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For the readers ready for a pair of tattooed hands and a cowboy hat to make everything better.




CHAPTER 1

Kayce

[image: ]
“Goddamn. That ass was sculpted to wear a pair of Wranglers.”

Tipping my gaze up, I’m met with the sight of uninhibited, glinting green mischief radiating from the eyes of the cowboy sitting opposite me. One of my closest friends, who loves nothing better than to live up to his name—Chaos Hayes.

He blows out a low whistle, then jerks his chin toward a group of other ranch hands, cowboys, and cowgirls hanging out across the other side of tonight’s bonfire. Orange flames dance high into the crisp evening sky, keeping time with the music running low and relaxing through the stereo set up on the porch at our backs.

“Who are you perving at, so I can at least get a chance to warn them?” Brad groans as he nears our table. “I really needed to add a warning when I put out the invite. Should’ve told everyone to bring a squirt bottle, knowing you’d be extra frisky after a win like that.” As always, our host for tonight’s post-rodeo BBQ at Rhodes Ranch is taking stellar care of us all in the form of a mounded pile of food fresh off the grill delivered right to the table.

“Fuck yes. Thanks, babe.” His boyfriend, Flinn, who is built like a linebacker but kinda looks like a nerd with his glasses, pounces on the food. “It’s that new dude. Pretty sure he’s just arrived and is working one of the local ranches. He’s gonna eat up every guy and girl in this place.” Reaching forward to help himself, he waves one hand, gesturing vaguely in the direction of whoever this is they’re all drooling over.

I shake my head and let out a chuckle. “Trust you, Chaos. Eyeing up the fresh meat before you’ve even been back in Crimson Ridge for five minutes.” We rolled through the main street of this sleepy little place we call home among the mountains at stupid o’clock this morning. After driving what felt like a thousand hours to get back from the latest stop on the rodeo circuit, my eyes were scratchy as fuck and damn near falling out of my head over those final miles.

All I’ve done since getting home is shower, pass out face down, then roll out my screaming muscles when I finally woke up this afternoon. My last ride was a bastard of a bronc who put me through my paces, thrashing me hard, but the horse scored highly because of it. I walked away with a good enough total to place second overall. Chaos took the top spot in our bareback division. The smug fuck is still riding the high of his win.

As he should be.

I’m damn proud of him, but even still, it’s always the goal to come first. No matter how graciously defeat might be accepted, the motivation to win a buckle pumps hot through your veins as a rough stock rider. If only I’d scored a few points higher. All that time driving gave me plenty of opportunity to stew on the tiny details of my ride—my form, the way the horse bucked—anything which might have made all the difference.

Lucky me. Take out second place, and I get to come home to a cold bed and a spine that feels like it’s been greeted with a sledgehammer.

Oh, the glamour of pro rodeo behind the scenes.

Brad elbows my ribs, getting me to shuffle sideways and make more room at the outdoor table we’re seated around. He huffs at Chaos before wedging himself onto the bench seat at my side. “Didn’t your dick get enough attention after that win, superstar? Christ. Who are you eye-fucking now?”

Chaos flashes a wide, shit-eating grin. Giving off wave after wave of irredeemable asshole energy that acts as both a pussy and cock magnet wherever he goes. “What can I say? Us Hayes boys have healthy appetites to keep satisfied.” He chomps a large bite of steak before swiping at the sauce running down his chin with a thumb.

Flinn waves his half-eaten burger in the direction of the fire, but all I can see are the climbing flames and shadowy outlines of individuals from where I’m sitting. “Over there in the red flannel. He’s got that look about him. You know, the one that says he’s bad for your health and your heart.”

As they keep talking about whoever this guy is, that uncomfortable sensation keeps creeping up on me. The one slinking into my awareness far too easily. Weaving around all my organs, it settles somewhere deep inside my stomach. An almost weightless sensation. An awkward feeling as if I’m quietly unspooling. The unsettling knowledge that I’m hiding a massive fucking secret from my closest friends.

I’ve hidden away the kind of revelation about myself that leaves me feeling as fluttery and nervous as a naive schoolgirl about to go to her first prom. Not at all like I am in my late twenties, compete on a pro rodeo circuit, and have had more sexual encounters than I can count.

It’s when they’re talking about this—about hot guys—that I turn into a flushed-cheeked, tongue-tied disaster that I gotta do my best to hide.

My friends don’t know what I did one night, when I was here for New Year’s Eve, while hidden away in the garage. I never told them, not because any of them would treat me any differently … I guess, mainly because I don’t understand my goddamn self anymore after that urge hit me outta the blue.

Turns out getting myself sober in recent years lifted the haze on more things than just pulling my shit together and dragging my ass back in the arena in search of sponsors prepared to back my rodeo career did.

“Anyone want another drink?” My knee bounces, and even though I was hungry earlier, now I’m not even interested in finishing my food. Any excuse to walk off this uneasy feeling will do at this stage. “I’m grabbing a soda. Who else wants something?”

“I’ll take one.” Brad looks my way, then squints thoughtfully. “Pretty sure we’re all out of what I had stocked in the kitchen. Everything is in the cooler over there.”

Great. I follow his line of sight, my eyes tracking in the direction of this mysterious hot guy. Of course, that’s where the drinks are.

“Go chat to what’s-her-name while you’re there, Wilder,” Chaos says through a mouth full of food while giving me a wink. “Pretty sure she was hanging on your every word and move this week.”

I know exactly who he’s talking about. Jessie is one of the barrel racers who trains with us at Rhodes Ranch. She’s cute and sweet, and at one point in time, I for sure would have flashed a smile her way in return. But now? I’m just all sorts of fucking flipped inside out.

Well, one thing I do know for certain is that I’m not worth anyone’s time. They might think they’re interested in Kayce Wilder, the cowboy package who looks the part to the rest of the world on the outside. Only, once they see the damage beneath the surface, they run a mile.

“C’mon man, you’ve gotta get back in the saddle. It’s been ages since that disaster with the crazy pregnant bimbo. You can’t let that overshadow your life.”

There’s nothing more to be done other than give Chaos my middle finger and let him think I’m taking him up on that challenge. Because, on one hand, he’s right, but on the other, he’s way off base with what he thinks he knows about me.

Hell, I don’t even know about me.

“Game on, fuck face.” I click my tongue at him.

If I don’t at least pretend to be interested and go over there, talk to her for a few minutes … well, that would potentially raise too many questions. The kind I have no interest in digging into right now.

If I stroll across to where Jessie’s hanging out and put up with a bit of small talk, even if it’s with the intention of taking it nowhere, at least it’s an easy route to keeping everyone’s noses out of my business.

I’ve spent years running from my own demons, and while it used to be much more convenient to do so while shit-faced, this is just one more night among hundreds of nights when I slap on a mask and be the good-time guy. Only problem is, doing it sober takes a hell of a lot more effort. It’s exhausting being a former fuckup who’s trying to sort his life out.

One day and one conversation at a time, I guess.

As I cross to the other side of the fire, weaving my way through the small crowd who have turned up for tonight’s gathering, I nod at the familiar faces and say brief hellos as I go past. It’s mostly ranchers, rodeo folks, and locals who have horses stabled here.

Shoving my hands in my pockets, I cast a quick glance at Jessie, taking in the sight of her from side-on. I’m trying to figure out why I’ve never felt more attracted to her when she’s literally a cowgirl doll. Blonde hair. Petite. Cute style. Half the guys in Crimson Ridge have tried to get her number, I’m sure.

What I do realize, all a little too late, is that the group she had been surrounded by before seems to have all disappeared in the time it’s taken me to circle the bonfire. Now that I’m a few paces away, I see there’s only one guy standing to her side, covered in deeper shadow. Jessie has her head tilted back, smiling up at the spot where he towers over her, and as I get closer, my eyes are drawn to him more so than her.

I mean, I’m curious who she’s so avidly talking to. I’m intrigued after hearing what was being said about this guy in a moth-drawn-to-flame-about-to-burn-its-wings-off kind of way.

Swallowing heavily, my eyes race about, trying to capture a quick glimpse without making it seem as though I’m outright staring. That would be hella fucking weird. To make matters worse, I’m about two seconds from crashing their intimate little moment for two, surrounded by a cloak of dark and orange firelight licking their skin. Jesus, this is already feeling like a goddamn disaster, and I’m cursing myself silently. Not only for leaping up to avoid my own bullshit, but for snapping at Chaos’s bait to come over here, too.

At a stolen glance, I suppose objectively, the guy isn’t bad looking. The lower half of his face is all I catch before my eyes slide lower. Scruffy, worn black jeans, faded along the thighs. Tattoos. Rust-red check-pattern shirt rolled at the elbows.

His palm is wrapped around a beer bottle, revealing a map of veins on the back of his hand. They stand out, prominently highlighted by the warm glow of the fire. An inked design of a rose covers the skin there, and my breath catches as I take him in. His hands have got me stumbling, and I don’t know what to do with the sensation. I’ve never even thought twice about what another man’s hands look like. Let alone … appreciated the sight of them.

What the fuck? I’m feeling all sorts of prickly and clammy beneath my hoodie. Heat crawls up my neck and makes itself at home on my cheeks.

How can it be that I kiss one guy, one time, in a reckless fucking moment on New Year’s—which was months ago—and now I’m a jangled-up mess at the first sight of some random cowboy arriving in town?

My legs seem to keep moving of their own accord until I’m close enough now to hear them talking. Jessie lets out a breathy, flirtatious laugh before the guy speaks again, and I continue on my path, where I’m about to fumble headlong into disrupting their private fucking conversation. There’s a magnetic pull on my body that I can’t fight, drawing me closer and closer to encroaching on the space where they stand.

“… I might not enjoy a crowd, but I know a lot about pleasing an audience.” From the other side of her, the way his focus drags down her body is unmistakable.

“Do you now?” With drink in hand, she holds a straw to her lips and takes a slow sip. Followed by a playful tilt of her head.

I don’t hear what he says in reply—with just a low rumble catching on the night air—but my heart is goddamn pounding for no good reason.

Another laugh comes from Jessie as she turns, all glossy lips and batting lashes, before her dark eyes flick my way. My presence registers, and an unreadable expression slides across her face for the briefest moment.

“Oh, hey, Kayce.” As she takes me in, eyes widening slightly, she smiles. The kind of look that tells me she’s more than pleased to show off the attention given by someone else since I haven’t been reciprocating any of her hints.

And while I’m figuring out what to even say now that I’m standing here, she ducks her head while reaching up to hook a strand of hair behind her ear. That’s the second I get my first proper sighting of the profile of the man at her side—at the same moment he lifts his chin to look toward the bonfire.

I stop dead.

My pulse spasms, heart jumping straight into the back of my throat, before my stomach plunges in the opposite direction and hits my boots.

“What—what the hell?” I croak.

Jessie’s brow pinches together. She looks between me and the man at her shoulder, who I’m struggling to wrap my goddamn mind around seeing in the flesh after all this time.

“Do you guys know each other?” she asks. Hesitation evident in her expression.

“What the hell are you doing in Crimson Ridge?” I straight-up ignore the girl between us. Jaw locked up tight, ice seeping into my veins.

His dark gaze meets mine and lingers for a drawn-out, weighted pause before speaking. “Got a job. I work here.” The words prowl forward, languid and gritty. No greeting. No acknowledgement. But I wouldn’t expect anything less from this asshole.

With an indifferent shrug, his attention tracks up and down my frame. He always was so fucking infuriating with that cold, callous attitude he carries around.

“No. No, you don’t. This isn’t happening.” My teeth grind. “I thought we agreed to stay outta each other’s way.”

“Gladly. Last I checked, this town ain’t yours, snowflake.” He lifts his beer, and that motion reveals the slight tug of prime intolerable asshole settled on the corner of his lips before he takes a swig from the bottle.

“You can’t be serious.” No. There’s no way this is real.

Another lift of his broad shoulder. “Dunno what you expect me to say. I’m working on one of the local ranches. So, run on back to your buddies.”

I take a step toward him, bristling.

“You’re not coming out here and entering events … You’re … you’re too old.” A protest splutters out of me. My stomach forms a churning mess, thrashing around to the point of seasickness.

“I’ll do whatever the fuck I want.” He chuckles. “And you know I would still win, too.”

Fuck him. Fuck every single goddamn twist of fate that has brought him back into my life.

“This is bullshit. You could literally go anywhere else. Go base yourself on any other ranch.” My throat struggles to work down a swallow.

“I could, but this little neck of the woods seems kind of sweet.” His gaze slides down to Jessie, while giving her a wink. “I’ll bet I can have Crimson Ridge eating out of the palm of my hand. All it’ll take is a couple of wins, and that’ll be enough.”

“Fuck you. Cut the crap.”

“Besides, you’re almost aged out yourself. Twenty-nine, aren’t you?”

My throat works. “I’m twenty-eight. You know that, dick.”

“Mmm. So basically washed up.” One of his tattooed hands rakes through his mess of dark curls.

“Screw you.”

“Gonna melt if you stay too close to that fire, snowflake. I’d be careful where you stand.” His eyes flicker over me once again, leaving my mouth filled with chalk. “And no, I’m not here to fool around with rodeo. I’m here for a job, but we both know I could still school your ass anytime I like, without even trying.”

He leans down to say something in Jessie’s ear, then guides her away by the elbow. She offers me an apologetic shrug before the two of them head off in the direction of the grill, leaving me standing, staring out into the darkness of a fall evening. The kind of night that should be brimming with laughter and celebrating hitting the highs of placing in a competition event.

Instead, I’m numb from head to toe, trying to wrap my brain around what just happened. The gut punch of my past coming back to haunt me in the most unexpected of ways.

The last person I expected to see again.

My goddamn stepbrother.




CHAPTER 2

Kayce

[image: ]

Chaos

You slunk off like a little bitch last night, Wilder.




Irish goodbyes aren’t usually your style.




I’ll see your ugly ass at Beau’s tomorrow, yeah?



I scrub a hand over my mouth while mid-yawn. A gallon of coffee and extra heaping of sugar have yet to fully kick in. Through bleary eyes, I scroll the messages in my Instagram inbox. Beyond the windows, it’s the kind of morning where mist shrouds the ranch in a thick, morose cloak. Everything is painted in shades of bruised gray, and my mood suits the color palette up here.

Even Devil’s Peak, which normally stands guard watching over the ranch, has decided it ain’t worth her while to put in an appearance today.


Gotta get my beauty sleep if I’m gonna beat you next stop on the tour.




But yeah, I’ll be there. Should be down early-ish. I’ll sort the horses and the cattle out first thing.



Leaving my phone on the kitchen counter to charge, I head out to make a start on the day. Literally no point carrying the damn thing around up here, since our only means of communication is via radio. Modern technology? Yeah, that’s pretty much a running joke on this mountain. Good luck getting the internet to work anywhere beyond about three hot spots inside the house.

There’s no pause for idle scrolling or wasting time on social media around here. Mornings start early as shit, and the animals don’t appreciate their routine being fucked with. If there’s one thing that a ranch demands, it’s your every ounce of attention. Mother Nature never lets up, and the worst mistake you can make in a place like this is to assume you’ve got plenty of time in the day.

Fall basically translates to getting all your crap prepared for winter. That bitch is ruthless around these parts.

Shoving into my boots, I stifle another yawn while getting ready to face leaving the comfort of warmth inside the house. My first stop is the barn, seeing to the horses; then, I’ll head down to the further parts of the ranch to check our herd of cattle. As I crunch my way across the gravel yard outside, plumes of white billow in front of me like dragon’s breath. I’m fiddling with my brim and shrugging to pull my hoodie up over my entire cap against the chill.

Last night was … I don’t even know what to make of it.

What I do know is that I slept fuck all, even though I’m dog-tired and still trying to recover after that last event.

Zeke Rainer. Raine. The colossal asshole I thought I’d long put behind me.

A face I honestly didn’t think I’d see again … until he loomed out of the shadows beside the bonfire.

Jesus. I scratch at my day-old stubble, long strides carrying me into the barn in a half-asleep sort of haze. Hay and leather and the muskiness of the horses’ scent all drift to fill my awareness. Their snorts tell me in no uncertain terms to hurry the hell up. I’d put money on the fact they’re already impatiently waiting for breakfast. At least by spending the day running through the motions and generally being able to disappear with my own thoughts, I can attempt to sort through the whirlwind of memories long shoved down. Seeing my stepbrother for the first time in so many years has dredged up shit I’d rather forget from someplace mighty deep.

Mom married his father when I was twelve years old. After bouncing between a revolving door of shitty boyfriends, it seemed like a good thing at first. Weddings and marriages and seeing your mom settle down equate to positives. Right? A permanent address. Staying in school and being able to maybe this time hang with the same group of friends until senior year. A roof over our heads, especially one that wasn’t going to disappear if she missed rent … seemed like living the dream.

Except, when she married Ezekiel Senior, his package deal included a son who took one look at my ass and sneered like I was something foul he’d stepped in.

Raine has hated me since that first day we locked eyes. When I was nothing more than a scrawny little kid sitting perched on an unfamiliar couch, running clammy hands up and down my jeans. Practicing my best manners while being introduced to the guy who was set to become my stepfather.

Life in the here and now is a million miles from the home I grew up in. My biological father, Colton Wilder, had no idea of the life my mom was leading. He didn’t know about the pills. He didn’t know about her shitty choices. And I didn’t know him, either. For most of my life, I swore the guy was the worst piece of shit to ever exist.

The reality wasn’t pretty, but I’d been fed lies about him by one parent who was bitter toward the other. A woman who projected her own mess onto me whenever possible.

If you grow up only ever hearing one side of the story—that he wasn’t interested in being a father or having anything to do with his unwanted kid—you form a pretty solid image of the heartless bastard who knocked up your mom as a teenager.

I spent twenty-five years cursing my father’s name, because that was all I knew.

Well, turns out not even a decade of living under the roof with a stepfather who was supposed to fill a role, to provide that security and steadfastness I’d never had, proved he was just another crap decision. One more poorly-thought-out plan made by my mother to add to the laundry list of terrible choices she’s intent on making in this life.

My girl Winnie pops her head over her stall to take a look at me when I walk through the doors to the barn, and I pause to give her a thorough scratch using both hands all around her long nose and ears.

“Did you miss me, girl?” I hum softly, placing a kiss on her forehead. She gives me a nudge with inquisitive, whiskery lips to tell me I’m running late with my attention and affection—the two things that make Winnie’s world go round, followed closely by offerings of carrots or apples.

Standing in this barn is a stark reminder of everything my dad has worked his ass off to achieve. And he did so almost entirely on his own, literally bleeding and giving everything he’s ever had for this ranch.

Could I be a jealous, petty dickhead about the fact that I didn’t get the chance to grow up here? Sure. Or I could recognize that no one is perfect, and I sure as hell now understand why my dad allowed my mom to take me what felt like a million miles away. She left this place when I was a baby and never looked back.

What I’ve learned since moving here to Crimson Ridge is that the man who, for the duration of my youth, I was certain was the scum of the earth is, in fact, anything but.

Sure, Colt Wilder is a man who absolutely made mistakes, but he dealt with surviving a shitty upbringing and physical abuse the only way he knew how. My dad was barely a kid himself when I came along. He thought he did the right thing by me. Who knows what my life might have looked like if my mom hadn’t up and left Montana to go and settle in the Midwest, but I’ve gotta play the cards I’ve been dealt.

For too many years, that looked like getting wasted to avoid my shit.

For too many years, the easy option was to hide in any escape a bottle crudely provided.

For too many years, I coasted along, thinking that my rodeo career would suddenly take off because I had natural talent and the kind of smile that seemed to open doors for me.

Tumbling from the high highs is one hell of a sucker punch when you plunge into the low lows. The temptation to chase the rush that came with obliterating myself was all I lived for. I missed too many sponsors’ calls. Too many times, I made promises I didn’t keep. I fell off the tour with a brutal thud.

With a rueful whistle, I pat Winnie’s neck. “No one’s surprised I crash-landed on my ass in Crimson Ridge, huh?” My lips twist as she tries to crane further, attempting to ransack the front pocket of my hoodie. “Rocking up on my dad’s doorstep, begging for a place to stay at twenty-five with a red-line bank account and a fuck ton of terrible decisions following after me. What a joke.”

She snorts loudly. Probably agreeing. Mostly disgusted that I haven’t got a stash of treats like Layla usually has.

Fucking hell. It makes me feel nauseous to think of that first year when I came to settle at Devil’s Peak Ranch. By that stage, I’d already made a complete mess of my life and nearly got myself tangled up in even deeper shit.

I’m pregnant, Kayce. It’s yours.

Those five words sent me into a goddamn blackout spiral. The girl I’d been messing around with at the time blew her stupid pink bubble of gum, popped it with a loud smack, and showed me a crumpled ultrasound she’d shoved down her bra.

After that, I don’t think I was sober for months.

Jesus. My stomach knots. There are a lot of days when I try to avoid even thinking about it all. What kind of piss-head moron goes and fucks around without protection? Especially when I was drunk at every opportunity and ended up in bed with the worst kind of bad decisions. It was only thanks to my dad’s influence—his unwavering help—that I was able to screw my head on straight, get sober, and most importantly, have a goddamn paternity test done.

A life-altering step that proved I wasn’t the father.

However … it still didn’t erase all the shit leading up to that moment. It didn’t go any way to changing the course I’d set myself on. I had to work doubly hard to even get back to competing in pro rodeo. Finding sponsors after I’ve already been ditched once? Yeah, I had to live on scraps and crumbs, busting my ass doing basically two full-time jobs on the side of training and traveling.

Blowing out a breath, I wander further, checking in on the horses before coming to a stop at Ollie’s stall. She’s super docile but will demand you stand here all day, giving her your undivided attention. Not that I mind. This is what I love more than anything. Being with the horses. Hanging out in these wide-open expanses where there’s nothing but mountains and pines and cattle. Of course, it’s soothing, and I’m blessed to be living in one of the most beautiful places on earth. But I need connection, too. Being around people gives me something; it’s one of the biggest differences between me and my dad.

Colton Wilder has happily lived in isolation on this mountain for decades. When I first came here, it felt like being shackled into a prison sentence. I only did it because I needed the money. Now, I know that time spent with the horses fills that void for me. Whereas I used to chase that vibrant glow and sense of being needed somehow with partying and day drinking—sinking to the bottom surrounded by a group of people who were all equally as fucked up—I’ve figured out that ranching gives me that intangible thing I’d been searching for.

So now? Life revolves around managing Devil’s Peak, taking care of the cattle and the horses, and running the property when my dad and Layla are away—like they are at present, off to Ireland for the fall and winter seasons. I’ll also help out at the other ranches down in Crimson Ridge when they need extra trail guides.

Getting paid to ride a horse, flash a smile, and talk shit? Too easy.

I’m grateful to have found some kind of peaceful ground with my dad. He might not have been there for my childhood, but I can tell how much that eats at him. Regret is so often thinly disguised in the creases around his eyes … lined between his brows during brief moments when I catch him looking my way. He’s a man of few words, but his actions make up for that. And the guy didn’t let me carry on with the self-destruct mode I’d been committed to pursuing.

Even if our first months of being in each other’s lives were anything but straightforward.

The first thought that crossed my mind when I found out my ex had hooked up with my father? Relief.

A bone-deep, lengthy, drawn-out exhale, knowing that Layla had found someone better than me. Because while my dad might be a self-professed grouchy asshole, I was nothing more than a cheater and an alcoholic. Kayce Wilder. Douchebag and endless screwup.

I messed around behind Layla’s back. I used her. I made too many drunk decisions out of desperation. She didn’t deserve any of the hell I put her through.

At least my dad was there to gather up the tattered pieces after I’d torn everything apart and treated someone who has such a good, kind heart like absolute shit.

While it ain’t ideal for all of us to be living here, I’m away a lot with rodeo throughout the year, and the two of them are happiest when hermiting away from the world. They prefer to stay in a cabin my dad built up on one of the ridgelines if the weather allows. Then, at times like this, they’re gone traveling overseas anyway. Strangely, it works. As bizarre as our circumstances are, it provides a cathartic sort of glimmer of hope. Like I’m somehow making it up to a good woman, someone who I was no better than an immature, foolish idiot to.

What none of that self-reflection does, however, is resolve the fact I’ve now got to face my past again.

A childhood I’ve long tried to shake off. A mom who was never really a parent. A prick who seemed to get off on making my life even shittier than it already was once our homes were combined in the most unwanted of ways.

In all the years we spent under the same roof, Raine made it his business to prove just how much he hated my guts. Naive, stupid me. In all my prepubescent idiocy, I thought Mom getting married might have been a bright spot—a ray of hope in an otherwise pretty bleak life with her only ever scarcely holding her shit together.

I thought I might have been given the gift of an older brother, a mentor, someone I could grow close to … Instead I landed with a hot-headed jerk who loved to laugh at my mistakes.

Scrunching my eyes closed, I tilt my head back. What in the fresh hell was last night about anyway? Was I objectively looking at the guy’s ass in a pair of jeans? Seeing his figure—before I caught a glimpse of his face—I felt more excitement thrumming in my veins than at the prospect of talking to Jessie.

And that leaves me all kind of churned up inside my head. I thought my own stepbrother was hot.

Fuck. My. Life.

Plenty of people go through an awkward phase. Everyone experiences confusing, conflicting sentiments at one time or another. An awakening or opening of their eyes where their sexuality is concerned. We’re not always the same person we were twelve months, let alone five years, ago. In theory, I know all that. I also know for certain I’ve got people I can talk to when the time is right—including one offer already from my friend, Sage, the perceptive little minx she is. Hell, if needed, I’d be able to talk to Brad, or Flinn, or even Chaos right this second.

I blow out a long breath into the crisp air. Ironically, I’ve ended up surrounded by friends who wouldn’t blink twice if I strolled up, leaned on a fence railing, and came out to them—seeing as some of the people closest to me are bisexual themselves, just all in different kinds of relationships. Or, in Chaos’s case, being bi means enjoying the fact that it gives him a very wide playing field.

My friends would undoubtedly be there for me, but what do I deserve of their patience? After I’ve been nothing better than a manwhore myself in recent years. After I’ve used numbing and avoiding as a way to run from my own damn self. Then all the effort it’s taken to go about getting sober, getting my ass back on the competitive rodeo circuit … I barely deserve their support on top of it all.

All in all, my recent interactions, with either sex, include one scare about knocking someone up and one unexpected moment on New Year’s Eve that toppled me into the territory of looking in the mirror and thinking, What the fuck?

I’ve kissed exactly one guy, one time. I gave in to a flirtatious look and a moment standing so close I could taste the mint on his breath. When he shoved me backward, hands fisted in my shirt and lips touching mine, something came alive inside me. I’ve never felt anything like those sparks replacing my blood, or that tingling sensation coating my mouth like sugar crystals. Of all times and places, in a darkened garage, between a deep freezer and a shelf full of tools, I learned more about myself than I had in two decades.

I still like women. I think there’s a chance I might still even enjoy being with the right kind of woman … hell, I don’t know. But either way, I’m realizing there’s a part of me that has been ignored my entire adult life so far, because it never once crossed my mind that it was something I might need.

“Kinda gotta figure my shit out, don’t I?” Ollie’s big, liquidy eyes blink back at me. “But first, I better get you hungry assholes fed before you riot.” From further down the line of twenty or so stalls we’ve got, hooves stamp as my words float on the morning air.

It’s a stretch, but I can manage up here on my own. I’ve got a handful of competitive events left in the season before winter hits, and that’s when I’ll be stuck on this mountain for the better part of several months. Snow fronts roll in anytime from fall to spring, and during the darkest depths of winter, Devil’s Peak Ranch is frequently cut off from the world, stranded for weeks on end. An isolated and bleak spot, while the roads shiver under layers of snow and ice, waiting to be cleared.

Wi-Fi is shit at the house. There’s no cellphone coverage anywhere. This place is, for all intents and purposes, severed from the world for long-ass stretches of time.

So, I’m bracing myself for when winter rolls up her sleeves. I gotta make the most of these next tour stops and then keep my fitness up so I can be back out there again come spring.

The years only seem to be going by quicker, and the injuries take longer to heal. Back when I first started out, it was like I was made from rubber, able to bounce back from anything. Nowadays, I fucking feel it jarring deep in my bones. The aches and pains are almost a full-time job to manage in their own right. A race against time before the next competition kicks off. Constantly trying to beat the ticking clock in order to be fit and ready to climb on the back of a bronc. Determinedly hanging on until that buzzer sounds.

Thoughts of my early rodeo years inevitably bring me back to the man I’m doing my best to shove from my mind.

Raine competed in the bareback bronc division, too. As I was coming into my own, still wet behind the ears—green as fuck, and only just getting myself out in the arena for the first time—he was the established name on our home circuit. Zeke Rainer was the guy to look up to, and the guy everyone was trying to beat.

At seventeen and anxious to learn, I should have relished the fact my own stepbrother was the star taking out first place. By all rights, it should have been a gift to have someone in my life to study, to learn the ropes from. Instead, I was left eating dirt and covered in shame wherever our interactions were concerned.

He was a cocky asshole. With five years between us, didn’t he love to remind me of that fact. How could I compare with everything he had that I didn’t? Older. More experienced. More desired. Everything from sponsorships to buckle bunnies, prize money to event invitations, success circled him at all times like a damn halo.

The smug prick never let me live it down. Reminding me just how easy it was to beat me any time he launched out of the bucking chute. The guy had the world and any horse he rode on a string, and I’d never been more relieved than when he took off for Canada.

But it stung like a bitch to realize the only reason I started to win was because he’d moved on from our region’s competition. If he’d been there, I’d still have been stuck watching him walk away with the buckle, the top spot, and giving me that superior fucking look as he did so.

A raised eyebrow and tip of his lips. Always the silent promise that he could see straight through me.

No surprise, we haven’t kept in touch. The guy is a jerk and a selfish dick.

I certainly don’t need to spend any more time thinking about my stepbrother or what he’s doing in Crimson Ridge. I’ve got my own life to live and my own future ahead of me.

He left me to survive those two assholes on my own.

And that’s what I did.




CHAPTER 3

Raine
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Gushing water fills my cupped palms beneath the tap. Bending forward, I splash a couple of handfuls over my face and dig callused fingers into the corners of my eyes in an effort to scrub away the fogginess of sleep.

When I straighten and dry off the droplets coating my skin, I’m greeted in the mirror by the sight of my stubble and a scattering of early grays popping through. With the towel, I catch the rogue droplets that have flicked down onto my bare chest and upper arms. Rolling my neck, I blow out a heavy breath. My mind is already five steps ahead, starting to run through the list of shit I need to get onto before the day is through.

Another ranch. Another job. Another place where I can keep to myself and do what I do best.

There’s something goddamn cathartic about living this way. Rarely having to deal with people and getting to enjoy being left the fuck alone. It doesn’t matter if it’s here in Montana, or north of the border, or wherever you can find yourself a bed and a horse really.

Some might see it as a sort of fresh hell. Those are the kind of people who would think it’s a punishment to be ripped away from the noise and thrum of a city that never sleeps. I couldn’t give a crap about any of it. Being able to stay about as far away from that garbage is fine by me.

Although, now that I know what I know, I probably should’ve just stayed where I was in Canada.

Fucking Kayce Wilder.

Resting my hands on the edge of the vanity unit, I exhale a silent curse. That blue-eyed, blond-headed idiot really had to be here in Crimson Ridge, didn’t he? With all his stupid smiles and jokes about every goddamn thing when it’s plain to see that beneath that surface, he’s a mess.

The dick has always been that way. Never wanting to take responsibility or to face up to reality. It used to grate on my nerves back then, and it won’t be any different now.

Man, it was always the most satisfying thing to see him eat shit and lose. The kid would always look about two seconds away from bursting into tears. For some reason, that used to give me a goddamn kick to have him realize there were actual consequences for not living up to his potential.

Kayce had a hard time with a momma who popped pills? So fucking what? Some of us ate the broken glass life tossed at us, putting up and shutting up. He got it easy, but he was just too much of a weak little bitch to see that. I certainly didn’t need to spend my time coddling him or doing any more than was absolutely necessary where his ass was concerned.

His stupid, doe-eyed expression at the bonfire the other night was the last thing I was expecting and one heck of an unwelcome surprise. Watching him stutter and stammer his way through protests about me being here—hearing just how easily he freaked the hell out about me competing again—might’ve been satisfying but left me in no mood to carry on with the girl I’d been chatting to.

Jamie? Jenny? Fuck. Who cares? It doesn’t even matter. She gave me her number, but I’ll come up with some reason to cut it off from turning into anything more. Even though she seemed cute and all, if I see her again, I’ll only end up thinking of Kayce, who she wouldn’t shut up about anyway. There were too many stars in her eyes as she said his name, and I’m not inclined to have anything to do with the guy. No thanks. I’d rather gnaw my own arm off than get tied up with a girl harboring a crush on that fucking princess.

My golden boy stepbrother. Christ. I wasn’t to fucking know this was the backwater of Montana where his goddamn father’s ranch is located.

Pushing off the edge of the vanity, I swipe up my shirt. This loft is small, a self-contained apartment really, perfect for what I need while I’m on contract here. I’ve got these quarters all to myself, right above the barn. Frankly, it’s a breath of fresh air after how many ranches I’ve worked on where the cabins are cramped, shared between any number of men and women living on top of one another.

The space is compact—a simple bedroom, an en suite, and a single room with a kitchen and living all squeezed in—but hell, it might as well be a palace after the last place I stayed. Besides, the fact I don’t have a whole house to take care of makes life easier on the seemingly unending days. When you’re bone weary after herding cattle from dawn until dusk, all you feel capable of doing is to eat a hot meal, shower, and get some shut-eye.

As I button up the worn flannel shirt, movement snags my attention through the window. Bloody Tessa. That woman is up to her usual shit again. I jab one hand through my damp hair before crossing to the door in a few strides. Yanking on my cap and shoving into my boots, I head down the steps leading along the side of the barn, damn near two at a time, doing up the last buttons as I descend.

“What did I tell you?” Growling at her, my breath streams white in front of me, thanks to the crisp fall air this morning.

She straightens, cheeks flushed pink, pregnant belly sticking out more and more each day it seems now.

“Oh, hey, Raine.” She instinctively holds her lower back as she stands upright. “God. Don’t you give me that glare.”

“Well, I told you to come and ask me for help. Not to keep trying to do shit on your own.” I jog across the gravel and swipe the bag of laundry from her hands. Once again, she’s attempting to heave crap into the back of the truck on her own.

“But …” Tessa whines before I cut her off.

“But nothing. You’re an exceedingly capable woman, yes? One who is growing a goddamn child.” I jerk my chin in the direction of her jacket hanging open at the base, the point where buttons refuse to do up any longer. “So quit doing dumb shit when I’m right here to help.”

Tessa’s blue-gray eyes soften, and she leans against the back of the vehicle, absently rubbing the front of her rounded stomach.

“I’m sorry. You’re busy and pulling extra-long hours without Beau here. I hate feeling like I can’t do the simple stuff.” With one hand, she waves dismissively in the direction of the laundry bags tied with a drawstring. Bundles of used linen that have come from the cabin accommodation for guests staying here at the ranch.

I hurl the sacks of sheets and towels into the truck bed, then slam the tailgate closed. The metal has an icy feel to it beneath my fingers this morning, and a chill seeps through the fabric of my shirt. I didn’t even stop to put a jacket on, but I’ll certainly need extra layers before I get started with the horses and stock. These mountains sure are beautiful, but it’s cold as fuck at this time of year.

“Well, I’m pretty sure your brother will kill me if you get injured, and your husband will dig me up from my grave to do it all over again. It’s purely selfish because I don’t need either Beau Heartford or Oscar Diaz on my ass.”

She smiles and pats my arm. “Anyone told you how cute you look when you’re being all huffy?”

“No.” I scowl.

That makes her eyes dance, an impish grin growing wider by the second. “Like a big grouchy teddy bear, aren’t you? Had coffee yet, sunshine?”

“What do you think?” My brow creases. “I’m running out here, barely half dressed, because I saw what you were trying to sneak about and get done before anyone noticed.”

“I just brewed a fresh pot.” Tessa tilts her head toward the main house. The one the guests use as a communal kitchen and living area. “It’s right there if you want some.”

My lip curls. I can’t think of anything worse at this time of the morning than being around the guests who are currently staying here. Don’t get me wrong, it’s a big part of what we all work for here on this property, with visitors booking in to enjoy a taste of ranch life. But I’m just not interested in small talk at any time of day. Let alone when the sun has hardly gotten out of bed.

“I’m good, but thanks for the offer.” I bang my fist on the top of the tailgate and move to head away, then pause. “How are you planning on unloading all this when you get into town?” My eyes narrow.

Tessa wets her top lip with a little peek of her tongue. “Uhhh … gravity?” She mimics pushing something off a ledge with both hands.

“Jesus, Tessa.” Pulling out my phone, I fire off a quick text to Beau, letting him know that his sister needs to get someone in to start doing the heavy lifting when it comes to the accommodation side of the ranch.

“Oh. No.” She swats at my hands, trying to steal my phone. “You’re telling on me, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely, ma’am.” I lift my focus to meet her wide eyes.

A text pings back straight away, a thumbs-up and a couple of words telling me he’s on it.

“Don’t tell Oscar.” She presses her palms together, a playful pleading in her voice. “Bull riders are unbearably smug when they get to say, ‘I told you so.’”

I shake my head, and a tug pulls on the corner of my lips. “That’s pretty much rough stock riders all over. We love to win.”

Her husband competes at the top level in bull riding and is currently away with the pro tour. I know he hates being on the road while his girl is pregnant, but he just came off the back of a season ruined by injury. We all want him to be out there doing what he does best, and that means rallying around Tessa to be there for her while he’s gone.

I’ve only been at this job a couple of weeks, but I swear to god, this woman has managed to make it feel like we’re family or some shit. Suppose I can count that as another glaring example of how my only blood relation is the worst son of a bitch I could ever have the misfortune to meet.

“What time does this shit need to be dropped into town?” I glance between my phone and the woman standing in front of me.

She volleys her head from side to side. “Sometime before they close at the end of the day is all. It’s not urgent, but I wanted to get it outta the way before I plonk on my ass … and then struggle to get back up again.” Her fingers wiggle a circle in front of her belly. “You know, with this extremely comfortable and not at all tiring situation I’ve got going on.”

“Leave it to me. I’ll have time to go into Crimson Ridge later.”

“Oh, no, you really don’t—”

“Tessa,” I grunt. “I’m helping. End of story.”

She gnaws on the inside of her cheek.

With both hands, I take her by the shoulders, spin her around, and give a gentle nudge in the direction of her office. “Now piss off, and go put your feet up. I’m freezing my nuts off out here the longer we dance about this.”

Her huffs mixed with curses drift on the morning air, and she gives me a middle finger while trudging away from the vehicle. “Thank you. Being pregnant and useless sucks. I hate it here.”

“That baby of yours will thank me,” I call back over my shoulder as I set off in search of an extra-strong coffee and my jacket.

Once I’m armed with both, I get into the regular routine around this place. Horses. Cattle. All the day-to-day rhythm of what it means to run this ranch. My boss, Beau Heartford, is away for the fall and early winter, helping his woman out with her work as a PR and marketing manager on the pro rodeo tour. After a glittering career and being a world-champion bull rider himself, the guy now has this ranch to his name. His retirement dream come to life.

When the opportunity arose, it was a fucking easy yes to agree to come and work for a guy like him, to be based here in Crimson Ridge, even if it did mean learning the ropes at lightning speed to take on managing the property in his absence.

At least everything is set up to run like clockwork. There’s the guest accommodation and activities side of things that Tessa handles. On top of that, the place is a working cattle ranch with a herd that falls to me to keep watch over. Sunset Skies Ranch has any number of strings to its bow, and beyond all that, there are also rescue horses, plus a budding equine therapy program based out of here.

One of Beau’s long-time friends, Stôrmand Lane, and his girl Briar take care of all that. He’s also the farrier employed here at Sunset Skies—a former pro bull rider himself, which makes it even easier to get on with what I’m in charge of doing on the daily. The guy knows his shit; he’s as natural as they come with stock and horses, like it’s always been in his blood, so he helps out if I need extra hands where the cattle are concerned. We’ve got an arrangement where, while Beau is away, the two of them will step in and run things whenever I need to take some days off.

Not that many involved in ranching ever fucking know what a day off looks like. It’s a life you live and breathe, which is why Beau has been the first one to order me to book some time away whenever I want and let Storm handle shit for me as necessary.


Beau

I’ve got a couple of guys who will cover the trail rides booked this week.




They’re familiar with the horses, know how the place runs, so you don’t need to do anything.




Between the two of them, they’ll look after the groups.




Got it. Thanks, boss.



Beau Heartford is a damn good man to work for. He might not have been a ranch owner for long, but it’s clear he has poured everything into establishing this place. I know he’s champing at the bit to be back, but where his heart is concerned, he needed to go after his woman.

They’ll return once winter arrives, and that’s about when I’m going to be hitting the road again. I’ll find another ranch and carry on my way. Just like I’ve always done.

As I pass through the horse stalls, I hear vehicles approaching. The faint thud of music cuts out at the same time as the engine. Making my way over to the doors, I guess I gotta spend at least a few minutes greeting whoever Beau has brought in to run the trail rides.

Fuck, I’m grateful. Not that I couldn’t do it myself if necessary; it’s more that I couldn’t be bothered. Having to deal with a whole lot of tourists yapping for hours and needing to make sure they don’t fall off their horse sounds like a fresh sort of hell. I’ve got more than enough to do around here without that kind of hassle.

A rust-bucket Bronco has pulled up, and as I reach the threshold to the barn, I see a younger guy jump out of the vehicle who I recognize straight away. We met briefly at the bonfire out on Rhodes Ranch and got to talking since he’s a bareback bronc rider. A buck with natural talent to burn.

“Hayes, isn’t it?” I readjust the brim of my cap.

He settles his cowboy hat over sandy hair, hanging a little long and roguish around his jaw. Green eyes give me a quick glance as he strolls my way, closing the distance between us. He’s got that air about him I know well enough, because I was that guy during the peak of my rodeo career, too.

“That’s me.” He reaches out to shake hands. Firm, all business. “Good to see a fellow bronc rider working hard out here. Raine? If I remember correctly?”

I dip my chin. “You’re here to run the trail ride this morning? Beau tells me you know your way around the place?”

As I say the words, another vehicle makes its way toward us down the long driveway leading into the property. There’s only a faint cloud of dust kicking up under the tires thanks to the dampness hanging in the fall air.

Hayes leans a shoulder against the wall. “Yeah, we can pretty much do this shit with our eyes closed now, after how busy the summer was. This will be a breeze.”

“Great, I’ll be out checking on some fences that need fixing up. But I’ve got time to help get the horses ready before I go, if you need an extra set of hands?”

“Appreciate it, man.” He flicks his gaze to the black truck that parks on the far side of his Bronco.

“Sup, pretty boy. You put your best lipstick on for today, or what?” Hayes calls out.

I’m turning around, ready to head inside the barn, when I hear it. The laugh and curse that float over to us in reply is unmistakable. A voice that immediately makes me realize there’s no possible way it could be anyone else who has just arrived.

Kayce looks up as he rounds the tailgate, just as he’s shoving his phone into his back pocket, and falters. Blue eyes widen comically when he sees me standing there, and it feels like that fateful moment he appeared out of the darkness beside the bonfire all over again.

Like this kid is a bad smell I can’t shake. He keeps turning up where I don’t bloody well need him to be.

The air damn near crackles as he looks back at me, exactly like the same little kid who always wanted to run. I see it flicker in his eyes. That urge to bolt.

“No fucking way,” he mutters.

I couldn’t agree more.

Hayes’s head is on a swivel, looking between the two of us, first gesturing a forefinger at Kayce, then at me.

“Have you guys met before, or what?”




CHAPTER 4

Kayce
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Of all the fucking ranches.

As my shitty luck would have it, Raine works here. Today can go to hell already, because this was the last thing on my mind coming down from Devil’s Peak. Promising Beau Heartford I’d always be available to help take guests out for rides when possible clearly wasn’t enough of a good deed. I’ve gotta tolerate his grouchy ass now, too?

I mean, not that I’ve been able to shrug off how much seeing my stepbrother the other night affected me. The crappy memories were all waiting to burst forward once that bandage got ripped away without warning. Now that I’m sober, it’s a hell of a thing to have to confront all of that history unexpectedly.

Right now, I feel like I’m crawling out of my skin as he gives me those judgmental, obsidian eyes. The fucker surveys my presence in silence, seeming to enjoy every second I have to fight to collect myself while rooted to the spot here in front of the barn.

Yeah, I fucking get it. I judge myself for my past, and my mistakes, and my shitty decision-making, too. Except, seeing this prick for the first time in years—for the first time since he left the circuit where we’d been competing against each other on the regular—all it does is provoke me. His mere presence dumps me back on shaky ground.

It’s bad enough I’m trying to figure out who I am and my sexuality. As if my world isn’t already kinda flipped upside down, the memory of that night insists on boring into my brain. The sight of him smacked me sideways, and it’s like my head is still spinning in an effort to recover my senses. The impact of the blast keeps ringing in my ears, and I feel like a prize idiot stumbling around, trying to regather my bearings.

Raine, however, doesn’t seem bothered in the slightest by the fact we’ve yet again been thrown together without warning. If anything, there’s a look hidden behind his silence that tells me he’d love any excuse to watch me fail at this, too. He’s standing there in a forest-green flannel that has certainly seen better days, with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, and jeans wrapped around strong thighs. A faded cap pulled down over unruly dark locks reveals a few curls poking out at his nape—his hair is longer, wilder, than I remember it being.

He shouldn’t have this much power over me. Not now that we’re both adults.

Not after all this time.

Then why am I stuck, boots cemented in place, while the back of my neck glows red hot, and I can’t stop looking at his tattooed forearms?

I spend hours on end with Chaos in the close confines of a truck, driving to and from rodeo events. In all that time I’ve never so much as looked twice at the guy’s arms or hands.

“You both know each other or something?” Chaos asks. One eyebrow lifts, and the expression he slides my way is one that says, What the hell is wrong with you, Wilder?

Good fucking question. I don’t know either.

Swallowing to clear my throat of cobwebs, I nod. “Uh. Yeah. This is my stepbrother.”

“Oh, shit … for real?” Chaos’s eyes pinball between the two of us.

“For real,” I grumble and scuff my boot in the gravel before jerking my head in the direction of the horses. We really need to get started on saddling up so that they’re ready in time for this group. “Let’s go and just get on with it, huh? I’m sure Raine’s got plenty to do.”

I know Chaos will be bursting at the seams, ready to put the blowtorch on me with questions, but for now I’d rather focus on being busy and doing anything in my power to ignore this entire scenario.

Raine runs his tongue over his front teeth and doesn’t budge. It’s like he’s purposely filling the barn entrance, challenging me to come closer in some sort of weird game of chicken.

The sound of an incoming call slices the tension rippling across the several feet separating us. Chaos fishes in a pocket for his phone and takes a glance at the screen before looking over at me. “Gimme a minute, it’s big bro. Probably with his panties in a wad about something.” Flourishing an eye roll, he answers at the same time as wandering off inside the barn. “I know you’re old … but would it kill you to learn to send a text like a normal person instead of calling, asshole?” he grunts into the phone, his voice fading the further he walks away.

Leaving the two of us outside … alone.

I glare at Raine’s stupid jaw. The guy has never been clean shaven in all the time I’ve known him. My first impression was how he just seemed to be grown already. He was only a teenager himself but, to my naive eyes, seemed like an adult. Even back then he was the guy with scruffy stubble and ink, who everyone wanted to either be or be with.

He was the scrapper who regularly sported a black eye or a split lip. Forever turning up looking like he’d chosen to waste his nights in a back alley bare-knuckle dust-up.

Now, he’s the thicker-set, more heavily tatted version of the stepbrother I was forced to become family with. Only the faintest hint of a silver strand or two in his stubble gives any real indication that Raine is in his thirties. He’s got an ageless air about him, like a resident of Neverland, somehow youthful at the same time as being a miserable old fuck.

“How long have you been working here?” My teeth clench.

“Arrived a few weeks ago.” He studies me, and it makes my nape prickle even more with each passing second.

“Planning to stick around?”

That draws a glint in his expression as he lifts his gaze and swings a leisurely look around at the ranch. “Dunno. Maybe? Beau’s got a pretty sweet setup here.”

God, he’s impossible. It’s like he’s purposely trying to get a rise out of me, and I hate that it’s working.

“Yeah, well, there are plenty of other properties. Other towns.” He could literally be anywhere else in Montana, and I couldn’t care less, but Crimson Ridge is far too small, too cramped, with him being here.

He clicks his tongue. “No one else in this place seems to have a problem with me. It’s just you bleating on and on, like a little lost lamb.”

Darting my gaze around, I step closer, and the words tumble out in a hushed protest. I don’t need Chaos or anyone else hearing this. “You can’t just barge into my life and make friends with all my friends,” I seethe quietly.

“Jealous, are we?” His dark eyes glitter at the sight of how successfully he’s gotten under my skin within a matter of minutes. “Worried I’ll be better at that, too?”

“There are other people … other places … Just, leave it alone, Raine.” Adequate words feel out of my reach, which is never the case. I’m usually at ease with anyone or any situation. A people person to my core.

Until this bastard shreds all of that with just one look.

He shrugs. “Hayes seems like a good guy. Buckle winners tend to stick together.”

My fists ball up as I fold my arms across my chest. “Oh, piss off. You’re such an asshole with all that winning bullshit.”

“Just calling it how it is.” Lifting a hand to his jaw, he slides a thumb over his mouth. He’s infuriating. Staring me down like I’ll melt into my boots beneath the combined pressure of his intense scrutiny and crappy attitude.

“Well, how it is … is that you can go fuck yourself, Raine. Take your stupid goddamn power trip and shove it. This is childish.” I’ve officially lost any sense of which way is up with him.

Right now, it feels like being straight back to a time and place where we shared a bedroom wall. This is a reminder of the arguments, the doors slamming, and the constant walking on eggshells around my mom. Was she having a good day? Was she on the up or coming down? Would I get the apologies or the yelling for simply breathing wrong? I’m the trembling middle schooler, and he’s the asshole high-school dropout who loved nothing more than to push my buttons because he could.

His lip curls at the corner. “You’re looking a little fried under the collar there, snowflake. Sure you don’t need to run on home? Let the big boys handle things here today.”

“Stop treating me like a little kid.”

Another shrug is all I get. “When you quit bitching like one … then, I’ll consider it.”

“Jesus. You’re insufferable, you know that?” I lift my hat off my head and stab fingers through my hair.

“Don’t trip over your big words, boy.”

“Does Beau know you’re out here being a prize ass jacket?”

“Only for you. Now that I know how it gets you all hot and bothered, I’ll save it up especially.” He chuckles, a deep noise that makes my guts do an uncomfortable flop. “Since it looks like we’ll be running into each other more often …”

“Just stop.” I shove my hat back on and level him with a glare. “I’ve got crap to do, and this is stupid.”

“Quit turning up where you’re not wanted.” His dark gaze narrows on mine.

I can’t help the wry laugh that bursts out. “That’s mighty rich.” I spread my arms and look around at the peaceful ranch and mountains—the sight of golden leaves fluttering on the breeze, a canvas of orange and burnt umber decorating the slopes of the hills and ridges surrounding us—and then turn back to him. “Coming from the guy who turned up in my town.”

“Hmmm. Doesn’t it just rub you all kinds of wrong that I’ve been here two minutes and already got myself a nice little warm welcome?” Raine stares at me, and then his tongue runs a slow line across his bottom lip. “She tasted pretty damn sweet too.”

My blood turns white hot, but not with jealousy or any sort of sensation that I would normally expect to feel. No, there’s something else lurking there. I’ll be damned if I acknowledge what those words, uttered in that tone of voice, just elicited as a response in my body.

I can’t tell if he’s fucking with me.

His eyes pin mine, and my stomach does backflips and somersaults.

My mind’s eye fills with sensual, illicit images and flashes. Glimpses of the veins popping on the back of his hands as they pin hers to the bed. Snapshots of his lips and stubbled beard grazing her exposed throat. His hips thrusting, pumping, rolling against her body. My chest tightens, and I’m struck down, voiceless, which always seems to happen around him.

Screw this guy.

I’m done with this hurricane of bad memories and twisted-up confusion brought about by his arrival. None of this is worth wasting my breath on, and I sure as hell don’t need to spend any more precious time or energy engaging with my stepbrother’s taunts.

“Whatever.” This time, I shove my hands in the front pocket of my hoodie and make a definitive move. I grind my teeth, jaw clamped tight as the distance closes between us.

When I get near enough to have to side-step his broad frame, I catch a sideways glance of him. I can’t help but watch as his tongue pokes against the side of his cheek, indifference in that burnt-coal gaze when he casts a sharp glance at my figure from head to toe.

“See you around, snowflake.”

I huff and carry on, pushing past to enter the barn, ignoring the hint of spice and mint and coffee that hits me as we almost jostle elbows.

It’s hard to know how much time has passed since arriving. Somehow, it feels like I’ve just been trapped in a void outside of time and space for endless minutes. Yet, in the same breath, it’s also hardly been a flurry of pounding heartbeats—an interaction over and done with as quick as eight seconds in the arena.

Finally disentangling myself from his attention, I step into the barn, gladly swallowed up by the familiarity of the rows of waiting horses, the scent of leather, and the sweetness of hay hanging in the air. Down the far end of the stalls, I see Chaos already at work carrying a saddle from the tack room, and my feet carry me away from the goddamn headache at my back.

I’ve learned to cope. I’ve managed to turn shit around in my life. This isn’t anything that I need to spend time letting get to me. My stepbrother doesn’t need to churn up brain space, and I definitely need to shake this weirdness that has been lingering since the bonfire.

There was no way to know it was him, so it’s not like I first laid eyes on Raine with any intention to look at him in a certain way. It was a genuine mistake, one I’m gonna put out of my mind from now onward.

Kayce Wilder has turned over a new leaf, which means I’ll be sure as hell to keep my focus lasered in on the important things. Namely, getting my ass on the top of the winning podium at the next event. That’s my goal.

Train hard. Get my head on straight. Win that buckle.

I gotta protect my peace.




CHAPTER 5

Raine

[image: ]
Rapping my knuckles on the wooden doorframe, I hover outside Tessa’s office while she finishes up a phone call. Through the glass of the ranch slider, she gives me a wave and holds up two fingers. Gimme two minutes. Simultaneously, she flashes me one of those endless smiles the woman seems to so generously hand out to anyone she encounters.

From the covered porch outside her office, there’s an uninterrupted panoramic view of the mountains reaching into the sky. All purple tipped, swirled with mist, and dusted with icing powder snowfall along the craggy tops. Carpeting the lower slopes, yellows and bronzes of the season crawl up from ground level. As my eyes drift across the landscape, they reach the spot over in the distance where the copper shard of Crimson Ridge itself climbs above the town, like a blade.

Further along the line of windows and doors of the main house, a group of guests occupies the outdoor furniture as they sit around drinking their afternoon coffee and chatting. Looks like a group of retirees vacationing together. This place is only getting more popular by the minute. It’s no wonder Beau has plans to build additional cabins and extend the facilities to cater to the growing demand.

That’s one of the things I make a mental note of needing to talk to him about—how many extra horses he’s likely to need by the time next summer rolls around. At present, they have ten quarter horses suitable for taking on treks and letting novice riders loose on the ranch. With how busy the place is getting, it’d be a wise investment to look at adding to the stables sooner rather than later so the animals don’t struggle physically with the workload.

It’s different operating as a rancher, completely in tune with your horses’ needs, than being a tourist unfamiliar with animals, merely hopping on for a novelty day trip. Part of what I do is making sure none of them has picked up injuries that might have gone unnoticed by their rider. The kind that, if left unchecked, can become a massive fucking problem real quick. A stressed horse is the last thing any of us wants to be dealing with.

There’s a rolling, stuttered creaking noise when the door at my back slides open. A gust of warm air hits as Tessa beckons me inside.

“Sorry to keep you waiting. Although, you don’t need to hang about being an awkward duckling. You can just barge in here any time, you know.” Tessa pokes at the shoulder of my jacket and then wanders back over to her desk, leaving me to follow behind.

I linger with one fist wrapped around the handle.

“Oh, god, this again? You and your cowboy manners. Stop worrying about your boots coming inside.” She flaps a wrist at me. “Why do you think I chose the hardwood floor? Get your ass in here and shut that door to keep the heat in.”

Giving her a raised eyebrow, I follow her orders but, even so, double-check to make sure I’m not about to track horse shit in with me. Tessa might be accommodating, but I’m not gonna be that asshole.

“Got paperwork to add to your collection.” I hand over the stack of invoices and receipts and nod in the direction of the tray stacked with other similar pieces of paper.

It’s enough to make me shudder, yet this woman isn’t fazed by any of it. Just takes it off my hands like the angel she is. Tessa Diaz is the type of person who can turn her hand to anything and make it successful, I’m sure of it. Pretty sure that’s why she and Beau have worked so well together for as long as they have. They might be siblings, but without question they support each other and operate as a rock-solid unit … a team.

“So, when were you gonna tell me?” She swivels in her chair, scoots across the floorboards, and props her slippers up on the stool beside her desk. An immediate flood of relief settles on her face at having her feet elevated.

My brain is already composing a text to Beau to make sure he’s underway with those plans to get in extra help and ensure she’s not overdoing it while running around the ranch unsupervised.

“And what might that be?” I scratch at my beard. My pulse does a stupid thing where it thuds a little harder, because this is a conversation I’ve been avoiding over the past week … well, until now, I’m guessing.

Her grin broadens. “Kayce is your brother? C’mon, I know you’re a man of few words and all, but for the love of rodeo, how could you not tell me?” She feigns a pout and holds both hands over her heart. “I thought you said I was your favorite person on this ranch.”

“You’re basically the only person on this ranch.” My palm wraps around the back of my neck.

“Don’t go insinuating you prefer the horses to me. I know they’re your only soft spot, but at least let me live in blissful ignorance,” she teases, and I let out a sigh.

Tessa drops her palms to rest over the swell of her stomach, evident through the dress she’s wearing. “So … you guys are family?”

“Stepbrothers,” I bite out.

Her lips twist. “You never mentioned you knew each other.”

“I didn’t know.” Shifting my weight, I’m already trying to figure out how to exit this conversation as quickly as possible. “Didn’t know he lived here in Crimson Ridge, I mean.”

“Oh?”

Her expression says it all. She’s so damn close with Beau; I’m certain it’s impossible for a family like theirs to understand all the ways I’ve tried to outrun my own.

Clearing my throat, I shove my hands in my pockets. “Look, we ain’t close. Kayce and I? We’re too different. We just never got on.” Shooting a firm glance at Tessa, I add, “But I won’t let that affect how things run here, I can promise you.”

She cocks her head to one side and gives me a thoughtful look. “Well, maybe things will be different now? Kayce really seems to have straightened himself out. I don’t know firsthand or anything, but I heard he went through a rough patch. Now? He’s a doll with the guests; they adore him as a guide, and he’s been doing well since he cleaned himself up.”

I sniff. “Good for him.” Yeah, I’m about ready to be done with this conversation.

Tessa’s eyes shine a little brighter as she smiles. “Maybe you two might have more in common now you’re older? Wiser and more mellow and all that shit.”

“Sure.” If there’s one thing I know about Kayce Wilder, it’s that he might have changed on the outside, but I know the truth of him. There’s no hiding what still lies beneath the surface, the reality behind that golden-boy smile. “Anyway, I better get back out there.” I jerk my head in the direction of the door, and my exit is made that much easier when Tessa’s phone rings again.

“Okay. Bye, grump.” She laughs and, before she picks up the phone, calls after me, “Can you send Storm over here once he’s finished up? I’m gonna pull the exhausted-pregnant-woman card. Hauling this bowling ball over to the barn today sounds way too tiring.”

“Will do.”

An uncomfortable feeling sits squarely on my chest. As I walk away, Tessa’s words are still ringing in my ears about Kayce and how she thinks he’s sorted his life out. One thing I wasn’t prepared for was how goddamn frequently the guy would turn up.

This time of year is a boon for fall photographers, tourists, and visitors to Sunset Skies Ranch in general, which means that the demand for guided horse treks and trail rides is in peak swing. So it feels like every damn time I turn around, his black truck is rolling up outside the barn. Each day, while I’m trying to mind my business and get work done, he’s there somewhere, laughing and smiling.

The boy with the blue eyes, blond head of hair, and boundless charm.

Of course, it’s all for show.
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