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          TYLER

        

      

    

    
      I tugged on my tie, uncomfortable wearing a suit to represent my family’s business, Fletcher & Sons Contracting at the Wilde Ski Resort. The Wilde family was hosting a charity event tonight, spearheaded by their youngest child and only daughter, Kylie Wilde, or as I liked to call her when we were kids, Baby Wilde.

      It was a good cause. She was collecting new or gently used athletic gear for use on the ski hills and monetary donations for kids that couldn’t afford lessons or the lift ticket.

      I’d been content staying on the outskirts of the crowd, nursing a drink at the bar. When Kylie crossed the room in a black, form-fitting dress with stiletto heels, my gaze went to the curve of her hip and that delectable ass I wanted to squeeze. When she came closer, I noticed how her hair curled around her shoulders, touching the bare skin I wanted to be intimately familiar with.

      When we were growing up, she’d been a tomboy, forever chasing after her brothers, trying to keep up with their antics. They thwarted her at every turn, so she became sneakier. We’d have epic hide-and-seek games in the lodge, and she’d hide, only to jump out at us. Her brothers were annoyed by her, calling her a pest. I’d thought so too, but as she got older, she filled out, lost the leanness from youth, and became harder to ignore.

      Her brothers made it clear to their friends that she was off-limits. There were a few times we found ourselves alone during hide-and-seek, and I’d like to say I kept my hands to myself, but that last time, I didn’t. I’d always been impulsive and a little reckless, and I’d been the same with Kylie.

      I felt guilty about it over the years. I’d betrayed my best friends with their sister. But Kylie left after high school and hadn’t returned, other than for short visits—until now. Her being home was difficult because that pesky attraction I’d always felt for her hadn’t gone away.

      I should have been focused on business. Usually, Mac or my dad would attend community events and fundraisers, but I’d been tasked with attending this one since Dad was doing less these days, and Mac spent more time with Natalie and her daughter, Delaney. Sam had a daughter, Maggie, so I was the only single one without a life.

      This was my chance to prove that I was responsible and could take on more tasks surrounding the business. I couldn’t get distracted by the Wilde brothers’ younger sister, who looked a lot like temptation on a stick.

      My goal for the evening was to talk to Kylie about the possibility of us working together on a sports charity. Mac came up with the idea after talking to other contracting businesses about their fundraising projects. We’d settled on sports since we’d all played baseball growing up, and Kylie seemed well-versed in the fundraising aspect.

      I needed to talk to her, but she was already speaking to a man in a suit who was in his thirties and looked all too happy to touch her bare shoulder and lean in close.

      My jaw clenched as she tipped her head back and laughed.

      I clenched my hands into fists, uncomfortable with the tightening sensation in my chest. When we were younger, I listened to her complain about her brothers, but I didn’t realize until she was older that we had a connection. One that wasn’t friendly.

      Xander approached me and followed my gaze to his sister. “As much as I like having her home, she’s trouble.”

      “Kylie?” I asked nonchalantly, as if he hadn’t caught me eyeing her from across the room.

      He shook his head in disgust. “I don’t like the way he’s touching her.”

      Me either, but I wasn’t saying that to her brother. Because I was having the same naughty thoughts that the other guy was having, and I was positive Xander wouldn’t appreciate it.

      Xander shifted so that I couldn’t see Kylie and the man anymore. “Apparently, he has deep pockets, and Kylie wants her little charity to be successful.”

      “Little charity?” It sounded like Kylie’s brothers didn’t respect her any more than they had when we were kids, even though she’d grown up, worked on her own in Europe, and returned home.

      Xander braced one hand on the bar while he signaled to the bartender that he wanted a drink. He shifted and leaned an elbow on the bar top. “I want her to stay, and if running this side thing is what she wants, I’ll let her.”

      “You’ll let me?” Kylie asked, her eyes spitting fire, and one hand moved to her hip.

      I shouldn’t be thinking about what she was wearing under that form-fitting dress. Not when her brother, who was my best friend, stood next to me.

      “You know that’s not what I meant. I love having you back.” Xander pulled her into a hug.

      I remembered Kylie complaining that they didn’t take her seriously. It appeared that not much had changed from when we were kids.

      I understood when she left. She’d felt stifled by her family’s lodge and this small town, but now that she was back, I was dying to know why.

      Kylie’s cool gaze moved to mine. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for Fletcher & Sons.”

      “Doesn’t your father usually do that, or even Mac?” Xavier asked.

      “Dad’s taking a step back. He wants us to take on more of the responsibility, and both of my brothers have kids now.”

      Kylie’s face softened. “Mac’s with my friend, Natalie, and Sam is with Alice.”

      “I see someone I know,” Xander said by way of apology, when someone in the crowd caught his attention.

      Kylie stepped closer. “What are you really doing here, Tyler? I never see you at these events.”

      My throat tightened at her proximity, making it difficult to breathe. It was probably best to talk about the reason I was supposed to be here and not why I enjoyed being close to her. “We’re looking to get into some charity work.”

      Kylie crossed her arms over her chest; the effect was pushing up the globes of her breasts. “And what? You’re here to take notes on mine?”

      I swallowed hard, looking anywhere but at her chest. “Not exactly. I was hoping we could talk about partnering on something.”

      Kylie’s face pinched, and I knew she was remembering how I’d left things. “I don’t think we have anything to talk about. Not after how you left things.”

      I’d left her in one of the lodge’s guest rooms, sleeping. I should have left a note or texted her afterward, but I hadn’t. Back then, I was petrified of crossing her brothers. It was a small town, and the Wildes were a prominent family. “I’m sorry for how I handled things.”

      Kylie huffed. “I’m a big girl. I’m not hung up on something that happened when we were kids.”

      She had been eighteen, but I had always thought of her as younger and more vulnerable. Probably because that’s how her brothers viewed her.

      “I’m sorry for the way I acted.” I used the only excuse that made sense at the time. “You know I’m friends with your brothers.”

      Kylie rolled her eyes. “They’re why I left. I couldn’t have a life with them hovering and ruining anything good that came into my life.”

      My brain snagged on the idea that maybe she thought I’d been some of that good, but I refocused on why I was here. “My brothers and I were talking about starting a charity, and we settled on baseball. Since we played and you played softball, we’d like to help local teams in some way. We’re just not sure how yet. You’ve done such an amazing job in a short amount of time with this event, and I was hoping you could give us a few pointers.”

      Her head tipped to the side, and her expression softened. “Is that all you wanted?”

      “We were hoping you’d partner with us since we heard you were interested in helping athletes.”

      She shook her head slightly. “Tonight was just a test to see if I could fundraise. I want to help female athletes. Growing up, the girls didn’t have the equipment the boys had. But I’m not sure that’s what you were looking to get into.”

      When I played baseball and football, I had everything I needed. But then the sports boosters raised money that went to the most popular sports—football, ice hockey, and baseball—all male-dominated sports. “What were you thinking?”

      “Our team shared batting helmets and bats. We never had a dugout. Sometimes we didn’t even have a bench to sit on. We sat on the bleachers with the fans. Our field was used for gym class, while the boys’ field was covered in a protective tarp.” Her tone was tinged with disgust, and for the first time, I realized how things might have been different.

      “I never thought about it like that.” It wasn’t my experience, and I was embarrassed to say I hadn’t been more curious back then.

      “I guess you wouldn’t.”

      My pitch had fallen flat, but Mac and Sam were depending on me. “I know you’re busy tonight, but do you think we can talk about this somewhere else? I’ll go back to my brothers with your ideas, and maybe we can still come up with something that will work for all of us.”

      “What’s your goal in all of this, Tyler?”

      “We want to get more involved in the community and give back. Mac’s contractor friend talked about renovating houses for those who are disabled.”

      “I’m almost positive that whoever Mac’s friend is, that cause was something important to him. If you want to get involved in the community or raise money for something, it should be something you’re passionate about. I just don’t see you getting behind female athletes when your business is comprised of men.”

      “You never know,” I murmured, a little distracted by the fire I saw in her eyes. This cause was important to her, and I knew she’d be successful at it. “I love your idea. I love what you’re doing here, and I’m confident we can do something together that will be amazing.”

      Kylie’s lip curled. “I’m not just throwing the Wilde name up on team jerseys or on a banner on an outfield fence.”

      My face heated because those were a few of the first ideas we’d come up with. “We want to do something more meaningful, something that will have an effect on the kids in the community and their ability to play sports. Buy the equipment they need. Sports are expensive, and these days, kids are expected to pay for the helmets, bats, cleats, and sometimes even the uniforms.”

      “I’m happy to talk to you about it and give you some direction.”

      My shoulders tensed. “But you’re not willing to partner with us?”

      She held up her hand. “I didn’t say that. If you still have my number, text me when you want to grab coffee. We can discuss it further.” Her tone was professional, but my heart rate picked up at the idea of meeting her for anything.

      “I’ll be in touch.” I wasn’t ashamed to admit I’d transferred her number to my new phones over the years, even if I never reached out. I wasn’t going to ask her if she’d done the same. I was stronger than that.

      She sighed and turned to leave.

      “Kylie?”

      She paused. Her brow arched. “Yes?”

      “I’m glad you’re back.” It complicated things. I was worried about her brothers finding out, but I liked having her home. I wasn’t going to think about why that was.

      “I’m not so sure I am,” she said when she spotted one of her brothers stalking toward us. She walked away before I could respond, probably trying to avoid him.

      “What were you talking to Kylie about?” Eli asked. He oversaw hotel management, so he was always visible at an event like this.

      “I talked to her about the possibility of working with Fletcher & Sons on a nonprofit.”

      Eli raised a brow. “Was she game?”

      I chuckled. “Not exactly. She has very clear ideas on what she wants.”

      “I just wish she’d tell us what that is. She came back after whatever the hell happened at her job in Paris. She won’t say why she left, why she’s back, or how long she’s staying.”

      I wanted to know more about her leaving her last job but asking would arouse Eli’s suspicions. “I can’t say I understand your sister.”

      Eli shook his head. “Me either.”

      “It might have something to do with us ignoring her when we were kids.” I hadn’t, but her brothers sure had. I’d never been able to ignore her. Every time she showed up where we were, I had this indescribable urge to protect her, to make her feel wanted, because her brothers always told her she wasn’t.

      “She was always following us around. We did what any big brothers would do,” Eli said as he leaned on the bar to order a drink.

      She was always sneaking out, trying to keep up with us, until that one time she got hurt. No one knew she was skiing on the hill behind us when she fell and broke her arm. I was the one who heard her cry out and carried her to the lodge.

      She must have been in pain, but she didn’t cry. Her face was white, and I talked to her until we were at the bottom of the mountain, and I handed her over to her father. After that night, she never showed up when we were out like that again.

      I wasn’t sure if it was her parents keeping an eye on her or if she didn’t want to get hurt again. I knew her brothers meant well. They pulled crazy stunts and were a little wild. They didn’t want her attempting to do the stuff they did. They wanted to protect her, but it came across like no one wanted her around.

      Whenever I found myself alone with her, she grumbled about how lonely she felt as the youngest of five siblings. Even when her cousins visited, they were boys and played with her brothers. Each time she confided in me, I sympathized with her situation. I thought she was tough.

      Eli took his drink, threw a few bills on the bar top for a tip, and turned to scan the room. “I heard you’re looking for a new place.”

      “I want some land to build on.”

      “Like Mac.”

      Not that I wanted to copy my brother, but his place was amazing. He built a large house at the base of the mountains with enough property to grow and enjoy for a long time to come. It was perfect because he’d recently met and started dating Natalie, Kylie’s childhood friend. She had a daughter, and he’d even gotten a puppy. He’d said he was lonely before they moved in and was happy to fill his house.

      I tried not to think about the fact that I’d be doing the same, building a house without someone to share it with. But then my goal wasn’t to be in a committed relationship. “Living downtown is getting old.”

      “What are you talking about? You always talk about how you can walk to the bars.”

      I chuckled and leaned an arm on the bar. “That’s not everything. Not anymore.”

      “Your brothers settled down, and you are following in their footsteps.”

      “They have their women locked down, but that’s not what I want.” I’d never thought about it too much. Mac had always been a romantic, wanting that relationship from a young age. When he got burned a few times, he took a step back, but we always knew his heart hadn’t changed. And when Natalie came around, we knew she was the one for him. It took him a little longer to figure it out.

      Sam was a single dad, so he’d had to grow up in his early twenties. He didn’t think he’d ever have a committed relationship since he had a young daughter, but then he’d hired Alice to be his nanny, and the rest was history.

      “I’m busy with work, and I enjoy my alone time too much to be committed to anyone. At least not anytime soon.”

      “Same,” I said as I watched Kylie work the room. This was her event, so she was meeting with everyone here, probably to drum up donations and generate interest in her cause.

      “I’m proud of her,” Eli said.

      “She pulled it together in a short time.” I hoped Eli told Kylie he was proud of her because I had a feeling they neglected little details like that when it came to their sister.

      “How long will she stick around? She’s never loved Telluride like we do.”

      “Maybe she never thought you wanted her here,” I said, repeating what she’d told me when she was eighteen.

      “How can you say that?” Eli asked, shifting so he could see my face.

      “She was always trying to keep up with you and your brothers, but you always told her she wasn’t wanted.”

      “She was the youngest, and we did some crazy shit back then. I didn’t want her to get hurt. Hell, she did get hurt that one time.”

      “Did you tell her that?”

      His jaw worked as he thought about it. “Not in so many words.”

      “Have you offered her a position at the resort?” I remembered that night we spent together; she was upset because she felt like there wasn’t a place for her at the lodge or in her family. The boys had taken all the available positions, and there was nothing left for her.

      “We never wanted her to feel like she had to stay here and work for the family business. We wanted her to have options.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t see it that way.” At Eli’s concerned expression, I held up a hand. “I’m just guessing.”

      Eli’s shoulders relaxed. “We’d love to have her here, but I don’t know where she fits in.”

      “I hope you figure it out before she leaves again.” There was no chance that I’d pursue anything with Kylie, no matter how much I’d wanted her over the years. I’d taken advantage of her that one night, and I felt horrible about it. But more than that, she deserved a relationship, and there was no way her brothers would be okay with her dating me.

      I wouldn’t do that to her or to her brothers. The Wilde family had always been good to me. I wouldn’t do anything to screw that up. Especially now that we wanted to partner with Kylie. A personal relationship would complicate things.
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          KYLIE

        

      

    

    
      Since I’d returned home, I’d run into Tyler at the party Natalie had for her new B&B, but I hadn’t expected to run into him tonight. I’d never seen him in a suit, representing his business before.

      He looked uncomfortable in his suit, and it sent a pang through my heart that I did not want to feel. I wanted to shove his charcoal jacket off his broad shoulders, slowly unbutton that crisp white shirt, and find out if his skin was tan all over, and if he’d filled out since we’d seen each other last.

      One night. That was all we ever had. There were other small moments when we’d hid in closets and under beds, and one night when we’d found ourselves alone in a hotel room. I was fairly sure the others had given up on the hunt when we moved from the closet to the bed.

      Tyler had been the one to lock the door, but neither one of us wanted to turn on the TV. We talked about my brothers and the way they made me feel. Tyler had been surprisingly supportive.

      That night, Tyler wasn’t my brothers’ friend; he was just a guy who got me. And when we kissed, I stupidly told myself it was the beginning of something, not the end.

      Back then, I’d been naïve, and I’d learned my lesson. I wouldn’t allow myself to be vulnerable with a man again, especially not Tyler.

      He’d gotten his chance, and he’d screwed it up by leaving the next morning before I woke. I later learned that he’d left for college early, and he never texted or called. I thought after what we’d shared, it warranted some kind of response.

      I was a lot more careful with men since Tyler, but unfortunately, I fell into old patterns of bad decisions when I dated my previous boss’s son, Brad. Until I got ahold of my impulses, I wouldn’t be going there with a guy for a while.

      I came home to heal, to regroup, and to figure out what I wanted. It was surprisingly hard to know what you wanted when you’d always done things either because of or in spite of your family’s desires.

      This charity event was a test for me, a single push to raise money for equipment and lessons for kids who couldn’t afford them. I’d organized similar fundraising events at my last job, and I’d always wondered if I could do a better job without anyone else’s supervision.

      I was pleasantly surprised with the turnout. It could have been the Wilde name, the resort’s reputation, or my brothers’, but I liked to think at least some of the donors respected me and what I wanted to do.

      I’d be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t intrigued by Tyler’s proposal. The thing was, I didn’t think I could be around Tyler. He churned up too many emotions. They hadn’t dissipated over the years. Instead, they’d reignited since I’d seen him again.

      He had no such qualms about being close to me. He wanted to work with me and seemed to have no issues with it.

      It was a good reminder that he was the older guy just playing around, and I was the stupid, naïve girl who thought it could be something else. I wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

      I’d meet with him because I was intrigued by his and his brother’s ideas. I wanted to help female athletes, but I didn’t have the capital to start a nonprofit.

      I’d already discussed the possibility with my oldest brother, Oliver, and he’d advised against attempting anything bigger than what I’d accomplished tonight.

      But if the Fletchers had some money to throw behind the project, I might be persuaded to give them a chance. The only thing was, I wasn’t sure if I’d be staying in town. I loved Telluride and the resort; I just never thought there was a place for me here.

      “Ms. Wilde, do you have a minute?” Mayor Todd Jenkins asked.

      “Of course.” He wasn’t married, and I’d heard rumors that women flirted with him.

      “I love what you’re doing here tonight. The city’s happy to support you in any way we can.”

      I gave him my full attention. “I’d love some help with identifying kids who’d benefit from the program, and I have a few more ideas for how I can expand it to something that could benefit the town.”

      He winked at me and smiled. “I love discussing ways to help the community. How about we schedule dinner soon so we can talk about the ways I can help you?”

      I noticed he’d said I instead of we or the city. It might have been a slip of his tongue, but I didn’t think so. As a politician, I’m sure he was used to watching every word that came out of his mouth and every gesture he made. “I’d love that.”

      He moved in close, touching my arm as he leaned in to say into my ear, “I’m looking forward to it.”

      I wasn’t in the market to date anyone, but it felt good to be desired. Especially when my presence had no effect on Tyler.

      I lifted my gaze, meeting Tyler’s irritated one over Todd’s shoulder. My lips tipped up at Todd’s comment. I briefly touched his arm in response, then moved toward the bathroom. I needed a moment away from everyone.

      I took my time in the bathroom, knowing as soon as I went back out there, I’d need to be on in a way I never had to be in Paris. Here, everyone knew me as the little sister, the one who tried to keep up with her brothers but never did. I wasn’t as fast on the slopes as Xander or as good at doing flips on a snowboard as Killian, not as smart as Oliver or as business-savvy as Eli. In fact, I never excelled at any one thing. The only thing that ever set me apart in the Wilde family was that I was a girl.

      When we were younger, my parents were busy running the ski resort, so I was left alone a lot. When I was older, they let me have friends over, which was always a blast at the lodge, but I never felt like I was enough by myself. As teens, my friends wanted my brothers, and I was a means to get to them.

      When I finally opened the bathroom door to leave, Tyler stood leaning against the wall across from me.

      “You need the ladies’ room?” I quipped as I attempted to move past him. I was a successful, confident woman; I shouldn’t feel anything when I was near Tyler.

      His fingers encircled my wrist, stopping my forward motion. “You okay?”

      “Of course.”

      “I saw you talking to Todd Jenkins.”

      “The mayor?” I asked to buy time, my heart thumping wildly in my chest because his hand still gripped my wrist loosely.

      Todd nodded tightly.

      “We were talking about raising money for needy kids. He’s going to help me identify which kids could benefit from assistance.”

      “I don’t think that’s all he wanted,” Tyler murmured softly, his voice vibrating in my chest at a frequency seemingly only I could feel.

      I tipped my head to the side. “What does it matter if he wanted more?”

      “It shouldn’t.” He tugged my wrist so that I moved closer to him. I felt like an insect trapped in a spider’s web, and I was transfixed by the web he was weaving.

      “But it does.” My entire body was vibrating with need as he held my wrist, and I stood within inches of the tempting warmth of his body. I arched a brow. “Is there something you need, Tyler?”

      His nostrils flared, and he shifted on his feet so that he was no longer leaning casually against the wall but stood straight. “How long are you sticking around?”

      “I’m not sure.” There was this heat when he was near me, a chemistry I don’t remember from when we were kids. I crushed on him and had this hero worship for him since he carried me down the mountain. Even though we messed around when I was eighteen, I hadn’t remembered this energy between us. It felt combustible. If one of us lit a match, we’d explode.

      Being near him was dangerous, and partnering with him and his brothers was not a good idea. I wished I could move away, but I couldn’t. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to work together.”

      Tyler grinned. “Are you afraid you wouldn’t be able to resist me?”

      I snorted and stepped back until my wrist fell from his hold. I didn’t acknowledge that I missed the contact. “I can resist you.”

      Men in Europe were confident in a way most Americans weren’t. They were more adventurous and attentive in bed. I was more experienced than that eighteen-year-old girl he left sleeping in a hotel room that night.

      He moved close to me in the same manner that Todd had earlier. Except this time, I felt his proximity in the hair that stood up on my arms and neck and the slight anticipation in the way my body leaned toward him. “We’ll see about that.”

      When he moved away, the air around me cooled considerably. Why did I let him get to me? The thing was, he was so different from when we were kids. He was all man and more confident. I had a feeling he’d be skilled in the bedroom—not that I should even be thinking about that.

      I went back to the event but didn’t see Tyler for the rest of the night. When everyone was gone, I went through the donations and found a sizable check from Fletcher & Sons, written by Tyler. Had he anticipated donating before he arrived? Was that his purpose in being here tonight, or was it the potential partnership?

      A needy part of me, the girl who wanted closure after we’d hooked up in that hotel room, wanted to know if it was me, but I quashed that notion quickly. There was no way Tyler would ever consider dating me, not with his friendship with my brothers. Besides, if we partnered together, it would make things messy.

      He’d always see me as his friends’ younger sister, nothing more. A part of me wanted to prove to him that I was all grown up now. I was a confident woman who could have a fling and walk away. I could prove to him and to myself that I could resist him.

      But I wasn’t as confident about that part. I’d hear what he had to say about this potential partnership and then turn it down. I could always use the excuse that I wasn’t sure how long I’d be in town.

      No one expected me to stay, so it wouldn’t be a surprise when I left. There was nothing for me here. There never had been. The ski resort was my brothers’. My parents let them run it almost entirely on their own now.

      There was never any room for me, not when I was in college and certainly not now. The hollowness in my chest threatened to overwhelm me, but I added up the donations and made notations in my spreadsheet. The evening had been more successful than I’d anticipated.

      I’d hoped my friends, Natalie and Alice, could come, but they both had children. Natalie had Delaney, and Alice had Sam’s daughter, Maggie. They didn’t go out a lot anymore, and I couldn’t blame them. I hoped the fact that they were dating Tyler’s brothers wouldn’t make for awkward encounters while I was in town.

      I should reach out to more of my high school friends if I was going to stick around. Just because Natalie and Alice were in serious relationships didn’t mean that I had to stay home. I could go out and have a good time.

      Oliver came into the room. “How’d you do?”

      I tilted the screen so he could see the total numbers.

      He whistled. “That’s impressive. I’m proud of you.”

      I shouldn’t have felt any pleasure at his words, but I did. I still sought their approval when I received so little of it. When would my brothers stop seeing me as their little sister and, instead, as an adult they respected?

      Eli and Xander walked in next. They stood behind my chair, looking at the numbers over my shoulder.

      Eli ruffled my hair. “You did good.”

      I felt a rush of pride. I’d set out to do something at the ski resort, and I had. “It will be good publicity for the business.”

      Oliver made a noise of disagreement. “This was all you. We just provided the venue.”

      “You know everyone donated based on the Wilde family name and the resort’s reputation.” They hadn’t invested in me.

      “You’re the one who came up with the idea and organized everything. You were the face of the cause tonight,” Xander said.

      “I don’t know.” I had planned everything, but it felt a little too similar to what I’d done in my last job. Organizing big events for other people and organizations. None of it was mine.

      “You’re not giving yourself enough credit,” Oliver said, taking a seat next to Eli across from me.

      “How are you going to distribute the money?” Oliver asked as he leaned a hip against the desk.

      “I’m meeting with Todd to discuss ways to target the kids who’d need it the most.” I had more ideas, but I didn’t feel comfortable sharing them with my brothers yet.

      “You could also reach out to social services and see if they have any tips,” Eli said, the one in charge of managing the hotel. He had a knack for finding the solution to anything.

      “I’d say that’s a better bet than Todd. I think he wants more than your charity work,” Xander said.

      “When will you stop caring about who I date?” I asked them, the familiar irritation flaring to life.

      “Never,” Xander said, softening his response with a wink.

      “You’ll always be our little sister,” Oliver said.

      He was the oldest and the one I was the least close to. By the time I was in fifth grade, he’d left for college.

      I sighed, weary of pointing this out. “I’m not little anymore. I’m a grown-up and can handle myself. If you want me to stick around, you need to start treating me as the independent woman I am.”

      Xander winced. “You haven’t been around in a while. We just need to adjust to having you home.”

      “We want you to stay. I hope you know that,” Eli said, ever the peacemaker in our family.

      “I lived on my own in Europe. I don’t need you warning me off guys.” Silence fell between us. “Not that it matters. I’m not ready for a relationship yet.”

      Eli leaned his elbows on his knees, his eyes soft. “You want to talk about that?”

      “I don’t ever want to talk about men with you. Any of you.” I gestured around the room at them. I was closest to Killian since we were nearest in age, but I wouldn’t even talk to him about guys.

      There was some agreement between them to thwart any relationship they discovered. They were notorious in high school for warning guys off me. No one wanted to cross a Wilde boy. They were known for being reckless, eager to get into a fight, and held the power to ban them from the resort. The last part probably wasn’t true, but kids always believed it when they said it.

      “As long as you don’t date any of our friends,” Xander said.

      Xander was the adventurous one and usually pulled our older brothers out of their serious and contemplative moods. Growing up, we joked that Oliver and Eli both had oldest-kid syndrome, and the younger ones just got wilder and more fun loving. No one included me in those descriptions. I was merely the youngest, the only girl. I was an afterthought. “I’m not ready to date, but even if I was, your friends wouldn’t look at me twice.”

      Xander crossed his arms over his chest. “Then we’ve done our job.”

      “You don’t need to protect me from anyone.” With three of my brothers in the tiny office, their eyes on me, I felt like I was under a microscope.

      Oliver shifted his weight. “We don’t want you to feel like we’re interfering.”

      I bit back the familiar feelings of resentment and said, “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me since I’ve been home.”

      “We just want you to be happy,” Xander said.

      “I am.” Except I wasn’t even sure what that word meant. It seemed like something elusive that other people experienced. I hadn’t felt truly happy in a long time.

      I’d wanted to leave Telluride after high school, and I had. I stayed away for years, but now I was back, and all my old insecurities were popping up again. I could stay and deal with it or run away again.
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      I spent the morning touring potential properties to build my new house. A few were just lots so I could build exactly what I wanted, but my realtor insisted on showing me a couple of houses. I wanted a new build like Mac had.

      There were a few possibilities, but I wanted to show my brothers. They both had a good sense of what lots were conducive to building. I was a little wary of making such a big decision without their approval.

      I intended to meet my brothers at Mac’s house afterward. Their women, Natalie and Alice, had gone shopping together, leaving them with the kids. When I arrived, Delaney was pushing Maggie on the new swing Mac had hung from a large tree in his backyard.

      It was one of those round discs that could spin in any direction. Delaney was taking turns pushing Maggie and spinning her in circles. High-pitched screams and giggles floated over the yard to where we sat on the patio.

      I balanced a beer bottle on my thigh as I considered my brothers. Mac stood in front of the grill, and Sam sat next to me.

      Over the past few years, our parents allowed us to take over more of the business, and the charity project was solely ours.

      “How’d it go at Kylie’s event the other night at the lodge?” Mac asked.

      “I don’t go to many of these, but it seemed well-organized. I hope she raised a lot of money.”

      “You have a chance to talk to her about our ideas?” Sam asked.

      I thought back to the way she looked in that dress and the way her eyes flashed as she talked to me. “She’s skeptical about working together.”

      Mac frowned as he turned to face us. “Why?”

      “She wants to help female athletes.”

      “We want to help athletes. I don’t think gender matters,” Sam said.

      “She said boys’ sports tend to have more support and funding from the schools.”

      Sam frowned. “That’s unfortunate.”

      I hadn’t thought about the fact that Mac and Sam might be amenable to her suggestion because they had daughters.

      “She mentioned female players not having a place to sit at softball games, having to share bleachers with the fans.”

      “She wants to provide dugouts? That’s an expensive proposition. I was thinking more along the idea of providing gear like she is for the skiing and snowboarding.”

      Mac turned his attention to the grill, turning the hamburger patties. “We work in construction. We could provide the lumber and labor.”

      “You’re seriously considering this? I thought this was more of a raise-money-and-hand-it-out-to-the-most-deserving-team kind of thing,” I said, resting my elbows on my thighs, dangling the bottle between my legs.

      Sam mulled over his words. “It makes sense. We can get wholesale prices on the lumber and provide free labor.”

      I thought about what it would mean to build dugouts for Kylie’s project. She’d raise the money, and we’d provide the lumber and labor. I couldn’t help but wonder if she would help too. She was sexy in that dress, but there was something about seeing her in a tank top and cutoff jeans with a tool belt that got me going. I wanted to dirty her up.

      “I kind of love the idea,” Sam said to Mac.

      I leaned back in my chair. “Should we build dugouts only or expand it to include sports equipment?”

      Mac placed the patties onto a platter. “I have to say, I love the idea of it just being dugouts. We could expand to something else later. And we don’t have to say it’s just for female teams. We open it up to anyone who needs them. It protects the athletes from sun and rain and provides a team atmosphere. The coach is able to address the team without the distraction of parents and siblings on the bench.”

      “You’re really on board with this?” I asked them.

      “Kylie wants to build dugouts; we have the labor and supplies she needs. It’s the perfect partnership,” Mac said to us.

      “It sounds like her fundraiser was successful. She’d handle that part, and we’d do the construction,” Sam added.

      I mulled over what they were saying in my head. It was a natural partnership. There was no way she could turn us down.

      “Someone has to do the work. Why not us?” Mac, ever the reasonable one, said.

      “I like it,” Sam added as Maggie raced across the lawn and landed on his lap. “What do you say, Maggie-girl? You want to help us build dugouts?”

      Her nose wrinkled. “What are dugouts?”

      We all exchanged a look.

      Sam ruffled her hair. “I think it’s time for your baseball education to begin.”

      We’d grown up playing Wiffle ball in the backyard. There was always a game in progress, the bases leaving permanent bare spots in the yard. My dad hated that balls and bats were always strewn across the yard. But we wanted to pick up where we left off every time we headed outside. It was a never-ending baseball game, but my mom liked to say it was a never-ending fight because we fought about strike zones and outs.

      When Maggie noticed me, she scrambled off Sam’s lap and moved over to me. I lifted her in my arms, loving the tickle of her hair against my cheek, the warmth of her body against mine, and the way she looked up at me with her big blue eyes.

      She loved having uncles, and we teased her by pretending to fight over her. She was surrounded by love. I pulled up a picture of a dugout on my phone. “See, the players sit inside this in between plays.”

      “It’s like a house,” Maggie said, getting excited.

      “Exactly. It’s a house for baseball players. Want to help us build them?”

      “Can I play inside?” Maggie asked.

      I would have said yes to whatever she wanted. “Once construction is done.”

      I had visions of her learning the construction business alongside us, but she was only five. Construction zones were still too dangerous for her.

      “Can you build me one?” Maggie asked me, and I knew I’d have a hard time telling her no.

      Mac waved a hand at us. “She saw a picture of these storage houses in backyards that had been turned into a playhouse.”

      “What do you want it to look like?” I asked her, never wanting to deny her something that we could make for her.

      We scrolled through pictures, and she pointed out the designs she liked and explained how she wanted room for a table and chairs, maybe even a play kitchen. The windows would have curtains, and the house itself would have a tiny porch.

      I heard Natalie and Maggie come home from their shopping trip. I didn’t move from my spot since I was holding Maggie. Mac went inside to help them with the packages and bags.

      “You going to talk to Kylie about the dugouts?” Sam asked me.

      “I was supposed to text her about meeting up sometime this week.”

      Sam stood. “You can talk to her tonight. She’s here.”

      “She is?” I asked. Maggie scrambled off my lap and raced toward Alice, and I followed her. Alice lifted Maggie in her arms and gave her a smacking kiss on her cheek. She squeezed her tight and said how much she missed her. But it was Kylie standing next to Alice that had my attention.

      She wore a sundress and a jean jacket, with white sneakers. It was cute and sporty. Her exposed skin was tan and soft-looking. I stood and moved closer to her. “What are you doing here?”

      Her eyes widened. “I went shopping with Natalie and Alice.”

      A weird sensation entered my stomach. They were friends. I’d be seeing her all the time. “You hang out together.”

      “Do you have a problem with that?” she asked, moving past me to sit in one of the chairs.

      I returned to my seat and said, “I was just surprised.”

      “I was friends with Natalie when we were kids, and she introduced me to Alice.” The look she gave me said everything—she didn’t think she owed me an explanation, but she gave me one anyway.

      “That makes sense.” My brain was still trying to play catch-up and make sense of the fact that Kylie was in our lives now. She wasn’t the younger sister of the Wilde brothers I could easily avoid; she was best friends with my brothers’ fiancées. There’d be no avoiding her.

      “You’re close to Maggie?” Kylie asked.

      She must have seen her sitting in my lap. “She’s my niece.”

      Sam grinned. “Mac and Tyler are enamored with her. There’s nothing they wouldn’t do for her.”

      “Which apparently means building a playhouse,” Mac said.

      “Can you show her the picture, Uncle Tyler?” Maggie asked, coming up to my side. She was an ace at getting us to do whatever she wanted. All she had to do was ask in that baby voice, and I was mush.

      I opened up the pictures and handed my phone to Kylie.

      Kylie scrolled through them as Maggie sidled up next to her. “These are so nice. What will you have inside?”

      Maggie went through her ideas, her hands gesturing wildly as she described everything she wanted. When she was done, Kylie said, “That sounds amazing. You’re a lucky girl.”

      “She’s lucky she has two uncles who will indulge her every whim,” Sam said.

      I was close with my brothers because we worked together, but we were good friends too. When Sam had Maggie, it brought us even closer. Maggie’s mother moved to Maryland, and he needed our help. It was a little less now that he had Alice, but we still loved spending time with Maggie. And now that Mac was dating Natalie, we had her daughter, Delaney, to spoil too.

      Mac pointed the spatula at Sam. “Your house will be done soon. We’ll build the playhouse inside this winter and then put it out in the spring.”

      Maggie’s ears perked up at that. “I can play in it over the winter?”
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