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      Callie

      

      If I have to hear my father rant about the Great Chili Conspiracy of 1995 one more time, I’m going to scream. And not the cute, damsel-in-distress kind of scream but the kind that gets you committed.

      I’m crouched behind Mabel’s funnel cake stand, praying that Dad will lower his voice before the entire county fair witnesses another Thompson family meltdown. No such luck. His voice carries across the fairgrounds like a foghorn, except with dramatic pauses and wild hand gestures.

      “You McCoys think you can waltz in here with your fancy chili and your… your,” Dad waves his plastic spoon in the air, drops of red sauce flying everywhere, “your lies!”

      I peek around the corner of the stand and immediately regret it. Half the town has gathered around the chili contest tables, phones out, ready to document whatever disaster is about to unfold. The lady from the post office has her mouth hanging open. The mayor looks like he’s considering early retirement. And Mrs. Delaney, oh God, Mrs. Delaney, is holding her phone up, recording everything for the Cedar Ridge Facebook page.

      “Dad,” I hiss under my breath, “you’re making a scene.”

      But he can’t hear me over his righteous fury. “That ribbon belonged to us! Everyone knows the Thompson five-alarm chili could wake the dead!”

      The McCoy patriarch, a grizzled man with steel-gray hair and zero patience, crosses his arms. “Your mama’s chili tasted like motor oil, Hank. Still does, if your daughter’s any indication.”

      Oh, hell no.

      I start to stand up, ready to defend my family’s honor, but then I remember: I hate crowds, I hate drama, and I especially hate being the center of attention. Plus, my chili actually does taste questionable. The man’s not wrong.

      “Thirty years!” Dad bellows, jabbing his spoon toward the McCoy booth. “Thirty years of watching you parade around with stolen glory!”

      “Stolen?” Mr. McCoy laughs, a sound like gravel in a blender. “The only thing stolen here is your dignity, Thompson.”

      The crowd “oohs” appropriately. Someone in the back starts a slow clap. I want to melt into the sawdust and disappear forever.

      This is my life. This is what I get for being born a Thompson in Cedar Ridge, population about three thousand, surrounded by folks who have nothing better to do than watch two families bicker over chili. The feud between the Thompsons and McCoys has been going on since before I was born, and honestly? I’ve never understood what the big deal is.

      “Your boys probably sabotaged our entry,” Dad continues, his face turning an alarming shade of red. “Just like they did with the potato salad in ’98!”

      “For the love of God,” I mutter, sliding down until I’m practically sitting on the ground. “It was food poisoning, Dad. The mayo went bad. We’ve been over this.”

      But reasoning with Hank Thompson mid-rant is futile. Possible in theory, but never going to work.

      Mrs. Delaney spots me behind the funnel cake stand and waves enthusiastically. “Callie! Callie, honey, get your daddy before he has a stroke!”

      Every head in the crowd turns toward me. Fantastic. Now I’m part of the show.

      I force myself to stand up, brushing sawdust off my jeans and trying to look like I have any control over the situation. “Hey, Dad,” I call out, waving weakly. “Maybe we should⁠—”

      “Not now, Callie! I’m handling this!”

      Handling it. Right. Because screaming about chili in front of half the county is definitely handling things.

      Mr. McCoy shakes his head. “Your family’s been delusional for decades, Thompson. Face facts. We make better chili, we always have, and that ribbon’s staying right where it belongs, with us.”

      “Over my dead body!”

      “That can be arranged!”

      The crowd gasps. One lady clutches her pearls. A baby starts crying.

      I close my eyes and count to ten, trying not to cry myself. When I open them, nothing has changed. Dad’s still waving his spoon around, the McCoys are still glaring, and approximately fifty people are still recording.

      “You know what?” I announce loudly enough for everyone to hear. “I’m going to check on Rita.”

      Nobody pays attention. They’re too busy watching Dad work himself into a cardiac event over beans and tomatoes.

      I turn to walk away, but Mrs. Delaney intercepts me, her phone still recording. “Callie, sweetie, how do you feel about your family’s ongoing struggle for justice?”

      “I feel like I need a drink,” I deadpan. “A strong one. Maybe several.”

      She blinks, clearly not expecting that response. “Oh. Well. That’s... honest.”

      “It’s my brand,” I say, stepping around her. “Excuse me, I have a goat to find before she eats someone’s car.”

      As I walk away, I can still hear Dad and Mr. McCoy hurling insults at each other. Something about beans versus no beans, secret ingredients, and judges who “wouldn’t know good chili if it bit them on the ass.”

      The worst part? This happens every year. Every single year, without fail, the Thompson-McCoy feud explodes into public view at some community event, and every single year, I want to crawl into a hole and never come out.

      I love my dad, I really do. But sometimes, I think he cares more about a decades-old chili ribbon than he does about looking like a rational human being in public.

      The shouting behind me gets louder. I hear someone mention calling the sheriff. Mrs. Delaney is probably livestreaming the whole thing by now.

      “Perfect,” I mutter, heading toward the livestock area where I left Rita tied up. “Just perfect. Another year, another public humiliation courtesy of the Thompson family tradition.”

      At least Rita can’t judge me for my genetics. She’s a goat. Her standards are refreshingly low.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I should have known better than to leave Rita unattended for more than five minutes. By the time I reach the livestock area, Rita’s rope is swinging free from the fence post, and there’s no goat in sight.

      Just. My. Luck.

      “Rita!” I call out, scanning the area.

      A crash echoes from the direction of the food booths, followed by screaming. My stomach drops.

      “Oh, no. No, no, no.”

      I run toward the sound, dodging families with strollers and teenagers holding deep-fried turkey legs. As I round the corner, the scene unfolds in slow motion. Rita is now barreling directly toward the chili tables at full speed.

      “Rita, stop!” I shout, but she’s locked onto her target.

      She hits the first table with the force of a missile. Crock-Pots go flying. Chili explodes everywhere onto walls, people, the ground. It’s like a crime scene, but tomato sauce for the blood and beans for the body parts.

      “My chili!” someone screams.

      “Five hours of work!” another voice wails.

      Rita, completely unbothered by the destruction she’s caused, starts eating chili off the ground. At least she’s not wasteful.

      A toddler, covered head to toe in the award-winning three-bean chili, lets out a wail that could shatter glass. His mother stares in horror at what used to be her child and is now a small, crying chili monster.

      “I am so sorry!” I yell, sprinting toward the disaster zone. “She’s friendly! She’s just hungry!”

      Dad’s voice cuts through the chaos: “WHAT IN THE SAM HILL IS GOING ON?”

      I turn to see him marching toward us, his face transitioning from angry-red to stroke-purple. Behind him, the entire McCoy family is following, probably to witness the complete destruction of the Thompson reputation. Or what’s left of it.

      “Rita got loose,” I explain breathlessly, diving toward my goat, who has now moved on to sampling someone’s cornbread. “Rita, no! Bad goat!”

      She looks at me with those innocent brown eyes, cornbread crumbs on her chin, and bleats. It’s the most unapologetic sound I’ve ever heard.

      “Get that animal under control!” The judge from the chili contest, a woman with steel-gray hair and zero patience, points an accusatory finger at me. “She’s contaminated half the entries!”

      “I’m trying!” I lunge for Rita’s collar, but she sidesteps me. “Rita, I swear to God, you’re becoming barbecue tonight!”

      The threat doesn’t faze her. She’s found someone’s dropped funnel cake and is now going to town on it, as if she earned her dessert.

      “Callie Thompson!” Dad’s voice booms across the fairgrounds. “What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything! She escaped! Goats escape! It’s what they do!”

      I make another grab for Rita, this time catching her collar, but she’s stronger than she looks. She drags me three feet before I get a decent grip on her.

      “Got you, you little⁠—”

      Rita jerks hard to the left, and I stumble, careening into the table of perfectly organized chili samples. I catch myself on the edge, but not before knocking over plastic spoons that scatter across the ground.

      “This is a disaster,” the MC announces, surveying chili-splattered carnage. “An absolute disaster.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I mutter, finally getting Rita under control. She’s still chewing funnel cake, content and pleased with what, for her, is a well-rounded meal.

      The chili judge lady storms over, her clipboard clutched in white-knuckled fists. “Miss Thompson, your goat has destroyed three hours of judging. The contest is ruined!”

      “I understand that,” I say, trying to catch my breath. “And I’m really, really sorry. I’ll pay for damages, I’ll⁠—”

      “You’ll do more than that,” Dad interrupts, having finally reached the scene of the crime. “You’ll apologize to every single person here, and then you’ll take that goat home and⁠—”

      “And what?” I snap, my patience reaching its limit. “Chain her to a tree? Build a goat prison? She’s a goat, Dad, not a criminal mastermind!”

      “She’s your responsibility!”

      “She’s a force of nature!”

      Rita chooses that moment to let out a long, satisfied bleat, agreeing with my assessment of her character.

      The crowd that’s gathered around us, because of course there’s a crowd, starts murmuring. Phones come out again. Mrs. Delaney positions herself for the best angle.

      “Great,” I mutter, tugging Rita away from the wreckage. “Just great. This’ll be all over Facebook before we even get home.”

      Dad’s face has gone from purple back to red, which I’m choosing to interpret as progress. “You’re going to clean this up, Callie. Every last drop.”

      “With what? My tongue?”

      “Don’t get smart with me, missy.”

      “Too late. I was born smart. It’s my curse.”

      Rita bleats again, louder this time, adding her own commentary. Several people laugh, which only makes Dad’s expression darker.

      “This is exactly why the McCoys think they can walk all over us,” he says, loud enough for the entire county to hear. “Because we can’t even control our livestock!”

      “Oh, for crying out loud,” I start to say, but I’m interrupted by the sound of slow clapping. “Rita is a pet, not livestock,” I mumble. No one cares.

      I am holding my chin high as I walk away, Rita finally under control, when I spot three figures walking toward us through the crowd. My heart does something weird in my chest. The McCoy boys. All three of them. And they’re all looking directly at me.

      This day just keeps getting better.
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        * * *

      

      It seems Rita is not happy with the McCoy’s approach and she decides to let me know. I’m wrestling with her leash again as we watch them move through the crowd like they own the place. Which, let’s be honest, they kind of do. The McCoy family has been Cedar Ridge royalty for as long as anyone can remember.

      The oldest one, Wyatt, I think, has his arms crossed and a scowl that could curdle milk. The middle one is grinning like this is the best entertainment he’s seen all year. And the youngest one is trying not to laugh.

      I’m still staring when Rita decides she’s had enough of my control and bolts toward them.

      “Rita, no!” I sprint after her, but my boots slip on a puddle of chili, and I’m suddenly airborne.

      I slam into all three of them at once.

      Three solid chests. Six arms reaching out to catch me. One very undignified oomph as I take down what feels like half a ton of cowboy.

      We go down in a tangle of limbs and cursing. I land flat on my butt in the sawdust, staring up at three very different expressions: one annoyed, one amused, and one concerned.

      “Well,” says the grinning one, Jesse, maybe? “That’s one way to meet someone.”

      “We’ve met before. I’m your neighbor.”

      “All grown up now,” he adds, smiling.

      Rita, meanwhile, has found the youngest brother’s leather belt and is chewing on it while he tries to pull it away from her.

      “Hey! This is my good belt!” He’s laughing even as he says it, which makes Rita more determined to claim her prize. “Come on, goat, let go!”

      “Control your livestock,” Wyatt growls, standing up and brushing sawdust off his jeans. His eyes are stormy, and his mouth is set in a hard line.

      “She’s not livestock,” I snap back, scrambling to my feet. “She’s a pet. With issues. We all have issues, you know.”

      “That’s one word for it,” Jesse says, still grinning. He extends a hand to help me up, but I ignore it and dust myself off.

      “Your goat has good taste,” he continues, nodding toward Rita. “That’s genuine leather. Looks like you’re losing your belt, Boone.”

      “Rita, drop it!” I grab for the belt, but she dances away, trailing leather behind her like a victory banner.

      Boone, who’s cracking up, finally catches one end of the belt. “Tug of war with a goat. This is a new low, even for me.”

      “Just let her have it,” I say, exasperated. “I’ll buy you a new one.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says, still laughing. “She’s earned it fair and square.”

      Rita, sensing victory, gives one final tug and trots away with her prize, smugly satisfied with herself.

      “That goat is a menace,” Wyatt says flatly.

      “That goat is the least of your problems,” I shoot back. “Your family’s over there destroying mine, and you’re worried about livestock control?”

      “Our family?” Jesse’s eyebrows shoot up. “Your dad’s the one waving around utensils like he’s ready to kill.”

      He’s not wrong, but I’m not about to admit that. “Your grandfather started it.”

      “Your dad escalated it,” Wyatt says.

      “Your grandfather threw the first spoon!”

      “It was a ladle, and it was self-defense!”

      We’re standing there glaring at each other when Boone starts laughing again. “Y’all realize how ridiculous this sounds, right? We’re arguing about spoons.”

      “Ladles,” Jesse and I correct in unison, then glare at each other harder.

      “Even better,” Boone grins. “Nothing starts a family feud like kitchen utensils.”

      I hate that he’s making sense. I hate that he’s cute when he laughs. I especially hate that all three of them are looking at me as if I’m some kind of exotic disease they’ve never seen before. Like they don’t know whether to be intrigued or repulsed.

      “Look,” I say, crossing my arms, “I’m sorry about Rita and the belt and the whole crashing-into-you thing. I better get her home before she destroys anything else.”

      “Smart plan,” Wyatt says. “Might want to invest in a stronger rope while you’re at it.”

      “Might want to invest in a personality while you’re at it,” I snap back.

      Jesse laughs. “Oh shit, she’s got you there, Wy.”

      Wyatt’s scowl deepens, but I catch something that might be amusement flickering in his eyes. “Thompson women and their mouths,” he mutters.

      “Excuse me?” I straighten up to my full height, chest back, chin up. No one talks trash about the Thompson women. No one.

      He realizes he’s gone too far. “Nothing,” he says, backpedaling. “Just... nothing.”

      Damn right.

      “Well, since we’re on the subject, why don’t you enlighten me about Thompson women and our mouths?”

      “I really think we should—” Boone starts to say, but Jesse cuts him off.

      “What my charming brother means,” Jesse says, shooting Wyatt a warning look, “is that Thompson women are known for being... spirited.”

      “Spirited.” I repeat the word slowly. “Like horses?”

      “Like trouble,” Wyatt says under his breath.

      “I heard that,” I snip.

      “Good. Maybe you’ll face facts.”

      “The only fact I’m facing is that McCoy men are just as pigheaded as their fathers.”

      “And Thompson women are just as⁠—”

      “Just as what?” I step closer, eyes narrowed and lips pursed, ready for a fight.

      But Wyatt doesn’t finish the sentence. He’s looking down at me, and something shifts in his expression. For just a second, the scowl softens.

      “Nothing,” he says finally. “Just... be careful with that goat.”

      Before I can ask what that’s supposed to mean, he turns and walks away.

      Jesse tips his hat at me with an infuriating grin. “See you around, pretty girl.”

      Boone waves goodbye, belt-less, still chuckling. “Thanks for the entertainment!”

      I watch them retreat, three sets of broad shoulders and long legs, and I absolutely do not notice how well their jeans fit or how Wyatt’s dark hair curls just slightly at the nape of his neck.

      Nope. Not noticing any of that.

      Rita trots back over to me, Boone’s belt hanging from her mouth like a trophy. She looks pleased with herself.

      “You,” I tell her, “are a terrible wingman.”

      She bleats, either agreeing or disagreeing. Who knows which.
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        * * *

      

      I’m trying to coax Rita to my truck when Mrs. Delaney appears beside me like a gossip-seeking missile.

      “Oh my stars!” she gasps, clutching her phone to her chest. “Callie Thompson, did you just fall into the arms of all three McCoy boys?”

      “I crashed into them,” I correct, tugging Rita’s leash. “There’s a difference.”

      “Is there?” Mrs. Delaney’s eyes are practically glowing with excitement. “Because it looked mighty romantic from where I was standing. Very movie-scene, if you ask me. You know that term ‘meet-cute’? I think that was one in the making, right before our very eyes.”

      “The hell,” I mutter, but she either doesn’t hear me or chooses to ignore it.

      “I got the whole thing on video,” she continues, waving her phone. “The way they all reached out to catch you? Pure poetry. I’m posting it to the community page right now.”

      “Please don’t.”

      “Oh, honey, it’s too late for that. This is the most exciting thing to happen at the fair since 2018 when the Ferris wheel broke down and we had to call the fire department to get Doc off the highest chair. I remember how afraid of heights that poor man was. He had to take some time off after that unfortunate...”

      Rita, tired of Mrs. Delaney’s story, chooses that moment to let out a loud bleat, and the woman jumps like she’s been shot.

      “That goat is still chewing that boy’s belt!” she exclaims. “Should I call animal control?”

      “She’s fine. Just... difficult.”

      “Difficult,” Mrs. Delaney repeats, typing furiously on her phone. “That’s a good word. Very quotable.”

      I start walking faster, hoping to escape before she can say anything else, but Mrs. Delaney follows me, her thumbs moving across her phone screen at lightning speed.

      “Tell me, Callie, how long have you had feelings for the McCoy boys?”

      I stop dead in my tracks. “Excuse me?”

      “The chemistry was obvious, sweetie. You can’t fake that kind of tension.”

      “The only tension here is me trying not to strangle my goat.”

      And Mrs. Delaney, truth be told.

      I keep that part to myself.

      “Mmm-hmm.” She doesn’t sound convinced. “And which boy do you like best? The serious one? The charming one? Or the funny one?”

      “I don’t like any of them, Mrs. Delaney. They’re McCoys. I’m a Thompson. Oil and water. Natural enemies. The Montagues and Capulets. Ring any bells?”

      “Oh, pish. Don’t drop that silly Romeo and Juliet stuff on me,” she says, waving a dismissive hand. “That old feud is just for show. Everyone knows it doesn’t mean anything anymore.”

      “Tell that to my dad.”

      As if summoned by name, Dad appears at my elbow, his face still red from his chili confrontation. “Callie, what are you doing talking to those McCoy boys—” He spots Mrs. Delaney, clears his throat, and smiles politely. “Afternoon, Dolores.”

      “Hank!” Mrs. Delaney beams at him. “I was just telling Callie how sweet it was, watching her fall into the McCoy boys’ arms. Like something out of a romance novel!”

      Dad’s smile disappears. “She what?”

      “Crashed,” I say quickly. “I crashed into them while chasing Rita. It was an accident. A very ungraceful, very embarrassing accident.”

      “An accident,” Dad repeats slowly, his eyes narrowing. “With the McCoy boys.”

      “All three of them,” Mrs. Delaney adds unhelpfully. “She took them all down at once. Very exciting.”

      I close my eyes and count to five. When I open them, Dad is staring at me with an expression I can’t quite read.

      “We’re leaving,” he announces. “Now.”

      “Good idea,” I agree, starting toward the parking area. But Mrs. Delaney isn’t done with us yet.

      “Hank, you should know, people are talking. About Callie and those boys. Some folks think it’s about time the families made peace. Let the younger generation be the change,” she says with a proud nod.

      Dad’s jaw twitches. “Some folks need to mind their own business.”

      “Oh, but, Hank, young love is everyone’s business! It’s romantic! It’s⁠—”

      “It’s nothing,” Dad says firmly. “Because my daughter knows better than to get involved with a McCoy.”

      He looks at me pointedly when he says it, and my cheeks burn.

      “Of course I do,” I say through gritted teeth. “I wouldn’t touch a McCoy with a ten-foot pole.”

      “Even if he was really, really good-looking?” Mrs. Delaney asks with a sly grin.

      “Especially then,” I lie.

      But even as I say it, I can’t stop thinking about Wyatt’s eyes, Jesse’s crooked grin, and the way Boone’s face lit up when he laughed. Which is exactly the kind of thing that’s going to get me in trouble.

      “Good,” Dad says, satisfied. “Because the last thing this family needs is more drama with the McCoys.”

      Mrs. Delaney looks disappointed, but she’s still typing on her phone. “Well, if anything changes, you know where to find me. I’m always happy to document young romance for posterity.”

      “There won’t be any romance to document,” I say firmly.

      “If you say so, dear.” But her tone suggests she thinks I’m either lying or delusional.

      As we walk toward the truck, I can hear people whispering as we pass. Phones are coming out. Cameras are pointing in our direction. By tonight, half the county will have seen Mrs. Delaney’s video of me face-planting into three cowboys.

      “What a mess,” I mutter.

      “It’s fixable,” Dad says. “As long as you stay away from those boys.”

      I nod, but I’m not really listening. I’m thinking about the way Wyatt looked at me right before he walked away, and the way Jesse called me “trouble” like it was a compliment, and the way Boone’s laugh made something warm unfurl in my chest.

      “Zero cowboy contact,” I say under my breath as I load Rita into the back of the truck. “That’s the plan. Zero contact, zero drama, zero complications.”

      Rita bleats skeptically, Boone’s belt still hanging from her mouth.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I tell her. “I mean it.”

      But even as I say it, I have the sinking feeling that Rita and I both know I’m lying.

      The McCoy boys are trouble. Capital T, heartbreak-waiting-to-happen, family-feud-reigniting trouble.

      And I absolutely, definitely, completely do not want anything to do with them.

      Absolutely.

      Definitely.

      Completely.
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      WYATT

      

      I should have walked away the minute I saw that Thompson girl struggling with her goat behind our barns. Should have turned around and minded my own business instead of standing here watching her fight with a stubborn animal and a stolen belt that we’d fully surrendered earlier at the county fair.

      But here I am anyway, watching Callie Thompson wrestle with Rita, something she seems to spend a lot of time doing. She’s managed to get Boone’s belt wrapped around her legs, and the leather against her jeans is doing things to my concentration I don’t want to acknowledge. The goat’s bleating indignantly, Callie’s cursing under her breath, something about “demonic animals” and “why can’t you be normal.” The way she bites her lower lip in frustration has me gripping the fence post harder than necessary.

      Christ. I need to look away. But she drops to her knees to work the belt free, and her shirt rides up, exposing a strip of skin at her lower back that makes my mouth go dry. This is ridiculous. She’s Hank Thompson’s daughter. Off-limits. Enemy territory. But when she pushes her hair back from her face, frustrated and flushed, something hot coils in my gut that has nothing to do with family feuds.

      “Need some help there?” Jesse calls out, that trademark smirk already spreading across his face. I watch him watch her, see the way his eyes track down her body, and something dark and possessive rises in my chest that I have no right to feel.

      “I’ve got it,” Callie snaps, but she clearly doesn’t. Rita has somehow managed to tangle herself even worse, and now, the belt is twisted around one of the fence posts too. When she stretches to reach it, her tank top pulls tight across her chest, and I have to force myself to look at the barn, the sky, anywhere but the curve of her waist.

      I step forward before I can stop myself, drawn like she’s got her own gravitational pull. “Thompson hands on McCoy property,” I mutter, more out of habit than any real conviction. “Pretty sure that’s against the rules.”

      Callie looks up at me, her face flushed and her hair falling out of its ponytail, dark strands framing her face in a way that makes my fingers itch to tuck them behind her ear. “Pretty sure your goat-wrestling skills aren’t covered in the family feud handbook either, but here we are.”

      She’s got a point, not that I’m about to admit it. The so-called rules of this family feud have never made much sense to me, but they’re rules nonetheless, and rules my brothers and I never break. Stay away from Thompsons. Don’t speak to Thompsons. Definitely don’t help Thompsons with their livestock problems. And absolutely, under no circumstances, ever notice how their daughter looks in tight jeans.

      Except, here I am, crouched down next to her, working to untangle them both from Boone’s belt while trying to ignore how close Callie is. She smells like something warm and female that makes my blood run hot. When she shifts to give me better access to the belt, her shoulder brushes mine, and the contact sends electricity straight through me.

      “Hold her steady,” I tell her, my voice coming out rougher than intended, like I’ve been gargling gravel.

      “I’m trying. She’s stronger than she looks.”

      “Most troublemakers are.” The words come out before I can stop them, and when she turns to look at me, we’re close enough that I can count the freckles across her nose.

      Callie shoots me a look, her lips parting slightly. “Are we talking about the goat or something else?”

      I don’t answer that. Can’t answer that, because the truth is I’m not sure. All I know is that her mouth is right there, pink and slightly chapped from her biting it, and I’m having thoughts about a Thompson that would get me disowned.

      Rita stops struggling long enough for me to work the belt free, my fingers brushing Callie’s as we both reach for it. She jerks back like she’s been burned, and the flash of awareness in her eyes tells me she felt it too, whatever this electric current is between us.

      “There,” I say, standing up too quickly and brushing dirt off my jeans, needing distance before I do something stupid like pull her against me. “Crisis averted.”

      “Until the next one,” Callie sighs, and when she stands, she’s close enough that I catch her scent again. “Rita’s got a talent for disasters.”

      “Must run in the family,” I say without thinking, immediately wanting to take it back when hurt flashes across her face.

      The words hang in the air between us, and I immediately regret them. Not because they’re untrue, after all, Callie Thompson is definitely a disaster waiting to happen, but because the kind of disaster she represents has nothing to do with goats and everything to do with how badly I want to press her against the nearest wall and find out if she tastes as good as she smells.

      Her eyes narrow, and that smart mouth of hers opens, probably to deliver another comeback that’ll make Jesse laugh and Boone snort. But all I can focus on is her lips, the way her chest rises and falls with indignation, the fire in her eyes that makes me want to stoke it higher.
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        * * *

      

      The goat situation should have ended there. Should have been a simple case of returning stolen property and sending Callie on her way. But I can’t help watching her walk, the sway of her hips, the determined set of her shoulders. My hands are still tingling from where our fingers brushed, and I’m furious at myself for noticing.

      But my brother Jesse’s never been one to let sleeping dogs lie. Or sleeping goats, in this case. Or Thompson girls who make the blood run hot just by existing in the same space.

      “Here,” he says before Callie’s gotten far. He pulls a spare halter from the fence post. “This’ll work better than whatever makeshift leash you’ve got there.”

      She turns back, and the late afternoon sun hits her face just right. My jaw clenches. I need to stop cataloguing every detail about her—the way she tucks that one stubborn strand of hair behind her ear, how her tank top is slightly damp with sweat and clinging in ways that are going to haunt my dreams.

      Jesse holds out the halter, but instead of handing it over, waits for her to reach for it. Fucker. I see his game immediately, and something violent rises in my chest. When she reaches forward, he shifts his grip so his fingers deliberately brush hers.

      Asshole.

      The contact lasts maybe three seconds. Three seconds where I watch her pupils dilate, watch the pulse jump in her throat, watch her lips part slightly in surprise. Three seconds that feel like three hours while something primitive and possessive roars to life inside me. That should be my hand touching hers. My fingers making her breath catch.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Callie jerks her hand back like she’s been burned, and the flush spreading down her neck makes me wonder how far it goes. Will it reach her chest? Will it… Christ, I need to stop this crap.

      “Relax,” Jesse says, his voice dropping to that tone he uses when he’s hunting. “I’m not contagious.”

      Boone’s grin widens. “Dude, I don’t think that’s true about herpes...”

      Jesse’s gaze snaps in Boone’s direction and for a moment, I think he might actually commit fratricide. I can relate because I want to kill Jesse, myself. Want to grab him by the throat and tell him to back the hell off, that he doesn’t get to touch her, doesn’t get to make her blush like that.

      “I do not have—” Jesse starts to say.

      Callie’s snort shuts us all up. The sound shouldn’t be attractive, but somehow on her it is. Everything she does is attractive, and that’s the problem. The way she’s fighting not to smile, the way she’s trying to look unaffected when I can see her hands trembling slightly.

      Jesse’s always been a flirt, always been the one to charm his way out of trouble or into whatever he wants. But this is different. This is Jesse going after something he shouldn’t want, something that could destroy everything. And the worst part? I want it too.

      A dangerous line.

      I shoot him a warning look that he completely ignores. Of course he does. Jesse sees what he wants and takes it, consequences be damned. And right now, what he wants is standing five feet away in jeans that should be illegal and a tank top that’s driving me to distraction.

      “So you are contagious, Jesse?” Callie asks, but there’s color in her cheeks now. A pink flush that makes me wonder what she’d look like properly worked up, breathing hard, skin flushed everywhere⁠—

      Stop. Fucking stop.

      Jesse shrugs, and I watch him look her up and down with absolutely no shame. His gaze lingers on her legs, travels up slowly, appreciating every curve. My fists clench. “Pretty girl, you’re trouble. The kind of trouble a smart man would stay away from.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you’re smart,” she fires back, but her voice is breathier than before. She feels it too, this pull between all of us.

      Jesse laughs, a sound that’s part amusement and part dark promise. “You got me there.”

      Behind us, Boone snickers, enjoying the show. He’s always liked watching Jesse get shot down by women, and he’s definitely enjoying watching Jesse’s attempt at charm backfire on a Thompson.

      Except it’s not backfiring. Not entirely.

      Because despite her sharp words and defensive posture, Callie’s still standing here. Still talking to us. Still letting Jesse look at her like she’s something he wants to have for dinner. And worse, she’s looking back. Her gaze flicks between Jesse and me, and when our eyes meet, something electric passes between us. Her breath catches, and I have to lock my knees to keep from closing the distance between us.

      “I should go,” she says, but she doesn’t move. Her body betrays her, leaning slightly toward us like a flower toward the sun.

      “Should,” Jesse agrees, stepping closer. Close enough that I can see her pulse racing in her throat. “But do you want to?”

      The question hangs in the air, and I watch her throat work as she swallows. Watch her tongue dart out to wet her lips. Watch her chest rise and fall faster. The air feels thick, charged, like the moment before lightning strikes.

      She doesn’t want to go.

      And God help me, I don’t want her to go either. Want her to stay. Want to find out if her skin is as soft as it looks. Want to know what sounds she makes when⁠—

      That’s a problem. A big, hot, consuming problem.

      “Yeah,” she says finally, but the word lacks conviction. Her eyes betray her, darting to my mouth before quickly looking away.

      “Liar,” Jesse says softly, and the intimacy in his voice makes me want to punch him.

      “Jesse.” My voice comes out as a growl, rough with want and warning. Both of them look at me, and Callie’s eyes widen slightly at whatever she sees in my expression.

      “What?” Jesse asks, all fake innocence. “I’m making conversation with our neighbor.”

      “You’re making trouble.” And making me imagine things I shouldn’t. Like what Callie would look like spread out on my bed. Like how she’d sound saying my name.

      “I thought she was trouble.”

      She is. She’s the kind of trouble that’s going to keep me awake at night, hard and aching, imagining all the things I can’t have.

      Callie looks between us, and I catch the way her gaze lingers on my arms and my chest, before snapping back to my face. “I’m standing right here, you know. If you want to talk about me, at least have the courtesy to do it when I’m not listening.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Jesse asks, and his fingers brush her arm as he speaks. Just a ghost of a touch, but she shivers, and I see goose bumps rise on her skin.

      “Fun?” Her voice cracks slightly. “Is that what this is? Fun for you?”

      “Starting to be.” Jesse’s looking at her like he’s memorizing every detail, and I’m doing the same damn thing. The way her hair falls when she tilts her head. The freckle just above her collar bone. The way her jeans sit low on her hips, revealing just a hint of skin when she moves.

      The admission hangs between them, electric and charged with promise. My chest is so tight, I can barely breathe. This is exactly what I was afraid of—not just Jesse wanting her, but me wanting her too. Wanting her with an intensity that scares the hell out of me.

      “We should get back,” I say, my voice flat, trying to hide how affected I am. “Dad’s expecting us.”

      It’s a lie, but it’s the only thing I can think of to end this before I do something stupid like grab Callie Thompson and kiss her until neither of us can think straight.

      “Right,” Jesse says, but he’s still looking at Callie like he’s planning exactly how he’s going to have her. “Duty calls.”

      “Duty,” Callie repeats, and her gaze finds mine. For a moment, just a moment, I see the same hunger reflected in her eyes that’s burning through me. “Right. Well, thanks for the halter.”

      She turns to leave, and watching her walk away is physical pain. I notice everything—the way her hair sways, how her shoulders tense like she’s fighting not to look back, the perfect curve of her ass in those jeans. I’m completely, utterly fucked.

      Until Jesse calls after her.

      “See you around, pretty girl.”

      She stops, turns back, and the look on her face, part want, part fear, part something wild, makes my blood surge hot.

      “Probably not.”

      But there’s heat in her voice, promise in the way she lets her gaze linger on each of us before she goes.

      And that’s when I know we’re all in trouble. Deep, consuming, burn-everything-down trouble.

      Because I don’t just want to touch her. I want to possess her. Want to know every sound she makes, every way she moves, want to mark her as mine even though she could never be.

      Boone’s still snickering as we watch her walk away, but all I can think about is the sway of her hips and how badly I want my hands on them.

      “You’re an idiot,” I tell Jesse, trying to sound normal when my entire body is wound tight.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he agrees. “But did you see the way she looked at me?”

      I saw. Saw the heat in her eyes, the flush on her skin. Saw the way she looked at all of us, like she was imagining the same things I am.

      “I saw the way she wanted to punch you.”

      “Same thing.” Jesse’s grin is predatory. “Besides, you were looking at her the same way. Don’t think I didn’t notice.”

      I shake my head and start walking back toward the house, trying to adjust myself discreetly because watching Callie Thompson has left me hard and aching.

      Life’s plenty long enough to avoid unnecessary complications.

      Callie Thompson isn’t just an unnecessary complication.

      She’s an inevitability. A storm headed straight for us.

      And God help me, I want to be destroyed by her.
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        * * *

      

      I watch Callie’s truck disappear down the road, dust trailing behind it, and try to ignore the way my body feels from being near her. My jeans are killing me because my dick is hard, and I have to force myself not to adjust things in front of my brothers. Otherwise, I’ll never hear the end of it.

      “Well, that was fun,” Jesse says, grinning like an idiot, though I catch him shifting his stance in a way that tells me I’m not the only one suffering from tight pants.

      “No, it was not,” I say, my voice rougher than intended. It’s something sweet and female that’s making it hard to think straight.

      “Come on, Wy. Live a little. When’s the last time you had a conversation with a pretty girl that didn’t involve cattle prices or weather?”

      “When’s the last time you had a conversation with a female that didn’t involve trying to get them naked?” The words come out harsher than intended, fueled by the image of Jesse’s fingers on Callie’s skin.

      Jesse’s grin turns knowing. “Jealous?”

      “Of what? You making a fool of yourself?”

      “Of me touching her.” His voice drops, and there’s something dangerous in it now. “I saw how you watched when our fingers touched. Saw how your jaw clenched. Dude, you’re an awful poker face.”

      I don’t argue. He’s fucking right.

      Boone’s examining his gross goat-slobber belt again, holding it up to the light like it’s some kind of artifact. He’s oblivious to the tension crackling between Jesse and me. “You think this’ll wash out?”

      “Just throw it away,” I tell him, grateful for the distraction. “Buy a new one. Or take one of mine.”

      “Callie said she’d buy me a new one. But this one’s got character now. Plus, it smells like her perfume mixed with goat.”

      And there it is. Even Boone noticed her scent.

      “Don’t expect a Thompson to make good on their word. You know how they are.”

      “I wouldn’t say that about Callie. She seems decent. Solid. Not a lunatic like her old man. Plus, did you see the way she bent over to⁠—”

      “Boone.” My warning comes out as more of a growl, and both my brothers look at me with raised eyebrows.

      “What? I’m just saying she’s flexible.”

      Jesse laughs. “Very flexible. Wonder what else she’s flexible about.”

      His words plant quite the image in my head, of Callie beneath me, back arched, legs wrapped. I almost stumble over my feet but catch myself. Unfortunately, Jesse notices.

      “Careful there, Brother. Wouldn’t want you to fall.”

      “Shut up.”

      We head back to the house, but I can’t shake the feeling that something just shifted. Something that’s going to cause problems for all of us. My skin still feels weird, like I need to either hit something or find a cold shower. Maybe both.

      Dad’s waiting for us on the front porch, his arms crossed and his expression dark. Dean McCoy doesn’t miss much, and he definitely doesn’t miss his sons talking to Thompson women. Or the way we’re all walking a little stiffly, trying to hide our erections.

      “You boys want to explain what just happened out there?”

      “Rita got loose,” Jesse says with a shrug, but I notice he’s keeping his hands in his pockets. “We helped untangle her. Good deed for the day.”

      “That wasn’t a good deed, that was a mistake.” Dad’s voice is sharp enough to cut. “And if I see any of you near that Thompson girl again, you’ll regret it.”

      “Dad—” Boone starts.

      “No.” Dad cuts him off. “I mean it. The Thompsons are nothing but trouble, and that girl’s the worst of them. You saw what her goat did today. You think she’s any different? Girls like that, they use what they’ve got to cause problems. To divide families.”

      Heat rises in my chest, not the good kind from earlier but something darker. Protective.

      “She’s not trash,” I say before I can stop myself.

      Dad’s eyes narrow. “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing. Just... she’s not trash.”

      “She’s a Thompson. Same thing. And from the way you’re all acting, she’s already got her hooks in you. That’s what women like her do—spread their legs and⁠—”

      “Dad.” The word comes out sharp enough to surprise us both. My fists are clenched so tight, my knuckles ache. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what? Tell the truth? That girl’s just like her mother was. Pretty face, tight jeans, and nothing but trouble underneath.”

      The image of what’s underneath Callie’s jeans flashes through my mind before I can stop it, and I have to turn away before Dad sees it on my face.

      “We need to clean up,” Dad says, dismissing us. “And remember what I said. No more contact with the Thompsons. Any of them. I won’t have my sons thinking with their dicks instead of their heads.”

      Inside the house, Jesse flops down on the couch and grins at me. “So, Callie Thompson. Interesting development.”

      “There’s no development.”

      “The way you jumped to defend her says otherwise. Plus, you’re still hard.”

      I grab a throw pillow and adjust it on my lap as I sit in the armchair. “I’m not⁠—”

      “Please. We all are. Girl’s got that effect.”

      “I was stating a fact.”

      “Uh-huh.” Jesse’s grin widens. “And the way you looked at her ass when she walked away? Also just stating facts?”

      I get up to grab a beer and twist off the cap harder than necessary, using the cold bottle as an excuse to cool down. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Sure you don’t. Just like you don’t know why you need that pillow on your lap right now.”

      Boone walks in, still carrying his belt. “I’m keeping this,” he announces. “Conversation starter.”

      “With who?” Jesse asks.

      “I don’t know yet, but I’ll have a story to tell. Maybe about the day we all got hot and bothered by Callie Thompson.”

      “Nobody got hot and bothered,” I lie.

      “Right. That’s why you’re death-gripping that beer bottle like it’s the only thing keeping you from grabbing your dick right here and now.”

      I look down and realize he’s right.

      “I’m going to check the fence line,” I announce, heading for the door.

      “Need help?” Boone asks.

      “No.”

      I need space. I need air. I need to stop thinking about her eyes and sharp tongue and the way Callie Thompson’s body moved when she wrestled with that goat. Need to stop imagining her moving like that beneath me, on top of me, against me.

      But even out in the pasture, surrounded by nothing but cattle and sky, I can’t shake the memory of her. Can’t stop replaying the moment our fingers touched, the way her breath hitched, the heat in her eyes.

      Can’t shake the feeling that something changed today.

      Something that’s going to make staying away from her a hell of a lot tougher than it should be.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up hard, aching, and frustrated from dreams about the way Callie’s tank top clung to her curves yesterday. Dreams where I found out exactly how flexible she is, and where her sharp comebacks turned into my name gasped against my ear.

      I take care of it in the shower, stroking myself until I explode. But it’s not enough. Not nearly enough.

      Fuck.

      We need feed, and Millerton’s is the closest store, so there’s no avoiding the possibility of seeing her. I tell myself it’s just a routine supply run, nothing more.

      I don’t tell myself why I spend an extra few minutes in the mirror or why I grab a clean shirt instead of the one I wore yesterday. The black one that fits tighter across my chest. The one Jesse calls my “trying to get laid” shirt.

      Jesse and Boone are already loading up when I get to the truck.

      “You look nice,” Jesse says with a knowing grin that I hate. “Special occasion?”

      “Feed run.”

      “In your fuck-me shirt?”

      “It’s just a shirt.”

      “Right. And I’m sure you’re wearing your good cologne for the feed store too.”

      “I don’t wear cologne, asshole.”

      I climb into the driver’s seat, but catch myself checking my reflection in the rearview mirror. Christ, when did I become that guy?

      The store parking lot is busy, which is normal for a Tuesday morning with ranchers, farmers, and the rest of the usual crowd milling around, picking up supplies. I scan the lot, my pulse kicking up when I spot a familiar truck.

      Thompson’s truck.

      With the goat in the back.

      My body reacts instantly, blood running hot, every nerve ending hyperaware.

      “Well, well,” Jesse murmurs, following my gaze. “Look what the cat drug in.”

      I should suggest we come back later. Should find an excuse to leave.

      Instead, I park three spaces away and tell myself I’m being practical. Tell myself my hands aren’t itching to touch her.

      We’re walking into the store when I hear it. A low, appreciative whistle from Jesse that makes my jaw clench and something possessive rise in my chest.

      “Morning, pretty girl,” he calls out.

      I look over to see Callie loading feed bags onto a cart, her hair pulled back in a ponytail that exposes the curve of her neck, her jeans fitting in a way that makes my mouth go dry. She’s bent over slightly, and the view is enough to make me stumble.

      She looks up at Jesse’s call, and I catch the flash of irritation in her eyes. But there’s something else too. Her gaze sweeps over all three of us, lingering on my chest in the fitted shirt before snapping back to Jesse’s face.

      “The name’s Callie,” she calls back, but her voice is slightly breathless.

      “I know what it is,” Jesse says.

      He starts walking toward her with that predatory grace he has when he’s hunting, and I follow, telling myself I’m just keeping an eye on him. Making sure he doesn’t do anything dumb.

      Not admitting I need to be closer to her.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” Jesse says when we reach her, standing close enough that she has to tilt her head back to look up at him.

      “It’s a feed store. People buy feed here, for their ranch animals. We both have ranches. So, not much of a coincidence if you ask me.”

      “True. But seeing you here makes it more fun.”

      I watch her roll her eyes, watch the way color creeps up her neck despite her sarcastic response. Watch the way her pulse flutters at the base of her throat.

      “Does that line actually work on women?” she asks, but she’s leaning slightly toward him, drawn in despite herself.

      “You tell me.” Jesse’s voice drops to that bedroom tone that usually makes women melt.

      “It doesn’t.”

      “Your body says otherwise.”

      The words hang in the air, charged and electric. Callie’s breath catches, her lips parting slightly, and I see her nipples harden under her T-shirt. Fuck. I have to look away before I do something stupid like push Jesse aside to find out if she responds the same way to me.

      “My body says I need more coffee,” she manages in a shaky voice.

      “I could fix that problem for you,” Jesse offers, stepping closer. Close enough that I can see her chest rising and falling.

      “By leaving me alone?”

      “By buying you breakfast. Then lunch. Then dinner. Then breakfast again.”

      The implication is clear, and Callie’s face flames red. But she doesn’t step back. Doesn’t slap him. Instead, her tongue darts out to wet her lips, and all three of us track the movement.

      “I can’t,” she says finally, but the word comes out as almost a whimper.

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “Both.”

      Jesse’s grin fades slightly, and I feel something that might be relief. Or disappointment. I can’t tell anymore because all I can focus on is the way her shirt rides up when she reaches for another feed bag, exposing a strip of skin that makes my hands clench with the need to touch.

      That’s when Boone, who’s been loading his own cart, decides to show off. He tries to carry too many bags at once, flexing obviously in Callie’s direction. One of the bags falls, followed by the others, sending feed scattered across the ground.

      “Shit,” he mutters, then louder: “I meant to do that.”

      I look at the mess, then my brother’s sheepish expression, and shake my head. “Boone.”

      “They were stacked wrong.”

      “They were stacked fine until you tried to show off.”

      “I wasn’t showing off. I was demonstrating proper lifting technique.”

      “By dropping everything?”

      “It’s a process.”

      I catch Callie watching this exchange with amusement, her eyes dancing, and when her gaze meets mine, I feel that same jolt of awareness I felt yesterday. Except stronger. Hotter. Her gaze drops to my chest again, and I swear I can feel it like a physical touch.

      “Bad news,” I mutter under my breath, but I’m not sure if I’m talking about her or the way my body responds to her look.

      “I heard that,” she says, with something flirtatious in her tone.

      “Good. Maybe you’ll take the hint.”

      “The only hint I’m taking is that you McCoys have a serious problem with lifting technique. Among other things.”

      “What other things?” Jesse asks, leaning against her cart in a way that flexes his arms.

      Her gaze travels over him slowly, deliberately. “Impulse control comes to mind.”

      Boone laughs as he starts picking up the scattered bags. “She’s got you there, boys.”

      “Nobody asked you,” I growl, but I move to help him anyway, needing to do something with my hands before I reach for her.

      I’m crouched down, helping clean Boone’s mess, when I hear Callie ask, “Need help?”

      I look up and immediately regret it. From this angle, I can see straight up the line of her body, and the view makes my mouth water. “We’ve got it,” I say quickly, my voice coming out rough.

      “I don’t mind⁠—”

      “We’ve got it.”

      The words come out sharper than I intended, and I see her take a step back. But not before I catch the way her eyes darken when she looks down at me on my knees.

      “Right. Of course. Wouldn’t want to contaminate your feed bags with Thompson germs.”

      Jesse steps closer to her, close enough that their bodies are almost touching. “Ignore him,” Jesse says quietly, intimately. “He’s grumpy in the mornings. Especially when he’s wound tight. Which is all the time.”

      “I’m grumpy when Thompsons are involved,” I say, standing up too quickly, hiding how affected I am.

      “Funny,” Callie says, and her gaze travels down my body slowly, lingering on the obvious problem I’m having underneath the fly of my blue jeans. “I’m the same way with McCoys. They make me very... grumpy.”

      The way she says “grumpy” makes it clear we’re not talking about grumpiness anymore.

      I fix her with my hardest stare, trying to ignore the heat in her eyes. “Then why are you still standing here?”

      It’s a challenge, and we both know it. I’m waiting for her to back down, to walk away, to prove that she’s smart enough to stay away from trouble.

      Instead, she crosses her arms, which only pushes her breasts up, and lifts that stubborn chin of hers.

      “Because,” she says, taking a step closer to me, close enough that I catch her scent, “someone needs to make sure you don’t hurt yourselves. You’re clearly not qualified to handle basic lifting. Or other basic things.”

      “What other basic things?” My voice comes out low, dangerous.

      “Self-control comes to mind.” Her gaze drops pointedly to my jeans, where I’m failing spectacularly at self-control.

      Boone bursts out laughing, breaking the tension. “I like her,” he announces. “She’s funny. And observant. Balls out.”

      “Bad news,” I say again, but my voice is rough.

      “The best kind,” Jesse adds with a wink, his hand brushing Callie’s hip as he moves past her.

      She jumps at the contact, a small gasp escaping her lips that goes straight to my already painful situation.

      From her truck, Rita lets out a loud bleat, as if she’s adding her own commentary.

      “Hey, your goat agrees,” Boone says, grinning.

      “Rita has excellent judgment,” Callie says, but her voice is shaky as she loads the last bag into her cart.

      “About some things,” I mutter, watching the way her muscles flex with the movement.

      She pushes her cart toward her truck, and Jesse falls into step beside her. I follow at a distance, trying not to stare at the sway of her hips. And failing miserably.

      “Think about breakfast,” I hear Jesse say, his hand ghosting over the small of her back. “I know a place that serves coffee strong enough to wake the dead. And the booth seats are very private.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she replies, but her voice is breathless, and when she glances back at me over her shoulder, the heat in her eyes makes me take a step forward before I catch myself.

      Bad news, that’s what all of this is.
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        * * *
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