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      "Who's that?" Mac tipped his head toward the entranceway where my best friend since childhood, Chance, stood in a suit. I wasn't used to seeing him in anything other than his sheriff's uniform or casual clothes for our adventurous outings.

      The woman on his arm caught my eye. She wore a red wraparound dress that showcased voluptuous breasts and curvy hips. She was dynamite.

      Her red lips made me think of them wrapped around my dick as she knelt on the floor at my feet. "Is that⁠—?"

      But Chance had already stopped in front of us. "You remember my sister, Scarlett?"

      "Your sister, Scarlett." The last time I'd seen her, she'd been a lanky teenager with all angles and a sharp mouth. When had she grown into a gorgeous woman?

      Her red lips curved into a smile. "Elijah Wilde. So good to see you."

      I couldn't say it was good to see her because my heart was pounding and my dick was hyperaware of her. This woman was a siren, but she was my best friend's younger sister. "Can't say the same."

      My brother Oliver elbowed me, then hissed, "Behave." I was known for being a bit of an asshole but not usually to family and close friends.

      Scarlett tipped her head to the side. "I see you haven't changed."

      When I was in high school, I was as wild as my last name. I played rough-and-tumble sports, partied hard, and in general, had a good time. Then I went to college and did more of the same.

      Grades came easily for me so I didn't have to take anything too seriously. Not until my parents handed over the reins of the ski resort. Then everything came into sharp focus. Nothing mattered except expanding my family's legacy.

      I narrowed my eyes on her, but before I could say a word, Xander approached wearing a button-down shirt open at the collar and slacks. He refused to wear a suit. "Well, if it isn't the gorgeous Scarlett St. Claire."

      He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it, and it took everything inside me not to stop him.

      I shouldn’t be jealous of my younger brother who walked around the grounds as if he didn't have a care in the world because he didn't. He was in charge of winter activities, charming female guests, and he did a great job of that. Now he'd set his sights on Scarlett.

      "Xander," I said by way of warning.

      "Relax, Elijah." Then to Scarlett, he flashed his signature playboy smile. "Will you dance with me?"

      She smiled in return, and it was softer and less calculating than the one she'd flashed at me earlier. "I'd love to."

      Xander led the way onto the dance floor, her hand tucked in his elbow.

      Scarlett shot one sultry look over her shoulder at me.

      Oliver nodded toward the dance floor. "You're going to let that happen?"

      Chance shook his head. "Scarlett will chew him up and spit him out. She's a firecracker. I gave up interfering in her dating life a long time ago.”

      It had caused him and their parents pain that Scarlett left at eighteen on the back of some guy's motorcycle. She had no interest in school or getting a nine-to-five. The last I heard, she was traveling around the country with some theater group. "She home for a while?"

      Scarlett threw her head back, laughing at something Xander said.

      "He's always had a way with the ladies," Oliver murmured, and I grunted in response.

      I shouldn't care that Scarlett was having a good time with my brother. Even if I liked her, which I didn't, she'd be off-limits. Her brother was not only my friend but the town's sheriff. I wouldn't touch her, no matter how much I was thinking about untying that bow at her waist to see if it was the only thing holding up that dress.

      "No one can tell Scarlett what to do," Chance said, leaning against the bar. "My parents are just happy she's home."

      "She hasn't said?" I asked him, tipping my glass toward my lips.

      Chance shook his head. "My parents are afraid to ask her what she's doing with her life or what her plans are. The more you push her⁠—"

      "The quicker she leaves." I remembered the drama surrounding Scarlett over the years. When she was home, the entire St. Claire family catered to her. I wasn't overly fond of her antics or the mess she inevitably left behind.

      Scarlett hooked her arms around Xander's neck.

      My jaw ached from clenching my teeth. I forced myself to look away. Why did the first woman who'd turned my head in what seemed like forever have to be Chance's younger sister?

      She was a wild child, a free spirit, didn't have a care in the world. She was my dream girl. Unfortunately, she was also off-limits.

      I wouldn't mess with my best friend's sister. I wasn't that big of an asshole. I was loyal to my family and those who were close; Chance was included in that.

      "I'd appreciate it if you guys could keep an eye on her if you see her around town."

      "Are you saying your sister needs a keeper?" I asked him.

      "Fuck no. And don't tell her I said anything."

      I placed a hand on his shoulder. "I've got your back. I won't let anyone mess with her, including my brother."

      "I'm not worried about Xan. He's too nice for Scarlett. She likes her men rough around the edges, if you know what I mean." Chance leaned on the bar, waving the bartender over to us.

      My mind paused on the word rough. I was sure my friend wouldn't approve of the dirty thoughts I was having about his sister. In theory, it didn't matter who her type was because I wasn't the right guy for her. I had an unfortunate attraction to her. One I couldn't act on. I could admire the view and look out for her, but that's where my duties ended.

      I waved a hand at the bartender. "It's on my tab."

      "I can pay my own way, you know."

      "You don't pay here. Not only are you a friend, but you're the town's sheriff."

      Chance leaned his elbows on the bar top, his beer hanging from his hands. "Some might see it as a bribe."

      "I've never asked you or the town for anything." I prided myself on operating the business without any outside investors.

      Chance raised a brow. "Even if the town doesn't approve the expansion of the resort to add cabins?"

      "I can't imagine why they wouldn't. The cabins bring in more tourists and provide a getaway for the locals."

      Chance shrugged. "You know how it is. Someone always gets a bug up their ass about something."

      I couldn't imagine working Chance's job. He had to deal with the complaints of the entire community. I only had to keep my guests happy.

      Despite my best efforts to ignore them, I noticed when Xander led Scarlett off the dance floor to the bar. I didn't like the idea of her going home with him.

      Chance nodded in Scarlett's direction. "She rode with me tonight."

      "You're not letting her go home with Xan?"

      "She may be able to handle herself, but that doesn't mean she makes good decisions. I'll make sure she gets home safely."

      "Good." I took a long pull of my beer.

      "You want to take a look at the auction items?" Oliver asked.

      "Let's do it." I wanted to support my sister, who was the lodge's event coordinator. After college, she moved to Paris to work at a hotel because she didn't think we had a place for her in the business. I wanted her to be happy here, and part of that was ensuring her events went off without a hitch.

      "What are we raising money for this time?" Chance asked, used to my sister's list of never-ending causes.

      "They're raising money to buy sports equipment for the kids."

      "I can get behind that." Chance’s parents preferred to buy his sports equipment secondhand because it was expensive.

      We made our way around the crowded room. I managed to put my bid on a beach vacation. Someone had offered up their beach house on Sanibel Island. It could be a nice respite from the cold winters here, but I didn't have anyone to share it with. I could take one of my brothers, but a beach vacation seemed like it was meant to be spent with a significant other.

      I had no intentions of settling down anytime soon. My focus was getting approval for our expansion project and erecting cabins on the property. I'd wanted it done before the winter season, but it didn't look like that was going to happen.

      Kylie stood with her significant other, and our friend, Tyler. "How's it going?" I asked them, slapping Tyler's back and hugging Kylie.

      A smile spread over Kylie's face. "Great. I think we're going to be able to buy a lot of nice equipment for kids who need it."

      I rocked back on my heels. "I haven't even written my check yet."

      Kylie just gave me a look. "You don't have to donate to all my causes. Keep the money for the resort."

      "This isn't the business account. It's mine, and I want to support my favorite sister."

      Kylie grinned. "I appreciate that."

      "I know what it's like not to have the equipment you need." I remember how uncomfortable it made Chance to take our things. Over the years, we got better about leaving them at his house and pretending we'd forgotten about them. Then when he'd try and return them, we'd say it was an extra we didn't need anymore.

      Mom had caught on quickly and always made sure she bought an extra bat and glove when baseball season rolled around.

      "You're the best brother," Kylie said, giving me another hug.

      "Hey, I do your books," Oliver protested.

      "You're my favorite accountant," Kylie said to him with a laugh.

      "I'm going to get some air." I left them talking and wandered outside to the large deck on the back of the property. Not many people would be out here this time of day. There was a fire burning in the large hearth on one end, but I purposely went to the opposite to get some quiet.

      I frequently wandered the property to ensure things were running smoothly. It meant that I was constantly scanning for problems; it was exhausting. I sat in one of the cushioned chairs, letting my bottle dangle from my fingers.

      "I didn't think anyone would be out here."

      I started, not realizing someone was sitting in the dark.

      A cell phone light came on, illuminating her face. "It's just me."

      I tensed. "Scarlett."

      She turned her light off, washing us in darkness once again.

      "What are you doing out here?" I asked her tentatively, prepared to go inside. I didn't want to be caught with Chance's sister, especially after she'd spent time with my brother.

      "I could ask you the same thing."

      My shoulders crept up to my ears. "Xander bothering you?"

      Scarlett laughed, and the sound echoed around us. "Xander's harmless."

      "I can tell him to leave you alone," I offered, hoping she'd take me up on my offer.

      Her hand covered mine briefly, then was gone. "I appreciate that. But I can handle myself."

      "So Chance says."

      Scarlett laughed. "My brother can be overprotective."

      I shook my head. "Can you blame him? You've always been a wild child."

      "I don't care for the judgment I hear in your voice," Scarlett said carefully.

      I immediately felt ashamed that I'd treated her like everyone else. "I didn't mean to sound like I was judging you. It's just that Chance is my friend."

      "And you want to protect him." Her voice sounded flatter, more resigned.

      "I've heard a lot about you over the years."

      "Nothing good, I bet." Scarlett stood and went over to the railing, where her face was bathed in moonlight.

      I stood, moving close enough to touch. "There'd have to be something good to report."

      She shot an irritated look over her shoulder. "What did he tell you?"

      "That you go from one job to the other, never settling in one place."

      Scarlett turned slightly. "I work in the theater. That's the job. When one production is over, you have to find another."

      I drank the rest of the warm beer. It wasn't the break I wanted from her heated gaze. "I don't know what that industry is like."

      "My family never understood it. But it's part of the job."

      I set the bottle down on a nearby table. Then I stepped closer and lowered my voice. "Are you misunderstood? Does no one know the real Scarlett?"

      Scarlett's gaze slid to mine as if she didn't trust my words.

      I remembered all the times Chance talked to me about her and relayed how hurt their parents were by her rare visits. "Your family worries about you, and they love you. They'd prefer you visit more often or even move here."

      Scarlett turned slightly. "Why does everyone think you need to stay in your hometown?"

      Was that what I was saying?

      Scarlett gazed over the land. "I love my life."

      "How long are you staying this time?" I couldn't keep the censure out of my voice. She'd be gone in no time, leaving my friend and his family hurt.

      Scarlet pursed her lips, and I wondered what they'd feel like against mine. "That's none of your business."

      "When you mess with my friend's feelings, it is." My voice hardened.

      Scarlett turned fully so that she was facing me.

      We stood too close. If her brother came outside and found us in this position, he'd wonder what was going on.

      Her hand found my bicep. Her heat seared through the thin material of my suit jacket. Was she going to kiss me?

      "Let's get a few things straight." Her voice was hard.

      There was something about her demanding tone that had my dick stirring. I went for a nonchalant expression. "And what's that?"

      "What I do is none of your business."

      "But you're my best friend's younger sister. What you do affects him and not in a good way." My voice had a bite to it.

      Scarlett huffed. "You both need to stay out of my life."

      I tipped my head to the side. "Afraid we'll get a little too close to the truth? That there's a reason you stay away, and why you're home now?"

      Her eyes flared, and I wondered what she was hiding. "I never stay in one place for long."

      "Got that, sweetheart."

      "It doesn't have to mean anything. And don't call me that."

      I tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and her breath hitched. It was completely out of character for me. I didn't do tender touches or slow seductions.

      "What are you doing?"

      I had no idea, but I wanted to touch her. I wanted to see if her skin was as soft as it looked. I wanted to explore her curves and her smart mouth. Everything about her was driving me wild.

      The door opened, and I stepped back. Scarlett's hand fell to her side.

      "Scarlett? You out here?" Chance's voice sounded across the deck.

      I stepped farther into the shadows, knowing she wouldn't want him to know we were out here together.

      Her heels clicked across the wood decking. "I'm coming."

      "What are you doing out here?" Chance asked as she approached him.

      "I was just getting some fresh air," her voice drifted off.

      I needed a few minutes to recover from that conversation. I hadn't expected to have such a visceral reaction to Scarlett being home again. The attraction came out of nowhere. I wanted my best friend's younger sister, and I couldn't have her.

      When I was alone again, I moved to the railing, curling my fingers around it.

      I needed to get Scarlett St. Claire out of my system, and I couldn't do it in any of the usual ways. I couldn't touch her. I couldn't sink inside her sweet heat. She wasn't mine to possess.

      But I sure as hell enjoyed goading her. It was so easy to get her riled up. Her pulse had been fluttering out of control.

      Had she wanted me to touch her? Did she wonder what my lips would feel like against hers?

      I couldn't go back inside. Not when every muscle in my body was pulled taut. Scarlett was a siren, but I wouldn't be answering her call anytime soon.
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      Chance threw an arm over my shoulder, pulling me into his side. It was a protective move, but I still felt unsettled. I used to be so confident with men, so sure of my power. But I'd been shaken recently. I was here to get a break from all of that. But I couldn't seem to escape the reminders.

      Chance looked down at me, concern in his expression. "What were you doing outside? It's cold, and you're not wearing a jacket."

      I hadn't noticed once Eli sauntered onto the deck and into the chair next to mine. I'd been able to appreciate the way he filled out his suit that came with an inherent confidence.

      Eli Wilde knew his place in the world. He didn't have to search for it or wonder if he was doing the right thing. His purpose was running his family's ski resort.

      Just the thought of being in one place for longer than a few months made me want to run.

      Chance steered me toward the auction room where people were milling about. "You want to bid on any of the items in the auction?"

      I didn't have any extra money for frivolous items. "Nothing stood out to me."

      "I would have thought you'd enjoy the beach house." Eli nodded toward the first table.

      "You thought wrong," I said flatly, hoping he'd let it go. I didn't have a steady job with pension and benefits. I made just enough to pay for the necessities. But not a home to come back to. That's why I occasionally stopped in Telluride in between jobs, but more often than not, I headed to the beach. It was my happy place.

      Except this time, I didn't have a job to go back to. I'd made sure of that. But I couldn't tell him or my parents. It would be one more reason why they'd be disappointed in me.

      Why couldn't I hold down a steady job? Why couldn't I pick a place to live? I was a source of distress for them.

      We wandered the room with Chance stopping to talk to someone every few seconds. I fielded repeated questions about when I was leaving again and what was I doing now, as if no one understood my job.

      When we found ourselves alone, I pulled out my phone. "I'm ready to head home."

      "There aren't any drivers this time of night. I'll take you."

      "I don't want to pull you away from your friends."

      "Let me find Eli, and I'll say my goodbyes."

      "Is that necessary?" I didn't think I could be in the vicinity of Eli for the rest of the night. Whenever I was around him, I felt like a ticking time bomb, ready to go off at any second. Yet when his brother Xander asked me to dance, I'd felt relaxed. I was confident I could handle him. He was a golden retriever with all that charm. I knew he knew how to make a woman feel good. But I also knew he didn't care beyond that.

      "Of course." Chance scanned the room, finally finding Eli against the wall. "There he is."

      I tensed as Chance led me toward the man who'd set every one of my instincts on high alert. I wasn't sure what my body was warning me of—a man who could dole out multiple orgasms or one who'd hurt me?

      I tingled from the thought of multiple orgasms. I shouldn't be attracted to a man when my life was unsettled, especially not my brother's best friend. When we were kids, Chance spent many nights at the lodge with the Wilde brothers. So much that my parents joked they'd adopted him as another brother.

      I'd always been a little jealous of his relationship with the Wildes because he fit in everywhere he went. The town accepted him. But I didn't belong here.

      "You heading out?" Eli asked as we approached.

      "Scarlett's tired. She wants to head home."

      Eli raised a brow in my direction. "Is that right?"

      Every word out of his mouth felt like an accusation of something; I wasn't sure what. He was suspicious of my motives, and the clenching of his jaw made me think my very presence caused him pain.

      "I've been traveling all day so I didn't have to get a hotel room.

      "I didn't realize," Eli said, slightly admonished. "From where?"

      "California."

      Eli raised a brow in Chance's direction.

      I didn't want them sniffing around my circumstances. I wasn't ready to share anything and especially not to Eli, who seemed to have an issue with me. "I can get a driver if you want to stay."

      "We've already established I'm taking you home," Chance said with a hard set of his jaw.

      Over the years, he'd appointed himself my protector, but I dodged it more than he would have liked. And maybe that protectiveness is what made me run so far.

      "Have a good night," Eli said to Chance as we turned to go.

      In Chance's truck, I asked, "Why does Eli seem upset that I'm home?"

      Chance drove down the resort's long driveway. "He's worried about me, I guess."

      "Why would he be worried about you?" I shifted so I could face him.

      Chance glanced over at me. "I like when you're home. Mom and Dad do too."

      My heart skipped a beat. I'd convinced myself over the years that I was more of a hindrance to my family than anything else. "Don't I just cause chaos wherever I go?" I said, bringing up one of our reoccurring arguments. "I thought you'd be happy that I was gone."

      Chance bit off a curse. "I'm sorry I said that. I shouldn't have. It's just⁠—"

      "I get it. I can be a lot." I settled back into my seat. I lost count of the number of people who told me I was too much. The lifestyle of moving from one place to another prevented me from forming many attachments. People got sick of me soon enough. It was easier this way.

      "That's not what I said. Why do you put words in my mouth?"

      I blew out a breath. "You're not happy I'm home. Neither are Mom and Dad."

      "We are cautiously optimistic that you'll stay this time," Chance said tightly.

      "I never stay in one place for long." And I certainly never fit in here. My dad was the sheriff before Chance took over, and Mom was a school teacher. Our lives were relatively boring growing up. We were well respected in the community. Or at least the rest of my family was.

      I tested my parents' patience, going to parties and getting into trouble. A part of me knew my dad would protect me from harm. He was the sheriff after all. But I couldn't help pushing the limits. I was the daughter they didn't know how to handle.

      "You okay staying with Mom and Dad?" Chance asked, glancing over at me.

      I shrugged. "I don't have anywhere else to go."

      "You want me to see if there's a room for you at the lodge?"

      "At Wilde Ski Resort?" I asked him, and at his nod, continued, "Absolutely not." There was no way I could afford to stay in the lodge.

      "Eli might have a cabin or something that he'd be willing to let you use while you're here."

      We both knew I wouldn't be here long enough for that. "I'm fairly sure Eli will say no. He's not fond of me."

      Chance cleared his throat. "I wouldn't say that. You're reading into something that isn't there."

      That's what my boss said when I told him I didn't like his roaming hands and sexual innuendos. "I'm positive I'm not."

      "I'm hoping we can work through some things while you're here. I want a relationship with you. Something more than the occasional visit or phone call."

      I didn't say anything because I didn't believe that was true. I was positive my family was better off without me. No one understood someone who felt the need to pick up and move as often as I did. The theater life was perfect for me. But now I wasn't sure if I wanted to work for another company. My boss had promised to blacklist me everywhere.

      Chance parked in my parents' driveway. We'd always lived in town because Dad said he preferred to be near his constituents. It made him more accessible. They hadn't talked about moving since he retired. He loved socializing with people on his daily walks.

      "Thanks for the ride," I said with my hand on the door handle.

      "You're not in any trouble, are you?" Chance's voice was low.

      My heart raced at the suggestion but I kept my face carefully averted. "No. Of course not. Why would you think that?"

      "You being home this time feels different."

      That sent my heart racing even more. I hadn't counted on Chance's cop instincts to catch on so quickly. I thought I was a better actress than that. I forced myself to say, "You're bringing your job home again."

      Chance sighed. "If you need help, you'll come to me?"

      "When have I ever done that?" If I was drinking underage at a party in town, someone would call my dad. I didn't need to ask for help.

      Chance rested his head on the headrest and closed his eyes. "I worry about you."

      I let out a disgusted breath. "You don't have to. I've been taking care of myself forever."

      "You never let anyone in."

      That stung because it was true. "I do."

      Chance just gave me a look.

      "I'm tired. I'm going inside." I knew Chance would walk me to the door. He was a gentleman, and his cop instincts wouldn't allow him to let a woman walk alone at night. I hadn't met a man in the theater circuit who was chivalrous. I kind of missed it.

      I put the key into the lock, and Chance asked, "Can I get a hug?"

      The tears sparked in my eyes. "Of course," I said as I allowed him to pull me into his chest. It felt good. Too good. I couldn't remember the last time I let someone hold me like this. I was the queen of keeping people at a distance. Letting them see what I wanted them to, knowing that they wouldn't like the real me.

      I pulled away before I wanted to. "Have a good night with whoever's warming your bed," I added to keep things light. I didn't do serious.

      "I'm not seeing anyone." His voice was resigned.

      Girls in school had been attracted to him, and I bet the uniform only made it worse. I tipped my head to the side and said lightly, "No one can put up with your uptight ass?"

      Chance shook his head, a smile playing on his lips. "Something like that." Then he sobered. "Marigold would love to see you while you're home."

      "You talk to her?" She was my best friend from school. She was the quintessential good girl. She followed all the rules, and for some reason, she decided long ago we were going to be friends. I think my parents hoped she'd rub off on me, but she never did. Marigold tried to maintain our friendship when I left town, but I needed the distance from my hometown.

      Chance nodded. "I see her around town."

      Marigold's first crush was Chance, not that she ever admitted it. She'd get all giggly when he was around. "I'll give her a call."

      Chance nodded. "Good. Night, Scarlett."

      "Night." I slipped inside, where Mom and Dad were still watching the news on TV in the family room.

      "You're home early," Dad said, turning down the volume on the TV.

      I plopped onto the lumpy couch. "I was tired. Remember, I drove all day."

      "You could have broken it up more or had us come get you." Dad's voice was laced with concern for me.

      "I'm a big girl, Daddy," I stood and kissed him on the cheek.

      When I pulled away, he grabbed my wrist. "It's good to have you home."

      "It's good to be home," I said, even though I wasn't so sure that was true. I wanted to put as much distance as I could between me and my former boss, Steve.

      "Your room is all made up," Mom said.

      I patted her shoulder. "You didn't have to go to any trouble."

      Mom waved me off. "You're never any trouble. Get some sleep."

      I felt a pang at her words because I always felt like trouble around here. I'd done that on purpose.

      I went upstairs and closed the door to my childhood bedroom. Nothing had changed. It was a combination of pink and black. When my parents refused to repaint the pink walls from my childhood, I added black to make it seem more bad girl. I never quite pulled it off. Good girl and bad girl. Soft on the inside but tough on the outside.

      I washed my face until no makeup remained. I looked at myself in the mirror, wondering what Eli thought of the woman I'd grown into. The last time I'd seen him was before he'd left for college. I'd heard through Chance that he had a good time in school, and the girls flocked to him. But I'd never felt anything for him. I just thought he was one of my brother's irritating friends.

      But now, Eli was a confident man. He wore a power suit like it was a uniform he was born to wear. The Wildes always had more than us, but it never bothered me like it did Eli. I didn't care about money or material things. And I never asked my parents for anything since I didn't play sports.

      I put on my pajamas and climbed into bed. I debated whether Chance was serious about Marigold wanting to see me. I let out a breath and typed out a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Scarlett: Chance said you wanted to get together?

      

      

      

      

      

      I put the phone away, not expecting to hear from her tonight. It was late, and I was tired. My body ached from sitting in the driver's seat all day. Then there was the stress of getting away from Steve. I worried about his threats, how he would blacklist me. The theater circle was small and tight. If he did that, I might never find work again.

      But I couldn't stay and let him harass me. I was worried it would get worse. I was right to get out. But my family would probably say I was being flighty again. That I never stuck with anything.

      I'd have lunch with Marigold if she was willing and stay for a few days. Then I'd need to find a job. I didn't like having nothing to do. Despite what people thought about me, I was a hard worker. I didn't like handouts, and I never asked for help.

      When I closed my eyes, the image of Eli in his suit came to me. The way he walked with confidence bordering on cockiness. Then that moment he realized he wasn't alone. The fire that came into his eyes when he saw me. The way he said my name like it was a curse and a prayer at the same time.

      Eli was my newest kryptonite. I might have hung out with theater types, but there was something about a powerful man in a suit that apparently did it for me.

      I imagined him kissing me when we stood by the railing. In my fantasy, it was passionate. I wanted him to take me right there on the deck with everyone else dancing at the party. I wanted to be reckless with Eli.

      He might have had a reputation in high school, but he seemed like he was all about rules and responsibilities now. It would be fun to loosen him up. But it was a stark contrast to the stories I'd heard over the years from Chance.

      They got together frequently to go mountain biking, rock climbing, fly fishing, and skiing. Chance was always talking about the next adventure or thing they had to try. Eli had been wanting to travel and do crazier things, but Chance was more cautious.

      My brother was a good guy. He followed the rules. He did what was expected. I couldn't help that I was the opposite. I'd never fit in here. No matter how nice it was to think about reconnecting with old friends and maybe even making new ones, this wasn't my home. It hadn't been for a long time.
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      I gripped the handlebars tightly as I maneuvered down the steep terrain, avoiding tree roots and rocks. The ride was rough, requiring my full concentration. I couldn't think about Scarlett and what she was doing in town or how long she'd be here.

      I'd been meeting up with my brothers and Chance for years on this kind of outing, but I'd been wanting to try something more adventurous for a while now.

      By the time we reached the base of the mountain, sweat was pouring down my back. I drank heavily from my water bottle while I admired the view of the lake at the bottom. Then I pulled out a granola bar. It wasn't enough to satisfy me, but it would carry me over until dinner.

      This was our longstanding tradition: an adventurous outing and steak dinners. We never deviated, but I'd been itching to do something different.

      Xander pulled off his helmet and ran a hand through his hair. "We heading back to the lodge? I'm starving."

      "You can't handle it? Getting too old," I teased him.

      He wobbled on his bike so he could lean over and smack me. "You're older than I am."

      "Whoever's last gets dinner," Oliver called out, always willing to bet that someone else paid for meals and drinks.

      "You're on." I threw my trash into my bag and took off for the lodge. This part of the trail was flat, and I allowed my mind to wander. The surprise at seeing Scarlet in the dark, how gorgeous she was in the moonlight with her eyes flashing with irritation. The sweet hitch of her breath when I touched her.

      Xander beat me, but I wasn't focused on winning.

      "You cut me off," I complained to Xander as I ripped off my helmet and wiped the sweat with my sleeve.

      "Stop whining," Xander said. "We should all know by now that I'm the fastest.

      "We actually don't know that," Oliver said, happy to go through the statistics on how often we each won.

      "Only a nerd would actually keep a spreadsheet of your brothers' wins." But that was the only way Oliver won arguments growing up. He sounded smarter than the rest of us and was willing to back it up with stats.

      Inside, we took showers in the locker room. Then we headed to the nicest restaurant on the grounds. We were seated at the table I always used when my brothers ate dinner with me.

      After we ordered our steaks, Xander asked Chance, "How long will Scarlett be sticking around this time?"

      I leaned forward, not quite understanding the agitation that bubbled up whenever Xander expressed interest in her. "What's it to you?"

      Xander huffed out a laugh. "We had a good time the other night."

      "You hadn't even wanted to come to the gala," I shot back.

      Xander's forehead wrinkled. "Why do you have a bug up your ass about Chance's sister?"

      "Just looking out for a friend." I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, hoping no one else read too deeply into my reaction. Yes, I was attracted to her, but I shouldn't care if my brother wanted her. It wasn't like I could ever make a move on my best friend's sister.

      "Xan, stay away from my sister. She's off-limits." Chance looked from me to Xander. "In case it wasn't clear, she's off-limits to all of you."

      "Shouldn't she make up her own mind? I get the impression she'd be pissed that you're interfering," Xander pointed out.

      Chance sighed, his expression defeated. "I'm asking you as my friend to stay away from my sister. She doesn't make the best decisions."

      It was starting to irritate me that Chance said that so often about her. I just remembered how Kylie was upset about how we treated her over the years. We hadn't made her feel welcome, and in the end, it pushed her away. "You should stop saying shit like that."

      Chance's gaze swung to me. "What are you talking about?"

      "Maybe the reason Scarlett doesn't stick around is because you and your parents criticize her all the time."

      Chance narrowed his eyes on me. "How do you know?"

      I shrugged, trying to pull off nonchalant, but I didn't quite make it. "I don't know anything about Scarlett." And I certainly wasn't going to admit to her brother that we'd had a moment on the deck of the lodge. "Kylie lived in Paris for years because she didn't think she had a place here at the lodge or in our family. We said things over the years that gave her that impression. I just don't want the same fate for you."

      Chance frowned. "Scarlett only stays a few days, maybe a week, before she's off again. You might be onto something."

      The waitress brought our food, and we dug in. Smaller conversations broke out at the table: talk about the football season and happenings at the lodge.

      Chance leaned in to ask, "How should I handle the situation with Scarlett?"

      I kept my gaze on the steak in front of me, cutting it into tiny pieces. "I'd give her some space, make her feel respected."

      "I don't disrespect her." Chance sounded offended.

      "You don't trust her to make her own choices. You have to step in and protect her. What message are you sending?"

      Chance leaned back in his chair. "I never thought about it like that."

      "With your dad being a sheriff too, I can only think he did the same."

      Chance shook his head. "That's probably true. I just worry about her. What kind of life is it to travel from one place to another, never settling down?"

      "I don't know. But it isn't your choice to make." It wasn't the kind of life I ever thought about. But then again, as the eldest Wilde, I'd known I'd take over the resort. It had been only a matter of time. I'd run a little wild after college, but I reined that in when my dad said it was time for me to take on more responsibility. Now I was more controlled. I regulated reckless times for outings with my friends and flings with women passing through.

      "You know, she only comes home because she doesn't have her own place."

      "What does she do again?" I never had a reason to pay close attention to news about his sister before, and she kept mentioning something about it being her job to move around.

      "She works for theater groups that travel around, putting on shows. When the show is over, she hooks up with another one. She's essentially a nomad."

      "You're her home base. That's a good thing."

      Chance blew out a breath. "I suppose you're right. I should be grateful she has us to come home to." He was lost in thought for a few seconds, then admitted, "But this time feels different."

      "How so?" I wiped my mouth with the cloth napkin and threw it on my empty plate. I was uncomfortably full from the steak and potatoes. But it was excellent as always. I'd have to compliment the chef. I'd lured Jared from a larger city with a promise of part ownership in the restaurant.

      "It's just a feeling I'm getting, and I never ignore my intuition."

      "Maybe it's financial troubles, and she doesn't want to bother you with her problems." I couldn't imagine she made much as a traveling actress, but I didn't know anything about the industry.

      "It's possible."

      "I'd give her some space, let her know you're there for her, and let her be herself." I had a feeling Chance and his parents tried to put Scarlett in a box, and she just didn't fit. I admired her free spirit, her desire to live all over the world even if I didn't have the same temptation.

      "My parents are so happy. They want to have a barbecue at the house. You and your brothers are welcome."

      "Wouldn't miss it." I didn't make the family gatherings as much as I used to. When we were kids, we were over at each other's places so often; Pam and Bart felt like a second set of parents. We figured out quick that it was best to hang out at the lodge because my father wasn't the town sheriff, and we could get away with more. But I appreciated how involved Chance's parents were.

      "Thanks for saying what you did about Kylie. I never thought about it like that. Maybe I should talk to Scarlett about it."

      "I'd let it go. If she wants to talk to you, she will." I had a feeling Scarlett wouldn't want to trouble her family with anything. She was strong and independent, the kind of woman I was attracted to.

      "You want to play some pool?" Xander asked, throwing his napkin on the table and pushing his chair out.

      "You're on," I said, content to spent time with my brothers and Chance.

      Since it was relatively early, we commandeered a pool table and some high-top tables nearby. Oliver set up a tournament complete with brackets he wrote on a napkin.

      We drank, cheering and ribbing each other as we played. I loved nights like this. I worked hard and played hard. I was content. I didn't need anything else in my life.

      I was sitting at a hightop table with Oliver when a flash of red caught my eyes. It was a woman playing darts in a red sweater and black jeans that hugged her ass. When she turned, I caught her face: Scarlett. What was she doing here?

      I didn't want to alert Chance. So I excused myself and headed for the bathroom. She was with another woman, Marigold. Her childhood friend. I remembered her being at Chance's house a lot when we were kids.
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