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Mountain Men of Whiskey River


Take Me To The River – Axel and Emelie


Take Me To The Cabin – Phoenix and Jenna


Take Me To The Lake – Cash and Hope


Taken by The Mountain Man - Cole and Jana


Take Me To The Mountain – Bennett and Willow


Take Me To The Cliff – Jack and Sage 


Take Me To The Edge – Storm and River


Take Me To The Valley – Evan and Calista










  
  
He’s her brother’s best friend. She’s never had a thing for single dads or younger men… until him.  

Evan
I’ve built my life around two things: protecting my daughter, Skye, and serving Whiskey River as a detective. 

Love? It’s off the table. 

I can’t have both—it’s not fair to Skye, and I’ve already been burned once. 

But when Calista Stapleton—the woman I’ve wanted for as long as I can remember—comes back to Whiskey River, all my carefully built walls start to crack.

She’s my best friend’s sister, and she’s supposed to be off-limits. 

But when I’m injured on the job and she steps in to take care of me and Skye, it feels like she’s exactly where she’s meant to be.



Calista
I’ve spent the last decade pouring myself into everyone else—patients, family, responsibilities.

Now I’m back home, hoping to reconnect with my family and start fresh.

But Evan Greer is here, too—my little brother’s best friend, the man I’ve always tried to ignore. 

He’s strong, stubborn, and so fiercely protective of his daughter, it makes my heart ache. 

When he gets hurt, and my brother insists I move in to help him recover, the fragile line we’ve been balancing on starts to disappear. 

Every day with him and his daughter makes it harder to ignore the pull between us. 

But he’s my brother’s best friend, and if this falls apart, it won’t just be my heart on the line.












  
  



Do you like Military Men? Best friends brothers?
What about sweet, sexy, and addicting books? 

 

If you join Kaci Rose’s Newsletter you get these books free! 

https://www.kacirose.com/free-books/

Now on to the story! 











  
  

Chapter 1


Evan





I remember the first time I held my daughter in my arms. Her mother was signing away her parental rights right there in the hospital room. I promised that little girl that I would fill her life with love, laughter, and friends. Since that day, it’s been my sole purpose. 

Standing in my new home outside the city limits in the Whiskey River Mountains, I think I finally made good on that promise. We have so many friends here today helping us move and unpack the house. More than I could have ever hoped for. 

As soon as Axel's wife, Emelie, heard that I was moving, she enlisted all of their friends and their wives to help out. Who knew bringing a guy in for questioning on a possible kidnapping charge that turned out to be nothing would lead to a friendship like this?

I will never forget how protective Axel was of Emelie even then. I hope my daughter finds a man like him one day.

The mountain men of Whiskey River Montana are super protective of each other. They have slowly welcomed me into their circle, and now that I have moved to the mountains, that protection includes both my daughter and me.

“Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!” my daughter, Skye, comes running down the stairs, laughing and calling for me.

In that moment when I turn to watch her with a huge smile on her face and her dark brown hair flowing behind her with curls at the end of it, she looks so much like her mother.

“Yes, princess?” I ask, bending down to scoop her up.

“Jenna said Willow is going to help her decorate my room as a princess room, but I had to ask you first. So, can we? Please, please, please?” She asks in a high-pitched, excited voice while she giggles at me.

She makes it impossible to say no, not that I ever would. I knew when we moved in, she would want to decorate her room. Granted, I kind of hoped she would want a camp or nature room over a pink princess room, but if that is what she wants, then that is what she gets.

“Of course you can.” I set her down and pull out my phone. “Just in case that’s what you decided, I ordered you this princess bed canopy. It will be here next week.”

“Daddy!” Skye screeches, giving me a huge hug. It's like the one she has been hinting at, but according to Sage, Jack's wife, who I ordered it through when I was in town last, it's better because it has fairy lights in it. Apparently, that's a big deal with things like this.

Looks like she was right, and I owe her one when I see her next.

“Go make plans with the girls so they can tell me what you need, and I can get it ordered,” I say as she bounces off.

She has so much energy. Just like her mom does, it's what attracted me to her and made me think it was love. I wanted it to be love, but when she got pregnant and told me she was putting the baby up for adoption, the illusion shattered.

It's for the best. I got my little princess and realized I wanted to be in love with someone so badly I had even tricked myself. After that, I swore off dating because I couldn't risk masking my true feelings again and hurting my Skye.

 “This place needs some work, but I think it's perfect for you,” Cody says, walking up beside me.

He and I have been best friends since we were in diapers. His family owns the whiskey distillery in town that recently opened up.

“I think so too. Plus, I need to find some busy work this winter,” I agree.

“You still thinking of retiring from the force?” He asks in a lower tone because he knows he's the only one I've told. It's a small town, and the last thing I need is for that to get out and around town before I have even talked to my boss.

“Yeah, I like the idea, but what would I do? Plus, I don't think it's the right time after I just moved in. Before I make a bigger decision like that, I need to settle in.”

“I agree. Next week, sometime after one o’clock, we should grab a drink and make one of those pro-con lists you love so much and see where you end up,” he jokes.

I know he thinks it's all good fun. But the pro-con lists have helped me make some of the best choices in my life. When I skipped the list, I made some of the worst. Though it doesn't stop him from poking fun at me about them any chance he gets.

“Alright, just let me know for sure. By mid-week, Skye will be ready for your mom’s home-cooked meal. Since we will be living on frozen meals until the new kitchen appliances get here.”

They were among a few more things I had ordered from Sage and Jack. Because of how remote we are, it will take longer than I planned for them to be shipped here. Once they arrive, I will have the guys help me get them to the cabin.

It takes more work, but it’s the tradeoff for living in the mountains. One thing I'm excited about is to finally be living out of town. Skye is enthusiastic, too, but I don't know if it's because I'm excited or if it's because she truly is. Either way, I plan to make sure she loves it out here as much as I do.

Though I didn't move as far into the mountains as Bennett and Cole have. This way, I can still easily get to town in the winter. I have to with my job and Skye's school. But it's enough that I have some mountain views and land and can be much more self-sustainable.

“Well, I’ll let you know for sure when we can meet,” Cody says, interrupting my thoughts. “Mom will make that mac and cheese Skye loves. Bring her after school, and they can make it together.”

“I think she'd love that,” I say as I watch Axel pull Emelie into a hug and kiss the top of her head.

While I won't ever admit it out loud, I want that. I want a mom for Skye, and I want to come home to this house and to my sweetheart and build a life together. Who knows, maybe it can still happen, but right now, I have to build my life as it is.

“Oh, I meant to tell you. I saw Skye's mom on a commercial the other day for some insomnia drug. She's hitting the big time now, huh?” Cody laughs.

Skye's mother signed over her rights, got clearance from her doctor and went to Hollywood so fast it made my head spin. She’s had a few small parts on some soap shows, and now she's in this commercial. Seven years in and she still hasn’t had that big break. Nothing worth showing Skye, anyway.

We haven't heard from her, and I prefer it that way. Skye doesn't ask about her much, but I try to keep it positive. She knows her mom is an actress in Hollywood and just couldn't be a mommy. Hopefully, she understood.

Though I know someday, she will have more questions, and I dread that day. Thankfully, that isn't today.

“Keep that to yourself. Skye isn't asking questions about her mom, and I'd like to keep it that way as long as possible.” 

“She will someday, though,” he says.

“Then I'll pull up her Wikipedia page and explain it all.” 

“What are you two gossiping about?” Storm asks.

“Someone we knew growing up. Nothing important,” Cody covers for me.

He might give me shit, but he has my back at every turn, and for that I'm grateful.

“Thank fuck!!” Storm says. “I’m just far enough away from where I grew up to not run into anyone I know unless I want to. Now, I'm taking off to get home to my wife and son. Let me know when the appliances get here and I'll come help you get them up the mountain and installed.” 

I nod, and he says goodbye to everyone else and heads out. Not long after, everyone else begins to leave, and before I know it, it's just me and Skye. Her eyes are starting to droop as she sits on the couch, leaning on me.

“Okay, Princess. It's time to get ready for bed. It's been a long day, and there is more unpacking to do tomorrow,” I say. Then I scoop her up in my arms as dramatically as I can and toss her over my shoulder, which causes her to giggle.  

We run through her bedtime routine, and once she is in bed, it’s obvious something is on her mind.

“What is going through that head of yours?” I ask.

“Will you sleep with me, Daddy, just tonight?” 

I know it's a new house with new sounds and shadows. No wonder she’s a little nervous and scared.

“How about I lie with you until you fall asleep? If you wake up and are scared, you can get in bed with me.”

She nods, handing me the princess book she has me reading to her each night. Before I’m even halfway, Skye is fast asleep. Soaking in the moment, I watch my child sleep so peacefully, and I stay a little longer.

I let the enjoyment of the first night in our new home and the start of life I want for her and for myself seep into me.

It’s understandable why Skye is scared. I am, too, in a different way, though it's the fear that comes with excitement to start a new journey.

I can't wait to see what the future brings.

Though I just wish it had given me some warning.








  
  

Chapter 2


Calista





I'm less than an hour from my childhood home and almost twelve hours into my trip today, and I'm starting to question everything. 

When my brother called and found out I was between jobs, it should have been a warning sign, but I didn't listen. He convinced me to come home and help with the distillery that my four brothers started because it was doing so well.

It wasn't until after I agreed and had my moving truck loaded, and was on the way to Whiskey River, did they mention they needed help with Dad, too. His health was declining faster than Mom let on, and she can't do it all herself.

Being a nurse and between jobs right now, they thought I'd be the perfect one to help out. Even though their logic is sound, it’s not something I want to do. I had made them swear they wouldn't dump it all on me, and now they’re trying to once again. Before I know it, they’ll be depending on me too much because I’m home and it’s convenient for them. It’s one of the many reasons I left. I needed my own life.

As I round a corner, a deer darts across the road. I miss it by just a few inches, making my heart race. Maybe crossing the Whiskey River Mountains for the first time in years at night wasn't such a great idea. But now I'm just determined to get into town and relax.

My family doesn't think I'm getting in until tomorrow, so I can head right to my rental and have a day of peace before they descend on me. That’s why I decided to drive straight through instead of stopping for the night.

I love my family, but with four brothers, it can be a bit much. They are super protective. Even though I'm older than three of them, they still treat me like I'm a baby and need to be taken care of. I hated it in school. If someone so much as said one bad word about me, the four of them were jumping or picking a fight with that person. Now, as an adult, I appreciate it, but I still need my space.

It also doesn't hurt that my best friend in the whole world still lives in Whiskey River. Kaylee and I both left to go to school and then she moved back to Whiskey River while I moved away. We still talk multiple times a day, and we visited each other or took friend-cations multiple times a year, but it will be really nice to be closer.

The day I told her I was moving back to Whiskey River, Montana, she let out a squeal that was so loud that I'm sure they heard her down in Utah.

As I round one of the sharper curves on the mountain, the sight that greets me has me slamming on my breaks. There is a car that has run off the side of the road. The guardrail seems to have stopped it, but the tail end of the car is pointing up in the air, all the lights are still on, and the tires are spinning like the incident just happened.

Pulling my car off to the side of the road, I turn on the flashers and grab my phone as I run over to the other car. There is a woman in the car, unconscious, with blood on her forehead and face. She is alone in the car, and it looks like a tree has stopped her from going over the edge. Since everything seems to be stable, I check my phone and I'm grateful to find I have service.

“911, what's your emergency?” a woman answers my call.

“I'm on Whiskey Mountain and came up on a car that crashed over a guardrail and into a tree. A young woman in the car is unconscious and bleeding from her head,” I tell her.

After asking me a few questions about the location, she asked me to stay on the phone with her.

“She is starting to come to. I'm an RN with some emergency experience,” I say.

“What is going on? Where am I?” The woman in the car asks.

“Hi, I'm Calista, please don't move. You’ve been in a car crash. Help is on the way,” I tell her.

Her hand goes to her head, and she moans when she sees the blood.

“There was a bear…. On the road,” she groans.

“Ma'am, a deputy is a few minutes out. EMS is still ten minutes out,” the 911 operator says.

Then she has me run through a list of questions to ask the woman in the car. 

I find out she was heading home to Helena after spending the day in Whiskey River. While her memory seems to be intact, she’s hazy and is fading in and out. Patiently, I ask the rest of the questions: can she move her arms and legs, is she in pain, and did she hit her head?     

We finish the questions just as flashing blue lights and sirens fill the air. Relief hits me that someone is here to help her, but I know my night is far from over. There will be a million questions. I sigh, letting go of my fantasies of a lazy, quiet night before everyone invades my new apartment. 

“The officer is here,” I tell the dispatcher, and we end the conversation.

I put the phone in my pocket as the officer walks up. When I Iook up, our eyes meet and he freezes on his way to the car. I smile at those familiar hazel green eyes. “Evan Greer?” I ask. I’m shocked that of all the people in town, he is who I run into when I'm trying to sneak in undercover. 

Even though I know my brothers will know I'm in town before I even get to my doorstep, I can't help but smile. Evan is my younger brother's best friend and one of my favorites of my brothers’ friends. 

“Calista?” Evan asks, shock clear in his voice. 

Then, shaking his head, he moves to the front of the crashed car. I lean against the guardrail, making sure I stay out of the way while he talks to the woman in the car. 

Once the ambulance shows up, they take over, and Evan comes walking over to me. It’s hard for me to combine the rail-thin, crazy as my brother, full of energy kid he was in high school with the man that fills out a police uniform like no one should, who is standing in front of me. 

“Your brother said you weren't getting in until tomorrow,” he says at my side as we both watch the EMTs do their job. 

“I was trying to sneak in under the radar to have a peaceful night to myself before they swarmed my place tomorrow. So much for that,” I sigh. 

“Well, I won't say anything until I see Cody again, which won't be for a few days,” he says.

“That would be amazing. I love my family, but…” I trail off, not sure I want anything I say to get back to them.

“But you've gotten used to being on your own, and they are a bit much?” He fills in. 

“Yeah,” I agree. 

“I get it. They have me over for dinner regularly, and even still, after all these years, it's overwhelming. I don't know if I'll ever get used to it,” he says, smiling.

For a moment there, I forgot to breathe. What the hell? This is Evan. Not only is he my brother's best friend, he is six years younger than me. It’s probably my body just reacting to the fact that I haven't been laid nor had a serious relationship in over a year. I’m going to have to have a date with a toy packed in my car that will take care of that issue. 

“Cody said you joined the department. I’m kind of shocked to see you working nights, though,” I say, thinking he should have been promoted to day shift by now. He's been there long enough. 

“Normally, I do. But the guy who had the shift tonight is a friend of mine, and he had a family thing. Skye is with your parents tonight, so I took the shift to help him out.”  

“Skye?” I ask, feeling a pool of jealousy in my gut that I hate is even there. I know my family would have mentioned if he was getting married, so I can only assume it's a long-term girlfriend. Though I’m shocked at how much I hate the thought of him with anyone. I have to remind myself he isn't mine, nor could he ever be, and I want him happy, at least for my brother's sake. 

“My daughter,” he says with a smile lighting up his face. 

“Oh, that's right. How old is she now?” I ask, trying not to let the relief show on my face. 

“She will be seven soon. With your mom's help, she is planning a big, elaborate party. I know there is going to be a lot of pink and glitter,” he laughs. 

Even though I knew he had a daughter, I was so wrapped up in my life that I had never thought much about it. I guess I never realized he had her so young. Everything in me wants to ask about her mother, but that isn't my place, so I refrain.

“I can’t say I ever pictured you as a girl dad,” I laugh. 

“Well, that makes two of us. Let me go check with the EMTs. Then I just have a few basic questions, and you can get on with your sneaking into town,” he says, winking at me. Then as he goes over to check on the EMTs who just got the woman onto a stretcher, I enjoy watching him walk. 

He is definitely a flirt. I bet he has all the women in town falling at his feet, just like my brothers do. 

As the EMTs load the woman into the ambulance, a tow truck pulls up, parks on the shoulder in front of my car, and waits for the ambulance to get out of the way. 

Evan walks back over to me with a notepad and pen in hand. 

Once again, I go over the entire story of finding the car, what I saw when I walked up, calling 911, and all the details. He asks a few questions, like if I saw any cars or animals in the area before or after I stopped, and I tell him I hadn’t. Before we finish up, I give him all my information for the report.

“Well, you are free to go. But,” he pauses, reaching into his pocket, and pulls out a card. Then, flipping it over, he scribbles something on the back. “Text me when you get home so I know you made it. Your brother will never forgive me if I don’t make sure you make it safely.”

Taking the card from him, I put it in my pocket. “Will do. Thank you for not ratting me out to them.”

“Hey, you saved my ass a few times growing up. It’s about time I get to repay the favor.” He smiles again, tipping his hat at me before walking back to his police car.  

I head to my car, taking a few deep breaths. Why was the way he walks and talks, and let’s face it, his muscular body so damn sexy? Damn it, get it together. This is Evan, not some stranger you just met. 

Carefully, I make my way down the mountain and to the apartment I rented above one of the stores downtown. It’s temporary until I find a place. At least this one is furnished, so only minimal unpacking is needed. 

I follow the check-in instructions and once inside, lock the door behind me. 

Then, exhausted, I flop down on the couch. Well, I made it into town, and as long as Evan keeps his word, I will have a morning of peace. Taking the card out of my pocket, I enter the cell phone number Evan scribbled on the back. I save it on my phone and text him.




Me: I made it home. Thank you for everything. 


Evan: It was really good to see you. Save my number, and let me know if you need anything.


Me: Saved. See you around.


Evan: You can count on it.  













  
  

Chapter 3


Evan





Of all the people to run into last night, Calista Stapleton was at the bottom of the list of people I'd have guessed. Hell, let's be honest, she wasn't even on the list. Why hadn't Cody mentioned she was moving home sooner when he helped me move into my cabin last weekend?  

In all fairness, that was the first time we had been able to sit down together in almost a month. Will she be at the family dinner this weekend? I'm sure she will. There is no way Calista will get out of it since it’s the first time she’s been home in ages.

"The hospital is calling with an update on the woman from the crash last night,” Judy, the sheriff’s office receptionist, says. She has been here longer than I have. She is in her late forties and does whatever is needed around the office from answering calls, being anyone's secretary, and even keeping us all organized. Right after I started here, Judy was the one who took on the task of fully digitizing the office. 

“Thank you,” I say, but she hesitates by my desk, so I know she has a non-work-related question. Judy is also one of the town’s gossips.

“What is it?” I ask.

“How did she look?” She asks with slightly more excitement than I think the situation warrants. 

“She had blood on her forehead and was confused,” I say, making Judy frown. “I'll let you know more once you let me pick up this phone.”

“Evan! I meant Calista. I can't believe the family kept her coming back to town a secret! We would have thrown her a welcome home party!” Judy sighs. 

“That might be why they kept it a secret so they could spend some time with her.” 

Picking up the phone, I talk to the nurse at the hospital over in Helena. Apparently, the woman insisted that she be taken there.

The woman, Becca, who isn't a local, was just visiting and didn't know the mountain. She swears she swerved because there was a bear on the road, but there was no sign of a bear in the area. That doesn't mean there wasn't one, but it also means it could have been a shadow. That's between her and her insurance company. 

Judy stays by my desk listening to my side of the conversation, which is mostly my grunting my way through the nurse, talking a mile a minute and telling me about the patient. Later today, she will be released to the care of her husband since she has a mild concussion and needed a few stitches on her forehead. She also has a sprained ankle and broken arm, but otherwise was very lucky. 

Once off the phone, I relay that information to Judy, and she runs off back to her desk to call her friends and spread the news, I'm sure. I pull up the report on the accident and fill in the details from my call and get ready to close it out when I see Calista's name. I pause. 

When she left for college, I had the biggest crush on her. I would count down the days, looking forward to when she'd come home for a visit. I was too young for her to pay any attention to me back then. After she graduated, she moved away, and I haven't seen her since. Her family has gone out to visit her, but she really hasn't been back to Whiskey River. I thought I might be over that little schoolboy crush, but I’m thinking maybe not. Because the feeling I've had for her since last night is even stronger than I remember all those years ago. 

I glance at my notepad, where I wrote her phone number from the report and before I even left the scene, she had added her number to my phone. I’m sure she’d like an update, to let her know the woman is all right. After checking my email, there is still nothing on the drug case I've been working on, so I grab my phone and think about calling her. At the last moment, I decide not to call. I don't know what her plans are now that she's back or if she is working. So I send her a text, 




Me: Hey, it's Evan. I just talked to the hospital and thought you'd want to know the woman from last night is doing well and will make a full recovery. 


Calista: That's great! I really appreciate you letting me know. Everyone has been asking because the story has already made its way around town. 


Me: I told you I could keep it quiet last night, but as soon as people started reading my report on the accident, it would be all over Whiskey River. 


Calista: Small town grapevine 101. I kind of missed it, but just didn't miss being part of it. I will let you get back to work. Thank you for the update. 


Me: Call anytime.


Calista: Thanks again. 






I check my email and there’s still nothing. I've been working on this drug case, and I'm waiting for some intel to come in from the guy watching the house right now. If he has nothing to report, that means all is quiet, which is good in that no drugs are passing hands, but bad because it slows the case down. The sooner we can close out this case, the sooner we can get the drugs off the streets of Whiskey River. 

Since there is still nothing new for me, I give Cody a call. 

“Hey man, what's up?” he answers. I can hear the noise from the distillery behind him. “You got a minute to talk?” I ask, knowing how crazy that place can get. 

“Yeah, Colton is here, and he can hold it down for a bit,” he says as the noise muffles in the background, so I assume he stepped into his office and closed the door.

“Yeah, until some skirt walks in,” I laugh. 

Colt is a town playboy and has had that reputation since high school. He's happy, responsible, and upfront with the ladies, so it works for him. If it's what he enjoys, more power to him. Even if his mom drops hints about settling down, his family has been supportive. But he's the baby of the family, and since his older brothers haven't settled, he has no intentions either. Colt has invested a chunk of money in the distillery, and he knows better than to let some girls get in the way of the business.

“What's up?” Cody asks.

“Why didn't you tell me Calista was moving back to town sooner?” I ask him outright. 

We have been friends for so long that there is no beating around the bush when we have something to say. That is one of the best parts of our friendship. 

Cody pauses and doesn't answer right away, but I know he heard me. 

“How did you find out?” he asks. 

“I forget you seem to be immune to town gossip. Last night there was an accident on Whiskey Mountain, a car off the side of the road. Calista was the one who called it in and was there when I got on the scene. Yes, she is fine,” I say because I know it's his next question. 

“Calista asked us to keep it quiet and we haven't had a chance to talk before you moved,” Cody says. “With everyone there it didn't seem the right time to bring it up. She was hoping to have some space before the town found out. You know she hates being the center of attention.”  

“A text works too, you know,” I say, but I understand why he didn’t tell me, and I’m not mad about it either. 

“Come down for a drink any time, and we can talk ‘til your little gossip heart is content,” he ribs at me. 

“Fuck you,” I laugh. 

“Is the person who was in the crash okay?” He asks, his tone more serious. 

“Yes. I just heard from the hospital that she will make a full recovery. Just banged up,” I say. 

“Anyone we know?” 

“Nope. Someone who was in town for the day and shouldn't have been driving the mountain at night. She was lucky your sister found her, or she could have sat there for a few hours before another car passed,” I say. 

“I'm going to have a talk with Calista about driving that mountain at night.” 

“Cody, she is older than you and was the one who taught you to drive that mountain,” I laugh.

“Well, still sneaking into town in the middle of the night? What was she thinking?”

 “That she wanted a quiet night to settle in before you guys ascended on her,” I supply. 

“You are sticking up for her now?” 

“Just relaying what she said. How many times do you need a break from family? You guys are close, but sometimes it can also be a bit much.” 

Growing up, I loved his big family because I wished I had brothers who were close like he does. My younger sister and I never really got along because of the large age gap between us. Once she graduated high school, she moved to Florida to work on cruise ships. Her visits home are infrequent, and it’s been a while. 







OEBPS/images/7f50cbb0-aea5-4a60-b593-df17c551d78b.jpeg







