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Prologue


Love Story


Billie (Age 10)


Fourteen Years Ago


Air.


I wake up gasping for it, lungs burning, heart pounding.


I had the nightmare again. That’s the third freaking time this week.


Bolting upright, I put a hand on my chest and take a heaving inhale. The oxygen hits my lungs, making me lightheaded. The faint outline of the contents of my tiny bedroom tilts queasily to the left before righting itself. I suck in a breath, let it out.


The panic gripping my insides slowly dissipates.


My body prickles at the sudden influx of cool, crisp air. Mom finally agreed to set the thermostat lower than usual at night after I woke up sweating for the hundredth time last week.


Apparently she, too, had bad dreams as a kid. Mine started a few months ago, right after I turned ten. It’s always the same nightmare: I’m sitting on a chair in an empty room, trying very hard to stay still. I can’t, though, because the urge to fidget, to wiggle my hips, radiates from my center outward.


It’s like my heart is a rising sun, glowing and moving and warming me from the inside out. It almost feels like being tickled. In the dream, I bite back laughter. Squirm against a rising tide of something that feels cozy and good, something that makes me want to move and be silly but that I know I should tamp down.


Sit still. Be sweet. Your dress looks so pretty, don’t wrinkle it.


The thing is, the more I struggle to sit still, the smaller the room gets. The walls creep in, bit by bit, until they’re pressed up against my shoulders and back and knees.


That’s when the air gets thin. Or disappears, really, because all of a sudden, I can’t breathe even though I try to inhale. It’s like being stuck underwater.


I want to bang on the walls, but I also don’t want to wrinkle my dress or startle anyone. That’s not what nice girls do.


I feel myself suffocating, the lack of air sending a burst of white-hot agony through me.


Just when I’m about to pass out or die, I wake up feeling like this: scared, sweaty, sure I’ve done something wrong.


A couple times I’ve even woken up with the word sorry stuck in my brain.


Sorry for what, though?


I did cuss at the mean mailman the other day when he kicked one of the dogs. Mom said I needed to watch my mouth and stop causing trouble, but I wasn’t about to let poor Petey get treated that way.


Throwing off the covers, I rub my eyes. It’s still really, really dark out, which means it’s probably close to midnight. Every time I sneak into the kitchen after having a nightmare, the clock on the microwave almost always says 12:07. Weird.


I’m too shaky to go back to bed. I also don’t want to wake up Mom or Dad. They get up so early and work so hard. None of my five brothers will be able to give me the comfort I need. They always make fun of me, calling me a baby for still having nightmares. Well, everyone except Tate because he’s too little.


So I go to the one place I can find comfort. Our house is all one story, so I’m able to put on my barn boots and slip out my window easily. I can hear Colt, my oldest brother, snoring through the window next to mine as I tiptoe through the grass.


I roll my eyes. He and his best friend, Ryder Rivers, were probably sneaking sips of Dad’s whiskey after he went to bed. Colt is a couple years older than Ryder—they got close because they love to hunt—and while my brother is definitely the ringleader, Ryder’s happy to be along for the ride.


Dumbasses.


It may be the middle of the night, but the air is hot and sticky. That’s summertime in Texas Hill Country for you. The stars make up for it, though. For a second, I stop and tilt back my head to admire them. We live in the middle of nowhere, so you can really see everything in the night sky: a billion stars, the bright half-moon, even other planets if you know what you’re looking for.


I love it here. I was born on my family’s ranch, and I hope to live here for the rest of my life. I just wish…


I don’t know. That I could do what I want, same as my brothers. As the only girl in the family, I feel like I have to follow all these stupid rules that no one else does. Girls don’t talk like that. Girls shouldn’t ride like that. Girls shouldn’t get so dirty.


The horse barn is down one hill and up another. Our foreman, who we call Grumpy Bud even though he’s actually pretty nice, always leaves a light on. Sometimes I wonder if he knows I sneak out here at night.


Whatever the case, I’m grateful. Stepping inside the barn, I’m hit by the familiar smells of hay and warm animals. Closing my eyes, I take a deep, steadying breath.


I already feel better.


I head for a stall toward the middle of the aisle that splits the barn in half. A chestnut-colored horse with a white star on her forehead peeks out, her huge, dark eyes shining in the light overhead.


Everything inside me lifts.


“Hey, you.” I tuck my hand underneath her velvet chin and give her a rub. “Don’t tell the others, but you’re my favorite.”


Meredith nuzzles my hand in reply, licking the pad of my thumb.


Yeah, I named my horse after Taylor Swift’s cat. So what? She looked like a Meredith to me.


I just hope my parents keep letting me ride her out with the cowboys. Dad’s always pushing me to help him in the office, where I put stamps on the bills and letters he sends out, and where I pretend to be interested in his lectures about how much everything costs and why. I don’t know who hates sitting at a desk more, me or him. He says he wants me to “learn the business side of things” because I’m “the smart one who’s good at math.”


But really, I think he wants to keep me away from cowboying or working with the horses. There aren’t any other women who work on the ranch, other than Mom, Aunt Lee, and the lady who comes to help the farrier sometimes. There are definitely no women who work cattle or break horses. It’s only the boys who train fillies or ride out in the mornings with our small herd of cattle or do fun stuff like rinse off in the creek after a hot day in the saddle.


Girls, meanwhile, have to do indoor things, like lick stamps and fold laundry.


Meredith’s breath is warm on my hand. I lean into her, my heart rate finally back to normal.


Of course I’m your favorite, I imagine her saying back to me. I’m wild and I’m full of heart. Just like you. We can be both things at once, wild and warmhearted, no matter what other people think.


“They’re always saying I’m wild.” I stroke Meredith’s silky neck. “Why is that a bad thing all of a sudden?”


“Because boys are scared of wild girls. We’ll never admit it, but we scare a lot easier than y’all.”


I jump at the sound of the voice behind me. Whipping around, I see Ryder, my brother Colt’s friend, standing a few feet away. He’s in a rumpled T-shirt and shorts, and he’s holding a guitar in his hand.


Why is he always carrying that thing? The dude’s obsessed.


“Well, you just scared the shit out of me, and I’m a girl!” My heart thumps. But instead of putting my hand on my chest, I put it on my stomach.


It keeps doing this funny somersaulting thing whenever I see Ryder. It only started happening recently. Maybe because he’s gotten a little bit cute since he turned thirteen?


I like his smile. And the way he doesn’t make me feel like I’m any different from the boys. Like he can talk to me and hang out with me the same way he does with my brothers. I’m not some porcelain doll he ignores or mocks or handles with such care that he can’t be himself around me.


I also really like his thick mop of dark blond hair, the way it curls out at the ends.


Speaking of his hair: It falls into his eyes as he shakes his head. “You and the cussin’.”


Growing up surrounded by cowboys who curse like sailors and brothers who talk smack like nobody’s business, I learned the art of cuss words early.


“You gonna tell me to watch my mouth like everybody else?”


“Hell no.” Aw, Lordy, now he’s smiling, and he’s brushing back his hair, and my stomach’s flipping again. “Cussin’ don’t bother me one bit.”


“Even if a girl does it?”


“Especially if a girl does it. To be honest, I don’t care who’s doing it. I think it keeps things nice and relaxed.”


I grin. “Mom and Dad aren’t relaxed when I cuss.”


“Well maybe I’m able to relax when you cuss because I don’t gotta watch myself around you. I like that.”


Dang, now my heart’s doing somersaults too.


I don’t have many friends that are girls. None, really. Mom homeschools my brothers and me, so the only time I see other girls my age is at church on Sunday downtown. I used to be able to play with other girls in the “kid room” where our parents would drop us off before service. One of the older girls would babysit us while everyone else went into the chapel.


But now that I’m older, I’m expected to sit still and look pretty in the pews beside our parents. That means I don’t get to run around with the other kids anymore even though I’ve begged to be one of the babysitters in the kid room.


Back when I was five, maybe six, I distinctly remember the older girls giggling over how “cute” they thought the Rivers boys were. Something about their blue eyes and the little cowboy hats they’d wear to church.


I nod at Ryder’s guitar. “Why did you bring that?” Putting my hands on my hips, I tilt my head. “No, wait. Why are you even here?”


He shrugs. “Couldn’t sleep. Colt snores like a goddamn bear when he drinks. I heard someone creepin’ around and wasn’t sure what to expect. So I grabbed the nearest weapon, which just so happened to be my guitar—”


“So y’all did get into Daddy’s Jim Beam.”


“I’m allowed to be wild too, you know.”


I roll my eyes. “Boys are always allowed to be wild.”


“We live on a ranch in the middle of nowhere, Billie. There ain’t nothing else for us to do around here.”


“Yeah, well, some of us still gotta act right, Ryder.”


His smile broadens. “You actin’ right creepin’ around like this?”


“I couldn’t sleep either.”


His smile fades. “Another nightmare?”


“So Colt told you I’ve been having them. A lot.” Looking down, I kick at the dusty floorboards.


“He’s worried about you is all.” A pause. “Truth be told, I am too. What d’you think they’re about? The nightmares.”


A surge of something strong and awful moves through me. Before I can think, I spit out, “Why do you care?”


Another pause. It strikes me how different Ryder is from my brothers.


Heck, he’s different from his brothers too. If I asked them that question, I feel like they’d just tell me to shut up and walk away.


But Ryder stays. He thinks.


He really does care, and that makes my chest cramp.


“You’re a lot like Cash,” he says at last, referring to his oldest—and least friendly—brother. “Always got your dukes up. But it’s when you’re throwing the most punches that you’re the most scared. So tell me why you’re scared so I can play some Taylor Swift for you already.” Ryder shifts the guitar so he’s holding it across his middle. “I wanna show off all the shit I learned in my guitar lessons this summer.”


I’m laughing, and I don’t want to be.


Scratch that. I really like laughing, especially when Ryder laughs with me, not at me the way my brothers always do. As their kid sister—I’m number three in the birth order, smack dab in the middle—I’ve always had to hustle to keep up with them. They find it hilarious when I inevitably fall on my face.


“You’re really gonna play for me?”


“If it will make you feel better, yeah.”


“And you know Taylor Swift?”


“I’ve heard you listening to her. I can learn.”


Turning back to Meredith, I tuck my cheek against the star on her head. She feels warm. Safe.


Maybe that’s why I’m able to say, “I’m just noticing things now. Like how people treat me differently, and not in a good way.”


“What do you mean?”


“So after dinner, Mom always makes me stay to help her do the dishes even though Colt and the rest of them get to ‘go do their homework,’ when really everybody knows they’re just going to play their stupid video games. And Dad—he’s trying to teach me all this budgeting nonsense that’s boring as all get-out. Meanwhile, my brothers get to ride out with the cowboys all day. I miss that, but Dad doesn’t seem to care.” I sigh. Damn, it feels good to get that out.


Ryder’s eyes are serious when he replies, “I hadn’t thought about it like that. Sounds like it’s harder for girls—doing what you want.”


I lift a shoulder. “Maybe. I think that might have something to do with these weird dreams I keep having. I feel…sometimes, in real life and in these dreams, it’s like I can’t breathe. I wanna move, but I can’t. It really pisses me off.”


“I can tell.” He grins, strumming his guitar. The pretty sound is calming. “I can promise you two things. One, I’ll try my very best not to treat you any different.”


My face splits into a smile, the kind I can feel in my cheeks. “Okay.”


“And two, I don’t know the lyrics or the notes to any Taylor Swift song, but I’m gonna learn. Here.” He tips his chin toward my horse, then reaches out to give her chin a tickle. “Maybe Meredith can help us out. You know how to sing, right, pretty girl?”


Meredith eats his pretend sugar up, tucking her lips into his palm. She likes Ryder.


He’s grown up on his family’s ranch about twenty miles from here on the other side of Hart County, so he’s been on horseback and around animals all his life. It shows. He’s tender with Meredith, but confident too. I like that.


Ew, but I don’t like Ryder. He’s Colt’s friend, not mine. And I think Colt would punch us both if we—


Nope. Not even gonna think that disgusting thought.


I should probably get back to my room. I don’t think anyone would like it if they found Ryder and I alone out here together.


More than that, though, all these things I’m feeling have me super freaking confused. I’m hot, but I’m also kind of happy? But also nervous, which makes no sense because I’ve known Ryder forever. He’s like the sixth brother I never wanted but now I’m glad to have.


Only, I don’t want him to be my brother. I want him to be my friend. And something about that is scary for reasons I don’t understand.


Yup, need to get the hell out of here.


“Hey, Ryder—”


“Yeah?” He sits down after giving Meredith one last tickle, settling his back against her stall. “Chocolate Chip likes it when I play for him. You think she’ll like it too?”


I let out a burst of laughter. “I still can’t believe you named your horse Chocolate Chip.”


“Hey.” Ryder strums the guitar again, reaching up to tune a string. “I was seven. And anything with chocolate chips in it still happens to be my favorite food. Also—I don’t know if you know this—but I did this thing called animal therapy when I was little. I had a speech delay, and being around horses apparently helped me work through some of that. When Mom and Dad gave me my own horse, I think they knew how big that moment was. So they let me name him all by myself.”


I blink, startled—warmed—by Ryder’s vulnerable admission. “I didn’t know you were in therapy.”


“From what I remember, it was pretty cool. I’d recommend it.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.” I scoff, glancing at Meredith. “Maybe I need to spend more time around horses, then. To, you know, work through this nightmare stuff.”


“Can’t hurt. So what’s your favorite Taylor song right now?”


I’m sitting beside him and folding my legs into a pretzel before I know what I’m doing.


“You’re gonna make fun of me.” The door of the stall bites into my shoulder blades, but I don’t care.


“Probably. Lemme guess, it’s a love song.”


My face burns. “Maybe.”


“That’s okay. I’ll still play it.” A pause. “You know I’m joking, right? I don’t mind love songs.”


I elbow him. “Duh. Of course I know that.” But I’m really glad you said it anyway.


“Some of the best songs ever written are love songs. At least that’s what my mom says.”


“I like your mom.”


“I do too. You know I’m her favorite.”


I grin. “Everybody knows that. Babies are always the favorite. Tate is my mom’s favorite.”


“He is.” Ryder’s grinning too. “Can you hum the song?”


I clear my throat. “Uh. Yeah. I can, um, do that. Sure.” I clear my throat again, feeling like an idiot.


But the way Ryder looks at me, his eyebrows curved gently upward, makes me feel…like I can actually do this.


I start to hum the song, closing my eyes as the lyrics pass through my brain. I don’t know why this one is my favorite. It’s just cute. And fun. And sometimes I secretly wish what happens in the song might happen to me one day.


Your father’s such a romantic, Mom always says. They kiss a lot, which is kind of gross. But they look happy together. Everyone points to them having six kids as proof of how in love they are, although I don’t understand why.


Whatever the case, ending up like Mom and Dad wouldn’t be so bad. I don’t want to be in the kitchen as much as Mom is. But she and Dad smile a lot when they’re together, and smiling is kind of the best.


I’d know because I start to smile all over again as I hum. My eyes fly open when Ryder starts to play along on his guitar, picking out the notes without missing a beat.


I stop humming. “Do you know this song?”


“No,” he says with a chuckle. “Keep humming.”


“Then how can you play it on the first try?”


“I’m a prodigy. Keep humming, Billie.”


The song sounds so pretty on the guitar, and I don’t want him to stop playing, so I sit up a little straighter and hum another verse, then another chorus.


This time, Ryder doesn’t notice when I stop humming. He just keeps playing, his fingers delicately working the strings of his guitar like he’s been doing this all his life.


He hasn’t. When you get to middle school in these parts, they make you play an instrument. Ryder picked the guitar when he entered sixth grade. He’s only been playing for a couple years now.


Still, he’s really, really good.


I like watching the way his hand moves up and down the neck of the guitar. Steady. Gentle. Behind us, I hear Meredith shuffling in approval, ducking her head to sniff Ryder’s hair.


He chuckles again. “Is that her version of throwing her bra at me?”


I blush at the word bra. I know girls start wearing them at some point, but my chest is still as flat as a pancake. “I don’t know what that means.”


“Girls at concerts throw their bras at lead singers they like.”


“Aren’t I the one singing, though? I don’t want any bras thrown at me.”


“You can sing if you like.”


I clear my throat for what feels like the hundredth time. “Do you think I have a good enough voice?”


“If you think I’m good enough at playing guitar, then sure, I think you have a good enough voice.” His eyes sparkle.


I look away. I’ll probably sound stupid if I sing. But my humming was okay, right? And the way Ryder is playing my favorite song—the notes soft and pretty—it’s hard not to sing along.


Taking a deep breath, I do.


I sing.


Judging by the way Ryder’s smile grows and grows, I’m doing an all right job of it too. Maybe I suck. Maybe I don’t. But I keep singing, closing my eyes. I hear Meredith let out a snort, which means she’s happy. I am too.


Ryder pauses, not sure where the song goes next. I open my eyes and meet his. I continue to sing, my voice echoing down the long hallway. Ryder starts to play again, picking up what I’m laying down. It takes all of one verse for us to get back in sync.


We sit like that, me singing, him strumming, smiling at each other like he’s not my older brother’s best friend and I’m not some stupid kid sister who’s a pain in the ass.


The more I sing, the better Ryder plays. The notes get louder. Bigger. My heart feels bigger too. So big that I worry it’s going to burst clear out of my chest.


I’m sad when the song ends. Ryder’s hand drops from the strings, and I hunch forward a little, suddenly shy. The quiet in the barn is so loud I wonder if it’s alive too, just like I am, and Ryder too, and the horses and all the cowboys sleeping in the bunkhouse next door.


Ryder’s eyes are blue. Not regular blue, but blue blue. What I imagine the color of a tropical sea would look like.


“I like that song.” He shifts, rotating the guitar out of his lap. “What’s the name?”


Disappointment settles over me like a wet blanket. Do we really have to be done? But I didn’t want to be out here with Ryder in the first place. Why do I feel short of breath at the idea of him leaving?


“It’s called ‘Love Story.’”


Standing, he grins. “Of course it is. Want me to walk you back? I’m pretty tired, and I know you need your rest too.”


“Um. Sure. Yeah.”


He holds out his hand, and I take it. Helping me up, he tucks the guitar underneath his arm. Then we walk together in silence back to the house.


I don’t sleep a wink. Instead, I stay up thinking about Ryder. How happy he looked playing his guitar. How much better I feel after spending time with him.


You should’ve told him that.


Ryder was wrong. Girls scare just as easy as boys.


We’re just better at hiding it.










Chapter 1


First Rodeo


Ryder


Present Day


September


Cowgirls.


They’re everywhere I look. In the stands. On horseback in the arena.


A particularly cute one with dark hair approaches down the wide walkway that wraps around the stadium. My body perks up, warm with interest.


I always enjoy the rodeo, mostly because it’s the perfect place to pick up cute girls I don’t know for hookups I may or may not remember.


I like brunettes. Especially ones in cowboy hats and chaps.


There’s a pervy little saying that cowboys ride harder and stay on longer. I’ve found the same is true about cowgirls too.


But when I see that this cowgirl is Billie Wallace, I immediately hit the brakes on whatever, er, interest I was feeling. Before I can duck into a nearby restroom, however, she spots me. She throws up her arms, her face lighting up.


“Ry! Hey!” She jogs toward me, the tassels on her fancy rodeo chaps flying. “You came!”


She barrels into me and wraps me in a fierce hug. She’s…Christ, soft in all the right places. She also smells real fucking good. More sultry than sweet, like juicy, just-picked peaches.


I close my eyes and take a silent, steadying breath. It’s like she’s trying even harder than usual to push my fucking buttons tonight, and I am not here for it.


I’m not dead. Of course I know how gorgeous my best friend’s baby sister is. She may be the girl next door, but she’s also pretty in a movie star kind of way, with a wide, white smile, dark hair, and hazel eyes that are the color of the Colorado River at sunset. More green than brown, except when she’s pissed. Then her irises are straight whiskey—they burn right through you.


Duke was just warning me to keep my distance when we drove over to the Wallace’s to pick up a horse we bought from them recently. And I do. Usually, anyway. But she and I are both flirts, and in the past, I’ve let myself slip up a few times. What can I say? I like the attention.


Tonight, though, I’m not in the mood. I also promised myself I wasn’t gonna give anyone mixed signals. I’m good at keeping people at arm’s length. Billie Wallace is no exception.


I give her a quick pat on the back before untangling myself from her grasp. “I always come to the rodeo.”


Billie’s eyes shine with a mischievous glint. “But this time you came to see me, right? Because you wanna watch me dominate my very first race, and then you’ll take me out afterward for celebratory drinks and dancing and se—”


“Billie.” I roll my eyes.


I also know Billie’s had a crush on me for about as long as I can remember. Girl makes no secret of it, clearly. But I try not to rise to the occasion for obvious reasons.


More than that, though, I know Billie well enough to recognize that she’d be interested in a hell of a lot more than a one-night stand. Her free-spiritedness doesn’t fool me; behind all her bravado, Billie is a romantic at heart.


I’m a one-night stand kinda guy. Always have been. I like to keep things simple. Safe.


“Seven-card stud.” Billie’s lips twitch. “That’s what I was going to say. Wyatt’s always down for a round of poker. Bet I could convince you to play.”


My older brother Wyatt runs a not-exactly-legal poker ring out of the basement of our local honky-tonk, the Rattler. Billie’s not wrong about him putting together a game of seven-card stud.


She is wrong to think I’d ever play it with her. Or dance with her, for that matter, even if she wins her very first official barrel race.


But we both know that. She’s just busting my chops, as usual.


I slip my hands in my front pockets, running the fingers of my right hand over the familiar shape of my dad’s pocketknife. Every pair of jeans I own bears a visible outline of the knife on the right front pocket—I never leave home without it.


I always feel a little better—more centered—whenever I reach for it.


I glance inside the stadium and see most of my family has already taken their seats.


“You should probably get going, yeah?” I glance at Billie. “Good luck out there.”


She rocks her hips. “You could be my good luck charm, you know.”


It’s all I can do not to groan. This woman is a piece of fucking work.


“You don’t need a good luck charm.”


“But what if I want one?”


“You’re gonna do great.”


“You sound so excited about my prospects.” She’s wearing a shit-eating grin now.


I take another deep breath and look away. “You really should get going.”


“Fine.” I can picture her pouting, sticking out her bottom lip the same way she did when she was a kid. “But if I lose, it’s because you refused to sprinkle me with your special sauce—”


“Bye, Billie.” I manage a tight smile as I turn and head for the concession stand.


“Bye, Ryder. Love you!”


Like a brother. Same as I love her like a sister.


I grab a beer and some popcorn, and then I head down several flights of stairs toward our seats, which are so close to the arena they’re practically on the dirt.


I take my seat beside two miniature cowgirls, their pink and purple boots and matching hats catching my eye.


There’s lots to see at the rodeo tonight, but these two stand out.


The cowgirl closest to me turns her head and smiles. My heart squeezes. She’s a fucking cutie, no two ways about it.


“Whatcha lookin’ at, Uncle Ry?” Junie swings her little legs. She’s the daughter of my older brother Sawyer’s girlfriend, Ava. “Is it my beautiful cowgirl boots? I’m sorry, but you can’t have them. Also, can I have some of that popcorn?”


Now I’m the one smiling as I set the bucket in her lap. “I got my own boots.”


I drop my beer in a nearby cupholder. Lifting my leg, I pull back my jeans just enough to show off the pair of Bellamy Brooks boots I’ve been wearing nonstop since Duke gave them to me for our birthday back in July. “Not as sparkly as yours, granted—”


“Because ours are better.” That’s Ella, my four-year-old niece, who sits next to Junie. “It’s just a fact.”


Sawyer, Ella’s dad, holds up his hands. “Whoa whoa whoa. Them’s fightin’ words, you know. Auntie Mollie and Auntie Wheeler made Uncle Ry’s boots.”


Mollie, the wife of my older brother Cash, and her college roommate Wheeler—my twin brother Duke’s girlfriend and soon-to-be mother of their twins, whom they’ll welcome over the holidays—started a fashion boot company, Bellamy Brooks, in their college dorm room years ago.


Now their boots are featured in big-time magazines. They’ve made so much money they even hired Duke to help them design and manufacture a men’s collection.


“Hey.” Duke narrows his eyes at Sawyer. “You’re forgetting one very important member of the Bellamy Brooks operation.”


Cash rolls his eyes. He’s got his infant daughter, Daisy, strapped to his chest in a carrier. She’s conked out, a pair of baby headphones in pink covering her little ears.


He absently moves the knuckle of his first finger across her chubby cheek. “Dude, the entire population of Texas knows you got the job. You’ve told everyone and their mother about it.”


“Nothing wrong with that.” Wheeler brushes Duke’s hair out of his face as she peers into his eyes. “Shout it from the rooftops, baby. I’m proud of you.”


He puts a hand on her pregnant belly. “Blue, I’m proud of us.”


There’s a tiny spasm inside my breastbone. An electric shock. Digging my first two fingers into the spot, I rub it until the unpleasant feeling is gone.


I’m happy for Duke. Honestly. Even if he and Wheeler are the kind of cute together that borders on sickening. He’s always had a serious case of wanderlust, and it was pure kismet that he fell for a girl who dreams as big as he does.


He and Wheeler have been together for all of six months, but they’ve already visited a dozen new places. Maybe more. All this while she’s been pregnant too. They had a little too much fun on their very first road trip back in the spring, and three weeks later, Wheeler got a positive result on a pregnancy test.


If the past year has taught me anything, it’s that my brothers move fast. All four of them have paired off with excellent women over the span of a little more than twelve months. We’ve had lots to celebrate: engagements, new jobs, new opportunities, weddings, babies.


But time in Hartsville moves slowly, which is more my speed. I’m not jealous of my brothers. I’ve made my choices, same as Cash and Wyatt and Sawyer and Duke made theirs. I’m okay with how the chips have fallen.


Yeah, I may have shut off parts of myself when my parents died. I was only fourteen, and I had to figure out a way to keep going somehow without falling apart.


Out here in cattle country, you do what you have to in order to survive.


Case in point: I was able to survive another big blow when our mentor, Garrett Luck—Mollie’s dad—passed suddenly last year. It was a shitty time, but my brothers and I were able to make some lemonade out of those lemons by working our fingers to the bone.


Work is what keeps me sane. I consider it an offshoot of the therapy I had when I was little. Being around animals helped me then. Definitely helps now.


Ava, Sawyer’s girlfriend and Junie’s mom, gently nudges me with her elbow as she nods at the arena. “Billie is gonna be so thrilled you came, Ryder. She’s been working hard. I think she has a real shot to win this thing.”


Dipping my hand into the popcorn perched on Junie’s lap, I wink at her. She winks back.


“I actually just saw Billie.”


Ava chuckles. “She asked you to be her good luck charm, didn’t she?”


I turn to her, leaning in so I can hear her above the growing noise of the crowd. “She sure did. Didn’t she just pick it up? Racing? I’m kinda surprised she’d want to be back in the saddle like this after working in her daddy’s office for so long.”


Billie is the Wallace Ranch’s in-house accountant. Her old man began her education in the ranch’s finances early, so it was no surprise that she ended up with a degree in accounting after she graduated high school.


As a former pro barrel racer, Ava’s been running the cloverleaf since she was a kid. It’s a rodeo sport where a rider on horseback runs a cloverleaf pattern around three barrels as quickly as possible. When Ava became head of the Wallace Ranch’s barrel racing training program last fall, Billie Wallace signed up for some lessons.


I’m not sure why Billie wants to race. She’s still young—twenty-four—but most barrel racers start when they’re really young, like Ava.


Here we are, though, about to watch Billie run her first official race at the Hart County Rodeo.


“Billie’s a newbie, yeah,” Ava says. “But every spare second she’s had, she’s been in the arena working her butt off. To be honest, I’m not sure I’ve seen anyone more dedicated. She loves it.”


Don’t doubt that one bit. Billie’s been hell on wheels for as long as I can remember. Of course she’d love a sport where she gets to ride like the devil.


And I remember plenty, considering her older brother Colt is my best friend outside of my brothers.


“Testament to your coaching skills.” I nudge Ava back. “Sawyer told me y’all recruited some promising gals to join the program.”


Ava turns her head to glance at Sally, who’s tapping her tallboy can of local beer against Wyatt’s before taking a long, thirsty sip in the row in front of ours. “Helps that we have the best of the best working at the Wallaces’. Sally really brought our program to a whole new level.”


Sally is a veterinary surgeon who trained at one of the top programs in the country. I think she surprised us all when, over the holidays last year, she passed up a big fancy job to stay in Hartsville and help the Wallaces build their horse breeding and racing programs.


Wyatt puts a hand on Sally’s thigh, the thin gold band on his left hand winking in the arena lights.


Am I surprised my wildest brother settled down and got married? Not one bit. As a matter of fact, Sally and Wy’s engagement was long overdue. They’ve been in love with each other for, well, ever.


Theirs has been a very happy ending. Everyone’s has.


I tell myself I’m happy enough too. Sometimes I think I got all the happiness I needed when I was little and lived on Mom’s hip. I got no shame in admitting I was a mama’s boy. In fact, I’m proud of the bond Mom and I shared.


I miss her. A lot. But Duke and I have a special bond too as identical twins. I try to remind myself of that fact when I’m feeling down. Lonely.


Thing is, I’m not alone. My life is full of people who love me and who I love right back. Life is good.


“Sometimes I wonder how we all got so lucky to get a second act as solid as this one.” I say, wiping my hand on my jeans. We recently joined forces with Mollie, combining her family’s ranch with ours to create Lucky River Ranch. It’s made us very busy—and very wealthy—ranchers.


Ava chuckles. “The universe isn’t stingy, Ryder. And karma is real. We’re living right.”


“Maybe. Yeah.”


I feel her looking at me. “You know it’s your turn anytime you want it to be, yeah?”


My hand tightens into a fist. “My turn for what?”


But before she can reply, a shout interrupts us.


“Aw, y’all really beat us here? If that don’t make me feel like the world’s worst brother…”


Looking over my shoulder, I smile when I see Colt Wallace moving down the arena steps, the entire Wallace clan, save Billie, of course, hot on his heels. There’s her five brothers—Colt, along with Beck, Nash, Mack, and Tate—all dressed up in their cowboy finest. I bite back a laugh when I see that Nash is even wearing a massive silver belt buckle that matches his bolo.


He’s definitely looking for some action tonight. Glad I’m not the only one.


Standing, I reach across the row behind us to shake Colt’s hand. “These cowgirls refused to be tamed.” I nod at Ella and June, who are now busy trying to toss pieces of popcorn into each other’s mouths. “They were chomping at the bit to get to their first rodeo.”


“It’s not my first rodeo, Uncle Ry!” Ella rolls her eyes. “It’s like my one hundred thousand billionth rodeo, okay?”


“Mine too!” Junie squeals. “My mommy used to be in the rodeo.”


“Your mama is just the coolest, isn’t she?” Sawyer reaches across to thumb away a stray bit of popcorn from the corner of Junie’s mouth. “We’ve got lots of talent in our family.”


Ava bites her lip. “You’re making me blush, cowboy.”


“You’re making us all blush, and that’s a beautiful thing.” Mrs. Wallace, the matriarch of their family, smiles down at us as she takes a seat on the row behind ours. She’s moving slow on account of the surgery she recently had. “Thank y’all for coming, truly. Billie is blessed to have such wonderful friends.”


Dean, Colt’s six-year-old son, comes over to give me a high five. “What’s up, Uncle Ry?”


Not gonna lie, out of all the literal and proverbial hats I wear—brother, rancher, businessman, cowboy, (sometimes) degenerate—“uncle” is by far my favorite.


“You learn to read yet or what?” I ask. “You been goin’ to kindergarten every day, right?”


Dean grins. “I have perfect attendance so far. And I was one of the first ones to read a sentence this week. Ms. Loo was so proud she gave me a sticker!”


“A sticker! That’s awesome. Proud of you.”


“I’m proud of me too.” His grin is shy, but I know he really is proud of himself.


Colt’s smile touches his eyes. Guy’s been through hell and back over the past couple years, but he’s doing a damn fine job of raising his son. He has every reason to smile today.


Bull riding is up first. Then we watch several racers compete before Billie’s name is announced over the loudspeaker. Ella and Junie squeal. Ava throws up her arms.


A buzz of excitement darts up my spine when I see a brunette in a white cowboy hat dart into sight.


Smiling, I resist the urge to clap my hands and shout, Get it, girl. Watching these races always gets me psyched up, and seeing someone I know out there—even if it is the woman who lays it on a little too thick with me sometimes—has me feeling doubly excited.


Billie dashes through the arena, her dark hair flying, pretty face split into a smile. She’s going so fast I catch the glint of tears trailing horizontally across her temples. Her body moves rhythmically, expertly, as she guides her horse around the first barrel. I’m transfixed by the easy roll of her hips in the saddle.


She lets out a holler of utter delight, drawing cheers of approval from the crowd, because of course she does.


I’m Billie fucking Wallace, I imagine her saying. And I’m about to knock your goddamn socks off.


She’s fully immersed in the excitement of the moment.


Fully, completely, vibrantly alive. No holding back.


My stomach bottoms out like I’m on a roller coaster. Billie looks fierce and wild and so fucking joyful out there it…shit, it kinda hurts to watch her.


Literally. My chest is squeezing so hard I feel like I’m having a heart attack.


That, my pulse shouts. I need that.


What about that, though, is making me feel like I can’t breathe? Maybe I just haven’t seen Billie let totally loose like this in a while. A long while. Really, since she started working with her daddy in the Wallace Ranch offices years ago.


It’s like she’s in her natural state running that cloverleaf. Uninhibited. Zero fucks given.


She’s plugged in. Connected to some higher force. Or maybe just to her true self, unafraid of what might happen next.


For a split second, my torso fills with that same wide-open feeling. I can breathe again. It feels nice to set down the need to be in control and just…feel. Excitement. Anticipation. Hope.


Makes me realize how numb I’ve felt in comparison all day. All week.


All the time.


“Go, Billie, go!” Ava leaps to her feet. Sticking her fingers into her mouth, she lets out a shockingly loud whistle. “That’s right, sister, you make that barrel your—”


“Friend!” Sawyer finishes for her, grinning.


Junie and Ella are on their feet now, so I hop up too. I pat my right front pocket, making sure the pocketknife is still there.


All good.


Mom gave Dad this pocketknife as a wedding gift. Like me, he carried it every damn day. He saved the lives of more cattle and horses and kids with this thing than I could count. Figure it’s good luck to keep it close.


What would he think if he could see my brothers and me now? Bet he’d love being at the rodeo with his sons, their better halves, and all these beautiful babies.


Mom would lose her mind over how much Ella looks like Sawyer. And she’d eat up Cash’s chunky baby with a spoon.


Emotion clogs my windpipe. See? This is what happens when I let myself feel shit. Everyone is hooting and hollering and having a grand old time celebrating a friend’s achievement, and here I am, making a goddamn fool of myself.


Get. It. The fuck together.


Blinking, I try to bottle up all those feelings inside my ribcage and swallow away the moon lodged in my throat.


Gotta keep the focus on Billie.


Billie, who looks fucking good in a pair of jeans and the tightest white button-up I think I’ve ever seen. A big old silver-and-turquoise belt buckle completes the ensemble.


Another sensation moves through me, this one a hot heaviness that settles between my legs.


Yep, can’t feel that either.


Even if her perfect tits strain against that shirt in the sexiest way imaginable.


Even if I got a thing for cowgirls.


Ordinarily I’d keep trying to ignore all this goddamn excitement. Billie is my best friend’s sister for Christ’s sake. I gotta show some decorum. I have years of practice keeping steady, staying in control. Numbing shit so I don’t drown.


But all of a sudden, that feels wrong.


It’s impossible.


So instead, I let myself be overwhelmed by the thrill of being here, now, and I holler like an idiot as Billie rounds the second barrel. Just as I imagined her hollering as she bolted through the gate to start her race.


“Ava. Jesus. She’s a rock star,” I marvel over the clamor that fills the arena. “You’d best get ready to win some money, honey, cause y’all got something special here.”


Ava is smiling from ear to ear, pride written all over her features. “Don’t jinx us!”


Too late.


Just as Billie is rounding the third barrel, she guides her horse a smidge too close to the inside. As they straighten out to take it all the way home, the horse stumbles, losing her footing in the dirt. Billie does her darndest to stay in the saddle, but the centripetal force of their movements pulls her right off the horse.


A horrified gasp moves through the crowd as Billie launches ass over teakettle through the air. She throws out her arms, letting out another holler as she slams into the ground hard, her left arm bent beside her body at an unnatural angle. This holler is a sound of agonized shock.


Then she goes still.


The image hits me like a freight train: my parents flying through the air the same way after they were hit by a car going thirty-plus miles per hour. They were walking across Main Street just as it was getting dark, and an elderly man didn’t see them until it was too late.


No. Fuck. Not again.


I can’t stay in control. Pretend not to care. Not when someone’s life is on the line.


Before I know what’s happening, I’m pushing my way through the crowd. Somewhere it registers that Colt is behind me, and so are Cash and Ava and Duke, who calls my name.


I don’t stop. I have to get to Billie.


I don’t remember hopping the railing, but all of a sudden, my boots are in the dirt and I’m making a beeline for the lifeless figure thirty feet away.


A guy wearing chaps and a paper number pinned to his shirt approaches from the right. One of the bull riders? What the hell is he doing out here?


I’m the first to get to Billie. Falling to my knees, I see that her eyes are closed. Her chest isn’t moving.


I manage to keep my voice steady as I tap my shaking hand to her face. “Billie? Billie, can you hear me? Are you all right?”


Nothing.


Leaning down, I listen for her breath. It’s not there. Did the impact cause her heart to stop? Did a rib puncture her lung, or worse?


No no no.


I should probably wait for the medics, but fuck that. I got CPR certified after Dean was born, and then I brushed up with another class when Ella was on the way. I wanted to make sure Colt and Sawyer would let me babysit their kids.


I know every second counts right now, and I’ll never forgive myself if—


Not gonna think that. Instead, I start CPR—the three letters, C, A, B. Start with chest compressions, then open the airway, then start giving her breaths.


C, A, B. Simple as that.


“Dude, what the hell are you doing?” It’s the bull rider. The wad of dip stuck in his lower lip makes it sound like he’s chewing on the words. “She don’t need that. Let’s wait for the medics.”


What do you know? Get the fuck away from her, I want to growl.


“I got it,” I say instead. No time to explain myself.


I start the compressions. Nothing.


“If you hurt her—”


“I got it.”


I’m a man possessed. I just—I can’t lose someone again to a tragedy like this.


I won’t survive it.


My whole being is shaking as I open her airway. Then I start mouth-to-mouth.


Billie’s lips are warm. She tastes like—dang it, is that tequila? She must’ve taken a shot before her race to calm her nerves.


I push air into her lungs, silently begging her to come back to me.


Back to us, I mean.


Back to us.










Chapter 2


Mouth-to-Mouth 


Billie


I wake up on a throbbing wave of pain.


My left elbow has its own heartbeat. Hell, the whole left side of my body is lit up with a screaming burn I can only describe as, well, hell on earth. I’m vaguely aware of the sounds of the crowd around me, but inside my head, it’s eerily silent.


Also, someone is kissing me.


The warmth of his lips—their softness, the gentle way they’re pressed against mine—is unfamiliar and really fucking lovely. I can tell it’s a him because of the way his scruff brushes against my skin. Is that popcorn I taste?


Also, why is he holding my nose shut?


Whoever’s kissing me, it’s not Xander. The bull rider is a good enough kisser, but his lips are always weirdly lukewarm.


He’s also never, ever gentle. Which I usually like. But this…


It’s new, and I don’t hate it. Maybe because I’m in so much freaking pain? The kiss makes the throb in my body fade away a bit. Just enough so that I can breathe without being in total and complete agony.


Wait, someone else is breathing for me.


The way the air is being pushed into my lungs—it’s different. I don’t have to work for it. Oxygen floods my body, the relief so intense I could cry.


This is exactly what I needed.


Air. Simple as that.


I flutter my eyes open, my heart lurching when I see the slant of a cowboy hat over the shell of a familiar ear.


“Ryder?” I blurt, my mouth moving against his in a way that sends a bolt of heat through my middle despite the very real terror that grips me. “What the—”


“Billie.” He says the word on a pained exhale. His cobalt eyes meet mine, and I can suddenly breathe through my nose again. “Oh. Oh my God. Thank God.”


My stomach takes a tumble at the naked emotion in his eyes. He’s the guy who never shows his cards—never lets his feelings show. Sure, he’s always ready with a smile or a smart-ass comment, but I know it’s all an act. A deflection. Because behind that mask lies a deep, deep well of pain. I glimpsed it for the first time at his parents’ funeral thirteen years ago, and every so often he’ll let his control slip and I’ll see it again.


The grief. The hurt. The longing.


Ryder turns his head, lifting it a little so that he’s no longer kissing me. Touching me. Doing whatever he was doing.


I’m hit by a crushing sense of disappointment.


“Ryder?” I repeat, and my voice shakes. “What—how am I—why are you—”


“You took a nasty spill, Billie. I just—” He puts a hand on his chest. “I’m so relieved you’re conscious. Tell me what hurts.”


Ryder gets right to the heart of the matter. No preamble. No niceties.


I like that.


“Everything hurts when you fall from heaven,” I deadpan. It’s my way of dealing with the wash of embarrassment that moves through me. My first race and I fall off the damn horse? I’m better than that.


Apparently, though, I’m not.


He lets out a bark of laughter, and my chest lifts. “Aw, Billie Wallace, you’re many things, but an angel ain’t one of ’em. Now tell me what hurts.”


Is it wrong that I like it when he says my full name? When we were younger, he’d always make me feel like a whole person. A real human being, and not the perfect, well-behaved Barbie doll my parents wanted me to be.


He’s making me feel that way now.


He’s making me wish he would put his mouth on me again even though I can see my family hovering just a few feet away.


Never in a million years would Ryder ever date me. But that didn’t stop me from falling in love with him that night in the barn fourteen years ago, when he learned how to play my favorite song. My nightmares were so bad back then.


They still are, if I’m being honest.


Sometimes I wondered if ten-year-olds can even fall in love. But over the years, I’ve come to realize with deep certainty that you’re never too young to notice a kindred spirit.


Even if Colt wouldn’t murder us both if we ever got together, though, Ryder’s definitely not interested in me. He’s always so…aloof when I’m around. Polite, yes. But not at all the open-minded, curious boy I sat next to that night in the barn. He changed after his parents died. Which I understand—who wouldn’t be traumatized by losing their parents so suddenly, so young?—but I still miss who he was before the accident.


We’re friends now. But really, we’re more like acquaintances, which sucks. I see him around, but we never really hang out.


He runs with a…different crowd. Like his brothers, Ryder can get any girl he wants. And he does. No surprise there; he’s six-two, hot as fuck, smart, and super charming when he wants to be.


He’s a lady-killer, no two ways about it. I’m just one of his many victims.


I often fantasize about breaking through his carefully guarded walls, the ones he put up after his parents died. Walls that got even taller when Garrett Luck passed too.


When we were kids, he was more of a free spirit like me. But as we got older, that side of him went the way of his guitar: gone for good.


It’s not my place, though, to bring that side of him back, right? Ryder seems content enough. He has fun. He loves his family.


Yeah, it kills me to think he’ll never play another song again. Hard to forget how happy he looked with a guitar in his hands. Sometimes I worry he’s sleepwalking through life, surviving but not really enjoying much.


But we’re not kids anymore. And Ryder was never meant to be mine.


Two medics, a man and a woman, arrive. Ryder leans back just the tiniest bit to give them room, but he stays close enough that I can smell the aftershave on his skin. Ironic, considering the guy definitely doesn’t shave. But he always smells delicious, a combo of citrus and pine that’s somehow sexy and soothing at the same time.


“My elbow.” I bite back a howl when I try to lift my arm. “And my ribs. Mostly my pride, though. I was fast, right?”


The female medic is opening a package. “We’re going to perform a quick exam, so we can assess your injuries.”


Ryder’s eyes crinkle at the edges when he smiles. “Like a bat out of hell.”


Oh my God, oh my God, he’s being playful. Cute, even.


“More my speed. Pun intended.” I bite my lip when the medic touches my elbow.


“You’re funny,” Ryder says.


“You’re here.”


He blinks. “Well, yeah, I’m here. We all are.” He turns his head, and I see my brothers, plus Cash and Ava, standing nearby with tense expressions. “I couldn’t wait to watch you fall on your ass in front of five thousand people.”


I laugh, wincing when my ribcage lights up with pain. The man is making me hurt in every sense of the word tonight.


“That ain’t very gentlemanly of you.” Xander is standing over us, hands on his hips. There’s not a speck of dirt on his pristine chaps, and his expression…It’s blank.


Then again, his expression is always kind of blank. He’s not the most, ahem, charismatic guy. It’s why Xander’s not great boyfriend material.


He is, however, a sexy-ass bull riding star. He’s also really good in bed. Of course I’d love to meet “the one” and fall in love. But a girl has needs, and I figure there’s no harm in enjoying some hot sex while I wait for Prince Charming to show up.


Ryder’s brows snap together as he looks up at Xander. “Who are you?”


“A…friend.”


Ryder’s face is still inches from mine, like he’s worried I’ll pass out again and wants to be close enough to administer CPR a second time.


Not gonna lie, I wouldn’t hate it if that happened. Asphyxiation, even death, seems worth the risk if it means getting to kinda-sorta kiss Ryder again.


I’d die happy at the very least.


But seriously, I hope I don’t die. It hurts so much to breathe right now. I hear the faint sound of a siren that gets louder and louder with each passing heartbeat.


An ambulance.


Shit, this really is serious. As if being knocked unconscious from the force of a fall didn’t hammer that point home already.


Xander looms over us, but Ryder is down in the dirt with me. Not a care in the world for his clothes, and I know he’s wearing his nice clothes. All the cowboys wear their Sunday best when they come to the rodeo. It’s one of the few places they can meet new people.


By people, I mean girls.


The medic asks me if I can move my arm. I shout when I make the attempt, pain radiating up my forearm and into my fingers. They listen to my lungs with a stethoscope, and I watch the medics exchange a meaningful glance.


An icy wash of panic moves through me. Is something really wrong? What if I need surgery? Surgery requires needles, and I don’t like those.
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