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      HARPER

      

      The parade float exploded at approximately 2:47 p.m. on a Tuesday.

      One moment I’m perched on the back of the Dry Creek fire department’s antique truck, lighter in hand, ready to launch what I truly believed would be the most spectacular parade finale this shitty little town had ever seen. The next moment, there are screams, smoke, and the distinct smell of burning papier-mâché.

      “Get back!” someone screams.

      I hop down from the truck, my motorcycle boots smacking the pavement, and try to look cool and casual as flames lick up the side of a giant cardboard cowboy boot that had been painted by my sister’s second-grade class. The fireworks I’d “enhanced” the float with are shooting in every direction rather than the coordinated, patriotic crescendo I envisioned.

      Oops.

      One kid starts crying. Then another. Then a whole pack of them.

      “Well, damn,” I mutter, watching the mayor desert his wife to hide behind a hot dog cart.

      The fire department scrambles to unroll their hoses, which is ironic, considering it’s their damn float, and someone’s grandmother beats away the sparks on her lawn chair with a rolled-up newspaper.

      I should probably help. Or run. Running seems smarter, but I’ve never been accused of being smart.

      Instead, I throw my arms up and announce to the gathering crowd, “You’re welcome for the show!”

      Dead silence. Well, except for the crackling fire and distant sirens.

      Then someone, I think the woman from the post office, shouts, “Harper Hayes, what the hell is wrong with you?”

      I cup my hands around my mouth. “You want the list alphabetically or chronologically?”

      A few people laugh. Most don’t.

      Fine. I get it. My sense of humor’s just different.

      Thing is, I had good intentions. I always do. The parade committee rejected my proposal to “spice things up” three times, so I took the initiative. Showed leadership. Done exactly what those self-help podcasts my sister’s always shoving at me said to do.

      Granted, they probably didn’t mean “commit arson.”

      “Everyone remain calm!” the fire chief bellows, which only makes people run faster. The sidewalk is now littered with tipped-over lawn chairs, trampled blankets, and spilled bags of popcorn that came from the high-school drill team’s fundraising booth.

      I try to blend into the crowd, but it’s tough to disappear when you’re five-foot-seven in heeled boots and wearing a rhinestone-studded tank top that says “On Fire” across the chest. Yeah, I get the irony. Hell, I bought this irony at the sales rack at Marshall’s.

      But I don’t move fast enough. A hand clamps down on my shoulder. It’s Officer something-or-other, looking like I just kicked his dog. “Don’t move, Harper.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it, Officer.” I turn and give him my best smile, the one that used to get me out of speeding tickets before he got wise to me. “Though if you’re arresting me, can we make it look dramatic? I’ve got a reputation to maintain.”

      “Your reputation’s doing just fine without my help.”

      “Aw, thank you. That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      The float collapses with a groan, sending up a fresh plume of smoke as the tires catch fire in a horrendous stench. The few remaining ones shoot sideways into the prize-winning rose bushes belonging to Mrs. Clark, who looks like she’s mentally measuring me for a casket.

      I give her a little wave and she pops me the finger.

      Respect.

      What’s left of the crowd, now watching from a safe distance, is murmuring, that low buzz of small-town judgment I’ve heard my entire life. Harper Hayes, always causing trouble. Harper Hayes, never thinks things through. Harper Hayes, what a waste.

      My jaw tightens. I’m familiar with this and while I know I’m my own worst enemy, it can still sting. But hell, at least I’m not fucking boring, like some kind of basic-ass bitch. At least I don’t spend my Saturdays comparing Costco prices, pretending that’s living.

      “You’re coming with me,” Preston says, steering me toward his patrol car.

      “Dang. Buy a girl dinner first.”

      “Harper.”

      “Fine, fine. But for the record, the timing on those fireworks was flawless. The trajectory just needed some work.”

      “Stop talking. Just stop.”

      The walk to the squad car feels like a runway, so I work it like I’ve seen on those top model reality shows. Step, step, step, swing those hips. And even though I’m being fabulous, probably too fabulous for Dry Creek, I still feel the stares of the same people who’ve watched me screw up for twenty-six years straight. But here’s the thing about being the town disaster—eventually, you lean into it. Own it. Make it part of your brand.

      I don’t have a business degree. Hell, I barely have a high school degree due to truancy “issues” as the principal called it. But I understand what brand is.

      I slide into the back of the patrol car, catching my reflection in the rearview mirror—soot smudged across one cheekbone, hair wild, tank top riding up. I look like I walked off the set of a music video. A low-budget one, but still. I can rock that shit.

      “For what it’s worth,” I tell Preston, examining my nails like we’re just hanging out, “that was the most exciting thing to happen at this parade since 1987 when someone’s horse took a dump on the mayor’s shoes.”

      He starts the engine without responding.

      As we pull away, I watch the crowd in the side mirror. They’re already clustering together like vultures, ready to pick apart every detail of my fiasco. By tonight, someone will have posted about it on the Dry Creek Facebook page.

      I lean back and closed my eyes, a smile tugging at my lips despite everything.

      At least I’d gone out with a bang.

      Several bangs, actually.

      Hell of a Tuesday.
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        * * *

      

      Judge Morrison looks like he’s aged ten years since the last time I stood in front of him. Which, to be fair, was only three months ago due to a certain karaoke incident that, again, was not my fault.

      “Ms. Hayes.” He peers at me over his reading glasses, voice flat as roadkill. I’m wondering if I should remind him his daughter and I were best friends in first grade, until she became a goody-two-shoes and I ghosted her.

      I keep my memory to myself.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” he sighs.

      I straighten up, going for “respectful citizen” but landing somewhere closer to “hungover bridesmaid.” “Your Honor, I think we can all agree that parade needed some excitement⁠—”

      “Three children required medical attention for smoke inhalation.”

      “Minor smoke inhalation,” I correct, then catch my public defender’s death glare. “I mean... I deeply regret the minor smoke inhalation. It was a horrible, horrible tragedy.”

      Judge Morrison removes his glasses and pinches the bridge of his nose. I have that effect on people.

      “Ms. Hayes, in the past two years, you’ve appeared before this court six times. Six. Do you understand that this court has other matters to attend to besides your... creative interpretation of public safety laws?”

      I bite back the smart ass comment clawing its way out of my throat. Something about how maybe Dry Creek needed more interesting criminals. Instead, I go with a simple, “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “The prosecution is recommending sixty days in county.”

      My stomach drops. Sixty days? For fireworks? I’ve seen guys walk away with community service for way worse. But then again, those guys had not exhausted the judge’s patience five times over. Or ditched his daughter as bestie.

      Time to deploy the charm offensive.

      I straighten my shoulders, tilting my chin up just enough to look earnest without seeming cocky. “Your Honor, I know I messed up. I do. But jail time seems a bit harsh for what was essentially a... a celebratory miscalculation.”

      “A celebratory miscalculation that resulted in twelve-thousand dollars in property damage.”

      “Which I’m happy to pay back.”

      With what money, I have no idea, but that’s a future-Harper problem. Right now, I’m dealing with a present-Harper problem. One problem at a time. I also learned that from my sister’s self-help podcasts.

      Judge Morrison stares at me for a long moment, clearly weighing his options. Lock me up and get some peace, or try something else that won’t work but will at least get me out of his courtroom.

      Decisions.

      “Community service,” he finally says.

      I perk up. Community service I can do. Pick up trash, paint over graffiti, visit the local nursing home. Easy.

      I start thinking about all the cute outfits I can wear. Or pick up over at Marshall’s. Sale rack, of course.

      “Thirty days. Callahan Ranch,” he bellows.

      Wait. What?

      “I’m sorry, did you say⁠—”

      “Callahan Ranch. You’ll report there tomorrow morning at six a.m. to work off your debt to society through manual labor.”

      My brain stutters. Callahan Ranch? As in, the ranch run by Jack Callahan, Owen Brooks, and Ryder Maddox? Three of the biggest assholes in town, not to mention my brother’s best friend, Jack, my biggest childhood tormenter, Owen, and my former heartbreaker, Ryder? As in the three guys I’ve spent most of my post-high school years strategically avoiding?

      For a variety of reasons.

      “You mean the one with the three cowboys?” I stammer, stalling for time.

      No, no, no.

      The judge’s expression doesn’t change as he flips over some papers, I suppose getting ready for the next petty criminal. But I swear I see the ghost of a smile. “Yes, Ms. Hayes. That would be the one.”

      I knew he’d get back at me for dumping his boring daughter.

      “Your Honor, I really think⁠—”

      “You’ll work sunrise to sunset, six days a week, for the next thirty days. The court has a community service arrangement with the Callahan Ranch for our… lesser offenders. In exchange for the free labor you provide, they will supervise your service and report back to this court on your progress. If you complete the full term without incident, we’ll consider your debt paid. If you don’t...” He lets that hang in the air like a threat.

      I open my mouth. Close it. Open it again. “There has to be another option.”

      “There is. Sixty days in county. Your choice.”

      Thirty days with three guys, one of whom will thrill to watch me shovel horseshit, another who’s seen me naked, and a third who knows exactly which buttons to push.

      Versus two months in a cell with a toilet that probably doesn’t have a door?

      Fuck my life.

      I force a grateful, fake-ass smile. “Community service sounds great, Your Honor. Really great. I love community. And service. Community service is my favorite.”

      Judge Morrison picks up his gavel. “Excellent.”

      The gavel comes down with a final crack that signals the conversation is over.

      “Court is adjourned. Ms. Hayes, I’ll personally be checking in on your progress. Do not make me regret this.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it, Your Honor.”

      He stands, black robe swishing as he heads toward his chambers, but not before I hear him mutter, “I’m too old for this nonsense, and now I gotta take a piss.”

      My public defender gathers his papers, avoiding eye contact. “Try not to violate this one, okay?”

      “Hey, I’m great at community service.”

      “You got banned from the animal shelter for teaching the dogs to howl on command.”

      “They loved it.”

      He leaves without another word, and I stand there in the courtroom, reality settling over me like a wet, stinky blanket.

      Thirty days. Callahan Ranch. Three cowboys who I have... history with. The kind of history that involves underage drinking, poor decisions, and that one time outrunning the cops that was technically Ryder’s fault. Not mine.

      I pull out my phone and text my sister.

      Me: Emergency. Call me.

      Stella: Fuck off. I’m busy.

      Me: Got sentenced to 30 days of community service.

      Stella: What the hell?

      Me: Right? But that’s not the emergency.

      Stella: ...

      Me: I have to spend 30 days at Callahan Ranch.

      Stella: [image: face with tears of joy][image: face with tears of joy][image: face with tears of joy]

      Stella: THE CALLAHAN RANCH???

      Stella: With ALL THREE of them???

      Me: This isn’t funny.

      Stella: This is the funniest thing that’s ever happened to you.

      Stella: I’m framing this text thread.

      I shove my phone in my pocket and head for the exit, boots clanging on the tile floor, courthouse criminals staring.

      Thirty days. I can do thirty days. Keep my head down, do the work, get out. Simple.

      Except nothing with those three douche guys was ever simple.

      I push through the courthouse doors into the bright afternoon sun and momentarily regret my fireworks mistake.

      But then I rethink things and know I can always say that at least I tried.

      I deserve some credit for that, right?
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        * * *

      

      I make it four blocks before I pull over and call Stella for real.

      She answers on the first ring, snickering. “The brats are coloring. I have two minutes. Tell me everything,” she whispers. A door clicks in the background, and I know she exited her classroom for the hallway so we can really talk, leaving thirty second-graders to their own devices. She’d be fired by now in any other school district.

      “There’s nothing to tell. I have to spend thirty days shoveling shit at a ranch run by three guys I never wanted to see again. It’s a nightmare.”

      “It’s karma,” Stella corrects. “Sexy, muscular karma.”

      I lean my head against the steering wheel of my piece-of-shit truck. “This isn’t funny.”

      “It’s hilarious. You’re going to be trapped on a ranch with Jack, Owen, and, oh my god, Ryder. Ryder who you literally keyed ‘asshole’ into the side of his truck after he⁠—”

      “I know what he did, Stella. I was there.”

      “And now you have to work for him. For thirty days. This is better than reality TV. Can I come watch?”

      I can hear the glee in her voice, and it makes me want to murder someone or at least throw my phone into traffic. Instead, I open a window and try to breathe like a normal human being. “The judge is doing this on purpose. He knows. Everyone in this town knows.”

      “Knows what? That you have history with them?”

      “That I have history with them,” I repeat, putting extra emphasis on the word. “Jack treated me like his annoying little sister for years, Owen was—” I pause, not wanting to go there. “And Ryder destroyed me. I’m not doing this.”

      “You don’t have a choice. It’s either thirty days of cowboy supervision or sixty days in jail. Pretty sure jail doesn’t come with eye candy. Wait till Anthony hears.”

      “How’s he gonna find out? Have you talked to him?”

      “No, but Mom has. Told me the other day,” Stella says. “He’ll think it’s hilarious too.”

      “Whatever. Maybe I should have chosen looking at cement walls for sixty days.”

      “Are you kidding? Are you crazy?” Her classroom door clicks open in the background long enough for her to scream, “Calvin, I told you not to color on Eloise!”

      The door slams again and her voice drops a fraction. “Look, it’s thirty days. You show up on time, do the work, keep your mouth shut for once in your life, and you’re done. You’re free. Clean slate and all that. How hard can it be? And besides, you have nothing better to do.”

      Ouch.

      I snort. “Show up on time? Keep my mouth shut? Have you met me?”

      “Fair point. But seriously Harper, what’s the alternative? You keep screwing up until you actually end up in jail? Mom’s at her limit, and you know Dad won’t bail you out again.”

      That stings, mostly because it’s true. My parents have officially entered the “we love you but we’re tired of you” phase of dealing with me. Can’t say I blame them.

      “I just...” I trail off, staring out the windshield at nothing. “I worked really hard to avoid those guys. And now I’m going to be stuck on their ranch, taking orders, looking like the screwup I am. It’s humiliating.”

      “So don’t be a screwup.”

      “Wow. Groundbreaking advice, Stella. Why didn’t I think of that?”

      “I’m serious. Show up, work hard, keep your head down, and prove everyone wrong for once. Including them.”

      I hate that she has a point. I hate that the only way through this is through it. And I hate that part of me, the stupid, self-destructive part, is almost curious about what thirty days with those guys might be like.

      “Fine,” I mutter. “But if I end up murdering one of them, you’re my alibi.”

      “Deal. Now go home, pack those cowboy boots Mom and Dad gave you last Christmas, and try not to burn anything down between now and tomorrow morning.”

      “No promises.”

      She hangs up, and I sit there for another minute, letting reality sink in.

      Tomorrow morning. Six a.m. Callahan Ranch.

      The last time I saw six a.m. was when I pulled an all-nighter partying.

      I start the truck and head home, already planning what to do to get ready. Work clothes. Sunscreen. Emotional armor.

      When I pull into my driveway, Pig is waiting on the porch, sprawling across my one clean chair cushion. He lifts his head when I get out, gives me a look, then flops back down.

      “Yeah, I know,” I tell him, clomping up my front steps. “I’m a disaster. You don’t have to rub it in.”

      He snorts.

      I unlock the door and he follows me inside, his little hooves clicking on the hardwood. The house is quiet, too quiet. Stella has her own place across town, and I live alone in a tiny dump of a house except for Pig, which means I have nothing but my own thoughts for company.

      Dangerous.

      I drop my tote and stare at the ceiling, trying to figure out how the hell I will survive this.

      Thirty days. Keep my head down. Do the work. Get out.

      Simple plan. Foolproof, even.

      Except I’ve never been good at keeping my head down. Or keeping my mouth shut. Or not making things worse by sheer force of my personality.

      “We’re screwed,” I tell Pig.

      He grunts, then curls up on the couch and closes his eyes.

      I grab a beer from the fridge and sink into the chair by the window.

      Tomorrow, I’ll show up. I’ll do the work. I’ll prove I’m not some reckless screwup who can’t finish anything.

      And maybe, maybe, I’ll make it through thirty days without wanting to strangle Ryder Maddox.

      Or kiss him.

      Or both.

      “Yup, we’re screwed.”

      Pig doesn’t argue.
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      RYDER

      

      The fence post snaps clean in half the second I yank it free from the ground, which pretty much sums up my morning.

      “Careful with that one,” Owen calls from across the paddock, grinning because he knows damn well I’m in a mood. “We need it intact.”

      “It’s rotten,” I snap back, tossing the splintered wood onto the growing pile of shit we need to replace. “Should’ve been pulled months ago.”

      Jack wipes sweat from his forehead, squinting at me in that way he does when he’s deciding whether to call me on my bullshit or let it slide. “You’ve been tense all morning. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing’s going on. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. You’ve been stomping around here like someone pissed in your coffee.”

      I grab another post and start working it loose, ignoring him. The truth is, I slept like hell. Had one of those dreams where everything feels wrong but you can’t figure out why until you wake up sweating and pissed off at yourself. And now, I’m taking it out on innocent fence posts.

      “We’re getting a new volunteer,” Jack says, casual as hell, like he didn’t just drop a bomb into the middle of my day.

      I pause mid-pull. “Another one?”

      “Yup. Court-ordered community service. Judge Morrison called yesterday, asked if we’d take someone on for thirty days.”

      Owen perks up, leaning against the fence rail. “What’d they do?”

      “Blew up a parade float, I’m told.”

      I laugh despite myself. “Seriously?”

      “Dead serious. Some kind of fireworks situation. Judge said it was either this or jail time, and since we could use the help...” Jack shrugs. “Figured why not.”

      “When do they start?” Owen asks.

      “Today. Should be here any minute.”

      I go back to the fence post, tugging harder than necessary. Whoever this idiot is, they better know how to work. Last thing we need is some spoiled kid who thinks community service means standing around looking at their phone while we do the heavy lifting.

      The sound of an engine makes us turn.

      A beat-up truck rumbles up the gravel drive, dust kicking up behind it in a cloud like our new volunteer-slash-criminal is trying to make a statement.

      The truck pulls to a stop about twenty feet away from us, and for a second, nobody moves. Then the driver’s side door swings open, and a pair of scuffed motorcycle boots hit the ground.

      My brain short-circuits.

      It’s Harper fucking Hayes.

      God help me. I mean, us. Yeah, us.

      She steps out of the truck, all legs and attitude, wearing Daisy Duke shorts that fit like a second skin and a black tank top that shows off more skin than any other community service person we’ve had here. Her hair’s pulled back in a messy ponytail, sunglasses perched on top of her head, and she’s got this expression on her face that’s half defiance, half dread.

      And then I see it.

      A pig. A literal pig. Riding shotgun in the passenger seat, staring out the window like it’s come to help out.

      “Hell no,” I mutter.

      Owen starts laughing. Full-on, bent-over laughing. “Is that a pig?”

      Jack just stares, arms crossed, face unreadable.

      Harper rounds the front of the truck, boots crunching on gravel, and stops a few feet away. She looks at each of us in turn—Jack first, then Owen, then me. When our eyes meet, something flickers across her face. Recollection. Annoyance. Maybe panic.

      She should be panicking.

      “Hello gentlemen. I’m here for court-ordered community service,” she announces, like she’s checking into a hotel. “Where do I clock in?”

      Jack recovers first. “You don’t clock in. You work.”

      “Great. Love that for me.” She crosses her arms, hip cocked to one side. “So what’s the job now that I’m here on the old Callahan Ranch? Shoveling shit? Mucking stalls? Please tell me it’s not something fucking boring.”

      Owen’s still grinning, clearly enjoying this way too much. “Depends. How do you feel about horses? I mean, this is a ranching town and all. You gotta be bringing some experience to table.”

      “It may be a ranching town, but I did not grow up on one. But you already know that, because we’ve all known each other nearly all our lives. Anyway, horses are big and smell bad. You got anything better?”

      “You’ll get used to it,” Jack says, his voice flat. “We start at six. Work until sunset. You get one day off a week, and you follow orders. No exceptions.”

      She nods, all fake politeness. “Got it. Orders. Following. My specialty.”

      I can’t keep quiet anymore. “This is a joke, right?”

      She turns to me, and there it is. That look. The one that used to drive me insane in high school, right before we’d either fight or end up tangled together in the back of my truck. “Not a joke, Ryder. Just my life.”

      “Your life’s always been a joke, Harper.”

      Her jaw tightens, but she doesn’t flinch. “Good to see you too, asshole.”

      Owen steps in, still grinning but trying to defuse the tension. “Alright, alright. Let’s start over. Harper, welcome to Callahan Ranch. You’ll be working with all three of us over the next month, so try not to set anything on fire.”

      “No promises,” she mutters.

      Jack points toward the barn. “You can start by mucking out the stalls. Supplies are inside. Owen’ll show you where everything is.”

      Harper nods, adjusting the strap of her tank top. “Sounds delightful. Mucking. I’m all about mucking.”

      She turns to head toward the barn, and that’s when the pig decides to make its move. It hops down from the truck, actually hops, like it’s done this a thousand times, and trots after her, little hooves clicking on the gravel.

      Owen loses it again. “She brought a pig.”

      “I can see that,” Jack says, rubbing his temples.

      Harper stops, glancing back at us. “I can hear you. And his name’s Pig. He goes where I go.”

      And then she keeps walking, head high, shoulders back, her ass perfect in those Daisy Dukes, every step radiating the kind of confidence that comes from years of pretending you don’t give a shit what anyone thinks.

      I watch her, Pig trotting behind her, and something twists in my chest. Anger. Frustration. Maybe something else I don’t know what to name.

      “This is going to be a mess,” I say.

      Owen claps me on the shoulder, still grinning. “This is going to be the best thirty days we’ve had in a long, long time.”

      Jack just shakes his head. “Get back to work. Both of you assholes.”

      But I can’t move. I’m stuck staring, and all I can think about is the night I left town. Her angry tears. The way she looked at me when I told her I couldn’t stay. The way I never explained why.

      I promised myself I was over her.

      What a big, fat lie.

      And now she’s here, for thirty days, and I have no idea how the hell I’m supposed to survive this without losing my mind.

      Or worse, without remembering what it felt like when she was mine.
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        * * *

      

      Harper trudges toward the barn, all cockiness and cool, but I can tell she’s trying not to look nervous. Her shoulders are too straight, her stride too deliberate. She’s putting on a show. I know all her tells. And she knows I know.

      She doesn’t like that.

      We three guys exchange looks. Jack’s expression is stone, unreadable as always. Owen’s grinning like he won the lottery. And me? I’m somewhere between wanting to throw something and wanting to drag her back to that truck and demand to know why the hell she thought showing up here was an okay idea.

      “Well,” Owen says, breaking the silence. “This is interesting.”

      “Interesting’s one word for it,” Jack says, his hands stuffed in his pockets while he kicks a rock.

      I don’t say anything. Can’t. Because the second Harper stepped out of that truck, every memory I’d spent years trying to bury came roaring back. The taste of her mouth. The sound of her laugh. The way she used to look at me before I ruined everything.

      “You okay?” Owen asks, nudging my shoulder.

      “Fine.”

      “You don’t look fine. You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      “She’s not a ghost. She’s a pain in the ass.”

      “A hot pain in the ass,” Owen corrects, waggling his eyebrows.

      Jack shoots him a look. “Focus. We’ve got work to do.”

      “Right. Work.” Owen grabs his gloves off the fence post. “But hell, this is way more entertaining than fixing fences.”

      Harper reappears in the barn doorway, hands on her hips, squinting at us across the yard. “I’m here for court-ordered community service,” she calls out, voice bright and fake. “Is someone gonna teach me what the hell mucking is?”

      Jack doesn’t miss a beat. “We’ll be right there.”

      She nods and throws her arms in the air, all mock enthusiasm. “Can’t wait. In fact, I’m thrilled. This has always been a dream of mine.”

      I can’t help it. I step forward, boots grinding into the gravel. “Don’t act like this is a joke, Harper. You’re here because you screwed up. Again.”

      God, I’m a dick.

      Her jaw tightens, and for a second, I see the mask slip. But then she recovers, flashing me that smile—the one that’s all teeth and no warmth. “You don’t say. Thanks for the reminder, Ryder. Real helpful. You’ve always been a stand-up guy.”

      “Just making sure we’re clear.”

      I need to just shut my goddamn mouth.

      “Crystal clear, buddy.”

      The air between us crackles, charged with everything we’re not saying. Jack clears his throat, breaking the spell. “Owen’ll show you where the supplies are.”

      “Great.” She adjusts her ponytail, avoiding my eyes. “I live to muck.”

      Owen pushes off the fence, still grinning. “Come on. I’ll give you the tour.”

      I watch them go, fists clenched at my sides.

      I’d forgotten what that smirk did to me.

      But she hadn’t. She just pretended she had, same way I pretended I didn’t remember the way she used to whisper my name in the dark.

      “You gonna stand there all day reminiscing about the girl who got away, or you gonna help?” Jack’s voice cuts through my thoughts.

      “She’s not… she didn’t… whatever.”

      I grab another post and yank it free, channeling all my frustration into the work. But it doesn’t help. Nothing helps when Harper Hayes is involved.

      Jack works in silence for a few minutes before speaking again. “You two have history, as I remember.”

      It’s not a question. He fucking remembers. Everyone fucking remembers.

      “Ancient history,” I say, not looking at him.

      “Doesn’t look ancient.”

      “It is.”

      “If you say so.”

      I drive the new post into the ground harder than necessary, the impact jarring me to my core. I’m not sure whether it feels good or painful or a little of both. “What do you want me to say, Jack? Yeah, we hooked up in high school. It didn’t end well. That’s it.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it. And hell, you’re her brother’s best buddy, aren’t ya?”

      “So? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. What would Anthony say if he knew you two were in close working quarters?” I ask.

      Jack smirks. “First, I don’t know how Anthony would even know considering he lives about a hundred miles away now, and second, I seriously don’t think he would give a shit.”

      He doesn’t look convinced, but he lets it drop. We both do.

      From inside the barn, Owen’s laugh reaches us, followed by Harper’s voice—sharp, sarcastic, and unmistakably hers. My chest tightens.

      Thirty days.

      I can survive thirty days.

      Except I’m not sure I can. Not when every time I look at her, I’ll remember the night I left. The way she stood in the driveway, arms wrapped around herself, tears streaming down her face.

      “Why won’t you just tell me?” she’d begged.

      And I’d said nothing. Just got in my truck and drove away, because staying would’ve destroyed us both.

      She never forgave me for that.

      Hell, I never forgave myself.

      Jack wipes his hands on his jeans, glancing toward the barn. “She’s gonna be trouble.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You gonna be able to handle it, Ryder?” he asks.

      I meet his eyes, jaw set. “I don’t have a choice.”

      He nods, satisfied. “Good. Because if this turns into a circus, I’m kicking all of you off this ranch.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      Asshole.

      We get back to work, but I can’t focus. My mind keeps drifting to the barn, to Harper, to the way she looked at me when she stepped out of that truck.

      Like I was the last person on earth she wanted to see.

      The feeling’s mutual.

      Except it’s not. Not really.

      And that’s the problem.
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        * * *

      

      Jack’s already giving me that look, the one that says he knows I’m distracted and he’s about two seconds from calling me on it.

      But I can’t stop watching the barn.

      Harper’s in there somewhere, probably giving Owen hell, and all I can think about is the fact that she’s here. On this ranch. For thirty days.

      Thirty days of seeing her face, hearing her voice, pretending I don’t remember what it felt like to kiss her until we were both breathless and stupid.

      Back then, I swore to myself I was over her.

      That was a lie.

      The biggest lie I’ve ever told myself, and I’ve told plenty.

      Jack drives another post into the ground, the sound sharp and final. “You gonna help, or you gonna stand there staring at the barn all day, mooning about a woman?”

      “I’m helping. And I’m not mooning.”

      “Doesn’t look like it.”

      I grab my gloves and force myself to focus, but it’s useless. My mind keeps drifting back to that night, the one I’ve spent years trying to forget.

      I told myself it was for the best. That she deserved better than a guy who couldn’t get his shit together, who was one bad decision away from ending up in jail or worse.

      I told myself she’d move on, find someone stable, someone who could give her the life she wanted.

      But the truth? The truth is I left because I was scared. Scared of how much I felt for her. Scared of what it meant. Scared that if I stayed, I’d drag her down with me.

      And now she’s here, mucking stalls and pretending she doesn’t give a shit about me, and I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do with that.

      “Ryder.”

      Jack’s voice snaps me back to the present. “What?”

      “I said we’re done here. You can head back to the house if you want.”

      I glance at the fence line. We’ve replaced maybe half the posts, but the sun’s climbing higher, and the heat’s starting to press down heavy.

      “Yeah. Alright.”

      Jack studies me for a second, then nods. “Take a break. Clear your head.”

      I don’t argue. Just strip off my gloves and head toward the barn, telling myself I’m only going to check on the tools. See if Owen needs help with anything.

      Not because I want to see her.

      Definitely not because I need to.

      The barn’s cooler than outside, the shade cutting through the worst of the heat. I hear voices, Owen’s low and teasing, Harper’s sharp and defensive, and follow the sound to the back stalls.

      She’s got a pitchfork in hand, hair falling out of her ponytail, a streak of dirt across her cheek. She’s hot, tired, and her motorcycle boots are completely out of place.

      She also looks beautiful.

      Damn it.

      Owen leans against the stall door, arms crossed, grinning. “You’re doing great. Really. I mean, you missed that entire corner, but otherwise⁠—”

      “Shut up, Owen. I’m holding a sharp object here.” She jabs the pitchfork into the hay, scowling. “I’m doing my best here.”

      “Your best is adorable.”

      “I will stab you with this.”

      He laughs, holding up his hands. “Alright, alright. I’m going. But seriously, you’re doing fine. Just... maybe aim for the wheelbarrow next time.”

      Harper flips him off, and he walks past me, still grinning. “She’s all yours, man.”

      “I don’t want her.”

      “Sure you don’t.”

      He disappears, and I’m left standing there, staring at Harper’s ass as she attacks the hay with way more force than necessary.

      “You need help?” I ask, keeping my voice neutral.

      She freezes, shoulders tensing. Then she turns, pitchfork still in hand, and gives me a look that could melt steel. “I’m fine.”

      “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “Well, I am. So you can go.”

      I don’t move. Can’t. Because standing here, looking at her, all I can think about is how much I’ve missed the fire in her eyes, the way she never backs down, the way she makes me feel alive in a way nothing else does.

      “Why are you here, Harper?”

      “Because a judge told me to be. It was either this or sixty days in lockup.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      She drops the pitchfork, crossing her arms. “What do you want me to say, Ryder? That I’m thrilled to be here? That this is my dream job? I’m here because I screwed up. Happy now?”

      “No.”

      “Good. Neither am I.”

      The silence stretches between us, heavy and uncomfortable. I should leave. Walk away before I say something I’ll regret.

      But I can’t.

      “I didn’t know you were coming,” I say finally.

      “Would it have mattered?”

      “Yeah. It would’ve.”

      She laughs, bitter and sharp. “Right. Because you care so much.”

      “Harper—”

      “Don’t.” She holds up a hand, cutting me off. “Don’t pretend you give a shit, Ryder. You left. You didn’t call, didn’t text, didn’t explain. You just... vanished. So don’t stand there acting like this is hard for you.”

      “It is hard for me.”

      “Good.”

      Her voice cracks on the word, and I see it, the hurt she’s been hiding behind all that anger. The same hurt I’ve been carrying.

      I take a step toward her. “Harper⁠—”

      A high-pitched squeal cuts through the air, and we both turn.

      Pig trots into the stall, snout twitching, little hooves clicking on the concrete. He stops between us, looking from Harper to me and back again, and lets out another squeal, sharper this time.

      Harper scoops him up, holding him against her chest. “It’s fine, Pig. Everything’s fine. Pig gets jealous.”

      But it’s not fine. Not even close.

      I meet her eyes one last time, and all I see is everything we used to be and everything we’ll never get back.

      “I should go,” I say.

      “Yeah. You should.”

      I turn and walk away, fists clenched, jaw tight, hating myself for leaving all over again.

      But sticking around watching her work would be worse.

      Staying in the barn, in that half-cleaned stall, would be the start of facing the truth, that no matter how many years pass, no matter how much distance I put between us, Harper Hayes is still the only woman who’s ever made me feel anything… at all.

      And I don’t know if I can survive that.
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      HARPER

      

      My alarm goes off at five a.m., which really should be a crime against humanity and lots of other things.

      Although I suppose I shouldn’t joke about crime since I kind of sort of committed one.

      I slap my phone until the noise stops, then lie there staring at the ceiling, trying to remember why I thought blowing up a parade float was a good idea.

      Oh that’s right. Because I’m an idiot.

      I drag myself out of bed, stumble to the bathroom, and catch my reflection in the mirror. Hair sticking up everywhere, mascara smudged under one eye, the faint imprint of a pillowcase on my cheek.

      “Someday I’ll wash my makeup off before bed,” I tell myself.

      Pig oinks from the bedroom in response to my voice.

      I shower fast, throw on the oldest shorts I own and a tattered top that’s seen better days, and grab the cowboy boots my parents gave me last Christmas. I got enough horseshit on my motorcycle boots yesterday I figure I might as well bust these out.

      I don’t want any kind of shit on my motorcycle boots. The cowboy boots, I don’t care.

      By the time I’m in my truck with Pig riding shotgun, the sun’s barely cresting the horizon. The world’s still half dark, full of creepy purple shadows and that quiet that makes you feel like you’re the only person alive.

      I hate mornings. Always been a night owl.

      The drive to Callahan Ranch takes fifteen minutes, and I spend every single one of them trying to convince myself this won’t be awful.

      It’s going to be awful.

      I pull up just as the sky turns pink, gravel crunching under my tires. Jack’s already outside, leaning against the fence with his arms crossed, like he’s been up for hours.

      Of course he has.

      I kill the engine and sit there for a second, gripping the steering wheel, trying to psych myself up.

      Thirty days. I can do thirty days. People survive worse. Prison. War. Jury duty.

      “Okay,” I mutter to Pig. “Let’s get this over with.”

      He snorts.

      I step out of the truck, boots hitting dirt, and immediately want to get back in and drive away. But Jack’s watching, and I’m not about to give him the satisfaction of seeing me chicken out.

      “Morning,” I call out, trying for cheerful but landing somewhere closer to hungover.

      “You’re late,” he says.

      I glance at my phone. 5:58 a.m. “I’m two minutes early.”

      “We start at six. That means you’re here at five-forty-five.”

      “Nobody told me that.”

      “I’m telling you now.”

      I bite back about several rude responses and settle for, “Got it. Five-forty-five. I’ll tattoo it on my forehead.”

      His expression doesn’t change. “Looks like a better choice of boots today,” he says, looking me up and down. Then he gestures with his head. “Follow me.”

      He turns and walks toward the barn, and I trail after him, already sweating even though the sun’s barely up. Pig trots along behind me, snorting every few steps.

      Jack stops outside a shed and pulls open the door, revealing an array of tools that look like medieval torture devices. He grabs a shovel and hands it to me.

      “Stalls need mucking. Start with the one on the left, work your way down. Wheelbarrow’s inside. Any questions?”

      About a thousand. “Nope. I’m good. Except I did this yesterday.”

      He tilts his head and looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Harper, horses shit every day. So, their stalls need to be cleaned every day.”

      “Geez. I didn’t know farm animals got waited on like this. So high maintenance.”

      Jack sighs. “Wait till we teach you to groom them. Anyway, Owen’ll check on you in an hour.”

      And then he’s gone, disappearing around the corner, leaving me staring at the shovel in my hand, then at the barn, then at Pig.

      “This is sucks,” I tell him.

      He doesn’t argue.

      As I learned yesterday, mucking stalls is about as terrible as it sounds. Within minutes, I’m covered in hay, sweat, and what I’m pretty sure is horse pee. My arms ache, my back’s screaming, and I’ve only finished half of the first stall.

      There are six more to go.

      “This is fine,” I mutter, scooping another pile of soiled hay into the wheelbarrow. “Totally fine. Just thirty days of this. No big deal.”

      A shadow falls across the stall door, and I look up to find Owen leaning against the frame, grinning.

      “You missed a spot,” he says, nodding toward the corner.

      Funny guy.

      I grip the pitchfork tighter. “Come closer so I can fix that.”

      He laughs, stepping inside. “Easy, tiger. I’m here to help.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      “You sure? Because it looks like you’re losing a fight with some hay.”

      “I’m not losing. I’m strategizing.”

      “Uh-huh.” He grabs a pitchfork from the wall and starts working the other side of the stall, moving twice as fast as me and making it look effortless.

      I hate him a little bit.

      We work in silence for a few minutes, the only sounds the scrape of tools and Pig snuffling around in the corner. Then Owen glances over at me, still grinning.

      “So. Parade float, huh?”

      “Yup.”

      “That takes skill.”

      “I have many of those. So many.”

      “Clearly.”

      I dump another load into the wheelbarrow, wiping sweat from my forehead. “If you’re here to judge me, you can leave.”

      “I’m not judging. I’m impressed. It’s not every day someone sets fire to a town tradition.”

      “It wasn’t on purpose.”

      “That almost makes it better.”

      Despite myself, I smile. A little. “The fireworks were supposed to go up, not sideways. If they had, there would have been no fire.”

      “Classic mistake.”

      “You sound like you speak from experience.”

      He shrugs. “Let’s just say I’ve had my share of things not going according to plan.”

      I lean on the shovel, studying him. Owen’s always been the easy one—quick to laugh, impossible to rattle. The kind of guy who makes everything seem lighter just by being in the room.

      Which is annoying, because I’m trying to be miserable.

      “How long have you been doing this?” I ask, nodding toward the ranch.

      “Couple years. My dad sold our ranch and Jack needed help after his dad passed. I needed a place to land. Worked out.”

      “And Ryder?”

      Owen’s grin falters, just for a second. “What about him?”

      “When’d he show up?”

      “Not sure. Long before me is all I know. Why?”

      I shrug, going back to the hay. “Curious.”

      “You two have history.”

      It’s not a question, but I answer anyway. “Ancient history.”

      “Doesn’t look ancient.”

      “It is.”

      He doesn’t push, which I appreciate. Instead, he finishes his side of the stall and leans the pitchfork against the wall. “You’re doing good, by the way. For someone who’s a beginner at this stuff.”

      “How do you know I’m a beginner?”

      “Your boots are too clean.”

      I glance down. He’s right. They’re practically spotless compared to his, which are scuffed and stained and look like they’ve been through hell.

      “Give it a week,” he says. “You’ll fit right in.”

      “I’m not trying to fit in. I’m trying to survive.”

      “Same thing, really.”

      He walks out, whistling some country song I don’t recognize, and I’m left alone with my thoughts.

      Pig waddles over and plops down in a clean patch of straw, looking entirely too comfortable.

      “Easy for you,” I mutter.

      He grunts.

      I pull out my phone and text my sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Day 1. Already want to die.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stella: It’s been an hour.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Your point?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stella: Do you look hot? Like feral hot? Don’t lie.

      

      

      

      

      

      I glance down at my mud-streaked legs and hay-covered tank top.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You’re sick.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stella: Send pics. I need proof you’re suffering.

      

      

      

      

      

      I flip the camera around, snap a selfie of hair falling out of my ponytail, dirt smudged across my cheek, and shovel in hand.

      Her response is immediate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Stella: [image: fire][image: fire][image: fire] The cowboys don’t stand a chance.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I hate you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Stella: Love you too. Now get back to work before they fire you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I shove my phone back in my pocket and get back to work.

      Thirty days.

      I can do this.

      Probably.

      Maybe.

      I dump another load into the wheelbarrow and mutter, “You’re insane,” one more time before collapsing onto a hay bale, a clean one, utterly exhausted.

      Pig continues his nap with a snore.
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      By noon, I’ve discovered muscles that had been hiding all my life. They are not happy about it.

      My shoulders burn. My back aches. My hands are blistered despite the gloves Jack tossed at me an hour ago, several hours later than he should have, with a gruff, “You’ll need these.”

      Thanks, asshole.

      The worst part? We’re not even close to done. And when we are, we gotta do it all over again. Like freaking Groundhog Day. These animals can’t do a damn thing for themselves.

      I never thought I’d be some horse’s bitch.

      The three guys are scattered around the ranch. Jack is fixing something that involves a lot of cursing, Owen is hauling giant feed bags like they weigh nothing, and Ryder... well, Ryder’s been avoiding me, which is fine. Great, actually. Perfect.

      Except it’s not fine, and I hate that it bothers me.

      “Harper!” Jack’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “Get over here.”

      I drop the rake I’ve been using to spread fresh hay and trudge across the yard. The sun’s directly overhead now, brutal and unforgiving. I’m pretty sure I’m going to pass out before the day’s over and I need to reapply my sunscreen.

      This shit is seriously stressing me out. Not that I’ll let on.

      Jack’s standing next to a water trough, hands on his hips, looking at me like I’m a disappointing science experiment. “You know, don’t expect me to be easy on you just because you’re my brother’s friend. That’s not how I roll.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Tell me, Jack, how do you roll, then?”

      He ignores my snark. “Harper, do you know how to use a hose?”

      “I’m not an idiot.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      I grab the hose from his hand. “Yes, Jack. I know how to use a hose. You turn it on and water comes out. Brain surgery it is not.”

      “Good. Fill this. Then move on to the one by the barn.”

      He walks away before I can respond, leaving me standing there with a hose and a burning desire to spray him in the back of the head.
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