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      Some ghosts can only be silenced by love—and maybe a little Christmas magic.

      Grady

      I wasn’t supposed to come back to Havenstone.

      Not after the Navy. Not after the battles I fought—overseas and in my own damn head.

      But the Maas family gave me a second chance once, and this Christmas, I owe it to them to show my face at their bonfire. One night, I tell myself. In and out.

      Then I meet her. Angel.

      Too bright, too beautiful, too good for a man who’s been living in the dark for years.

      She thinks I’m worth saving. I think she’s the kind of miracle I don’t deserve.

      But the more time I spend with her under these Montana skies, the harder it is to remember all the reasons I swore I’d never stay.

      This town, this ranch, this woman—they feel like home.

      And for the first time in a long time, I’m starting to wonder if I’m ready to stop running… and fight for forever.

      Saddle up for Naughty List Ranch!

      Four cowboys. One Christmas tree ranch. And the women they never saw coming.

      Years ago, they were troubled teens sent to the snowy wilds of Havenstone, Montana. But at the Maas Family Ranch, they found more than chores and second chances—they found brotherhood.

      Now they're all grown up—rugged, irresistible, and about to be blindsided by love. From surprise reunions to small-town sparks, these men are about to meet the women who'll steal their hearts… and heat up their holidays.

      These cowboys found family at the ranch. Now they’ll find forever under the mistletoe.

      Four standalone romances. One unforgettable bond. All the holiday magic you could want, wrapped in flannel and sinfully hot kisses.
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      Silver Bell Hollow looks like a snow globe someone shook too hard. Frost halos the streetlamps, garlands swag across Main Street like fluffy green smiles, and the sign over my coffee shop, Mistletoe Mug, wears a crown of red velvet ribbon that keeps slipping because I tied it while half-asleep at four a.m. It’s the last Saturday before Christmas, which means I’ve already burned my tongue twice, the peppermint bark is down to dangerous crumbs, and the line at the counter is a cheerful, soon-to-be-caffeinated snake.

      “Angel, tell me you have the strawberry shortcake latte with extra whip,” Mrs. Crowley begs, eyes round as ornaments.

      “For you? I have two.” I slide the cup over and wink when she drops her knitted mitten over my hand and squeezes. Silver Bell Hollow is a town of squeezers—hands, shoulders, cheeks—like touch is a language and everyone is fluent.

      Behind the espresso machine, Jamie, my barista-in-training, handles the milk wand like it’s a high-stakes science experiment. She’s a pretty, shy seventeen-year-old, but getting steadier every day.

      “Deep breath,” I remind her as she steams milk for Mrs. Crowley’s shortcake latte. “The foam doesn’t bite.”

      Jamie grins, all braces and concentration. “If it explodes again, I’m blaming physics.”

      “Fair. Just not on my Yelp page.”

      We make it through the rush with minimal caffeine casualties. I wipe down the counter, glance at the clock, and wince. Ten a.m. sharp. I promised Mary Maas I’d swing the refurbished star topper out to Naughty List Ranch, as it’s known locally, and freshen the big gate wreath she asked me to “work my Angel magic on.” Callie—the ranch baker and my good friend—has treats covered, so I’m on décor duty and a quick logistics chat with Christopher about maybe setting up a coffee cart for the Christmas Eve bonfire.

      It’s been a year since I inherited Mistletoe Mug from an aunt I’d never met—twelve months of early mornings, burnt tongues, and coffee grounds in every shoe I own. A year of cinnamon in the air, cranky equipment, and locals who treat the shop like their living room.

      Mrs. Crowley, our retired librarian, corrects my chalkboard spelling. Carl, who runs the hardware store, insists whipped cream is a fundamental human right. Tourists take photos of the year-round Christmas-themed front window, and I pretend not to love it.

      I told myself I was only here for a season. Long enough to get the coffee shop stable after it was left empty for months, then sell and move on. But somewhere between fixing the roaster, training Jamie to steam milk without burning it, and memorizing the sound of that bell over the door, I stopped planning to leave.

      Most days, I catch my reflection in the pastry case—flour on my cheek, hair frizzy from steam—and think, Is this really home now? It’s the longest I’ve ever stayed in one place.

      I shrug into my coat and loop a scarf twice around my neck. “You good here for a couple of hours, Jamie?”

      Jamie gives me a mock salute. “Yes, boss. Mrs. Crowley already tipped me in gingerbread men for life.”

      “Keep her sugared, and nobody dies.”

      “I’ll even restock the cocoa bombs,” she says proudly.

      “That’s my girl.”

      I carry the rewired vintage star (rescued from the attic) in one hand and the giant wreath in the other, breathing in pine until my eyes water. I shoulder the coffee shop door with my hip and step onto the sidewalk⁠—

      —and slam the wreath directly into a solid wall of man.

      The star wobbles. The wreath tilts. The man doesn’t budge. But I do. I bounce backward, but not before my entire front presses against a wall of warm, flannel-covered muscle. A zing of heat shoots through me, low and sharp, like my body recognizes him before my brain catches up. My boot heel skids on a slick patch of snow, and before I can recover, my butt hits the sidewalk with a soft thud. The wreath and star fly from my hands, and I get my first proper look at what I ran into.

      My breath frosts in my throat.

      Tall. Broad shoulders under a worn flannel. Dark hair that hasn’t seen a stylist in years. Silver-gray eyes that look both exhausted and sharp, like they’ve seen too much. A scar near his temple, a jaw that could cut glass, and a don’t-mess-with-me silence humming off his skin.

      “Oh, my god,” I groan, already blushing. “Sorry. I didn’t see you behind my wreath.”

      He doesn’t laugh. He crouches beside me and offers me his hand. “It’s a big wreath,” he says, that quiet rasp of a voice sliding over me like heat in the cold.

      I slide my hand into his palm, and wow. His hand is warm, huge, and calloused. When he pulls me up, it’s like being hauled upright by a man who could toss me over his shoulder if he wanted to. My entire body jolts against his chest for one brief, devastating second.

      “And you’re a big man,” I blurt before my mouth catches up with my brain. “I mean, tall. You’re just—very—tall. Sorry. I’m saying words now.”

      His eyebrows lift, but there’s something amused flickering in his storm-colored eyes. “Seems like it.”

      He plucks the wreath and the star from the snow-covered ground in one hand as if they weigh nothing. “You delivering these?”

      “Yes. To the Maas Ranch. Mary asked me to⁠—”

      “—add sparkle,” he finishes dryly.

      My eyes widen. “You know her?”

      His mouth curves again, almost reaching a full smile this time. “Used to.”

      Something flickers in his expression—nostalgia, pain, maybe both—but before I can ask, he shifts the wreath to his other arm. “I’ll carry these.”

      “You really don’t have to⁠—”

      “I want to.”

      Three simple words that sit in the air like something he doesn’t say often. My stomach does a funny little swoop.

      I fall into step beside him, crunching through snow as we head toward the road leading out of town. The hand-painted red and green sign at the corner reads Naughty List Ranch, 2 miles north. Beyond it, the mountains shoulder the sky, dusted in white.

      “I’m Angel Tilsen,” I offer, because silence feels weird around him. “I run Mistletoe Mug—coffee, pastries, and emotional support lattes. You?”

      He glances over, expression unreadable. “Grady Cross.”

      “Welcome to Silver Bell Hollow, Mr. Cross. Visiting family?”

      His jaw works once. “Old friends.”

      His reply isn’t evasive, just tired. Like the answer costs him.

      We turn onto the lane that leads out past the last clapboard storefronts, where the road narrows and the fields open. Snow skims the ditches and dusts the fences. The air smells fresh and sharp.

      “Have we met?” I ask because strangers are rare in Silver Bell Hollow.

      He shakes his head. “No. I’ve been gone.”

      “Military?” The word slips out before I can stop it. He has a straight-backed, steady posture that comes from years of being told how to stand and why it mattered.

      “Navy.” He doesn’t elaborate.

      We reach the ranch drive, where Mary and Christopher’s big cedar gate looms, already half-wrapped in garland. The place looks like Christmas threw itself a party and never left—snow-covered barns, rows of spruce trees, a ribbon of smoke curling from the chimney of the main house.

      Mary is waiting out front, hands on her hips, cheeks pink from the cold. She’s short and round, her silver-streaked curls tucked into a knitted hat, eyes bright with that mix of warmth and quiet authority that makes everyone in town do what she says before they realize it.

      “Angel, my sweet girl!” she calls. 

      I grin. “Hi, Mary.” 

      Mary freezes as we draw closer, eyes narrowing as if she’s not sure her heart believes what she’s seeing. Then her breath catches. “Oh, Grady boy.” Her voice softens, trembles. “You came home.”

      Grady sets down the wreath and star. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t you ‘ma’am’ me.” She cups his cheek, a laugh breaking through her tears. “You always did take your time.”

      He swallows hard. “Guess I did.”

      “I’m glad you’re here.” She pats his jaw once, firm and fond. 

      “Where do you want these?” I ask, pointing at the wreath and the star.

      She waves a mitten toward the barn. “By the main tree. Christopher’s pretending he can reach the top without help.”

      “Still stubborn, huh?” Grady rumbles.

      “More so,” Mary replies with a long-suffering sigh. “Now go help before he breaks his fool neck.”

      “Too late for that,” Christopher calls from the other side of the yard, balanced halfway up a ladder and reaching for a strand of lights. He climbs down with the same unhurried steadiness that always makes people listen before he even speaks. Tall and solid, with a white beard that catches the light, his blue eyes land on Grady and soften with something like pride.

      “Well,” he says gruffly. “Took you long enough, son.”

      Grady’s mouth pulls into something that’s getting closer to a smile. “Yes, sir.”

      Christopher claps him on the shoulder once, the way men like him say welcome home without needing to use the words.

      Mary wipes her eyes, muttering something about men who make her cry, and turns to me. “All right, let’s get that star hung before this weather turns.”

      Christopher nods toward the massive spruce near the porch. “Right where the light line meets the top. Ladder’s sturdy—mostly.”

      “That’s comforting,” I mutter, grabbing the ladder and ignoring the flutter in my chest at the touching reunion I just witnessed. “But I can handle it.”

      Grady frowns. “You can, but you shouldn’t. Let me.” 

      “No, I’m good,” I assure him. “I’m not afraid of heights.”

      “I don’t want you falling.”

      His protective tone does something strange to my pulse. I climb anyway, muttering about male hubris with a twenty-pound star wobbling in my gloved hands. 

      “This is fine,” I tell no one, which is usually a sign that things are not fine. The spruce is taller than it looked. The ladder sinks a little with each step.

      “Stop,” Grady orders. He’s at the foot of the ladder, one hand braced on the side, the other held up like he can catch me from here. Maybe he can. “Come down. We’ll do it another way.”

      “I’m okay,” I call, inching up. The star tilts. So does the world.

      I don’t fall. Not technically. The snow under the ladder slips, the whole thing skews, and my boot twists, sending sharp, hot pain through my ankle.

      Before I can yelp, he’s on the ladder, one forearm caging the rung, the other sliding around my waist. I end up against his chest with my heart trying to relocate to his shirt pocket. His body is solid, hot even through our layers, and I feel every hard inch of him where we touch—his arm tight around my waist, his chest like a furnace against my cheek. I don’t move. Don’t want to.

      His breath is rough next to my ear. “Easy. I’ve got you.” 

      The star dangles from one wire, swaying harmlessly. The world steadies. My heart doesn’t. Neither do the parts of me that think nearly falling off a ladder into the arms of the most attractive man I’ve ever met count as foreplay.

      “I’m fine,” I whisper, not moving.

      “Don’t lie to me, Angel. You twisted it.”

      “It’s minor.” I wince when my foot touches snow.

      Without asking, he scoops me up, solid and sure. 

      “W-what are you⁠—” 

      “Taking you back to your shop,” he says, like he’s accepting a mission.

      “Grady, seriously, I’m too heavy⁠—”

      His arms tighten just a little, voice low. “You’re perfect. Now stop arguing.”

      The words knock the air right out of me. No one’s ever said that to me. Not like that. Not with heat and hunger and something gentler curled inside it. I want to believe him. My body already does.

      Mary’s watching with her entire heart in her eyes. “Oh, let him fuss, Angel. It’s been too long since Grady had someone to fuss over.”

      I’m too flustered to argue. My arms loop around his neck automatically. He smells like cedar, snow, and something faintly smoky, like nights spent near a campfire.

      We leave the ranch behind, snow creaking under his boots, and head back to Main Street. Mistletoe Mug glows in the distance, windows fogged from the espresso machine and strung with white lights. The sign in the window reads Believe in Small Miracles—and a Latte Bit of Love.

      His stride is steady, but everything inside me feels like it’s jolting loose. Every bounce of my body against his chest reminds me I’m not wearing the thickest bra. That I’m holding onto him too tightly. He smells like pine smoke and snow and something so masculine and warm it short-circuits my brain and makes me want to dream about him naked.

      Grady exhales sharply as he adjusts me in his arms. It’s not a grunt of effort—it’s something else. Like a man trying hard not to want something too much, too soon. He carries me right through the door, the bell chiming overhead. The smell of coffee and sugar wraps around us. 

      Jamie freezes mid-pour, the milk pitcher halfway to the cup, eyes wide. “Wow. That’s not how I expected you to bring in new customers.”

      “Hey, Jamie. Twisted ankle,” I manage. “Minor accident. Not kidnapping.”

      Grady carries me past curious customers and into the back room, lowering me onto a stool like I’m made of spun glass. “Ice?”

      “Freezer, behind the cinnamon-scented snowballs,” I murmur helpfully.

      He finds it, wraps a towel around the pack, and kneels to press it against my ankle. His hands are rough and warm, sending a shiver up my spine that makes me forget about the pain.

      “You’re good at this,” I whisper.

      “Years of practice in bad places with limited medical supplies,” he says evenly. 

      It’s what he doesn’t say that tugs at something in my chest. I have a sudden urge to cry for reasons that have nothing to do with my swollen ankle. 

      I can’t stop watching his hands. Big, scarred, competent hands. I bet he’s the kind of man who could take apart a generator and make me come with the same calm certainty.

      The thought shocks me.

      I’ve literally just met the man, yet he’s stirring something low and insistent in me I’ve never experienced before. Not just lust, though that’s definitely happening. It’s this... awareness. As if my body has been asleep, and he’s the first real thing I’ve touched in a long time.

      His knuckles brush my ankle again as he adjusts the ice pack, and a shiver dances up my spine. He doesn’t look up, but my skin hums like it knows he’s going to matter.

      My cheeks burn. I’m not this girl. I don’t swoon. I certainly don’t get turned on by first-aid.

      But with him?

      I want to climb that ladder again so I have an excuse to fall into his arms.

      God help me.

      Grady secures the towel with an elastic like he’s done this more times than he wants to count. When he ties it off, his knuckles brush my skin. Heat zigzags through me, sudden and bright.

      I know he feels it too because his breath hitches and his jaw flexes.

      I swallow. “Thank you, Grady.” 

      When he stands, he nods toward the window where snow is falling softly and relentlessly. “Storm’s coming in. Stay off that foot.”

      “Is that an order?” I tease.

      “A request.” He looks at me then, and the flicker of warmth in his silver eyes feels like the first spark in a cold hearth. My heart does the thing again—swoop, tumble, and land somewhere inconvenient.

      “I should head back to the ranch,” he says, heading for the door. 

      “Okay. Thanks again for carrying the wreath. And, you know, me. And for the whole first-aid thing.” I can hear myself babbling, but stopping’s never been my strong suit.

      Grady pauses with his hand on the knob. “Angel,” he says without looking back.

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t climb any more ladders without me.”

      The bell jingles. The door clicks, and he’s gone. Tall and solid as he strides into the falling snow, carrying a quiet gravity that makes the whole world—and me—lean toward him. I don’t know him. But some reckless part of me is already imagining how he’d feel under my hands. How he’d taste. I’m an idiot. Or maybe I’m awake for the first time in years.

      Jamie appears in the doorway, still clutching the milk pitcher. “So… that was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      I laugh weakly, staring at the door. “Yeah,” I breathe. “Yeah, it was.”
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