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AUTHOR’S NOTE AND CONTENT WARNINGS






You are about to embark on a small town romance. One I hope you enjoy immensely. There are, however, themes of childhood abuse and trauma one of the characters is still working through. These scenes are not graphic, but it is clear what the character experienced growing up. I have attempted to treat this subject with the sensitivity it deserves. If this is potentially triggering for you, please don’t read Kade and Temperance’s story.

Also, I am an Australian author, and you will find Australian English is the foundation of my books. As with everything, though, there is an exception! I cannot and will not use ‘arse’ over ‘ass’. There is nothing sexy about ‘arse’ and (sorry!) there are no pirates in this story so ‘ass’ it is.

And a note to the reining and reined cow horse community: as you will know, the rules and structures of the different associations, how these sports do and don’t cross association, state and international borders, can be quite variable. For ease and reading experience for everyone, including those not familiar with the reining/reined cow horse/ranch riding/camp drafting (and other) worlds in which there can be some crossover of skills, I have simplified the competition and registration structures. I hope you enjoy the little taste of reining in this primarily romance story!








  
  
For those of you who are a little bit (or a lot!) country at heart, love a cowboy or cowgirl in well cut jeans, and have impeccable taste in gin x










  
  

Chapter one

KADE





The room bristles around me. ‘For fuck’s sake, Kade, let it die,’ my grandfather rumbles in his sandpaper voice. He slams the door behind him, leaving me standing in the living room, bridle still in hand, staring at the closed door. 

‘Let it die,’ I murmur to myself. 

If only I could.

But some dreams are hard to kill. And the dream of being able to ride one of the horses I train – in a headline competition – is not going anywhere. 

I grip the worn leather straps crossing my palm. Let it die. 

Exhaling a long breath, I try to do just that. My role on Wilder Station is as trainer and heir. Not that my grandfather values what I personally bring to either of those things. His knuckles have reminded me time after time – I’m not my father. My cheeks sting with the memory as I slowly spin on my heel, trying not to let my shoulders drop, and leave out the other door, the one that will take me back to the stables and round yard. Back to the horses that don’t belong to me.

Back to the roles that don’t feel like mine either. Trainer and heir sound good on paper, but the reality is, while my grandfather is in the picture, I will never have control over either. 

The air is crisp this early in the morning, bitter as I suck it into my lungs. I’d worked myself up for months to ask him again – just one more time – to let me ride. The disappointment is metallic in the back of my throat, just like it was when I was a child. For a moment, the expansive blue, green, and brown farm around me goes black. All I can see is my grandfather standing over me. Spit flying from his mouth as he screams at me, his hand lifting—

Digging my nails into my palm, the one that holds the bridle, I count to ten as I walk the path to the stables by memory. 

Ten as he fades around the edges; nine as his eyes dissolve; eight as his nose goes grainy; seven as the nausea in my gut starts to settle; six as I focus on my breathing; five as his mouth is all that’s left of his face; four as the sound of my breath drowns out his words; three as the feeling of my cheekbone cracking starts to dissipate; two as the world around me begins to creep back in; one as his hand lowers and disappears into the sky as it begins to lighten. 

For a breath I almost feel free.

But I’m still here. The same fences still surround me.

The memories that haunt me could be from a lifetime ago – they are, mostly. A lifetime most of this town doesn’t know. Or at least doesn’t talk about. There were plenty of people who, then, would have seen a little boy with purple surrounds to his eyes.

And so much black, purple, and then yellow, where they couldn’t see.

Now, I know people see the image of my father when they look at me – a tall, broad man with a blond beard and piercing blue eyes. At least, that’s what I remember of him from the photos my grandfather hid.

Clearing my throat and mind, I trudge down the dirt path to the tack room on the house end of the long run of stables. The old timber door looks fresh with the new sealant coat I gave it last weekend, and I shove it open. The bottom still catches a little – something I’ll need to fix soon – and I place the bridle back on its hook, letting the door close after me as I walk back into the emerging sunshine. Hoping, like I do every day, that it could melt out all the memories that try to drown me. 

‘Hey,’ Cami calls from the top of the round yard fencing. She’s perched like a bird, before she sits, feet dropping to the next rung down. ‘Going by the storm cloud of your face, I’m guessing he said “no”?’

I grunt at her, not something that makes me feel like a decent brother but, where Cami is concerned, the less she knows about the sort of person our grandfather really is, the better. She doesn’t need to know she’s the reason I stay. That I’ll continue to stay long after she’s left. I may not have – or have had – the ability to stop him when it came to hurting me, but I’d tear the skin from his body if he even thought about laying a hand on Cami. 

And, whatever it costs me, I’ll remain as heir to this station so I can ensure she gets her share. So she gets a shot at the life she deserves – one far away from Blackwood Valley and this township.

She towers over me as I reach her position on the top of the fence, folding my forearms on the top timber rail, and places a hand on my shoulder.

‘Next time,’ she says gently.

I don’t tell her there won’t be a next time. The fact I even need to ask for permission to compete on the animals I spend so many of my daylight hours training rubs against every fibre of my body. I hate that I still let that man control any of the things that are important to me. But somehow, looking him in the face always turns me into the little boy I once was. And maybe he’s right, I’m not as young as I once was anyway. Maybe I’m better on the ground and not on horseback in a competition arena.

‘When are you due at the bar?’ she asks, a little note of hope in her voice. She’s been bugging me to offer her a full-time job there for weeks now, and I will – when she’s finished her study. When she’s discovered how much more to this world there is than Blackwood Valley, and realised her teaching qualification could take her anywhere.

When she knows she’s never coming back, and working with me for the rest of her life is the last thing she wants.

‘I’m due at lunch, once I’ve given the horses a spin – we’re only two months out from Nationals—’

‘—and they won’t work themselves,’ she mimics, and I flick her thigh without uncrossing my arms.

She laughs as she half jumps, half slides off the shoulder-height fence. 

‘Fine, be like that. But you know I’m not going to stop asking until you say “yes”.’ She brushes the back of her jeans, lightness still in her voice. ‘I’m bloody good for that bar and you know it.’

I mock-frown at her, stepping away from the fence. ‘Finish your damn degree, and I’ll think about it.’

She rolls her navy eyes, much darker than my own, and saunters in the direction of the house, heading back to the truck that’s the same colour as her eyes. One that seems impossibly huge for her, but she manages it better than I do mine – not that I’d ever tell her that.

‘See you tonight,’ she calls across the flat space. ‘I’m only three assessments away, oh brother of mine, so you’d better get ready – I have plans.’

I shake my head as I smile at her. Three? God, I thought it was still nine.

‘I do have a business partner, you know,’ I call after her.

‘Oh please,’ she shouts, stepping up onto the sidestep and hanging out the now-open driver’s door. ‘As if Jameson isn’t going to be on board with new plans.’








  
  

Chapter two

KADE





The bar Jameson and I own, Meadow and Velvet, is one street back from the main. Far enough away to not be found by every tourist that passes through, but close enough that those who bother to do any research can discover us. Our recent write-up in a national food and wine blog certainly didn’t hurt our traffic. 

The ribbed, tempered glass of the old saloon-style front doors is cool against my palm. I brush it gently before pushing on one of the matching, vertical brass plates and swinging one side open – it’s become my silent hello to the place that’s my safe haven. 

‘You’re late,’ Jamie says as I walk around the left side of the long, U-shaped bar, opposite the door I can hear swinging closed behind me.

‘Had a sliding stop I had to nail on Pix,’ I say. ‘Just needed to get one good one in before his first reining competition and call it a day, and I did.’

‘You don’t get paid enough for the work you do on those horses. I’m pretty sure old man Carter paid me more as a farmhand. They must earn hugely in winnings, and you get, what? Two percent?’

I laugh. ‘If that.’

Handing me money, even when I’ve earned it, is not my grandfather’s style. I train the station’s horses to keep our name strong in the industry, and in the knowledge that, one day, that station will belong to me and Cami.

I run a loving hand over the top of our smooth, shiny timber bar.

‘No, this is the baby that keeps me fed,’ I say with a smile.

‘Yeah, well, she’s going to be overrun tonight – we’re sold out for the home gig of Juniper’s tour.’

A spark of anticipation kicks in my gut. Between the blog and Juniper Hawthorne bringing her band here, we’re going to get a lot of press. Good, customer-generating press that I’ll gladly take. Even if it means Juniper’s friends will likely be here as well – not that they’ve ever set foot in this place before. But if anything would force Temperance Archer to be a customer at Meadow and Velvet, it’ll be Juniper playing here.

But having her – and her obvious hatred for me – in my own bar is … disconcerting. I avoid her mostly, like I do with anything that associates me with my grandfather and his reputation, but that hasn’t stopped her painting me with the same brush.

Jamie is grinning at me when I look at him, his dark skin almost gleaming in the subtle light of the bar. Handsome bastard. Sometimes I wonder if half our clientele is here for him. Jamie, his moustache, and my gin.

‘We should have enough of the rosemary gin for the headline cocktail tonight,’ I say, pressing myself back from the bar and taking in the brass shelves of every alcohol known to man. ‘But let’s add the sloe G&T to the board as another option.’

He sets the glass he’s drying on the shelf behind him and picks up another. ‘Max is coming tonight. She was asking after you yesterday.’

I groan; not this again. ‘That’s real nice of her, but no.’

‘Kade, you need to start putting yourself out there. Time won’t wait for you, mate. All you ever do is work.’

‘And you’re an expert on this, are you?’ 

Jameson has had his fair share of hookups from this very bar, but never anyone serious, despite how many might try to make it so. I could almost put him on the drinks board instead and take bids for his time.

His face falls, just a fraction. ‘Yeah, I have an idea of how fast time goes. How quickly opportunities are lost.’

‘Jamie.’ I frown, a slight, uncomfortable pinch in my chest. ‘Are you—’

The external door swings open, sunlight pouring in.

‘Afternoon, boys,’ Cami calls, her face completely hidden by a tower of boxes.

Jameson clears his throat and chucks his blue tea towel on the bench as he moves to help her. I stare at her, a little dumbfounded, as Jamie takes the top box so she can see where she’s going.

‘Ready to make this place sparkle?’ she asks, giving me a challenging look.

‘No,’ Jamie and I say in unison.

‘No sparkles,’ I add, just to be sure she’s clear.

There’s a gentle thud as Jamie drops his box onto one of the dining tables at the opposite end of the bar. It always strikes me as a kind of magic how quiet it can be in here sometimes.

‘Fine, fine,’ Cami says, carefully lowering her boxes onto the same table and tightening her ponytail. Jamie eyes her warily. ‘But tonight, we’ve got one of the biggest names in country music coming here. For an intimate, hometown concert. We want every person here tonight to feel like it’s the best version of Blackwood Valley they’ve ever experienced, and leave everything else at the door. No stress, no worry, just the world’s best gin and music to soothe the soul.’

Her voice is breezy, and I can’t help but laugh as warmth floods me. Cami presses her palm to her chest and turns her face to the ceiling, as if she can hear and feel the music already.

Jamie just stares down at her, face unreadable.

‘Alright, decorating fairy,’ I say, walking towards them. ‘Let’s see it. But I’m serious about the sparkles.’

‘No sparkles,’ she confirms with a smile. ‘This box’ – she slides it to me along the table – ‘can be unpacked on the bar.’ She taps the top of another. ‘This one can go on the stage. Jamie, you can help me get the last ones from the truck.’

He slides an indecipherable look at me before following Cami out the front door, and I can’t help but turn and take in the hushed space. 

What exactly does Cami think the best version of Blackwood Valley looks like?








  
  

Chapter three

TEMPERANCE





Dusting the dirt from my knees, I stand – slowly, so my lower back doesn’t gripe too much – and stretch my arms over my head for a moment. A smattering of dirt falls from my gardening gloves into my hair. The pile of weeds I’ve pulled from the garden bed is relatively small, which means I’ve been doing well at keeping up with them – so far, anyway. But if I’m right, and I’ll have enough yield to keep up with the wedding season, weeding will remain a priority. 

Nightshade huffs gently in the paddock on the other side of my young zinnias. The growing, coloured border runs along his fence line, but not so close he can stretch over and eat them – bad for him, and bad for my flowers. I watch him for a moment, aware he’s noticing my every move even as he grazes quietly. He’s the sort of horse my grandfather would have loved. Muscular without being too stocky. Athletic. Calm, with a centred disposition. And he can move. The trainer I’m paying knows he’s good too – hence her eye-watering bills – and why these flowers are so important. 

But there’s only so much I can do with a horse like this now my grandfather is gone, and keeping him at competition standard is beyond my range. He’s a dream to ride around the farm, something I often do to keep him humble, but I need Bree to ride him in the competition arenas.

I give the flower bud brushing my calf a little tap. Any help you can give to his funds would be great. If he wins, even at regional level, I might finally be able to invest back into Riverbow properly – the farm my grandfather loved so fiercely. I could fix up some of it and start seeing a better return. If we can get to Nationals, I’ll get Riverbow Stud back on the map. That’s what we need: qualifying scores in the three competitions – enough to get us to Nationals and get Nightshade on the country’s radar as a stud stallion.

Nightshade’s dark ears prick forward, away from me, and I turn to see a small, white car that looks entirely out of place coming down the long drive, the sound reaching me a moment later. I groan. Peeling my gloves off, I brace myself for discovery.

‘Temperance!’ Marlowe scolds as she steps out of the car, her gorgeous brown cowgirl boots sending up a tiny flurry of dirt as she slams the car door and walks to me. ‘I knew I’d find you like this. You’re not even showered!’

Marlowe, with her glossy dark locks straightened to perfection, and perfectly subtle makeup, has possibly never had dirt in her hair. I pull a face at her. 

‘Why did she have to choose there, of all places? Why there?’

Marlowe sighs, looking out over my farm as if it will give her patience, and not just an epic view down towards the river. She looks back to me with a resigned expression. ‘I’m not doing this again. You know why she chose there – or her manager did – and you will be there to support her. Now get your ass in that shower before I hose you off out here.’

My chest pinches. Of course I want to support Juniper. Will and do support her. I just wish supporting her didn’t mean supporting a Wilder at the same time. 

‘For fuck’s sake,’ I mutter. ‘Give me twenty minutes.’ 

I spin on my heel and stalk towards the house.

‘I’m timing you,’ she calls, and I hear her following me to the side door. 


      [image: ]‘Five minutes left,’ Marlowe says as I return to the kitchen, hair only half dry. ‘Drink this.’ She holds out a pale blue drink in a short glass.

‘What is it?’ I ask, before taking a full sip and closing my eyes. ‘Oh, that’s good.’ I open my eyes and narrow them at her as I realise what I’m drinking – Kade fucking Wilder’s gin.

‘It’s one of my favourites, and I knew you wouldn’t order any tonight. You’re welcome. Now hurry up and finish so we can go.’

I turn my back on her as I drain the delicious gin and tonic, letting the cool liquid slip luxuriously down my throat, then gently place the empty glass in the sink. Blowing out a long breath, I turn back to her, steeling myself to spend the night in a place I would normally never set foot – have never, and never intended to, set foot. 

Until Juniper and her band blew up my plan.

‘I’ve got a hip flask for you in the car,’ Marlowe says with a frown. ‘But I should warn you, it’s not strictly legal to sneak your own alcohol into a licensed event.’

I can’t help but laugh. ‘Marlowe, you might just be the best lawyer friend a girl could have. And noted – I take the flask at my own risk.’

She’s right, though. There’s not a chance I’m spending a single dollar in a Wilder establishment, even if it does have great reviews in the same wedding magazines I’ve been researching for my flower business. Not after what they did my grandfather out of. Did me out of.


      [image: ]To my complete disgust, Meadow and Velvet is gorgeous. Oozing a sort of rustic, sophisticated charm with its long bar, timber floor, and the back-lit shelves of bottles lining the wall, intricate-looking glasses hanging beneath. In what looks like an eating area at the end of the space hangs a large photo of the river. My heart pinches. I love that view. And I know exactly where that photo was taken.

Asshole.

‘This way,’ Marlowe says, taking my elbow and tugging me to the left side of the bar, through the building noise and throng of people, underneath the greenery hanging from the high ceiling’s rafters. I glance up at the lanterns dotted through the plants and almost feel like I’ve been whisked away to a magical world.

‘We’re here,’ Marlowe declares, and I clear my throat as I take in the ‘RESERVED: Marlowe’ sign in the centre of our round table for three.

‘Three?’ I inquire, pulling a chair out, my back to the bar.

‘Yeah, a friend from work was coming too, but she had to pull out – I promised I’d get her a souvenir. But Linden’s going to join us later – once he gets Coco to bed and his mum can get there.’ 

I nod absently as I slide Marlowe’s silver hip flask from my bag and pour the contents into my water glass. Marlowe’s eyes are wide when I look up at her.

‘What?’ I ask. ‘At least now I only have to do it one time. And let’s be real, I’m going to need as much liquid assistance as possible tonight.’

Marlowe says nothing as she picks up the food menu, and I glance around the full bar. People are slowly filling the tables around us, their excited chatter warming my chest. The number here is tiny compared to the shows Juniper has played before, but these people – her hometown people – have looks of pride on their faces that I don’t imagine I’ll be lucky enough to see many times.

The hallway to the bathroom is to my right, and so far – I glance around again – there’s no sign of any Wilders. 

I allow myself a deep exhale and take a sip of the straight gin filling a little over half of my glass. It’s not as good as the one Marlowe gave me at the house. Letting it run over my tongue, I reluctantly accept it will do. Could be nicer with a sprig of rosemary, though.

‘I’ll order,’ Marlowe offers, pushing her chair back and heading to the bar. ‘You’re happy for me to choose, I assume?’

‘Yes please,’ I reply with a smile. Not only does she know I’m not going anywhere there could be direct interaction with a Wilder, but I always get food envy over whatever Marlowe’s having, anyway. 

When the food arrives, it confirms I was right to let Marlowe loose on the menu. Unfortunately.

‘Why does it have to be so delicious?’ I whisper.

She grins at me. ‘Because, despite how hard you might wish it otherwise, food is not often tainted with ill feelings.’ She tosses her head a little, flicking a piece of dark hair out of her face before picking up a deep-fried eggplant slider. It hovers halfway to her mouth when she pauses. ‘Have you ever considered that it might be time to bury the hatchet? We both know it wasn’t him that …’ 

I stare at her as she trails off, letting the words drugged your horses and got your grandfather disqualified before stealing the cottage remain unsaid. Bury the hatchet? With the Wilders? Not a fucking chance. The only place I intend to bury a hatchet is deep in Kade Wilder’s chest. His, or his grandfather’s.

‘No.’


      [image: ]Between the supporting band, the lantern lights, and my dwindling hip flask gin, Marlowe and I are a puddle of laughs by the time our plates are cleared. Even my cheeks feel warm as I press my fingers against them.

‘Do you see a merchandise stand anywhere? I need to get a Juniper T-shirt or something,’ Marlowe says, craning her neck to look around.

‘No, but I need to visit the ladies, so I’ll let you know what I find. Surely you could just ask Juniper for something, though?’

She purses her glossy pink lips. ‘Maybe,’ she muses, and I know it’s not because she can’t ask June. It’s because she wants everything tonight to be about supporting June and buying official merchandise, as opposed to being gifted.

The women’s bathroom is just as stunning as the rest of the building, with exposed stone walls and gold arched mirrors. 

It makes me want to smash one. 

Well, I don’t actually want to bust up my knuckles – or break the mirror I’d love to have in my house – but it’s still infuriating. Why does he get to be so successful after everything his family did, and I have to scrape by with next to nothing?

I run my fingers quickly through my dark auburn waves, trying to breathe some life into the air-dried mess of my hair, staring at myself in the mirror. Not nothing. I have the farm – dilapidated as some of it is – and Nightshade. And as a horse that can do both reining and cow work, he’s got a really fucking good shot at winning in multiple competitions and being a sought-after stud horse.

I leave the bathroom and find myself in the dimly lit hallway once again. I can feel the beat of the music in my limbs and chest as I glance around – definitely no souvenir stand back here.

I pause. At the end of the hallway is a door clearly marked ‘STOREROOM’, and my heart beats a little faster than the bass. What if I got my own souvenir? 

The door, painted the same dark, moody blue-grey as the rest of the hallway, doesn’t make a sound as I push it open. Nothing but darkness greets me, and I slip inside, shutting the door behind me and gently groping the wall for a light switch.

I blink as the room illuminates – shit, even the storeroom is pretty. Open timber shelves with bottles and bottles of Wild Horse Gin, organised by colour, or perhaps infusion. The pendant light is made of rectangular glass panes in a brass surround and throws subtle shadows across the bottles. I smile. I am definitely taking one – maybe two – of them. Is that right? No. But the Wilders have no problem taking what doesn’t belong to them, so why should I?








  
  

Chapter four

TEMPERANCE





‘Ah … hi?’ a deep voice rumbles from behind me. I jump, turning back to the door. 

To where Kade fucking Wilder now blocks my exit, his bright blue gaze narrowing as he takes me in. ‘Wait – are you stealing from me?’ he asks, disbelief dripping from his words.

Shit.

I slowly move the bottles behind my back, the weight of them straining my forearms thanks to the awkward angle. I thought I was being subtle, but the incredulous rise of his brows makes me wonder if that’s true. My cheeks burn – but not as much as the fuzziness suddenly fogging my mind.

‘No.’ I scoff. Despite the fact that I am, in fact, stealing from him, the correct response still feels like ‘no’. How much of that is the gin in my system, or the indignation of being caught, I don’t need to examine.

‘No?’ he echoes, looking more than a little dumbfounded.

‘No,’ I repeat, refusing to acknowledge the awkward echo. Cursing myself for thinking this was a good idea, I step forward. Carefully drawing the two gin bottles from behind my back, I hold them out between us.

‘I’m sampling,’ I offer as I look up. ‘Which would you suggest I start with?’

Belatedly, I realise I’ve stepped so close that the tops of the bottles brush the front of his checked navy shirt. I have to tip my head back to meet his gaze. My breath catches as the gold flecks in his blue eyes seem to glow.

‘Sampling,’ he murmurs, gaze narrowing again. Apparently he has the echoing problem too.

How can he seem to fill the room? It’s small – little more than a large, very fancy cupboard – but it didn’t feel quite so hot and airless before now. But that’s the Wilder family, isn’t it? Always sucking the life out of everything around them. 

He stares at me and I hold his gaze, feeling like he could burn holes right through me with that look. But you don’t back down from a Wilder. At least not at first. That’s a lesson I have learned.

‘Well,’ he says slowly, shifting enough that the bottle tops press a fraction into his stomach. I watch as he takes the one from my right hand – the one with the pretty pale pink and gold label. His fingertips brush mine. ‘This is one of my best gins. It’s not on the sampling menu.’ 

He grips the bottle with firm, gentle fingers, and I swallow.

Juniper constantly tells me it’s been too long since I was naked with a man. This weird, shimmying feeling under my skin tells me she’s right – but there is no chance it’s in response to Kade. It’s just that his height and proximity, or the gin, or how freaking hot it is in here, have clearly addled my mind and body.

Kade reaches out to place the bottle back on the shelf before returning his attention to me.

‘This one,’ he explains, cupping the bottom of the bottle over my left hand without taking it from me, ‘is the first run of the juniper and rosemary.’ 

His fingers drift towards the back of my wrist and a low throb unfurls between my legs. I stare at him, terrified he’ll know how off-script my body has gone if I move. My heart thumps so hard I’m surprised he can’t hear it. It’s just the touch, I tell myself. I haven’t been touched by someone other than Juniper or Marlowe in a long time. It’s just the touch. Just the warm skin—

‘It’s simple but elegant,’ he murmurs. His voice is low. Rough. And goosebumps break out along my arms. 

I clear my throat. ‘Sounds wonderful. I’m sure the girls will love it.’

He encircles the back of my wrist.

What the fuck is he doing? 

And why don’t I want him to stop?

‘Not you? I thought you were sampling.’

His touch burns on my skin. ‘I’ve changed my mind. I’ve probably done enough of that for tonight.’ Probably. That hip flask of inferior gin is definitely what landed me here, in this storeroom, doing whatever the fuck this is with Kade. And now he’s turning my body into a traitor.

So, yes, I probably should not have anything more, gorgeous-looking – and sounding – gin or not. But it’s also exactly what I need right now. To get out of this room and get a drink.

‘I’ll get some tonic sent to your table,’ he says, his hand dropping away before he slowly turns to the side.

I study him, my back almost against the shelves, his beard dipping towards his chest as he looks down at me. I try to keep calm as I brush past him and out of the storeroom.

With a bottle of not-so-stolen-gin in my hand.


      [image: ]‘Oh, delicious,’ Marlowe calls over the music as I return to our table. A flicker of worry crosses her face. ‘Are we supposed to have a full bottle on this side of the bar?’

‘No idea, but I was given it by someone who should know, so …’ 

I smile at her, but I don’t feel as victorious as I should. I was supposed to be taking a souvenir bottle of gin from Kade for myself. Not having him hand it to me while simultaneously making the world unsteady beneath my feet.

It takes two juniper and rosemary gin and tonics for my heart to stop racing. By the end of my third, Juniper is taking the stage and Marlowe and I are on the dance floor screaming the place down. The already dim lighting gets darker as June sits on her stool, guitar strap slung across her shoulder. She’s radiant up there, and my eyes almost overflow with pride as she plucks the first few chords, the sound reverberating through my chest.

The crowd presses in as they begin to sway gently to her words, the bass guitarist sitting in a chair to her left watching every move she makes. Her voice and guitar are completely in sync with his.

‘Drink?’ a lady I don’t know shouts next to me. I reflexively glance over my shoulder towards the bar, only to find Kade’s eyes on me from where he’s serving. A warm flush runs over me as I hold his gaze through the crowd, searching his; how is it possible he wasn’t a complete asshole in that storeroom? How is it possible my body reacted in that way – a way it’s still remembering?

My heart hammers as a man steps between us, catching my look, and smiles wide. He’s got a nice, kind-looking face, but it doesn’t make heat dance through my limbs like the memory of Kade’s voice so close, so … enveloping in that storeroom.

I must be way past drunk to be thinking like this. That’s all it can be. Drunkenness and a dry spell. Two things I never should have brought to Meadow and Velvet. But it doesn’t stop the flash of disappointment when the man, who is now making his way towards me through the mess of people, shifts enough for me to see the bar again. 

Kade’s gone.

Turning back to the stage, I let Juniper’s song wash over me. The stranger next to me has seemingly forgotten her request for a drink and is dancing. Neither of us probably needs more, anyway. The thought drifts through me, hazy and soft.

Closing my eyes, I sway to the music. It’s deep and sensual, and I can’t help but let my body follow its rhythm. There is no one watching me here, and the darkness feels safe somehow. Maybe it’s because all eyes are on Juniper, or because the magic she sings soaks into the air around me, but I revel in the loud, dark solitude, where I can let go – more than I have in a long time.

The person behind me presses a little tighter, and I let them into my space. The man with the kind smile appears in my mind, and I know I should turn around and say something, tell him I’m not interested. But – just for a moment – I let myself imagine it’s a tall, unfairly broad blond man with a beard and short hair and eyes that glow a little in the low light. One that made me feel more alive in a short storeroom encounter than I have with any other man in a long time.

Fuck. A mini fantasy of a Wilder that didn’t include murder. Maybe his gin isn’t actually just gin.

I lift my hair off the back of my neck to let some air in. If it wasn’t for Juniper performing here, I wouldn’t have come. Giving business to the Wilders is not in my DNA. That driving instinct is obviously messing with me right now. Making me all scrambled. Making me want to know what it would like to be touched … more, by someone like him. Well, someone who looks like him, anyway; even I can’t deny he was graced by the good-looking-cowboy-gods. But I don’t need someone with that last name anywhere near me.

Juniper starts her next song, her low, husky voice crooning to the audience, and the people in front of me leap excitedly, shoving me backwards. I stumble into the man behind me. He absorbs my movement by pressing his hard body against me, his hand finding my right hip.

I stiffen, readying to pull away.

‘You okay?’ Kade’s voice washes down the side of my neck and over my shoulder. 

His fingers tighten on my hip, and I can’t breathe. The room seems to fade out of focus around me, the music thrumming through my middle.

‘You decided to sample my gin after all.’ His breath brushes my hair, and my scalp tingles before the shiver races down my neck.

‘Maybe,’ I say thickly, only half looking over my shoulder. ‘Wasn’t my favourite.’

‘The number you had suggests otherwise.’

I huff a laugh. ‘You have no idea how many I had. Perhaps I gave them all to Marlowe.’

His hand flexes. ‘I watched you drink them, Temperance. I just wanted to hear you admit it.’

Oh, fuck. My name in his mouth is … a lot.

Completely against my better judgement, I let myself relax against him, let his body press against mine. My back against his chest. My head against his shoulder. His hand slides around from my hip to my belly, and he holds me to him, fire pooling low in my gut, between my legs, as if it pours from his fingertips.

‘I liked watching you drink my gin,’ he murmurs against my ear.

Letting my eyes close again, I soak it in. Being touched – being held – by someone is enough to make my heart ache. It’s not a feeling that belongs to me. And it’s certainly not a feeling I should be borrowing from Kade Wilder. My head falls back as I count to ten. Ten beats to imagine what a different life could feel like. Ten beats to imagine what Kade could feel like. What would happen if his fingers slipped beneath my waistband.
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