length already brushing his shoulders. He always grew the beard and let his hair go during the winter months. Not only was it smart since he spent so much time running his dogs in the harsh elements, the extra growth made for much needed frostbite protection from the arctic winters. And it didn’t hurt that he rocked the wild man look. With his dark looks and muscular physique, he was the best thing going in the town of Heartbreak, Alaska, next to Bart. While there were others she could ask—Alaska was famous for the odds being good, but the goods being odd—she wanted someone with Dare’s reputation of pleasuring women. Especially after Bart had turned her down and made her feel like a sexual outcast.

      “Why me?” he croaked.

      “You are legendary. Women all over the state praise your prowess.”

      “Is that all?” he muttered through clenched teeth, as though he didn’t like her pointing out his reputation.

      “Well, no. You also have a love-and-leave-‘em attitude. I don’t want anything serious. I’m not ready to settle down, yet. Hell, I’m only twenty-two. I have a lot of living to do before that happens, which makes you perfect.” If there was anything that Bart had taught her, it was that she was too young, hadn’t lived enough. Well, she was going to pack in experience as fast as she could.

      “You should save it for someone you love.”

      “Did you?” she asked.

      He looked shell-shocked when she asked him that.

      “See, a double standard,” she said. “Women are supposed to hold out for love, yet men try to get rid of it with the first girl willing to spread her legs.”

      He cringed again at her choice of words. “That’s not true—”

      “Are you telling me you loved the woman you lost your virginity to?”

      “Uh…that’s not fair.”

      “Why isn’t it?”

      “Because it isn’t.”

      “That’s a piss poor argument. Don’t you find me attractive, or do you find the idea of having sex with me repulsive?” Oh God, what if she’d really stepped into it here? What if he didn’t find her attractive? But then, how did that explain the long looks she’d caught from him? Could she have been wrong?

      “Hell, no,” he gulped out. “You’re one of the most attractive women I’ve ever seen, and being with you…that way…would be, well, epic, but that’s not the point.”

      Epic?

      That word warmed her faster than the whiskey had. Everything inside her heated to sauna levels. She stood and swayed toward him, placing her hand on his chest. “Then what’s the problem?” she asked softly in what she hoped was a seductive tone.

      “You’re about to become my sister-in-law.”

      “No, I’m not. That’s Gabi.”

      “She warned me off you,” he blurted out, backing up.

      The statement had her retreating a step too. “She did what?”

      “Told me to keep my eyes off you.”

      She laughed at that, giddy with the whiskey and the fact that he did find her attractive. “Well, you can keep your eyes off me if you want, but your hands and…other parts, those I’m very much interested in.” She sidled up to him, pressing her body against his, rejoicing at his full body shudder and his eyes closing on a tortured groan. By the throbbing appendage pressing against her lower belly, she knew her suggestion turned him on.

      “Morgan,” he uttered her name as though in pain.

      “Yes. I love how you say my name,” she whispered, her mouth inches from his.

      “Your sister will kill me.”

      “She doesn’t need to know. No one does.”

      “But we will know.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?” Standing on her tiptoes, she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and angled her lips a breath under his, knowing it was the whiskey flowing in her veins that gave her the nerve to do so. She hoped, prayed, he would take the bait and rid her of this nagging inconvenience tonight. “Kiss me. I dare you to.”

      He growled, and then seeming unable to resist, swooped down and took her mouth. And took was the right word.

      Everything inside her bloomed to life with just the touch of his lips, and then he breached past them, taking possession of her mouth, as though he was taking possession of her body. Giving her everything she needed to know that he was the one. Bart be damned. He’d never kissed her like this, like he’d die without a taste of her. It caused a delicious ache to form low in her belly.

      Suddenly, Dare pushed her away, breathing in pants like he’d run a five-minute mile. “We can’t do this.”

      “Yes, we can.” She pressed closer to him, wanting what his body promised, wanting this inconvenient barrier to be over with as soon as possible so she could be free of it and its limitations.

      “Your sister is marrying my brother, my twin.”

      “And that affects us how?”

      “We’ll be family,” his voice broke on the word.

      “In the vague sense of the word, which really has nothing to do with this.”

      “It has everything to do with it.” He bracketed her shoulders with his rough, working man’s hands—hands that turned her on more than they should—and set her away from him, shaking his head as if to clear it. “Morgan, we will be there together at the wedding, at the birth of babies, holidays, all the things. If I do what you are asking, it will be between us, and our family, always.”

      “Not if we don’t let it. Come on, I’m sure you come into contact all the time with women you’ve slept with and it isn’t awkward. It won’t be awkward between us either. Like I said, no strings, and no one needs to know.”

      “We will know.”

      “And we won’t care.”
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      Damn it, I’ll care.

      He wanted to say it but couldn’t form the words. Morgan was so sexy, a siren dragging him down to a watery death. If her sister Gabi, or his brother Ryder, ever found out…

      What the hell was he thinking? If they didn’t do this there would be nothing to find out.

      But he really, really wanted to take her up on her proposition.

      Really wanted to.

      He’d never met a woman sexier than her. The way she fit him from hip to shoulder. Christ, he should be struck dead with the thoughts running through his head over her suggestion.

      A deflowering with no strings? The chance to introduce Morgan to the pleasures of the flesh? What man could resist that? Somehow, he had to. His family depended on it. Ryder would kill him. And Gabi? Well, she would do worse. It could cause so many problems with his twin and his twin’s fiancé. All he could think about were the family Christmases and other holidays.

      But…

      Morgan.

      To have her. To know how she felt under him, what made her cry out in pleasure, to have her scream his name as she came. It was almost worth the risk.

      But he couldn’t…

      Could he?

      “Morgan…”

      “Don’t say anything now. Think about it. Sleep on it.”

      Sleep on it? How the hell could he sleep knowing she wanted him to take her virginity?

      She stumbled, and he caught her up in his arms.

      “Let me drive you home.”

      “I guess I did drink too much, trying to get the courage to ask you to help me out. Sorry.”

      “No apologies needed.”

      “Could I wait out the buzz here? It’s still early yet, maybe we could watch a movie or something until I have my faculties about me to drive home.”

      A movie sounded innocent enough.

      “Sure. What do you want to watch?”

      “An action flick?”

      “Are you sure? Don’t women usually like romantic comedies?”

      “Yeah, with other women but not with men. I enjoy a good action flick just like any other man. Give me some Ryan Reynolds in Dead Pool, or Robert Downey Jr. in the Avengers and I’m a happy girl.”

      And one after his own heart.

      Shit.

      She couldn’t get any cooler. Her body was enough for him to drop all his defenses, which he didn’t have many to be honest.

      But a Marvel fan? Hell.

      Thank goodness she hadn’t mentioned that she was a Star Trek fan or he would have been a goner.

      A few months ago, he’d be game for whatever she wanted—more than game—but now?

      Now, he wanted more.

      One night with Morgan wouldn’t be enough.
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      Dare ordered a pizza from Flatliners hoping the food would help soak up some of the alcohol Morgan had consumed.

      He put in a movie, and Morgan kicked off her shoes and curled up on the couch, seemingly riveted with the film. Yet for the life of him, he couldn’t remember which Marvel movie he’d put in the DVD player. He couldn’t follow it as his mind was consumed with Morgan and her proposal. No, not proposal. Well, kind of a proposal, just not the kind that most people think of. No matter what he did, he couldn’t get the idea out of his head.

      A no strings attached one-night stand.

      It titillated yet left a bad taste in his mouth.

      Hadn’t he just been considering that his string of casual affairs wasn’t making him happy?

      And one night with Morgan Waterman?

      How the hell would that fulfill the dark hole that had suddenly appeared in his gut?

      Maybe he wanted to be tied down for the first time in his life. But did he want the woman he spent the rest of his life with to be Morgan Waterman?

      Well, that wasn’t really an option as she apparently didn’t want anything serious. Besides, he’d dated her sister in high school. They’d even been an item for a time. So how could he and Morgan make a solid connection, especially when she obviously didn’t want one?

      When Gabi had returned to Heartbreak, Alaska, from her stint in the Hawaiian Islands, he had hoped that maybe the two of them could make a go of it again, but that hadn’t been in the cards. Not when Gabi had taken one look at his twin brother, Ryder, and fallen hook, line, and sinker.

      He should have seen it sooner—the way Ryder had always acted around Gabi. Even in high school, Ryder had been standoffish, always silently watching Gabi from the shadows. And then there had been the time when Dare had asked him for a twin favor. They traded places, and Ryder ended up kissing Gabi.

      Dare should have wised up then. But no, it had taken him many more years and another twin favor for that to happen.

      None of that mattered now. Ryder and Gabi were engaged and madly in love. While he was alone and brooding. Well, not really brooding—he was alone with Morgan, Gabi’s sister, thinking all sorts of decadent thoughts. He really should put a stop to this and would, probably, as soon as the movie was over.

      He turned to look at Morgan and found her fast asleep on his couch.

      Should he wake her?

      Take off her clothes so she was more comfortable?

      No, definitely not that.

      A blanket?

      Yes, cover her up. Hide that centerfold body. That was his best bet. Maybe he should wake her and kick her out of his place so there was no temptation. But how could he do that with her sleeping so soundly? That would be mean, and he’d never treated women in such a manner.

      He cherished women. Always had. They were creatures of legend, of creation, individuals to be revered on a pedestal. Women were so much more than mere men. Women were a godsend and, in his opinion, they were what made the world go around. They’d encouraged, bullied, and forced men to move out of caves to create homes, industry, technology, to make things more comfortable for their families.

      Without women demanding change, he believed men would still be content living a Neanderthal existence.

      He could be content for a long length of the time with just a simple existence. Just him and his dogs, hunting for his food, living in a simple shelter, a woman to warm his furs. Furs that he’d skinned to provide a soft place for his mate to land.

      Morgan, possibly?

      He been with more than his fair share of women. What could he say? He loved them. All women. Every shape and size and age. All of them had inspired him in more ways than one.

      Morgan had asked him if he’d loved the woman he’d lost his virginity to.

      He thought he had at the time. He’d been infatuated, if not in love with his first, and it hadn’t matter that she’d been years older than him. Maybe as much as a decade. He’d never asked. A gentleman shouldn’t ask such things, and he’d always thought of himself as a gentleman.

      Her name was Rea, he thought back fondly, and she was currently pregnant with Quinn Bleu’s baby, and the new stepmom to his soon-to-be brother-in-law, Ash Bleu, who was marrying his older sister Sorene. God, he hoped their former relationship never came out.

      Damn small towns.

      If it did, the Heart to Heart Network would have a field day.

      He’d met Rea over the summer, when she first moved to town. And regardless of what everyone believed, Dare hadn’t lost his virginity in high school but the summer after he graduated. Though if Gabi had been willing, he would have given it up for her. Looking back, he thanked God that hadn’t happened now that Ryder was marrying her.

      At that time, Rea had been working as a nurse when he’d gotten hurt sledding. It happened to the best of dog sledders. At least his dogs hadn’t been injured in the fall. She’d been his nurse and they’d hit it off. They’d continued to see each other, her new to town, and him knowing everything there was to know about Heartbreak and the surrounding areas. And well, nature took its course. It had ended amicably, and no one was the wiser, at least he hoped not. Certainly not his future brother-in-law, Ash, or his father, Quinn.

      Thank God. Which showed he could keep a secret…

      Which also meant he could help out Morgan and no one would be the wiser…

      No, stop thinking like that.

      He couldn’t do it, no matter how much he wanted to take Morgan up on her offer.

      Standing, he grabbed a blanket and covered her with it, and then stepped back, watching her sleep.

      She looked so young, so innocent. Well, she was, by her own admission.

      Christ Almighty, get those thoughts out of your head. You cannot do this.

      But what if he did, and rocked her world, enough so that she was willing to give a relationship with him a try?

      He knew her family and liked them. Well, her dad was a piece of work, but not so brazen that he couldn’t work with that.

      He already liked her sister, Gabi, enough to date her on and off throughout high school. And her brother Derek was his baby sister’s best friend. While Derek had recently come out of the closet, that didn’t bother Dare in the slightest. If anything, it answered a lot of questions.

      Besides, Derek had already left for New York with a bunch of Zoe’s and his fashion creations. He knew the two of them were going to make it big. Which meant there was another connection between Morgan’s family and his.

      Well, shit.

      Why did they have to live in such a small town?

      For now, there was nothing that could be done about any of it. Morgan was passed out on his couch. The best thing for him to do was head to bed himself—alone—and not gather her up in his arms and take her with him.

      A cold shower had to happen first.

      He had a big day tomorrow and he needed to finish the sled he was currently making for Noah Puckett, three-time Iditarod winner—one he was hoping to unseat. But if Puckett won with his sled, that would make losing to him worthwhile. Everyone knew that the kind of sled you had mattered, but the sled didn’t come close to the dogs you trained.

      They were the true athletes.

      For now, the best thing he could do was make a call to Lynx Maiski for Morgan. At least that would give them more time together.

      Maybe if she spent time with him, she’d want more too.
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      Morgan woke to the tantalizing smells of frying bacon. She rubbed her eyes and glanced around, disoriented.

      Oh crap, she was on Dare’s couch. She must have fallen asleep during the Marvel movie. How embarrassing. Nothing said immature more than someone who couldn’t hold her liquor and passed out on the couch of the man she’d asked to take her virginity.

      Nice move, Morgan.

      She must look like dried out leftovers because that was how she felt. Rising to a sitting position, she had a moment of pause at the comfy, homemade quilt covering her.

      How sweet of Dare to cover her with a blanket. Especially when she’d crashed at his place without permission, and after asking him such a scandalous question.

      Why had she drunk the whiskey? She should have kept her wits about her. They hadn’t failed her until now. But as favors went, hers wasn’t an easy one to ask.

      Dare did that to her though. Made her stupid, always had. She hated feeling this way, which is why she’d drunk the whiskey. In hindsight, that had been a big mistake. There could have been so many other ways she could have handled the situation better.

      From the first time Dare had picked up Gabi for a date, Morgan had had stars in her eyes for him. She’d been two years behind him in high school, and she’d stalked him from afar with her best friend Rhiannon. Rhiannon had it bad for Brey, Dare’s older brother. She couldn’t blame her there. Rhiannon had given up on Brey when he moved to Nashville. But Brey was back, and Rhiannon still stared at him like he hung the moon, not that he seemed to notice, and Rhiannon wasn’t willing to do anything about it.

      Well, that wasn’t Morgan. Her father always said moss refused to grow on her—but when did moss really grow on people? Sure, she was always busy with something or other, and maybe leaped before she looked. Well…not maybe, always.

      Last night being a good example.

      Which was why she was currently sitting on Dare’s couch, getting up the nerve to let him know she was awake.

      She wished she could wash her face first. She probably had raccoon eyes from smudged mascara. Not probably—most definitely. Not to mention, she’d fallen asleep without brushing her teeth. Ugh. So not attractive.

      “You’re awake?” Dare asked, entering the living room and expressing the fact more as a question than a statement.

      “Uh…yeah. Sorry for falling asleep on your couch.” She tried to smooth her hair into some semblance of order.

      “Not a problem. I’ve slept there more times than I should.”

      Knowing that he slept in the same place she just had shouldn’t fill her with warmth, but it did.

      “Again, I’m sorry.”

      “No need to be. Hungry?”

      “Starved.”

      “Come on then. I’m not the best cook, but any man worth his salt knows how to cook bacon. I might have gone overboard. I don’t have guests much, so I fried up not only the bacon, but sausage, ham, hash browns, and scrambled eggs with cheese. Though the hash browns didn’t turn out the best.”

      “I’m sure they will be fine.” Obviously, he wasn’t concerned with cholesterol, which is all she heard her mother debating with her father about. But then looking at Dare—his muscle-packed frame with no room for fat—he could probably eat anything without a second thought.

      Sled dogs, when they were racing, ate up to ten thousand calories a day. She bet Dare could get away with that too, with the shape he was in. It made her want him more.

      Dang it, he had to be her first.

      Somehow, she needed to find a way around his objections and get him to agree.

      She should have been able to lose her virginity many times over, after all the ratio for Heartbreak was ten men for every one woman, but she’d been a late bloomer, and not a lot of men had looked twice at her. Until recently.

      But Dare was right. While she didn’t feel the need to be in love with the first man she slept with, she didn’t want it to mean nothing. She wanted fond memories too.

      She’d thought that would happen with Bart, but it hadn’t. If anything, being rejected by him made her more determined to be a woman of the world. Ready and willing to sleep with whoever she wanted. Just like Samantha in Sex in the City.

      Of all the characters, she saw herself more as Samantha than wishy-washy Charlotte or high-powered, family focused Miranda, or the star of the show, Carrie, who seemed more perplexed about who she was than any of them. Nope, Samantha was in charge of her life, knew who she was, did what she wanted, and didn’t take prisoners. That was who Morgan wanted to be. Independent, powerful, and a total kick ass.

      She hadn’t lied when she told Dare about her friends who had horror stories of their first time. The pain, the tearing, the zero chance of an orgasm. Rhiannon had been what Morgan considered date raped, though she wasn’t willing to admit it or report it. That was years ago, their junior year of high school, and thankfully, Rhiannon was doing better now, but she was still shy when it came to men. To this day, she’d never revealed who the man was, but Morgan had an idea that it was Todd Ellis, owner of Eternal Springs and Spa. Not that anything could be done about it now. Plus, karma had a way of taking care of things. Last she’d heard, Todd had impregnated Leia Atwood, who was a nut case and bound to make his life a living hell.

      Couldn’t happen to a nicer guy, she thought.

      Her own mother had taught Gabi and Morgan well, giving them more information about sex than they probably needed. But then her father was a randy man, and her mom had seemed more pregnant than not during Morgan’s growing up years, resulting in five children to date. Though Morgan wouldn’t be surprised if there wasn’t another surprise before the doors closed for business on her mom’s reproductive organs.

      Morgan wanted the man she finally settled on to want her to distraction like her father wanted her mother. A man who cornered her in the kitchen, felt her up on the couch under pretense of “cuddling” and pretty much shocked the crap out of their kids at every turn with the abundance of affection he showed her—and her him.

      It was good to show kids that their father loved their mother to distraction. And while her parents had embarrassed her as a preteen, teen, and adult, she valued that they loved each other so much. So much so, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other no matter how much their kids complained.

      She took a seat at Dare’s table, watching as he quickly moved sled drawings aside to make room for the platters of food he’d cooked.

      She’d always marveled over how Dare could streamline a dog sled, decreasing the drag and helping his dogs skate faster over the snow.

      He set a plate in front of her loaded down with more food than she ate in a day. Bacon, sausage, ham, eggs, hash browns, and sourdough toast.

      “There is no possible way I can eat all this,” she said, looking at the plate and then up at him.

      “Whatever you don’t finish, I’ll eat.” He spooned eggs and hash browns covered in hot sauce into his mouth, his plate piled higher than hers.

      Yep, the man was in training and eating as many calories as his famed dogs.

      “When are you leaving for Kasilof?” she asked in her attempt at normal conversation. Lord knew, last night she’d bungled it.

      “Snowpack is still too low on the Kenai Peninsula, so I’ve had to push my plans back. I hope they get dumped on soon. Hell, we don’t even have enough snow up here for me to run them with a sled. Damn global warming,” he muttered around a mouthful of food. “I hope to be headed down there in a few weeks to qualify for the Iditarod.”

      Which didn’t give her a lot of time to talk him into her plan.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask if she could come along. She had a fascination with dog sled racing, the Iditarod and Yukon Quest especially. She knew Dare had raced the Iditarod not once but twice. His first, finishing at an amazing tenth place. Unheard of for a rookie. And the second time he’d come in fourth, another amazing feat. He was bound to place in the top three this year, if not take the title, which would put his sleek and aerodynamically designed sleds on the map. She’d heard he’d sold a few sleds overseas to Finland and knew it was only the beginning for him.

      Dare Wilde could not travel fast enough. Whether it was with dogs, four-wheelers, or snow machines. She’d hate to see what he would do if his focus ever shifted to automobiles, or heaven forbid, airplanes.

      They ate in silence until it stretched enough around the elephant in the room that she’d planted last night that she had to say something to break the tension.

      “Have you given any thought to my suggestion?”

      “Suggestion?” he choked. “You call that a suggestion?”

      She smiled inwardly. So, he hadn’t forgotten. “All right, so maybe suggestion isn’t the right word.”

      “You think?”

      “But have you thought about it?”

      “Yes. It’s all I’ve thought about,” he mumbled.

      “And?” She held her breath as she waited for his answer.

      He bent his head and rubbed the back of his neck. “Morgan…”

      Well, crap, he was going to turn her down. Again.

      She steeled her expression, not wanting him to know his answer meant so much to her.

      “Forget it,” she blurted out, stirring her cheese-covered eggs.

      “Forget it?” He looked up at her surprised, his brows furrowed. “How the hell can I forget it?”

      She pushed her plate back, no longer hungry. “You were the at the top of my list. But there are others.” She moved to leave the table, but he grabbed her arm, forcing her to regain her seat.

      “Others? What others?” he growled.

      She shrugged. “There are more men in Heartbreak than just you, and then there is the population of Fairbanks to consider. I’m sure one of them will take me up on my offer.”

      “The hell they will.” He jumped up, his chair tipping back and falling to the floor, unheeded.

      “What do you care? You said no.”

      “Morgan, I can’t let you do this.”

      “It’s my body, my choice.”

      He grimaced at that. “What you are willing to throw away is special. Something to be cherished.”

      “Special to whom? It’s an annoyance. I can’t go home with a guy without it being a ‘thing.’”

      “Who do you want to go home with?”

      “None of your business.” Though there really was no one who had captured her fancy, except Bart, and now Dare. Dare had always been the one she’d dreamed of, even though she thought for a time she and Bart could make a go of it.

      Now that Dare was no longer dating her sister, being with him was a possibility, if he would only agree. Maybe throwing other men in his face would do it? Though she didn’t like how petty the thought made her feel.

      “Who else is on your list?” Dare demanded.

      “Never you mind about that.” She decided to change the subject. “When do you think you could set up that meeting with Lynx Maiski?”

      “Holy shit! Don’t tell me he’s on your list? He’s a happily married man with three, four, or five kids now. And his wife, Eva would kill you and him. They’d never find the bodies.”

      She laughed. “Remember I wanted you to set up a meeting with Lynx to discuss working with him? And no, he isn’t on my list.”

      Dare seemed to relax a bit. “That’s good. No, it’s not good. You shouldn’t even have a list.”

      “Forget about it. You said no, so there is nothing for you to worry about.”

      He growled again and paced the small space. Eska looked up from her spot where she was curled up, seemed to roll her eyes, and settled back down again as if she was used to this kind of display. Morgan enjoyed the show while chewing on a perfectly crisp piece of bacon.

      Dare was adorable in his frustration, and she really shouldn’t take pleasure in the fact. But, oh well, what could she say? It pleased her to no end to tie him up in knots. She hoped that didn’t make her a bad person.

      “Listen, Morgan, I can’t let you go through with this.”

      “Dare, it’s really none of your business.”

      “You made it my business when you asked me to…you know.” He scowled at her, planting his hands on his hips. “Does Gabi know what you’re planning?”

      She choked out a laugh. “Gabi would lock me in a tower if she knew. She takes to being an older sister much like a wolverine.”

      “That’s what I thought. You need to put this idea out of your head.”

      “Not going to happen.” She took a bite of her eggs. “Besides, it really has nothing to do with you now that you said no.”

      “Morgan…”

      She wiped her mouth with a napkin and stood. “I really need to get going. Thank you for breakfast and the use of your couch. Please call me when you’ve set up a meeting with Lynx.”

      “You can’t go until we iron this out.”

      “There is nothing to iron out. You said no, end of story, and I have things to do, as I’m sure you do.” She reached up and kissed his cheek. “See you later.”

      And then she was out of there before Dare could come up with anything else to keep her.

      Once outside, she dragged in a deep breath of the chilly, bracing, arctic air, and made her way to her truck. While Dare had turned her down, and she needed to look at the second man on her list, that wasn’t her biggest problem.

      She currently lived at home. How was she going to explain to her overprotective father where she’d been all night?
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      Dare slopped through his chores and then headed to the Forget-Me-Not Inn. He needed his twin. He had to talk to someone, and Ryder was his go-to guy. Now that Ryder was marrying Gabi, would Ryder’s alliances still be with his brother or his intended?

      Guess he was about to find out.

      He walked into the inn without knocking, not that anyone could have heard him with all the saws buzzing and nail gun concussions that greeted him.

      They were making great progress on updating and renovating the inn and it was beginning to show signs of being a real Alaskan show piece. He found Ryder in the kitchen which had been gutted and was now in the process of being converted into a state-of-the-art culinary kitchen that would rival any in the lower forty-eight or even Europe. Ryder had outdone himself with the design, using custom birch cabinets and local granite counter tops.

      “Hey, bro,” he greeted. “Got a minute?”

      Ryder took off his safety glasses, eyes narrowing, already catching onto Dare’s mood. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “Any chance we could do this somewhere besides here?” He hadn’t seen Gabi, but he knew she was around somewhere, and this conversation needed to happen far, far away from her.

      “I could use a stroll,” Ryder said, unhooking his toolbelt and laying it in the corner of the room.

      They headed out of the inn and down the gravel path to the dock that overhung the clear-blue waters of Mistress Lake that bordered the town.

      They didn’t speak until they were far enough away that there was no chance of anyone overhearing them.

      “What is it?” Ryder asked.

      “Morgan.”

      “Gabriella’s Morgan?”

      “Do you know of any other Morgans in town?”

      “What happened?” He narrowed his eyes. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing, and believe me I wanted to.” Still do.

      “Seriously?” Ryder raised a disbelieving brow. “Nothing?”

      “I was the perfect gentleman, even though Morgan asked me to take her virginity.”

      “She what?”

      “Yeah, and get this. She doesn’t want any strings attached. I feel like a goddamn piece of meat.” Well, that wasn’t totally true. Somewhat, but not all.

      He was beginning to think he had real feelings for Morgan. Another reason he couldn’t do what she wanted, and he sure as hell couldn’t allow her to approach the others on her “list.”

      Hell, he needed to find out who she had on it, so he could warn them off or kill them. He’d never experienced feelings like this toward a woman before. They were downright possessive, which scared him.

      She’d told him if Gabi found out, she’d lock her in a tower. Well, he wanted to do worse, kidnap her and squirrel her away to someplace in the woods where no one would find her. No one, but him.

      Ryder rubbed the back of his neck, the action a mirror to Dare’s. While Ryder always used his left hand, and Dare his right, it was still kind of freaky to others. To them, it was natural.

      “Why would she do that?” Ryder asked.

      “Maybe because she fancies me?”

      “You know what I mean. What woman doesn’t want their first time to be special?”

      “Hey, I’d make it special.”

      “You know what I mean. Her wanting to be in love with the man and all that romantic stuff.”

      “I know what you mean. It was a question I asked her and then she turned it around on me.” He took a moment to look over the still waters, lapping at the snow-dusted banks. “Did you love the woman you lost yours to?”

      “You know I didn’t. God, that sounds crass. I liked her and she liked me well enough, and she was no virgin. But no, the only woman I have ever loved has been Gabriella.”

      “That’s what I thought. Morgan is right about the double standard thing.” He turned to face his brother. “Why do men rush to get rid of their virginity and woman are expected to hold onto it and only give it up in the marriage bed or to someone they are madly in love with?”

      “Hell if I know.” Ryder leaned his elbows onto the dock’s railing. “You know you can’t do this.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “Do you? Really?”

      “Really. Believe me, if Gabi ever found out she’d not only kill me, but you by association.”

      “Got that right. So, what are you going to do?”

      “I’ve already told Morgan no.”

      Ryder winced. “How did she take it?”

      “Surprisingly well.” Too well. “Apparently, she has a list. I just happened to be at the top of it.”

      “Holy hell. Who else is on the list?”

      “I have no idea, but I’m going to find out and beat the shit out of every one of them if they even look twice at her.”

      “Good plan. It will keep my soon-to-be wife out of jail, because if she finds out, she’ll kill whoever is on that list too.” Ryder shifted his feet. “Since you’re here, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about too.”

      “Hmm,” Dare hummed, his thoughts still on Morgan.

      “You need to get out there and date again. Gabi has this friend—”

      “Oh, hell no. You’re not setting me up on a blind date. Where’s this coming from anyway?”

      “When was the last time you had a date?”

      Dare shrugged. “Can’t remember.”

      “If you can’t remember, it’s been too long.”

      He choked out a laugh. “I think the last woman I took out was Gabi when she dumped me for your sorry ass.”

      “That was months ago. You definitely need to get back in the game.”

      That was the problem. He had no play for the game anymore. He wanted what Ryder had, not the superfluous flirting and one-night stands that had been his social life up to this point.

      Pathetic.

      How had he gotten here? And this is what Morgan wanted? He needed to change her mind, make her see the error of her ways. That was the answer.

      He straightened. “I got it.”

      “Got what?” Ryder looked at him suspiciously.

      “How to change Morgan’s mind.”

      “Good.” He frowned. “How?”

      “I need to date her. Court her, show her that she doesn’t want a causal relationship.”

      “Uh…I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Don’t worry. I won’t break her heart, just treat her like a man is supposed to treat a woman until she wants what you and Gabi have.”

      “Rather than you dating her, maybe find her another suitable guy.”

      “No way. It has to be me.”

      “Why you?”

      He didn’t know why, but it had to be him. He couldn’t allow any other man to take her out. After all, she might suggest to him what she had to Dare, and the bloke might take her up on it. Most likely would. Hell, he was having a hard time saying no himself, and if he was, then any other guy would jump at the chance.

      “What if it goes to shit and she’s heartbroken, or breaks your heart? You’re about to be related. Plus, there’s Gabriella.”

      “Yeah, Gabi warned me to stay away from Morgan.”

      “When did she do that?” Ryder’s frown deepened.

      “Couple of weeks ago when she caught me eyeing Morgan.”

      “Christ, man. I don’t like this. It’s going to blow up in your face, and I like your face.”

      “Good thing, since you have my face.” Dare slapped Ryder on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. It’s a good plan. Gotta go.”

      “Bro, we should talk more about this.”

      “Why? You’ll just waste your breath and I have things to do.”

      And a woman to woo.
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      “Where the hell have you been?” Luke Waterman bellowed when Morgan entered the house.

      “Dad, shhh, you’re going to wake up everyone.”

      “About time they were up anyway. I don’t care that it’s Saturday. It’s past nine o’clock. Things need doing. Now where the hell were you all night and who were you with?” He crossed his arms over his beefy chest and gave her that stony look that said she wasn’t going anywhere until she explained herself. She loved her dad, she really did, but he could intimidate the glint off a diamond.

      “I was with Dare Wilde.”

      “With—” he sputtered, dropping his folded arms and advancing toward the fireplace where the shotgun hung above it. “I’ll kill him.”

      Morgan grabbed his arm. “It wasn’t like that, Dad.”

      “What do you mean ‘it wasn’t like that’? I know that kid and his reputation.”

      “That didn’t stop you from trying to set him up with Gabi,” she pointed out.

      “That’s different. Gabi and him had history.”

      “Technically, Dare and I have history. We’ve known each other all our lives, grew up in the same town, went to the same schools. Why would he be okay for Gabi and not me?”

      “You’re putting words in my mouth. For one, you aren’t even dating and you spent the night with him.”

      “I was over there giving his dogs a wellness check. We shared a few drinks and I fell asleep on his couch.”

      Luke narrowed his eyes. “You slept on his couch? Dare’s couch, not in his bed?”

      “Yes, yes, and no. What do you think? That I’m some sort of harlot, selling my wares?”

      He winced. “Damn it, Morgan, of course not. But Dare—”

      “Was the perfect gentleman. He even refused my drunken advances.” More’s the pity.

      He brightened. “He did?”

      “Yes, he did. There is nothing to be upset over. Nothing happened. Dare was on his best behavior.” Damn it.

      “He was, was he?” Her dad narrowed his bushy brows. “Why?”

      “What do you mean why? I thought Jack Wilde was one of your best friends. Do you really think one of his sons would take advantage of a drunken girl?”

      “Of course not, but Dare…well, he—”

      “Was good enough for Gabi, remember? And you still haven’t told me why you don’t think he’s good enough for me.”

      “You’re a lot younger than Gabi and younger than Dare.”

      “What does that have to do with it?”

      “Experience.”

      Which she was trying to obtain.

      She wished her brother Derek were here to talk to. He’d have an open mind about this that Gabi wouldn’t. He’d recently moved to New York to peddle his and Zoe Wilde’s designs. Zoe was an artist with hand-painted fabrics, and Derek was her equal with his designs.

      She missed him so much already and she knew Gabi did too. The three of them had been an island in the Waterman sea. They had two younger sisters, six and eight years younger than Derek, who’d just twenty. Bailey and Harper kept everyone busy, and busy enough that her dad shouldn’t be concerned with where she’d spent the night.

      She really needed her own place. Now more than ever. After being away at college, getting her degree and vet tech certification and then recently moving back, nothing had changed. She still had a curfew and parents butting into her business at every turn.

      Problem was affordable housing in Heartbreak was hard to find. She wasn’t ready to buy anything because she didn’t know where she’d be in a year. Hopefully working as a wildlife refuge officer, and that meant she could be stationed anywhere in the huge state of Alaska.

      She needed to get creative about finding her own place. There was a dry cabin outside of town that she was almost ready to take, though living without running water didn’t appeal to her. Then again, she had to fight her sisters for any bathroom time, and the cabin did have a hot spring on the property. It was the outhouse situation she didn’t want to deal with. But maybe she should consider it further. She wasn’t a prima donna, and working as a refuge officer would require her to rough it more times than not.

      “Dad, I really need a shower and change of clothes.”

      “This isn’t over,” he hollered after her. “We will discuss it again.”

      Of that she had no doubt.

      She headed up the stairs toward her bedroom, coming to a stop when screaming erupted down the hall. Her sisters were at it again. Seemed all they did was fight with each other, which she couldn’t understand. She, Derek, and Gabi had never fought growing up. But Bailey and Harper were always at each other’s throats.

      A loud bang boomed against the wall, causing her to jump. One of her sisters had resulted to throwing things. Probably Harper. She had the most violent temper of the two. Another loud thump had Morgan entering her room, grabbing a bag, and stuffing a change of clothes into it along with her toiletries.

      That did it. She needed to get out of here. Maybe Gabi would let her crash for a few days.

      Slinging the bag over her shoulder, she headed back downstairs and found her dad on the phone. He blanched when he saw her, his voice dropping to a whisper. He covered the phone and lowered it to his thigh.

      “Where you headed?” he asked, noticing the bag. “I thought you were going to shower?”

      “I need some peace and quiet. I’m going to see if I can stay with Gabi for a few days.”

      “You and me both.” He winced when another crash sounded from upstairs. “Ask her if she has room for me.”

      “No way. You created those two monsters. You deal with them.” She kissed his cheek. “See you later, Dad.”

      “Call your mom later after she wakes up, and let her know what you’re up to. She worries.”

      Morgan almost laughed at that. Her mother wasn’t the worrier, he was.

      “Will do.” She pulled the door closed on another scream from upstairs and ran for her car.

      The dry cabin was looking better and better.
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      “If you’re after peace and quiet, you don’t want to stay here,” Gabi hollered over the sounds of construction going on around her.

      “It has to be quieter than living with Bailey and Harper.” Her words were met by a thundering boom.

      Gabi motioned for her to follow outside onto the porch. “I can’t think inside there. I’m ready to find another place to live until the work is done myself. I’ve been popping Tylenol like they’re candy for the constant headaches.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to stand staying away from all the activity. Admit it, you’re loving this.”

      Gabi smiled. “Yeah, I am. I’ll love it even more when it’s finished.”

      “I can’t believe the transformation already. You and Ryder make a good team.” She frowned. Talking about Ryder made her think of Dare. “Hey, I have a question. Why did you warn Dare to stay away from me?”

      “Uh…he told you that, did he?” Now it was Gabi’s turn to frown. “Why did he tell you that? When were you with him?”

      “Did a wellness check on his dogs yesterday.”

      “That information isn’t shared by taking care of dogs. What were you really doing with Dare? Did he make a pass at you?”

      “No, he was the perfect gentleman, damn it, and it’s all your fault.”

      “My fault. Wait a second. There’s something you aren’t telling me.”

      She knew she couldn’t tell Gabi what she’d proposed to Dare last night. Not if she wanted to retain her freedom. “I made a pass at him, okay?”

      “You what?”

      “He’s a good-looking man.”

      “I can’t argue that.”

      “Since you’re marrying the mirrored copy of him, I wouldn’t think so.”

      “Dare isn’t the right man for you.”

      “He was good enough for you for a time. What’s wrong with him?”

      “Well, nothing, really, but he isn’t the settling-down type.”

      “Neither am I, which makes him perfect.”

      “Oh, no you don’t. He isn’t the type to cut your teeth on.”

      “Why not? By all accounts, he knows what he’s doing with a woman.” Plus, she wouldn’t mind sinking her teeth into his backside. The man was yummy. A thought suddenly entered her head and she blanched. “You two didn’t…you know.”

      Oh God, had Gabi slept with Dare?

      “No, we never did. Don’t look so relieved, because you aren’t going to either.”

      “Are you really going to tell me who I can and cannot sleep with?”

      “I’m your older sister, so yes.”

      “It doesn’t work that way. I’m a grown woman with needs.”

      “You need to keep those needs away from Dare Wilde. He’ll break your heart.”

      “Maybe I’ll break his, did you ever think of that?” Morgan picked up her bag. “Never mind. I’ll find another place to stay.” She headed for her truck.

      “Now, Morgan, don’t be like that. You can stay here. In fact, I insist that you do.”

      She turned to face her sister. “Why? So you can keep an eye on me?”

      The answer was written all over her face.

      “I don’t need looking after, by you or anyone. Believe it or not, I can take care of myself just fine.” She opened the truck door and tossed in her bag, climbing in after it.

      Gabi stood on the porch, her hands raised out to her sides in frustration. Well, she wasn’t the only one who was frustrated.

      Lord knew, Morgan had spent a lot of time and energy helping out her family, her mom with Bailey and Harper, her dad with the taxidermy business, while Gabi had been off working in Hawaii, and Derek off doing what he did.

      She was tired of waiting around for her life to begin. Derek was off to New York following his dreams, and Gabi was opening an inn and starting a new life with Ryder.

      It was her time to do the things she wanted for a change.
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      “Jack!” Luke boomed, sliding his considerable bulk into the booth at the Pump House. “Good to see you.”

      “You, too, Luke. I ordered us a pitcher of beer. We have some planning to do. Your call couldn’t have come at a better time since Dare is driving everyone up a tree.”

      “I figured he might now that he’s lost Ryder to my oldest girl, but what do you know about him and Morgan? I have to tell you, I was bowled over when Morgan said she’d spent the night at his place. Mind you, on the couch, but that girl of mine said she made a pass at him.”

      A smile bloomed on Jack’s face. “Did she now? I love a woman who knows what she wants and takes charge.”

      “Yeah, but your boy turned her down. Granted, I’m glad he did, because according to Morgan, she’d had a few drinks. My biggest worry is do you think he’s ready to settle down? I wasn’t too worried about that when we were attempting to hook him and Gabi up, since they had a long dating history and it looked like they were willing to give it another go. But I don’t want my Morgan hurt. She’s a lot of bluster, but she has a tender heart.”

      “That’s just it. Dare is at loose ends. As far as I’ve heard, he hasn’t taken anyone out in months. That’s not like him. I think he’s finally grown up, sown his wild oats, and he’s ready for a mature relationship. I’d be pleased as punch if he and Morgan hit it off.”

      “Then let’s make this happen. Maybe we can have a double wedding with your boys and my girls.” Luke looked off dreamily at the thought, already seeing it happening.

      “We have back up with this matchmaking attempt. Ryder called a meeting last week. Dare’s loneliness is impacting the rest of the family. Apparently, the only one we have to worry about is your girl Gabi. Seems she’s not too keen on Dare and Morgan being together. Ryder’s really worried about it, which worries me. He’s got a freaky insight to his brother. Almost paranormal like.”

      “Gabi’s always been overprotective when it comes to Morgan. It stems from when Morgan came down with pneumonia when she was little and we almost lost her. It really impacted Gabi, and ever since then she acts more like a mamma bear than an older sister.”

      Jack nodded his head. “Sorene tends to do some of that with her sisters too. Not so much with the boys, which is interesting.”

      “So how are we going to do this?”

      “Well, we need to find a way for them to spend time together. That’s always worked with the others.”

      “Away from Ryder and Gabi,” Luke said.

      Jacked nodded his agreement.

      Suddenly Luke straightened. “Morgan’s been talking about moving out and renting Orwell’s old shack just a mile from your place. I put my foot down and said she couldn’t do it. Hell, the place doesn’t have running water and isn’t fit for humans.”

      Jack scratched his beard. “But it’s close to Dare, and the trails he runs his dogs on go right through there.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that. I still don’t like her alone out there without utilities.”

      “I don’t know. Might do her some good. From what I’ve heard, she wants to expand her vet skills to working as a refuge officer. There will be times on the job where she won’t have any creature comforts. The place does have a hot spring, and we could install a wind generator for power, or a gas-powered one for that matter, so she’d have electricity. And if she gets into trouble, Dare is her closest neighbor with me as a second.”

      They shared a crafty smile.

      “Guess I’m kicking my kid out of the house.”
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      Dare wandered around his empty apartment, picking up his phone, only to toss it down again. He’d left Morgan two messages over the last few days and she’d yet to return his calls, just texting him with:

      
        
        I’ll get back to you.

      

      

      What was up with that?

      She dropped a bomb that she wanted to sleep with him and then returned vague text messages?

      Was she contacting the other men on her list?

      Holy hell, that didn’t set well at all. He wanted to punch something, but there was nothing and no one to punch.

      He needed to see her, talk to her, make her see reason. What she had planned had regret written all over it. If not now, she would regret her decision later. But how did he talk to her if she didn’t return his calls? He had no idea where she was, where she hung out. It was late, so she wouldn’t still be at work unless she was called out for some sort of emergency. He’d already called Ryder to see if she was over at the inn. Ryder had informed him that Gabi and Morgan had a bit of a falling out and they hadn’t seen her in a few days.

      He wondered if the falling out had anything to do with him. He hoped not. One of the reasons he hadn’t jumped at Morgan’s suggestion was because he didn’t want to come between the sisters. Had he inadvertently anyway?

      Christ, what a mess. One that he needed to figure out a way to clean up. The sooner, the better, for all of them.

      Rambling around his living room, Dare surfed through the channels on the TV until he couldn’t stand it. Eska was curled up in the corner, ignoring his pacing. Damn it, he was sick of his own company. His dogs seemed sick of his company too. Not just Eska, but his whole team. He’s spent time with them earlier, giving each one attention, and then spending time cleaning up the yard—which didn’t need a lot of attention since he was meticulous about where his dogs lived. He had finished the chores—talking to each one, until they’d all curled up in their dog houses wanting him to stop his incessant chatter and let them sleep.

      He didn’t blame them. He couldn’t stand the sound of his own voice either.

      “Want to go visit Grandpa?” he asked Eska, who flopped on her side, giving him her answer. Obviously, she preferred to stay in the barn rather than venture out with him. He’d been talking nonstop to her, too, until she’d laid her head down on her paws and only occasionally opened one eye just to close it again with a hearty sigh, obviously bored or fed up with his rootless ways.

      Hell, he was fed up with himself. Maybe he needed to see someone for this—dare he call it—depression? It felt like a sort of depression, or life changing affirmation of some sort that he couldn’t figure out.

      Grabbing his jacket, he walked the short distance to the Wilde family cabin and entered, hoping to find some warm bodies.

      “Dad!” he hollered, entering the great room, and then, “Brey!”

      There was no answer.

      Come on, someone had to be home. The lights were on.

      He entered the kitchen, helped himself to a beer, and began wandering the large cabin, sipping the contents. The place was really too big now that the girls no longer lived here. It was just Brey and his dad, rambling around the place that had been built with a large family in mind. The only one of his siblings still living here was Brey and who knew how long he would stick around.

      Brey had made it big in the country music industry, so there had to be many vying for his attention. Though Brey seemed quiet about that part of the business. Dare knew something had happened in Nashville, something Brey was unwilling to talk about, brooding about the place like Heathcliff after Katherine. There had to be a woman involved, but getting anything out of Brey was like pulling a thorn from a bear’s paw. No one in their right mind was willing to attempt it.

      Since the first floor was empty, he headed upstairs and checked the bedrooms. No one. Next, he ventured to the basement, where he found Brey working in a sound studio.

      “Whoa, when did you do this?” Dare asked, impressed with the professional setup.

      Brey jumped, startled. He sat in front of a keyboard, a pencil in his hand writing down lyrics, and had obviously been caught up in what he was currently working on. “Make some damn noise, would you?”

      “I did. Hell, you had to be deep in thought not to have heard me stomping about the place.” He looked around the room, taking in the equipment. “You’ve been busy.”

      “Some of us do more than play,” Brey mumbled.

      “Hey, I work.”

      “Then why aren’t you working now?”

      “I’m waiting for it to snow.”

      “You can work your dogs with the four-wheeler.”

      True enough. “They aren’t feeling it.” Neither was he. He hadn’t been feeling a lot of things he loved lately.

      “The pups tell you that, did they?” Brey muttered, chewing on his pencil.

      “Pretty much. So whatcha doing? Need any help? I thought those lyrics I helped you with last time were gold.”

      “Maybe for a dog commercial,” Brey muttered.

      “Great idea. See, I helped you find another revenue of income. You can write jingles too.”

      Brey gave him a stony look. “Get out.”

      Dare laughed. “All right, I apologize. You’re much too talented for jingles.”

      “Damn right.”

      “Though I think I read somewhere that a lot of talented singers and songwriters did jingles early on in their careers. Barry Manilow for one.”

      “Barry Manilow?” Brey gave him an incredulous look. “When have you ever listened to Manilow?”

      “I found out by accident when one of my females gives birth to her pups, Manilow calms them down.”

      Brey tossed down his pencil and leaned back in his chair. “Dare, I’m swamped. Isn’t there someone else you can pester?”

      Pester? Had he become one of those men? “Do you know where Dad is?”

      “Something about helping Morgan Waterman move into Orwell’s old place.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, he and Luke have been over there the last few nights, helping her fix it up. There was talk of generators, firewood, running pipes for water. Stuff like that.”

      “Well, why didn’t anyone tell me?” Dare set his half-empty beer down and jumped to his feet and headed for the stairs.

      “Someone just did!” Brey hollered after him.

      Damn it, why hadn’t Morgan asked for his help? She asked for all the intimate help he could give. Why not practical things like the basics of survival?

      He knew about generators and he could chop wood.

      Why was he not good enough to call for help? He had more to offer her than just sex.

      Jumping into his truck, he raced over to the old Orwell place, finding no sign of Luke Waterman or his father, though Morgan’s truck was parked outside.

      Should he knock? Most likely not. She hadn’t really talked to him since her night at his place, no real communication whatsoever.

      Was she mad at him?

      He really didn’t want her upset with him. So how the hell should he handle this?

      Growling, he got out of his truck and banged on the door. Damn, if she was going ignore him after what she’d asked him to do…

      The door opened, and there was Morgan, dressed in a form-fitted tank top and ass-hugging yoga pants.

      “Hey, neighbor,” he greeted.
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      The last person Morgan thought she’d open her door to was Dare Wilde. How did he even know where she lived?

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, grabbing a shawl to throw over her bare shoulders. She felt naked under his penetrating stare. She’d been working out, doing yoga, and knew she was sweaty, her hair piled high on her head without a stitch of makeup on. Not the way she wanted him to see her. She needed her battle armor around her when she was near him, hair and face done, and flattering clothes. Her yoga getup didn’t leave a lot to the imagination and showed all her imperfections.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he said with a frown. “And why haven’t you called me back?”

      “I’ve been busy. Besides, I sent you a text.” The last few days had been crazy, what with breaking the news to her mom, who’d adamantly refused to let her move out here, and her dad, who had surprised her and agreed she needed her own space, and that the Orwell cabin was good experience for her current career plans. She swore Luke Waterman could try the patience of the Pope. One never knew how he would react to something. She thought for sure he would be the biggest hurdle when she’d mentioned she wanted to move out here. Nope, he’d helped her pack and then he and Dare’s dad had helped her get this old cabin into decent living condition.

      “We need to talk,” Dare said, pushing forward. “Are you going to let me in, or let all the heat out while we talk on the doorstep?”

      “Uh…sure. Come on in.” He was already inside before she finished talking. She shut the door and turned, pressing her back to the rough surface, wrapping the wool shawl around her tighter. Dare stood in the middle of the one-room cabin. There wasn’t a lot of space, but she thought she’d done a good job of making it comfortable.

      It had taken her days just to clean it. She’d even hired Bailey and Harper to help, promising them a bonus if they didn’t fight. That lasted four hours until she’d taken them home, their bonus forfeited.

      The place had been neglected for years and there was more than dust and cobwebs to sweep out. But now it was clean, with beige curtains that helped to brighten up the dark log walls. She’d moved in her double, brass bed from home, and it looked perfect with the promise quilt, in soft blues and greens, that her mother had made her for graduation.

      Jack had found her some old cabinets for the kitchen, and he’d even gone further than he’d needed to, finding a wooden slab for a counter. There was a small bistro table off to the side of that, and she had two camp chairs set up in front of the old potbelly stove, which currently blazed away, chasing out the chill.

      “Would you like something to drink?” she asked when Dare looked over the space, not saying anything.

      “What do you have?”

      “Uh…” She wasn’t sure. She’d yet to stock the place with groceries. Tonight would be her first night staying here. “I can make some tea.”

      “Sure.”

      She pushed off of the door and headed to the sink. While she didn’t have water coming into the cabin, she had a sink that drained with a cooler set up filled with water that she’d carted in from town. She filled the teakettle and placed it on top of the potbelly stove. Then she produced mugs with green tea bags.

      “Have a seat.” She gestured to the table where she set the mugs down. “And tell me why you’re here.”

      He frowned, sitting on one of the rickety chairs her dad had found in the depths of his garage. They were mismatched, one black, the other blue, both faded and worn with the wood showing through the paint in places. She had plans for them. The table had been another find, this one at Dare’s sister’s place, the Mystic Heart, made from recycled barn wood and finished to a natural pine shine. It was beautiful and fit the aesthetics of the cabin’s decor perfectly.

      “You know why I’m here,” he said.

      “Actually, I have no idea why you’re here.” She took a seat opposite him, waiting him out.

      “Why didn’t you ask for my help moving?” He indicated the cabin. “You’ve done some amazing work getting this place habitable. Last time I was here, the cabin wasn’t fit for vermin.”

      She shuddered. “Apparently, it was perfect for them. I found a nest of lemmings happily content. Not so much now, though I wouldn’t put past them to try to move back in.”

      He choked out a laugh. “I bet you did. I’m surprised you didn’t find more than that. You might need a cat. This place has been empty for years. Why are you living here?”

      “I needed my own place. I’m sure you can understand that. You and Ryder were working on converting the barn before you graduated high school.” They’d moved into it right after.

      “Well, living with four sisters will do that to you.”

      “Your sisters have nothing on Bailey and Harper. Those two are constantly at each other’s throats. It’s like living in a war zone. I had to get out of there.”

      “So it wasn’t because you needed your own place so that you could—” He suddenly broke off and his face reddened.

      “So I could have privacy to sleep with whomever I wanted?” She finished for him. “That did play into it, yes.”

      “Morgan—” he growled, but the teakettle whistled, interrupting him.

      She stood, using the corner of her shawl to pick up the hot handle and brought the kettle to the table. She didn’t say anything until she’d filled their mugs and set the kettle down on a ceramic trivet, one she’d picked up from the Arctic Tern in Fairbanks, made by the famous potter Raven Harte. Another reason she wanted to be introduced to Lynx and his family.

      “Listen, Dare—” she began, but he reached across the table and covered her hand with his.

      “No, you listen. I’ve given what you asked of me a lot of thought, and I have something to run by you.”

      She narrowed her eyes and looked at him, wondering what he was up to. It was hard to think with his warm, rough hand holding hers. Her whole arm tingled from his simple touch, and she was interested when he didn’t continue right away but instead just stared at their hands. She wondered if his arm tingled too? Then he surprised her further, by linking their fingers together.

      The sweetness of the action had a lump appearing in her throat and she tried to swallow it down.

      He leaned farther forward, capturing her eyes. “If we are going to do this, we need to do it right. I don’t want you to regret your first time.”

      Her heart leaped at his words. Was he saying he was actually willing to sleep with her? She sat there silent, not able to speak.

      “I want us to date first,” he said.

      “D-date?” she sputtered. “Why?”

      “Believe it or not, sex between a man and a woman means a lot to the man too. I don’t want my time with you to mean nothing. I need to know you—not just physically, but emotionally and mentally as well.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Taking the time to know each other makes the sex that much more pleasurable.”

      “But I don’t need that. I don’t want feelings to come into it.”

      Dare released her hand and sat back in his chair, studying her. “Who hurt you, Morgan?”

      She felt the blood drain from her face, and she was thankful for the dim lighting in the cabin, praying he didn’t notice.

      His mouth tightened into a hard line, obviously noticing. Damn it.

      “Who was he? What did he do? Is he the reason you want to get rid of your virginity so badly?”

      How had he guessed?

      She jumped up from her chair, needing distance between them. The last thing she wanted was for Dare to know his hockey buddy found her undesirable. Would he look at her with pity, wonder what was wrong with her? She did that enough on her own. The cabin was so small there was no space to be had. She hurried into the laughable living area, and in her rush to put some much-needed breathing room between them, tripped over the yoga mat she’d forgotten was there.

      Dare had her in his arms, before she hit the floor.

      “Careful, there,” he said softly, his big, strong arms wrapping around her, pressing their bodies close together. Their eyes met, and she felt like the world suddenly spun faster on its axis, causing her to feel suddenly dizzy.

      He reached up and smoothed a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “You are so beautiful, Morgan. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to turn you down the other night, when all I want to do is toss you on my bed and have my way with you?”

      Hard was right. What pressed against her belly was definitely interest. “Why didn’t you then?”

      “You deserve so much more than a quick spin in the sheets.” His fingers caressed the side of her face and then traced the outline of her lips, his eyes darkening with desire. “So much more.”

      Then he kissed her. Gently at first, exploring, trying to keep it light until she grabbed ahold of his hips. He groaned, and the kiss turned dark and dangerous. He nipped her lower lip and when she gasped, he entered her mouth with his tongue, finding hers and taking it on a dance so decadent she would have willingly agreed to anything he asked.

      Holy cow, the man could kiss.

      He cupped the back of her neck, bending her over his arm and holding her in place for him to dive deeper. Heat pooled low in her belly. The kiss went long, longer than any other kiss she’d ever received, creating all sorts of sensations to manifest themselves. Sensations she’d never felt before. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, all she could do was feel.

      And she wanted more. So much more of him. No one had made her feel like this. Like she was wanted, desired. In turn, she wanted to know what pleased him, what made him shout out in pleasure.

      He tore his mouth from hers, his lips kissing, nibbling down her neck to over her collarbone. He stripped her of the shawl, his hands caressing her shoulders, and then down her arms.

      How were her arms suddenly an erogenous zone?

      “Who was he, Morgan?” Dare asked huskily.

      And just like that, it was like someone dipped her in an icy lake. She stiffened in his hold and pushed weakly at his chest. “No one. There is no one.”

      He met her eyes, his piercing, not believing her. She felt like one of her dad’s taxidermy animals being nailed to the wall.

      “Why are you refusing to tell me?” he asked.

      “Because you know him, all right.”

      Shit, shit, shit!

      Why had she admitted that? She pushed harder at his chest until he released her, and then moved closer to the bed. Thinking better of it, she changed directions. The only problem was, Dare blocked her path.

      She really had nowhere to go.

      “Who is he and what the hell did he do to you?” he asked. It wasn’t really a question, but more of a demand.

      She felt like she’d been arrested and was now being interrogated. She’d already slipped up once, but if Dare knew it was Bart who had set her on this path, she feared Bart wouldn’t be long for these woods. Besides, how did she admit to him of all people how wounded she’d felt when Bart turned her down, even laughed at her at her virginal state for a woman of her age? Like she was long in the tooth, an old maid sitting on the shelf. No way could she admit to Dare, of all people, how that had made her feel.

      “I’m not going to tell you, so stop asking.” There take that. He couldn’t force water from a stone, and damn it, she was the stone, even though her knees weakened to jelly as he continued to stare at her.

      Stay strong, Morgan. He doesn’t need to know, and you don’t have to tell. So there.

      Childish as it sounded, she was holding her tongue. By the looks of him, lives depended on it.

      “Fine,” he gritted out through clenched teeth. “But I will get to the bottom of this. Until then, you are going to date me.”

      “I’m what?”

      “You heard me. Friday night, dinner, you and me. Be ready at seven.”

      “I will not.” She planted her hands on her hips.

      How dare he?

      “You will.”

      “Will not.”

      “You will if you don’t want your dad to know what you asked me to do.”

      “You’re blackmailing me?” she squeaked.

      “Yes, I am, and if I see you out with anyone from your list or not, your dad and Gabi will hear about it from me faster than lightning. Got it?”

      “You can’t do that.”

      “The hell I can’t. I’ll do whatever it takes to protect you from yourself.”

      “Dare!”

      “Don’t dare me. You will lose.” And with that, he slammed out of her cabin door.
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      Morgan still fumed when Dare knocked on her door Friday night promptly at seven, which surprised her as Gabi always complained how he was never on time. She’d given some serious thought about not being home when he arrived, but quickly discarded that idea. He’d most likely chase her down, or talk to her dad.

      Call her chicken, but she wasn’t willing to put his threat to the test.

      Swinging the door open, she was more than ready to continue their argument but a big bouquet of roses—a dozen if she wasn’t mistaken, and long stem to boot—silenced her quick enough. They shouldn’t soften her resolve, but they did. Dang it.

      No man had given her flowers before. These were her first, and they had to be the prettiest and most fragrant she’d ever seen.

      Burying her nose in their sweet spicy scent, she grumbled an invitation for him to enter, turning toward her tiny kitchen.

      “Still mad?” he asked, his lips quirking into a knowing smile.

      She harrumphed and looked for something to put the flowers in. She found an old tin pitcher the previous tenant had left probably fifty years ago or so, and filled it with water from her cooler.

      “Well, maybe this will improve your disposition. Lynx finally returned my call. He’s been on the peninsula helping out Briar Levine at the Rehabilitation Habitat in Seward. He can see us Sunday, if you want to drive up to Chatanika for the day.”

      And just like that her simmering anger dissipated and she couldn’t help but gift him with a smile. “Of course, I do. Thank you. And, thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful.”

      “They don’t compare to you.”

      And just like that sexual tension filled the room. Why couldn’t they stay in and put that tension to work? The more time she spent around Dare the more she wanted him.

      Dare cleared his throat. “Can you be ready at nine on Sunday? We can leave right after I finish my chores.”

      “Need help?” she was quick to ask, giving away her excitement over the outing.

      “I never turn down help.” He smiled. “Shall we go to dinner then?”

      “All right. I guess you’re out of the dog house. For now.”

      He chuckled. “Come on.” He helped her on with her coat, and then bundled her into his truck. They were bouncing down the dirt road when she thought to ask.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I made reservations at the Wild Rose for dinner. Afterward I thought we’d go dancing at the Pump House. Brey is singing tonight.”

      Which meant his whole family would most likely be there cheering Brey on, and most of the town, including her sister. “Is that a good idea? I mean, us at the Pump House…together? People will think we’re dating.”

      He gave her a steely, sideways glare that nailed her in her seat. “We are dating. Get used to the idea.”

      “But Gabi?”

      “She’ll have to get used to the idea too. No more buts,” he said when she opened her mouth to express another. “This is happening, Morgan.”

      “And what if I don’t want it to happen?”

      “Really? With what you asked of me? Believe it or not, I like to know the women I sleep with. I’m not a totally heartless bastard,” he muttered under his breath.

      “Of course, you aren’t. You’re one of the best men I know.” She had a moment of misgiving that she’d somehow hurt his feelings. But how could that be? He should be flattered. Shouldn’t he?

      “Yet you had no compulsion about asking me to sleep with you for one night, no strings attached. I’m not a stud for hire.”

      She had hurt his feelings. “I don’t think of you like that.”

      “That’s how your request made me feel. Put yourself in my place, Morgan. What if I had proposed to you what you did to me? How would that make you feel?”

      She worried her bottom lip, feeling sick to her stomach, and wished she could disappear in a cloud of smoke. “Dare, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. I never meant to make you feel like that.”

      “I know you didn’t, but that doesn’t change the fact that you are going to date me. It’s the least you can do to make up for it.” He gave her a wicked smile now and she wondered what he was up to.

      Could he really be interested in her? They’d shared some pretty hot kisses, but was he serious, like wanting a relationship serious? The roses and the dating seemed to point that way.

      They drove up Heartbreak Ridge, and the lights from town twinkled like colorful crystals below with Mistress Lake reflecting the stars above. The temperature had dropped into the single digits, painting the trees in a thin layer of frost. Everything had a magical quality to it, yet there was danger in the sharp, hostile beauty.

      Dare parked at the top of the hill where the Wild Rose had been built. It was still fairly new, only open for the last six months, but so far they seemed to be making a go of it.

      “I’ve never eaten here,” Morgan said. “Have you?”

      “A few times.”

      She wondered how many other women he’d brought here for dinner, and she didn’t like the prick of jealousy that intruded.

      She went to open her door, but Dare placed an arm across her, keeping her in place.

      “Don’t move.” Then he climbed out and walked around the truck and opened the door for her.

      She was struck dumb by the action. She’d never had a man open a door for her before. She’d seen her dad to it often for her mom, but she figured that was a lost nicety with this new generation.

      “Thank you,” she said, taking the gallant hand he offered.

      Once on level ground, he wrapped that hand around her lower back and guided her into the restaurant. She loved, and yet felt uncomfortable, with how caring and gentle he was being with her. It messed with her emotions and she didn’t like that. She much preferred keeping things light and impersonal. It seemed Dare was trying to do whatever he could to trigger her emotions. Well, she had to be stronger than that. She didn’t know what his game was yet, but she’d find out.

      Dare opened the huge glass door etched with wild roses for her, and they walked up to the reservation desk.

      “Wilde, party of two,” Dare told the hostess, a young woman who looked him over appreciatively.

      Morgan wanted to claw her eyes out.

      What was wrong with her? She didn’t even know this woman, which was amazing since she thought she knew everyone in town. But to feel violent toward this girl who she didn’t even know? Where the hell had that come from?

      The woman, her name tag said she went by Faline—Faline, as in Bambi’s sweetheart?—picked up two menus and then sashayed before them in a tiny, tight, black skirt on tastefully, slim high heels to a table in the corner overlooking the view of the town.

      “Can I get you anything from the bar, Dare?” she purred, leaning forward to place their menus on the table, giving him an ample view of her assets.

      They knew each other?

      “Morgan?” Dare asked, deferring to her.

      “Uh…” What did one order in such a posh place?

      Dare took pity on her and answered for them both, “We’ll, take a few waters for now and look over the menu and then decide. Thank you, Faline.”

      “Wonderful. Miguel will be with you shortly.” Faline smiled at Dare, ignoring Morgan, and then thankfully sauntered away with that ridiculous high-fashion model walk of hers.

      Morgan leaned forward, the menu cradled to her chest. “I have to tell you, I’m a bit uncomfortable here. I didn’t dress for a place like this.” She was so out of her element and felt like everyone was watching her, ready to point and laugh. The meal had to cost more than she made in a day, and she didn’t want Dare spending that kind of money on her. Unless he expected them to split the bill? If that was the case, she was sticking with just bread for dinner.

      “You’re perfectly dressed. In fact, you look more delicious than anything on the menu.”

      Heat infused her body, causing her to squirm in her seat. Why did he say things like that to her? He had to know what they did. “I’m in jeans and a sweater.”

      “And so am I. So, what’s the problem?”

      She grumbled under her breath, but he didn’t catch it as “Miguel” appeared silently from somewhere.

      “Dare!” he exclaimed, his arms going wide for a man hug.

      Dare got to his feet and returned the hug. “Good to see you, Mike, or should I call you Miguel now?” he asked with a smirk.

      Mike/Miguel winced. “That’s Faline’s way of making us seem more ‘upscale’ to justify the prices on the menu. Man, it’s good to see you.”

      Dare turned to Morgan. “Mike, if you don’t know Morgan Waterman, I’m sure you’ve heard of her family and that her sister Gabi is marrying Ryder.”

      Mike offered her his hand to shake. “Nice to meet you, Morgan. I’ve met your sister once, out at the Forget-Me-Not Inn. Ryder is a lucky man.” He looked between her and Dare. “How did Dare ever talk such a lovely woman like yourself out on a date with the likes of him?”

      “Dibs,” Dare growled. “Hands and eyes off. She’s with me.”

      Morgan didn’t know what to say so stayed silent, shaking Mike’s hand and giving him a vague, confused smile.

      “I can see that,” Mike said, his dark eyes twinkling. “So, what can I get you?” He waved away the menu. “Don’t bother yourself with that. You want one of the specials. Tonight, we have a baked gruyere halibut that melts in your mouth, served with steamed asparagus and saffron rice. As well as the most succulent prime rib, if you prefer a turf verity, and a pesto ptarmigan, both come with baked potatoes and all the fixings along with the floral house salad. I highly recommend all three. Mom has outdone herself.”

      “Your mother is the chef?” Morgan asked.

      “This restaurant is a family affair, encouraged by yours truly.” He slapped Dare’s shoulder. “Faline’s my sister. The three of us moved here from Oregon a few years ago, and this guy took one bite of my mamma’s cooking and said we should open a restaurant, even investing his own money. And well, here we are.”

      Morgan looked at Dare, seeing him in a new light. He was part owner in a restaurant?  “How did you two find each other?”

      “Hockey,” Mike said. “No one skates like this guy. Though I’m a close second if Ryder isn’t around. If he is, then I tend to fall to third.” He turned to address Dare. “We really need a hockey game.”

      “Yes, we do,” Dare agreed. “Hopefully Puck Pond will freeze solid enough over in the next week, and we can schedule one.”

      “Until then, which of the specials can I get for you?”

      Dare looked at Morgan, and she suddenly felt the pressure to decide. “Could you give us a minute?”

      “Of course. I’ll bring out some homemade sourdough and pumpernickel bread until then. Be right back.” Mike hurried away, stopping at another table where Morgan recognized the mayor of Heartbreak and his wife.

      She was so out of her element.

      “Are you all right?” Dare asked, looking at her concerned.

      He should be concerned. What was he thinking bringing the daughter of a taxidermist to a place like this? The fancied place she’d ever dined was Sizzler in Fairbanks.

      “First, are we splitting the bill? Because if we are, I need to know now because I don’t think I can afford much more than water here. I shelled out most of my nest egg for the sad place I’m living in.”

      Dare fell back in his chair. “Are you serious? I asked you out, that means I’m paying, and the prices here aren’t as bad as you think. Unless you order the king crab, then you might need to give up your first born. Sorry, that was a bad joke.” He leaned across the table, his brows furrowed. “Morgan, what’s the problem?”

      She fidgeted with the cloth napkin—cloth for heaven’s sake! “I don’t fit in here.”

      “Of course you do. Why wouldn’t you?”

      How did she explain without making him feel sorry for her and her family? Obviously, his family didn’t look down on the Watermans, like some in town did.

      “Nothing,” she mumbled.

      He took her hand in his, stopping her fretting with the cloth napkin. “I doubt it’s nothing. Please, tell me.”

      She squirmed in her seat again. “It’s not really dinner conversation material.”

      “We’re getting to know each other better, that is what this date is about. You can ask me anything, and I hope you’ll share why you feel uncomfortable here. Just so you know, Mike and his family were restaurateurs of a small diner in Astoria. They are real people, regardless of the pomp atmosphere Faline is trying to project in this place, though the place deserves it. With how Mike’s mom cooks, she could be an award-winning chef in New York City or Paris.”

      Morgan expressed a whoosh of air at the realization. Maybe she wouldn’t be found so wanting. “Well…you know my dad is a taxidermist.”

      “Yes, and mine plays with logs. Why would that matter?”

      “Well, money has always been tight in my family, what with the five of us kids, and Dad wanting Mom to be a stay-at-home mom. And, well, in school I was called Mangy Morgue,” she admitted, under her breath.

      “What? You’re shitting me?”

      “Nope, I wasn’t like Gabi, blond with big breasts and the perfect cheerleader body. I was all limbs, skinny and clumsy as all get out. Still am some times. I had long, curly hair that tended to matte, and wore I hand-me-downs that were always too big or short on me. I was long and gangly with bucked teeth and bad acne. I also helped my dad out a lot at the shop. In grade school, I made the biggest mistake of my life, taking a stuffed marmot that I had done myself and was really proud of in for show and tell. The kids nicknamed me Mangy Morgue after that unfortunate decision, and it stuck.” Why was she telling him all this? She’d worked hard to lose the nickname and hadn’t thought about it in years, until sitting across from a man more handsome than any other she knew—well, except Ryder—but Dare was striking in a wild way, completely different than Ryder’s more groomed appearance.

      “Mangy Morgue?” Dare said, looking incredulous. “A lot of creativity went into that. What about Road Kill or Crypt Keeper? I think those are much more fitting for a taxidermist’s assistant.”

      She looked at him in horror and then burst out laughing, covering her mouth. “Holy crap, I’m so glad you weren’t in my grade.”

      “If I had been you wouldn’t have been plagued with name calling.”

      “Sure, I would have. I was an awkward teen with braces and acne.”

      “Which of us wasn’t awkward? Back then, I was not the put-together man you see today. Imagine walking around school, trying not to look at girls or catch their sweet scent because you’d get a boner? I didn’t carry books around because I was studying them.”

      She giggled at the picture he painted. “Sounds like a real problem.”

      “You have no idea how embarrassing it is when you can’t control your own body. Girls held all the power. It wasn’t until later that I realized they had no clue they did. Well, some caught on early and made my life a living hell.”

      “Was Gabi one of them?”

      “If she had been, I wouldn’t have had the nerve to ask her out.”

      She still remembered that first time he came to the house to pick Gabi up. She’d hidden in the kitchen, peeking around the corner of the wall. “You were hot. I was jealous of Gabi each time you picked her up for a date.” She sighed. “You were my idea of Prince Charming.”

      He choked out a laugh. “Your sister sure didn’t see me that way. She kissed my brother and broke up with me twice, dumping me right before prom, leaving me to go stag.”

      “Twice? I knew about the one time, but I can’t believe she was crazy enough to break it off with you more than once.”

      “Well, it was more my fault than hers. I tend to forget things when I’m training, and after spacing a few important dates, like her birthday for one, and talking Ryder into standing in for me on homecoming, she’d had enough, and rightly so.”

      “Well, at least you went to your prom. I didn’t have my first date until college. Remember I said I was a late bloomer?”

      Mike showed up then, interrupting their trek down memory lane. “So, what have we decided?”

      “Uh…” Morgan said, looking guiltily down at her unopened menu.

      “Caught up in each other, I see.” Mike nodded. “How about I surprise you?”

      “That would be great. Thanks, Mike. Bring over a bottle of champagne while you’re at it,” Dare said.

      “Champagne?” Mike raised his eyebrows. “Are we celebrating something important?”

      “Yes.” Dare took Morgan’s hand in his and kissed her fingers, causing heat to flood her face. “Our first date, which has been a long time in coming.”

      “Well, then, that is something worth celebrating. Champagne coming up.”
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      They shared halibut and prime rib off each other’s plates and drank the whole bottle of champagne, the dinner stretching out for hours as they talked and laughed. Dare flirted harder than he ever had in his life, loving the way Morgan blushed so sweetly, and regarded him with growing curiosity under her thick lashes.

      She was an engaging conversationalist, funny, intelligent, and he was completely smitten when she admitted her love of all things Star Trek, even going so far as to admit that she had her own tribble, from the 1967 season two, episode fifteen.

      She actually knew the episodes. A woman after his own heart.

      He soon realized that she didn’t put on any airs and seemed as low maintenance as they came. He could see them out on the trail for days, with just the two of them and his dogs, and she wouldn’t complain about not having the comforts of home. The cabin she was currently living in told him she could rough it.

      He’d never met a woman with whom he could see sharing that part of his life, which was a huge part of him. Mostly the women he dated for any length started to complain about the time he spent training on the trail and working in his shop. Morgan wouldn’t. She would be right beside him, pitching in and enjoying the freedom the open trail promised.

      By the time Mike set dessert in front of them—blueberry eclairs topped with edible violets—he knew he was falling in love with her, if not already gone.

      She was the one.

      He should have been worried that it was too soon, that they didn’t know each other well enough yet. But Wilde men fell hard and fast when they recognized their soulmate.

      Now how to get Morgan to want some strings attached to him, because he wanted to tie her to him in the worst way. Which meant he couldn’t sleep with her. Not yet. Maybe not until he actually dragged her to the altar.

      Christ, he actually had the marriage word pop into his head and it didn’t make him want to run. If anything, it filled him with warmth and a feeling of rightness.

      Their plates had been cleared and cups of coffee set in front of them.

      “Anything else I can bring you?” Mike asked.

      “Just the check,” Dare said.

      “You know your money isn’t any good here,” Mike returned.

      “Your mom has to quit doing that.”

      “You want to tell her?”

      Dare blanched at the thought of confronting the little powerhouse.

      “Yeah, me either. Good to see you, Dare, and Morgan, it was my pleasure to serve you tonight.”

      “The meal was wonderful.” Morgan beamed. “One of the best I’ve ever had. Thank you, and thank your mom for me too.”

      “See.” Mike slapped Dare on the back. “That’s the only payment we need. You two have a good rest of your night.” He winked.

      Dare waited a beat and then leaned forward. “Is he gone?”

      “Mike?” She looked around the dining room. “He just ducked into the kitchen.”

      “Good. Let’s go.” He stood and reached for his wallet, taking out two hundred dollars bills and leaving them under his coffee cup.

      “You’re sneaky,” she said with a smile.

      “You have no idea.” He hurried her out of the restaurant and into his truck, knowing that if Mike saw the money before he was out of the parking lot, he’d be chased down.

      “How many people know you are part owner in a restaurant?” Morgan asked once they were safely headed down the ridge.

      “Not part owner, just a small investor,” he corrected.

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      He flashed her a smile. “Hey, I’m trustworthy, and I’m smarter than most people give me credit for. Each of us kids received some money when we turned a certain age from a trust my mom set up before she died. I decided to invest some of it in the Wild Rose.”

      “Very smart. With the view and the food, the place is going to make a killing.”

      “I thought so. Are you up for some dancing?”

      She groaned. “Do we have to?”

      “I want to hold you in my arms, and if I do that with people around, I won’t get you naked.”

      “But I want you to get me naked.”

      The truck swerved at her words. Christ, he wanted her naked too. In the worst way. But if they slept together, she wouldn’t have any use for him anymore. He needed time for her to care about him, because he already cared too much for her.

      “It’s dangerous to say things like that to a man operating machinery. All his blood leaves his big brain and his little brain takes over.”

      She laughed at his words, the sound lighthearted, reminding him of the sound icicles made when they clinking together. “Men are complicated creatures.”

      Creatures being the right word, but complicated not so much, not compared to women.

      “Would dancing with me be so bad?” he asked when what he really wanted to know what were her objections over being seen with him. Was it just Gabi’s opposition, or did Morgan object to others in town knowing?

      “I think I can stomach it.”

      “High praise. Thank you for that.”

      “You know what I mean.” She gave a heavy sigh. “It’s just the rest of the town, your family, mine. I don’t like people in my business.”

      “Yet you live in a small town.”

      “In other words, are you saying I should be used to it by now?”

      “Well.” He shrugged. “You said it, I didn’t.” He parked on the street near the Pump House. Since it was Friday night, and Brey was singing, the place was packed.

      Dare climbed out of the truck and walked around to the other side to help Morgan out. This time she had no problem waiting for him. She really didn’t want people seeing them together. Well, too bad. The only way he knew to stake his claim, was to be here where most of the townsfolk frequented. And he wanted the town to know she was with him. Hell, the world.

      He opened her door and helped her down, not moving back to give her room, instead trapping her against the seat. Bracketing his hands around her upper arms, he leaned in. “I want people to see us together. I want to be with you, Morgan. I want more with you than just sex.” Then he kissed her, silencing any protests she might utter. She melted into him, giving him the courage to go through with this.

      More than once he’d thought about calling it off, taking her somewhere else or taking her home. But something inside him told him to hold his ground. Well, he was holding it—barely—and she was kissing him back. That had to be a good sign, right?

      He reluctantly broke the kiss, breathing hard, his body tense with needing more of her. He stepped back, shut the door, and took her hand in his. “Come on.”
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      Deafening noise greeted them as they entered the Pump House. It had been a low thrum outside, but inside, a party raged. Rather than finding them a table, he helped Morgan out of her coat and then slipped out of his, tossing them at an open-mouthed Gabi and Ryder stationed at a booth with Sorene and Ash, and swung Morgan out onto the dance floor.

      He did want to dance with her, wanted to hold her close, but he also wanted to show her a good time. There was much more to him than she believed, and he wanted to show her everything. Lay himself bare, which was a first for him. Now, if he could only get her to do the same. He’d been encouraged at dinner, with her revealing the bullying she received in school, but it wasn’t enough. He wanted to know everything.

      Again, another first for him.

      He twirled her around, and they danced to an old eighties song from Journey playing through the sound system. Brey hadn’t taken the stage yet, but he would soon. He only liked to do these impromptu visits, and he never played more than four or five songs. Mostly ballads. It was a good set up for Avery Dawson, the owner of the Pump House—and soon to be his brother-in-law as he was engaged to Cat—to close the night out with Brey, since it calmed the rabble-rousers down, giving him an easier time clearing out the bar without mishap.

      “I need a drink,” Morgan shouted over the music.

      He guided her toward the bar, where Avery was acting as bartender. Dare knew that this was Avery’s favorite part of his job. He loved the people and the work—counseling the customers, mixing them drinks, and brewing his microbrews—much more than running the business end of the Pump House.

      “Well, you two can sure cut a rug,” Avery said. “What can I get you?”

      “Just water for me,” Morgan said, catching her breath.

      “Same,” Dare said.

      “Water? Seriously? I have a soon-to-be wife to support,” Avery said with a mock frown.

      Dare laughed. “Like my sister would ever let you support her.”

      Avery shrugged. “You’re right. That woman of mine has a better mind for business than I do.”

      “I don’t know,” Dare said. “I see the two of you being a power couple in this town.”

      Avery smiled. “You know, you’re right. For that, drinks are on the house.”

      Brey walked on stage with his guitar to a round of applause and a few hoot and hollers. Then everything went quiet, waiting for him to start strumming.

      Gabi sidled up to Morgan. “Can I have a word with you?”

      Dare grabbed Morgan’s hand, barely giving her enough time to set her glass down without spilling what was left of her water. “Not now, Brey’s about to play my favorite song.”

      He dragged Morgan away from her sister and wrapped his arms around her as Brey began singing his soulful song about love lost. Dare hoped someday that Brey would write songs about love gained.

      He pulled Morgan close and slowly moved against her.

      “You know, Gabi isn’t going to stand for that,” Morgan said, her arms wrapping around his shoulders.

      He was all about delaying that confrontation and hopefully dumping it in his brother’s lap. Let him deal with Gabi. He had enough on his plate with Morgan.

      Wrapping her closer to him, he got lost in the lyrics. She must have too, as she cozied closer, until there wasn’t enough space between them for light to slice through.

      The song ended, and Bart tapped him on his shoulder. “Mind if I cut in?”

      “Yes, I do.” Dare stood his ground. What the hell was Bart up to?

      “Well, it really isn’t up to you, now is it?” Bart looked at Morgan.

      “Dare, give us a moment,” she said, her eyes imploring him to understand. Understand what? “Please,” she added when she assumed correctly that he wasn’t about to share her with Bart.

      Reluctantly, he released her into Bart’s arms, even though everything inside him told him not to. He moved aside, off the dance floor where Ryder met him.

      “I don’t like this,” Ryder said, watching Bart enfold Morgan in his lumberjack arms.

      “And you think I do?”

      “I know you don’t. I can feel it down to my bones.”

      “Where’s Gabi?”

      “Stewing in the corner. Don’t worry, I’ll deal with her. You’re falling in love with Morgan, aren’t you?”

      The twin thing was alive and well as always. “Yeah, I am. Just realized it tonight when I could see myself married to her. Tell Gabi that. It might help.” He hoped it would, and maybe get Gabi on his side.

      “They’re a little too familiar, don’t you think?” Ryder said, referring to Bart and Morgan. “Think there’s some history there?”

      History.

      Oh, God. The reason why.

      “Shit, he’s the one.”

      “One what?” Ryder asked.

      But it was too late. Dare strode toward the two of them, getting close enough to overhear Bart say, “I was too hasty that night, and I shouldn’t have done what I did. I’d like to give it another try.”

      That night? What the hell did he do to her?

      “You’re too late,” Dare said, grabbing Bart’s shoulder and swinging him away from Morgan.

      “What the hell?” Bart said, confused.

      “You should be asking what Hell has in store for you for what you did to her.” Then without thinking, testosterone pumping, he threw a punch connecting squarely with Bart’s ironclad jaw, bones cracking in his hand. Bart threw the next one, among screams from Morgan and the surrounding couples.

      The music stopped as Dare recovered from the jaw-splitting punch and head-butted Bart’s middle. Bart was a bear of a man, with shoulders that plowed through many games of football, but Dare was quick.

      “Knock it off!” Avery hollered, grabbing Dare’s collar and choking him with it. “What the hell have I told everyone?” He yelled to the surrounding crowd. “No. Fighting. Inside. Take it outside.” He tossed Dare toward the door.

      “No problem,” Dare croaked out, getting his breath back.

      “I’m fine with that,” Bart agreed. “But I’d like to know why first. I thought we were buddies?”

      Dare had thought of Bart as a friend and an all-around good guy, but that was before he saw him with Morgan and knew Bart was the reason she’d set off on her deflowering path.

      “We were, until I figured out what you did to her.” Dare pointed to Morgan.

      Morgan’s face turned ashen, and he suddenly realized he’d stepped in it. Not only had he stepped in it, but he buried himself in a hole that might be bigger than he could climb out of.

      Morgan backed away from him, shaking her head, tears filling her eyes. “Why? Why would you do this? You knew I didn’t want to come here, and then you did this?”

      “Morgan.” He moved toward her, his hand reaching out for her.

      She threw hers up in the air to avoid him. “No. Don’t. Of all the things I wanted from you, this was certainly not on the list.”

      Gabi appeared, followed by Ryder who gave him a gloomy look.

      “Come on, Morgan,” Gabi said. “We’ll take you home.” Gabi bundled Morgan up in her coat and guided her toward the door, all the while giving Dare the evil eye.

      Yep, he was really deep in the shit.

      “Morgan,” Dare called. “Please.”

      She swiveled around. “Please what? Ruin my reputation and any chance I have?”

      Have?

      She certainly didn’t mean that he’d ruined her chances at losing her virginity? Holy shit. One look at her said exactly that.

      Well, in for a pound…

      “I want to marry you!” he shouted in front of everyone, including his dad, who had moved toward the front of the gathering crowd.

      “Marry you?” Morgan said. “Are you insane?’

      “Yes, insane about you. Morgan Waterman, you’re the one, the one I’ve been waiting all my life for.”

      “How can I be? You didn’t even know I existed until a few months ago.”

      She was kind of right about that, which made him flinch. He’d known who she was, but not her personally. “When you know, you know,” he finished lamely.

      “When you know, you know?” Morgan parroted. “Let me tell you what I know.”

      Oh shit. He braced himself.

      “You dated my sister, hell, pretty much every woman in this town. How the hell do you know anything?”

      “I just…know. You’re the one,” he finished lamely.

      “Well, I’m not ready for what you think you want.” She gestured to Ryder. “Yeah, I figured out that what Ryder has you want. Well, I’m not willing to settle for that. I’m not willing to settle for any man. I have dreams, my own career, and I won’t allow… any limitations I have stop me.”

      Virginity wasn’t a damn limitation, he wanted to fire back at her, but he wisely kept his mouth shut.

      Then she was gone. Swept out by Gabi, with Ryder following behind. He stood there on the middle of the dance floor, Brey frozen in his act of strumming, and everyone else with their beers halfway to their mouths.

      Avery saved him. “Come on. I think you need a drink and we’d better get you some ice for that hand.”

      He had a feeling he needed more than ice. He needed x-rays, and maybe his head examined while he was at it.
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      “What were you thinking?” Sorene demanded. Dare’s oldest sister was in full mom mode, her hands on her hips and furrows wrinkling her brow. He wouldn’t be surprised if she tried to ground him.

      Currently, he cooled his heels in an examination room at Mercy Heartbreak Medical Clinic, waiting for Gideon to bring back the results of his x-rays. He already knew his hand was broken. He just wished half his family hadn’t decided to tag along and then proceed to drive home how stupid his actions—in front of a good portion of the town—had been.

      “It was apparent to everyone at the Pump House that he wasn’t thinking,” his dad commented. “Wild Streak, you don’t ask a woman to marry you that way, right after decking her ex. Have I taught you nothing on how to treat a woman?”

      “I know, Dad. I screwed up.” Royally. And why hadn’t anyone told him Bart Bruhn was Morgan’s ex?

      “That you did. Now what are going to do about fixing it?”

      Hell if he knew, but he needed to figure it out somehow, and fast. He wondered if he could implore his dad and maybe Morgan’s dad to perform their matchmaking mojo. Lord knew, he was going to need all the help he could get. First, he needed to get his hand casted so he could get the hell out of here.

      How had he not known Bart and Morgan had dated? It was a goddamn small town. He should have known, or he should have at least investigated. The Heart to Heart Network could have helped him, for once in his life. It wouldn’t have taken him long to figure out that Bart was the one who had hurt Morgan. But exactly what had Bart done? He should have found that out, too, before going after him in front of everyone. Morgan had his thinking all twisted.

      “You’re lucky Bart isn’t pressing charges,” Sorene said.

      Gideon returned with his x-rays and held them up for them to see. Luckily, Gideon had only allowed two of his family members into the exam room. The others were cooling their heels in the waiting room, most likely waiting their turn to give him a piece of their minds.

      “It’s broken,” Gideon stated the obvious.

      “I told you it was,” he mumbled.

      Gideon raised a sardonic brow as if to say, “I’m the doctor here, and I’ll determine if its broken or not.”

      “Fortunately, it’s a clean break of the third and fifth metacarpals, and you won’t need surgery,” Gideon said. He looked at Sorene and Jack. “You two might want to step out for this. I need to set the bones, and it’s not going to be pleasant.”

      Sorene visibly shuddered. “Yeah, I don’t want to see that.”

      “I’m staying,” Jack said. “With Kennadee on call tonight at the fire station, you need a nurse to help you out.”

      “This isn’t my first broken bone,” Dare said. It was more like his fifth, or maybe sixth. No, scratch that. How could he forget breaking his collarbone? That break had really sucked. So, this made his seventh. Geez, the way he was going, he’d be plagued with arthritis before he was thirty. “I don’t need anyone to hold my hand.”

      Sorene patted his shoulder. “I’ll be back when the deed is done. Hang in there, Dare.”

      Like he had a choice.

      Gideon produced a needle, and Dare shied away from it, cradling his damaged hand in the crook of his other arm, his body breaking out in a cold sweat at the sight of the wicked thing. “What are you going to do with that?”

      “Believe me, you want me to numb your hand up before we do this.”

      He hated needles. They were right up there with seeing the dentist and attending parent-teacher conferences.

      “How long will it take to set the bones?” he asked.

      “A few seconds. Probably.” Gideon shrugged.

      “Then I’d rather not have the needle.”

      “You can’t be serious?” He glared at him. “Dare, this isn’t going to be a picnic.”

      “I know. Just do it already.”

      “All right. If you’re sure.” Gideon set down the needle, and Dare relaxed.

      Somewhat.

      He knew what was coming next would hurt worse than punching Bart’s granite jaw and breaking the damn hand.

      “Lie down, please,” Gideon instructed. “Jack, if you want to hold down his other arm.”

      “Sure thing, doc.”

      “Why?” Dare asked.

      “So you don’t take a swing at me when I set this.”

      “Come on,” he scoffed. “I’m not going to do that.”

      “You’re right, which is why Jack will hold you down. Your only other choice is to let me use the needle to deaden your hand.”

      “Fine,” he mumbled, lying down. His dad stood on the other side of him and clamped his hands over Dare’s other arm.

      “Ready?” Gideon asked.

      “Just set the damn thing. I need to get out of here.”

      He had to talk to Morgan, needed to mend fences. He’d broken more than his hand tonight. That was his last thought before pain sliced through him like fire, and he screamed like a little girl.
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      “What is going on between you and Dare?” Gabi asked Morgan once they were inside Morgan’s sad excuse for living quarters. Ryder stayed quiet, looking over the place as though fascinated while Gabi took center stage in the small, one-room cabin.

      “Nothing,” Morgan said, tossing her coat on the bed.

      “That wasn’t nothing at the Pump House. He asked you to marry him for God’s sake.”

      “Yeah, well…” How did she explain that? How the hell did she compartmentalize it herself? She had no clue why he’d done such a crazy thing…and in front of so many people. The whole town would know what happened tonight by morning, if not sooner. The Heart to Heart Network usually worked overtime with juicy stuff like this.

      “Morgan, what’s going on?” Gabi glared at her, giving her that stubborn look of hers that said there was no fibbing her way through this.

      “Uhm, I think I’ll take a walk outside,” Ryder said.

      “Oh no, you don’t.” Gabi pointed a finger at him. “You stay put. Knowing Dare, you have an idea of what is going on here more than both of us.”

      “Oh God, did he tell you?” Morgan asked, horrified, staring at Ryder, who acted more nervous than he should.

      Holy hell, he knew.

      Ryder held up his hands. “Please keep me out of this.”

      “Oh, no, he did tell you.” Morgan covered her face, wanting to disappear under the floorboards.

      “What did he tell you?” Gabi demanded of Ryder. “When did he tell you, and why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

      Ryder held his hands up in front of him. “I don’t want any part of this.”

      “Well, you’re in it, so give.” Gabi planted her fists on her hips, blocking the only exit.

      “I can’t.” He gave an imploring look toward Morgan, and she took pity on him.

      “I asked Dare to rid me of my virginity,” she said, closing her eyes and flinching, waiting for the fallout. When there was no immediate explosion, she opened one eye and looked at Gabi.

      She stood still as ice. “You did what?” she asked softly, dangerously.

      “You heard me.”

      “What did he say?”

      She fidgeted on her feet. “Well, he said no, and that we had to date each other, which is totally unnecessary.”

      Gabi sucked her lips between her teeth and began pacing in a circle. Morgan waited her out, still wondering when the explosion was going to happen. She glanced up at Ryder, who seemed as confused and wary as she felt.

      Gabi turned and pointed at Ryder. “And you knew about this?”

      “Uh…yes,” Ryder admitted, looking down at the floor.

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

      “Well…”

      “Don’t get on his case,” Morgan said. “It has nothing to do with him and everything to do with Dare and me. Really, this is none of your business.”

      Ryder whooshed out a breath of air and took a step back as Gabi’s expression became thunderous.

      “Nothing to do with us?” Gabi said, looking incredulous. “With me? You are my sister.”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t give you any say in my sexual escapades.”

      “Sexual escapades?” Gabi repeated. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Not at all. Did I have anything to say about you and Ryder? Of course not. That is your business, and this is mine. So, stay out of it.”

      “You’re my sister,” she repeated. “How am I supposed to stay out of it?”

      “You dated Dare. Is he a bad person?”

      “Well, no, but…”

      “No buts. He’s a good guy, despite what happened tonight. Hell, I have no idea why he did what he did.” She rubbed her hands over her face.

      Ryder held up a finger. “I might be able to help with that.”

      Both of them turned toward him, but it was Gabi who spoke first. “Do enlighten us.”

      “He’s in love,” Ryder said with a shrug.

      “That’s ridiculous. How can he be?” Morgan asked, her heart clenching in her chest.

      “Us Wilde men know what we want when we see it. We fall in love fast and forever.” He looked at Gabi and then back to Morgan. “Granted, while Dare didn’t go about it in the right way, he has deep feelings for you, Morgan.”

      Gabi immediately softened. “You’re sure?”

      “Totally.”

      “Well, then.” Gabi smiled and then frowned again, turning back to Morgan. “What about Bart?”

      “What about him?” Morgan edged.

      “Are you seeing him too?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “When were you dating Bart, and why was Dare so mad at him?” Gabi touched her shoulder, her forget-me-not blue eyes huge pools of worry. “Did Bart do something to you?”

      “He’s done nothing to me, okay. I don’t know why Dare did what he did tonight.” Though she had a pretty good idea. Maybe she should have told him what happened between her and Bart? At least then, he wouldn’t have gone off on Bart halfcocked. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to put this night to bed.”

      “Come on, Gabriella. Let’s give her some space.” Ryder reached for Gabi’s hand and attempted to pull her toward the door.

      “Maybe I should spend the night?”

      “Why? I’m perfectly fine.” Confused as all get out, but still fine. “I’d like to be alone.” Lord knew, she needed time to think.

      “All right. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Please, no more talking.

      She didn’t say anything. Instead, she took the hug Gabi gave her and showed them the door, locking it behind them, and embracing the quiet.

      She collapsed onto her bed, kicked her shoes off, and stared unseeingly at the ceiling.

      Dare loved her?

      It was preposterous.

      What did she feel about him? Attracted, for sure, but did she feel more for him than desire? She had a sneaky suspicion she did because when he shouted that he wanted to marry her, her heart had leapt in her chest.

      Dang it, she wasn’t supposed to fall for him. Samantha in Sex and the City wouldn’t have. She’d sleep with him, have a good time, and then move on.

      She heard a truck pull up outside and bounced off the bed and hurried toward the window.

      Speak of the devil.
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      Dare raised his cast-covered hand to knock on Morgan’s door, and then thought better of it and knocked with his left.

      “Morgan!” he hollered when she didn’t immediately open the door. He knew she was home. The lights were on, and he’d seen her silhouette behind the curtain-covered window when he climbed out of his truck.

      “Go away, Dare,” she hollered back.

      “We need to talk.”

      “Not tonight. Go home.”

      “You are home to me.” He paused awkwardly—more platitudes like the ones he used at the Pump House. He needed to change up his game and be more authentic in how he expressed what he felt for her. “Please. Let me fix this.”

      “Fix it? You busted it all to hell.”

      “I know. Bart’s jaw broke my hand too.” Maybe that would soften her heart enough to open the door, knowing he was hurt.

      “Serves you right.”

      Guess not. So much for her resolve weakening with sympathy. But then what had he expected? He’d acted like an ass tonight.

      “Please, Morgan.” He flattened his good hand against the door and leaned his forehead against the rough plank. “Please, let me see you, hold you, tell you how very sorry I am,” he pleaded, his voice thick with emotion.  He couldn’t lose her. He’d just found her, just realized how much she meant to him. If he could just see her, touch her, he knew—hoped—he could fix this.

      “Go home, Dare.”

      He stayed where he was, his mind spinning with what to say next to get her to see him. Then she shut off the lights, and his heart sank into the pit of his stomach.

      That’s it. He straightened and walked back to his truck. Getting in, he sat there for a minute. He couldn’t let it end like this. It was time to ask the experts for help.

      Turning the key, he started the engine and headed toward the barn.

      It was late, but he had calls to make. He wouldn’t rest until he put things back to rights.
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      “Thanks for meeting me,” Dare greeted both his dad and Morgan’s dad, Luke. He called them last night to set up this emergency meeting, asking them to join him at Wilde Log Homes. He didn’t want anyone catching wind of what he was up to, and since Wilde Log Homes was closed on Saturday, no one would know about this clandestine gathering.

      At least he hoped not.

      “You really screwed the pooch last night, son,” Luke said, obviously already filled in about what happened at the Pump House even though he hadn’t been there.

      The Heart to Heart Network was alive and well.

      “I know, which is why I need help from both of you.” Dare took a seat at the table.

      His dad ran his business out of the log cabin that showcased what he offered, and it was set up much like a home with couches, a dining room table, and a fully functional kitchen.

      Thankfully, his dad had made coffee. He poured Dare a cup and then joined him and Luke at the table.

      “I take it my girl is refusing to talk to you,” Luke said.

      “Yep.”

      “Talking isn’t going to work,” his dad said. “Wild Streak, you need to show her how you feel.”

      “I did that already. I asked her to marry me.” He reached for the coffee with his right hand, remembered he couldn’t use it due to the restrictive cast, and picked up the cup with his left. Not being able to use his right hand was driving him crazy. The damn thing needed to hurry and heal, he had dogs to run.

      “That wasn’t a proper proposal, and you know it,” Luke said.

      “I know. First, I should have asked you for your permission. I’m sorry about that. So, I’m asking now. Would you consent to me marrying your daughter and give us your blessing?” He held his breath. Luke was a bear of a man, and Dare had dated two of his daughters. Well, dated Morgan so far only the one time. He wouldn’t put it past Luke to not give him his blessing. His track record with Gabi and Morgan wasn’t the best to date.

      “I’d be happy to have you as a son-in-law, Dare. Hell.” Luke laughed. “I wanted you for Gabi, but that all worked out as it should. Ryder makes her a much better mate.”

      “Thank you.” He breathed a sigh of relief. One hurdle down. “I went about this all wrong, and I can’t make it right until Morgan agrees to see me so I can apologize and propose to her properly. That’s where you two come in. I need some of your matchmaking magic.”

      Luke and Jack shared a superior look.

      “We are pretty good at it,” Jack admitted.

      “Got that right,” Luke agreed.

      Dare was surprised they didn’t fist-bump each other.

      “Apologizing to Bart would go a long way in softening her heart,” Jack pointed out.

      Dare squirmed in his seat. That he didn’t want to do.

      “Agreed,” Luke said. “You were in the wrong there. Bart’s a decent fellow. I don’t know what happened between him and Morgan, but I do know that Bart wouldn’t have done anything that justified what you did last night.”

      “Fine,” he mumbled. “I’ll apologize to him. What next?”

      “Did you have any plans scheduled with Morgan?” Jack asked.

      “We were supposed to drive to Chatanika on Sunday to see Lynx Maiski, but I don’t know if she’ll go now.”

      “Leave that up to us,” Luke said. “She’s been wanting to talk to Lynx for a long time now. I’ll have a chat with her since I know her heart is set on becoming a wildlife refuge officer, but don’t discuss your hopes to marry her on the trip.”

      “Agreed,” Jack piped in. “We’ll make sure she shows for the meeting, but you need to agree to whatever demands she’ll make, and believe me, after what you did at the Pump House, she’s going to try and put up roadblocks. Let her.”

      “Let her?” Dare asked, his jaw dropping.

      “For now,” Jack said. “The worst thing a man can do is make demands on a woman.”

      “Damn right,” Luke agreed. “Shuts you out in the cold faster than quills shooting from the ass of a porcupine.”

      “So, what do I do today?” Dare asked. “Take her flowers? Chocolate?” He wanted to head to Morgan’s cabin right after this meeting and try to get her to open her door to him.

      “Nothing,” Jack and Luke said together.

      “Nothing?” What? He was just supposed to sit and cool his jets?

      “Apologize to Bart,” his dad said. “That’s your first step.”

      Well, shit.
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      “How’s the hand?” Bart asked.

      Dare had tracked him down at Bleu Carpentry thanks to Ash who informed him that Bart was working on an off-the-clock project for his mother, making cabinets for a party kitchen in her basement.

      “Hurts like a son of a bitch,” Dare muttered.

      “Good.” Bart rubbed his jaw, which was only slightly showing a bruise. “You pack a mean punch.”

      “Not as mean as your jaw, apparently,” he mumbled, holding up his casted hand. He took a deep breath and decided to get this over with as fast as he could. “I’m here to apologize. I shouldn’t have gone after you like I did.”

      Bart slowly nodded and narrowed his eyes. “Why did you?”

      Dare shifted his footing. “I’m in love with Morgan, and I know you two have history. History that affects what’s between us. What happened between you two?”

      “That’s really none of your business.”

      “I’m making it my business. Did you force yourself on her?”

      “What? Hell, no. You know me, man, I would never do something like that. Is that what she told you?”

      “She’s not telling me anything, but if you know what’s good for you, you’d better tell me what happened.”

      Bart dragged a deep breath into his lungs and leaned against the cabinet he was building. “Listen, Morgan isn’t…well…she’s never…”

      “I know that. Get to the next part.”

      “Well, when she told me, before we were about to…well, you know. I freaked, and I’m ashamed of how I reacted. I could have handled it better, but I don’t sleep with virgins. They expect things.”

      That’s what he’d always thought. Give it to Morgan to be an enigma.

      “I made a big mistake,” Bart continued. “I hurt her and I plan on rectifying it.”

      Dare clenched his good remaining fist. “The hell you will. I love her. Do you?”

      “I could. Maybe.” He shrugged.

      “Back off,” he growled. “She’s mine.”

      “It didn’t look like she was yours the other night. She thinks you’re insane.”

      This wasn’t going well. Dare wanted to take another swing, but according to his dad and Morgan’s dad that would be a bad thing. But why the hell did it feel so damn right?

      “I am crazy in love with her. And you know what they say about a man who is crazy in love—there isn’t anything he wouldn’t do. Got it?”
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      “Hey, baby girl,” Luke greeted. “You got this dump looking downright comfortable.”

      “Thanks, Dad,” Morgan said, having a good idea why he’d suddenly stopped by this morning even though he was just here days ago with Jack Wilde, helping with the electrical, installing a wind generator and a gas-powered backup.

      “Why are you here?” she asked. Might as well get this part of the conversation over with, as it most likely had to do with what happened at the Pump House.

      “Do I need a reason to check up on my second oldest daughter? Especially when I think her heart might be bruised?” He nodded his head. “Yeah, I heard what happened at the Pump House. Both your mom and I are worried about you. And well, you know how she is. She demanded I come on over here to see how you’re holding up.”

      Morgan highly doubted that. While her dad was big and gruff, he was more the nurturer than her mother had ever been.

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she mumbled, moving into the kitchen and pouring him a cup of coffee, topping off hers too.

      “You sure?” He took the cup and settled his considerable size at her little bistro table, looking like he was sitting on doll furniture. “I think Dare is nuts about you.”

      Nuts definitely was the right word.

      “You know you can tell me anything,” he pressed.

      Not everything. If her dad knew what she’d asked of Dare, he would send her to a convent in England or somewhere else far, far away that no one could find on a map.

      She joined him at the table. “I can’t talk about Dare right now.” If she did, she feared the tears that she’d woken up to this morning would return. She didn’t even know why she was shedding them. It wasn’t like she was in love. She couldn’t be. She definitely didn’t want to be. It would screw up her plans.

      “All right. Let’s talk about something else,” he said. “Any news on the refuge officer front?”

      “Wait a minute.” She narrowed her eyes. “Have you been talking to Dare? You know about the meeting with Lynx Maiski in Chatanika tomorrow, don’t you?”

      “So, what if I do. Don’t tell me you’re going to let a little thing like a botched marriage proposal and a skirmish with your current beau and your ex keep you from missing out on this big opportunity? If you do, then I guess being a refuge officer isn’t as important to you as I thought it was.”

      “No, I’m going.” She set down her coffee and crossed her arms over her chest. “I thought I’d drive up there myself.”

      Luke clucked his tongue and shook his head. “Not a good idea. Business, as I’m sure you’ll find out, it’s all about who you know. You need a proper introduction to this man Maiski in order to get a step ahead in your plans, and the best way to do it is to have a friend of his introduce you. That friend being Dare.”

      It was almost a two-hour drive to Chatanika and then another two back. How could she suffer through that many hours in a car with Dare when she didn’t know what to say to him, how to handle him, or have any idea what she felt for him?

      “You’re worried about the trip up there?” her dad guessed correctly, blowing on his coffee before taking a sip. “Well, set up some ground rules before you go. But not dealing with the situation between you and Dare is not the way we Watermans handle things. You’ve never shied away from problems before, so take the moose by the antlers and go after what you want.”

      The biggest problem was she wasn’t sure what she really wanted anymore. A career as a wildlife refuge officer, yes. That hadn’t changed.

      But maybe now she wanted more than that too.
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      Dare struggled with his chores Sunday morning one-handedly, feeling a mix of dread and anticipation as he waited, and prayed, that Luke had gotten through to Morgan and she’d show for their scheduled trip to Chatanika.

      He already readied the truck, packed a mix of snack food, and called Ryder to have him take care of his chores tonight in case they returned late.

      Now, if only Morgan would show.

      He fumbled the bucket of chow for Kenai, cursing his inability to get the simple chore of feeding his pups done. Kenai let out a howl, expressing how he felt about his food being dumped on the ground and not in his clean bowl.

      “Looks like you could use an extra hand,” a voice behind him said.

      He spun around, his breath catching in his throat at the beautiful picture Morgan made. Dressed in jeans, boots, a soft pink sweater that made her blue eyes shine, layered under a warm coat, and topped off with a plaid scarf, she was a vision of loveliness. Emotion swamped him, and he had to swallow in order to speak. He wanted to rush toward her and enfold her in his arms but he planted his feet, not sure of his reception.

      “Uh…yeah. I’m a bit clumsy today.”

      Kenai let out another long, impatient howl, causing Morgan to toss her head back on a laugh, her waterfall of caramel-colored hair flowing around her. “Someone sure isn’t happy with you.”

      “Apparently, he isn’t the only one. Morgan—”

      “Stop right there.” She held up her hand when he took a step toward her. “We need to lay down some ground rules.”

      “Okay,” he said slowly, knowing he wasn’t going to like this. His dad and Luke had prepared him for this. But she was here and talking to him, so he’d take what he could get at this point.

      “This is a business meeting. I don’t want to talk about the other night. We keep it light, friendly, and that’s all.”

      “And if I don’t agree?”

      “Then I will take my chances on heading to Chatanika on my own and introducing myself to Lynx Maiski without your help.”

      She would too. He could see it in her determined stance.

      Well, shit, if she wouldn’t talk to him about what happened, and his freaking bungled marriage proposal, how could he resolve the mess he’d made out of everything? She was effectively tying his hands.

      So much for no strings attached.

      “Do you agree?” she asked when he didn’t say anything.

      Like he had a choice.

      “For today…you can call the shots.”

      She narrowed her eyes at that, but it was his turn to stand firm. They would have it out, maybe not today, but soon, whether she liked it or not. She continued to stare at him and then seemed to come to a decision. “Hand me the bucket, and let’s get these dogs fed before Kenai chews you out again.”

      Steeling his expression, he handed the empty bucket over, smiling when she turned and headed to the feed shed. Damn, but she was a fine-looking, stubborn woman. He didn’t know how in the hell he’d be able to keep his hands off her today.

      It was going to be a long trip to Chatanika and back.
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      The drive went better than she hoped. Dare adhered to her ground rules, and they spent the hours driving, sticking to safe and superficial topics.

      The old gold mining town of Chataknia was known now for its superb snow machining, extreme hiking, and challenging canoeing and fishing on the Chataknia river, though she’d heard that gold could still be found and many traveled here every year hoping to strike it rich. The old, rusting dinosaur of a gold dredge still stood in place, a testament to the town’s harsh beginnings. Now the lodge was the main attraction, and by the trucks and snow machine trailers clogging the snow-packed, gravel parking lot, it was doing a fair amount of business.

      They got out and strode over to the boardwalk-covered porch, held up with burlwood logs that gave the place a quaint and artistic flare. The theme continued inside with antique skiing equipment, snow shoes, and various other artifacts hanging on the walls.

      Dare had told her that the lodge had been owned by the Maiski family for generations. It was part restaurant and general store, having many functions that serviced the population of Chatanika.

      Morgan followed Dare into the main dining room, taking it all in.

      “Dare! Over here,” Lynx Maiski hollered, motioning them over to a table in the corner.

      Morgan had seen him once when he’d given a speech at the University of Alaska Fairbanks. The way he talked so passionately about his work had her devouring all the information she could find on what it meant to be a wildlife refuge officer. He was tall, well over six feet, towering over Dare by a few inches and Dare wasn’t a small man. Lynx’s Athabaskan heritage shone through with his honeyed skin, jet black hair, deep brown eyes, and massive shoulders.

      “Good to see you, man.” Lynx grabbed Dare in a hug, slapping him on the back.

      “You too. Why is this place so busy on a Sunday?”

      “The snow machining group the Powder Heads are here waiting for the predicted snow storm to hit later tonight. It has the whole family pitching in to help with the overload.” Lynx turned his attention to Morgan, and she suddenly went tongue-tied. “So, this is Morgan Waterman? The woman dying to meet me.”

      “Y-yes, sir.” She held her hand out to shake, hers disappearing in his large grasp.

      “None of that ‘sir’ stuff. If I decide to take you on, then we can revisit you calling me sir.” His eyes twinkled, and she didn’t know if he was joking or not. “Have a seat. Fox should be joining us soon. When he heard you were coming, Dare, he was beside himself and wants to show you how that sled of yours is performing with his dogs. The kid’s got something.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Dare said. “I have a feeling he’s going to pass me up on the trails.”

      “His dogs are fast. He has that special way with them.”

      “It’s uncanny,” Dare said. “Morgan, you need to see this kid with his dogs. It’s like they talk to him.”

      “Yours talk to you too. Kenai especially.” Kenai had sure given Dare a piece of his mind that morning and she was sure Dare understood every howling moment of it.

      “No, this is different. He’s got like Doctor Doolittle powers.”

      “I’ve heard that about you, too, Lynx,” Morgan commented.

      Lynx shrugged and seemed uncomfortable with the conversation. “Well, what can I say? It’s a family thing. We Maiskis have a…kinship, if you will, with the animals. From what I’ve heard, Morgan, you have a way with them too. Word reached me about your rescue of the twin moose calves last spring when their mom was killed in a car accident outside of Fairbanks. That was good work keeping them calm until we could get help out there.”

      Heat flooded her face. She had no idea that news had made its way to Chatanika. To him.

      “Thank you.”

      “After Dare’s call, I took the liberty of looking further into your background. Impressive, completing a bachelor’s degree in wildlife management and certification in veterinary sciences at the same time.”

      Dare swung a surprised look her way, but she ignored him.

      “Your education is in order,” Lynx continued. “You’re missing some law enforcement training, but that can be done, and you’d have to pass the physical fitness test. If I assume correctly, with your dad being a taxidermist, you know how to handle yourself around firearms?”

      “That I do.”

      “She’s a crack shot,” Dare said “No one I know can hit a target like she can and there isn’t any weapon she can’t handle, not with her upbringing.”

      It was Morgan’s turn to swing a surprised look his way.

      “Why not go into the Alaska State Troopers program?” Lynx asked “Why the refuge? We are considered the red-headed stepchildren of law enforcement.”

      “Something stuck with me that day you gave your speech at UAF. You said that you get paid to play. You talked about your time on the Yukon Flats and the Brooks Range, the animals you’ve helped, the poachers you’ve stopped, and the people you’ve saved. I know it won’t be easy, but I can’t see myself doing anything more rewarding and exciting than what you described.”

      Lynx sat back in his chair, gave Dare a look, and then turned back to Morgan. “Well said.”

      “To be truthful, some of those words were yours,” she said with a smile.

      He boomed out a laugh. “Glad to know someone was listening.” He studied her a moment longer, glancing between Dare and her. “Are you two a couple?”

      “Yes,” Dare said at the same time Morgan said, “No.”

      “Ahh.” Lynx nodded. “Been there. You both have my sympathies. I hope you figure it out soon. Morgan, as I’m sure you know, being a wildlife refuge officer requires a lot of time in the wild, weeks sometimes with no contact with your loved ones. That is something you need to consider.”

      “I’m perfectly aware of that.” She purposely didn’t look at Dare although she felt his stare as if he were actually touching her.

      “Well, I like what I see. My budget for next year was increased to take on another officer. Get those other things I mentioned in order, and I’d be willing to take you on in January.”

      “Seriously?” She’d never thought that this meeting could actually result in a job offer.

      “Definitely. Now, let’s get something to eat. There’s Fox. I swear the kid’s stomach is his best clock.”
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      They spent the rest of the afternoon with Fox and his dogs. Morgan loved the antics of the animals and the relaxed, mentorship Dare gave Fox. She had no idea he was such a patient teacher. Even though Fox was only eighteen, he was the same height as Dare, just lacking Dare’s muscle mass. But it was apparent he had his uncle Lynx’s genes and would be as imposing as he was within the next few years.

      The sun had started to set when they made their way back to the lodge and climbed into the truck for the drive home. Dare had been on his best behavior, which caused an unsettling feeling to stir in her stomach. She liked that he hadn’t pressured her, but part of her wanted him to force the issue about his proposal.

      He had been quieter after their meeting with Lynx, as though stewing over a problem. Could it be when she’d told Lynx they weren’t a couple? He’d seemed hurt, but they weren’t a couple.

      Nothing like that had been discussed, regardless that he’d blurted it out in front of the patrons of the Pump House that he wanted to marry her. He’d yet to tell her why. There were no words of love spoken between them. She had no idea where she stood, and that left her feeling unstable, like she was crawling over a thin sheet of ice that was about to crack at any moment and send her into the dark, icy waters below.

      “Anything you need before we head back?” Dare asked, opening the door of the truck for her.

      They’d both already visited the restrooms and grabbed to-go cups of coffee for the trek back to Heartbreak.

      “No, I’m good.” She climbed in and buckled her seatbelt, sitting there quietly as Dare walked around the hood and got in.

      He started the engine and backed out of the parking lot, heading out of town. The silence stretched until Morgan couldn’t take it. “Uh, thank you for doing this. Calling Lynx and setting up the meeting.”

      “No problem. Seems like everything worked out well for you.” He didn’t spare her a glance, just kept his eyes on the road.

      Was that it? He was going to treat her like a stranger or acquaintance? But then she didn’t have anyone to blame for the cold shoulder more than herself.

      “Dare?” she began, worrying her bottom lip, not knowing how to express what she was feeling.

      “Hmm?”

      “About what I said this morning.”

      “What about it?” he asked softly. While his tone was even, she could tell she had his full attention.

      “I think I was wrong.”

      “Wrong?” That got him to glance her way.

      “I would like to talk about…what happened the other night.”

      He suddenly hit the brakes. “Hold on!”

      Throwing his broken hand out to catch her, he swerved to avoid a huge bull moose, the biggest she’d even seen.

      The old truck went into a skidding spiral on the icy road, careening off the shoulder, landing them in the ditch, the crunch of metal and shattering glass deafening.
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      “Morgan! Come on, honey, talk to me.”

      She blinked her eyes open, having shut them tight and covered her face when they’d gone into the ditch. Breathing hard, her eyes wide, she took stock of their surroundings. They were hood deep in the ditch and it was getting darker outside, the cold creeping in since the engine had died.

      “Morgan!” Dare hollered again, his voice hoarse with worry. She turned to him and found him struggling, trapped under a branch that had broken through the driver’s window. Their eyes met, his frantic. “Are you hurt?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      He gave a heavy sigh of relief, his eyes closing. He uttered, “Thank you, God.”

      “What about you?” she asked. His side of the truck had taken the impact, resting against a tree. The branch that had shattered the window, pinned him to the seat and covered him in bits of fractured glass.

      Holy shit, that branch could have stabbed him through his heart and killed him.

      Heat and cold warred inside her as her emotions fought over what to feel first. Fear that she could have lost him just like that, and overwhelming relief that he was still alive. Then she realized he hadn’t answered her question. “Dare, are you hurt?”

      “No, I’m fine. Just trapped under this blasted branch.”

      There were sounds of something or someone scrambling down into the ditch and then a hollered, “You guys okay in there?” And then Lynx’s face appeared at her window. He opened her door. “Anyone hurt?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Dare’s trapped.”

      “I’m fine,” Dare said. “Just help get me out of here.”

      “Are you sure?” Lynx asked. “That was quite the spin off the road you did there. I was a few car lengths behind you, headed home.”

      “Goddamn moose came out of nowhere,” Dare muttered, pushing hard at the branch pinning him in place. There was a crack, and then it gave way and he was able to squeeze free of it.

      “Moose, did you say?” Lynx asked, his brow quirking up with interest. “What did he look like?”

      Dare gave him a disbelieving look. “Like a damn moose.”

      “Huge, with massive antlers, a pretty sable brown, his coat slicked back like he’d just been to the groomers,” Morgan said.

      Both men stared at her.

      “What?” she said. “He was the last thing I saw before my life flashed before my eyes, and I think his image will be ingrained on my mind for a very long time.”

      Lynx started to chuckle, and then the chuckle turned into a booming belly laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Dare scowled.

      “I do believe you’ve been Bullwinkled.”

      “Bullwinkled?” Dare said. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “BW. He’s our resident matchmaking moose. He introduced Eva and me back five kids ago and made sure we didn’t screw it up. There are many other couples from here to North Pole who have him to thank for saving their relationships. He has a way of forcing couples to figure out their shit, whether they like it or not. Kind of freaky how he knows what to do. Come on, let’s get you back to the lodge and see if we can find you a place to stay for the night. It’ll be slim pickings what with the Powder Heads taking all the rooms, but if I remember right, the small cabin out back is free. You won’t be going anywhere until tomorrow or later.”

      Lynx helped get them bundled into his truck, asking again if they were hurt. He let them know that he had a nurse practitioner—his wife—on standby if they needed medical attention. When they told him no, he still insisted on taking the time to look them over.

      “You guys were damn lucky,” he muttered, driving them back toward the lodge. Once there, he ran inside for the keys to the cabin he mentioned.

      “Are you sure you weren’t hurt?” Dare asked once they were alone. “If anything happened to you…”

      “Stop. I’m fine. I’m more worried about you. If that branch...”

      Lynx returned with the keys, stopping any further conversation between them.

      What ifs chased their tails in Morgan’s mind. She could have lost him tonight. With that knowledge, what had bothered her so much in the last few days didn’t seem that important now.

      Lynx drove around to the back of the lodge where a small cabin, not much bigger than hers, squatted on the banks of the Chatanika River.

      “It’s not the most comfortable,” he said. “But it will do for the night. Besides, you two look like you can rough it.”

      Lynx unlocked the door and ushered them in. It was a sparse one room with only a queen-size bed and not much else.

      “It does have plumbing, so no outhouse to deal with,” Lynx said. “But what you see is basically it. There are extra blankets somewhere, I’m sure you’ll find them. Tomorrow I’ll call Aidan, my brother-in-law. He has a way with engines, and maybe he can get your truck running enough to limp you home or at least get you to Fairbanks.”

      “Thanks, Lynx,” Dare said. “I appreciate it.”

      “Well, I kind of feel responsible. BW is a legend around these parts, and since you two are at odds about the relationship thing, I should have known he’d make an appearance.”

      “Sounds like this moose could give my dad some tips on matchmaking,” Dare said, looking skeptical as though he didn’t believe a word about a crazy matchmaking moose.

      Morgan didn’t buy it either.

      Come on, while animals were interesting creatures, and had been known to predict earthquakes, how in the world could a moose know she and Dare were at odds with each other and then create an accident to where they had to spend the night together?

      Oh, God.

      They did have to spend the night together.

      Due to the Powder Heads, there was no room at the inn, so to speak. And she still a virgin. She stifled a hysterical giggle. You couldn’t write this stuff up. After all, who would believe it?

      Lynx said his goodbyes and left them alone in the cabin. A cabin with one bed and no couch.

      “I’ll take the floor,” Dare said.

      “No, you won’t. I’ll take the floor. You could have died today.”

      “No way in hell will I let you sleep on the floor,” Dare said, his green eyes chips of granite.

      “Well, then. That leaves us sharing a bed.” This was not how she thought her first night of sleeping with a man would happen, and with the way Dare was behaving, they would actually be sleeping. Well, one of them would. She doubted she’d catch a wink lying next to him.

      He stood still staring at her, and everything inside her woke up. She needed to revisit her ground rules and why she needed them because Dare looked like he wanted to devour her.

      And she wanted to be devoured.

      Suddenly he swore, and then strode purposely toward her. Part of her wanted to retreat, the other wanted to meet him halfway. Instead, she stayed rooted in her spot, gasping as he swept her up in his arms and buried his face in the crook of her neck.

      “I don’t think I could have survived if something bad happened to you.” He held her tight against him, and then buried his good hand in her hair, pulling her head back so he could stare into her eyes. “Screw your ground rules. I love you, Morgan. I want to be with you. Always.” Then he kissed her, silencing any objections she had.

      Not that she had any at the moment. Not with his words swimming around her and heating her blood.

      Oh God, she did care about him. Too much. How had this happened?

      She whimpered, grabbing onto him and holding on tight, never wanting to let him go.
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      He hadn’t meant to touch her, but how could he not when he’d come so close to losing her?

      Now he couldn’t get enough. Hell, he didn’t think he’d ever get enough of her. The taste of her, the feel of her in his arms, the way she sighed, whimpered, moaned at his touch.

      Christ, how was a man supposed to think, reason, with a woman like her in his arms?

      Dare fused his mouth against hers, and she welcomed him, his good hand streaking up under her sweater, struggling to strip it from her.

      She took care of that for him, tossing the knitted material aside, leaving her encased in a lacy, white bra.

      Virginal white.

      Slow it down, man.

      How? When everything inside him raged for him to take, to conquer?

      “Morgan, if you’re going to tell me to stop, do it now,” he said, nibbling at her neck.

      “I’m not going to do that,” she gasped. “I want this. I want you.”

      Greedily, he took her mouth again, backing her up toward the bed. He knew he should temper his desire, but this overwhelming need to have her, to imprint himself on her, consumed him. He wanted to make her forget about the others on her list, and only think of him. Only want him, and not just for tonight, but for forever.

      Her arms tightened around him like silken ropes. Breathlessly, she wrapped her legs around his waist, causing them to topple over onto the bed. Their lips fused again in a wild, desperate kiss. He tore his mouth free to suck and nibble at her throat, her collarbone, and the tops of her breasts still encased in the lacy bra. She arched her body against his, whimpering his name.

      She was a delicious combination of dark needs and sweet innocence, and he should be damned for the elicit ways he wanted to take her, the things he wanted to do with her, the pleasures of the flesh he wanted to show her.

      “Yes, hurry,” she said, tearing at his clothes.

      Damn it, he shouldn’t hurry, but that was exactly what he wanted to do. No matter how much he wanted to, he couldn’t.

      Not now, not their first time together. Her first time.

      He released her and stood at the edge of the bed, looking at her splayed out before him.

      “Stay,” he ordered when she reached for him.

      He shed his clothes, tossing them to the floor, her eyes widening at the sight of how very much he wanted her. She wetted her lips, and he almost hit his knees.

      Actually, being on his knees was exactly where he needed to be, where he should have been days ago. Kneeling, he pulled off her boots and stripped her out of her jeans, leaving her only wearing her white-lacy bra and panties. Seeing her like this, so vulnerable, those eyes that saw into his soul, wide with wonder and anticipation, had him tempering his desire.

      He had to make this pleasurable for her. It was her first time, and he had to do everything he could to make it memorable. So memorable that she wouldn’t want to do this with anyone but him.

      Blood pumped through his veins, hot and heavy. A type of madness overcame him, it seemed to rule her as well as she pulled at him, twisting her body, wanting him closer.

      He bracketed her hands in his good one, and yanked them above her head. “Keep them there,” he demanded, then he released her, waiting a beat to see if she’d do what he ordered. When she did, he rewarded her with a quick kiss and then yanked off her panties.

      She gasped.

      He wanted to give her soft words, slow strokes, but he didn’t have it within him to do so. Instead, he set his mouth on her. She bucked under him, calling out his name.

      But he was a man possessed with the need to have her. She cried out as his tongue found her, flicked that special spot, and lavished it until she writhed under his mouth, making demands of her own. He loved that about her. That she knew what she wanted, and he wanted to give her everything she demanded.

      The taste of her was intoxicating, addicting, and he lapped her up until her nails dug into his shoulders. Her gasps and cries cresting into shouts of hallelujahs.

      “Oh, God. Oh, God. Dare,” she gasped, grasping at his shoulders. “Please.”

      “Please what, Morgan?” he asked, meeting her eyes, loving the slumberous, satisfied expression.

      “Please, take me.”

      Need whipped inside him, but he paused.

      If he did this, would she leave him after the deed was done?

      She wanted no strings, had told him so multiple times. What would happen if he did do what she wanted? Would he be tossed away like yesterday’s garbage? He wanted a lifetime of garbage. That didn’t sound right, but he’d take the garbage along with the other stuff, just to have her in his life.

      “Marry me, Morgan.” He was still on his knees. Granted, on his knees between her legs, but it had to count, didn’t it? “I’m in love with you.”

      “I can’t. You heard Lynx. Being a wildlife refuge officer requires that I move. I don’t know where I’ll be next year.”

      “If that is all that’s stopping you, don’t let it. Me and my dogs are great at traveling.”

      “You’d move out of Heartbreak, follow me around the state?”

      “To be with you? No question.”

      “You’d leave your family?”

      “To make a family with you, in a heartbeat.”

      She frowned, studying him, rising and bracing her body on her arms. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      “I’ve never been more serious about anything—anyone—in my life. Morgan, I want you, as my partner, as the mother of my children, any way I can have you. I know that isn’t what you want, but maybe in time you could see yourself as my wife.”

      “Oh, Dare.”

      “Please, just give me a chance to prove I’m the man for you.”

      “You don’t have to prove it. I’ve always known you were the one for me the first time you showed up to pick up my sister for a date. You were meant for me. Not her.”

      “Then what the hell was all this stuff, asking me to take your virginity. No strings attached, laying down ground rules?”

      “Well, I didn’t want to scare you off or pressure you. And I really wanted to sleep with you.”

      “Jesus H. Christ, please pressure me. I love you.”

      “I love you too. I think I always have.” She gave him a seductive, come hither look. “Now, what are you going to do about it?”

      “Uh…” He seriously wasn’t going to do this, was he. “Nothing.” Apparently, he was. Shit.

      She frowned. “Nothing?”

      “Nope. We are going to do this right. You’re going to marry me first.”

      “You can’t be serious? I’m mostly naked, and you’re going to turn me down?”

      “Hell no. I’m going to pleasure you in every way I know until there is no possible way that you will not marry me. Then, on our wedding night we will finally rid you of what you think of as a limitation.”

      “Good luck sticking to that.” She snaked her hand low, causing his eyes to roll back in his head.

      “Not fair,” he groaned.

      “Life isn’t fair,” she purred, taking him in hand.
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      Four weeks later, a double wedding was performed at the newly remodeled Forget-Me-Not Inn with Jack and Luke sporting huge smiles, along with their families. But no smile was bigger than Dare’s.

      He’d gotten her here. Married to him, tied her down with every string imaginable. She was his, and he was hers. The wedding ceremony was over, and the reception barely started before he whisked her away.

      They’d be leaving for a honeymoon in the morning for two weeks in Kauai, thanks to Gabi’s Hawaiin connections, but tonight was all about the two of them.

      He rushed her into the barn and up the stairs, shutting Eska out with the other dogs for the night. He wanted no distractions. Tonight was about Morgan and no one else.

      “That was mean,” Morgan murmured as he carried her into his bedroom. Now their bedroom. “She loves you.”

      “And she’ll forgive me.” He set her down on her feet and stripped her of her wedding dress, a simple sheath of satin her brother, Derek, had whipped up at the last minute, having flown in from New York with not only Morgan’s dress but Gabi’s too. She’d looked stunning in it, but she took his breath away out of it. “God, you are beautiful.”

      She wore only a slim, silvery camisole. Smiling, she reached for him. “You know, I’ve heard that not sleeping with a man before you marry him leaves you worried if he’s any good in the sack.”

      “Really?” Dare inched her back toward the bed. It had been hell waiting, but the anticipation had been delicious. Over the last month, before the rushed double wedding, they experimented in all the pleasures of love making except full penetration, and he was more than ready, achingly so, to be inside her. He just hoped he didn’t disappoint his bride. “Well, you’re about to find out.”

      “Thank God. You’ve tortured me enough making me wait.”

      “You’ll thank me later, plus now you can tell our many daughters that we will have that you waited to have sex until you were married.”

      “Many?”

      “Oh, yeah, a few sons, too, if you don’t mind. We’d better get to practicing.” He swooped her up in his arms and tossed her on the bed, loving the way she looked splayed out before him. Quickly, he shed himself of the monkey suit, and joined her.

      Gathering her up in his arms, he stilled. “Morgan, stop me if you feel apprehensive about anything.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. After all the foreplay, I’m more than ready for you to do the deed.”

      “The deed?”

      “Whatever, just get it done.”

      He brushed a strand of hair that had escaped her complicated updo behind her ear. “Sweetheart, this is new to me too. It feels like my first time. You have no idea the pressure to perform, to make this good for you.” No wonder Bart had turned her down, and he owed the man more than he could ever repay for setting her on the path toward him.

      She pushed at his shoulders until he turned over, and straddled him. “Then let me take charge.”

      Gladly.

      And did she take charge. Rising above him, stripping off her camisole until she was as bare as him. Then leaning over him and blowing his mind—her mouth as it traveled down his body, her touch as she didn’t leave anything unattended, and her body as it slid down him, and then she rose above him like an earth goddess.

      Just as she was about to take him inside her, he swiveled their positions, bracketing her hands above her head. “No, let me. Please.”

      Slowly, ever so slowly, he breeched her inner folds, until he reached the barrier. Then he stilled, locking eye contact with her. “I love you, Morgan Waterman Wilde.”

      “And I love you, Dare Wilde.” She held her breath and then gasped as he broke through her virginal barrier as gently as he could. Staying still, he gave her time to get used to his invasion. When she arched against him, he groaned, grounding his hips against hers, driving deeper into her.

      “God, you feel so good,” he groaned, his voice hoarse.

      “Not as good as you feel,” she returned.

      And then there was no time for words or thoughts as he lost himself inside her. Inside the woman who had become his world, who he would follow wherever she wanted to go, be whomever she wanted him to be.

      The orgasm built at the base of his spine, radiating out through him, but he held back. She had to come first, always and forever.

      He locked his fingers with hers as everything inside him clenched with extreme pleasure, pleasure he’d never felt before with any other woman.

      “Dare!” she screamed his name, her body tightening around him as her orgasm crested. He couldn’t hold his back any longer and with one final thrust, he followed her over, shouting her name and his love for her.

      Later, what could have been hours or mere minutes, he didn’t know which since his world had exploded and then realigned into what had to be paradise. He held her tight in his arms, not willing to let go.

      “Wow, oh wow. That was…wow,” she whispered, and then slapped him on his ass. “I can’t believe you made us wait until we were married.”

      He chuckled, nuzzling her neck. “Honey, you have no idea how hard it’s been.” And then he got started making love to her all over again.
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      Watch for Wild Star (Alaska Wild Nights Book 7) coming out this fall featuring Brey Wilde, my heartbroken singer/songwriter.
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      I had a great time giving Bullwinkle, my matchmaking moose in Moosed-Up and Mooseletoe, a cameo in Wild Streak, and revisiting the quirky town of Chatanika, Alaska featured in Shiver. It was fun revisiting Lynx Maiski and his nephew Fox and discovering where they’re at in their lives now. If you haven’t read these books yet, check them out.

      For those who are interested in traveling to Alaska, Chatanika is an experience you won’t soon forget and makes for an adventurous day trip from Fairbanks, or spend the night in the Chatanika Lodge. Yes, it’s a real place.

      Look for more cameos and possibly another book featuring your favorite matchmaking moose, BW, to be released soon.

      All my best, and happy reading!

      Tiffinie
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