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            Chapter One

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      The hand that comes down on my shoulder cuts into a collection of the most woe-is-me-bullshit thoughts I’ve ever thought in my life, but there you have it: me, Austin Bliss, standing in the crowd at the Harvest Festival Opening Ceremonies and trying to figure out what the hell just happened to my life.

      “I didn’t think I’d find you here, Austin Bliss. I heard you were out of town.”

      This crowd, right now, is the last place I want to be on the planet. I could’ve stayed on the ranch and avoided it. But in Paulson, that’s not done. I was born here, I was raised here, and I want to belong here. I don’t want to feel like Paulson is a coat that’s too sizes too small. I don’t want to feel like the ground has shifted beneath my feet. But it has. The ground should be fucking ashamed of itself.

      You take one flight to New York, and everything changes.

      That’s what I get for wanting to settle the mystery of the account that’s shadowed every part of my life since my dad died a year ago. Every month, money appears. And every month, I wonder when I’m going to owe someone for it.

      Now I know. The money was coming from my dad’s secret brother. It’s the kind of drama I can’t stand in movies, and here it is, in my own life. Only Dad’s not here to reckon with it. I am, which is why I flew to New York. Which is why I told my cousin, Roman Bliss, to stop the payments. But he couldn’t. It was out of his hands, he said. 

      I turn toward the hand and into the smiling, wrinkle-worn face of my dad’s oldest friend, one Hal Kilroy. The gleam in the man’s eyes makes it easy to believe they once climbed the water tower and tried to dye the water purple. The two of them were the stuff of legend in Paulson. Now half the legend lives, and half is under the ground, and I’m here, trying to find my footing. “Everybody’s here, Hal. That’s why it’s so ungodly hot.”

      “Isn’t that the truth? Biggest crowd I’ve seen in years.”

      The crowd shifts and swells around us, dust rising from beneath our feet. They’ve done their best with the grass, but come September, the grass is ready to hibernate.

      It is a huge crowd—I hadn’t noticed, because I got so wrapped up in my own head for a minute there. The surprise cousins nobody knew about. The money in the bank account that’s mine now, whether I want it or not. Mine and Luke’s. All of it pops into my head like fireworks the very moment my concentration gets dim enough to see them. They are always there. Ever since two weeks ago.

      “Wait. Is something different happening this year?”

      Hal nudges me with an elbow. “I’d tell you, but I’d have to kill you.”

      I groan out loud, which makes the two ladies ahead of us turn around with suspicious looks. “Just clue me in, Hal. Something get planned while I was gone? Did everybody decide to get heavily involved in Wendell’s speech?” The mayor, whose name is Wendell Briggs, considers the Harvest Festival Opening Ceremonies to be his own personal State of the Union. But as far back as I can remember, it’s never drawn a crowd like this one. A strange energy hovers in the hot air over all of us. People whisper, heads bent close together. It wasn’t like this last year, was it? I’d have noticed. Wouldn’t I?

      The national anthem blares from the speakers at the sides of the stage, then cuts out abruptly. Everybody in the crowd cheers over the sound. There’s a harsh transition to Born in the USA and then Wendell comes out, waving in a huge, exaggerated motion. Let it be said that he never does anything halfway.

      “Happy Harvest Festival,” he says into the mic.

      “Happy Harvest Festival,” the crowd replies, and for a fleeting second I have the distinct sensation of being in church. We didn’t go much when I was growing up, but the few times we did, I could’ve melted into the pews. Something about it is...very zen. Relaxing. There are expectations in a church. On my other side, a man shoves his way through, elbows out. That did not happen at church, as far as I remember. Nobody was in that much of a yank to get to the front after the service had already started.

      “The Harvest Festival is our time to come together and celebrate everything that Paulson has accomplished this year,” Wendell says. Is it just me, or is there a strange glint in his eye? No, there definitely is. He knows something, and he’s not telling. I’m sucked in, like everybody else’s anticipation is a gravity vortex and I can’t pull myself away. “And we’ve got something very, very special planned for this year’s celebration.”

      “Tell us what it is,” shouts somebody closer to the front, and a ripple of nervous laughter moves through the crowd. 

      “All right,” Wendell says into the mic, and a woman somewhere behind me lets out a woo! “I’m very pleased to announce that this year the Harvest Festival will be hosting a Favorites of Paulson competition for our local ranches.”

      My pulse is one of those screaming fireworks that gets let off late in the show. I haven’t been in almost a decade, but I shove down the strong urge to raise my hand.

      “Each round will be judged by a panel selected from the citizens of Paulson, the winner chosen by majority vote. The overall winner after four rounds will be featured in Montana Magazine and will also receive a one-year advertising credit, good for use on the billboard south of town.”

      Shit. Now that would put us on the map. And everybody else on the map, too. Whispers rise around me, buzzing like bees that have been disturbed, and one of them drags a stinger of anxious nerves down the back of my neck. I don’t care much about being on maps, except for this one. I’ve been feeling so weird since my plane touched down from New York. Cheers go up from the crowd, a big round of applause. The people want a contest. The palms of my hands heat like I’ve got them over a fire and my heart races faster than my horse Connecticut can run. 

      “Isn’t that great?” Hal laughs in my ear over the sound of applause. “You’re going to win the whole thing, son!”

      “Naw.” I’m not a braggart. My mother didn’t raise me to be one, and my father would have shaken his head at the whole enterprise. He’d have shaken his head, but he’d have entered, all right. He’d have wanted us to win. He just would have been humble about it.

      “Remember,” booms Wendell. “This isn’t like 4-H. We’re going to have broader categories so everybody who wants to can compete.”

      I want more details. I want all those rules in black and white, on a sheet I can read.

      “Sure as my boots you are.” Hal pounds my shoulder again, rocking me back and forth. “Now, I won’t do you any special favors.”

      “Special favors?” The mayor’s talking again, but I can’t hear him—I’m picturing that billboard. I’m picturing Bliss Ranch on the cover of that magazine. I’m picturing exactly how it’ll put me back where I belong, with my feet on Montana soil. We’ll have made it and it’ll have nothing to do with the boys from New York. Nothing against the boys from New York, only...I have everything against those guys.

      “I’m one of the judges!” Hal beams. I don’t think he’s ever had a greater honor in his life, besides his several Army deployments. “But I’m impartial. Just because I’ve known you since you were in diapers doesn’t mean I’m giving you automatic votes. You’ll have to work for it.”

      I shift out from under his hand, his palm a lightning rod. “I’d never ask for special favors.” Has anyone heard us? If they have, this whole thing is already tainted. “Don’t even joke about it, Hal.”

      His laugh is loud and deep, a belly laugh that ripples through the people around us. One by one I see how the sound touches them and they turn, smiling, indulgent and happy, eyes crinkling at the edges. Old Hal Kilroy. Moving closer so he can pat my shoulder again. “I’m not joking about it. You’ve got it in the bag.”

      Groups around us separate themselves into individual people, and the next thing that happens is like a ship becoming visible between two waves. You’d never know it was there, and then those waves part, and wham. Ship. Enemy ship. Alarms blaring. Descend, descend, get outta sight, don’t let them see you’re here—

      A matching set of alarms blares in my brain. The mayor’s voice has gone all distorted beneath the echoing thunk of the hate coming off her eyes and spearing me straight through the chest. She’s close. Too close. If she were an enemy ship, and I were a submarine, I’d be sunk.

      “So you’ve got it in the bag, then, do you?” Brooke Carson’s voice cracks through the crowd like the sound of breaking glass. “Is that what you’re planning over here?”

      Hal laughs again, like he hasn’t heard the warning in her tone. Like he thinks we still have time to take cover from the hurricane. “Young lady, nobody’s planning a thing untoward. But can you disagree that Austin Bliss has one of the finest ranches ever to grace our little town? He does, he does,” he chuckles, without waiting for an answer.

      She lifts her chin. “He’s not the only one with a fine ranch.”

      “Of course not!” Hal’s hand feels radioactive on my shoulder. “That’s why the mayor wanted to put the contest together in the first place. If we wanted an award made for the Bliss Brothers, we could’ve driven it out there and presented it without all this fanfare.”

      “You’d have liked that, wouldn’t you?” The smile that spreads across Brooke’s face is a stunner. Wide, full lips. The kind of teeth you’d see in a magazine. It’s gorgeous, and venomous. “That would have been so nice for the pair of you.”

      “Well, it’s always nice to recognize somebody for work well done.” I’m dying. With every word, Hal digs my grave a little deeper, and I can’t tell you why I care. Brooke Carson has hated me for years, even since before her sister and my brother had their falling-out. That was a mistake from the beginning. I told him that, and I was right. Those Carson women... “But no, young lady—”

      “Young lady,” says Brooke, her voice so sharp-edged I could bleed out right here.

      “That’s right, young—”

      I throw my arm around Hal’s shoulders. “It was so nice seeing you here tonight, Brooke.” Lie, lie, lie. “We’ll be out of your way.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      “Oh, yes we will. Hal and I have some things to discuss.”

      “Like rigging the contest?” She’s so damn loud. Heads are turning again, and this time I’m not seeing familiar smiles. I’m seeing suspicion. No, no, no.

      “Like where I can sign up,” I say, even louder. This is becoming a scene, and I hate scenes. The last thing I want is to be standing in a crowd of this size at all, and the only thing worse is having that crowd think I’m here to screw with a town contest. I thought the opening ceremonies was a boring speech to be sat through on the way to the month long harvest festivities, but this is a minefield. One flight to New York, and I forgot how to survive in my own hometown. I’m never getting on a plane again.

      “Haven’t you been listening?” The poison from her smile trickles hotly through my veins, and I can’t think of a single antidote on earth. “The registration is starting right now, in the barn behind the stage. Oh—wait. I shouldn’t be helping out the competition. You’ve got plenty of help already, don’t you?” Brooke tips her head back and laughs, and oh, I hate it. I hate the sound of her laughing at me like that. If she’s going to laugh at me, I want it to be because of something I did on purpose, something I whispered into her ear at the perfect moment. 

      No—no I don’t. I don’t ever want to make her laugh. I only want to make her see that she can be however she wants. I’m still going to win this contest, fair and square. 

      “I don’t want any help,” I say clearly, “and I don’t have any help.” Instead of dragging Hal away from her, I switch directions and go straight toward my worst enemy. “But you look like you could use a hand getting through this crowd. Come on with us.” I brush past her, so close I almost miss the way her mouth drops open in a neat round O. 

      “I don’t need a hand from you, not now and not ever,” Brooke says to my back.

      I turn my head so I can meet her eyes. “You’re signing up for the contest, right?”

      “Of—of course I am.” That woman. She wasn’t going to sign up for it anyway, and here I am, pulse racing, my head about to burst from the sheer pressure of being around her. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      “Then let’s go.” I put on my biggest, most crowd-pleasing smile. “Ladies first.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      Leave it to my big fat mouth to get me in over my head. God. I’ve never seen a pier I didn’t want to jump from, and it was always my sister Everly holding me back, pointing at the signs that said no swimming allowed. The moment I saw Austin Bliss in that crowd, I should have gone far, far away. No engaging allowed. Not with a Bliss brother. And now here I am, following his broad shoulders through the sea of people that parts for him like he owns this place. Of course they think he owns the place. He thinks he owns the place, and he always has.

      He looks back for me a second time. “Keep up, sweet thing. I wouldn’t want to lose you in the crowd.”

      Sweet thing. I want to spit at him, to tell him I’m nobody’s sweet thing, but I’ve already drawn enough attention to myself. I promised I’d turn over a new leaf when I got back to Paulson from Everly’s wedding, and here I am, all the zen from that beautiful plane ride gone, gone, gone. Up in the air, nothing can bother you. As long as he’s not on the plane, no Bliss brother can taunt you with his good looks and arrogant attitude. Look at him, planning to rig the contest with Hal Kilroy. Look at him, doing it in broad daylight, like he doesn’t care who sees. 

      I feel a flash of satisfaction. Maybe he did care who saw, because he came running awfully fast when I broke the news about registration. That’s the Bliss brothers for you—talking through all the important information and needing somebody else to repeat it back. Same as always.

      I should have kept my mouth shut. Now I can’t take my eyes off his arms. His chiseled arms, one of them thrown over Hal Kilroy’s back, guiding the old man through the crowd like the patron saint of respecting your elders. I sniff, looking away in case anyone is making the mistake of thinking I care what Austin Bliss looks like. I don’t. I don’t. I definitely do not care. 

      The registration table is in the big barn behind the stage. It’s the same big barn they’ll have the awards in at the end of the Harvest Festival, and in fact I think it’s too big for this registration “event.” There’s me. There’s Austin. There’s Carol from Carol’s Cherry Ranch, and a few others. Back there in the crowd I didn’t stop to question why the city would be putting on an event for ranchers, but surely there can’t be that many. Fifteen? Twenty? How many of those people are going to spend their time competing in...well, whatever this is?

      There’s a little platform set up on one end of the barn, and Peter Belts, who I distinctly remember as being the most obnoxious class president in high school history, is up on top, looking like he’s won a prize just for being here. Who knows? Maybe he has.

      “Our first entrants!” He claps his hands. “Congratulations for stepping up, everybody. I’m sure you’re wondering how this all came about, but I’m glad to see your enthusiasm. Woo!” 

      The woo almost stops my heart and makes me fall down dead. I would, but I’d rather die than die in front of Austin Bliss. Or behind him, as things stand. If he’s going to drag me into this—which he has, no two ways about it—then I’m going to sign up first. He can follow me. 

      I pick up the pace and go around them on the left, making a beeline for the table set up in front of the platform.

      “Oh, wow, and here’s Brooke Carson.” Someone has handed Peter Belts a microphone, which he definitely didn’t need, and now my name echoes off the ceiling of the barn. “Brooke, what’s got you so hot and bothered today?”

      “Nothing has me hot and bothered,” I shout back, then try to cover my irritation with a laugh that sounds closer to maniacal than jokey. “Just want to get registered for the competition. When do we need to be here?” Mrs. Howard, who also works at the library, stands behind the table, grinning at me. I can tell she wants to get one of those clipboards in my hands, and fast.

      “The first round starts next Saturday,” he says. “But I bet you’ll be here bright and early.” 

      I take the clipboard from Mrs. Howard. “Wait—first round?”

      “We’ve got three rounds, everyone, and since more people are arriving, I’ll get started on my spiel. There will be three rounds over the next two weeks and the awards ceremony will be held at the fair three weeks from Saturday.

      Have I even spelled my name right on this form? Doubtful. “Wait. Three rounds? Three rounds of what?”

      “Displays!” Peter claps his hands and I keep my feet planted on the floor, even though I desperately want to jump up on the stage and press his palms together so he’ll stop doing that. “The first round is horses. We want your finest fillies. Or stallions, as it were.”

      “You want us to bring our horses in for people to vote on them?”

      “To show ‘em off and to have our panel vote on them!” By the look on his face, this is the best news Peter’s ever heard. “Our sponsor wants to see us all having a good time.”

      This is bizarre, to say the least, but I want that billboard. 

      “The second round will be—of course—cattle.”

      A rancher coming in behind me cheers back. Cattle. Cattle, of course. Our herd is down to the last few head, but even if I don’t have a prizewinning cow...

      “I’ll be there no matter what,” I grumble. 

      “We wouldn’t expect anything less.” This from Austin Bliss, who picks up one of the other clipboards and stands too close for comfort. “You Carson ladies are real winner-take-all types.”

      “What does that even mean?” I hiss out the side of my mouth. “You’re the one who dragged me over here.”

      He guffaws. “I didn’t drag you anywhere. I was helping my friend Hal. You’re the one who followed along like a lost puppy.”

      “Excuse me. I followed along like a person who has been publicly challenged.”

      Austin’s eyebrows practically hit his hairline. “Excuse me? I’m the one who challenged you? You accused me of rigging this competition before it even started. How’s that for a public challenge?”

      “It was right there in the open.” I’m about ready to slam my clipboard back down on the desk, but then—Mrs. Howard is right there, watching me with her librarian eyes. I’m not about to do anything like that in front of her, not in her smart little blazer with a Paulson Public Library t-shirt underneath. I put it down gently instead, earning myself a smile and an encouraging nod from her. “You and Hal, standing together, talking about how he’s one of the judges—god, Austin, do you guys ever quit?”

      “Ever quit what?” He hands his clipboard directly back to Mrs. Howard, a smile lighting up his face. Austin doesn’t smile much, at least not when I’m around him, and yes, yes, I will admit it in the privacy of my own mind and nowhere else, he has a great smile. He doesn’t deserve a smile that great, that’s for sure, and I loathe the space in my chest that goes all warm and gooey at the sight of it. I will not, however, admit to anyone ever the way it makes me feel even lower. Lower than my belly button. Low. Way down low. “Running a successful ranch?”

      “Acting like the entire town belongs to you.” Anger and envy wrap themselves into one dancing hell-demon and shimmy up and down my spine. It’s so easy for him. It’s always been so easy for him. And now I’m all on my own, getting dragged into this contest. “Acting like you need another feather in your cap.”

      He snorts. He actually snorts at me, though the snort doesn’t translate to another knockout smile. “A feather in my cap? Really, Brooke? Are you from the eighteen hundreds?”

      “I—”

      “Shh.” He puts a big finger to his lips. “Peter’s talking. If I recall correctly, you don’t like it when other people ignore the instructions.”

      I turn back toward the stage with such a red hot heat in my cheeks that I can’t hear a word Peter’s saying. Focus, focus, focus.

      I fail at focusing.

      The worst part is, I came down to the harvest festival opening ceremonies because I heard a rumor at the farm supply store that they were going to announce something big for this year. Before now, it’s always been the kind of event people attend out of a sense of obligation and probably procrastination—there are worse things, believe it or not, than standing around in the park and listening to the mayor praise himself for a job well done. 

      I was all ready to hear some not-actually-big-news announcement. Like—they’re adding an extra concert to the festival schedule, something like that. 

      Not a Complete Game Changer.

      Oh, it would be the best thing to win. It would be the best thing. My cheeks get even hotter at the pure, embarrassing desire to win.

      Because if I won...

      If I won, things at the ranch might just turn out.

      It hasn’t been easy, since my sister got married two weeks ago. I thought she and her new husband might move back to Montana. That was an insane pipe dream. Especially since she’s married to another Bliss. Yes. There are more of them across the country, a fact we only learned about very, very recently. Too recently. I still haven’t recovered from the wedding invitation, flying to New York, discovering there’s an entire branch of the Bliss family that nobody knew about, and then having her gift me the ranch at the reception.

      I should be grateful. She married Asher Bliss so that the ranch would stay in the family, but I thought that meant the two of us. But as soon as it was in her name, she signed it all over to me. Free and clear, she’d said. It’s yours to do what you want with.

      She moved to New York within the week. It was supposed to take longer, but when you really want something, it hardly takes any time at all. And she really, really wanted to move to New York to be with Asher. I mean, who wouldn’t want to set up house at a fancy resort on a lake called Ruby Bay? Who wouldn’t want to win this contest and show everybody over there what I’m made of? Everybody here, too?

      Oh, god. I’ve become that person. I’ve become a person who cares about winning this contest, just for the sake of—of what? Upholding my parents’ legacy? My dad almost put a stop to that through his obsession with marrying us off, but I guess that worked out for the best. Everly is happy. Everly is happy, happy, happy. And across the country from me. But that’s neither here nor there.

      “You don’t look like you’re paying attention,” Austin whispers in my ear.

      I hate how his breath against the shell of my ear gives me goosebumps. “How can I pay attention when you won’t shut up?”

      “Did you hear what the third weekend was?”

      “No,” I admit, taking a big step to the right so I don’t have to smell the clean, soapy smell of him, laced with some manly cologne that’s somehow not too strong. How does he smell that good? I’m not even sure I smell that good. “But I’m sure you were listening.”

      “It’s fall crops and craft items. Craft items. Craft beers, vegetable crafts—”

      “What the hell is a vegetable craft?”

      “Language, Brooke, we’re in public.”

      I could slap him, but instead I just dig my fingernails into the palms of my hands. 

      “—see you back here next weekend for the livestock competition! The top three winners will be ranked and awarded and—”

      “Well, I’ve got work to do,” I announce. 

      “You sure it’s worth your time?” Austin keeps his eyes on the stage ahead of us. “You know I’ve got this locked up.”

      “Oh, so you’re openly admitting that you can’t win in a fair fight.” Nailed it. “That’s very big of you. Now the rest of us can go home, and you can get what you always wanted—a nice pretty medal around your neck for doing absolutely nothing.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      “Come on, Connecticut.” I pat my horse on the snout. He’s been a good boy, following easily on his lead rope. Up in the hills, up to the crest that looks down on Paulson. My mother liked to paint this scene. But no matter how much I try to reminisce about the good old days, I can only think about Brooke Carson this afternoon at the ceremony. I’m not playing around, she said. Well. I’m not either. I clap a hand to the back of my neck. Still feels hot, almost feverish.“I need to take a dip.”

      The river’s not far off, in a stand of trees that runs all the way down through the hills, tapering off as it meets the property line between the Bliss Ranch and the Carson property. I can get her out of my head. I’ve done it before. Submerging myself in cool river water should help.

      In the trees I loop Connecticut’s lead rope around a branch that looks like it grew specifically for the purpose of hitching a horse and strip off my clothes. There’s a towel in my saddlebag for emergencies and I tug it halfway out, just so it’s ready. And then I wade in.

      The river is cold and clear and wide in the middle. It’s almost a pond at this spot, only the water runs faster than your average pond. It tugs at my waist and I curl my toes over the rocks at the bottom. Why not sink down and let it cover my head? Why not indeed.

      I go down on a big exhale and open my eyes to watch the air float up to the surface in big round bubbles. Why does hating Brooke Carson feel so damn complicated when in reality it’s as simple as anything could be? She’s rude, she’s tenacious, and she’s here. She’s always here. That stubborn woman hasn’t moved out of Paulson for a day in her life, and now I’m staring down the barrel of the rest of my life sharing a property line with her. It’s not good. Back in the day, our fathers used to be buddies. Now they’re both gone, and I’m never going to call her a friend.

      Which...bugs me.

      I blow out another bubble of oxygen. Why does it rankle? I don’t know. Maybe because my mother taught me to see the best in everyone, and to always be a good neighbor. She was always running out with a big ol’ salad for somebody coming home from the hospital. Everybody gives casseroles, Austin. Don’t be afraid to stand out a little bit. There’s no such thing as being a good neighbor to Brooke. She doesn’t want that, and I don’t want that, and I can’t even remember why. It’s been so long. Some disagreement after I left school, I think. But I’m not going to dwell on it at the bottom of the river.

      There’s a sound from up above, skidding across the surface, and it grabs my attention like a hook. Connecticut? I unfold my legs, put my feet on the ground, and stand up tall.

      “You.” 

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Oh, shit is right.” Brooke glares down at me from the bank of the river, her mare’s lead rope in her hand. “What do you think you’re doing on my property?”

      Half a second ago, under the surface, I’d had a moment of peace and calm. I’d been on the verge of letting things go and getting on with my life. But the sight of her there, in those jeans skimming the curve of her cocked hip and those full lips pursed in a frown, lights me on fire all over again. Not even the river water can cool me down. “Your property?”

      “Yes. My property. Or were you not listening? You should really learn to pay attention, Austin.”

      I laugh out loud and damn do I relish the color that comes to her cheeks. “I’ve been paying attention for years. I know exactly where my property line is.”

      “Yeah?” She puts her hand on that hip, and I can’t help but follow the line of her arm to the nip in at her waist. I studiously ignored her black t-shirt earlier, but now I can’t help it—I’m naked in the river, and she’s on the shore, and there’s nowhere else to look. “Point it out for me.”

      “You’re standing on Bliss land.” I jab a finger behind me. “That pine back there’s just about on the line.”

      A slow smile spreads across her face, and if the water weren’t so damn cold I’d be having a reaction. That’s patently insane. I shouldn’t find anything about her attractive, especially not the sharp-toothed grin she’s giving me now. “You’re almost cute when you’re wrong.”

      “You’re almost cute.”

      She blinks—that’s the only reaction I get, but I see it anyway. It shouldn’t mean anything to me, whether she blinks or not, whether she hurts or not, and yet here I am, hanging on every twitch of her eyelids. “Get out of my river.”

      “I’ll get out of my river when I’m good and ready. Besides, you know as well as I do that no sheriff in town will arrest me for wading in the river. I’m allowed.”

      “You’re allowed to access rivers on private land if you enter them from public land.” 

      “Why don’t you push your glasses up a little farther and say that again?”

      Brooke rolls her eyes. “You think I care if you find me intelligent?”

      “I never said that.”

      “I don’t know if you could say that. Intelligent is an awfully big word for you.”

      I pretend to be shot in the chest, because I don’t know what the hell else to do. “I never knew you thought so little of me.”

      “I think you should get on out of my river.” The smile dies off her face, and she jerks her head to the side. “Climb on out, cowboy.”

      Instead, I paddle backward, putting myself in the middle of the pond. My toes brush the bottom, knocking away pebbles from under my feet. “That’s not what you want.”

      Brooke cocks her head to the side, pursing her lips like she knows it does things to me. There’s no way she could possibly know that—I’d never say it to her in a million years—but it does. This time, even the cold water doesn’t make a difference. Damn, I hate her. I hate the way looking at her makes me feel, I hate the way she hates me so much it shifts every molecule in the air, and I hate the way I can’t remember how this disaster of a feud started in the first place. Over a decade, and I still don’t know. But now’s not the time for compromise. Now’s not the time for anything but making her feel off-balance, which is a tall order, since I’m the one naked in the pond. “No, that’s exactly what I want,” she says. “I want you out of that river and off my property.”

      “You want to see my dick.”

      The words cut through the air like a missile. I can practically see them shoving aside the oxygen on the way to Brooke’s face, see them land and the meaning sink in. Her mouth drops open half an inch, her eyes fly open wide, and that pink in her cheeks deepens to a scarlet red. I’ll be damned. That’s the thing that’s going to get under Brooke’s skin? That? She knows my dick is out—she has to. My clothes are right there on the ground, not ten feet from her toes.

      Brooke snaps her lips closed, breasts rising and falling with a big breath. “That is the last thing I want to see on this entire planet.”

      “Too bad, sweet thing.” I sweep my arms through the water and propel myself forward, back to solid ground, or at least what passes for solid ground on the riverbed. My feet make contact. Every pebble makes an imprint in my soles, which are suddenly as delicate as a newborn flower. The water moves every hair on the backs of my arms in its own unique pattern and somehow, I don’t know how, I will never know how, I’m half-hard even with the cold current pulling at my cock. Well—maybe that’s why. Maybe my dick has a thing for river water. Or maybe Brooke Carson is so hot she could boil an ice cube. “Ask and you shall receive.”

      “What the hell, Austin?”

      I’m moving slowly, inexorably, toward the riverbank. The only thing left is to decide where I’m going to land. I hitch one leg up to the shallows.

      “You said you wanted me out of the river and off your property. Well, the only way that’s going to happen is if you see me in all my glory.”

      “You could wait—”

      I look her straight in those deep gray eyes of hers. “No. No, I can’t do that. You’re demanding that I get out of the river. You’re insisting on it. You’ve said it several times. Which means you must want to see every single part of me. You’re dyin’ to see it. Just dyin’. I can see it written on your face. You’re an open book.”

      Brooke shakes her head. “I never said that, don’t put words in my mouth—”

      “You want to see my dick, Brooke,” I shout. “Just admit it.”

      “There’s nothing there to see—oh.”

      In mid-sentence I’ve leaped from the river and onto the bank in front of her, my feet landing hard on the sharpest pebbles known to mankind. I’m sure as hell not going to let it show on my face. I’m too busy enjoying her shocked expression. And I don’t miss—no, no, no, I don’t miss—the way her eyes dart down to the apex of my legs in spite of herself.

      I stretch my arms above my head. “Go on. Look. I know you’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      Her eyes fly up to mine, cheeks a genuine scarlet now. And why, why, do I want to run my thumb over that color to see if it stays the same under my touch? Why am I getting harder the longer she looks? Why is my mind filled with images of the two of us rolling around in the grass next to the riverbank? “You’re an asshole.”

      “I’m only giving you what you asked for. Several times, might I add.”

      I turn as slowly as possible and head toward Connecticut. I can feel her eyes on my skin, burning little points where her gaze rests—my shoulders. My waist. My ass. I know if I turn around, I’ll catch her red-handed. She can’t help herself. How could she? There’s nothing between me and her but the wind.

      The next thing I know, there’s a shuffle and a snort, a breeze kicking up in the leaves. Rain. Storm must’ve blown in from the south while I wasn’t looking. Thunder rumbles, far off, and Brooke smirks despite the blush that goes from hairline to chin. I bet it goes lower.

      “Stay off my property,” she barks. “That’s your last warning.”

      I tip a fake hat to her as the first raindrops land, pitter patter on the surface of the river. “I’m not scared of you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      When I was a kid we only had a landline phone in the house. The phone company had run the wire down the side by the kitchen, so my dad drilled a hole in the wall and installed it over the kitchen sink. My mom would lean over the kitchen sink while she talked. I can still see how her fingertips would curve over the edge of the basin. It was always clean, that sink.

      I still keep it clean, another task I have fully inherited from my sister against my will. No more landline, though. We tossed the old handset in the basement a long time ago. It makes absolutely zero sense to lean over the sink while I talk on my cell phone—there’s no cord tying me there, the way it did for my mother—but that’s what I do. The stainless steel feels good under my fingernails. I only wish it was more satisfying to punch in numbers on my phone screen. When I’m done with this call, I won’t even be able to slam the phone down. Oh, things of the past. I wish Austin Bliss would become a thing of the past instead of following me every damn place on the earth. The rain batters at the kitchen window. It’s a fall tantrum. Quick to explode, quick to recede. It’s already tapering off, moisture disappearing into the air. It’s been dry lately. This doesn’t put a dent in it. 

      The call connects. “Mrs. Howard speaking for the City Hall.” Mrs. Howard’s voice takes the wind out of my anger sails. Why was I not expecting this? Of course she’s the one who’s going to manage all the administrative details for this competition, of course it’ll be based out of city hall, of course, of course. My brain has been addled by the sight of a naked Austin Bliss climbing out of the river.

      Christ on a biscuit, that man is sexy. Am I starting early menopause? My skin feels like it’s going to burn to a crisp at the memory of that cool water sliding down over cut muscles and a big, swinging—

      It had better be menopause.

      “Hello?” Mrs. Howard’s cheery voice pulls me up and out of that ridiculous fantasy before I crash. “Anybody there?”

      “Yes, hi. This is Brooke Carson calling.” I clear my throat, trying to clear away the memory of Austin in the water, Austin climbing from the water—crap. It’s not working.

      “Brooke, how are you?” Bless Mrs. Howard. She sounds so happy. Like I wasn’t an irritated brat at the contest registration table not two hours ago. Don’t be a brat, River-Wet Austin whispers into my imagination, and oh my god, what am I going to do? I cannot imagine things like this. It’s inappropriate, and also I hate him. 

      “I’m doing very well, Mrs. Howard.” My ranch is becoming a farm that’s about to go under. I’ve signed up for a competition that might be my only hope. It’s rigged in favor of my worst enemy, and I have just seen his penis in more glory than I care to admit. I. Am. Hot. And. Bothered. “I’m calling to withdraw from the competition.”

      “Withdrawn? Oh, dear, but it’s only been a couple of hours since you signed up. Did you have second thoughts?”

      I had the thought that I’d rather lose my ranch than have to see Austin Bliss every weekend. “It’s just not something I can commit to at this time.” I almost said juncture. Who am I? Who says juncture? People whose brains have been turned into scrambled eggs by a not-entirely-unwelcome sight laid before them in the afternoon sun. Why was it not entirely unwelcome? Why did I not retch on the ground at the sight of Austin’s naked body? Because it looked so damn good, that’s why, so muscled and strong and like he could take over in bed and in life and I’d never have to worry about that again. “And I’m afraid that the contest has already been decided in favor of one person.”

      Mrs. Howard gasps. “It most certainly hasn’t, I can tell you that. We’ve only just finished putting together the entrants.”

      Heat drags across my cheeks like a flickering candle held close to my skin. “I heard some things in the crowd that suggest otherwise.” My heart is a cymbal crash, a whole band’s worth of cymbal crashes, one after the other. Outside in the breeze, riding fast toward home, my heartbeat was only a racehorse. I need to end this phone call. “I’m just calling to tell you that I quit, and you can let everybody know exactly why.”

      “Too busy.” Mrs. Howard clucks her tongue. “I’m sorry to hear it, Brooke. I know you and your family have some great assets to show off.”

      Assets to show off takes me right back to the riverside and I can’t draw a breath. “Too busy, and Austin Bliss has already been picked to win.” Where’s Everly when I need her? She’d have plucked the phone out of my hand a long time ago. Once I’ve started, I can’t stop.

      “Brooke.” Mrs. Howard’s tone is mildly disappointed, and for a hot second I’m back in ninth grade, stomping through the public library because of none other than Austin Bliss. Brooke. She said it just like that. “If you don’t want to participate in the competition, no one will think less of you.” Not true. “But nobody has chosen any winners yet. That wouldn’t be the right thing to do.”

      “Take my name off your list,” I squeak, sounding like my lungs have become helium balloons. “Austin Bliss is the worst.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      I’m bringing in the cattle after the storm and not thinking about Brooke Carson blushing when a voice on the wind catches my attention, dragging my mind away from that pink color and back to the task at hand. Connecticut paws at the ground beneath us, but doesn’t startle. He’s used to the way Luke tears across the field on his horse—like the world is on fire behind him. With the sun sinking into the horizon, it looks a bit like that. But if the world were really on fire, he wouldn’t be smiling like he is. Or maybe he would. I don’t know. Tell you what, that rain wasn’t enough. It’s already soaked into the ground like a ghost of itself. 

      “Didn’t catch that,” I shout above the wind and the various grunts and snuffles of the cattle. “What is it?” My heart drums a quicker beat against my ribs. The last time he rode out like this, it was because he’d been the one to check the mail that day. He’d gotten a letter from the other Bliss family, across the country in New York, and everything had changed.

      Or maybe it was only me who changed, and everything seemed too much the same. Like someone had switched out all my clothes in slightly different versions of themselves. Same cut and color, wrong size.

      “I heard you rigged a competition.” He brings Walt, his horse, to a stop and grins, wind tousling his blond hair. “How’d you pull it off? And what are we going to put on that billboard?”

      “Sweet Jesus, Luke, I did not rig a competition. Who told you that?” All I did was dance around naked in front of Brooke and make her blush. Hard.

      “I was down at the library. Mrs. Howard got a phone call.”

      “What the hell were you doing at the library? You’re allergic to books. I haven’t seen you read a book in ten years. Twenty, maybe. The library?” Suspicion wraps itself around the sharp edges of my irritation like the red stripe on a barber pole.

      “I was meeting somebody. But the important part is—”

      “Who were you meeting?”

       “Julie May.” The name trips off his tongue with a dart of his eyes to the side. “But the important thing is—”

      “You’re still seeing her?”

      “I’m not seeing her. We’re friends, that’s all.” He steers Walt slightly away from me and gazes out over the hills. “Good sunset tonight.”

      Friends, that’s all. Like a real friend of Luke’s would drag him into a library. I want to know more about what Julie May was possibly thinking, but it’s a Bliss rule not to pry, and a personal one, too. “Yes, Luke, it’s a good sunset. You and Julie May were at the library, then?”

      “I was at the library and Mrs. Howard got a phone call. Brooke’s dropping out of the competition.”

      Pink cheeks, a slightly open mouth, blonde hair in a knot at the back of her neck. Tick, tick—the ignition at the base of my emotions catches and bursts into flame, moisture fleeing my mouth like he’s just told me that Brooke is standing naked in the middle of our house. “Why do you think I’d care about that?”

      “Mrs. Howard said the two of you were going at it at the signup this afternoon.” He narrows his eyes, the light glinting off the Bliss blue color there. “Going at it. Almost like you care about her.”

      Connecticut shifts underneath me. “I’ve got to get these cattle in.”

      “She’s dropping out because she says you rigged the contest.”

      “Mrs. Howard would never say that to you.” Mrs. Howard is Switzerland. Mrs. Howard works at the library. She’s counted on to do most of the registration in Paulson. She volunteers at local elections, for God’s sake. She wouldn’t say anything about that to Luke.

      “She didn’t. I overheard it. So I want to know if you’ve got an in. That billboard would put us on another level.”

      I ride out around the nearest cattle, nudging them toward the pasture. I want them down from the hills and behind a fence. I want Luke behind a fence, somewhere far from here where he can’t talk to me. “How do you know about the billboard, anyway? I didn’t see you at the ceremony.”

      “I told you, I was busy.”

      “At the library.”

      “Yes.” Luke stares me down, eyes narrowed. Since our parents passed, we’re all the family we’ve got—that, and a slew of cousins on my mom’s side. But that’s not strictly true, is it? Over in New York, there are six more cousins I’ve only met once and Luke has never met. Don’t know if he even wants to. Don’t want to bring it up, because that would mean facing all the money that’s sitting in that account, the money I never asked for, the money I never wanted. A man is supposed to be independent.

      Independent or not, I still want to know what’s up with Luke. He’s the kind of guy who’s always laughing at the center of the bar on Friday night, not cracking a book in the library with a girl like Julie May.

      Or maybe they weren’t cracking books.

      The sun’s getting lower, and something stirs at the pit of my gut—something ancient. It’s time to bring the animals in, it’s time to get behind a closed door and throw the bolt. Let night come down around us like a heavy blanket. Luke’ll be headed out, no doubt about that. It’s half-off beer at the Riverbend tonight. 

      “Help me get the cattle in. You’ve got plans.”

      He laughs out loud. “How do you know I’ve got plans?”

      “You’ve always got plans. Who else is gonna wash all your money down the hatch?”

      Luke rides away, headed for the other end of the herd. “You should come out tonight. Stop being such an old man.”

      “Come out for what?” I’m not interested in the women who cluster at the Riverbend bar in shiny tops and too-loud voices, and they’re not interested in me. You’re too quiet, one of the new waitresses said to me once. You’re like a cold gust of wind on everybody’s back. “Nobody’s there for me.”

      It wouldn’t have been cold that day if she’d worn a coat, but I didn’t tell her that. No, I just walked on out. Everly Carson was there that night. Caught a glimpse of her face on the way out. Those Carson women are everywhere. Everywhere, including the river.

      And here I am, back where I started. Damn that Luke. 

      “Somebody could be there for you,” he shouts back, but it’s so absurd that it makes me laugh. Nobody’s going to be waiting for me at the Riverbend. Maybe nowhere else in Paulson. Maybe that’s because I really don’t belong here. Fear tugs at the back of my mind. Maybe that’s why I’ve never found a woman who can go toe-to-toe with me. Nobody’s ever done that, except...

      Except the woman who’d rather quit than have a fair fight in this Harvest Festival contest.

      What I need to do is kick back in front of the fire, get a whiskey from the bottle on my own shelf, and forget all about Brooke Carson. “You go ahead,” I tell Luke next time he comes around this side of the herd. “Julie May’s probably waiting for you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      “You’d better run.”

      Everly sits casually in the rocker by the window of my bedroom. I have the front on the top floor, and I’ve never been able to give it up—I like to see what’s coming up the drive, even if it means keeping the smallest bedroom of the three. The floor creaks under the rhythmic press of her foot, the wood of the chair whispering across the wood of the floor. All of it’s been softened with age and rocking babies, me and Everly included. Someday, if I ever have babies, I’ll rock them there, too. 

      The chair is technically an heirloom. I bet it’s not listed in anyone’s official will. Wasn’t. I bet it wasn’t. And now the heirloom is mine, along with the rest of the farmhouse, along with the rest of the ranch. 

      My mouth isn’t working quite right. “What did you say?”

      She looks out the window for three long heartbeats, then turns her head. “Run.”

      My sister’s face has always been like the light coming from a stained-glass window—all the colors, spread right there at your feet, splashed against the wall or the floor, however they’ve chosen to land. Transparent enough to trace the patterns with your finger. So the flat-eyed stare she gives me now reaches into my gut and twists with frozen fingers. Maybe it’s not her after all. Her features soften, flitting out of their usual form. Maybe it’s not her. Everly doesn’t have blue eyes, she has brown eyes. Those blue eyes are like Austin’s.

      No.

      She cocks her head to the side. “Why aren’t you running?”

      Breathe. I’ve got to breathe, even if I’m terrified for some unknowable reason. But the oxygen I suck into my lungs isn’t the familiar dusty air of my bedroom. It’s hot and heavy with smoke.

      Oh, shit. 

      A cough tears from my lungs, throwing me bodily out of the dream. Smoke, thick and black, is billowing in around the cracks of the door. It blots out the moonlight. My skin pulls tight around my muscles, the acrid taste of ash on my tongue, and oh my god, the house is on fire.

      The floorboards are warm beneath my bare feet. That’s a bad sign, isn’t it? That’s a sign that the fire is underneath me, maybe. Oh, shit. What to do in the event of a fire. Stop, drop, and roll. No—that’s if your clothes are on fire. My clothes aren’t on fire because I’m hardly wearing any. Because I sleep in an old nightshirt that barely covers my ass. It’s soft, okay? The softest item of clothing I own. Get down, get down, get below the smoke.

      I drop to my knees and crawl, breath harsh in my throat. My lungs buck against my attempt to calm down, gut tying itself into a deadly bow. Not now, Satan Stomach Cramps. Not now. One knee scrapes against a narrow gap between the floorboards and smarts, which is incredible. The adrenaline roaring through my veins has my hands shaking and my skin ultra-sensitive. That’s sure to come in handy when I get burned alive, oh, god, I can’t get burned alive.

      I reach up and palm the doorknob. It’s warn, maybe verging on hot, but not super hot like it would be if the fire were right outside. The fire’s not right outside, is it? I draw my feet up under me and scurry back over to the front window. A warning scratches at the back of my mind. If I open the window, that might pull more smoke into the room. If I open the door, it’ll definitely pull more smoke into the room.

      Make a decision. 

      If Everly were here, she’d know what to do. She’d have woken up a long time ago. It wouldn’t have taken a dream-me acting like a creepy ghost to wake her up. What would she do? What would she do? The dam holding my fear in check breaks loose and it climbs up my throat too fast for me to swallow it back down.

      The door flies open. Somebody screams. It’s me. It’s me, and that moment I know it’s me I slap my hands over my mouth.

      “Brooke. Come on. We’ve got to get out.”

      At first, I don’t recognize him—not with the navy bandana tied over his mouth and nose. Then the moonlight catches in those blue eyes. My eyes sting, the smoke making them water. I’m not crying. The tears run down my cheeks anyway. His frame fills the door and then he fills the room, surging toward me. His big hand comes down just above my elbow, and—

      It’s Austin.

      Austin Bliss is in my house.

      Lightning cracks across the dark sky of my soul, lighting me up from the inside out. “The papers,” I shout. “I need my papers.” The last word is a choked cough. How long has the place I live been trying to kill me? 

      “Leave the papers,” he booms. “This place is going to come down.”

      “My rocking chair!” The chair—at least the chair, it has to come out with me. With us. The floor heats up under my feet and I seize the back of the chair with both hands.

      Big palms come down on top of mine and break my grip. The tenderness of it doesn’t match with the urgency in his voice. “Leave the damn chair. Otherwise, we’re both going down with the house. Everly. Look at me.”

      I wrench myself around, still within the boundary of his arms, eyes stinging. The fire is eating up all the air in the house in massive gusts.

      “The house is on fire.” Austin’s mouth is hidden by the bandana but his eyes are free to pierce me through the heart with all the delicacy of a butcher cutting up the cheap meats. “It’s coming down. We have to go. Do you understand?”

      His hair is slightly mussed. I’ve never seen what Austin looks like when he’s been sleeping before. Oh, god, why am I thinking about this when the house is burning down? Why won’t my brain just work?

      I see myself turn toward bedroom door. The house is on fire, but I’ll just walk down the steps like nothing’s happening.

      This is too much for Austin. He hooks his arm around my waist and the strength of him shoves the air out of my lungs on a cough. This time, I can’t stop coughing. Every breath I take is smokier than the last one. “You Carson women,” he mumbles under his breath, and then I’m moving. We’re moving. Toward the front of the house. To my eternal shame I grip his arm like it’s the most muscular life preserver known to man. He’s so solid behind me, the zipper of his jeans brushing against the soft, worn fabric of the t-shirt I’m wearing.

      The t-shirt I’m wearing with no pants. Half my ass is probably peeking out the bottom.

      Austin shoves at the windowsill and it sticks. We painted in the spring. Everly and I—we painted, and I can see her there now, painting the window shut. Terror strokes around my throat with thick fingers and latches on. I could die for freshly painted trim. I could die. We could die.

      But the window is no match for Austin Bliss.

      He gives another shove and the paint comes free with a plasticky crack. The rest of the oxygen in my bedroom hurls itself out the window. More acrid smoke is tight on its heels. Austin doesn’t wait to consult me—he lifts me bodily out the window. The edge of one of the shingles presses painfully into the ball of my foot. Come to find out, I still have a hold on him. On his broad, strong forearm. Nobody could ever accuse Austin of having delicate bones.

      “I’m coming out now.”

      Out in the dark of the highway, lights flash and flare, a siren cutting through the night. The fire is so loud. It’s a toothed maw, chewing its way through the wood of my farmhouse. If the house could come down, so could the porch.

      The porch roof seems unsteady under Austin’s feet. “Okay,” he says. “We’ve got to climb down. This side.”

      He points to the left and I jerk to the right. “Why not the other side?”

      “My god, Brooke, you’re going to argue with me when your house is burning down?”

      “Why that side?” My teeth knock against one another. Sweat beads on my temples and rolls down, but I’m shivering like it’s the middle of a Montana winter. “Why not the other side?”

      Austin sighs. He’s still going to sigh at me when my house is burning down. “There are bushes. It’s a ten, twelve foot drop. I thought you’d want me to land somewhere soft.”

      “We’ll both have to land, in case you forgot.”

      “You are unbelievable.” He scoops me up in his arms and takes two steps toward the left side of the porch.

      “Wait, wait. I can jump.”

      “You’re shaking like a damn leaf. I’m not throwing you off the roof and hoping for a safe landing.” 

      “Why do you care what happens to me? You hate me.” I’m shivering so hard that the truth can’t help but come out. We’ve crossed some invisible line and I suck in my first breath of fresh air since I woke up. It’s so violently pure that it hurts my lungs. Pure, and laced with the scent of Austin’s skin.

      Austin locks eyes with me, and my heart stutters, stops, starts again. “You think I’d watch you burn alive just ‘cause you can’t stand me?” He shakes his head. “God, Brooke. What kind of man do you think I am?”

      The worst, I try to say, but Austin chooses that moment to bend his knees and jump. For a breathless moment we’re falling. I squeeze my eyes shut, and then—impact. He rocks back, taking a second to steady himself, arms pulling me in tight to his chest. I can feel his heartbeat through his shirt. My entire soul bends toward him. I want to press my cheek against the flannel and let him hold me like this forever.

      No, oh my god, no. No, I don’t. Fight it, fight it, whatever this is, fight it. “Let me down.” The resulting hacking cough is the least sexy I have ever sounded. “Let me down, Austin.”

      “Fine.” But he doesn’t let me down right away. He steps out from the bushes and goes to the patch of grass in the center of our turnaround drive. “Here.”

      The fire truck comes barreling up the driveway, kicking up loose rocks. They park on the side of the loop and the firemen from the Paulson Fire Department leap out. Chris Easton, who graduated in Austin’s class, sprints over at a surprisingly high speed for a man decked out in firefighting gear.

      “Anyone inside the house, ma’am?”

      I open my mouth to answer and a jagged laugh comes out instead. My lungs still feel like they’re on fire, and a strange pain arcs through my chest. Nobody else is home. My sister doesn’t live here anymore. And I’m fine with it. I’m really fine with it. This is serious. I need to get it together. I try again and let out a wheezing cough. “No. Nobody’s inside. Just me.”

      Chris reaches out and puts a hand on my arm. “You all right? The ambulance is right behind us.”

      “Oh, no, no, no ambulance.” The hacking is really selling this. “I’m fine.”

      “She’ll be in the ambulance,” says Austin.

      Chris looks from him to me. “Did you go in there and get her out?”

      Austin crosses his arms over his chest. “I was closer.”

      The cool of the night wafts over my exposed ass and I sneak one hand down to tug at the hem of my shirt. It does nothing. Still, I’m not nearly as exposed as Austin was yesterday at the river. With his massive—

      Stop. Stop. 

      Chris looks like he might scold Austin, but instead he takes his hand from my arm and gives him a hearty pat on the shoulder. “Don’t go into burning houses, Bliss. And go on down to the hospital with her. Make sure you’re both okay.”

      “Will do, captain.”

      The ambulance trundles over the drive, the doors opening crisply in the night. The paramedics come and wrap me in a blanket. The sound of their voices blends with the breeze. I can’t take my eyes off the house. The roof buckles under the weight of the water from the firetruck, smoke billowing high into the sky, along with everything from my past. And maybe my future, too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      Morning light streams down from a big blue sky, flooding my window. It’s late. Later than I usually get up. My muscles ache like I did something ridiculous last night. Yeah, it was foolish to run across our property line and run up the stairs of a house that was already ablaze. The back of my neck pricks with sweat at the thought of those flames licking at my heels.

      I put my legs over the side of the bed and rub my hands over my face. Saving Brooke Carson wasn’t on my agenda when I went to bed. I can’t stand Brooke. There was a decent possibility she’d refuse to be saved by yours truly. 

      But that’s no reason to let a person be burned alive. And I didn’t let it happen. My dad would be proud.

      A light knock sounds at the door to my bedroom. “You doing okay, you big hero?” Luke stands at the door wearing a crooked grin, breathing hard. “I did all your chores for you this morning out of the goodness of my heart.”

      “The goodness of your heart, huh?”

      “Yeah. And you were sleeping like the dead. What happened last night? You didn’t say much when you got home.”

      When they released me from the hospital, it was the wee hours of the morning and Brooke was gone. Hard to say where she went. Judging by her cough, they might’ve admitted her. Or else someone gave her a ride home. Either way, the bed in the next room at the emergency department was empty, the sheets pulled up tight. I steal a glance out my bedroom window. Doesn’t look like she’s come back to the ranch, but then...where would she go. “What do you mean, what happened? The Carson’s place burned down.”

      “And you hauled Brooke out of there?”

      For a moment I feel the weight of her body in my arms and the way she gripped my shirt in her hands, so tight it still had a wrinkle when I got back home. “I did.”

      Luke leans against the doorframe. “What made you go over there?”

      “I don’t know.” For the life of me, I can’t say what woke me up in the middle of the night, or what made me look toward her house from my bedroom window. “The whole back of the house was on fire when I saw it. All I had time to do was call 9-1-1 and go over there.”

      “I’m surprised she wasn’t already outside. Doesn’t seem like the type to hang out in a burning building.”

      Brooke isn’t the type to stand around while fire eats her from the outside in. A cold shiver, like a fever taking root, stirs at the base of my spine. She had looked so lost in that room while the smoke poured in and swallowed her up. Big brown eyes caught in a deadly indecision. If I hadn’t shown up...

      “Must’ve been sleeping hard.” I go to the closet and pull out a fresh shirt. I don’t know how to describe the way she looked to Luke, and I don’t want to. “It wasn’t right to sit here and watch it happen.”

      “Well, no shit. Why didn’t you wake me up on the way out?”

      I shoot him a look. “Like I’d let you run into a burning building.”

      “Oh, but you have express permission?” Luke’s blue eyes dance. “You’re not the only one who wants to be a hero.”

      “You’ll have plenty of chances. And nobody thinks I’m a hero, except for you.”

      “Are you kidding? Mayor Wendell’s gonna hang a medal the size of Montana around your neck at the next available opportunity. News is all over town by now.”

      I grab a fresh towel from the laundry basket perched on the chair at the far wall. I’d ask Luke how the whole town knows, but that’s pointless—they know everything. That’s what it’s like, living in Paulson. All it takes is one nosy person in the emergency room waiting room and the entire state knows your business. “No, he won’t, ‘cause I’m not taking a medal.”

      “You don’t think our ranch is going to win the competition?”

      “You get a billboard for that, not a medal.” I push past Luke on the way to the bathroom. “I gotta get going.”

      “Next door?”

      I stop in the middle of the hallway. “What do you mean, next door?”

      “Are you going to check up on Brooke, or should I?” Suddenly, he’s very interested in the topography of his fingernails. They had a brief fling once. It didn’t last. They say opposites attract, but in Luke and Everly’s case they smash together like a firework and fizzle out at the first sign of a flame. “It’s the neighborly thing to do.”

      “I don’t think she’s there. There’s no house to come home to.” My heart does a weird, slow turn, squeezing itself into a too-small space. “She probably won’t be back today.”

      Luke nods. “No, probably not. But when she is, she’ll probably be real glad to see you.” He waggles his eyebrows. “Real glad. You saved her life, after all.”

      “Oh, please. If I see her over there, I’ll check up on her. Is that what you want me to say?”

      “Is that what you want to do?” He’s giving me a sly look and I don’t get it. Is he encouraging me to date his ex? Is that what he wants? If so, why? Nothing good ever comes of dating a Carson woman. He should know that better than anyone. “Or are you just scared of her?”

      “Scared?” Luke scoffs. “I’m not scared of her. She doesn’t like me, that’s for certain. Besides, I did have plans later on this afternoon, if you...if you didn’t need anything.”

      “I’ll be all right.” First things first, shower. Then I need to go down to city hall. “You did all my chores for me, so I guess it’s fine if you go see Julie May.”

      My brother’s face flushes a deep red and he tries to hide it by rubbing the pad of his thumb over his forehead. “Nobody said I was going to see Julie May.”

      “There’s no shame in letting her read to you.”

      “Read to me?” He wrinkles his nose. “Why would she read to me?”

      “Secret afternoons at the library?” I arch an eyebrow at him. “Just assumed she was having a little storytime.”

      Luke clumps down the hall with as much dignity as he can. “You’re an ass, Austin. 

      I watch him disappear down the stairs. I might be an ass, but he’s a man in love. Can’t even deny it.
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      The last person I expect to see at City Hall just before the lunch hour break is holding on to the counter in the lobby with the same tight grip she had on my shirt last night. Just as well. I want her to hear that I’m committed to participating in this thing with integrity. I’m here to set the record straight. No matter what she heard in the crowd yesterday, I’m sure as hell not cheating.

      Brooke leans over the marble countertop, her voice rising into the vaulted ceiling even though she’s trying her best to keep it down. I can tell by the red flush of her cheeks and the strained tone in her voice, and I have the strangest urge to rub the small of her back. That would be about as smart as dunking a kitten in the bath. She’d hiss and spit and claw, and I’d come away bloodied.

      “Mrs. Howard, I know I said I wasn’t going to compete, but I—I wasn’t in a good state of mind.” Brooke flashes Mrs. Howard a big grin that looks like it hurts. Her hair is swept up on top of her head in a bun, and she’s wearing—by god—she’s wearing a pair of hospital scrubs. Did she come straight here? Why wouldn’t she stop at home first? “Let me back in.”

      The rubble of her house flashes back into my mind. Because there is no house. Clearly, she’s borrowed a t-shirt and scrubs from the hospital, and that’s all she’s got. 

      Mrs. Howard gives her a damp-eyed look. “Brooke, honey, you know I’d let you compete in a heartbeat, but—” She lowers her voice. It has no effect. “What are you going to compete with? I heard everything at Sweetwater is—is gone.”

      “It’s not gone. I still have a barn, and some of my fall harvest left. And some livestock.”

      “Mr. Howard said he heard from Al down at the gas station that you sold your cattle.”

      “I have a few cattle left,” Brooke insists. “Just let me sign up again. It won’t be that hard. I’ll even fill out the form. I’ve got my signing hand all ready.” She waves her fingers in front of Mrs. Howard. “See? All ready to go.”

      “There was just the one registration,” Mrs. Howard says gently. “The sponsor—”

      “Who is it?” Brooke’s voice is rising, more desperate than I’d care to witness. “Who is it, because I’ll go talk to them myself.”

      “The sponsor wanted a limited entry period, so that we could get the most dedicated—”

      “I am super dedicated.” Brooke’s almost-shout blasts through all of City Hall, turning heads. Lots of people are on their way out for their lunch break, shoes loud on the marble floor. She freezes. “I’m very dedicated to this. It’s true that I’ve had a rough time since Everly moved out, but—”

      Now I do feel like an ass, hovering over by the little seating area near the counter. I didn’t know Sweetwater was in any kind of dire straits. I half-assumed that Everly would come back and forth to help Brooke run things, now that her dad’s gone, but that’s obviously not the case.

      “I can’t let anyone else sign up.” Mrs. Howard looks like she genuinely regrets this. “But...hmm. Maybe...”

      The librarian’s head swivels, like she’s searching the space for a solution. Her eyes remind me of a lighthouse, casting feelers into the dark. Oh, shit. I’m in the dark. I try to duck down behind one of the sofas.

      “Mr. Bliss,” she says, voice lifting in a way that plucks the string called honor at the center of my core. “Maybe you and Mr. Bliss could partner together. Split the winnings, as it were. There is a nominal cash prize.”

      Brooke drops her head back and gazes toward heaven. “A cash prize? Peter didn’t say anything about that.”

      “Oh...” Mrs. Howard flutters a hand by her mouth. “Don’t tell anyone. It was supposed to be a surprise.”

      My mind clicks and whirrs like something out of the science fiction novels I like to read when I can’t sleep. Pairing up with Brooke would be a terrible idea. She’d never agree to it, and even if she did, how would we get along? Like a struck match to dynamite, that’s how. But if somehow we could get along, if somehow we could work together.... Click, click, click. Boom. If we could work together, then nobody would think I was cheating. She’s the one who latched onto that in the first place. She’s the one who misunderstood Hal.

      Brooke lets go of the counter and drops her hands to her sides. “Well, thanks, Mrs. Howard. There’s no way that’ll ever happen, so—”

      “Wait.” Now my voice is the one to bounce back at me from the high ceiling. Brooke whips her head toward me, eyes twin flashes of lightning, and I almost back out. Don’t do this, whispers the sensible part of me. I slap it back down. “You could join us at Bliss Ranch. We could both have half the billboard if we won.”

      She glares at me. “What’s your motive? Are you trying to be the hero again? Didn’t get enough of that Good Samaritan high last night?”

      My god, she is something else. “Come here.” Brooke dismisses this with a quick shake of her head. I can feel Mrs. Howard’s eyes on us. I can feel the town’s eyes on us. So I step up close and bend to speak into her ear. “If we work together, you can see for yourself that I’m not cheating. And I know you need the winnings. Your house burned down.”

      “Why don’t you remind me again,” she says, a sharp edge to her voice. Tension radiates off her like a fireplace kicking out heat. “But...” She draws her bottom lip between her teeth and a charge shoots down between my legs. “You have a point.”

      “I think what you mean to say is, thanks for saving my life, Austin. Yes, I would love to partner up with you. You’re my only chance. And you look mighty fine naked.”

      Why am I doing this to myself?

      “Thanks for saving my life,” she says grudgingly, face redder than the sunset, and then a big breath goes out of her. “I...mean that.”

      “You sound like it.” I put a hand on her shoulder and am shocked when I don’t burst into flame. “You doing okay?”

      She shrugs me off. “I’d be better if I were back in the contest. I need this now.” Brooke works her jaw. “Are you actually offering to let me work with you, or—”

      “What the hell else would I be doing? I dragged you out of a burning house last night.”

      “Yeah, and you’ve done other things before.” Her eyes slide away from mine. Other things before. I haven’t thought about it in years, but there it is, at the edges of my memory—Brooke, tears in her eyes, stomping away down the Main Street in Paulson. What was it about? A job? I don’t dare ask her now. “So are you asking or not?”

      “It’s the only way to prove I don’t have this rigged.”

      “And it’s the only way to rebuild my ranch.” Somehow I get the sense she’s not just talking about the burned-down remains of her house.

      It feels like a standoff at high noon, but finally the tension builds until it’s ready to crack between us.

      I stick out my hand for her to shake.

      Brooke pauses for way longer than necessary.

      Then she takes my hand.

      “We’ll work together, Mrs. Howard,” I say, dread and anticipation and something like hope taking up all the space in my lungs. “Put her name on my application.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      Lying in hay is not nearly as comfortable as people make it out to be.

      When Everly and I were kids, we went through a Little House on the Prairie phase. They talked about straw-tick mattresses all the time in those books. Nobody had a problem with it back then. I guess my sheet pressed over a bunch of hay in roughly the shape of a mattress isn’t the same thing.

      A sunbeam comes down through the skylight in the roof of the barn, and for the thousandth time in my life, I wonder why my dad put a skylight here. Maybe for times like these, when a person might be lying on their back in the loft, on the verge of moving in.

      I’m not sure where else to go.

      Getting dropped off here seemed like a good idea at the time, and now I’m here in the middle of the afternoon in a pair of hospital scrubs and a t-shirt one of the nurses had brought from home.

      “Brooke? You up there?”

      My last ranch hand, Miller, calls up through the dusty air of the barn. This place used to hum with activity, but now it’s down to me, Miller, a handful of cattle, my horse Daisy, and a single goat. And about a tenth of the crops I grew for the farmer’s market. I’d already harvested most of them, with one last batch in the works. It’s not going to be enough to get me through the winter, unless...

      Unless I win the damn contest.

      “Yeah, Miller. I’m up here.”

      “You...you okay?”

      Miller’s a sweet guy. The strong, silent type. Muscled as all get-out and with the kind of eyes you could get lost in, if you were the right kind of woman. I’m not the kind to stare into a guy’s soul for a long time. Otherwise we might’ve had a shot.

      “I’ll be okay.”

      “You still wearing those scrubs?” 

      I blink, long and slow. “How do you know what I’m wearing?”

      He pauses for a beat. “I was over at Bliss, and...” Miller stalls out. He’s no fool. He’s been in Paulson long enough to know that Bliss and Carson might as well be Hatfield and McCoy. It wasn’t always that way. But they got bigger and fancier and we hit rough patch after rough patch, and then....

      Then the end of high school came. Miller is only a couple years older than me, but he still knows all about it. Everyone does. Except maybe Austin Bliss, who conveniently forgets everything that makes him look like less than a saint. 

      “One of them said they saw you over there.”

      My heart thunders up into my throat and I snap my jaw shut to keep it from getting out. “Which one, Miller? Which one’s spying on me?”

      “They weren’t spying,” he says quickly. “It’s just you can see from over there—”

      This isn’t his fault. “It’s fine. It’s okay.” Then something else pricks at the back of my mind. “Wait. Why were you over at Bliss?” I push myself upright in the hay and look down at him. Where the Bliss brothers have sandy hair and piercing blue eyes, Miller’s the definition of tall, dark, and handsome. A piece of hay tumbles down by my cheek and I yank it out of my hair.

      Miller shifts his weight from side to side. “I’ve been thinking of going part-time,” he says finally.

      “Part-time.”

      “Part-time over here, and part-time over there.” To his credit, he looks me in the eye. “There’s not much work, and now that the farmer’s markets are off the table...”

      Miller helped me drag the crops into the house so I could get them all bunched and priced before this morning. Now all of them are neat little piles of ashes where the back porch used to be.

      “Gotta say, you’re really kicking me when I’m down.” A tight, choking feeling slides up my throat and squeezes off my windpipe. “You couldn’t work anywhere else?”

      “I could,” he says. He really could. He’s a good ranch hand, quiet, dependable...the kind of man you’d want on your side in a storm. “But then I wouldn’t be able to help you out until you decide what you’re gonna do. It’ll take a while to rebuild the house. You know how insurance companies are.”

      I do know how insurance companies are. Insurance companies are one of Paulson’s favorite gripes. Go to any bar in town on a Friday night, and you’ll find somebody complaining about rebuilding and companies dragging their feet and being cheated. I made the first calls outside the hospital this morning. The wheels are already spinning, but he’s right on this, too—it’ll be a good long time before I have a place to live. And they might replace the value of the crops, but that’s a separate policy that makes my head spin. I didn’t have a pristine inventory, so...

      “For the Bliss brothers?” I grit my teeth to keep from crying and flop back into the hay, a cool resignation sloshing around in my gut. “I get it. You have to make a living, too.”

      “Nobody’d think less of you if you sold the ranch,” he says quietly. 

      Birds chirp on the roof of the barn, and I inhale the familiar scent of old wood and hard work. Wind rustles through the gaps in the walls.

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “You don’t have to, but you could. Nobody would think less of you.”

      A lot of people would think less of me.Everly, for one. She gave me the ranch as a gift. Signed it over, the whole package. It’s the last thing we have from our parents.

      “I’ve got to make a call.”

      “Okay. I fed Daisy and the cattle. Goat’s over in the small pasture.”

      “Thanks,” I tell him, and the next time I sit up to look over the edge of the loft, he’s gone.

      I slip the new phone out of the pocket of my too-big scrubs. The farmhouse didn’t have a landline, and I haven’t seen a payphone in Paulson in ten years, unless you count the one at the Historical Museum. I bought the cheapest phone they had at the drugstore. It has a screen for texting. Barely.

      Everly picks up on the first ring. “My favorite sister!” she chimes, and in the background I hear a splash and a shout and my heart threatens to fly apart into a million pieces. I’ve seen the Bliss Resort in New York, where she lives now. It’s paradise. And I’m in a hayloft, feeling sorry for myself. “How are you doing? Tell me everything. Have you restored Sweetwater to its former glory?”

      Before I left from her wedding, we’d talked about all my plans. All my big plans. “About that.”

      “Uh oh.” The sound behind her fades and her breath picks up, like she’s walking away as fast as her legs can carry her. “You don’t sound good. What happened?”

      “Well, Everly, the house burned down.” I choke back a sob and swallow it like a sharp pebble. “Last night. I almost—” I can’t bear it. “Happened while I was sleeping. Chris Easton says it was probably faulty wiring in the kitchen—something to do with the oven.”

      “It burned down? Like down down? Down to the ground?”

      “Yeah.” Fifty feet from here, there used to be a house. Now there is nothing but a burned-out shell. “Everything’s gone.”

      “Oh, shit,” she breathes. “Oh, shit.”

      We sit there in silence, and I know she must be thinking about all the things that were in the house. My mother’s one and only quilting experiment. Family photos from a hundred years ago. The rocking chair.

      “Are you okay? Seriously. Are you hurt?” Everly’s voice is all business.

      “I’m okay.” A cough works its way out of my lungs at that moment. “I breathed in a little smoke, but otherwise I’m fine.” Because Austin came to save me. That’s the part I can’t say out loud. “But the house is gone. I mean, there are a few sticks here and there, but it’s mostly a scene out of the apocalypse.”

      “As long as you’re okay, then I don’t care about the house.” Everly takes a deep breath. “I’m sad that it burned down, but I can’t—I can’t even say—” There’s a long pause. “I’m glad you’re all right. Where are you?”

      “In the barn.” Dust motes wheel dreamily in the sunlit air. “I brought a sheet up here.”

      “A sheet up there for what?” I can see her now, nose wrinkled, brow furrowed.

      “For a bed. But it’s not like Little House on the Prairie. I suck at making beds out of hay. I think you need more than one hospital-size sheet to do it.”

      “For a bed? Oh my god, Brooke, you are not sleeping in the barn.”

      “Where else would I sleep?” A poky stalk of hay digs into my back and I shift out of the way. Half the sheet drags behind me. My bed is ruined. “I don’t have money for a hotel, and before you—”

      “I’ll wire you money right now. Asher won’t care—”

      “Before you wire me money, just know that I will absolutely not accept it.”

      “Why not? You’re homeless.”

      “I’m not homeless. I have a barn. And I’ll figure something out. I just need some time to gather myself.”

      “You can go to Mrs. Howard. She’ll know someone with a spare room. Mom used to be friends with her back in the day, and—”

      “Can’t do that.”

      “Why?”

      I turn over onto my side. “I made a fool of myself in front of Mrs. Howard. There’s a new thing at the Harvest Festival this year, and I got into it with Austin Bliss at the signup table. And then I quit. And then I went back, begging on hands and knees—”

      Everly groans. “You did not get into it with him. Don’t you know by now he’ll just break your heart? The two of those men—”

      “I’m working with him,” I blurt out. All of this is such a train wreck. “I teamed up with him for the contest. It was the only way back in. There’s a cash prize if I win, and I can rebuild the ranch, I can get some cattle back—”

      “Cattle back? I’ve only been gone a few weeks. You sold the cattle?”

      “All but four,” I admit to her. “The money—I couldn’t figure out how to make it work at that scale. We were losing on the ranch hands, we were losing on the cattle, Daisy’s the last horse and Mom’s breeding program bit the dust years ago—”

      “I’m coming back.” There’s a thumping sound over the line that tells me she’s talking while she types on the screen of her phone. “I’m booking the next flight.”

      “Don’t.”

      “You can’t stop me.”

      I sit up straight on my poky, ruined bed. “Do not come back here, Everly. I forbid it.”

      She laughs, the sound bright and warm despite everything. “You can’t forbid me to do anything. I’m your older sister. I was born first.”

      “That’s what older sister means.” I push my hair back away from my face. “You can’t come back here. You’re—” Another ugly sob pushes itself up from my chest. “You’re happy over there. I’ve got this under control.” I am sleeping in a barn. “Don’t come back here, Ev, or I’ll never forgive you.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      No, I want to scream. Come back and bail me out. I don’t want to do this without you. I never wanted to do this without you. I’m not cut out for it. “Yes. Everything’s well in hand. We’ll start small and rise from the ashes.” My laugh turns into a cough. “Literally.”

      I listen to my sister breathe on the other end of the line and hold my own breath. If she comes back here, I might not be able to let her leave. And that would be worse than anything.

      “Okay,” she says on a big exhale. “But when you change your mind about the money, you text me. I’ll send it.”

      “I’m not going to change my mind.”

      “I love you, Brooke.”

      “I love you too. I’ve got to go. Work to do.” I hang up before I start to cry and toss the phone onto the sheet. It slides off into the hay. “You can give me money over my dead body,” I tell the empty barn.

      “Are you a dead body?”

      “Not yet, Miller.”

      “Not Miller.” 

      The second the words are out of his mouth, I know it’s not Miller. My heart jolts to life, fingers tingling. “What are you doing back on my property, Austin?” My face feels like it’s on the verge of combustion but I sit up anyway. He’s down in the doorway of the barn, the sun streaming in around him like he’s some kind of god. The outline of him is all I need to be able to picture him naked in the stream, wet and gleaming.

      He looks up, his cowboy hat shading his face. Even the way the shadow cuts across his skin is infuriatingly perfect. He purses his lips, like this is maybe not something he wants to be doing. “A little birdie told me you’re planning to sleep up here in old clothes and a hospital sheet.”

      “You should fire that little birdie, just like I’m about to do.”

      “But Miller’s so nice. And now I’ve ratted him out.”

      “He ratted himself out.” A fat bumblebee, clearly lost, buzzes near my head. “Came over just now to tell me he’s working for my worst enemy on the planet. Get out of my barn, Austin.”

      “You can’t sleep in here.”

      “Can, and I will.” I wriggle around, trying to get my ass in a spot on the hay that’s not quite so horribly uncomfortable. Unsurprisingly, I fail. “I’ll be over tomorrow so we can talk about the horses for the contest.”

      “Okay.” He pushes one sleeve up over his elbow, then the other, and I’m going to die. I tear my eyes away from the rolled-up-sleeve sexiness that I do not want to be seeing and stare at the bumblebee. “I’m coming up.”

      My heart tears out of the starting gate and races across clear, open pastures. “No you’re not.”

      “I’m coming up there.” He’s already at the ladder. “You’re not sleeping in the barn. I’m not going to have this entire town thinking I’m the kind of asshole who’d leave my neighbor in her barn. Alone. This thing’s not even weather-proof.” The loft rattles with his weight on the first step. A warm front comes in, sweeping over me in a disgusting montage of the things that could happen in the hay. My pulse is shooting through my fingertips. “You might not think much of me—”

      “You hate me as well,” I say in a voice that’s just the worst, it’s so breathless and high and not mine.

      “Not as much as I hate looking like a criminal in front of the entire town.”

      “I’d argue that climbing up here to remove me against my will is more criminal than—”

      His head pops up above the ledge, and I scramble backward into the hay. His arm around my waist. His hands on my hips, lifting me out the window. “Marry me.”

      “What?”

      “Marry me.” Austin shrugs one of his perfectly toned shoulders. “Marry me, and you’ll have access to all my assets. Nobody will blink an eye. It’s an easy solution. Gets you out of the barn, and we can work this out.”

      “Work what out, you psycho?”

      He gives me a broad grin. “Well, sweet thing, you’re moving in with me.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      I had no idea how bad things had gotten at Sweetwater until Brooke moved in.

      It took three hours, and that’s because her goat didn’t want to leave his pasture. It took her three seconds to refuse my proposal and twenty more to negotiate for the spare room. Her pathetic herd came right on over to ours and started to mingle. Her horse settled into the stall next to Connecticut. And the goat threw a fit.

      “Maybe if you call him by his name, he’d be nicer,” she said as I tried to coax him out of the pasture.

      “What’s his name?” Being so close to her was like getting a sunburn, over and over and over.

      “Goatie.” She squared off her jaw and looked me in the eye.

      “Goatie. Your goat’s name is Goatie.”

      Brooke nodded, daring me to say something about it. Lightning-strike energy poured off her skin

      Damn it, I took the bait.

      “Goatie. Two grown, educated women named a goat Goatie. You couldn’t think of anything better than Goatie?”

      “Some people’s kids are named Austin.” She folded her fingernails into her palm and looked at them, like she’d find anything other than dirt in her cuticles.

      “Better than having a goat for a child, if that’s what you’re saying.”

      “If Goatie was my child, I’d be prouder of him than anybody is of you.”

      I couldn’t help it. I took a fighting stance. “You’re being awfully ornery, Brooke. I think I might have to put you in time out.”

      She put both her hands up, that same color coming to her cheeks. I can’t be addicted to that color—I can’t. And yet... “Don’t you dare carry me anywhere, Austin Bliss. I’ll scream.”

      “Scream all you want. Doesn’t bother me.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Her breath came quick and shallow, and she danced back a foot, somehow looking graceful even in oversized hospital scrubs. “You know, if you’re making women scream so much, you might want to reconsider your methods.”

      She’d walked into a trap, and she knew it. Her hand was at her mouth before I opened mine. “Oh, I make them scream.” I let a slow smile come over my face. Brooke can’t help it. She smiles back. Victory. I don’t know why it’s a victory. I’ve never cared about making her smile before. But maybe now that she’s hated me for so long...yes. It’s the challenge. “When’s the last time a man made you scream?”

      “You’re gross.”

      “Challenge accepted.”

      Her blush spread from her forehead down to her chin. “Here’s a challenge for you. Get Goatie over to your place. I’ll be waiting.”

      Now she stood in the kitchen, tapping absently at the phone in the pocket of her scrubs. Her shoulders tensed, up by her ears. She had been waiting for him—sitting out on the front porch, like she might be scared to go inside. I ushered her in. Even if she is my worst enemy, I’m going to provide her with the hospitality that my mother expected. At least enough of it that she wouldn’t be embarrassed by me. Can’t stand the thought. 

      “You hungry?”

      “No. Being proposed to makes me loose my appetite.”

      “Oh? You got fellas beating down the door, is that it?”

      She rolls her eyes and shakes out her shoulders.

      By God, she looks deliciously rumpled. She did up her hair at the hospital, but the scrubs and the oversized t-shirt...they’re doing things for me. Brooke stretches her arms over her head, as self-conscious as I’ve ever seen her, and I get a peek at the soft skin of her belly.

      Shit. Bad habit to get into, if she’s going to be staying in the guest bedroom.

      Her stomach growls.

      “I think you’re lying.”

      “Do you have a guest room?” She cocks her head to the side, a brat til the end. “I’m not bunking with you. I know how much you’d like that.”

      Touché. “Don’t you know it, sweet thing? I do have a guest room. We have two, matter of fact.”

      “Of course you do. You have everything over here, don’t you?” Her eyes flick around the kitchen, which I’ve been keeping clean since the day my mother died. It’s a run-of-the-mill kitchen to me, not so different from the one in her house. The one her house used to have.

      “Not everything.” I don’t have my parents, who I thought would still be living here ‘til their old age. I was supposed to be somewhere else in Paulson setting up my own ranch. That didn’t pan out.

      “You still have a full herd, you asshole,” she says under her breath.

      “What was that?” I put a hand to my ear. “You wanted to sleep in my bedroom? I’ve got the nicest bed in the house.”

      “It’s not a bed I need now.” A shine in her eyes tells me she’s struggling not to stick out her tongue, and in this moment I think I’d pay all the money in that damned account to see her do it. “I need to go shopping.” The light flickers out, replaced by a cloud of worry. Last week, I’d have quietly relished watching her struggle.

      Now? 

      I don’t relish it nearly as much as I thought I would.

      “Let’s go shopping, then,” I offer, and it feels like sticking my bare skin into a campfire.

      “Not so fast, bucko. I know you want to see me stripped down in a changing room, but you’re going to have to earn that. I’ll be back later.” Brooke turns on her heel, hips swaying.

      “You’re going out like that?” I call after her.

      “How else do you want me to go out? Naked?” She shakes her head, clucking her tongue. “You just want to see my tits, Austin. Admit it.”

      She’s got me. I do.
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      I spend a sleepless night in bed down the hall from Brooke Carson.

      I can’t believe she agreed to stay here. I can’t believe she agreed to mix her herd in with mine, and stable her horse in my stable. She doesn’t hate anyone as much as she hates me. At least, I don’t think she does. She must be desperate. And given what happened...I guess I’d be desperate too. Desperate enough to crawl on my knees, asking her for help? I don’t know. Her family never seemed like the type to put the pressure on, but maybe they did.

      I want to ask her, but I don’t. I stay in my own damn bed. Right where I belong. You just want to see my tits, Austin. Her voice blurs in with a dream. It’s hot and heavy and she’s taking that t-shirt off over her head. My cock strains against my boxers. Why are boxers such cock-prisons? It’s criminal. It’s wrongful imprisonment.

      When I wake up it’s light in the bedroom. It’s the soft, early light just after the sun has crested the horizon and my cock pulses again at the thought of Brooke stretched out in this light, her perfect nipples grazing the sheets. “Stop it,” I tell myself out loud. It’s bad enough that the woman I’ve hated all these years is sleeping down the hall. 

      I’m seized, suddenly and inexplicably, with the desire to know why. Why have I been harboring this awful, twisting hurt when it comes to Brooke Carson? I search back in my memory. Tears on her face, a quiver in her jaw. Why can’t I remember? It must have been a big deal if it made her cry.

      I can’t stand it anymore. It takes two seconds to throw on clothes and another five to pad down the hall to her room.

      She’s not there.

      “Unbelievable,” I grumble. If she’s gone back to that barn, I don’t know what I’ll do. Bundle her back here, I guess. I can’t have Mrs. Howard and God and everybody knowing that I didn’t have room for a person in need. Sweet Jesus.

      Shoes. Socks. Hat. I tell myself I’m going out to do the chores and only stopping by her house to check up on her. I tell myself I don’t care where she’s gone. I tell myself I don’t feel the rapid, nervous beat of my heart.

      On the way to the property line, which down here by the house is formed by a low gully, a sound from the stable catches the very edge of my attention. It sounds like it’s coming from the stables.

      It’s Brooke, singing a song to my horse. My horse. She works a soft brush gently over one of his shoulders, then stops to nuzzle Daisy’s nose. She leans her head into Daisy’s. “I miss her too,” she murmurs. “It’s ridiculous to be saying this to you. You’re a horse. But I miss her like crazy. And I can’t even tell her about the chair.” Brooke lets out a heavy sigh. “Everly knows it’s gone by now, but I just feel like I’m being...I don’t know. Stabbed in the chest. It’s horrible. And the farmhouse here is so...intact.” She hums a little tune again, using the brush to smooth out a part of Daisy’s coat. “I don’t know what we’re going to do,” she says softly. “But you don’t have to worry. I’ll figure it out.”

      Brooke brushes her fingers over Daisy’s mane and smooths one of her flyaways. Connecticut reaches his nose over to demand attention, and Brooke curves her arm around his head, snuggling him in close. A stallion. My heart is practically stalled, practically stopped, and when it beats again it’s against a warmth so intense it feels like pain.

      This is not the Brooke I know.

      Maybe I don’t know her at all.

      I drag my feet across the ground so I don’t startle her. She startles anyway, sucking in a breath that’s close enough to a gasp of pleasure to make my cock twitch in response. “Oh my god, Austin, don’t sneak up on people like that.”

      “What happened between us?” It’s the morning light coming in through the open windows in the stable. It’s the way her hair falls over her shoulders, loosely held back from her face with a hair tie. It’s the ache in my hands from not running my hands through her curls. “All those years ago. What happened to make us hate each other?”

      Her face goes hard. “You’re a hateable person. What other explanation would you need?”

      “I remember you crying.” The light—something about the light—makes the moment feel surreal, like this will have no consequences. I know it’ll have consequences, but I can’t stop myself. “I remember you were pissed. But I don’t remember what you were pissed about.”

      Brooke keeps one hand on Connecticut’s back even while she glares at me. “Are you telling me you can’t remember the reason you’ve hated me for a decade now? More than a decade?”

      “I swear on my mother’s grave, I can’t remember anything but your face that day. A lot has happened since then.”

      She shakes her head, blowing a breath out through her nose. “You were a prick. If you don’t remember, you’re still a prick. I’m pretty sure that’s true.”

      “I’d really like to know.”

      “So you can do what, exactly?” Her eyes are like thunderstorms rolling down off the mountains, slashing everything to bits with lightning strikes. “Apologize? You’re not going to apologize to me for anything. Why would you? I’m a Carson woman.”

      A hot shame brands the center of me. I’ve said it enough times, to enough people—but I thought I kept it mostly on Bliss Ranch. Obviously not. “I admit I haven’t always been a perfect gentleman. We’re talking about being teenagers.”

      “You were in college, and we’re talking about our lives, you—you—” No word seems strong enough for what I am. “You got to go to college.”

      I don’t see what that has to do with any of it. “Everybody went to college.”

      “Not me.” Her eyes flash and flare and I hear the boom of distant thunder. “I didn’t get to go, because your dad didn’t recommend me for a scholarship.”

      It comes back to me in a few falling pebbles and then a rockslide. “A scholarship...”

      “Yeah. I needed recommendations to get a half-ride to State, because that was the only place my parents could come up with half the tuition. I didn’t get it. And I found out later that it was because your dad said I wasn’t suited for that kind of thing.” Her chin quivers. “Because of what you told him.”

      Sweet Jesus. Because Brooke has always been after me, one way or another. She was always needling me in the halls, pretty ballsy for a girl two years younger. I was home from college when my dad asked me about her, and I gave some flippant reply.

      “I was an asshole.” The air is thick and heavy in the stable, so thick I can hardly draw a breath. “I was young, and I was an asshole, and I wasn’t thinking about it that way. I didn’t know why he was asking me about you.”

      “What did you think?” she spits. “That he was asking so we could get married or some bullshit?”

      I have a vision of her in a white dress and a delicate veil, the wind lifting it away from her face. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing, to marry her. 

      My mind rears back from the image. Of course it would be the worst thing to marry her. I’d wake up dead the first morning of the honeymoon. Brooke’s anger fills the barn, making the air feel slippery against my fingers. Slippery, like she could send an electric charge through it this very moment and knock me down dead. “I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t know.”

      But I know now, and it explains everything. The way she’s stabbed me through the soft underbelly with her gaze every time I’ve seen her in town since then. The bristling dislike at every public event. The cheating accusations. Could it be that Brooke deserves for me to prove it to her? 

      “I’m sorry.” Something in the room shifts, changes. Can’t put my finger on what. 

      “I don’t care,” she says quickly. “Doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

      “Doesn’t it?” I cross my arms over my chest and notice her featherlight glance tracing the lines of my muscles. “Would it be better if I wasn’t sorry?”

      “Yes.” Her voice has dropped to a barely audible register. “It would make it easier to hate you.”

      A refreshing breeze slaps me gently on the cheek, the touch almost playful. What am I hearing? In the dusty stable, I’m suddenly drinking in fresh mountain air. “What was that?”

      “I’m bringing Daisy to the show tomorrow,” Brooke says, loud and clear. “Connecticut is staying home.”

      Just like that, the hairs on the back of my neck rise, blood galloping through my veins. I let out a sharp laugh. “No. We’re showing my horse.”

      “Fight me about it, why don’t you?”

      “I sure as hell will.”

      The fresh mountain air is gone. A storm’s coming in. And coming in fast.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      “This was a bad idea,” Austin hisses in my ear at the back of the event barn. “Everybody else only has one horse”

      “Everybody else is getting to work by themselves. I’m the only one who’s been forced to partner up to even get a chance.” I keep my hand lightly on Daisy’s lead rope and stare straight ahead. All in all, ten ranches have turned out for the contest, and every one of them has done their best when it came to the horses. 

      Well, so have I. I even dolled myself up for the occasion. For god’s sake, I tied my shirt up above my belly button in a little bow, just to accentuate my waist. I have a good waist. And Austin’s been stealing glances at me all afternoon. At least I had the sense to wear a black tank-top underneath. I’m no Bethany Dawson, who’s in the ring right now, her navel on display for all to see.

      I had to shop for this. I had to spend some of my meager savings on a meager wardrobe. And I bought a curling iron, too. Lipstick. I don’t want to think about how much is left in my bank account. 

      “Fine. I guess I’ll give you this one.” Austin’s jaw works, his shoulders rising and falling in an almost imperceptible movement. If it weren’t for the cloud of tension surrounding us I’d never know he was nervous. But he is.

      The barn smells like horses and hairspray and fall and I take a big breath in. This is it. There’s no more hiding that Austin and I are working together. I wasn’t trying to hide it, not really, but after we step out under the lights there will be no going back. 

      Peter, who has put on a suit for his MC duties, keeps up an endless chatter, his voice bouncing off the high ceiling. “And thank you, Bethany,” he says, a huge smile on his face. No doubt he’s checking out her ass as she leaves. “Next up—” He extends his arm, the gesture too big even for a showman. “The Bliss Ranch.”

      There’s all kinds of noise coming from the crowd—low murmurs, the crunch of popcorn between people’s teeth, a baby crying. It all stops when the lights hit the horses. Not just the horses. Us. Even the baby shuts up. Even the baby knows there’s something off if a Bliss and a Carson are walking side by side in front of the entire town.

      “Beautiful horses,” says Peter. “Beautiful owners, too.” I swear, a string instrument starts playing somewhere close. My smile seems plastered to my face. I’m not sure I could frown right now. I’m shoulder to shoulder with Austin, the solid mass of him at least blocking me from Peter’s prying eyes. And it feels...good.

      We make our way around the ring, in front of the judge’s panel, where I catch Hal Kilroy giving Austin a wink. Austin stares straight ahead. A tic in his jaw is the only sign he’s noticed at all. Peter is reading off a bunch of information about the horses. It all blurs into nothing. Is it Austin’s heartbeat that’s so loud, or mine? He looks so good in his checked-blue flannel. It brings out his eyes. I can’t stop the crazy thoughts now that we’re out here in front of everyone. 

      The people in the crowd speed up, their waving hands going out of focus. Chewing on popcorn too fast. I’m here in the slow time. I don’t even like science fiction, but that’s what this feels like. Every step takes a hundred years. Boom, boom, boom. We’re giants shaking the packed dirt beneath our feet. And somehow, somehow, I am the delicate giant next to Austin’s breadth. His arm around my waist, his hands on my hips, sweet thing...

      The horses, in slow motion, lean their heads together and nuzzle noses. Awwww, everyone in the crowd says for a period of about a century. My heart thud, thud, thuds in time with our footsteps. We’re. Going. To. Win. This. Each word floats up into my mind on its own separate bubble. 

      I snap back into reality the moment we step into the shadows, gulping in a huge breath. Austin gingerly pats my back. “You okay? Did you see something scary?” 

      “Like what, Austin?” It hasn’t been long enough since the fire and I taste the smoke when I cough. “Your dick?”

      His hand stills on my shoulder, and then he laughs. “Don’t worry, sweet thing. It makes a lot of women nervous.”

      “Nervous that they’re not going to be able to find—” I can’t finish the joke, because I’m overtaken by another coughing fit. Oh, god. Is it possible I feel warm toward Austin, and not the frigid bitter wasteland I’ve been since I found out about that scholarship? I haven’t let myself think about it in so many years. And I never expected to hear the words I’m sorry come out of his mouth. Not ever. It was like standing too close to a nuclear reactor. It made me feel too many things. So naturally I picked a fight with him about the horses, naturally. So naturally. 

      “You’re always exactly yourself, aren’t you?” There’s a note of awe in his voice, though I can’t say why. 

      “Who else would I be?”

      We turn the horses around and watch Ferris Lane, one of the quietest ranchers I’ve ever met—and that’s saying something—lead his white mare around the ring.

      “You guys killed it.” A heavy hand comes down on my shoulder, and Luke Bliss sticks his head between Austin and I. I take a big step out to the left. We were standing pretty close, there. “How’d you get the horses to do that?”

      I shake off Luke’s hand. “It was unplanned.”

      “Anything else unplanned going on? Because the chemistry out there was—”

      Next thing I know, Austin’s got Luke in a headlock and is dragging him away from the horses, mumbling something in his ear.

      “I’m tapping out, for the love—” Luke’s words only make Austin hold him tighter. My heart flutters like an overexcited bird. He’s so strong. This competition is making me ridiculous. Something unplanned. As if anything unplanned would ever happen between me and Austin.

      Ferris Lane is finishing his loop when Austin steps back up beside me, face flushed. “Shut him up,” he says gruffly.

      “What was that about?”

      “My brother claims he only wanted to tell us that the crowd is with us tonight. That move the horses pulled—” He shakes his head. “This town is full of romantics. Told him to go sit with Julie May, where he belongs. That shut him up.”

      I snort. “This town is full of—” It occurs to me that I probably shouldn’t say what this town is full of at this particular moment. “This town is full of good people.”

      “Very believable, Brooke.”

      “Good people like you, Austin,” I say, louder. “You’re the best man this town has ever seen.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Nobody is like you in all of Paulson, or even the world.” Heads are turning, and Austin’s hand comes down on my arm with a sizzle and a spark. I shake him off, but a beat too late. “Fine. I’ll stop.”

      “People are going to think—”

      “What? That you’re the king of Paulson? You already run the show, Bliss.”

      “No. They’re going to think you like me.” His blue eyes bore into mine and blink I see the sky and blink the sea and blink something deep and cold and new. “You wouldn’t want that, would you? It’s one thing to work with me. It’s another thing to like me.”

      I don’t hate you, I want to blurt out. But that wouldn’t be true, would it?

      “You’re right.”

      “Shhh.” Mrs. Howard comes up behind us, and when I turn to see her she’s got her finger pressed to her lips. “Peter’s leading us in a song while the panel deliberates. Let’s join in, shall we?”

      I straighten up and sing You Are My Sunshine with the rest of the people gathered in the barn, the ghost of Austin’s touch on my arm. His glistening, naked body climbing out of the creek. The fire in my cheeks. It builds to a rush that blocks out all the rest of the sound from my ears. I cannot feel this way about Austin Bliss. I cannot. 

      Austin thrusts his fist into the air, and a second later the noise hits. Applause. Clapping, cheering—

      “What?”

      “We won,” he says. “We won the first round.” And then he sweeps me up into his arms and pulls me close. I breathe him in, soap and sunshine, and—we’re hugging in front of everybody, my arms thrown around him, face buried in his neck.

      I kick out, desperate to get away, and fumble for cover. “We’ve got to get out there. To accept—to accept whatever it is,” I say. “Come on, hurry up. Hurry up.”
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      I rattle my foot against the dashboard of Austin’s truck all the way back to Bliss Ranch. He wouldn’t hear of driving myself, since they have a trailer big enough for both horses. Of course they do.

      “Knock that off,” he says with a half-smile curving the corner of his lips.

      “Can’t. I’m too excited.” It’s foolish to admit it, but I am. When Peter handed us those flimsy medals back at the event barn something bright and warm ignited at the center of my burned-out heart. Hope. The curdling anxiety I had about working with Austin isn’t gone, but it’s...less. Because we won. We won the first round. “Doesn’t this strike you as odd, this contest?” My old ways of keeping my lips firmly zipped have fallen away, ‘cause I’m that excited, which is a strange feeling for me given the events of the past few weeks. “Voting on horses like this? Shouldn’t they have been more specific?”

      Austin shrugs. “He said it wasn’t like 4-H. Must be someone from out of town.”

      The way he says out of town makes me wonder if Austin has ever met anyone from outside Paulson that he liked. “What do you have against out-of-towners?”

      “Nothing. I only have something against the ones that try to run my life here in Paulson.”

      What? “Who’s trying to run your life from out of town?”

      He shoots me a look. “The Bliss Brothers.”

      “My sister’s Bliss Brothers?” I scoff. “They’re across the country. What could they possibly want to do with you? What could anybody want to do with you?” My heart isn’t in the dig.

      “You’re telling me you’re curious about something involving my family?” The sun sinks beneath the horizon, the day dying in a last gasp of red and gold. “I didn’t take you for the type.”

      “It’s my family now, too,” I point out. “Technically. They’re my in-laws.”

      “So you don’t know.”

      “Don’t know what? Don’t be a tease.”

      “You can’t accuse me of being a tease, now can you?” He turns onto the long driveway on his property, the truck moving smoothly over the pavement. Our gravel drive is a disgrace by comparison. “They’ve been sending money.”

      A piece of something my sister told me clicks into place. “Because it was your uncle out there in New York, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes. My dad’s brother. He never breathed a word about him, but after he died, I...became aware of an account.”

      “For you?”

      “For our family. Your sister didn’t tell you about this?” He looks at me long enough for me to shake my head, then goes back to staring straight ahead. “I went out to New York to try and stop it.”

      “Stop it? They were sending you money all along?”

      “Still are.”

      How much? A seed of jealousy plants itself and blooms in the pit of my gut. Austin Bliss had the money to give to me. That’s what he meant by assets. He was trying to give it to me. And I need it, that’s the worst part. He has everything and then some. “Wow.”

      “I’ll get rid of it somehow.” He brings the truck and the horse trailer to a stop in front of his big stable building. “Let’s unload the horses.”

      We get them inside, get them into the stalls. “Good job, girl.” The hope I felt earlier is seeping back in, drowning out the jealousy. Austin’s money is none of my business. Never has been. But this contest—this is my business. And we won. “You took us there.”

      “You did,” Austin points out from behind me. “You spent all day in here getting those horses ready.”

      He has his hands in his pockets and a sincerity on his face I’ve never seen before. It warms me up from the inside out. “Didn’t have anything else to do.”

      “No, but you did.” He takes another step closer, the light falling onto his face. “You could’ve met with the insurance company about your house, or harvested the last of your fall crops, or taken Miller over to your place and cleaned it out for when you go back. But you spent all day in here, working on both our horses.” He slaps a hand to the back of his neck and rubs. “You did it for both of us.”

      “That’s what it means, being on a team.”

      He’s even closer now, close enough to pat Daisy on the nose. “Did you see them out there, leaning their heads together like they like each other?”

      “Maybe they do.”

      “Maybe their love will carry us to victory, and we’ll get that billboard.”

      “Ooh. That’s practically dirty talk. Are you sure you wanna go there?” It’s a joke, thrown out between us like a shield, but when Austin looks at me it steals my breath.

      “Here’s some dirty talk for you. You won the competition. We’re the leaders in the first round.”

      It shouldn’t be sensual, but it is. It shouldn’t light me up, but it does. “You can say that again.”

      “You won the competition,” Austin says, and then something cracks inside me, letting in a crazy flash of light, brighter than a thousand cameras.

      And I find myself looping my arms around his neck and yanking down, and Austin Bliss—well, he doesn’t resists. Our mouths crash together, needy, hot, wanting, and shit, shit, he’s a good kisser. Commanding and exploring and there’s his big hand on my waist, pulling me in like the moon pulls the tide, inexorable, inescapable—

      He’s hard, ready, and I feel him pulse against my hip. Desire kindles low between my legs, dangerously low. He has hay here. We could do it. Fuck me in the hay, Austin, I don’t care, I don’t—

      A splintering crack sounds behind us, tearing us apart.

      “What the hell—” Austin lets out a string of curses.

      His horse, Connecticut, has his front hooves on the barrier between the stalls. He’s come down so hard the top board busted. And he is in heat, his monstrous horse penis dangling down low. He whinnies, snuffles, and rears up again. He’s going for my Daisy. The desire drops out of me and disappears. 

      “Looks like the two of you are in the same situation.” I choke out the words and Austin glares at me. 

      “I’m not starting a breeding program with you, Brooke, sorry to say,” he says through gritted teeth. “Get out of here while I separate these too.”

      “Hell, no. I’ll save my horse, thank you very much.” 

      But the wall has gone back up between us, solid as it ever was.
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      I can’t get that kiss off my mind. Not that night, not the next day either. I can’t forget how good she tasted, how sweet, how her tongue moved against mine in a dance that felt familiar as it did new. It doesn’t make any sense. It doesn’t make any sense. 

      Brooke sits up against the pasture fence, rustling Goatie’s face. We have a few hours left before the cattle display, and she’s made herself scarce. 

      She’s already brushed up the prizewinning cow, making her coat shine like it never has before. She spent part of the morning on her own ranch, hauling in crops from the organic gardens they had set up there. The crates are taking up space in the back porch of my house. And she’s taking up space in my mind. 

      Brooke makes a kissy face at Goatie, and I drag my boots through the grass so she knows I’m here. Instantly, that warmth disappears, safely back in her pocket. Her cheeks are slightly pink. “Hey.”

      “You ready to head into town?”

      She frowns at me. “It’s too early for that.” Brooke gets to her feat, dusting off her hands on her jeans. I stop myself from looking away. I can look at her without going into heat, for god’s sake. Or maybe I can’t. She’s not wearing anything special—denim and a close-fitting t-shirt—but the lines of her body might as well be arrows hooking themselves into the part of me that wants her. “There’s still plenty to do around here.”

      “Like what? You’ve got the place polished to a high shine. Maryanne is ready to go. Just loaded her up with some feed and some water.”

      Brooke narrows her eyes. “You sound like you’ve got something on your mind.”

      My stomach rumbles, but the hunger pales in comparison to a deeper hunger that’s currently sending a rush of blood to my dick. “I thought you might want to get some lunch.”

      Her face lights up, and I can’t tell if it’s cruelty or joy or something in between. All I know is that a split-second of pure shock comes in the middle of it all. “You want to have lunch. With me.” Brooke stabs a finger into her chest.

      “Now I’m reconsidering.”

      “Phew. Because if you were asking me on a date, I don’t know what I’d do.”

      “I wasn’t asking you on a date.” Self-consciousness splashes over my skin like hot oil. “I was asking if you wanted to get some lunch in town before the display.”

      “Good.” Brooke glances down at her feet. “I’m glad it wasn’t a date.” A silence hangs between us, broken up by the wind coming down off the hills and the rustle of the leaves. They’re starting to turn. Any day now, they’ll be dropping to the ground, covering the grass with reds and yellows, crunching under my boots. It’ll be time to gather people close and hibernate for the winter. “I could eat,” she says, her nonchalant tone sharpened by something else, something more vulnerable. “Where were you thinking?”

      “Just the Riverbend.” 

      She whips her head around to face me. “The Riverbend.”

      “Yeah. The burgers are good.”

      “You go there alone.” She has my number. 

      “I’ve gone there with people before.”

      Brooke scowls. “Don’t use me like that.”

      “Use you? How is buying you a burger using you?”

      “You go to the Riverbend alone. I’ve heard it from my sister. I’ve seen you there myself. You can’t parade me around in front of all of Paulson just to prove you’re a good guy. I’m not going to be your—your trophy partner.”

      “Oh, trust me, if I wanted a trophy partner I wouldn’t have picked you.” My chest throbs like she’s actually slipped a knife between my ribs. “What the hell’s your problem, Brooke?”

      She’s got Goatie on a lead rope, and she tugs him toward the fence. It’s slow going, because that damn goat is as stubborn as she is. “I don’t have a problem. I’m just not in love with you, like the rest of town.”

      “No, tell me what it is. Is the guest room mattress not good enough? Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed? Why are you being such a—” I can’t say it.

      “So demanding.” Every word is another hit to my gut. “Go ahead. I’ve heard it before.”

      “Such a stinker. That’s what I was going to say.”

      “You’re a shit liar.” She coaxes Goatie another few feet toward the pasture gate. “Come on, boy. You know you want this. You know I want this. Now give it to me.”

      “You’re very forward.”

      The tip of her tongue pokes out between her lips, and damn if I haven’t made it happen—Brooke Carson sticking her tongue out at me. “It’s Goatie’s special day. No such luck for you.”

      “Day’s not over yet.” She shakes her head, pink popping onto her cheeks. “Where are you taking him?”

      “To the event barn,” Brooke says, like this is obvious.

      “Sorry, sweet thing, but you must be confused. Goatie isn’t a cow.”

      Her eyes go wide, and she drops her mouth open into a big round O, then a bigger one. “What?” 

      “Don’t be an ass.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I know how hard that is for you Bliss boys,” she says. 

      “Your snark is crossing the line, little lady.”

      “Oh my god, you didn’t.”

      “I’ll put you over my knee.” I don’t know where that came from, but when Brooke goes scarlet down to the collar of her shirt, I put it in the worth it column. “Watch me.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I’d dare to do a lot.” I reach one hand out toward her, and she backs away. “Could stand to be a little nicer.”

      “Yes. You could stand to be a little nicer. Go over there and call Goatie.”

      “He can’t come with us.”

      “He’s coming.” She takes another few steps. It’s going to be slow going. At this rate, we don’t have time for lunch. My chest feels tight, hot, like I’m pressing against invisible ties. Ready, my blood sings. Ready, ready, ready. Ready for what? Ready for anything.

      “He’s not.” I step out in front of both of them. “You want to make a fool of me in front of the entire town? It would be front-page news. AUSTIN BLISS DOESN’T KNOW WHAT A COW IS. That’s not the kind of man they want on a billboard.”

      “Half a billboard.” Brooke edges up until she’s toe to toe with me, looking up into my eyes. “Get out of the way. I’m putting Goatie in the trailer.”

      “You’re not.”

      “I am.”

      “You know what?” I cross my arms over my chest, showing off my biceps. “I think you like to argue for arguing’s sake.”

      “I think you like to be stubborn for being stubborn’s sake.” She has the most perfect lips I’ve ever seen on a person, and I don’t think I’ve ever noticed it before. Until last night, when she kissed me like kissing me would kill me and killing me’d be just fine. And that pout. Sweet Jesus. My jeans almost aren’t enough to keep me contained.

      “Maybe I am. What are you going to do about it?”

      She lifts her chin another inch, her mouth dangerously close to mine. “Whatever would get under your skin the most. What would that be?”

      “You think I’d tell you?” A summery scent kicks up around her and I inhale it deep. It’s the last of August hanging on into September, it’s jumping into a swimming hole with both feet, it’s chasing a beautiful blonde woman through the shade of the woods, laughter ringing out around her. “No. I’d just do it.”

      “Get on with it then.” She’s egging me on, I know it, she knows it. “I don’t have all day to stand here and—”

      I swallow the rest of her words, devour them in one bite, kiss her like she deserves it. Her next breath is a little gasp and for a second I think she’s fighting to get away, but no. Brooke bucks into me, unleashed, pulling back only to gulp in another breath. I hoist the delicious curves of her ass into my hands and her legs wrap around me like she’d planned to do just this, all along. The whisper of her hair on my cheek nearly knocks me out. But I can’t fall. I’m holding her. Brooke bites, nipping at my bottom lip, and I swear into her mouth.

      “You liked it,” she challenges.

      “I did,” I drawl, and then I kiss her again.

      We’re in the open field by the pasture, by the open gate, no cover at all. Brooke seems to realize it in the same moment I do, because she unhooks her legs and hops off. She’s breathing hard, her chest rising and falling under her t-shirt. I don’t have to lift that cloth to know she has perfect tits. Brooke looks away and shoves a loose curl of hair behind her ear. “It’s a bad habit to be in, Austin Bliss.”

      “Fighting with me? I agree. It keeps leading to you getting kissed.”

      She wriggles her fingers at me. “Using those lips to get you out of trouble.”

      “Oh, I was the one who was in trouble? I believe you were the one with your legs wrapped around my waist and that sweet little—”

      She yanks on my shirt, pulling me down hard, closing the gap between us with surprising strength. Brooke hovers her lips a bare inch from mine, if that. The heat of her breath moves over the place where she just bit me. I feel it in every inch of my body. “I’m not going to sleep with you. Get that through your head.”

      “You’re not? Because I can see what you really want. It’s right there in those pretty gray eyes. And it isn’t kissing. Oh, it’s much more than that.” I don’t know who I am anymore. I have spent so many years being quiet, being alone, being the one who leaves a cold space wherever he goes. She’s under my skin, all right, and she’s forcing me out of it and into something new and raw. “I bet you want to be laid out and taken like the—”

      Her mouth meets mine in a thunderclap. “Shut up, you asshole,” she whispers against my teeth. “Shut the hell up.”

      Goatie pulls against his lead rope. I drop a hand to her hip, tug her in another inch, feel the resistance singing through her body. I can feel how much she wants to give in to me. I don’t care what she says—I can feel it. Same as I can feel a fierce, angry want for her tearing through my muscles and taking me for its very own. It would hurt if it didn’t feel so good. I growl the words that have been fighting on the tip of my tongue. “Make me.”

      “Hey!” Approaching hoofbeats have Brooke jumping back from me like we’re the same side of two different magnets. Luke. Damn Luke. Shouldn’t he be in the library with Julie May? Anything would be better than this, right now, right here. What did he see? A hot embarrassment fries the back of my neck, a flash underneath the raw disappointment that follows. “The trailer’s all loaded up. What are the two of you doing out here? Hey, Austin, you hungry? I thought we could get some lunch.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      “Cheers to Paulson’s cutest couple,” Luke shouts, hoisting his beer high above the fire. “Second round winners of the strangest competition known to man.”

      “That’s a no on the couple,” I shoot back, clutching my own beer to my chest. “But we are winners, yes. One round to go.”

      “One round to go! Yee-haw!” He throws his head back to cheer and then drinks, the other ranch hands echoing him. When he’s done drinking he looks back at me. “So, tell us, Brooke. How’d you convince my brother to look like such a fool in front of the whole town?”

      It feels like he’s prying, but I’m too buzzed off the beer and the win to care. “Reminded him what happened at the first round. He’s smart enough to see sense if it hits him in the face.”

      “She slapped him, boys!” The other ranch hands around the bonfire, two of them with their own wives, chuckle. “Lassoed some sense right out of the air and looped it around my big brother here, who has never in his life seen—”

      “Who’s that coming by?” Austin calls out, voice deep and clear. “Is that Julie May?”

      Luke swivels around so fast his beer sloshes out of the can. “Julie!” He yells. “We’re over here.”

      “That’s what I figured.” Julie comes out of the shadows with a book under her hand. The hood of her hoodie is pulled up over her blonde hair and she taps the book in her hand against her denim-clad hip. “You invited me to a bonfire. This seems like a bonfire, doesn’t it? Hi, guys.” She goes around and greets each of the ranch-hands by name. “Miller. How you holding up?”

      Holding up from what? The buzz recedes and curiosity takes its place. The betrayal he pulled to get this sweet gig? No, can’t be. It’s got to be something else. But why didn’t he tell me about it? My own part-time ranch hand. He’s basically been running Sweetwater for the last few days—what little of it there is to run. Basically he’s making sure the rest of the buildings don’t burn down. Good man. With secrets. 

      “Good.” He accepts Julie May’s pat on the shoulder. “How’s things with you?”

      “Busy,” she sighs, and plops down next to him in an empty lawn chair. Their voices drop until I can’t hear them. But I don’t have to hear a thing to see the way Luke’s looking at her. He catches me watching and turns his gaze somewhere else, slapping on a big, broad smile. 

      This is one thing I didn’t expect—a celebration. For me and Austin. Luke put it together after we got our second medals. They’re cheap little things, the kind they give out at the end of fun runs, but I’m still treasuring the weight of the red ribbon around my neck. One step closer to that billboard. One step closer to a mystery cash prize, if Mrs. Howard is to be believed—and she always is. One step closer to...

      ...to freedom. To going back home. Yes. That’s freedom, isn’t it?

      Luke and Julie are both here now, and Miller. Three other ranch hands from Bliss. Two of their wives, Megan and Serena, are cuddled up close by. This doesn’t seem like a gathering of people who hate their jobs and work for stuck-up, self-absorbed men who take it lightly to destroy other people’s lives.

      It’s starting to dawn on me, embarrassingly late, that maybe my life wasn’t ruined by the Bliss family at large. I wouldn’t go so far as to say they did me any favors, but...

      “Tell us the story,” pipes up Gordie, one of the ranch hands. He keeps his arm tight around his wife Megan’s shoulder. She leans into him, close and warm, and envy makes my throat ache. I clear it up with another long drink of beer. Gordie laughs out loud. “I want to hear it again. How’d you convince him to bring a goat to the cattle show?”

      “Through the power of persuasion,” I tell him, and then—I don’t know why, I don’t know why—I throw in a wink.

      “Persuasion?” echoes Luke. “What kind of persuasion?”

      “She painted me a pretty picture,” says Austin. “Of our names up on a billboard. All we had to do was impress the panel. It’s not like 4-H.”

      “A goat still isn’t a cow.” Luke chortles, and Julie May’s big eyes turn up toward him like it’s the prettiest sight she’s ever seen. “I ever tell all of you about the time I mixed up the liquor store and the gas station when I was applying for my first job?”

      Austin groans. “Don’t bore us with that again.” He reaches into the cooler by his chair. “Here. Have another drink. It’ll make you more interesting.”

      Luke catches the beer and uses it to salute Austin. “Nobody’s more interesting and mysterious than you. We all know that.”

      I settle back in my seat and let their good-natured ribbing wash over me. I crack open another beer, which turns out to be some fruity thing Serena brought to put in the cooler. It’s not bad. And it’s making me feel so good, and so relaxed. I’m normally not a beer girl. I’m normally not a campfire girl. But all of Paulson has seen me being successful at something, so...maybe I can be good at this, too. 

      We’ll see.

      Luke and Julie May are the first ones to disappear, at some point during a rowdy conversation about breeding prizewinning cows. One minute they’re next to the firepit with a cool foot between them. The next, they’re gone. Gordie and Megan are next. Miller fades into the darkness with a set to his shoulders I don’t recognize, except for the one other time I saw him like that. Something had gone wrong with the pumpkin crop and he couldn’t figure it out. It had been early, I remember that much. And now we don’t have any pumpkins for the farmer’s market.

      A tiny voice inside says get up and go to your room. Go to sleep. Be reasonable. But a louder one points out how comfortable the chair is. How comfortable the heat of the fire is. How beautiful the flames look, licking up toward the sky. They don’t have as much power, contained in a fire pit. The fire in my house had too much. It sped through the old wiring and ate up the dry wood from the inside out. Even the storm that day couldn’t save it.

      I put my head back against the back of the chair and look up through swirling, wispy clouds to the million stars above us.

      “What’s on your mind?” The question from Austin is so soft and familiar that it might as well be coming from a bullhorn. The night sings all around us, crickets and frogs calling past one another, but he’s the only human left. Everyone else is gone.

      We’re alone, and he wants to know what’s on my mind.

      “When do you think Luke and Julie May will get together?”

      He huffs a laugh. “I’ve been teasing him about the same thing. They’re not getting together. Those two have been friends since they were in diapers. She was in diapers, anyway. Luke would never keep the damn things on.”

      “Sounds like his brother. Allergic to clothes.”

      He points a finger at me around his beer. “You asked me to take off the clothes.”

      “I asked you to get off my property. Wasn’t my fault you weren’t dressed.” The fire’s sinking slowly into the wood beneath it, embers working their way in from the outside. That, combined with the beer, is mesmerizing. The scent of the smoke makes my heart beat faster, I can’t deny that it does. I’ll probably have some reaction for the rest of my life. But it’s easy enough to see it for what it is—a harmless thing, surrounded by dewy grass and a thick metal barrier. That fire isn’t going anywhere.

      Unlike the one inside my chest.

      “They look like they want to make out with each other.”

      Austin turns his head, the orange from the firelight catching in his eyes. “Luke and Julie May?” 

      “They look like they can’t help it.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you felt the same.”

      “About Luke? Gross.” A jittery anticipation hops down my spine, taking each vertebra like a step on a ladder until it’s all the way down at the base of me. “My sister might have had a thing for him, but she’s not me.”

      “Why are you staring so hard at the fire, sweet thing?”

      It should make me mad. It should make me so damn furious to hear those words out of his mouth. And far back in my mind, it does. But at the forefront of my beer-buzzed thoughts, I don’t hate it.

      “Seems like you might want to kiss me. Again.”

      “So what if I do?” I hear myself say.

      “Then you’d have to get it out of your system somehow.” He says this like he might say we have to load up the truck or I’m headed to the grocery store, we need food. “That kind of want will eat you in a thousand little bites.”

      “How would you propose I do that?” I’m getting ready to shake my head, brush him off, when he speaks.

      “Come here.”

      I have no explanation for why I stand. The night? The win? The way Austin comes in every night with a sheen of manly sweat stretching cross his shirt from working hard? The ache that lives permanently behind my breastbone? I don’t know why. I just do, dropping the empty can to the grass beside my chair. I can come back for that later.

      My nipples peak under my shirt. It takes three steps to get to Austin and one more to turn and face him. The heat from the fire massages my shoulders from behind. 

      He lifts a hand and pats his knee.

      And I, Brooke Carson, straddle him.

      It’s dark. Nobody can see, nobody’s here, and I want this. He runs his hand up the back of my neck and threads his fingers through my hair, loose from when I let it down after tonight’s round at the barn. He gives it a gently tug, tipping my head back to expose my neck.

      “I can’t,” I whisper toward the sliver of a moon.

      “I can,” says Austin, and then his mouth is on the side of my neck, working his way up toward my jaw until I can’t stand it anymore. Until our mouths meet. Slow, but not tentative. He knows exactly what he’s doing. He tastes me like a drowning man drinks in air. He wraps a big hand around the curve of my jaw and holds me still, the other tracing circles on my lower back. Between my spread legs, my knees on either side of his rock-solid hips, a hot desire pulses in time with my heart.

      When he lets me up for air I gulp it in. “It can’t go any farther than that.”

      He leans in and presses one more burning kiss to my neck. “Challenge accepted.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      I can’t even get her to the house, that’s how hard Brooke attacks me. It’s a good attack. It’s the best attack I’ve ever suffered. Her sweet mouth on mine, arms around my neck—and she’s already straddling me, so it makes it easier than anything to pick her up and let her hook her legs around my hips. I cradle her perfect ass in both forearms and hustle for the stables. A beer can catches on my toe in the dark and I kick it away with a muffled curse. There better not be anything else in the way.

      Daisy whinnies as we come in but she settles down, body dropping lazily to the straw. The moonlight isn’t enough. If I’m going to fuck Brooke Carson—and I am, right now—I want to see it with my own two eyes. Battery-powered lanterns that kick off an old-fashioned light hang on hooks by the door for just this kind of emergency. Well—really, they’re there for horses giving birth. But this is better.

      At the last stall on the right—the only empty one, now that two horses foaled in the spring—I hang the lantern back up and survey what I’ve got to work with while Brooke flicks her tongue along my neck. It’s such a small movement. It shouldn’t be earth shattering. It is.

      I can’t lay her down on the fresh straw. That wouldn’t be the kind of hospitality expected of a Bliss man, not by far. It kills me to do it but I put her on her feet. “Stay there.”

      She’s already panting, but she stays. It might be the first time all day she hasn’t argued with me.

      I wrench open the big cabinet at the back of the stables. We keep it stocked with clean blankets and other things the horses might need. There’s a med kit in there, and I push past it to get the thickest, cleanest blanket there is. My cock wants out of my jeans. It throbs there insistently. I toss the blanket over my arm and take my zipper down on the way back to Brooke.

      From the way she’s bouncing on the balls of her feet, there’s no time for any more niceties. I toss the blanket down on the straw. It flutters to its resting spot in the corner of my vision. Then Brooke’s shirt comes off.

      She pulls it straight over her head, all business, and it chokes the air out of my lungs. She hasn’t been wearing a bra all night. I’ve been sitting two feet from her while her perfect pink nipples rub against the cotton of her shirt. How the hell did I not notice that?

      I’m drawn to her like gravity pulls a rock to the earth. For a single heartbeat I hesitate.

      Then I’ve got my hands on her skin, and everything else drops away. She’s so smooth. So flawless, except for a little mole on her right breast. I bend down and kiss it and she groans. “God, Austin, you’re torturing me.”

      “I can do worse.”

      “Hurry it up, then.”

      I take her chin in my hand and pull her face close to mine. Close enough to feel how fast her breath is. “I take my time, sweet thing. You should know that by now.”

      Her gray eyes are dark in the lantern light, almost black from how dilated her pupils are. She arches toward me and I loop her in my arm, letting my free hand explore. One nipple, then the next. They’re already peaked and waiting for me. I trace the line of her neck. 

      “I’ve had enough.” I push her back a half step and watch the shock move over her face in a crashing wave. “You’re too beautiful to be covered up like this. I’ve had enough. Strip.”

      I expect sass. I expect an argument, a snarky comment, but Brooke slips her bottom lip between her teeth. My heart crashes inside my chest, flinging itself wildly from side to side. An ancient drumbeat. Her chin comes up, proud as ever, and Brooke lets out a sigh so soft a nightbird’s wings would be louder. It sounds like she’s giving in. As long as she’s giving in to me, I don’t care what else happens.

      She wriggles out of her jeans and drops them on the straw bed. Her panties cut a dark outline against her skin. 

      I told her to strip, but I sink to my knees instead. All the beer has flung itself bodily out of my veins, and the only thing in control right now is the animal need driving down between my legs. Brooke comes willingly when I pull her close, hands on her ass, and breathe her in. Every curve is a revelation.

      I give her a long lick right through the fabric, tasting her arousal in those shadows between her legs. “And you said you didn’t want to kiss me.” She responds to this scolding by working her fingers through my hair and holding on while I lick her again. “I always knew that Carson women were the best kind of liars.”

      “I don’t want to—to know what the worst kind is.” Breathless and wanting—that’s how I need her to be. The bubbly warmth of the beer has taken over every blessed inch of me, and it leaves me humming with a kind of starlight energy. It fills up all the empty spaces in the world. I hook my thumbs through the waistband of her panties and do away with them.

      Brooke groans like she’s been waiting for this moment all her life, then mumbles something I can’t make out. I’m too busy working my fingers between her sweet thighs, stroking the hot core of her with my fingertips. “What was that, sweet thing?”

      “I said—my knees—are going—”

      She’s not kidding about that. They’re shaking, trembling like she’s standing in the middle of a localized earthquake, and I get to my feet just in time to catch her.

      “Don’t make the mistake of thinking it’s you that made me weak,” she says fiercely, her voice cutting through the quiet inches between us. “It’s not you, it’s—”

      “It’s how much you want me. I know.” 

      I swallow up the next words out of her mouth with a kiss and lay her back on the blanket.

      My pants are already unzipped, so it’s nothing to toss them to the ground. It’s even less to yank off my boxers, freeing my cock of the last of its constraints. The cool air wraps its fingers around my length, bobbing between my legs. Brooke pushes herself up on one elbow, lips slightly parted. “It was different at the river.” There’s the barest hint of anxiousness in her voice, and it makes me even harder. 

      “It was cold in the river.”

      “But you were still...oh my god,” she whispers, and falls back against the blanket.

      I come down on top of her, covering her with my body, propping myself up on elbows so I don’t crush this hailstorm of a woman who suddenly seems...almost delicate. Delicate in a way that makes me want to fuck her, hard, just so I can prove to myself that she’s not as breakable as she looks in the pool of lantern light. 

      Brooke arches up toward me. Of all the times I’ve seen her in my life, I never thought it would come to this. Not even when she was straddling my lap earlier. This was still a fantasy.

      Now it’s real. So, so real. 

      I position myself between her legs. She has to spread wide to accommodate me. Yes. Yes. I love to see her like this, open wide, all for me. My crown brushes against her opening.

      Not yet.

      “No,” she says as I shift downward, the straw rustling beneath the blanket. “No, Austin—”

      “No, Austin, what?” One thigh for each of my hands. I spread her open another inch and bury my face between her legs, licking like I’ll never get another chance. Hell. I might not. Brooke doesn’t answer the question. She’s too busy fisting the blanket beneath her, pulling it up from the straw and making a mess of it like she’s made a mess of my life. I don’t care, I don’t care, all that I care about are the bursts of sweetness on my tongue and the roll of her hips. Her thighs tremble in my grip. If she thinks she’s going to close her legs right now she’s crazy.

      But no—it’s just her body, reading to me. The words she’s whispering meld into each other and become moans. I play her like my old guitar. I spent hours learning how it sang. I don’t have hours with Brooke. I only have now.

      She drops the blanket and goes for my hair, pressing my face hard into her, hips at a fever pitch. And then she comes. A recording of it wouldn’t do her justice. But even as she comes down and goes quiet again, every breath full and deep, I feel the sound searing itself into my memory. Even if I never have her again, this memory is mine.

      “Austin—Austin—”

      God, I love the sound of that. Begging. Coming from Brooke Carson. Nobody has ever said my name like this before, and nobody else is going to. I know that as certainly as I know the suns going to rise. 

      “Yeah, sweet thing?”

      “Don’t make me hate you.”

      “I think it’s too late for that.” I kiss my way up over her hips, up over her navel, to those pink nipples, dusky in the light of the lantern. She rolls her hips again when I get to her collarbone. Once more when I get to the side of her neck. “Unless I’m mistaken.”

      “Please,” she breathes into my ear, and my hips jerk forward in spite of themselves. “Please,” she says again. I can’t see her face from this angle but I can hear the satisfaction in her voice.

      I have to have her.

      I’ve been controlling myself for so long. I haven’t touched the money in the bank account. I haven’t taken Connecticut and ridden into the sunset, the way I want to at least twice a day. I haven’t gone back to New York, taken Roman Bliss’s shirt in my fists, and told him to stop this nonsense. And I can’t control myself anymore.

      I line myself up with her opening again and Brooke wriggles down, trying to do the honors. I catch her with one hand and trace a soft path over her jaw. “Not yet. You be good and get what’s coming to you.”

      She spreads her legs wider.

      And I thrust home, claiming her all in one stroke. I take her so hard it shakes the stall around us, startling the horses. The straw should be doing a better job of cushioning us. The straw is no match for me. Brooke, though—Brooke is a match. She takes all of me, but I feel her stretch. I’m doing it. She makes a muffled, babbling sound beneath me and her muscles clamp down.

      I can’t stop. I’m a man possessed. I take her like I’ve always imagined in my darkest dreams. Those are the dreams I won’t mention to anyone. I won’t admit to myself that they exist. But they do, and they’re coming true right now.

      She’s stronger than I thought. 

      The lantern on the hook goes out. Even the lantern can’t stand up to us.

      She wraps her legs around me, urging me in, urging me to go harder, faster, and it’s not just her body saying it. It’s her frantic whisper in my ear. Brooke gets what she’s asking for and then some. I fuck her speechless. And then I fuck her some more.

      My release is a stampede coming closer, too out of control to stop. “Brooke—damn it—”

      “I’m on the pill,” she gasps, nails digging into my ass. “Don’t stop. Whatever you do, don’t stop.”

      So I don’t. I empty myself into her, hips rocking against her again and again and again until I’m seeing stars. Hundreds of stars, thousands—the night is full of them, and the two of us are burning up just like the pinpricks that hang in the sky above this stable. The wood could fall down around us and we’d still be here. I’d shield her with my life.

      I drop my head against her collarbone and suck in one breath, then another. “Brooke.” I test it out one more time, and she murmurs happily.

      The stable door opens with a bang against the outer wall. “Austin? You in here? Did you pass out?”

      I freeze, still inside her, covering her mouth with a hand. Damn Luke. Damn him to hell.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen
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      The light of the day seems pretty damn judgmental the next morning, when I’m padding down the stairs in bare feet. When I woke up I couldn’t decide what to do. Run into Austin’s room and throw myself into his bed? No. Not a chance. Act totally nonchalant? I tried acting normal in the antique mirror that hangs on the wall in the guest bedroom. You guessed it—I looked foolish, to say the least. So I split the middle and took a shower, put on fresh jeans, and slipped a t-shirt over my head. A normal t-shirt. Not the kind of t-shirt that says I Just Got Railed By Austin Bliss. Not that they make that kind of t-shirt. Not that I would buy it. I shake my head to rattle these thoughts out of it.

      Clinks and hisses emanate from the kitchen, floating up to where I’ve found myself frozen on the stairs. Keep going, Brooke. Can’t hide from this forever. Can’t hide from the fact that Austin and I literally tumbled in the hay. Last night. Technically, this morning. Mere hours ago, he was inside me.

      And I liked it.

      Oh, God.

      I loved it.

      I put a hand over my galloping heart and take a deep, steady breath. All I’m doing is going down to the kitchen. That’s all. If it’s too much, I can walk right past. If it’s Austin’s brother in there, I’ll pretend I didn’t hear. 

      The stairs let out a few feet from the front door and the bannister is cool and smooth under my hand as I make the slow turn back to the kitchen. I’m going to have to be a creep. Creep right up to the door. I pass the sitting room on the right. One step, then another, then...my foot comes down on a creaky board. Damn it. 

      “Brooke? That you?”

      Play it cool. Play it really really cool. I play it cool and saunter into the kitchen like I wasn’t trying to sneak up on him. “Hey. It’s me.” He’s standing at the stove, hair still damp, a black t-shirt stretching over his biceps. And the jeans. The jeans are a work of art. Truth be told, Austin’s ass is the work of art. His jeans are just the frame. “A picture’d last longer.” He throws a grin over his shoulder at me and my face gets an indoor sunburn.

      “I was lost in thought, not staring.”

      “Sure.” He winks. The floor beneath my feet shudders under the strength of that wink. Who knew a man’s eyelids could have such an effect on me? 

      Austin turns back to the stove and the rest of my senses stop flooding me with last night last night last night and haul me into the present. The present is bacon. The present is eggs. A spatula jumps into the air with a flick of his wrist. The present is...pancakes?

      “Are you...cooking for me?”

      He doesn’t look back this time, too focused on the frying pan and the skillet in front of him. “Only seems right. You’re hungry.”

      “Who says?” If I stand in the middle of the kitchen any longer, I’m going to be forced to run my hands over those hips. I might even be forced to put my hands in his front pockets from behind. I’d have to wrap my arms around him. I’d have to feel his firm, muscular ass against me. I bite my lip too hard and get a grip on myself. 

      The kitchen table is safer. Four wooden chairs crouch neatly around the wooden table, each with a cloth placemat in front of it. Two of the placemats have small, narrow glasses in the upper right corner. It’s very precise. A napkin holder in the same cherry wood perches on top of a neat red table center. I run my fingertips over the edge of the cloth while my heart tries to make a hasty escape through the front of my ribs. Someone had to keep this table in pristine shape after Austin’s parents passed away, and it wasn’t Luke.

      I know better than to think housekeeping skills are an indication of a good person, but combined with everything else...

      Austin didn’t just save me from the burning house. He let me move in with him. He let me partner up with him, even if he thinks some of my ideas—probably all of them—are ridiculous. He let Goatie come to the cattle competition. He was wrong about Goatie—that goat is a true crowd-pleaser, especially with a big ol’ bow around his neck—but he still helped me load him into the truck and parade him around in front of the Who’s Who of Paulson.

      All these thoughts come to an abrupt collision with the delicious reality of Austin’s kitchen when the plate floats down in front of me, connected to his big hand. My stomach doesn’t growl. It roars. 

      “Heard that,” says Austin, setting down another plate in front of the chair across the table. He settles in, the chair solid beneath his weight. I’d never have guessed these chairs were big enough for the Bliss brothers, but they are. They’re the kind of sturdy antique furniture people pay a fortune for in the city. And these have probably been right here in the Bliss kitchen since Austin was a little kid. Sadness bands across my throat. My antique chair is a pile of ashes. I was never the kind of girl to get overly sentimental about furniture, but I pictured it. That’s how I imagined my future. And now I’m in a weird high-stakes ranch competition with my longest-ever enemy.

      Nothing makes sense.

      Especially the way that sadness recedes so quickly under a rush of heat. My memories from last night have a hazy quality to them. The ranch hand’s faces in the firelight. The bubbly flavor that canned fruity alcohol. The crickets chirping. But Austin’s body on mine—that’s sharper than any tack that’s ever seen the light of day. 

      “Bacon’s getting cold.” I glance up to find that Austin’s halfway through his own plate, working methodically from one side to the other. He hasn’t skimped on this meal. My stack of pancakes is three high, and it’s nestled up next to perfectly fluffy scrambled eggs and three strips of crispy bacon. “The rest of it’s getting cold, too.” His eyes settle on me like I belong right here in his sight. The air in the room thins. I could get lightheaded from this. Instead I snap off a piece of bacon and pop it into my mouth.

      “Oh, that’s good.” I tip my head back and close my eyes, savoring it. Everly and I took turns cooking. She was the only one who could make truly excellent bacon.

      “You’re gonna do that to me right now? Right here?” 

      It doesn’t take much out of Austin’s mouth to turn up the gas on the furnace in the center of my core. It spits fire against my ribs—the most pleasant fire I’ve ever felt. Why does it have to be him? 

      He watches me put a forkful of scrambled eggs between my lips. Ugh. Even the scrambled eggs are perfect. A hint of salt, a hint of pepper, and is that— “Do you put cheese in the scrambled eggs?”

      A half-smile lights up his face. “Kraft Singles.”

      A knot releases somewhere deep in my chest. I had no idea it was there until this moment, when the tension released and floated away along with the dust motes in the sunbeam from the window. “I’ve never known anyone else who did that.” I’m not sure whether I’m going to laugh or sob. “Except for my mother.”

      “Just across the yard, yet worlds apart,” intones Austin, and I laugh. There. Laughing instead of sobbing seems like a good idea. Better than breaking down in front of him. Thinking about that rocking chair and my mom and even my completely misguided dad is too close to thinking about how I have nothing left of them. All of it rose into the sky and scattered across the land. Austin leans back in his seat, plate empty. “You know, there’s another option.”

      My mind creaks and groans. “Aside from what?”

      “Being enemies.”

      Tension like molten steel threads itself down the length of my spine. “What do you mean?”

      “We could be friends.”

      I swallow a laugh that feels more like a curse. Austin and I are not going to be friends. I’ve never experienced aftershocks like this from sleeping with a man. The electric ghost of his touch is all over my skin, every second. The room is practically buzzing with it. We might not be mortal enemies, but the one thing we’ll never be is just friends. “What do you think we’d do if we were friends?” I choke out. “Hang out together in the library? Read—read stories to each other?”

      One eyebrow rises, a flash like heat lightning in his eyes. “That’s not what I had in mind.” Austin’s voice takes on an edge of meaning that sends my heartbeat into overdrive. It’s a too-enthusiastic cymbal player, smashing them together out of time.

      “Care to share?” My hand trembles and I stab the fork too hard into the plate.

      “You know, I think sometimes showing is better than telling.” He pushes back his chair and stands up, every movement deliberate. Measured. He’s giving me time to fight back, an open space. I would do that. I would say something cutting, say something to suck the life out of the moment. But nothing comes to mind. Austin’s stocking feet are soft on the kitchen floor.

      I look up at him automatically. It’s never been my way to back down from a challenge, and here he is, close enough to touch. I can’t resist it. I hook a finger through the loop at the front of his belt. But I don’t pull. No. There’s a certain power coming off him in waves. I’m not a weak woman, but I don’t want to resist this. I can’t.

      “Like this.” Then his hand is under my jaw, tipping my head back, and Austin goes down on one knee. He’s so tall that this doesn’t quite bring us even. He’s still taller, even on his knees, and his mouth on mine tastes like authority. No, no, no. I cannot be thinking that about Austin Bliss. But here we are.

      My body melts into his grip. He’s not touching me anywhere else, but it doesn’t seem to matter. His hand on any part of me is enough to keep me steady. For the first time in my life I feel pliable. I feel—oh, I feel—it’s too hot to touch, too big to name. 

      The front door opens with a determined crack and shuts a second later, the screen door swinging home a beat after that. I shove my chair back so hard the legs screech against the floor and stand up. My half-eaten plate of food is abandoned. On instinct I open the sliding door and step onto the back porch. Air. I need air.

      “You guys in here?” Luke’s voice is clear as a bell, even through the sliding glass door. I don’t have to turn around to know he’s in the kitchen. “Where’s—oh.” I brace for the sound I know is coming. Why the hell am I out here? What am I hiding from? “Hey, Brooke.”

      “Hey, Luke.” I will myself to turn around and my will power, for once, rewards me. Luke has his head out the slider, most of it still closed.

      “Didn’t mean to interrupt you.” A grin steals across his face and disappears. “There are some folks over at your place.”

      “Folks? Like Everly?” What I wouldn’t give to have my sister show up right now. She’ll put everything back where it belongs. 

      He grimaces. “Folks like the insurance reps. Miller sent me to run and get you. It’s about the house.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      The man from the insurance company flips through the stack of papers in his hands, snap snap snap. I stick my hands in my pockets and pretend this isn’t awkward as all hell. Never once in my life did I picture myself standing by while Brooke gets read the riot act by some fool in a polo shirt who’s come all the way from Missoula to give bad news.

      Fine. It’s not the riot act. He licks the pad of his thumb and flips over another sheet. “Right here.” Morton—I didn’t know people were still named Morton—peers at the words like they might change, then holds out the stack for Brooke to see. She clenches her teeth and scans.

      “So you’re telling me the claim’s denied?” The only reason I know she’s nervous is because the pitch of her voice has gone up ever so slightly. The things you learn about a person when they live in your house—I tell you, it’s something else. “I can’t get my house rebuilt?”

      Morton surveys the remains of the Carson farmhouse and sniffs. The only part that isn’t rubble is a piece of the slating that used to be on the front of the front porch. It’s a miracle it’s still standing, what with the wind and the rain lately. As we watch it bends back and forth in the breeze, the white paint marred by smoke damage. I want to step between him and Brooke. I want my body between her and those dull, beady eyes. Instead I press my hands into my pockets, fingernail catching on a thread at the seam.

      “You can rebuild any time you want, but at this time, your claim’s denied. Yeah.”

      “How can you deny it?” A smile flutters across Brooke’s face. It doesn’t reach her eyes. Still, she’s trying, and it cracks my heart open like an egg. “We’re a two-generation family with you guys.”

      “Unfortunately,” says Morton, “legacy doesn’t change the fact that we have no records of any updates being made to the house in at least twenty years.”

      “That’s not true, we’ve made updates. We’ve...freshened the interior—”

      “But nobody’s checked the wiring, which was said to be the cause of the fire. Is that not true?” Morton looks Brooke up and down and purses his lips. “If there was some other cause, best to tell me right now before this goes any further.”

      Brooke bristles, shoulders going up. “Goes any further? You’re already telling me that the insurance policy we’ve paid on for years isn’t going to deliver.”

      “I hate to get technical, ma’am, but you did have a stretch in the last five years where the policy lapsed due to non-payment. We have to take that into consideration—”

      “My dad died.” Brooke’s tone is deadly, with a shake that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I’ve never been in a barfight but I could lay this Morton guy out, right now, and he’d deserve it. “We didn’t know where the documents for the policy were. As soon as we knew—”

      “Regardless—”

      This is too much. My hand comes out of my pocket against my will and damn right I want to punch him. I settle for grazing my fingertips across the front of Morton’s faded blue polo shirt. He jumps back like I’ve shocked him. “Don’t say that to her,” I growl. “It’s not regardless when someone’s parent passes, you unholy piece of—”

      “Austin.” Brooke wraps both her hands around my bicep. It’s not enough to lock her grip, but it’s enough to make me settle. The snapping anger that’s been building heels like an obedient wolf. “He’s not going to change his mind.”

      “That’s right.” Now Morton’s voice is the one trembling. “It’s not my decision. I’m—I’m only relaying what the company told me. It’s our policy to deliver the news in person.” He clears his throat and latches back on to some script he probably learned in a windowless cubicle, far from the open fields of our ranches. “As members of Montana Confidence, you’re entitled to challenge the decision by submitting a formal request within the next ninety days. Our team has a sixty-day window to review—”

      It’s all legalese bullshit and most of it skims off the surface of my mind, dancing like a water bug. The parts that sink in are the days. Ninety days. Sixty days. Days, days, days. Days where Brooke won’t have a spot to live. Ninety days alone, if she waited that long, would take us through the end of the year. The weather will turn, and get colder. It’ll make Brooke’s cheeks pink. It’ll give her a cute red nose. When she comes inside from feeding Goatie the snow will be caught in her blonde hair, tiny glittering crystals. It’ll melt under my fingertips. She’ll laugh, push me away. Get your hands off me, Austin Bliss, she’ll say. As if you deserve to touch me. And I’ll touch her anyway. I’ll put an arm around her waist and pull her close, pressing her puffy jacket between our bodies, and I’ll pull a wrapped gift out of my back pocket—

      “Austin.” Another tug on my bicep. “We’re done here. Snap out of it.”  Morton scurries across the gravel drive to his rented Honda and throws himself into the driver’s seat. “You have got to stop doing that. It makes people think you’re a serial killer.”

      “Doing what?” My own face heats at the thought that she read my thoughts. That winter fantasy was something else. 

      “Staring at other guys like you’re going to take a swing at them.”

      “I never would.” I put a hand to my chest. “Violence is never the answer.”

      “I could tell you were thinking about it.”

      “I could tell he was thinking about being a dick to you.”

      Brooke grins up at me and drops her hand away from my arm. “What’s it to you if he is?”

      I draw myself up to my full height. “Nobody’s going to be an ass to a lady in my presence. Especially not about her dad.”

      Brooke’s grin falters, but she gives a little laugh. “My dad would’ve hated Morton. But my dad also screwed up the payments on that policy. And he wrote a marriage clause into his will. He wasn’t a saint.”

      “Neither was mine. A saint would have clued his sons in that they had an entire branch of the family across the country.” Frustration flares, the wolf at the back of my mind pawing the ground and baring his teeth. “A saint would have said something.”

      Brooke stares at me, gray eyes locked on mine. “You never had any idea?”

      “How would I have guessed?” The shell of her house is a hulking pile on the ground behind us. Someone needs to move it out so she can move on. If that someone isn’t going to be Montana Confidence, it’s going to be me. “Not a word. About his own brother. Luke can’t stay out of my damn business for five seconds, but I still can’t think of anything he’d do to make me hide him from the world.”

      She snorts. “You hide everything from the world. I only know you have a brother because we both live in Paulson.”

      “Do not. I’m an open book.”

      “Please.” Brooke shivers like the winter’s already here. “I’ve seen you walk down the middle of the Riverbend with those cowboy boots on. The way you look dares everybody to talk to you.”

      “I talk to Greg all the time.” 

      “Yeah, Greg the bartender. Can’t get much to drink unless you’re nice to Greg. I mean the rest of us. I’ve spent most of my life thinking you were some stone-faced asshole without a care in the world.”

      “And now what? You think I’m a happy-faced asshole?” I give her a big, fake smile, and she laughs. The sound feels like sunshine on the beach and people splashing nearby. “Why aren’t you more upset by all this?”

      “About your secret family? Well, Austin, I don’t know if you know this, but—”

      “About the insurance company.”

      “Oh, this?” She laughs again, and I hear the note of worry there at the fringes. “I’m upset, but if I keep smiling, then maybe it’ll turn out to be fake. If I smile pretty enough, maybe a cowboy will come bail me out of this mess.” She drags her fingertips across the front of my shirt, then straightens up. “Just kidding. I don’t want you to bail me out. I’ll fix it somehow. I’ll do that challenge thing he was talking about. I’ll write my very best letter. Everly will help me. Or I’ll just...do research. Like a grown woman. I’ll fix it. I’ll just—I’ll fix it. I can totally fix it. I will fix it.”

      I take her by the shoulders and give her the gentlest shake. “Hey, Brooke.”

      She’s breathing hard and fast, the smile looking scarier by the second. “Hey.”

      “Listen, you can stay with me as long as you want.”

      “No—I can’t. I can’t do that. Not for as long as this is going to take. I’ve gotta move out,” she says, mostly to herself.

      “Why? You think I’m renting out the guest bedroom?”

      “I think I could get used to it,” she blurts. “Your guest bedroom, I mean. The longer I stay, the harder it’ll be to leave. So I should do it soon.” Where is this coming from? “I should do it sooner rather than later. Tonight, even.”

      “Scout’s honor, I will not fuck you in the stables anymore if that’s what this is about.” Every beat of my heart is a jangling alarm. “We can avoid that, easy.”

      Brooke bites her lip. Then she turns on one heel, mumbling something as she turns toward the house, hand on her hip.

      “What was that?”

      “I said it was good,” she shouts. “You have a good penis. Is that what you want to hear? God, Austin, you push and push—”

      “Thrust,” I say.

      “Oh my god.” A giggle that’s more of a belly laugh shakes her from side to side, and I can’t help it—I put my hands on her hips and pull her back against me.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” I say into the clean shampoo scent of her hair. “I’m not doing this to woo you.”

      “Woo me?” Brooke laughs, but I can feel her melting into me, as sure as she did last night. “You could never do that. You’re a Bliss, and I’m a Carson.”

      “You didn’t seem to care about that when I had you down in the straw.”

      “Orgasms will do that to a girl,” she says, right out into the open air. “So many orgasms,” she says wistfully.

      I take a subtle look around to see if my brother is riding his horse up to us or creeping behind the burned-out building. We’re clear. I hook a thumb into the waistband of Brooke’s jeans. “See, here’s what I was thinking. I was thinking I’d get a bulldozer and come over here and...”

      “Please do not refer to your penis as a bulldozer.” Brooke cracks the joke but she presses her ass back into me all the same.

      Her zipper comes loose under my fingers. “A real bulldozer. Christ, Brooke, you have a dirty mind. I thought I’d come over here with a bulldozer and clear all this up so we can get started on the fixes.”

      I work my fingers beneath her panties, the fabric of her jeans pressing my hand close. She pants, inching her legs apart. “I don’t—I don’t have money for any fixes. Didn’t you hear that guy? No insurance money—”

      “We’re going to win the contest,” I whisper in her ear. “We’re going to win it so damn good. We’re going to get that billboard and that cash prize, and then you’ll have enough to get started on your house.”

      “I’m not taking your money,” she breathes. “Oh, god, this is the worst dirty talk I’ve ever heard.”

      “Then why are you so wet and breathless?” 

      “Because I—I like when you—do that.” I circle her clit again and she bucks against my palm. “This is dangerous, Austin, anybody could come by, your brother—”

      “My brother will get what’s coming to him if he rides that horse up to us right now. Focus on the contest. We’re going to win. Everybody in town is going to be chanting our names. And then I’m going to hand you a big, fat....” I rub harder, faster, my cock straining against my pants. I stroke a finger over her slit and she groans, her weight coming down heavy on my arm. “Check,” I whisper, and Brooke comes on my fingers, crying out into the Montana sunshine.

      She whirls around in my arms and takes my shirt in both fists. “Damn you, Austin.” Her face is red, eyes bright. “How could you do that?”

      “Give you another orgasm? I’m not sorry I did.”

      “Do that to me out here. Where there’s nowhere to—” I scoop her up in my arms and head around where the house used to be. “You have got to get out of this habit,” Brooke scolds. “You can’t just carry me everywhere you want me to be.”

      “Can’t I?”

      “Not on my own property.”

      “Oh, I can, and I will. Especially on your own property.”

      “There are rules, Austin,” she says urgently. “We need to have rules. We can’t spend all our time sleeping with each other when this’ll never—”

      “Hush that mouth of yours. All this is cover for what you really want.” I kick open the door to her stable. It’s smaller than ours, and shabbier, but Miller has kept it up. Fresh straw lines all of the empty stalls. There’s no time for a blanket now. This is going to be hard, and rough, and my body won’t stand for waiting any longer. “You want to see my dick, Brooke.”

      I put her on her feet and she scrambles for her clothes, desperation in every movement. “You know what? I hate you.”

      “You love me.”

      “I love the things you can do with this.” She takes me in her hand and I step out of my own jeans, hooking my arm around her naked waist. “I’ll never admit to anything else.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      “Okay.” Austin rubs his palms together, gazing down over the big kitchen island like it’s his prey. “This is it. Vegetable crafts.”

      “We’re not doing vegetable crafts.” It’s early on the morning of the final round of this harvest festival contest, and I still have no idea who’s behind it. Some mysterious sponsor who wants us to do ridiculous things, I guess. Well, ask and you shall receive, because here I am with Austin Bliss, getting ready to make dinner. “This is just cooking. Stop calling it that.”

      “Vegetable crafts,” he whispers, and I give him a good-natured slap on his arm.

      “Ouch.”

      “Don’t slap my rock-hard guns and we won’t have a problem.” He finishes this with a sniff. What a....a goofball, honestly. For a guy who’s been stalking around Paulson all of his life acting like the Lone Ranger, he has a sweet side to him. Funny, despite how terrible his jokes are. “Did you bring everything we discussed?”

      “Yes. I brought all the stuff over from the fridge. Just like we discussed.” A smile plays around the corners of my mouth, tempting me. I could laugh. I could break down in a fit of giggles and fall against him, using those rock-hard biceps to break my fall. But then we’d end up in bed. I cannot keep doing that. It makes my heart feel all strange and warm. It makes me feel like I belong here, and I don’t. I’ll never really belong on Bliss Ranch. Not when my own house is calling me to fix it up. It’s calling Austin, too, but that’s because he can’t leave well enough alone. Or burned-out buildings alone, apparently. “It’s all here.”

      We stayed up late last night making a list of Paulson-inspired foods, then split up to go to the supermarket that opened the earliest for some baking staples. The backs of my hands feel permanently goose-bumped. A lot is riding on this, and to Austin it’s all vegetable crafts. Beginning with a pumpkin pie. If it turns out, the pie will have a section of crust in the shape of Montana dead center on the top. The best of Austin’s early pumpkins sits smack-dab in the center of the kitchen table, awaiting its fate.

      “You’re right.” He hovers his hand over the mess of ingredients on the table. “We haven’t left anything out, I don’t think.”

      “Great.” A yawn steals out of my mouth and I cover it with my palm. “Let’s make dinner.”

      “Awww,” says Austin. “It’s just like playing—”

      “Don’t.” I hold up a hand. “Don’t say it.”

      “—house with the sweetest girl in all of Paulson.”
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      Three hours and two more trips to the store later, we’re making progress. The food has to be done, but none of it can be hot enough to burn anybody at the final round. Austin pulls the pie out of the oven and the scent of it hits me all over again. Cinnamon and cloves steam through the air.

      “I’ll be damned,” Austin murmurs, cradling the pie and breathing it in deep. My mouth waters at the sight of him in a pair of jaunty blue oven mitts. They bring out his eyes, and then some.

      “You’re not...surprised by the pie, are you? Because we spent an hour putting it together.” I spent twenty minutes tracing the western border, making sure it was perfect. The rest of our state is a rectangle. That makes the ridges to the west even more crucial for our representation. As a final touch, I traced a tiny X at Paulson’s location on the map and put a faint dot of blue food coloring in the center.

      Austin is still staring reverently down at the pie in his hands. “I read once that pumpkin pie is an aphrodisiac.”

      “You shut your mouth, Austin Bliss.” I laugh out loud, but he’s not laughing. This is serious. “Oh my god. You did not get an erection from a pumpkin pie.”

      “Can I be honest with you?” He flicks his eyes up to meet mine and I get a jolt from it. Of course I do.

      “No. You can’t. Pumpkin pie? That’s not right.”

      “It might be from the pie. But it also might be from when you bent down to check the crust when it was in the oven.”

      “You’re a perv.”

      “I’m just a man,” Austin says long-sufferingly, then does a little move with his hips.

      

      “Don’t do that!” I’ve leaped forward in spite of myself, hands outstretched. “We don’t have time to make another one. And it’s already—” I check the time on the oven. “We’re running out of time to get this all done and over to the barn. Come on, Austin. Stop making love to the pie and put it down.” My heart is ready to throat-punch me from the inside. “I’m serious—put the pie down.”

      Austin takes a careful step toward the counter, tossing me a look. “I’m putting it down. See? No need to worry.”

      “Don’t coax me.” The ceramic pie pan makes contact with the counter and I let out a heavy sigh. “I hate being coaxed.”

      “My mistake.” He strips off his oven mitts and tosses them to the counter, narrowly missing the pie. “I know you. You’d much rather be cocked.”

      “Ew. That’s the best thing you could—” He wraps an arm around my waist, movements quick and graceful, and I feel like I could achieve liftoff. “What are you doing?”

      “You’re nervous about the big contest tonight, and rightfully so. But I have the perfect solution.”

      I wriggle against his arm, not willing to admit out loud or even in my brain how much I like his arm like an iron bar across the small of my back. Who have I become? A woman whose core heats up like a brand-new furnace whenever Austin touches me. “If this is the same solution you had yesterday—”

      “I can’t recall,” he says haughtily. “What happened yesterday? Was it when I made you come in the driveway while the sun rose in our big Montana sky? I can do that again.”

      He’s got my jeans unzipped in a flutter of my eyelashes and I twist away from his hand. I will never, I repeat never, admit that the sole purpose of this motion is to feel his muscles behind me. It also gives him freer access to my pants. “You shouldn’t,” I murmur. “We’re in the kitchen.”

      “Let’s go out on the driveway, then. Anything to make my lady more comfortable.”

      My lady rocks its way up the length of my spine and sends heat spreading across my cheeks. “I’m not your lady.”

      He takes in a breath and it presses his iron-hard cock against me. He was not kidding about the pumpkin pie. There’s no way my weird crouch to look through the oven door got him like this. “But you could be.”

      Everything in my brain grinds to a halt. Total shutdown. Electrical failure. Smoke should begin rising any minute now, and it’ll probably take down this house, too. “What did you just say?”

      “You could be my lady, if you wanted.” His fingers play at the waistband of my panties and desire like fireworks bursts and blooms against my skin and deeper. It’s in my blood, beating along side a nagging fear that nips at the edges of pleasure. “It might not be so bad.”

      “Don’t say that,” I whisper.

      “Right. You like that other talk. I’m going to hire a bulldozer—”

      I’m too drunk on his touch, on the feeling of letting myself go for a hot minute. “Please. Don’t make me—don’t make me do that again. A woman shouldn’t have to get off on bulldozers.”

      “But it’s so damn pretty when you do. I’d love to see it one more time. At least one more time. One more time minimum.”

      “Austin—”

      “It’s going to be so big and strong,” he murmurs. “I’m going to drive it over your front yard, toward that pile of wood, and I’m going to clear it down to the foundation. Everything’s going to be clean and new. And then I’m going to strip off my shirt—”

      “This is the worst.” I can hardly get the words out. There’s not enough air on the entire planet. “You are the worst.”

      “Don’t be ashamed of what you like.” His voice rolls over me like a peal of thunder and his fingers delve lower, spreading me, stroking me. “You like hearing me talk about all that construction work.”

      “A bulldozer isn’t construction,” I gasp, and he presses two fingers to my clit.

      “No, the construction’s going to come later. Picture me, shirtless, up on a scaffold, hammering nails into place. Bang, bang, bang...” With each bang he circles my clit. I grab at his wrist. I don’t want him to stop. I just want to feel him working for it. Maybe he’s right. Maybe my kink is Austin Bliss doing manual labor. “And it doesn’t have to be a house. It could be anything you want. A store for your own little farmer’s market. A new barn. Anything. You can stay here forever, if you want.”

      I can’t stay. I also can’t say it out loud. I can’t, I can’t. The pleasure has built to a level so strong that Austin’s arm is all that’s keeping me from falling to the floor. “I—”

      “That’s right. Come for me.”

      And god help me, I do.

      When it’s over I turn to face him, draping my arms around his neck, resting the weight of me on his broad shoulders. “Come to bed.”

      Austin runs his hands up and down my waist. It’s so intimate and possessive that it gets me going all over again. “Later.”

      “Later?” I blink and peer up at him. What’s he thinking? “Why not now?”

      A twitch at the corner of his mouth reveals how much he wants to go upstairs. “We’re on our last entree, and then we’ve got to look our best and get down to the event barn.” Then a more serious expression steals across his face. “We’ve got to do this right. Get that billboard.”

      “I’ll be okay without the billboard.” The truth comes to me only as I’m already speaking. “My sister didn’t give me the house because she thought I was incapable.”

      “You’re not.” A light flashes in Austin’s eyes. “But I’m invested, too. I have to prove to everybody that this is where I belong.”

      “Everybody already knows—”

      “It won’t last.” He shakes his head, grip tightening on my waist. “Eventually, Luke will talk about what’s really going on. Your sister will come home to visit. People will find out about the money. I can’t have them thinking I’m not a Paulson man.”

      I untwine my arms from his neck and take a step back. “Nobody would think that.” Something cold steals across my chest. This—this right here. This is why it’ll never work out. Because Austin’s a Paulson man, through and through, and I’m...

      I don’t know. Not a Paulson girl. I was never the homecoming queen, the Bliss patriarch didn’t root for me to get a scholarship, and Hal Kilroy would never choose me to win the contest. And Austin? He’s going to want a Paulson girl, in the end.

      “All right.” I head back over to the sink with a hollow feeling at the pit of my gut and wash my hands, flicking the water briskly into the sink, not meeting his eyes. “What’s last on the list? Let’s win this thing.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      Winter’s come early.

      At least that’s what it feels like when we get to the event barn. Brooke’s got me on a deep freeze, her mouth a thin line. She carries the casserole pan in her hands like a soldier going off to war. I can’t catch her elbow. If she drops it, we’re sunk. So I match pace with her instead.

      “Don’t run with the pie in your hands,” she snaps. “We’re nothing without that pie.”

      “Listen. I know we’ve got a history of being mortal enemies, but I thought we were over that. What’d I say?”

      She side-eyes me, gray eyes framed by an expert coat of mascara. I watched her putting it on before we left. Brooke has sides to her that I’ve never noticed before. Like a steady hand with makeup. Not a single tremble. She was dead serious, putting that stuff on. “You didn’t say anything.”

      “Lie.”

      “Not lying.”

      Mrs. Howard agrees to watch the table and we go back for the rest of the food and the warming lights. Brooke studiously ignores me the entire time. Then she fusses over the arrangement of the dishes on the table behind the curtain. Nobody’s going to see it except us.

      “Good, you’re back.” Mrs. Howard pats us both on the arm. “Good luck, you two. Best of luck.” Then she’s gone, bustling off to arrange holidays for the rest of the year—something on that caliber. 

      “Just tell me what’s wrong.” I switch on the warming lights, feeling Brooke’s nervous energy hovering just off my shoulder. Everything was  fine in the kitchen. Our biggest worry was whether there’d be a power strip for the warming lights. There is. We should be golden right now.

      She doesn’t answer until I face her head-on.

      “I’m good.” Brooke brushes a stray lock of hair away from her forehead and puts on a big smile. I see right through it. It’s awful, looking at that pain in her eyes and seeing her struggle to hide it. “I’m ready for all this to be over.” She waves her hand in a big, sweeping motion. “Everybody’s always watching, and staring. It’s like they know I don’t—“ Her smile softens and she shakes her head. “It’s nothing,” she insists. “I’ll be right back.” Brooke winks at me. Maybe this is going to be all right. Who’s to say? But I watch her as she goes, and the smile drops from her face before she’s even to the side hall where the restrooms are.

      “I’m not surprised to find you here!” Hal’s voice in my ear is followed by a heavy hand on my shoulder. “You’re doing an incredible job, son. Incredible. What’s all this?”

      “Farm-fresh dinner. Ranch-fresh,” I say, and give old Hal a big grin even though the adrenaline screaming through my veins is giving me more than enough warning. I’ve got to get away from him. But I can’t leave the food. You never know what might possess people who walk by unattended food, and we’re presenting this to the judges in half an hour.

      “Is that Montana on your pumpkin pie?” Hal booms out a laugh. “You’re clever. Did your dad ever tell you that?”

      “All the time, sir.” I need an excuse. Any excuse. I can’t ask him to get something for me, because Hal’s old and there’s nothing I really need. I can’t outright tell him to leave. He’s one of the judges on the panel. The back of my neck heats up, and I put a hand over it like covering the skin can shield me from everybody else’s eyes. More than one person heard Brooke back at the opening ceremony. You can bet that what she said has traveled all the way to the Mississippi and back by now, never mind Paulson. “He told me I was very clever. Now, if you’ll excuse me...” I gesture vaguely toward the food under the warming lights. “Finishing touches.”

      Hal guffaws. “You don’t need any finishing touches. You’re a shoo-in. You’ve got to know that by now.” His hand comes down on my shoulder again and again. Feels like it’s driving me into the ground, only it can’t be. Hal’s old. He’s not that strong. Must be the dread that’s filling up my boots and dragging me under the hard-packed dirt. I pick one up, then the other. He leans in close. “The stunt you pulled, partnering up with the Carson girl was a stroke of genius. But you know you didn’t have to go and do that, right? It’s a bridge too far, in my opinion, even if all the old ladies love it.”

      That’s it. It’s time for something truly egregious. I’ve got to get him out of here before a true disaster happens.

      

      “—job well done,” Hal’s saying, pumping my hand like he’s giving me the grand prize. It’s too early for that, you old bastard. “I know you’ve got plans up your sleeve for that billboard. Just try not to get cozy with the sponsor until after the award ceremony, all right?”

      Mrs. Howard bustles by behind him and I try to catch her eye. She doesn’t seem to see me, but at least she calls out, “Hal, get yourself to the judging table. You can rub elbows with the Bliss brothers after the event’s done.”

      Hal shifts, nodding his head, and there she is.

      One second, she was nowhere. The next, she’s right behind Hal. One look at Brooke’s face and my heart and lungs give up on me, throwing themselves to the ground in a spasm of pain and shame. She heard everything. There’s no way she didn’t. Hal’s words might as well be on the barn’s sound system, repeating over and over and over again. Stunt you pulled with the Carson girl....Carson girl...Carson girl... Christ, it couldn’t get any worse.

      Until it does get worse.

      I brush past Hal on the way to Brooke. “Don’t pay any mind to him. Whatever you heard—”

      “I heard a lot, Austin. A lot. I don’t appreciate being a stunt.” She shakes her head, chin trembling, and I have never been more desperate to take her into my arms. “You didn’t have to make me a charity case.”

      “That’s not what this was.”

      “Wasn’t it? Everybody in town seems to think so.”

      “Hal Kilroy—” In the corner of my vision, I see Hal hear his name from the other end of the barn. I wave him off, a big, huge sweep of my arm that I pray will keep him at bay for at least a few minutes. “Hal Kilroy’s not all of Paulson. And what he thinks about our partnership is meaningless. What matters is that we win this thing and rebuild your house.”

      “It’s not just that, though, is it, Austin?” Brooke’s eyes shine with tears, but she won’t let them fall. “You want to prove you’re the hometown hero. You want to prove that you’ve got this place under your thumb.”

      “Under my thumb?”

      “What better way to do it than by getting all of the judges in your pocket from the very beginning?” She looks toward the ceiling, lips pressed tightly together. “I should have known. I did know, and you told me I was wrong. God, I’m such a fool.” Brooke takes a deep, shuddering breath and lets it back out again. “I’m not going to be a fool any longer.” 

      My stomach wrenches itself violently in what feels like the wrong direction, and my mouth goes dry. “Wait. Don’t—”

      But she’s already shoving past me. Brooke holds her head high all the way to the table, and then she’s stacking serving dishes on top of one another. There goes the pumpkin pie, the top smashed in by the plate with the glazed carrots. I’m at her side in a flash. “What are you doing?” I keep my voice as low as I can, but this is too much. We spent all day on this. We’ve spent the last week and a half working our asses off for this competition, and she’s destroying it. Right in front of me.

      “I’m taking my contributions and leaving.” Brooke looks at me, stone-faced. “You can use the dish you made by yourself. Everything else is partly mine, and I’m not going to have anything that’s mine up there with you. Not now. Not ever again.”

      “You don’t have to do this. You do not have to do this. We can go out there and show off this stuff, and when you have the money—”

      “It’s not about the money,” she whisper-shouts, her voice breaking at a high pitch that tears at my heart. “I just wanted to get back on my feet, okay? That’s all I wanted.” She gulps in a breath. “At first, that’s all I wanted. And then I let myself believe that you—that you were different. That you weren’t as careless as you were when you told your dad I shouldn’t get that scholarship. I thought you were past that.”

      “I am past it. We’re all past it.”

      “But you’re not. You’ve been talking again, haven’t you? To Hal, and the sponsor—”

      “I don’t know who the sponsor is.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Brooke bites down hard on her lip. “I don’t. You showed me who you really are a long time ago, and I should’ve accepted it the first time instead of walking around for years with a horrible unrequited crush on a man who made me so furious—“ Her voice breaks, crumbles, and she clutches the serving dishes closer to her chest. “I’m going back to the house to pack up my things. Don’t follow me.”

      Brooke heads for the exit, sticking close to the side of the barn. After three steps, she whirls on me. “I said don’t follow me.” Her tone is so deadly it just about stops my heart. “I’ll be gone by the time you’re back.”

      “The hell you will. Who’s going to take you home? If you want to go back that badly, I’ll drive you.”

      “No.” An awful, sad smile flashes across her face .”You’re a Paulson man, and you keep your word. So go participate. Do your thing. Show them all what a prince you are. I’m done.”

      She leaves me standing there with one lonely dish of eggplant Parmesan. We sourced all the ingredients from our own gardens. I pick up the serving dish and stare down at it. 

      “Austin?” It’s Mrs. Howard, coming toward me at a fast clip. “You’re up.” She does a double-take at the table. “Where’s all your food?” She swivels her head around, taking the entirety of the barn in. “Did Brooke leave?” Her eyes trace a path down to the serving dish in my hands. “Oh, Austin, is that all you have?”

      “Sure is,” I tell her. It’s all I have in the world.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      My phone rings so early I think it’s my alarm, and I slap it off the bedside table with my eyes squeezed shut. “Shit.” If it fell beneath the bed, there’s no way I’m answering this call. The bed in this tiny motel is snugged right up against the wall, and depending on how far it flew when it hit...

      I force my eyes open and peer down blearily at the floor. Miracle of miracles. It’s still there. Still ringing. I answer it.

      “Just checking in,” sings Everly. “I can still get a flight out. All you have to do is say the word.”

      She laughs through my long groan. “I’m good. I promise. You don’t need to come out here.”

      “You sure?”

      “You do need to stop calling me at the crack of dawn.”

      Everly sounds a bit breathless, like she’s walking fast. “I called you at just the right time. I’ve got your work schedule saved into my phone. Turn your alarm off.”

      “I—” She’s too right. The alarm on the phone starts buzzing, and I stab at the side button to turn it off. “You have to stop, Ev.”

      “I won’t,” she says briskly. “I’m worried about you. The next time you call me sobbing over Austin Bliss, I’m not going to listen when you tell me to stay here.”

      “Oh, god, don’t bring that up again.” My clothes for my new job are in the narrow closet. The door creaks when I open it. I’m going to have to get some WD-40. I can fix creaky hinges. I just couldn’t fix anything else. I didn’t want to fix anything else. That’s what my mind keeps insisting, anyway, even while my heart feels like a big open pit exposed to the outside world. “You can’t judge the rest of my life based on a single phone call.”

      “It was a big deal. Hang on, I’m crossing the street.” I listen to my sister breathe while she waits for a light to change, or for traffic to clear. She always pays attention at intersections. “You think it’ll be busy at Merry’s today?”

      “I hope so.” I’ve got the pink, fifties-style uniform slung over my shoulder. “But I’ve got to get ready and head in.”

      “Are you going to the festival tonight?” Everly is trying to be casual, and she is failing mightily. “Just wondering.”

      “No.” I swallow down a flood of fresh tears. I’m not doing this before my shift. Not. “I’d rather focus on other things this year.” I definitely do not want to watch Austin Bliss get crowned the king of Paulson. I have no doubt he’ll still win, even though I walked off with most of our third-round displays and ate them alone in my new room at the Kilroy Motel, the only place I could afford in town. The irony is not lost on me. “I’m going to be late.”

      Everly accepts my lie. “Okay. Call me later?”

      “I won’t. But I love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      Thirty minutes later, the bell on the door of Merry’s Diner jangles as I push it open with my shift. A younger version of me detested the wall-to-wall pink in here, and even the vintage-style polyester uniforms the waitresses wear. Now it’s not so bad. It reminds me that things can be like they were. I can get back to how I was before, with a little elbow grease and some cash saved up. One of these days, working as a waitress is going to give me my old fight back. 

      It will.

      I know it.

      Merry herself stands behind the pie case, counting the slices for the day. Her face brightens when she sees me. “You look cute. Good for you.”

      “You make the rules, I just follow them,” I needle, and she laughs.

      “It’s going to be a slow one today.” Merry makes her way over to the soda fountain, takes a plastic cup from a drying rack on the back counter, and tests each one of the spouts. “If you want to head out early and go to the festival, it’s no big deal.”

      “You must be in cahoots with my sister. She wants me to go, too. She wasn’t quite that direct about it, though.”

      Merry grins. “How is Everly? I heard she went to New York. Very glamorous.”

      “She’s not in the city,” I say, like New York City is the most glamorous part of the state. You couldn’t pay me to live in New York City. Well...maybe you could. Maybe, when I’ve saved up enough money from working at Merry’s, I’ll put my finger on a map and go wherever that is. Start over. A whole new me. “Her husband has a place.”

      But Merry isn’t listening anymore. She’s looking over my shoulder, a bewildered expression on her face. “Well, I’ll be.” She pats her hands against her apron. “Gird your loins, Brooke. I think we’ve got a crowd.”

      It is a crowd. A family of eight, with two little kids and grandparents and an aunt and uncle. They take up a quarter of the diner at the biggest round table, easy. It becomes a flurry of pulling out high chairs and pouring coffee. On the way back to get a fresh pot Merry shoots me a look that says can you believe this? “I thought nobody’d be down this end of town with the festival in full swing,” she says. “What are they doing here?”

      “Having lunch, by the looks of it.”

      She clicks her tongue at me. “You are too snarky for your own good.”

      “Don’t I know it, Merry.” But it feels good to be here. Better than I thought it would. It feels like I have my destiny in my own two hands, and that puts a genuine smile on my face. 

      I’m loading up the trays to take the food out to the eight-top when Merry comes into the kitchen at top speed. “I’ve got this.” She sweeps the biggest tray up onto her shoulder. “You get the next table.” 

      “Okay.” We’ve already seated two others—two tops, cute couples—so I don’t mention that we usually have a system. Whoever’s out in the dining room seats people. Whoever’s loading trays loads trays. 

      She winks at me on her way out.

      What?

      I’m seized by the urge to sneak out the back door and make a run for it. Whatever’s out there, Merry knows it’ll get a reaction out of me. A little kid in the dining room starts chanting pancakes, pancakes, pancakes, and Merry laughs, and the pancakes themselves sizzle on the griddle. Rich, the line cook, pokes his head around the hood. “You okay? You need one of these before you can go back out?” He flips one of the pancakes and it lands—thwap—onto a plate. 

      “I might take you up on that.” My pulse is strong and loud in my throat. Has my heart moved into my neck? That wouldn’t be the weirdest thing ever to happen to me. “Let me get back to you.”

      “I’ll be here,” calls Rich, and I summon the courage to push the swinging door open.

      There’s a strange pocket of silence in Merry’s restaurant, and it doesn’t take more than a blink to know where it’s coming from.

      Austin.

      He stands by the hostess station, hands in his pockets, quiet spreading out from his skin and taking over every part of the store nearby. Out here, in public, he’s mysterious, almost cold. Why? Why’s he so different when he’s behind closed doors? The dance move he did back in his kitchen, just to make me laugh, flashes into my memory like it’s projected on top of him.

      He looks up, and he sees me.

      My heart strains against my rib cage, battling under the weight of—what is this? It’s relief, that I recognize from the way my feet hardly touch the floor on the way over to the station. And fear. The back of my lungs feel cold. Almost frozen. On autopilot I slip a menu from the holder at the back of the station. “Table for one?”

      Those blue eyes on mine have turned my knees to rubbery springs. “Please and thank you,” says Austin. A twitch at the corner of his mouth gives him away. He’s trying not to smile. And I’m trying not to blush. It’s not working, but at least I have an excuse—I was back in the kitchen, with those pancakes.

      I put him in the center of the restaurant, smack dab in the middle of everything.

      He grits his teeth and sits down. “You don’t have to do this, you know.” His big hands make the menu look tiny. “I’d rather sit at the corner.”

      “I don’t think you deserve to sit in the corner.” I take out my order pad. “What can I get for you? Coffee? A swift kick in the pants?”

      “Front or back?” Austin eyes the menu. “You can’t kick me in the balls, Brooke, that’s not a proportional response.”

      “We’ll agree to disagree.” Every nerve in my body is lightning up, turning on like the Christmas tree they raise every year in town square. I haven’t let myself get swamped by the anger, but now it’s there, twinning up with a desire I can’t shake. What a time to be alive. “Orange juice?”

      Austin closes the menu and looks up at me. “I need a waitress.”

      “I am a waitress, so you’re in luck.”

      “I need a waitress to come with me, right now.”

      “I’ll bring you some coffee.” I shove the pad back into my apron pocket and turn to leave. Austin catches me by the elbow. That’s the stuff, some hidden part of me sighs. I brush his hand away, letting my touch linger a heartbeat longer than necessary. I can’t help it. “Is there something else you needed?”

      “Come back,” Austin says urgently. “Come back to the ranch. Come back to the competition. We can still do this.”

      Hope like a wildfire blazes through me, leaving a pure hot want want want in its wake. “What are you saying?”

      His eyes sparkle like the sea turned to hard jewels and shot through with sunlight. “Didn’t you hear the news?”

      “I’ve been staying at the Kilroy with the covers pulled over my head. I didn’t hear any news.”

      “There’s a surprise make-up round. Today. In two hours. For the contest. It’s a free-for-all round, and we can take it. We can win the whole thing.”

      I’m already shaking my head. “I’m done with all that.” I’m done with you, even though it doesn’t feel like it right now. 

      “Do it for me.” Austin stands up, and there it is—that hush that falls around him wherever he goes. I swear I feel the wind whip up outside, gathering leaves and turning them into a whirlwind. He’s too big for the diner, too wild and too strong, but he stands tall. His eyes never leave mine. 

      “Why?”

      “Because I care about you, Brooke.” He doesn’t raise his voice, but he doesn’t lower it, either. Everybody in the diner can hear him. That means the whole world can hear him. “I love you.” I’m going to fall over dead. “I should have come after you the moment you walked out of that barn, but I thought—I thought I’d give you the space you wanted. Only I don’t want that space. The ranch is empty without you. All that land, and it might as well be your burned-down farmhouse. Nothing can live there without you.”

      My face could cook an egg. “Austin....”

      “Brooke.” He offers me his hand. “Come with me. You’re not a quitter—look at you.”

      “You love me?” I look him straight in the eye. It’s the most impossible thing he’s said all day. Maybe ever in his life. “You don’t hate me?”

      “I don’t think I ever hated you. I just didn’t know how much I loved you until you walked out that door.” He laughs out loud. “I tried not to fall for you, Brooke, but I fell harder than anything.”

      I bite my lip. If I admit this now, in front of everyone—oh, screw it. “I love you, too. Did you rig the contest? Because if you did, if you so much as let Hal think—”

      “I did not rig the contest. I’m still trying to win it. And I want you to see it. You’ve seen everything else. I swear. Everything else. But it’ll be hard to do it without you. It’ll be impossible.”

      “Go with him!” shouts the grandmother at the corner table. “You get ‘em, honey!”

      “Yeah,” says Merry from the other side of the diner. “What are you waiting for?”

      “How much time do we have?” I put my hand in Austin’s and try to catch my breath.

      “Three hours.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      “Park, park, park,” Brooke chants in the passenger seat, knuckles white around a pie plate. “Park. You have gone past easily a hundred spots. Park.”

      “I’m trying to get us close.”

      “Let us out so we can run!”

      “You can’t run with the pie.”

      “Watch me.”

      When I first walked into that diner this morning, I saw the worst sight in the world. Brooke, with most of the light gone out of her. She was dimmed, a sad smile on, and the sight of it crushed my heart under its heel. The only thing that’s the same about her now is that waitress uniform. “Are you going to change?”

      She grins. “Change into what? I don’t have any other clothes.” Then she narrows her eyes. “You’re trying to get me naked now? Now of all times?”

      “The heart wants what it wants.”

      “The dick wants what it wants.” I pull the truck and the trailer into a miracle pull-through and jump out of the cab. Brooke’s already out by the time I get around to her side. She’s laughing at her own joke. “Faster, Austin.” The laugh drops away. “You’ve got to hurry up.”

      “Oh, now you want me to hurry up?” Brooke was meticulous about this pie. We put it into the oven at the last possible second. And now we’re going to be late. “Shouldn’t have spent so much time on decorating that pie.”

      “You should’ve chosen a simpler idea. Come on, Goatie,” she says, and it’s such an incredible display of confidence that I almost have to stop and kiss her. 

      I lock eyes with Goatie and grab his lead rope. “Come on, boy.”

      He walks down the ramp. He just...walks down the ramp, like he isn’t the most stubborn goat in the entire universe. Trots on down on the lead rope and gallops toward the carnival.

      The event barn here is bigger, more like a sprawling event complex, and it’s surrounded by all the carnival booths. Brooke hustles ahead of me to the gate. They wave us through, and we plunge into the crowd. Brooke is on a mission. I thought I’d be the one to lead us through, but she’s so determined that people dive out of her way left and right. My pulse pounds. The thing I didn’t tell Brooke is that I don’t know if this will be enough. I don’t know if a pie and a goat will take us to the top—not after she left me with an eggplant parmesan and a stammered speech about how fresh crops represent the spirit of Paulson. Even Hal Kilroy wasn’t taken with that one.

      He’d better be taken by this. Or else...or else I don’t know what I’ll do.

      There’s one possibility. It’s been looming above me since Brooke’s house burned down. It’s like an itch that won’t go away no matter how much I scratch, or tell myself it’s off the table, or ride Connecticut out into the hills until we’re both a sweaty mess.

      For the hundredth time, I push it out of my mind.

      The main event barn on the fairgrounds is a spic-and-span thing with bright lights and fancy fixtures. They built it a few years back to attract bigger shows to the Harvest Fest. Tonight the energy feels like the minute before a fancy show. People are standing up straight, moving fast, big smiles. Their eyes drift over us and down to Goatie, who wears a wreath of yellow rabbitbrush around his neck.

      “They should have called this the Paulson Theater and Big Top,” says Brooke, like she’s reading my mind. She cuts a glance at me. “You sure you didn’t make all of this up?”

      “Swear on my life, Hal Kilroy called me just this morning and said the sponsor wants a final round. They waited until the last minute so everybody would have to rely on their wits.”

      “And their pumpkins.” Brooke grimaces. “This isn’t very unique.”

      “Are you kidding me? They never saw the last pumpkin pie. You took it with you and ran.”

      “Oh. Right.” Her cheeks go red. “It was really good, by the way. I ate all of it that night at Kilroy’s.”

      “You ate a whole pumpkin pie in one night?”

      “Uh, yeah. It was a pretty bad night.” She lets this hang in the air, and I can’t help but feel a thrill of pleasure. For a few days I thought I was the only one who missed her. But one night, Merry was at the Riverbend. She’d perched up at the bar to talk to Greg, and before I knew it, I’d heard all about her new hire, the younger Carson sister who seemed so, so sad. It isn’t like her, Merry had said. She’s always been a spitfire. I’d rather see her mad than sad. 

      One side of the barn has been outfitted with a theater, and we’ve come up alongside the main stage in a hallway that’s probably meant for actors and scene pieces and not goats. “Okay, now I wish I’d changed,” frets Brooke. “Nobody else is going to show up at this thing in their work clothes.”

      “So you’ll stand out.” The uniform is cute as hell. “Good. Let them all see you, standing out.”

      She glances up at me with a nervous smile on her face. “Are you sure you want this? Not that many people heard what you said in the diner. There’s still time to walk it back.”

      Goatie or not, I am not leaving this woman unkissed for a second longer. I wrap my free hand around the back of her neck and pull her in close. She kisses me back with a deep sigh, and through the palm of my hand I feel an unfathomable amount of tension release. No wonder Brooke’s been in a fighting mood since she was in high school. Clearly, nobody took the time to kiss her like this, long and lingering and hot. 

      Mrs. Howard clears her throat. I’d know that sound anywhere, but I still don’t pull back right away. Neither does Brooke. She smiles against my lips, and after several heartbeats pulls back, pressing the back of one hand to her lips. 

      “Don’t drop that,” I warn her. “This is our last chance.”

      “Is it?” Her eyes shine. “I don’t know that it is.”

      “If you two are ready...it’s time to present your final display to the judges.” Mrs. Howard looks from Goatie to Brooke and back again. “A goat and...some pie?”

      “Yes,” Brooke says. “That’s what we brought.”

      Mrs. Howard has no answer to that. “Go on in.”

      We go through between the heavy velvet curtains that have been pulled back for the occasion. Murmurs from the people in the theater proper bounce along the back wall and wrap around us. I can hear every breath Brooke takes. “This seems weird, Austin,” she says, words soft and quick. “Why would they have a re-do? Nobody does that.”

      Then we step out onto the stage.

      At first, I can’t see anything. The stage lights are bright and pointed at us. They’re working at full power. Brooke blinks, cradling the pie in one hand and putting the other to her eyes. “Hi,” she says, and everybody out in those seats laugh.

      I blink hard, trying to clear my vision. There’s Hal Kilroy and the rest of the judges. There’s...Brooke’s sister, and her husband Asher. The dark-haired man sits next to his wife in the second row, a sly grin on his face. And behind them is a whole row of white-haired ladies, every single one of them dressed in red.

      Hal Kilroy steps forward. “We wanted to give all of the participants one more chance to shine before we vote. What have you brought to show us today, along with our sponsors, the ladies of the Paulson Senior Center?”

      This is it. This is my big shot, and I don’t care that I’ve been doing all this work to impress a bunch of thirsty older ladies. It all makes sense. They’re not thinking about 4-H requirements and nitpicking. They wanted to see some teamwork. We’ve got it. We’ve got it in spades.

      “A love story,” I say out loud. A gasp, then a silence, and Brooke is looking at me with her big gray eyes, holding onto that pie plate for dear life. “A hate story.” A low murmur from the people in the crowd. “We don’t have much to offer you, aside from this goat and this pie, but what they represent—” I’m willing to look like a fool in front of anybody for her. “Two people coming together in spite of all the odds. In spite of all the odds, we’ve found happiness. At least I have.” Me too. Brooke mouths the words to me on the stage in front of God and everybody. “We both have.” One of the old ladies fans herself with her hand. “In the beginning, it was about a billboard. And a farm. And then the fire came.”

      I tell them the whole story, with certain parts omitted. I tell them how Brooke refused to marry me for my money. “I should have known she wouldn’t take it, because she’s a Paulson girl. Born and raised here. Working all her life here. She wasn’t going to set her feelings aside just for some cash.” I tell them how she tried to sleep in her own barn, rather than put anybody else out. I tell them about my mom. They knew my mom. “She’d never have let me go through with it. And as soon as Brooke moved in, she threw herself into this contest. And this is a woman you want on your side. She’s loyal, and fierce, and snappy—” They laugh, but it’s such a kind sound. “And I have to admit something to you, and to you, Brooke. I made another mistake today.”

      “Oh, god,” she says, and there’s another swell of laughter.

      “I asked my brother Luke to help me with something.”

      “Why?” Brooke laughs. “Why would you do that?”

      “I’m here!” shouts Luke. “I’m here. I found it.” He barrels onto the stage, boots clomping, hat flying off in the wind he’s creating. He stops to pick it up and shoves it back on his head. “Here.” He jogs up to me and presses the little box into my hand. “I got it. Go get her, man.” He shakes my hand too vigorously. “Good luck, Brooke.” He tips his hat to her and jumps off the front of the stage, crouching down low and scuttling to a seat nearby. I’m not surprised at all to see Julie May there, too.

      “Brooke.” I turn to face her, and everything else in the room falls away. “We brought this goat here to represent how Paulson never gives up. How stubborn it is, to the very end. That’s how I feel about you. As stubborn as this goat. I love you as much as he loves being a pain in my ass.” I flip open the box with one hand and show her what’s inside. “This was my mother’s ring. I think what you’ll like most about it is that she wasn’t a Bliss. She saw my dad for all his faults, and loved him anyway. It’d be an honor if you could find it in your heart to do the same.”

      She opens her mouth.

      “I’m not done yet.” A tittering laugh floats up above the old ladies and warms my heart. “I promise you, Brooke, if you marry me I’ll never give you a single dime.”

      “I accept,” she shouts. “Yes!” 

      Then she’s kissing me like a teenage fool, one arm thrown around my neck and the other barely hanging on to the pie. “Why?” I murmur into her mouth. “What convinced you?”

      “Remember that night in the stable?” she said. “As long as I can have more of that, and more of your breakfast food, I’ll never leave.”

      “Really? Eggs and bacon? That’s all—”

      “Because I love you, you fool.” She pulls back so she can look me in the eye. “I think part of me has always been in love with you, at least a little. That’s why it hurt so damn bad when you told your dad I wasn’t cut out for college. I just convinced myself that it was about hate instead.”

      “You want to go to college?” I want her closer, closer. “I’ll build you a college, if that’s what you want.”

      “Let’s see the ring!” somebody down front shouts, and I hold up the box even while I kiss her.

      “Let’s go home,” Brooke says.

      “Not a chance. I’m staying here to see if we won the whole shebang.”

      “I want to see you naked.”

      “And you’ll get what you want, sweet thing. Be patient.”
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      Brooke doesn’t get her wish right away. The awards ceremony is at seven, three hours away. We spend the entire time showing off Goatie and the pie, which didn’t get nearly enough airtime at the final round. It’s an intricate crust drawing of the skyline of Paulson, the mountains in the background. It’s a stunner.

      But nobody’s more stunning than Brooke. She sneaks off at some point and comes up with a dress—probably her sister’s doing—and I’m obsessed with it. Who knew she looked so good in a green wrap dress? I do now. 

      She wears it when we stand together in the crowd, up in front of the big outdoor stage at the fair. All of Paulson’s here, with the fellow contestants down front. Goatie is back in the trailer, curled up with plenty of food and a warm blanket.

      “I can’t believe it,” Brooke says. “I can’t believe we’re going to get married. You. You of all people.”

      “You could be a little nicer about it.”

      She kisses me then, long and deep. “Stop,” she says, like I’m the one who started it. “They’re announcing the winners.”

      I’m not sure I care at all about the billboard. Not anymore. I wanted to prove to Paulson that I belong here, and nothing makes me feel like I belong more than being with Brooke. It’s not Paulson I should’ve been trying to impress. It’s the woman who didn’t care about any of that.  

      “No way,” she shrieks, and the rest of the sound from the crowd around us pours into my senses. Shuffling feet. Claps on the back. The smell of fresh popcorn, and people calling my name. Austin, Austin. “We won! We won.”

      Somehow we get up on the stage, where none other than the mayor shakes our hands, and this doesn’t seem real. I’ve been working for it all the time, and it still seems fake. Someone shoves a microphone into my face, the cord trailing out behind us. “What will you do with your winnings, Mr. Bliss?”

      “I’m giving them all to my fiancée.” Of course I am. What else would I do?

      “I’m not taking them,” Brooke says behind me.

      “You’re gonna take them.” I wheel around and take her into my arms. “You are. You don’t have a choice.”

      “I’m not taking them,” she squeals. “I’ll prove it.”

      “How?”

      “Watch.” And then we’re being very inappropriate in front of the entire city. Let them all see.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Brooke

        

      

    

    
      The morning light comes in through Austin’s bedroom window, fresh and new, and I blink into it like a newborn fawn. It’s so bright. It’s so sunny. 

      “Oh, good, you’re up.”

      I snuggle back down into the blankets and squeeze my eyes shut. “I’m not. I’m still sleeping. You haven’t seen anything.”

      “Come on.” He pats my back through the blanket, then rubs his hands in slow circles over my skin. It feels especially good because I’m still naked. I never put on pajamas after the night we had. Who needs ‘em? “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      “What show?”

      “You’ll see.”

      It makes me curious enough to get up and get dressed, throwing my hair into a bun at the top of my head. But I hesitate at the front door to Austin’s farmhouse. “Nobody’s out there, are they?”

      “Not that I know of. Be on the lookout for my brother, I guess, but otherwise...”

      “Just don’t start taking my clothes off in the driveway and we should be all right.” 

      “Good point.” Austin pulls me into his arms. “I should take off your clothes here.”

      “This isn’t private,” I insist. “Luke could still come in here any second.” He kisses the side of my neck, sending a burst of pleasure down into my core. “And you said there was a show. I want to see the show.”

      “Picky, picky,” he murmurs, then leads me outside.

      It’s a clear September morning. I’m glad for the hoodie I pulled over my head in the bedroom. There’s a chill in the air. Soon, we’ll fire up the fireplace in Austin’s living room and burrow ourselves under thick blankets. I can’t wait. I never thought it would come to this, but I can’t wait.

      “Why are we going to my house? There’s no house.”

      We come up on the pile of sticks that used to be my family home and Austin clears his throat. “It seemed like a good place.”

      “To be sad?” I make a face. “Ew. Let’s go back to bed.”

      “To tell you that you’re going to have the best ranch in the world. I’m going to rebuild all of this for you. I don’t care what the insurance company says.” The sunlight catches in his blue eyes and a big part of me swoons. I lean into him, and he wraps his arm around me. “If you want an exact replica, I can do that. I’ve got enough friends who can help—”

      “I don’t want it,” I tell him softly. “I—I’m touched,” I say, bringing my hand to my heart. “But I don’t want a rebuilt house, or...or even a ranch.” This is the first time I’ve admitted it out loud, and I’m going to have to do it again later when we visit with my sister. “I don’t want to run a ranch. I—don’t want to run a ranch.”

      “I’ve got it,” laughs Austin. “You don’t want to be a cowgirl. The lifestyle isn’t for everyone.”

      “I thought it was!” I wail. “I thought this was going to be my entire future. But now that it’s not yanking on my brain every second, I don’t think I want it. I know I don’t want it. Please don’t build me a house, Austin. Please. I’m begging you.”

      He gives me a gentle kiss, and damn if this man isn’t going to have me in bed the rest of the day. If he doesn’t come, I’ll go by myself. Thinking about him’s enough to get me off. There. That feels good, just to know the truth. “Okay. No ranch.”

      “I have a better idea.” It pops into my head, fully formed, as the kiss burns away the haze of my sleep. Last night was a trip. I’m still not recovered. But standing here with Austin in his sweatshirt and a pair of flannel pajama pants, I can see the way we’re supposed to go. Clear as day. “Are you ready to hear it?”

      “Tell me.” 

      We look out over the Sweetwater Ranch. Everything’s smaller and shabbier than the Bliss Ranch, but that thought doesn’t bother me anymore. Maybe I mistook the place I’d always been for a forever-type situation. I should’ve known better.

      “You’re gonna die.”

      “I promise you, I’ll live. Don’t keep me in suspense.”

      “Okay.” I take a deep breath. “We should combine the two properties. You and Luke can make better use of the land than I can, and we can do more to expand what I was working on before. If you hire someone else to do it.”

      “Wait, wait.” Austin frowns. “You’d join forces with evil?”

      “I’d join forces with human. I’d join forces with complicated. Basically, I’d only join forces with you. And only because it worked out so well for us the first time.”

      “Ha.” His laughter rings out over the yard. “You think that highly of me, huh?”

      “I know you’re a good man. The best man.”

      Austin pauses, then hugs me closer to his side. “I won’t insult you by saying no. And now’s when I have to reveal that this was the plan all along—convince you to be with me so I could take over Sweetwater Ranch.”

      I give him a featherlight punch in the ribs. “Stop.”

      “Not funny, I know.” Then he takes a deep breath. “We’ll make some plans. But there’s something else I have to show you first.”

      My heart does a crazy little dance on the way back across the property line. We climb over the gully, and it strikes me like a gong—this isn’t going to be a property line soon. It’ll just be a gully in the middle of our empire.

      I don’t hate it.

      “Where are we going now?”

      “You have no patience, do you?” Austin grins at me. “None whatsoever.”

      “None,” I agree. “Let’s walk faster.”

      We walk faster all the way to Austin’s barn. It’s swept clean, as always, with the dusty scent of fresh straw hanging over everything. “Well.” He sticks his hands in his pockets. “There it is.”

      In the middle of the barn, caught in a sunbeam, is a rocking chair.

      A sob bursts out of my mouth, and I clap both hands over my lips to keep any more from coming out. “Austin.”

      “The way you tried to haul that chair out of your house broke my heart. I built you a new one.”

      “Last night? While I was sleeping?”

      He puts a hand on the small of my back and rubs in small, intimate circles. “Last week, while you were gone. I was going to give it to you either way.” Austin presses a kiss to the top of my head. “This way is better.”

      I go over to the chair and take it in. It’s just like the old one—painted white, with tiny blue flowers on the back. “How did you get it so close?” I’m a snotty mess, and I don’t care. “How—”

      “Your sister had some pictures.”

      “You talked to my sister?” 

      “Hell yes I did. She hopped a plane the second I decided what I was going to do. Didn’t want to miss the big event.”

      My mind whirs, the pieces connecting together. “What if I said no?”

      “Then I was prepared to be embarrassed.” I run my hands over the arms of the chair. It’s smooth. Brand new. Perfect. “A little piece of home,” Austin says. “And one more thing.”

      “Stop it.” I straighten up. “This is too much.”

      “No, you want to hear this one.” His grin is contagious. “I managed to get you a scholarship at a university in California.” He rubs a hand along the back of his neck. “I had to pull a few strings. Fine, one string. But you don’t have to worry about it.”

      College. College college college. “But I don’t want to go to California. I want to stay here, with you.”

      “That’s the best part.” Austin takes both my hands in his. “They have online programs in anything you can dream of. But...if you want, you can go.” His expression turns serious. “There’s that saying. If you love someone, let them go. I’m willing to let you go, if that’s what you want out of life.”

      “You’re such a fool,” I whisper, and then I kiss him. Every beat of my heart is bright with possibility. Everything is right in the world. Everything. “I love you. But I won’t take your money.”

      “It’s just Bliss money,” he says. “You’ll be a Bliss soon enough. What’s one more family scholarship?”

      “That does sound like joining forces with evil.”

      “It sounds like righting a wrong to me,” he says, and then he kisses me again, tongue flicking out to dance against mine. In two seconds my pajama pants go from cozy to constraining. I want them off, and I want Austin on top of me. Now.

      “I need you,” I pant. I have to get this energy out before both our houses go up in smoke. It’s all too exciting. The chair. The fiancé. College. Oh, my god, college. I feel like a thousand doors just opened up simultaneously and my life finally has airflow. “I need you now.”

      “My goodness. You can just say it, Brooke—you want to see my dick.”

      “If you say that one more time...”

      “Then what? You’re not going to want to see it? I don’t believe that for an instant.”

      “Shut your mouth and kiss me.”

      A shadow falls from the door of the barn and I freeze, halfway up Austin’s body, one leg hooked around him.

      “Aw, shit. Do you two ever knock it off?” Luke raises a hand to shield his eyes. “Is nowhere safe?”

      Austin doesn’t miss a beat. “Nowhere.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Luke

        

      

    

    
      The Harvest Festival pig roast is on the last Sunday that the fair is in town, and everybody in Paulson shows up. Even me. Especially me. I’m here, ‘cause Julie May’s going to be here. If there’s one thing I won’t do, it’s let her down.

      Of course, I can’t keep up my end of our friendship bargain if she’s not here. She might be. I just can’t see her.

      Miller and I saunter through the pig roast tent, each with one plate in our hands. This is Paulson, out in full force. Side dishes on side dishes. Sweet corn, sweet potatoes, eggplant parmesan, it’s all here. Somebody had extra eggplants from their ranch. This is a buffet on steroids, and I’m trying to enjoy every minute.

      Only my brother’s making me lose my appetite. Over at the next food line he’s wrapped himself around Brooke Carson like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Judging from the light shining in his eyes, he doesn’t. I’m not jealous. Don’t let anybody tell you I am. Falling in love with his worst enemy? That’s something I wouldn’t judge on my worst enemy.

      The most exciting part is that Asher Bliss is here. I’m finally going to get to corner him later and find out more about these mysterious brothers across the country. Did he know about us? Somebody had to know. Austin says they didn’t, but I don’t know if I believe him.

      Brooke playfully pushes Austin away, but he comes back for one more kiss on her temple before he dishes himself up some baked beans. “I’ll be damned,” I say to Miller. “They’re really going to go through with this.”

      “What are you going to do when they get married?” Miller balances an ear of corn on his already-full plate.

      “Kick ‘em out.”

      He laughs, which is more like a huff of air with a guy like Miller. He’s so quiet and stoic. Good in a crisis. Unreadable otherwise. Who knows—maybe somebody else can read him better than I can. I always wonder about him, though. There’s something in his eyes I can’t put my finger on. And I can’t stride up to him and demand information, either. We’re not buddies like that. Not yet.

      “It won’t change things for you, will it? If they get married.” 

      Miller arches an eyebrow. “Why would it? I’ll just keep working on the ranch. Now, what will change things is if Bliss gets shut down.”

      The hair on the back of my neck pricks up. “Why would Bliss get shut down?”

      He shrugs. “You saw what happened to Brooke’s ranch. The house burned, and she flew the coop.”

      “That’s different. She...merged with us. It was more of a merger.”

      “I think she merged with your brother.” His dark eyes shine at the joke, and the corner of his mouth turns up in a Miller smile. “Not so much you.” Miller tosses a packet of butter on top of his plate. The golden foil balances there, but steadies after a second. “Still doesn’t change anything. My job is to keep the ranch running, and that’s what I’ll do.”

      “That’s all you do,” I point out. “You have anybody like that?” I jerk my head in the direction of Brooke and Austin. I don’t think Miller does, but who’s to say?

      Miller gives me a long look. “Thought I did once.” He plucks a packet of plastic silverware from the end of the table and folds a napkin into his hands.

      “You want to talk about this?”

      “Nope.”

      Something nags at my brain about that night around the fire, with Austin and Brooke. Julie May said something to him. I couldn’t hear, because I couldn’t get close enough. What did she say? I didn’t pry about it then. Now I’m wishing I had. She’s my best friend. She’ll understand my thirst for information. 

      Miller and I step out of the line at the end of the buffet table. “Where’s your woman?” He looks out over the huge pig roast tent. “You sitting with her?”

      “You mean Julie May? She’s not my woman. She’s my best friend. Ah—I see what you’re doing.” Miller gives me a sly smile. “Come on. Let’s go sit with the mayor. Get on his good side.”

      “For what?”

      “You never know. Always nice to have friends. Plus, my Mama always said something about vinegar and bugs.”

      “She did not say that.” Miller huffs another laugh. “You just weren’t listening. Why aren’t you sitting with Julie May?”

      “Because she’s not here, you foolish man. Do you see her? I don’t.” I shrug nonchalantly, like it doesn’t matter if she’s here or not. It shouldn’t matter, anyway. I’ve been looking for her since we came into the tent. Julie loves a good meal. This one’s worth more than the five dollars they’re charging at the door. Where is she? “Come on, let’s eat. I’m starving.”

      We find a couple of spots at the table with the mayor, though we’re too far down to hear what he’s saying. Wendell usually doesn’t have much on his mind. Still, he’s got a lot on his mouth. I put my plate down and am about to unload my plastic silverware and napkins when I hear my name.

      “Luke!” I turn with a big broad grin. It’s a woman’s voice, which means it’s probably good news. I could meet someone new at the pig roast. I could meet someone, and then I could work toward a situation like my brother has—head-over-heels love. Not that I need it. I don’t. I really don’t. 

      But it’s Julie May, my best friend, barreling through the table so fast that the toe of her shoe catches on the ground and she trips. I jump forward to catch her. She scrambles, getting her feet back under her in time to stave off disaster. My heart thumps, hard and fast.

      “You okay?”

      She’s running again, pretty green eyes determined. “Luke,” she shouts.

      “I heard you the first time.” She skids to a stop in front of me, chest heaving. I pretend not to notice her chest. “Are you okay? You tripped back there. Thought you were going to crack your head open.”

      “On the dirt? It’s dirt, Luke, I’m not going to crack my head open. Listen.”

      “Seriously, are you okay?”

      She waves her fingers in front of my face. “Seriously, I’m fine. What are you doing?”

      I gesture toward the long tables full of people eating and chatting and generally having a great time. “I’m attending the pig roast, Jules. Like half the town.” What’s up with her? I have the weirdest urge to put my arm around her waist and pull her in. But I can’t do that. We’ve been best friends since before preschool. My brain rebels. Not Julie, Not Julie, Not Julie. Fine, brain. I won’t touch her. I get it. “What are you doing? Are you this worked up over the Ferris wheel? I told you I’d buy tickets.” I feel around in my back pocket and come up with the booklet I got on the way in. “I’ve got them right here. You can go ahead without me, if you want.” Julie loves Ferris wheels, but this is over the top, even for her.

      She crosses her arms over her chest and taps her foot, the picture of patience. “Are you done?”

      “I guess? What’s got you all worked up?”

      “I need your help.”

      “Okay. Sit down, and we can talk about it. You want any food?”

      She grabs my elbow. “Don’t sit down. We have to go.”

      That gets my blood up. I don’t know what this is about, and I can feel Miller’s eyes heating up my back from where he sits. I bet you a hundred dollars that if I turned around, I’d catch him watching. He wouldn’t even care to turn away. Not when Julie’s radiating such urgency. My heart beats like a heavy drum, the kind I used to pound on when we were back in school. Boom, boom, boom. “What do you mean, go?”

      “Come on. I need you.” Jules turns around and starts walking, fast, toward the exit. 

      I can’t help it—I like the sound of that. But I’m also hungry. “My pork.”

      “Bring the pork if you have to,” she says over her shoulder. “We’ve gotta go.”

      I pick up the plate without thinking and stuff the silverware into my pocket, my hairs standing up with the beat of my heart. Anticipation has my mind going a million miles an hour. What the hell is she talking about? Where’s she going? “Where are you taking me?”

      She shoots one more look over her shoulder, a glint in her eye that I’d know anywhere. “I’ll tell you in the car.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thank you endlessly for reading  THE COWBOY’S BRIDE! It’s fall in Paulson, and love is in the air. Oh, and good old fashioned Western drama, all in THE COWBOY’S LOVER!

      
        
        Never fall for your best friend.

        Even when she practically begs you.

        Julie May and I have been friends forever. Longer than forever. She was my first friend and she'll be my last friend. That's how close we are.

        So I'm the first to hear the biggest news of her life. And I'm riding shotgun while she confronts all the secrets of her past.

        But you know what they say about uncovering old secrets: sometimes they uncover new complications.

        Like the fact that your best friend is hot. Like the fact that you might love her. And what then?

      

      

      One-click THE COWBOY’S LOVER today! >

      If you’re chomping at the bit to know more about the other Bliss Brothers, start here!

      
        
        He’s the boss. She’s the assistant who will bring him to his knees.

        Roman Bliss is used to being in charge. Everything at the Bliss Resort is under his firm control until a brunette bombshell in a red bikini sashays into his office, claiming to be his new assistant.

        He can’t believe the shyest girl at his high school grew up to be a knockout.

        Falling for his new employee breaks every rule in the book. And with the survival of the resort—and his brothers—in his hands, he can’t lose his well-ordered life...or his heart.

      

      

      One-click CRUSH ON YOU today! >
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      Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY  bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

      Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

      Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

      Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!

      See you on the other side! <3
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