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For the readers ready to wear the cuff and get on their knees …

Uncle Storm will take good care of you. If you beg nicely, that is.




For a full list of content warnings, visit: www.elliottroseauthor.com/braving-the-storm-content-and-trigger-warnings




CHAPTER 1
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Fucking snow.

Living in this part of the mountains is pretty goddamn awesome if you hate people, but it means putting up with being entombed in a grave of white powder and ice for what feels like half the year.

Tires crunch. Gravel sprays. Heavy metal pulses through the speakers. My truck rounds the final bend, and the A-frame peak of my roof comes into view.

How long has it been since I was last here? With one hand on the wheel, I reach up with my other hand to rub the back of my neck as I try to think.

A little too long.

Although, that transient shit was my entire life before I settled in this place. Plus, I don’t mind helping a guy like Colton Wilder out.

He’s about the only person in Crimson Ridge who doesn’t listen to gossip or rumor.

But fuck me, after weeks of taking care of his ranch while he’s been away and helping his son out as he prepares for his next rodeo event  … I am more than ready to collapse in my own bed.

As I pull up outside the cabin, conifers stand like proud, ominous sentinels around this place. Keeping watch over the only location I’ve ever felt like I can truly rest. Even if there’s no guarantee that will always be the case for a guy like me.

The sky above is mostly clouded over, only partially allowing a faint glow of stars and moonlight to peer down on Crimson Ridge tonight. Drifts of snow are clumped around here and there, glowing an eerie shade of white even through the darkness. I already know that after not being here to see to things, I’ll need to do a thorough check around the property throughout the depths of winter.

All of that can wait for the morning.

Right now, I just want a hot fucking shower and a stiff drink.

Grabbing my duffel from the passenger end of the bench seat, I sling it over one shoulder and heave myself out of my truck. It’s only a few strides to cross the gravel and make it up the couple of steps to my front porch. As I shove the key in the lock and step inside, the warm scent of cedarwood floats up to greet me.

Fuck. Can I even be bothered with lighting the fire? Suppose I should, before I throw myself in the shower, at least. The old girl needs time to get some heat into her bones, and right now, it’s as frigid as a nun’s cunt in here.

When I go to kick each boot off, my hearing catches on a noise. The hairs on the back of my neck rise, and my skin prickles. Something moves deep inside the house, and I’m immediately on edge.

Not something … someone.

The distinct sound of shuffling, moving, is human. Not an animal who managed to find its way inside, seeking shelter from the tail end of winter.

Setting my bag down softly, so as not to make a sound, I know exactly where my hunting knife is, but that’s back in the glove compartment of my truck. I also know where my rifle is stashed in my bedroom, but that’s down the hall in the direction of the noise.

Not that I need either of those things to defend myself against some fucking idiot who thought they could break in to my place. People don’t scare me. I’ve got a body built off the back of willingly tangling with nearly-two-thousand-pound, angry-as-fuck creatures. When you’ve sat on the back of a bull that wants nothing more than to toss you and stomp your ribs into the dirt, that shit fundamentally changes your perspective on life.

With a shrug to get rid of my jacket and free up my arms, I roll my shoulders inside my shirt and flex my knuckles. Tattoos and the flash of silver from my rings peer back at me in the gloom. Fitting, really—whoever this is can wear a face full of my ink and take an imprint in the shape of my metal bands as a gift when they run their sorry asses back down the mountain.

It’ll be some hillbilly dipshit who married their cousin creeping up here. Fancying that they can poke around my property and find the stacks of gold they all think I’m sitting on after a pro career. Acting like I’m rich or some shit. It won’t be anyone who lives out in these parts. While I might not be friendly with every single person who lives on this mountain, no one from the Peak is dumb enough to pull a stunt like this.

The short hall leading down to the bedroom is almost pitch black, but I see where whoever this is straight away. Soft light and shadows move on the other side of the open bathroom door, and I slow my progress when I realize there’s music drifting softly from within.

Music?

That makes me pause. I crept this far on silent steps, and now my mind is turning the situation over, trying to make sense of whatever is going on.

I hear a feminine sound, a hum, and my eyes squeeze shut. Dragging a hand through my hair, I tilt my head back.

Goddamn, it wouldn’t be the first time a fucking buckle bunny has let themselves in up here.

Even though I’m mildly hacked off that whoever this is turned up unannounced and uninvited, my dick stirs. The thought of a quick fuck before I kick them out and send them packing back down to Crimson Ridge sounds pretty damn appealing.

Being stuck up at the ranch and buried in the snow on top of Devil’s Peak for the winter has had my balls on ice. Literally.

The blackened, twisted part of me wants to make this a game. This cunt thinks they can slip into my house and make themselves at home? Well, this is my arena, my rules.

Silently, I inch toward the open entry, keeping myself hidden in the heavy shadow, as I make my plan to find out who the fuck is in my bathroom and exactly what sweet flavor of pussy is going to be on the menu tonight.

As I get to the doorway, I watch with hungry eyes and a rapidly hardening cock to see a girl inside with her back turned. She has only the small lamp above the mirror switched on to see by. It’s dimly lit in here, like the rest of the house, everything shrouded in shades of black and gray.

With her back still turned to me, she hums along with whatever folky, girly shit plays through the speaker on her phone.

Then she starts to get naked.

This girl is entirely unaware that I’m here, and fuck … it’s the hottest thing.

She isn’t doing a strip tease to try to seduce a pro bull rider. She’s not a girl on a pole shoving her fake tits in my face. She’s not a buckle bunny offering to get on her knees in a filthy back alley at three a.m. to suck my cock till I blow all over her face.

No. This is someone who is sexy and curvy, slowly removing each item of clothing at her own leisure. Like she’s enjoying all this for no one but herself.

Jesus. My cock is begging to get in there and make a reacquaintance with whoever the fuck this girl is. I’ve fucked my way through life, never having repeat hookups—even during a regrettable goddamn catastrophe of a time better left forgotten—but I certainly don’t remember her.

If I’m really honest with myself, there’s no way I would.

I don’t remember them.

I don’t remember their faces or their names, and I certainly never kept their numbers that they sneaked into my phone’s contacts when they thought I wasn’t looking.

Her arms tug the cropped sweater she’s wearing over her head, revealing a pair of high-waisted leggings. Fuck. No bra. Just an expanse of smooth bronzed skin and a flare at her hips. There’s the tiniest roll over the top of her waistband, and that softness makes my mouth water.

Having a handful of pliant flesh to squeeze and dig my fingers into, leaving a bruise or five in the shape of my grip, is my favorite type of fuck.

The long, dark curls hanging midway down her back swish over her skin as she moves. Dragging my gaze down … down to an ass that is absolutely begging to be palmed and spanked and pounded into while I fill this girl’s cunt from behind.

My breathing grows more ragged as I lurk in the shadowed hallway, continuing to devour the sight of the feast preparing herself for me. Because there’s only one reason this girl is in my house, in search of my dick, then I’m going to enjoy every second of playing with my meal.

She strips off the rest of her clothes. Sliding those skintight leggings down, panties gone at the same time, revealing even more to me. Humming along to the music, this girl is entirely lost in what she’s doing. Oblivious to her surroundings.

I’m fully hard and have to quietly, carefully readjust myself. The head of my dick has already started leaking because of how fucking hot this girl is. Her arm lifts, and I can’t help but notice a small tattoo with fine-line text curving around the outer side of her breast. Tits that even from here, from a barely there glance side-on, I can see are heavy and full and just made to be tortured.

She bends over to fully tug those sinful, fitted leggings off, and that’s what breaks me. I catch a glimpse of her from behind. Soft and dusky rose–colored pussy lips peek out at me.

Just at the moment she’s fully naked, still halfway bent over, I strike.

My long stride closes the gap between us in a second. Wrapping one hand around her throat to lock her against my front, my other hand fumbles with my button and fly. As I do so, my knuckles graze against the bare skin at the top of her ass, brushing her lower back. Maybe I’ll paint that part of her later with my cum.

“Darlin’ … that’s no way to go about begging for my cock. Kinda rude to be letting yourself in without asking,” I growl, my lips pressed against her ear. “But you’re lucky tonight. I’m feeling generous. So much so, after watching that little performance, I might even let you come.”

She’s rigid as a board beneath me. I feel her throat working frantically below my tattooed fingers. Pulse fluttering in the side of her neck. This girl is short compared to me, barely reaching my chest. Her head tucks perfectly against my torso, and my filthy thoughts are already running wild at the prospect.

“Now, I’m gonna bend you over that counter so I can fuck you into next week … then you’re gonna get the hell off my property.”

She yelps as I relent a little pressure on her throat, easing off her windpipe ever so slightly. As I do, her hands fly up to pry my fingers away, but I’m not in the mood for anything that isn’t my version of this game. I spin us toward the vanity so that we’re both facing the mirror.

Catching sight of her front on for the first time, I have to stifle a feral noise.

Fuck, she’s got amazing tits. Hard nipples stare back at me in the reflection and the soft glow of the lamplight. Maybe because I’ve been stuck with nothing but cattle and horses for company this winter, I decide right then and there that there’s going to be a second round to this game. I’m not going to pass up an opportunity to come all over them. Mark her the fuck up and enjoy sliding my dick between that soft valley … then I’ll let her go.

I mean, she is naked and waiting for me in my house, after all.

She really should count herself lucky I’m interested in fucking her more than once to begin with.

As I position her body exactly where I want her, keeping a tight hold over her neck, my other hand shoves my briefs down. Freeing my aching cock, I give it a couple of firm strokes, swiping the precum off the tip. Goddamn, her cunt is right there, and the heat flowing between our bodies makes my head spin in anticipation.

Her hands fly out to brace against the counter as I tighten my hold on her throat, using the leverage to bend her forward. The action makes those perfect tits hang a little lower, full and soft.

But it’s her eyes.

Eyes that stare back at me, wide like a doe’s in the mirror.

Dark eyes that seem somehow familiar. More than familiar.

I was sure I didn’t recognize this girl, but now I ransack my mind, trying to place her.

“What the fuck?” she croaks, sounding panicked and strained. Her voice finally breaks free as she braces herself against the sink with one hand and tries to claw my fingers away from her neck with the other.

“Uncle Stôrmand?”

I go still.

Jesus.

Fuck. Fuck my life.

My hand is on my rigid, leaking cock, and I’m staring at my niece’s nipples.




CHAPTER 2
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I’m trembling like a fragile leaf about to blow away in the wind. With wobbly fingers, I make several clumsy attempts to knot the sash around the waist of my silk robe. One that is far too thin, too short, too slinky, and made for LA temperatures.

In fact, my entire hastily packed suitcase is stuffed full of expensive clothes suited to a blue-skied day in the mid-eighties.

Clothes that he bought, because they were the type of thing I should be seen in whenever I was on his arm.

Not because I actually liked them.

Certainly not the kind of wardrobe suited to mountain survival in some back-of-beyond, snow-covered, frozen cabin. I’m almost positive there are rats in the walls, based on the scurrying I heard when I first stepped foot inside.

Yanking the pink sash to make sure it’s secure, I quickly tie my hair up in a bun and do a final check to ensure I’m approaching halfway decent before venturing into the living area.

Before I figure out what the fuck is going on.

In my twenty-six years, I’ve always assumed I’d be at the greatest risk of a home invasion while living in the Palisades. Not barely half an hour after arriving in bum-fuck-nowhere Crimson Ridge, and not at the hands of the giant, tattooed man who nearly left a hole in the wall trying to get out of this bathroom as fast as humanly possible.

My uncle.

Technically, adopted uncle. My father’s estranged adopted brother from when they were fostered together. But still … Uncle Stôrmand is the last person I expected to ever see again.

And now? Now I know. I know what it feels like to have his hands on my naked body. Shame coats me in a rapid, clammy sweep down to my cold, bare toes … because I froze.

When he grabbed me, I froze.

When he growled in my ear, I froze.

And up until the moment I finally recognized the man I hadn’t seen in over ten years, I liked what I saw.

Jesus, the fucking mess made by my exploding life over the past forty-eight hours must have taken more of a toll than I realized.

For the briefest moment, with this man, all I felt was relief and anticipation colliding with an addictive hit of adrenaline. A temporary moment of insanity fisted my every last brain cell, just like his hands had grabbed hold and taken command of my body.

Guaranteed, a man like that would know exactly how to fuck a woman.

Relief that even if a purely carnal experience came at the hands of a stranger, I might know what it would feel like to give my body what she craved … something I’ve desired for so long, and yet I’ve never had a clue how, or what, that might even feel like.

Oh god, if I’m even close to allowing those sorts of deranged thoughts to grow roots, then I am most definitely a sleep-deprived, strung-out head case.

My feet carry me on cautious tiptoes, drawing closer to where I can hear my uncle crashing around. He sounds like a wild beast who was set loose indoors. A fearsome creature who’s escaped from his enclosure.

Wrapping my arms around me, I clutch my wafer-thin robe as if I’m at risk of revealing every exposed inch of my flesh to him all over again.

The lighting in here is soft, warm, forgiving on my heartsore, weary eyes. A couple of bare bulbs are illuminated. One hangs over the tiny kitchen space and basin set beneath a narrow window. The other dangles on a wire above the weathered L-shaped sectional positioned in front of a fire.

In LA, they’d call this look rustic-chic.

Here, I suspect it’s less intentional and just the interior of an old, uncared-for cabin.

Uncle Stôrmand crouches in front of the now-crackling flames, methodically feeding in small pieces of wood one after another. He doesn’t look my way.

Does he come here often?

I still don’t understand why he’s here.

This week has been a mess, and I’m too tired after a full day of traveling, that floaty, neither-here-nor-there sensation clinging to my limbs. My eyes are scratchy. My head fucking aches.

Earlier, when I eventually located this address, found the hide-a-key, and let myself in, I took one look at that lifeless, charred fireplace and nearly cried.

I don’t know how to do any of this. I don’t know fires or snow or how to get by without cell phone reception.

This escape plan sounded really cute and perfect, until I arrived, shivering in the dark, and figured out pretty quickly that I was so far out of my depth it wasn’t funny.

Am I a little relieved he’s here to prevent me from drowning in my own inadequacy or, more specifically, freezing to death?

Maybe.

Do I need to stop staring at my uncle’s ass in those jeans?

Absolutely.

I swallow hard and avert my eyes. This is so fucked up.

The man practically forced himself on me without consent ten minutes ago.

He’s my father’s brother.

Adopted, is all my stupid, scrambled brain seems to want to gleefully fixate on.

God. I need a drink. There better be something to drink in this place.

“Cupboard to the right of the sink. Glasses live beside the stove.” Rich, gritty words drift up from the man intently focused on the fire. It’s the kind of voice I’m so unaccustomed to. Weathered and gruff.

He rests on one knee, with jeans stretched tight over his backside and thighs—a place where my eyes keep wandering back to because I am so much more fucked in the head than I ever realized—while he continues to load kindling into the growing flames.

I turn in place, taking in my surroundings. There’s barely four feet to this entire quaint kitchenette, laughable in comparison to the ostentatious expanse of shiny white marble I ran out of two days ago.

Hooking open the slightly crooked cupboard reveals a few different bottles of liquor with time-worn labels. Whiskey? Yes. Whiskey is the choice my fingers settle on because I am in cowboy country, after all, and I follow that by plucking a glass off the shelf beside the stove.

Do I pour one for him, too?

I’m fucking freezing. I need to dig more clothes out of my suitcase. I need to charge my phone. I need to figure out what the hell I’m doing with my life.

My uncle doesn’t say anything else. Doesn’t try to start a conversation or apologize or do anything remotely normal for whatever just happened back there. And I don’t exactly know what to say either.

It’s nice of him to light the fire for me, I guess, but I also am entirely confused as to why he’s here in the first place.

This is—was—my dad’s cabin. He left it to me. Before Dad’s death, he hadn’t spoken to his brother in ten years, not since her funeral.

“Do you want one?” I concentrate on pouring myself two fingers, then decide to fuck it and slosh more in the glass. Hopefully, it’ll burn away the memories of the piece of shit I left behind and knock me out so I can get some sleep.

My uncle remains silent. Arms folded over one bended knee as he studies the flames.

Over the top of my glass, as I take a sip, I allow my eyes to roam freely for a second. Dancing streaks of orange and gold lick his rugged face, revealing every sinfully attractive line of ink up the side of his neck, the silver ring in the side of his nose, and flickering shadows that highlight his dirty-blond hair. Unruly, almost-curls sit tousled, as if he’s been running his hands through those wild strands.

He’s got a long-sleeved top on. Charcoal colored. A little threadbare, worn, rugged, just like the broody energy he emits. It stretches tight across his broad shoulders, and my mind is going to bad, bad places, seeing how big this man is. Sleeves pushed up his forearms reveal a leather cuff on his right wrist and two thick concentric rings of ink on his left. As he tosses a slightly bigger piece of wood into the flames, silver flashes on his forefinger and thumb.

That glint drags my focus to those veined, powerful hands. A grip that minutes ago was fixed around my neck, removing all capacity to form words because the feel of him commanding my body like that did things to me it definitely should not have.

Those hands decorated with inked lettering I can’t quite make out from here match his throat, and as the burn descends low in my belly from the whiskey I hastily gulped down, mixed with another sensation that has absolutely no business being there, I wonder just how much of this man’s skin is tattooed below those clothes.

Briar Indigo Lane, you need to pull yourself together right fucking now.

Uncle. Remember?

He’s your uncle.

How pathetic and touch-starved must I be if the sight of any man, especially my own uncle, makes me feel some kind of way?

I fight back a teeth-chattering shiver—wanting some privacy in order to tear open my suitcase and find warmer clothes. Socks are a priority, at the very least. While shifting in place, I sip—or more aptly, gulp down—more whiskey.

However, I’m also hyperaware of the fact that my uncle doesn’t appear to be in a hurry to leave, and this silence between us is so awkward that I don’t know where to even begin.

Part of me is hoping he’ll finish building up that fire and then vanish.

Surely he won’t stick around … Will he?

An entirely inappropriate spark flares deep in the recesses of my brain. Something dangerously alluring that whispers all too eagerly, hoping this man might remain here with me in the deepening shadows of the night and the lateness of the hour.

I don’t trust that bitch at all. She’s the queen of poor decisions.

As I knock back another sip, feeling the glow of warmth hit my chest and start to spread through my veins, he heaves himself up.

Eyes widening, I watch him stand tall, then cross the room, and his icy-blue eyes flick up to connect with mine as I stare over the rim of my glass.

My uncle doesn’t stop his advance on me. Glaring. Menacing. Each stride forward is hypnotic and dangerous, and—oh, sweet Jesus—makes my body react in a way I don’t want to dare acknowledge. All I can do is flatten myself against the cracked Formica counter, allowing him to do whatever the hell it is he desires at this moment.

When he’s so close, his scent of smoke and citrus and spices rushes over me. My fingers tighten around the glass now clutched against my chest.

I’m wholly trapped in the surge of black coming off him. It feels predatory. Thrilling. Wild.

Tattooed fingers reach past me. The front of his shirt brushes up against my knuckles, and the heavily inked rose covering the side of his neck detailed in black and gray is so close I see the stubble coming through along the underside of his jaw.

Then, as quickly as he invaded my sanity, he straightens up again and steps back. This time, he’s got the whole bottle wrapped in his fist.

“Bedroom’s all yours,” he grunts. Swigging straight from the neck. Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows heavily.

He turns, long strides carrying him across the room in a blink. One of those tattooed hands collects his jacket before he stoops to pick up a set of black combat boots, then slams the door as he goes out into the night.

Leaving me breathing hard and wondering what the fuck any of that was about.




CHAPTER 3
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I crack one eye open. My nose feels like it’s about to fall off. Coming to this place is like moving to Alaska, not Montana. I had to get up three times during the night to keep adding more clothes.

Feeling a lot like a marshmallow of a woman, I’ve got the covers tucked firmly under my chin and have no desire to drag myself out of this warm cocoon.

Dread fills me at the thought of having to try to figure out how to light that stupid fireplace on my own. I’m also going to have to get myself back down the mountain to Crimson Ridge without plunging over the edge of the ravine and dying in a fiery crash in the process.

I think the only reason I survived getting here last night was a cocktail of anger, desperation, and exhaustion.

My tiny rental car was supposedly fitted with winter tires, but even I know it’s not suited to a remote, mountainous location like this.

Driving in nose-to-tail traffic on highways and crawling through suburban rush hour did not equip me for gravel or ice or the constant terror that a wild creature might bound out onto the road in front of me at any moment.

At least for now, I’m safely hidden here amongst the pines and the snow. I left without telling a soul where I was going, and fortunately for me, I’ve got a credit card in my name that none of them can trace. Maybe someone might eventually connect the contents of the will with my disappearance, but in all honesty, they only want me back for one reason.

And fuck them—I’m done being someone’s pet.

I’m done living a lie and being kept inside a glass cage.

They can go screw themselves and take their little power games and corporate empires and shove them.

No wonder my uncle cut ties and didn’t look back.

Perhaps there was a reason he chose never to reunite with my father after their rift. I know I certainly have no intention of ever speaking to my family again, if I can help it.

Stôrmand Lane is so completely unlike any of them. He’s different, in so many ways …

No.

No, Briar. You need to shut that shit down. There is nothing your silly little brain needs to start fixating on or obsess over in this set of unusual circumstances.

What happened last night was clearly a misunderstanding of planetary proportions on his part, and what happened, what he did, was an accident. As soon as he recognized who I was, he nearly broke his neck to get out of there. While I have no idea why he turned up in the first place, the only explanation I came up with as I lay in bed wide awake at three a.m., compulsively overthinking everything, was that maybe he used this cabin for his hookups. Had he been expecting to find some other woman awaiting him in the dark?

God, I need to stop thinking about his hands being on me. How a split second of him being rough and demanding turned my insides molten with desire.

It’s wrong. Immensely so.

Maybe I can find a cute cafe in this one-horse town and hope there is cell phone reception or Wi-Fi, and I’ll get myself on one of those dating apps. I’ve never used one, but now is absolutely the time to learn.

I’m not heartbroken—I’m pissed off, and my pussy deserves some attention. It’s been a long, long time with only my vibrator for company.

Which, of course, explains why I reacted the way I did last night. Nothing more.

I scrunch my fingers in the thick blanket. The room is barely big enough to fit a double bed, which is entirely unlike the California King I’m used to sprawling on all by myself. If two people were to sleep on this mattress, they’d practically be on top of each other.

Maybe that’s the point.

Casting my gaze around the gray morning haze, I take in the room. Simple, functional finishes. A tall dresser and a freestanding wardrobe both in wood. A mirror facing the end of the bed is the only thing approaching decoration. Total log-cabin vibes.

Nothing here suggests who might have last used the place; it certainly wasn’t my father. Erik Lane’s taste was much more Malibu waterfront and Michelin Star restaurants where he could shake hands with self-important people. I doubt he ever set foot here, but for whatever reason, this property wound up in our family, and he left it to me. At least, he left it solely under a trust listed in my name in the will. If that was the only good thing he did for me, it gave me a place to escape and hide out when my whole world imploded.

Turns out once I knew what I was looking for, it only took me about ten minutes to uncover just how much of a cheating douchebag Antoine was. He also had the absolute audacity to make no attempt to hide what he was doing.

God. I can still see the sight of her neon-purple satin underwear stuffed in his suit pocket burned into my retinas.

My skin crawls.

Did he want to get caught? Or did he just think I was so pathetic I would never find out, or that I would be too much of a wet blanket to confront him if I did?

Did he just expect me to roll over and look the other way?

Ugh. I can’t believe I ended up being someone who was cheated on.

Even worse is that I allowed myself to be in a relationship with a guy who, now that I look at it, was always going to be that asshole.

I’m so disappointed in myself.

Huffing out a breath, I decide to face the day.

Wallowing is not going to solve the problem that I allowed myself to be involved with a guy named Antoine Montgomery III. Or, more to the point, that I allowed my asshole family to push me into a relationship with someone on the pretense of connections and business. The Montgomerys are the type of people my father loved to golf with and name-drop into conversation. Somewhere amongst it all, Antoine was someone I tried to convince myself I could grow fond of. I was gaslit enough times into believing there’s no such thing as love or soulmates, that it’s only business and connections and the passing on of a legacy built on generational empires. You start to sip the Kool-Aid when you’ve been worn down for long enough.

My sister is the one who typically loves to hit the emotional wounds and really drive the knife home at every opportunity. It’s a small sacrifice after what you did.

Meanwhile, my father only ever saw dollar signs in the Montgomery media empire, and Antoine’s family saw power in being aligned with Lane Enterprises.

A shudder passes through me at how I managed to go through three years of being under the same roof as that prick. Of pretending to be the perfect ornament to complement his life. Even his name is enough to make me gag now.

As I swing my feet out from under the covers, the chilly air feels less than welcoming. I’ve got double leggings tucked into three pairs of socks and more layers than I can count on my top half.

Blowing on my fingers, I open the bedroom door, and a wall of warm air stuns me, as if I just walked into the path of a hair dryer.

At my back, the bedroom feels like the interior of a walk-in chiller in a restaurant kitchen. Whereas, in front of me, on the other side of my previously closed door, the rest of the cabin is toasty warm.

Dishes clink in that watery way they do while being hand-washed, and a sizzling sound comes from the kitchen.

Confused as fuck, I tread lightly down the short hallway—if I can even call it a hallway, since it’s barely more than the length of a couple of short paces—and realize my uncle’s presence fills the kitchen.

“Uhh. Hi?” Reaching up, I quickly run my fingers over my hair, tucking a few loose strands behind my ears. Do I have sleep drool on my face? I hastily swipe the corners of my mouth with my sleeve. My eyes are trying hard to look anywhere but in the direction of the broad planes of his shoulders.

He’s dressed in a blood-red and charcoal checkered flannel shirt pushed to his elbows. From this angle, where he stands over the sink, all I can see is the outline of his muscles rippling below the faded fabric.

“Coffee’s there, if you want it,” he grunts. Not turning around.

Do I ever. My stomach immediately growls as the smell of whatever he’s cooking fully hits my nose. It’s fatty and delicious, and I secretly hope there might be some leftovers that I can steal once he’s done.

I vaguely remember eating a granola bar sometime yesterday afternoon, but I didn’t even stop to buy myself any groceries on my way here; being in such a state of nausea and self-disgust, nothing mattered more to me than arriving at my final mountainside destination.

A mug with a chipped rim is already sitting on the bench, and I grab the pot, sloshing some desperately needed coffee into it. As I do so, my brain starts functioning properly.

Why is he here, in my cabin, cooking?

Why is he even here at all?

“Thank you.” I take a gulp. Black coffee, bitter, definitely not what my taste buds would prefer, but it’s coffee, and all things considered, I’m grateful for its warmth at the very least.

He continues rinsing off dishes in the sink, placing a few on the tired, worn draining rack. Stony silence is all I get in response.

The fire cracks loudly, and I slip onto a seat tucked under the small wooden table. It’s a nook that is hardly big enough for two people but offers a breathtaking view of the world that’s waiting for me in the glimmers of morning sunlight.

From the looks of it, I’ve woken up inside a fairy tale, or a snow globe. I’m almost expecting a winter queen to pull up in a chariot pulled by reindeer at any moment to offer me Turkish delight. Dizzyingly tall trees are coated in dustings of white on all the pine needles. Piled snow is heaped around the outside of the cabin. Off in the distance, I can see a long spine of reddish-looking rock rising into the sky.

Crimson Ridge.

“It’s beautiful here,” I find myself murmuring out loud, clutching the mug between my fingers. “Do you live nearby?”

When I turn my eyes back toward the man mountain filling the kitchenette, my smile falls. His arms are folded over his chest, piercing blues locked on me, a snarl pulling at his upper lip.

“Are you shitting me right now?”

I blanch a little at the force of his bark. “What?”

“I said. Are. You. Shitting. Me.”

Shifting in my seat, my eyes flicker around. What does this man want me to say? “Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude or anything … I’m just curious. I mean, I’ve never been here before and don’t want to come across as ungrateful. Thank you for lighting the fire …” I gesture in the direction of the flames and dare a glance back his way.

“Didn’t do that for you, darlin’.” His voice is mocking.

In my life, I’ve had very few encounters with my uncle. He was always traveling, living the high life of the rodeo star, and my dad wasn’t exactly close with his adopted brother. Then things went from bad to worse between them for whatever reason when I was about sixteen, and Dad told us to never have anything to do with Uncle Stôrmand ever again.

“Utter his name into this house, ever, and I’ll disown you.” I still remember how terrifyingly mad he was. Spit flecking at the corners of his lips. Flush reddening his cheeks. It was a formidable sight as a young girl. Certainly enough to make me wonder, more than once, what my uncle could have done that was so unforgivable.

And now here we are, alone together on the side of this mountain, and he looks ready to snap my neck.

Oh god. Should I be worried about being here alone with him? Is he violent? A criminal?

Suddenly, the memory of his fingers around my throat flies back in, and my body heats involuntarily.

This is so fucked up. So. Fucked. Up.

“I just … I don’t know why you’re here,” I mumble. Running my touch over the chipped rim of the brown mug, I kind of like the way the sharp edge of the ceramic digs into my skin beneath the pad of my forefinger. It’s broken and yet somehow resilient, stubbornly still intact, looking like a relic from the eighties.

“Why I’m here?” he repeats my question, narrowing those impossibly blue eyes on me and tilting his head to one side.

“Yes. I mean … you didn’t know I was arriving … I only made the decision to come here myself at the spur of the moment.” With a shrug, my cheeks continue heating the longer he keeps glaring at me.

“I’m no fucking gentleman, but even I know it’s not exactly polite to throw someone out on their ass when we’re barely beyond the depths of winter.”

My mouth opens and closes. “What?”

“I don’t really give a fuck that you’re my niece, or family, or whatever, but I’m in no mood for this bullshit you’re selling … so I’ll let you get a coffee and some food in your belly, then I’m taking you back down to Crimson Ridge.”

He turns and begins shunting the contents of the pan onto plates and aggressively opens a drawer with a loud thunk. Cutlery clatters as he digs some knives and forks out.

All the while, my head is spinning.

Instinct has me moving before necessarily thinking. I’m up out of my seat and crossing the few feet back to the kitchenette without paying any heed to, or forming a proper plan of, how I wish to respond.

“Excuse me? I’m not going anywhere. Thank you for your help, Uncle …” Inwardly, I wince, hearing myself say the word out loud, especially considering the very unfamilial places my mind has drifted to since last night. “But I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”

“Leave?” That drags a menacing bark of a laugh out of him. It’s a cold sound, one that echoes around this small space. “You lot really are a piece of work. I bet Erik put you up to this, didn’t he?”

“Pretty hard for a dead man to put me up to anything.” I grit my teeth. I didn’t know if my uncle knew. He wasn’t invited to the funeral, and considering my father had cut him off from the family so ruthlessly, I assumed he probably wouldn’t have known or, if he did, simply didn’t care.

His broad shoulder lifts in a shrug. Is that his way of sympathizing? Apologizing? I don’t know that I exactly loved my dad, but he was my parent all the same, and with that comes a fuckload of complicated emotions when they’re no longer around.

No matter how much they hurt you while they were still alive.

My uncle turns and shoves a plate into my hands before pushing past me. A couple of bits of extra crispy bacon. Scrambled eggs. Toast cut in triangles.

Do I want to laugh? Cry? For years, the only thing I’ve been permitted for breakfast is a green smoothie.

I don’t remember the last time I ate bread.

Such is the vanity of LA life in the glare of the Lane Enterprises empire. Life under the fishbowl scrutiny of a million eyes and a hundred shutters clicking at every turn. I had it drilled into me as soon as I could walk that someone is always watching.

Hence, I’ve spent my entire adult life armed with nutritionists, private chefs, and wellness specialists, who have all been neatly packaged cult leaders bowing at the altar of skinny. All hail the latest trend, and thou shalt let nothing pass thy lips deemed to be “unhealthy.”

God forbid I might be naturally curvy, no matter how many hours I spend in the gym or carbs I avoid.

My mama’s genes came through strong with me, and I adore that aspect of myself. It’s always been others who’ve seemed to scrunch their face while looking at my hips and thighs and boobs as if they were a complex calculus problem to be solved. Whereas my sister was graced with the gazelle-like bone structure passed down by my dad’s unknown lineage prior to being adopted. The two of us couldn’t be less alike if we tried.

I realize my uncle seated himself at the tiny table over by the window, and if I’m going to cling to any hope of making sense of this, it looks like I’ll need to follow after him.

“Are you going to at least answer me?” I place my plate down and fold my arms over my chest. If I remain standing, I feel like I’ve got some tenuous thread of power in this conversation.

Stôrmand Lane is damn imposing.

He dwarfs the little breakfast nook and yet somehow looks perfectly suited to where he’s seated all the same.

It’s confusing. Perplexing. I don’t like it.

Nor do I like how my skin prickles beneath the surface when I’m this close to him. As I stand here, my eyes have absolutely no business continuing to trace over the tattoos lining his forearms and hands. The veins and corded muscles revealed by his shirt rolled to his elbows are far too alluring for my health.

Yet my gaze flickers to the ink adorning his right knuckles. Letters that spell STORM span across each individual digit from little finger to thumb.

“My niece wants to know why I’m here?” he says through a mouthful. Mocking me again.

“Yes.” I shift my weight.

“This is my house, darlin’ … my home.” He leans back in his chair and studies me with fierce, ice-cold eyes as he washes his food down with a slurp of coffee.

“So, the real question I’m needing to hear your excuse for, is why the hell you are trespassing here.”




CHAPTER 4
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“Trespassing?” Her voice comes out high-pitched.

My niece’s eyes go wide. Lips parting in a way that makes my jaw tighten, because it’s impossible to look at her mouth and not think about other parts of her body. Forbidden parts that have that same dusky-rose color that I should never have seen, and now … I know.

I know what Briar Lane’s cunt looks like. I know how heavy and full her tits are beneath that thick sweater she’s wearing. I know too much about the girl sitting in my house, drinking my coffee, eating my food, talking at me like I don’t fucking belong here.

My back damn well aches after getting exactly zero sleep on the couch last night. My head pounds like a hammer on an anvil after finishing off that bottle of whiskey while sitting outside in my truck.

What in Christ’s name was I supposed to do?

I’d stayed out there, hidden with only my depraved thoughts for company, until I figured she’d gone to bed and it was safe enough to come back inside.

God fucking dammit.

“You’re the one creeping around in the dark, accosting me in the bathroom,” she splutters, flush painting her cheeks.

“Says the girl breaking and entering in the first place. Count yourself lucky I wasn’t in a worse mood.”

I’m not thinking about her naked and bent over in front of me. I am not.

“That wasn’t breaking and entering. I have a key.”

“Stealing the hide-a-key doesn’t equal permission to enter a man’s house.”

“Oh my god, you can’t be serious.” She sits down with a heavy exhale and rubs her temples. “This is my cabin. My property … or whatever the hell you call someplace like this. What part of that aren’t you understanding?”

“Sorry, but I think you’re mistaken,” I drawl. Taking another big sip of my coffee, I push my now-empty plate away, noting as I do so that she still hasn’t touched her food. “Been living here for ten years.”

Her eyes snap up to mine. “A decade? Then why … why did Dad leave me the deed to this property in his will?”

My gut twists. Fuck, Erik is such an asshole. Even in death he’s still interested in tipping gasoline all over my life, then lighting the match.

I shrug. Playing it off as nonchalantly as possible. “Beats me. But I can tell you right now, I ain’t moving. My life is here. My business.” I tap my finger against the wood surface, staring her down.

Briar looks like she’s about to crumble.

I know it isn’t for show. I’ve seen the way girls with fake tans and even faker tits pretend to cry and clutch at you to get what they want. Jesus, I’ve had enough run-ins with manipulative cunts to know one when I see one.

My niece is nothing but genuine in her body language right now. She’s about one more piece of bad news away from dissolving like the snow outside when that sun finally gets its ass out of bed.

“Eat.” My jaw works as I try to settle on words that won’t make me sound like the world’s biggest asshole. But it is what it is really, and she needs to know that about me. “That plate is already cold, I bet, but you can shove some of it in your mouth to keep that tongue busy instead of yelping at me. I’m not interested in wasting good food on prissy little city princesses.”

That seems to stir a little life back into her, and she lets out a snarl, but at least begins to eat.

She starts off slow, pecking at her plate like a sparrow. I watch on as Briar cuts herself polite, dainty bites and diabolically small pieces before giving in to the hunger as she ends up inhaling her breakfast. The entire time, making tiny noises of pleasure that screw with my already messed-up head.

As she eats, I try to remember the last time I saw my niece, who is looking decidedly un-niece-like. Instead, she is a whole lot like the type of woman I would be content to explore with my tongue until she screams my name.

I readjust myself in my seat. Fuck. This girl is young. Much younger than me, at any rate. Much younger than a forty-year-old has any business looking at.

I hate that I’m fucking forty. Also, very surprised that I’m still here to see that number.

There were plenty of days when I’d convinced myself I’d never make it past my twenties.

Turns out the pro circuit, sponsors, and endorsements don’t want anything to do with a bull rider surrounded by certain kinds of rumors.

They dropped me like a cold cup of sick, leaving me with nothing.

One day, I was winning buckles and being begged for my autograph every five seconds—the next, my phone stopped ringing and my name was quietly removed from every competition event in the country.

Fuck all of them.

I survived on my own.

And now, what do I have to show for my sins? A girl sitting at my table, sleeping in my bed, bearing my last name—even if it’s not by blood—and a head full of extremely impure thoughts.

Goddamn filthy thoughts I gotta figure the fuck out how to tame. I can’t go walking around with a permanent hard-on in front of my own niece. Or, so much fucking worse, because of my own niece.

Jesus.

She scrapes her plate clean, then sits for a moment, chewing thoughtfully.

“I needed that. Thank you,” she says, quietly. Almost to herself.

Something glows inside my chest as she says those words, and I quickly tell it to shut the fuck up.

Niece.

She’s your niece.

Erik’s daughter.

Yeah, that’ll do it. The mere thought of my brother’s name is a surefire way to replace any misguided notions I might be experiencing with pure anger.

“Can I make some more coffee before we have this conversation?” Briar asks.

I nod. “Do what you want. I gotta get some more firewood anyway.”
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A little time spent outside in the crunching ice and crisp first days of spring does wonders to clear my foggy head. I split a bit more kindling and take my time loading up the firewood supply both inside the cabin and on the wraparound porch.

By the time I’ve done all that and clomped my way back inside, kicking off my boots at the door, I find Briar on tiptoes, leaning over the benchtop, exploring the pantry cupboards. Only problem is she’s gotten changed in the time I’ve been outdoors.

Now she’s wearing pale jeans and an expensive-looking, camel-colored jersey, probably cashmere or some shit. And fuck me, this girl has got a body to worship. Curvy and sexy and a whole lot of other descriptive words I evidently need to scrub from my brain.

None of which are appropriate for the cold, hard fact this girl is not supposed to even be on my radar.

Christ, I must need to get laid worse than I thought if I can’t go five minutes without imagining what her ass would feel like under my palm.

I cough into my fist to give her a little warning I’m here.

To get her to try to please stop being so fucking tempting for five minutes.

She doesn’t exactly smile but ducks her head and pours two coffees before handing me one.

“Thanks.” The word barely makes it past my clenched teeth. Except, that’s when her fingers brush mine. As I take the mug from her, my rough touch grazes hers, and there’s a crackle. A spark feels like it flows from the point of contact, and she must feel it too because those brown eyes jump up to snag on my own.

Her brow furrows, and she quickly steps back, hastily puts distance between us, and leans up against the bench, cradling her own coffee between two hands.

“So …” she says, carefully, before taking a sip. I see the way her nose scrunches, and have to hide a smirk in my own cup, because I’d wager everything I own this girl has never voluntarily drank black coffee in her life.

“So,” I echo.

“How do we resolve this? I’ve poked around, and there’s obviously only one bedroom in this place. So, as gracious as it was for you to give me what I’m assuming is your bed, I can’t expect you to do that every single night.”

“Couch is fine.” No, it’s not. It’s fucking uncomfortable and way too small for me, but I don’t want her knowing that.

“Oh my god. You slept on the couch?” She looks horrified.

“Well, where else did you think I slept, darlin’?” As I take another sip, I see her cheeks go pink again.

Interesting.

“I just thought …” Briar is suddenly very concerned with examining the contents of her mug.

“Go on, I’m all ears. Where’d you think your uncle slept?” Something tells me I already know what her assumption is going to be. Probably half the time, she’d be right. But certainly not last night. I had no intention of finding another bed to sleep in.

Why am I enjoying this so much? Watching her squirm every time the word uncle gets uttered between us. A dangerous thought flickers in my head like a neon bulb. Maybe she liked what she saw in the bathroom before we recognized each other, too.

Nope.

Stôrmand fucking Lane. Straight to hell. You are going to burn for an eternity thinking like that.

The asshole joy-rider devil who lives on my other shoulder pipes up and tells me I’m already going there, so might as well have a little fun while I’m at it.

“Just assumed you had plenty of other options for where to park your truck at night.” She composes herself and juts out her jaw. “Not my place to judge.”

Oh, so Briar Lane has got a bit of fire sparking away beneath that timid exterior after all.

I narrow my eyes. “Well, happy to report I was parked here all night long.” What do I fucking care what this girl thinks about my life? I’ve been accused of far worse than being a playboy pro bull rider with a different buckle bunny riding my cock every night.

“So, in that case, I should probably find myself somewhere to stay in town until I can book a flight, and then …” She trails off. I don’t miss the way her voice cracks.

As I chew on the events of the past twelve hours or so, it suddenly becomes very clear. I already know this girl came here on a whim. She doesn’t appear to have anything with her except for hand luggage and the piece-of-shit rental car I discovered parked around the back of the cabin.

If I had to throw a dart at why she’s here, I bet the bullseye I’d land on would be that she’s run away from something, or someone, back home on the coast.

“No.” The word comes out more forcefully than I intend it to. “I mean, evidently, the cabin is legally your property, and it would hardly be me doing very good job of being your uncle by shipping you off to some shitty accommodation in town.”

She looks at me with … relief?

“Are you sure?”

“Of course.” No, I’m not sure. In fact, I’m certain it’s a terrible idea, but I can keep myself busy and bury myself in work and whatever pussy I can find come Saturday night.

“Roomies, then, Uncle Stôrmand?” This time, a ghost of a smile lights up her face as she sticks out a hand.

I reach out to take it. Her soft palm fits perfectly inside my calloused, rough grip, and another of those tingling sparks shoots up my arm as our hands make skin-on-skin connection.

“Just call me Storm.”

There’s a glint in her eye. “Okay … Uncle Storm.”

Fuck my fucking life.




CHAPTER 5
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After settling on our roommate truce, Uncle Storm—or do I call him Storm? I still don’t know—announces that he needs to head out to the ranch where he has work booked for the day. Which makes me realize, with a jarring thud, I don’t know anything about this man’s life, other than having heard glimpses of his past as a professional rodeo star. A world champion at one time, no less, from what I remember people mentioning when I was young.

There were times he visited the house and met with my father in the years they were still talking, and I remember overhearing snippets of conversation. Snatches of words the two of them exchanged about things like winning buckles, and prize money, and usually what sounded like my father trying to shove business advice down his brother’s throat.

I know nothing about ranches or rodeos. I also don’t know anything about surviving how cold it is here. Never in my life have I lived somewhere with seasons, not even for a brief vacation. Our family trips were always the same. Tropical destinations, calculated to perfection, where my dad could spend his entire time on golf courses rubbing shoulders with wealthy and powerful boys’ clubs.

“Could I come with you today?” I dry my hands on a tea towel with frayed edges and at least five holes in it. After he cooked breakfast, the minimum I could do was wash the dishes.

Steely-blue eyes meet mine from where my uncle is busy collecting his phone and keys before lifting his coat by the fleece collar.

“Out to the ranch?” He furrows his brow.

“Uhh. Well, sure … But also, if it’s at all possible, could we maybe go into town on the way there or back? I arrived in the dark, and I think I’m going to need some groceries and things …” I trail off once more. God, I seem to be unable to finish a sentence around this man. As I hear myself say the words out loud I feel a little foolish—because I’ve got a perfectly good rental car, don’t I? Which means I’m independent. An adult capable of getting myself around. For fuck’s sake, I even made it here in the first place, despite all the odds and ice-bound elements stacked against me.

Except, in the cold light of day, I now feel extremely nervous about driving, especially when I’ve never faced snow or frozen roads from behind the wheel before.

My uncle, however, seems like he’d handle it as easily as breathing.

I bite down on the inside of my cheek before my brain can start commenting on how easily he handled other things, too …

“Sure. Might as well show you where to find everything in Crimson Ridge.” He shrugs, then in a soul-stealing moment, his eyes drop down my figure.

Heat floods my pussy, lavishing me with a traitorous sweep of tingling sensations between my thighs.

“Is that what you’re planning on wearing?”

I open and close my mouth, glancing down at myself, confused and determined to ignore the visceral reaction my body just had to his eyes being on me.

“Yes?” It comes out as a question.

“Nope. Absolutely not.” He grunts and stomps past in the direction of the bedroom, crashing around in there for a minute before returning with a thick flannel shirt and heavy coat. Dropping both items on the counter beside me, he carries on toward the door and picks up a tan-colored cowboy hat—one I didn’t even notice hanging on a hook behind the door before now—and shoves it on his head.

Do not stare. Briar, don’t you dare. Do not let yourself be swept away by how unbelievably hot your uncle looks covered in tattoos and with his sexy leather cuff on his wrist and wearing too-tight for my sanity Wranglers. Ignore, with every ounce of self-restraint you possess, the fact he’s now gone and added a motherfucking cowboy hat into the mix.

Screw my miserable life.

“Put those on. And for the love of god, I hope you’ve got something less flimsy to wear on your feet because I ain’t dealing with you losing toes to frostbite on day fucking one out here.” Then he’s out the door, taking his perfectly fitted jeans with him, calling over his shoulder before the door slams, “I’ll be waiting in the truck.”
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I’ve had the grand tour of Crimson Ridge.

It took all of five minutes.

This place is reminiscent of a quaint Hallmark-y setting. I’m sure there are a hundred movies where the city girl goes to a town like this and gets swept off her feet by a volunteer firefighter, his eight-pack abs, and a golden retriever named Pumpkin Spice.

Folks wave for no apparent reason. Even people passing each other on the road driving in the opposite direction of one another. What the fuck? I genuinely didn’t think people did that kind of thing.

Back home, the unspoken rule is to avoid eye contact and look the other way. Strangers are exactly that: strangers.

I picked up groceries, winter-appropriate layers, and two different kinds of boots—one pair in a chunky work style, and the others are some proper black cowboy boots because my uncle looked like he was about to burst a blood vessel when he saw my white sneakers. And the whole time I had to do so while drowning in his masculinity.

His shirt and jacket are a potent scent of man that I’m entirely unprepared or ill-equipped to deal with. My body took one deep inhale of the collar and promptly turned into a purring feline ready to rub and twine around his ankles, drunk on a heady blend of woodiness, spices, and leather. There’s a smokiness there, too. Faint and subtle, but it keeps tempting me to bury my nose in the fleece lining, chasing that charred scent.

Wearing his clothes makes me drift off into reveries of nights in these mountains, beneath the stars, curled in front of a bonfire, being held in strong arms.

An embrace that I could only ever hope, in my furthest-away fantasies, might end in heated kisses and perfectly rough touches.

“Devil’s Peak Ranch is at the top of the mountain access road. Colt is who you might call a neighbor out here, except you’d be trekking a hell of a long way to borrow a cup of sugar.”

Uncle Storm’s words jolt me out of my daydream. How badly my cheeks flame doesn’t bear thinking about. It feels like I’ve been caught red-handed in the act of something very wicked … namely that the stranger I was picturing was tattooed and broad-shouldered and far too similar to the man filling the opposite end of this long seat.

The truck tires bump over the gritty, rough road beneath us, and I realize we’ve passed the turnoff to get to the cabin.

Our cabin? My cabin? I don’t even know what to call it.

Ours feels too much like we’re a couple, and with my current predicament of how badly my body is behaving all because he insisted on my wearing his clothes, I’m not certain it’s a good idea to entertain thoughts of anything along those lines.

Maybe I need to name the cabin. Like how people give a sailboat a name?

We carry on higher up the mountain, passing more and more snow as we do so. It’s obvious, even to my inexperienced eye, that wherever we are headed, this ranch would get snowed in much more frequently.

“Do you work up here a lot?” My eyes track the scenery. There’s a steep ravine on one side of the road—terrifying, thank you very much—on the other are sturdy pine trees and rock faces. Everything appears frozen in crisp shades of white and pale blue.

“When the horses need shoeing. Or when Colt needs help getting shit done around the ranch.”

“Shoeing?” I give him a look, but he’s concentrating on the road, and that sets my pulse a little more at ease. Not that I’ve been white-knuckling the seat this entire ride, but I might have been as we traversed some of the narrow bends and blind corners.

“You’ll see.” He doesn’t give me any more than that. Around us, the truck speakers thud with a whole lot of angry-sounding drumming and aggressive lyrics. My uncle’s choice in music is … a lot.

But he drums his fingers in time, seeming to enjoy his taste in death metal.

The din is not doing anything to calm my jangled nerves, but I’m hardly in a position to take control of the playlist.

Sucking in a breath, I focus on the winter wonderland outside, which is utterly breathtaking, prompting me to dig out my phone—which has been intentionally left on airplane mode ever since I boarded my flight—and film a little of the snowy vista as we drive.

“It’s so pretty,” I murmur.

And that’s when we crest the final ridge, and Devil’s Peak makes her dramatic appearance on the horizon.
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“Stôrmand Lane’s niece has never ridden a horse before?” A sapphire-eyed cowboy with an impeccable jawline leans on the side of our vehicle. Kayce Wilder was all beaming smiles and seemed friendly enough when he came out of the barn to greet us as we arrived and first hopped out of the truck.

Uncle Storm grunted something before striding away, leaving me unsure whether to follow after him, or stay put.

So I’ve ended up standing around in the gravel parking area outside an incredible-looking mountain homestead, trying not to openly drool over how gorgeous this ranch is.

Not that I have any experience in visiting other ranches before, but this one seems picturesque and has an energy about it I can’t help myself from immediately being drawn to.

“You’re for real?” Kayce looks me up and down with a bemused expression.

“Nope. I can’t even remember the last time I saw a horse in person, either.” I grimace and cover my face with my hands. “Annnnd now you probably think I’m some sort of city-girl-idiot admitting that out loud.”

Kayce laughs, a deep, genuine chuckle that lights up his eyes. “Nah. Don’t sweat it. If you’re Storm’s niece, you’ll do just fine around ’em. That man is like the fucking horse whisperer, I swear.”

I have to bite my tongue in about five ways as the immediate urge bubbles up to shout and dramatically wave my arms in an effort to emphasize that Storm and I are not related by blood in any way, shape, or form.

Except, I realize how utterly absurd that would be … and not suspiciously odd behavior at all.

God, I really am the queen of overthinking.

“Can we go see them?” Deflecting to something other than talking about uncles and nieces, I give Kayce a hesitant smile.

I mean, it’s the truth. I am genuinely curious. Although part of me spent half the truck ride up this mountain imagining how my own uncle’s stubble would feel brushing over my lips, and that hussy has an ulterior motive.

Something about the prospect of seeing that tattooed, giant of a man around animals is doing things it shouldn’t inside my stomach.

Fluttery, swoony things.

“Yeah. Come on, Briar. He’s only checking them out for who needs what for their shoes. Now that the snow’s thawed and the forecast is good, Storm’s gonna come up and get them all done.”

I feel like this man could be speaking a foreign language, but I trot behind him to keep up with his long strides. With every muddy patch I navigate, I’m ever more grateful for my new boots that are keeping my toes warm and dry.

“Is this your ranch?” As we walk into the barn, I take a couple more photos and videos on my phone. This feels magical. A picture-book level of unreal. Am I romanticizing this entire moment, or does the air even feel lighter up here?

After being trapped for so long, this mountain is absolutely the place my tattered heart needs to be in order to find some solace.

“Ah, you won’t get much use out of that thing up here. There’s no cell coverage up on the Peak.” Kayce jerks his chin towards my phone. “Reception down in Crimson Ridge can even drop in and out when the weather gets hectic. We’ve got patchy internet up here inside the house, at least. Drives me nuts, being so isolated, but it is what it is. Come to think of it, Storm might have only just managed to get Wi-Fi at his place. Pretty sure he lived all hermit-style without it for years.”

“You know, I actually could use some digital detox time while I’m here, so that doesn’t worry me in the slightest.” Hopefully, I sound breezy as I say the words. Inwardly, I’m dreading what will be waiting for me on my phone when I do eventually check my messages.

Kayce stops beside a wooden partition, and a horse’s head immediately pops over with a loud snort.

The size and suddenness of the movement makes me jump and stifle a squeak. This horse is taller than Kayce is, even with his cream-colored cowboy hat on, which means they both tower over me.

“Hey Winnie-Win, meet your boyfriend Storm’s niece … This is Briar.”

My cheeks go a little pink at the introduction, but I quickly shake it off.

“Can I take a photo of her? She’s beautiful.”

“Of course. Winnie’s a total slut for the camera. But come give her a pat and say hello first, city girl.” Kayce chuckles and shows me how to do a proper horse greeting.

I’m in love within seconds.

Not with the charming cowboy—I mean, he’s nice to look at, and I’d be blind not to appreciate that golden, athletic all-American glow. I’m in love with the horse. Actually, all the horses.

We work our way around the barn, and Kayce is the perfect tour guide. Which I discover is actually what he does here at the ranch during the warmer months. Visitors come and do activities like trail riding, and some even stay over at the property while they still operate a herd of cattle and run a relatively small ranch operation.

Or, at least, Kayce’s dad does, and Kayce helps out, from what I can gather.

“You’ll vibe with Layla when you get to meet her. She and Colt will be back any day now … They took off for the winter, and last I heard, they were in Ireland somewhere but getting ready to fly out.”

Half my attention is on the man beside me, and the other half is on the prickling sensation that dances along the back of my neck. I still haven’t seen sight nor sound of my uncle, and feel a little disappointed that I didn’t catch a glimpse of him around the horses.

They’re such gentle giants. Old souls speaking through big, liquidy eyes as they peer at me and nibble on my hair. Their whiskery muzzles and velvety lips explore my pockets, searching for treats, which leaves me giggling each time at the tickling sensation.

I’m aware that my curiosity is worrying, as I very much want to see what he’s like around these creatures. It’s barely been a day and I have an unhealthy amount of interest in the man I’m going to be leaving here with—going home in the company of after we’re done here. Alone.

The man I should not be thinking about at all.

Kayce ushers me down past the rows of stalls filled with shavings and hay, surrounded by an earthy smell that hits my nose, and we head in the direction of a room found at the far end of the building. It smells rich and leathery inside the cramped space, and I see all sorts of riding-related equipment. Saddles and halters and stirrups, or at least, that’s what I think these things are called.

Then, my eyes fall on the figure I’ve been secretly hoping and sneaking sidelong glances to watch out for. He’s leaning over a table along one wall, flipping through a notebook, and when we walk in, he straightens up, letting the pages fall shut with a thud.

His blue eyes flicker to me, and then to Kayce. It’s quick as lightning, but I see the way his eyes tick down ever so slightly.

That’s the moment I register that Kayce’s hand is settled on the small of my back. It’s not anything more than a guiding touch, a polite motion to show me through the doorway before him, and there definitely hasn’t been anything more than friendly chat between the two of us.

I feel awkward all the same.

Does Storm think I’ve been out here flirting and throwing myself at a man after the first sign of attention?

Would he care if I did attempt to date someone, anyone, while I’m here in Crimson Ridge?

Do I care if he cares? Do I want him to care?

Oh my fucking god. If I’m even thinking about this for two milliseconds, then that is certainly my sign that I need to try to find myself a date.

“You two all done?”

“Yup. Catch you tomorrow, old man.” Kayce steps back, and I can hear the smirk in his voice.

“Meet you at the truck.” A wall of muscle pushes straight past me. He does that thing again, where he’s out the door without a second’s hesitation, muttering over his shoulder as if I’m a giant inconvenience.

While I’ve been stuck in my little internal battle, the other two have been talking, and I’ve been completely zoned out. So now I’m scurrying to catch up with my uncle, while behind me, I hear Kayce call out.

“See you tomorrow, city girl.
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