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        Sharp

      

      

      

      The main stipulations that I’d given my brothers and friends when I’d gotten engaged was that my bachelor party could not go off the rails. There would be no heavy drinking, no strippers, no obscene, ridiculous, out-of-hand event. I didn’t want to be ashamed of what I did the next morning. Making sure that Jo still enjoyed being with me and wasn’t ashamed of my actions, was kind of an important part of getting married. Her being embarrassed because I had stayed out too late the night before the wedding would not be a good way to start off our marriage.

      My brothers, Ewan and Galen, as well as my sister Gwen had all agreed that being an idiot when it came to a bachelor party wasn’t in the cards. In fact, when my elder brother Ewan had gotten married to his wife Livvy, we hadn’t had a ridiculous bachelor party, which would leave everybody with hangovers, regret, and not a little bit of nausea.

      Instead, we’d gone out for a sunset ride, had a single drink with our dad, from one of the single barrels that he liked so much, and then come back to hang out with Ewan’s stepdaughter, Amelia.

      Maybe that made us old, or even a little non-traditional, but it wasn’t as if we didn’t hang out all the time anyway. And heavy drinking had never really been our thing.

      Even my younger brother Galen had agreed, although he had wanted to go a little more exuberant than we had with Ewan. Probably because I wasn’t a dad, and we were slightly younger.

      However, agreements were made, and a small yet tasteful bachelor party had been planned.

      So why did I taste vomit on my tongue, and my head felt as if somebody had driven a nail right into my temple? And not just a tiny nail. No, one of those ragged ones that got overheated when you hit it too many times. Or maybe even a screw. The same type of screw that got too hot and turned practically magnetic and weirdly sharp because you were drilling into a stud and decided to strip the damn thing.

      Yes, one of each dug deep into my temples. That was exactly what was happening.

      What the hell had happened the night before?

      It was morning, right? It had to be.

      I swallowed hard and realized I hadn’t actually opened my eyes yet.

      Oh yes, the day was going well.

      Today.

      My wedding day.

      Well, fuck.

      With trepidation slithering over my skin, I pried open one eyelid and promptly shut it.

      Dear God, who invented the sun, and why was it so bright?

      I swallowed back that dryness again, jagged shards of glass tearing my throat, and forced both eyes open this time.

      I was a cattle rancher, a cowboy to some, and had ridden bulls when I had been younger and far more stupid. After all, my frontal lobe hadn’t quite been developed yet.

      I could handle a wee bit of sunlight.

      The sun glared back at me—despite the increasing number of clouds rolling their way into the horizon—and I put one hand on my leather upholstery and forced myself into seated position. Why was I in one of the family’s old trucks?

      Not my new 4x4 with the deep bucket seats that had the best heater in the world during winter and the cooling bands for a hot summer. No, this was one of the older trucks that had the bench seat, so I had been practically sprawled over it, and I had no idea how I had gotten here.

      I ran my hand through my hair and winced at the crick in my neck. Where the hell was I? And why did I have zero memory of how I’d gotten here? I swallowed hard, trying to wet my mouth as it was oddly dry. I blinked again and realized that since the sun shone far too brightly in my eyes, I was at least facing east, and on one of the main farm roads off the highway that led to the McBride Ranch and lands, but other than that, I was still a little groggy on everything that had happened.

      I tried to find my phone and cursed. I wore my jeans from last night, that much I remembered, but I had no keys, no wallet, no phone. Panic increasing now, I opened the glove compartment, didn’t find it there, and began to search the cab of the truck. Nope. Nothing.

      How the hell had I gotten here? And what the hell was happening? I opened the door, the rusted metal screeching ever so slightly to the point that it felt like it jingled those nails and screws right back into my temples.

      “What happened last night?” I muttered as I gingerly stepped out of the cab, my boots pressing into the packed dirt beneath my feet.

      I was somehow pulled to the side of the road, and sleeping in my truck, without any identifying markers or way of getting home and/or contacting someone. That’s when a sliver of a memory hit.

      The entire mess of my unknown surroundings and headache had nothing to do with my bachelor party.

      No, this had happened after.

      We’d  gone on the same ride we had done for Ewan, had a single glass of bourbon, courtesy of Ewan’s very rich friend, and had ended up back at our respective homes.

      Each of the McBride siblings owned a piece of land that was all part of the main McBride Ranch. Even my uncles had their own space far out to the west, and it was separated between their four sons each.

      Well, it had been. When we’d lost one of my cousins a few years ago, things had shifted a bit, but other than that, the family was pretty spread out, and all worked together on their own ranches.

      I wasn’t currently on McBride property, but I had been the night before.

      And then I had gone back to my cabin, knowing I would have a long day today—my wedding day—and had one more drink before calling it an early night.

      Then I didn’t remember a damn thing.

      Until now.

      There were vague recollections of me falling asleep in my armchair, that bourbon tasting slightly funny, and then being carried over somebody’s broad shoulder into the truck.

      That’s all I could really remember, and frankly, it almost sounded like a dream. A memory that I wanted to fit into the holes that were feeling like Swiss cheese at this point.

      My brothers wouldn’t do this. They wouldn’t drug me and kidnap me the day before my wedding. Well, they didn’t really like Jo, or understand why we were getting married, but they wouldn’t hurt me. Right?

      Dear God. I was going to be late to my own wedding. Because Jo had wanted an early morning wedding, so we could spend the rest of the afternoon celebrating before heading off to our honeymoon in Aruba on an evening flight.

      I was going to miss my own wedding. Jo would be the jilted bride, and I would be the runaway groom.

      I was in so much trouble.

      Hands on hips, I glared into the distance, trying to figure out how long it would take to walk to the main house. I couldn’t walk to the church from here, as that was even farther, but now that I had my bearings, I could make it happen.

      By tomorrow.

      “Shit.”

      The sound of an engine cut through my worry, and I turned to see a shiny SUV making its way up the farm road, not quite speeding, but it didn’t look familiar. It wasn’t like we owned this road, but now that I knew where I was, and that I was closer to the ranch than I had originally thought. And that meant whoever was driving had to be part of the farm. Right? Or maybe they were my kidnapper.

      Alarm shot through me for an instant, until I told myself I was an idiot.

      Clouds began to roll in as I waved my arms, trying to get this person’s attention. Hopefully they would take a stranger, if they didn’t know me, because I was about to need to hitchhike to my own wedding.

      I looked up and glared at the now darkening clouds.

      Rain was supposed to be good luck on a wedding day from what I could vaguely remember. The groom not showing up however, that didn’t sound like good luck.

      With a curse, I lifted my arms again, ignoring the increasing wind that seemed to come with those clouds. This could not be happening. And yet, it was. I’d get to the bottom of it, and hope whoever thought this practical joke was funny would get their comeuppance later, but for now, I needed to get to my family.

      To Jo.

      I waved down the car again just as the first drops of rain fell. “Lovely,” I growled.

      As the next drop came, and then the deluge of rain decided to follow, I pushed my dark hair back from my face and hoped that my square jaw, broad shoulders, and glaring blue eyes wouldn’t scare off whoever the hell was finally coming closer.

      The SUV’s lights turned on as the rain began to pour in earnest, and finally the driver pulled over to the side.

      Thank God for friendly people who didn’t mind hitchhikers.

      “Please don’t be a serial killer,” I muttered.

      The formerly packed ground beneath my feet began to turn to mud as I stomped my way through in my work boots, and made my way to the passenger side of the SUV.

      When the window opened, I swallowed hard, not recognizing the woman in front of me but still a little confused. Because while I had never seen her before, she had to be one of the most beautiful women I had ever laid eyes on.

      She had white-blond hair with hot pink strips, bright blue eyes, and luscious lips.

      Not that I should be paying attention to her lips. This was a stranger. And I was supposed to be getting married soon. The only person’s lips I should be thinking about were Jo’s. The one who I liked. No, loved. Right? Well, we were friendly. And we enjoyed each other’s company. Those were some of the reasons that we were getting married, and it didn’t have to be the head over heels love at first sight that Ewan and Livvy had.

      Why I sounded so confrontational in my own head, I didn’t know.

      “Hey there,” I said after a moment, hoping I didn’t sound serial killer-like.

      “Hi.” The hesitancy in her voice struck me, but she smiled, and I swallowed hard. Then I nearly tilted my head back to wet my mouth with the rain that continued to pour down on me. I must look ridiculous, but I didn’t care. Well, I did. I just needed to get to my damn wedding.

      “I would ask if everything’s okay, but it clearly isn’t. Is your truck broken down?”

      “Not precisely,” I said after a moment.

      Her eyes widened, and that’s when I realized that she had one of those keychain canisters in her hand that was probably pepper spray or mace.

      That was pretty damn smart, considering she was a woman traveling alone, and getting pepper spray to the face would just be a cherry on top of my what the fuck Sunday.

      “My name is Sharp. My ranch is down the way. I just need to get back to my house. And my truck.” I paused, wondering what the hell I was supposed to say. “And to my wedding. I’m getting married today,” I added quickly, though the light tone I was going for wasn’t anywhere in existence. Instead, I just sounded grumpy.

      I would blame the rain.

      “Oh. Sharp McBride? Are you Ewan’s brother?”

      “You know Ewan?” I asked, slightly confused.

      “I am Livvy’s cousin, Jamie. One of the Montgomerys.”

      My shoulders nearly relaxed as a smile spread on my face. Considering how my day was already going, I hadn’t realized I could smile. “One of the many Montgomery cousins?”

      Her eyes filled with laughter. “That’s it. And I can’t believe I’m still leaving you out in the rain. Let me unlock the door for you so you can hop in. Do you need anything from your truck?”

      Relieved, I shook my head as I opened the door and then looked down at her expensive leather seat. “I don’t have anything on me, and I’m going to ruin your seats.”

      “Well, I don’t have a towel with me, so get in. It’s fine. It will clean. Or my dad will help me figure out something. He’s very handy that way.”

      I didn’t know which branch of the family tree Jamie was part of, but I did know that most of the older generation Montgomery men were all built and could probably break me over their knee. It didn’t matter that I was a sturdy rancher, the Montgomerys were something fierce.

      “I really should’ve recognized you. After all, I know Ewan, and while I wasn’t going to your wedding today, I’m heading up to help Livvy with a few things on the ranch and was planning on getting there right when she was leaving. That way I could set up. But wow. Okay. I have so many questions.”

      “I have a few myself,” I said, my voice low. “Do you mind driving to the church? Because now that I look at the time, I’m not going to have enough of it in order to get to the house first.”

      “Oh. Okay. I can totally do that. As long as you tell me how to get there.” She gave me a sheepish look, as she looked through the side mirrors, and turned on her blinker to get back on the road. “Will you be okay leaving your truck back there?”

      “It’s one of the work trucks, and yes. I’ll have somebody come by and get it. If we figure out where the hell the keys are.”

      Her eyes widened. “The keys aren’t there? Then how did you get out here?”

      One of many questions that started to add a worry to my gut that felt like stomach acid. “I have no idea.”

      “I’m confused.”

      “Take the next right. And I am too. I found myself on this side of the world, and I have no idea how I got there.” For some reason, I told her the exact truth. Everything that I remembered anyway. I didn’t even know this Jamie Montgomery, but apparently, she was going to be the one who I told everything to.

      Which didn’t make any sense, but then again, nothing did today.

      “Sharp, you need to call the police.”

      I shook my head, not liking my reaction to my name coming off those lips. “No. I’ll figure that out later. It’s Clover Lake, there’s not too many of us. It was probably a practical joke by one of Jo’s brothers.”

      She gave me a weird look before going back to paying attention to the road. As it was still raining out, and her knuckles were turning white with how hard she was gripping the steering wheel, she must be freaking out.

      I was freaking out too. I liked Jo well enough. I hated her brothers. Hated her family. However, they were one of the neighboring ranches, and being on good terms with them kept us safe and in business. And it would be good for my family, for my relationship with Jo to go to the next level.

      Falling in line and making sure that the ranch ran smoothly was what I did. It was just easier to do so. I didn’t love Jo, not yet. But I liked her well enough. And even if I didn’t love her, that was no excuse to miss a wedding. Especially since her father would probably have his shotgun handy.

      “I wonder if they’re out looking for you. They have to be worried. Here. What am I thinking? My phone is in the cubby. I have Ewan’s number in there, if you want to text him.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “That’s smart. Thanks.”

      I pulled out the phone and cursed. This wedding was going to be the end of me. “If you had signal.”

      “I don’t have signal?” she asked, her voice high-pitched.

      I understood her worry as she was a woman driving in the middle of nowhere alone, but since this was home, I was used to it. On a normal day. “It happens out here with some of the storms. We are in the middle of nowhere.”

      “It’s Wyoming, I just assumed the whole state was the middle of nowhere,” she teased, still sounding a little alarmed.

      “You say that as someone who lives in Colorado.”

      “In Denver. A metropolis. Yes, the mountains are there to remind you that nature exists, but it’s not this.” She gestured towards the stormy horizon where you couldn’t see much, and I sighed.

      “No, this is no Denver. Thank you though. We’ll get there, and everything will be fine.”

      She risked a glance at me, and I realized I was staring at her. I should probably stop that. “Congratulations on the wedding though.”

      “If it still happens,” I mumbled.

      Her eyes widened, but she didn’t say anything.

      “It’ll all work out. This wedding. Jo. Figuring out what the fuck happened. Pardon my language.”

      “I’ve probably cursed more than you, you’re fucking fine,” she teased.

      My lips twitched. “Good to know.”

      “Yeah.”

      We sat in silence for the rest of the trip, an awkwardness settling in. Because I had no idea what the hell was going on. How I had gotten out here, what the hell this feeling was in my chest. Who was Livvy’s cousin, and why the hell did I have to meet her now?

      Not that it mattered.

      We pulled into the church’s parking lot, and the rain came down even harder.

      “Rain is supposed to be good luck for weddings, right?” she asked, her voice slightly shaky.

      I met her gaze and raised a brow. “Sure. That’s what I was thinking earlier, but this seems like a bit much.”

      She let out a long breath, her eyes still on mine. “You should probably get in there. Just in case.”

      My throat tightened. Was I making a mistake? Probably. But it was my mistake to make. Jo was counting on me. And I didn’t back away from commitments—even ones I didn’t want to make. “Yeah. My wedding that I’m well over an hour late for.”

      Jamie winced. “Well, that’s not good.”

      “No. It really isn’t.”

      “Good luck.”

      “I think I’m going to need it.” I turned, and for some reason reached out to squeeze her hand. “Thank you, Jamie Montgomery.”

      She looked down where we touched before she smiled up at me. “You’re welcome, Sharp McBride. Now go get married.”

      “On it.”

      And with that, I jumped out of her SUV, ran through the pouring rain, and made my way inside the church. Both doors were slightly stuck, so I pushed them open together, bending at the waist and realized I probably resembled Aragon trying to make his way into the hall, but from the daggers that Jo’s mother glared at me from the side, I wasn’t going to get the same reception.

      “Where the hell were you?” Jo’s father snapped, as my father moved alongside him.

      Angus McBride visibly sighed. “Oh thank God. Your brothers were out looking for you, and we found your phone in your house, but we couldn’t…” He shook his head. “And your truck was there too. We’ve been so worried.”

      My mother practically pushed my dad to the side to hug me tightly, ignoring how wet I was. “I’m so glad that you’re okay.”

      “Okay? He’s not going to be okay for long. He ran out on my baby girl,” Jo’s father roared.

      Everybody began talking at once, screaming at each other, and I put my two fingers to my mouth and whistled sharply. “I’ll explain later, I’m sorry I’m late, I couldn’t help it.”

      “That’s rich,” one of Jo’s brothers snarled.

      And then I looked up, ignoring everyone else, as Jo came down the aisle, her long and fluffy dress billowing as she stepped.

      “Jo. It’s not what you think.”

      “You bastard.” I didn’t block the first punch as she slammed her fist into my cheek. She’d been trained by her brothers and could hit like a prize fighter. I did, however, block the punch that came from her brother.

      “Okay, that’s enough of that,” Ewan said as he shifted toward us and pulled one of Jo’s brothers away.

      Jo moved forward again, her eyes bright with fury…and something else I couldn’t name. “You left me!”

      This was going from bad to worse. “I didn’t. I promise. Just give me a minute to explain and we can get through this.” Not that I knew exactly how I’d ended up in this position. There was something fishy going on and I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “You left me for her.” Jo pointed a shaky hand behind me, and I nearly closed my eyes and prayed.

      Well hell.

      I turned, knowing exactly who I would see. A wet and bedraggled Jamie stood there, hands wringing in front of her, and her eyes wide.

      “You cheated on me!” Jo screeched.

      “I did not. It’s not what you think,” I repeated. This time Jo’s father punched me on my other cheek, and then my dad was there pinning Jo’s father to the ground. I hadn’t even seen him move. Everybody shouted at once, pulling off boutonnières and kicking, and even my mother had Jo’s mother in a headlock.

      Jamie came closer, as if to help stop this, as Jo’s uncle threw his fist out to punch. I caught it with one hand so it wouldn’t hit her and pulled the man’s arm down. Then Jamie put her fingers to her mouth and whistled even louder than I had.

      Everybody stopped and stared at her.

      She blinked at us, as if surprised to be the center of attention after that whistle. “I found him on the side of the road. We just met. I have no idea what happened, but all Sharp wanted to do was get here to his wedding. I promise.”

      “And who the hell are you?” Jo sobbed.

      “My cousin,” Livvy said pointedly as she wrapped her arm around her drenched cousin. “And I would love it if you stopped using that tone when it comes to my family.”

      There was a reason I liked to Livvy.

      “The wedding is off. I can’t believe you did this to me. You humiliated me.”

      I just stared at Jo and realized that the only embarrassment came from the fact that my family had ended up in a fistfight with Jo’s.

      I stood there, confused as hell, and then met my father’s gaze. He gave me a slight nod, and I realized that maybe he’d known all along that I didn’t love Jo. Or perhaps I was reading too much into that look. I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but instead Jo just pushed past me, sobbing, and ran right into the arms of William, confusing all of us.

      William, the former deputy who’d lost his job thanks to a few too many fistfights, who now owned a local tractor supply and repair company, held Jo to his chest and glared at me, and I realized I’d been set up.

      Jo hadn’t wanted to be a runaway bride, so instead she’d made me the runaway groom.

      The cheater.

      The backstabber.

      And no matter what I said, nothing would make it better.

      I turned on my heel, nodded at my family, and walked away, leaving this mess, and one of the worst decisions I had ever made in my life, behind.

      And when the small tap of heels behind me echoed throughout the church, I realized that Jamie was there, tossing me her keys. “You kind of need a getaway car,” she whispered.

      My lips quirked into a smile, and I tilted my imaginary hat in thanks, before leaving the church.

      Running away from the wedding that never should have taken place in the first place.

      In a town as small as Clover Lake, this was only going to get bad before it got better.
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