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The Earl’s Wrangler

 

By Andrew Grey

Cowboy Nobility: Book Three

 

When Randall Whealton, Earl of Plymouth, loses a bet to his friend the Duke of Northumberland, he pays the price: spend a month with the duke and his partner, Alan, at Alan’s family ranch in Wyoming. It’s the last thing he wants to do, but pride and honor won’t let him back down.

Cattle wrangler Sawyer Kincaid works with livestock and horses at the Justice ranch. The job suits him—animals he understands, but people are a whole different ball game. The stuffy Englishman Alan and George bring with them is among the worst of the lot: snooty, stuck-up… and hot as hell. A combination Sawyer is determined to ignore.

Sawyer works hard, and he’s good at his job, but Randall always thinks he knows better. Sawyer would love to kick his ass back across the pond… until an outing at the local watering hole, where hands from another ranch decide to show Randall who’s boss. Ranch hands stand up for each other, and Sawyer finds himself defending Randall and later nursing his injuries. The buried attraction flares to life—but it could just as easily burn out once Randall’s time in Wyoming is up.


Chapter 1

 

 

“I TAKE it you’re back in England,” Randall Whealton, Earl of Plymouth, said as he settled into his favorite leather chair at the club in London. “I don’t understand how you can spend so much time out in the wilds.”

He didn’t come to the club as often as he would have liked. His father had been a member, as had his grandfather before him. It was something members of his family did, and Randall actually liked it. Yes, the place was stodgy and slow to change, but in a way it felt like home. There was something comforting about the company of other men, friends he and his family had developed over generations.

“Yes. Well….” George slowly lowered himself into one of the chairs across from him, his partner sitting next to him. Randall couldn’t help noticing both men. They were handsome, and Alan particularly so, with his sun-kissed skin and the most intense eyes Randall had ever seen. He and George had known each other since they were ten, and he considered George, now Duke of Northumberland, a relatively close friend. Alan, on the other hand, was a completely unknown quantity as far as Randall was concerned, and therefore someone to be skeptical of. “Alan and I arrived in England last week. We were back in Wyoming for a month to help Alan’s family. There’s a lot to be done this time of year, and it really is beautiful there.”

Randall shuddered but did his level best not to show it. He could think of nothing worse than spending an entire month away from the civility of England. “I suppose everywhere has its charms if you look hard enough for them.”

Alan cleared his throat. George gently tapped his hand, and Alan nodded but sat a little taller before turning the full impact of his gaze on Randall. “Now just how far up your ass have you pushed that stick?” There was no heat in his comment, and Randall figured Alan meant it as a joke, but he tightened his hold on his glass and blinked a few times before letting the remark pass. He was not about to make a scene or draw attention, not here.

George snickered, but Randall refused to rise to anyone’s bait. “I’m just saying that I like it here. It’s civil, with all the comforts of home.”

“Ones you don’t need to work for,” Alan added. He had a reputation for speaking plainly, and Randall had met him before and knew how Alan was. But his holier-than-thou attitude got under his skin. The truth was that he didn’t really like the man, but was well-mannered enough not to let it show, especially since he was George’s partner. And yet he was a little jealous of how Alan felt comfortable enough to say what was on his mind without all the social beating around the bush.

One of the attendants approached, bringing him a refill of his Cognac, and Randall lifted the large glass, inhaling the deep, rich scent of the spirit before taking a sip from his glass. The attendant offered one to Goerge and Alan.

“Thank you,” George said.

“Can I have a whiskey, neat?” Alan said with a smile. “Thank you very much. I appreciate it.” And damned if the attendant didn’t smile back at him. These men were trained to be attentive and as unobtrusive as possible.

Randall cleared his throat, and the attendant’s smile disappeared in an instant.

“Don’t be a dick to the guy. I like him. The last time George dragged me to this place, he was helpful and kept me from making a fool of myself,” Alan told him as he shook his head, the attendant already on his errand to get the ordered refreshments.

Too late for that, Randall thought to himself. This was a place for gentlemen, and Randall knew what that meant. Alan sat back, those long legs stretching out as he made himself comfortable. Maybe that was part of why Alan got under his skin. The man always seemed so damned comfortable wherever he went. He was sitting in Randall’s own club, and yet he looked as though he owned the place. Other members came up and unobtrusively greeted Alan, shaking his hand and speaking quietly before moving on. Others nodded and shared a quick smile before moving into the club room. The man seemed so damned at ease with everyone and everything.

Even Montague, Marquess of Lowrey, one of the oldest and most decorous members in the establishment, seemed happy to see Alan. “How are your horses this year, Harlan?” Alan asked as he passed by, practically shouting by club standards. On top of that, he referred to one of the senior peers in the country by his first name, and the marquess didn’t even bat an eye. Something was quite wrong, especially for a man like the marquess, who always prided himself on tradition and, well, normalcy.

“Alan, my boy,” he said. “They are doing wonderfully. Your help was greatly appreciated. You and George should come and see them now.” The man was practically giddy and actually patted Alan on the shoulder.

“I look forward to it,” Alan said, not politely but with genuine interest. “And if your team needs anything, let me know.” Alan was smiling at one of the oldest and most notorious grumps in England and getting a smile in return. “Over here I sometimes feel like a duck out of water, but with horses, I know I’m at home.”

Harlan met Randall’s gaze and nodded, his face falling back to his usual dour expression, and then he left the room. The attendant returned and set the drinks on the table before silently turning away.

“Thanks, Jimmy,” Alan said and sipped the whiskey. Then he stood. “I’ll be back.”

Randall wondered where he was going, but it was none of his business.

“Have fun. The billiard room is down to the right,” George added, and Alan turned, picked up his glass, and headed out. Both Randall and George followed him with their eyes, but judging by the heat in George’s, it was for very different reasons.

Randall shook his head as he watched Alan go. “Is he always like that? It must get exhausting.”

George smiled. “Yes. He’s honest and forthright. You always know where you stand with him. There’s no subterfuge or polite obfuscation. If he’s unhappy or angry, there’s no doubt about it.” He sighed softly. “And everyone seems to love him for it. I know I do.”

Randall and George had been interested in each other at one time, but that was years ago, and nothing had come of it. “Including Harlan, apparently,” Randall commented.

George leaned forward in the chair, sipping from his snifter after swirling the amber liquid. “I took him to the races last year, and one of Harlan’s horses was running. It did moderately well, but when I introduced him to Harlan after the race, Alan told him everything he thought was wrong. Harlan looked about ready to bite his head off, but Alan just smiled and said, ‘Don’t worry, we can fix it if you like.’ Then he went on to make suggestions, and you saw the result this time around. Alan can seem abrupt, but he’s genuine.”

Randall took another sip and set his glass on the table. “I’m too damned English to be that genuine.”

George laughed outright, and others in the room turned. He quieted instantly, his own English reserve returning. “Sometimes I think I am too, but Alan is a breath of fresh air, and it’s really difficult not to inhale deeply.” He settled back in the chair now that Alan had disappeared from view.

Things grew quiet between them as George enjoyed his drink and Randall mulled over the questions that raced through his mind. “He called the marquess Harlan… and got away with it.”

George chuckled. “He doesn’t get the peerage thing at all. Titles mean nothing to him.”

“Using them is a sign of respect,” Randall said. He often hid behind the veneer of his title, especially when he was feeling particularly uncomfortable.

“The only time Alan uses my title is when he’s angry with me. It took me a long time to begin to understand him. When I first brought him to the estate, I wondered if he would fit in. Instead, he learned who every person was who worked there and treated them all the same way. He worked harder than anyone—still does. But I will say this: if Alan gives you respect, it isn’t because of position or rank—it’s because you earned it.” George finished the last of his drink and set the glass aside. “Thank you for the drink. I understand there’s to be cards in about an hour. Are you going to play?”

Randall nodded. “You know me. I’m always up for cards.” It was one of the things he was truly good at. When playing, he had a very good read on the other players and almost always came out ahead.

“Excellent. I’m going to check on Alan, but I’ll see you in an hour.” George flashed him a genuine smile before leaving the room. Randall watched him go, wondering why Alan unleveled his world so easily and why the room felt a little duller now that he and George had left.

 

 

THE CARD room was fairly full when Randall entered. The club staff was ready with chips and had the tables set up the same way they had been for decades. Most regular players had seats they preferred, and Randall headed for his only to find Alan sitting in it. Of course. He swallowed and took a chair at the same table, sitting next to the marquess and across from George.

“Now, my cowboy friend, no cleaning me out the way you did last time,” the marquess said seriously. Cards were always serious business in the club.

“I’ll take it easy on you. I don’t want Madeline angry with me,” Alan replied with that huge smile of his, while others sat down, filling the spaces at the table. The card stewards made their rounds so everyone could buy in. This was a gentleman’s club, so no money actually changed hands at the tables. All money was handled through the club in a discreet manner. Alan, since he was a guest, must have made prior arrangements, because the stewards simply gave him what he requested.

They cut the cards to see who would deal first, and Randall gathered the cards and dealt the first hand.

Everyone seemed to be feeling each other out, so there were no large moves at first, but after a few hands, things became more spirited. Randall won two small pots, enough to put him slightly ahead, which was good, but games of cards lasted for hours, and more than anything, he wanted to wipe the smile off that damned cowboy’s face.

 

 

“I’M FINISHED for today,” the marquess said as he tossed in his hand. “I’ve lost enough to you,” he told Alan, who had the largest stack of chips at the table. “Madeline will be upset if I continue.” He patted Alan on the shoulder.

“You tell that lovely wife of yours that I said hello and that the next time you visit I should have that old carriage you found at your place ready for the two of you to take a ride.”

“She is going to love that,” the marquess said before nodding to the others at the table and leaving the room, using his cane for support.

Throughout the evening, the number of tables had diminished and the players had condensed down to fewer tables until only their table was left. “I think this is my last hand,” Alan said as he turned to George.

“You need to give us a chance to get even,” Randall said, looking down at his comparatively meager stack of chips.

“What I need to do is stop before you lose any more,” Alan said gently, but Randall’s temper rose, and he had to remind himself to stay calm and not give anything away. “George, it’s your deal,” Alan said as he tossed in his initial chips. Randall did the same as the others at the table slid their chairs back.

“I’m out.”

“So am I,” the other players said.

“It looks like it’s just us.” No one else to get in the way. Randall had been studying Alan all evening, and he was pretty sure he’d gotten a sense of when Alan was bluffing. George dealt the cards and let the two of them play.

Randall was dealt a possible outside straight with a paired eight. Alan bet, and Randall raised him two hundred pounds, which drew the attention of the others still observing. “You’re going to have to pay to play.”

“Call,” Alan said coolly, and they each took one card, which Randall thought interesting. He’d broken his pair of eights, and lo and behold, he hit the straight. When Alan bet, Randall raised once more, this time five hundred pounds.

Alan sat calmly and raised as well, this time a thousand pounds. “I don’t have enough here to cover that,” Randall said, knowing the club rules were always table stakes. It helped head off any number of issues between the members, especially where money was concerned.

Alan set his cards facedown. “Care for a little side wager? If you win, I’ll pay out as if you called.”

“And if you win?” Randall asked.

Alan glanced at George. “Then you work off the debt.”

“At George’s estate? What’s the point?” Randall shrugged.

“No, at my family ranch. George will be returning for a couple of weeks in October, and if I win, then you work off the debt in Wyoming, to my mother’s satisfaction.” There was a sparkle in those damned blue eyes.

“All right. I call you.” There was no need to push his chips in the middle, so he sat back and then showed his cards. “A straight, nine to the king.” He was fairly sure he had the winning hand. Alan had blinked more than once when he’d gotten his last card, which, according to his past play, meant he hadn’t gotten the card he’d wanted.

“Looks like you’re going to be mucking out stalls,” Alan said as he showed a full house. “Jacks full of eights.” He sat back, and Randall gaped for a second before standing and reaching across the table. This was a gentleman’s game, and win or lose, he had no intention of showing just how angry and upset he was with himself. He had let Alan bait him, and now in his haste to put Alan in his place, his mouth had written a check that the rest of him would have to cash. Alan took his hand, and they shook before Randall pulled his hand back and stood.

The game steward approached Alan, presumably regarding payment. “What arrangements would you like made?”

Alan picked up two of the hundred-pound chips and handed them to the steward. “Make sure everyone who served us gets a share. And make sure Harlan is made whole. I don’t want him to get in trouble with his wife. She hates it when he plays cards.” He winked, and damned if the steward didn’t nod.

“Of course.”

“The rest put on George’s account.” Alan drank the last of the whiskey in his glass. “We’ll be in touch to let you know about the trip to Wyoming. Who knows—you might find out you like it.”

“Alan…,” George said. “Randall, you really don’t need to go. He isn’t going to hold you to that. Alan is just teasing you.”

Alan nodded. “You can donate the shortfall to a worthy charity.”

Randall cleared his throat. “No. A wager is a point of honor.” There was no way in hell he was going to owe Alan anything. Yes, he might be offering to let him off the hook, but Randall knew that if he agreed, then every time Alan told this story, he’d be able to gloat at how Randall had taken the easy way out. That was something he could not live with. Alan and the Duke might be married, but that didn’t mean that Randall was going to be in any way indebted to a hick cowboy from Wyoming.

He had many faults, but his father had drummed into his head that a man always honored his debts and that not doing so endangered not only his honor, but that of the family as well. It was one of the few lessons his father had ever bothered to try to teach him. He and his father did not see eye to eye on much. Randall was fairly sure that if the old man could have disinherited him for being gay, he would have. But he was now the oldest and the only boy, so the title and all land and property associated with it went to him because primogeniture was the law of the land, even today.

“Then we’ll send you all the information you need to know just as soon as we make the arrangements,” Alan said.

Randall nodded, meeting his gaze, because he refused to back down. George then guided Alan out toward the cloak room.

Randall sank into a chair and ordered a double Scotch, neat, from a passing server and downed it as soon as it was brought. He hated making a fool of himself, and he could certainly grit his teeth and manage living on a ranch for two weeks, all the way out in the middle of nowhere, away from the comforts he’d very much grown accustomed to. But damn it all, one way or another, he’d figure out a way through this.


Chapter 2

 

 

THE SOUND of horses approaching roused Sawyer Kinkaid in the early morning, and he climbed out of his bedroll, standing and stretching as a pair of riders approached where he’d spent the night in the back of his old truck. He groaned as the oldest of the Justice boys came into view. He had met Alan just the one time, when he was hired three months ago. Right after that, Alan had returned to England, and Sawyer had begun settling into his life here. “Have you been out here all night?”

“Yes. I had work to do, and it was easier to stay so I could start again first thing and make sure the herd didn’t find the weak spot.” He scratched his side. “Mrs. Justice understood.”

“Of course,” Alan said as he slipped down off his horse. The man was every bit the cowboy from head to toe. “This is George.”

“It’s a pleasure,” the other man said, and instantly Sawyer knew who he was. He’d heard stories about Alan and his husband, the duke.

“Thank you, your dukeness.” He wondered if he was required to bow or something, but figured to hell with it. Who the fuck was going to care—the steers and cows a hundred yards off?

“Just call me George. Out here I don’t use my title.” He turned to Alan, and almost instantly, Sawyer felt a stab of regret almost as hard as a poke in the side from a knife. The way Alan and George looked at each other made his insides twist and ache in a way he thought he had well under control. There had been someone who gazed at him like that once—at least he had thought so—but in the end, Sawyer had been wrong, just like he was most of the time when it came to people. Not that the loss hurt any less, even though it probably had been his own fault. He was as bad at reading people as he was skilled with horses and cattle.

Sawyer turned away, unable to stand the sight of the love that shone between them. “What can I do for you?” he asked. “I have this section of fence that needs to be mended. I found it last night, and the repair was going to take longer than I had light for, so I stayed here to keep the beasties away.”

“Mother hadn’t heard from you, and she was a little worried,” Alan explained. Sawyer felt bad for making Mrs. Justice concerned. She had enough to do without wondering about him.

George snorted. “Please. Don’t lie to the man. She mentioned that you were out here, and since we just arrived, he was looking for an excuse to go for a ride. Maureen said that she had messaged you and you didn’t respond.”

Sawyer pulled out his phone and tapped the screen, but it remained dark. Crap, he must have forgotten to plug it in before he left. “Tell her I’m fine, please. I’ll charge my phone when I get back to the barn later.” A white device sailed through the air, and he caught it out of instinct.

“Use that to charge it. That way you won’t be alone out here if something happens.”

Sawyer plugged in his phone and set it and the battery thing in the bed of the truck, not telling them that being out here alone and on his own was how he liked it. When he was away from everyone, he didn’t have to worry that he didn’t understand their jokes or the looks that people gave one another, or that he was the butt of whatever story was being told and had no idea.

“Thank you,” he said, just because he knew it was the right response. “I need to get this finished, and then I want to check the rest of this run.” He looked north toward the mountains. “I promise to keep my phone on in case someone needs me.” Maybe that would get them to leave him alone so he could go back to work.

George climbed down off his horse and opened one of his saddlebags. He pulled out a satchel and handed it to him. “Maureen sent you some coffee and breakfast. And she put in some sandwiches because she figured you’d probably stay out all day.”

Now Sawyer smiled. No one made coffee like Mrs. J. “I’ll thank her for the provisions.” He opened the thermos, inhaled, and then drank right out of it, the hot, smooth liquid sliding down his throat.

“See that you do,” Alan said and then winked at him. Sawyer hoped that meant the stern expression wasn’t actually real, though he wondered for a second.

“He’s kidding you. We’ll see you back at the house when you’re done.” George mounted his horse once more, and Alan did the same. Then the two of them rode away to the northeast, leaving Sawyer alone, which was perfect as far as he was concerned.

Sawyer opened the tube of foil and ate the two warm egg-and-ham biscuits inside. They tasted like heaven. That was one of the wonderful things about the Justice ranch. The food was always really good, and Mrs. J treated all the people who worked for her like they were family. That was probably why it was so difficult to get a job here—folks rarely left. It wasn’t like other places that seemed to have revolving doors on the bunkhouse. What was even more amazing was that the place was actually three ranches, or it had been at one time. Mrs. J had apparently kept her own name to avoid confusion after she married Claude. Together they managed their land as well as that of a third ranch that they leased. At least that was what Sawyer had been told. It wasn’t any of his business. He was just grateful for the job at a good place with good people who were willing to let him do what he did best. He drank some more coffee and then set the rest of the food in the cab of the truck out of the sun and got back to work.

After cutting away the broken lines of fencing, he found himself looking out the way Alan and George had gone. He couldn’t see them any longer, which probably meant they had entered the line of trees around the creek that flowed in that direction. They might have the time for fun, but Sawyer was being paid to get his work done. He went back to stringing the fence lines, doing a good enough job that he wouldn’t need to return to this area for a while. Once he was done, he checked over his work and loaded the tools and supplies into the back of the truck. He also took the opportunity to check his phone and send Mrs. J a message thanking her for the breakfast and coffee. Then he climbed in and drove off down the two-track access road, checking over the rest of the fence line.

 

 

“WERE YOU intending to stay out all week?” Chip asked with a grin as he met Sawyer in the yard once his truck pulled to a stop. He was Mrs. J’s second son and one of the most open and easy-to-read people Sawyer knew. They had become friends of a sort. “I thought I was going to miss you entirely.”

“Just overnight,” Sawyer told him. “How long are you here?”

Chip was in college to be a veterinarian. At least that was what he was training for. Everyone said his plans were to come back and take over the ranch, as well as open a practice on the property. Eventually his mama and Claude would retire to travel, and Chip would run the entire place.

“Just a week. I had my midterms, and then they gave us a break before we finish the semester. They don’t usually, but there’s some big gathering of the professors going on, so they adjusted the term.”

“I met your brother and his….” Sawyer never knew the right term to use, so he let his voice trail off.

“Husband. Alan and George got married a few years ago.” He turned toward the house. “They said they were going out for a ride.” He snickered softly.

“They stopped by where I was working before heading on north.” He pulled down the tailgate and began unloading the fence supplies. Chip grabbed a wheel of wire, and they walked to the supply barn together.

“Yeah. That’s their favorite spot. They always go out there, and when they come back, they have these huge, dopey smiles.” Chip set the wire where it belonged, and Sawyer put the extra posts with the others. He sighed. “They brought a friend with them from England. The last time they did that, it was Collin, and he was really cool. But I’m not so sure about this guy.”

They returned to the truck for the last of the tools and supplies before Sawyer pushed the tailgate back into place. “Okay.” He had never met this Collin and Tank, though he knew the Justice ranch now included what had once been Tank’s place. It was a little confusing to him, but he tried to keep it all straight. “Why not?”

“You met George, right? He’s a duke and a really good guy. Got more money than God, but not snooty or nothing. And Collin was really cool. He’s a viscount and has an estate in England that he and Tank are running. When he was here, he mucked stalls and helped with the steers and everything. I’m the godfather to their son, Archie. They just adopted him a few months ago.” He leaned against the truck. “This guy they brought is an earl or something, and he’s….” Chip shrugged in that happy way he had. “I don’t know. Maybe the guy is just grumpy because of jet lag. Ain’t sure. But when Mama offered him coffee, he asked for tea, and not just any tea, but lightly steeped Darjeeling with just a hint of milk.” He shook his head. “What the fuck is that? Ain’t nobody drinking tea on a ranch.”

“Don’t much care what a man drinks,” Sawyer said flatly. Chip liked to talk, and Sawyer was fine with listening. He never passed on what he heard, and sometimes Chip just needed someone to tell stuff to.

“I suppose not,” Chip agreed, deflating slightly.

“Where is he now?”

“Last I saw he was still in bed. But it’s only nine in the morning, and the guy is really green. Like I swear he ain’t done a real day’s work in his life.”

“Not likely to even if he’s here.”

Chip got excited again. “That’s the funny thing. Alan said that this earl guy lost a bet and that he has to work it off here. It was part of the bet or something.”

“Well, we’ll see how that goes.” Sawyer moved away from the truck. “I got work to do or your mama will be asking about stuff, and I don’t want to disappoint her. And I’m sure that you have things you need to do. A week off school don’t mean you don’t have homework or anything.”

Chip waved him off. “I can do that later.”

“No. You get it done. I never got the chance to go to college. All I know is ranching, and I’ll be shoveling shit and breaking horses until my knees give out and I can’t move anymore. That work is more important than whatever you were thinkin’ of doing. Your mama says you’re gonna be a vet. So be the best one you can be.”

Chip stepped back, grinning, and gave him a salute. “Aye, aye, captain.” He turned and hurried into the house.

Sawyer pulled open the truck door, got out the sandwiches from earlier, and ate them quickly. It had been hours of work since he’d last eaten, and he was hungry. Once he was done, he headed to the barn, let the remaining horses out into their paddocks, and started cleaning up the stalls. Like he’d told Chip, there was always a lot to do.

 

 

“RANDALL,” SAWYER heard Alan say as he was finishing up the work in the barn, “we got plenty of work lined up for you.”

“I just got up,” the guy with him groaned.

“This is a ranch,” Alan said as they drew closer. Sawyer put his tools away and grabbed a broom to sweep the aisle. He liked his barn to be as clean as possible. It kept the place smelling fresh, and he was convinced it kept the horses healthier. He hated flies buzzing around. “It’s nearly noon, and everyone here has already been working for six hours.”

“No way.”

Three pair of boots appeared in front of him, and before Sawyer could stop himself, he swept dirt and bits of manure all over them.

“Watch what you’re doing,” the stranger snapped. “Look what you did.”

Sawyer blinked, surprised for just a moment. “This is a barn, and I’m working. You need to watch where you’re going.” He paused in his work, straightened his back, and stood toe to toe with the stranger. Then he stepped back. Alan and George moved out of the way, and Sawyer swept the rest of the pile all over the now even dirtier boots. Then he turned away and continued with his task.

“You saw that?” the guy who had to be the Earl of Assholes said. “He can’t do that.”

“Sure he can, Randall,” George told him.

“You were in the way, and just so you know, your earlness isn’t going to get any special treatment here. You want people to respect you, then earn it. And if you get in the way of the work, you get mucked boots. Get in the way of a horse and you’ll get hit. If you get in the way of the cattle, you could be trampled. Nothing gets out of the way for you.” Alan seemed to be laying down the law. “Now, you’re here for two weeks, and you’re going to work in the barn with Sawyer here.”

“Excuse me?” Randall said.

“Yeah. Sawyer is one of our best hands, and you’re always saying you know horses. Well, one thing is for sure—at the end of two weeks, you’re going to know how to clean up their crap.”

Sawyer swallowed hard. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Your mama said that she has three colts that she got at auction coming in. She asked me to get them settled and to start training them up. It’s going to take a lot of my time and….”

Alan smiled. “That’s perfect. You’ll need some help, and Randall here can give you that. He can clean the stalls and anything else while you work with the colts.” If Sawyer didn’t know any better, he’d think Alan was having a good time with this. Sawyer had figured that Randall was a friend of his and that he was having him on with this whole bet thing, but maybe there was more to it than that. “You up to that?” he asked Randall.

“Sure, I can help in here.” Randall looked about as thrilled as if he had been asked to help out in a slaughterhouse.

“Great. Sawyer here can explain what needs to be done.” Alan and George left the barn, leaving the two of them alone.

“There’s always things to be done. You can clean the tack.” Sawyer motioned to the back, and Randall headed that way. Sawyer followed and did his best not to watch the attractive backside in the fancy jeans. “You might want to get boots and clothes made for working. Those fancy duds are going to get really dirty, and they ain’t going to hold up.”

“I’ll ask George about it,” he said, as though Sawyer wasn’t good enough. It didn’t matter if a man looked like he walked out of a magazine, with dark blond wavy hair down to his shoulders that looked like a mane. He swallowed and shook his head. Sawyer needed to wipe out any thoughts of how good Randall looked or—when he passed him to go into the tack room—how the man smelled, like summer rain. Fucking hell, he was not going to do this.

“All the tack needs to be cleaned. Everything is in here.” He opened the cupboard. “I’m sure your earlness knows what to do.” He didn’t wait for him to answer before leaving to return to work.


Chapter 3

 

 

RANDALL SHOOK his head and sighed as he worked the leather bridle with his fingers. It was old and in desperate need of some care. He’d worked on a number of other pieces and had set them aside. One thing he could say: the room was meticulously organized, with every horse’s gear clearly labeled. It was plain that for the most part, everything had been well cared for, even if some of the tack needed more than cleaning.

Sawyer hadn’t been back, but Randall heard him moving around outside. Occasionally wood slid along concrete, and Randall wondered if the man was building something or tearing it down. Not that it was any of his business. He was here because he’d been stupid and lost a bet. If it was Alan’s goal to show him how great Wyoming was, it wasn’t working. All Randall wanted was to return to England and his home, where he’d spend weeks washing the crud off, enjoying proper tea, and spending his afternoons on the estate, playing lord of the manor to the hordes of tourists who visited the home built by the second earl during the Restoration. He was damned proud of it and the work his grandfather, father, and he had done to restore and preserve it.

The dragging came again, the sound grating up his back. Randall finished the bridle and put it back where he’d found it before poking his head out of the room. “What in bloody hell are you doing?”

Sawyer continued dragging the old piece of furniture out of what had once been a stall. “What does it look like?” he snapped. “There are three colts coming in. I only got two stalls, so I need to clean out the one that everyone has filled with shit over the last decade.” He continued dragging the old kitchen sideboard out of the stall. “I was thinking I’d toss this on the burn pile out back.” He continued dragging, and Randall waved his hand.

“No.” He drew closer as Sawyer stared at him like he was crazy. He licked his finger and brushed it over the dry wood. “This has seen a hard life, but it’s not junk.” He needed more time and better light to really see, but even without getting into the detail, he knew this was not something to be broken up and burned. “Is there a storage place, somewhere dry?”

“There’s the workshop,” Sawyer offered.

“Then let’s take it there. I’ll help you.” He looked it over and lifted at the top, which separated from the base. “It’s in pieces.”

“If you say so. This is just junk. It’s been in here forever.” Sawyer took the other side, his arms bulging as he lifted. Randall let him lead the way, and they carried the sections out of the barn and into the work shed, then put them back together along the one wall. Sawyer stepped back, looking at it. “I still say it’s not worth any time.”

“We’ll see,” Randall told him.

Sawyer shrugged and left the shed. “There’s plenty of work to do.”

Randall’s stomach rumbled. “When do you eat?” He realized it had been hours.

“It’s only four in the afternoon. We’ll have dinner when it starts getting dark. Once the work is finished.” He strode back into the barn, and Randall wanted to throttle him, but he still couldn’t help admiring the way he filled out those damned tight jeans.

“I see you’re helping Sawyer,” George said as he approached, handing Randall a mug. “I thought you might need something.”

“The man is a pain in the ass,” Randall said, then hummed at the lovely tea. “Reminds me of home.” He closed his eyes, letting the smooth, warm liquid slide down his throat.

George chuckled. “Yeah, but you keep watching him.”

Randall rolled his eyes. “The wrapping may be pleasant, but the inside is filled with asshole. No thank you.”

“It isn’t like you’ve been at your most pleasant.” George swept his arms around him. “Look at this place. The mountains are so beautiful, and just breathe. The air is fresh and clean. Every morning, I step outside and see this and I’m just happy.” A pack of dogs hurried over, all of them settling around George, who petted and spoke to each of them. “How can you be so sour?”

“I was the one who was happy to stay at home.”
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