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For anyone who’s always loved a bad boy in a pair of Wranglers. This one’s for us.
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And for Ringo, the sweetest boy I ever did know and my best friend of thirteen years. You loved waking up early to write with me, so I suppose it’s only fitting that my new favorite book is also the last one I wrote with you at my side. Rest easy, little man.









Dear Reader,


This book contains mature themes including a brief on-page scene of involuntary drugging and incapacitation. To ensure that the subject matter in this book has been handled with the care it deserves, a clinical therapist was hired as an early reader and consultant throughout the writing process. It is my hope that I have handled these topics with the care and attention they deserve.


xo,


Elsie










CHAPTER 1



Emmett


EVEN A MANWHORE has to have some boundaries.


A line he won’t cross.


A thing he won’t say.


A reality show he has too much self-respect to sign up for.


“Georgia, the answer is still no.” I grumble the words without so much as looking up at the World Bull Riding Federation head of publicity. Instead, I focus on ripping off my gloves and trying not to overthink how fucking terrible my ride was tonight.


I’ve been a professional bull rider on the WBRF circuit for years now. And I’m damn good at it—one of the best in the world. And yet that championship still eludes me.


And this season is slipping through my fingers too. Which means I’m really not in the mood for this conversation. Again.


“Emmett, you should consider it. Maybe just hear them out. They won’t stop calling.”


“Then quit answering.” I toss my black cowboy hat down onto the bench in the dressing room and then roll my shoulder. Tilting my head to the side, in a stretch. Hoping to ease the pain in my neck.


It doesn’t help. So I continue undressing, turning to the silver buckle at the top of my chaps.


This is not the first time she’s brought the Romance Ranch bachelor offer to me. And it’s also not the first time I’ve been irritated by the suggestion. I don’t want to become a reality TV star. I want to win my championship and retire to my family farm in Emerald Lake where I can dedicate myself to helping keep the business in the black.


Because that place is bleeding money. Living in the red.


“Listen, you’re not getting any younger. We both know that you haven’t got a lot of years left on this circuit or at the top of your game.”


My head snaps up and I arch an irritated brow at the blond woman in the navy pinstripe pantsuit.


I do know it, but it’s still a bold thing for her to say to my face. She only tilts her head and crosses her arms, though, like she’s daring me to disagree with her.


“You should cash in while you can. Offers like these won’t be handed out to you forever.”


My molars grind against each other as I work to unzip the sides of my black leather chaps. The white and red fringe gets tangled, only adding to my agitation. I cuss under my breath, finally ripping them free and dropping them to the ground in a pile.


“Thank you for the input. But please tell them they can fuck all the way off.”


I tear open the pearl snaps that line the front of my shirt and start on my jeans. Undressing quickly because I want nothing more than to get the hell away from this conversation and from this arena.


When Georgia doesn’t respond with her usual bullheaded gusto, I glance in her direction. Her eyes are trailing down my bare chest, pausing where my thumb has flicked open my jeans. “You should leave. This is the men’s dressing room and I need to change.”


Her red painted lips roll together before she meets my eyes. “I could stay.”


I blink, somewhat confused by the offer. Because been there. Done that. Got to live through all the drama that came with it when she was wounded over me not wanting more.


“Georgia—”


She blinks once. Her bottom lip pressing out just a little farther than the top. “You used to call me Georgie.”


“That was a onetime thing.”


Three years ago.


“Two times,” she clarifies, lips twisting in annoyance.


I wince. “Okay. A one-night thing then. I’m not trying to be rude but I think I was very clear that I don’t do—”


“Relationships. I know.”


Do you though? That’s what I want to ask her, because in the wake of our hookup she certainly got the wrong idea about where we were headed. It was a lapse in judgment that taught me a lot of harsh realities.


But I don’t have the energy to console her while she cries about how good we could have been together. Or to endure several months of being snubbed by someone who is supposed to be working on boosting my public image.


No, if the Georgia experience taught me anything it’s that setting expectations is very, very important.


Now I make sure I tell women first thing what they’re signing up for.


It’s very romantic.


“You deserve better than what I have to offer, Georgia. We have a good working relationship now, let’s not—”


She barks out a laugh, shaking her head in amusement as she turns to leave. “God, you are just as dead inside as ever.” Her hand wraps around the door handle as she goes to strut out of the locker room. But not before she glances back over her shoulder and tosses out, “They’re offering you five hundred K and your family a very generous additional daily rental fee so maybe get over yourself and think it through.”


The door clicks shut behind her but I continue staring at where she stood just moments before.


Five hundred K. Five hundred thousand?


Before I can think better of it I stride across the room and rip the door open, projecting my voice down the hallway to her back, “Okay, fine. One call!”


Because for that kind of money, my boundaries can be adjusted.
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“You fucking what?”


Five sets of eyes stare at me, varying degrees of horror shining in their depths, as I wait for something more than my sister’s disbelieving reaction.


As usual, the farmhouse smells like bacon, syrup, and cinnamon, but where the table is usually full of chatter and laughter, it is currently dead quiet. It would appear that I’ve plunged our New Year’s Day breakfast into utter silence.


My oma and opa, Tina and Leon, look especially shaken. From across the massive rectangular table, they gape in my direction. Oma’s eyes, the same blue as mine, are wide and unblinking while my opa’s brown ones pierce straight through me.


Still not a word, so I turn to my sister Parker, seated on the bench beside me. She’s the responsible sibling; she’ll understand. Her hazel eyes look more concerned than anything, especially with the way she’s worrying her lip between her teeth.


From the head of the table, my brother, Evan, opens his mouth like he’s about to say something. But he clearly decides better and closes it, instead offering me a stunned shake of his head.


It’s only when I finally brave looking to the opposite end of the table at my youngest sister, Riley—the wild child—that I get any elaboration on her initial question.


Her green eyes sparkle with amusement from beneath her signature ball cap, and she … bursts out laughing.


I groan and close my eyes for a beat. Then I repeat what I’d announced to them mere moments ago. “I got asked to be the bachelor on a dating show, and I want to say yes. But I need your permission to host it here on the farm. They’ll pay you to rent it.”


My clarification only causes Riley to laugh harder, garnering a stern look from our oma before my sister makes any attempt to pull herself together.


To be fair, my photo probably pops up if you google the term ineligible bachelor.


But I decided with that much money on the line it would be worth at least hearing them out. They told me they wanted a well-known professional bull rider from the World Bull Riding Federation with a “face for TV.”


Apparently, Georgia had immediately recommended me. And once they did a little digging on me, they were relentless in their pursuit. They told me I’m perfect for this gig. They even felt the Canadian setting lent an “exotic air” to the show.


And now here I am, a WBRF cowboy with a decent face ready to pretend I’m looking to settle down with a carefully curated contestant.


Riley daintily wipes at her damp eyes and takes a deep, overdramatic breath before speaking again. Her face morphs into an expression of care and concern, and her voice is one you’d use when explaining something serious to a small child. “Em, I’m not sure that anyone has explained this to you, but when you go on a dating show, you actually have to date people. Not just fuck ’em and chuck ’em.”


My eyes roll, and Evan snickers from his spot before he adds, “You and your skill set may be more suited to sex work if you want to make extra money.”


“Evan Brandt!” Oma admonishes him to a round of snickers. We all know it’s for show. Tina Brandt may be in her seventies, but she’s no prude. In fact, she might be the spiciest one sitting at this table. She’s all fun and games, where Opa is all grumbly with a big, soft heart under his stoic exterior.


Raising us has kept her young. But running a farm has given her a weathered edge—her hair is snow white, and her skin has a leathery quality to it from hours spent outdoors. Her blue eyes, though? They smile.


Except now as she leans across the table, one sunspotted hand reaching for mine. I take it immediately because I’d never deny this woman a single thing.


Her bulbous knuckles bend, squeezing my fingers between hers, forcing me to meet her gaze. “When I told you we were strapped for cash this year, this is not what I expected you to do.”


I nod at that. I know she didn’t tell us over a family meal all those months ago to make us feel guilty. It was more of a general’s directive to the troops that we would need to batten down the hatches. Lend a hand when we could to keep this place afloat.


The cost of hay when running Stal Brandt, my grandparents’ sport horse breeding farm, is punishing. Especially with how relentlessly hot and dry our climate in the Cascade Valley has become. Veterinary bills, staffing, and utilities on top of that have made maintaining their family legacy and passion more of a hardship than ever.


It was when I’d overheard her and Opa discussing filing for bankruptcy or selling off some of the land—land that’s been in his family for generations—to make ends meet for a while longer, that I caved.


I couldn’t stomach it. Not after everything they’ve done for us—for me.


I was the black sheep. The half brother with the deadbeat dad. I haven’t always been easy to love, but they loved me anyway.


Through unimaginable tragedy. Through unimaginable heartbreak. They have loved me—all four of us really.


And they have sacrificed for us. I’m sure they never imagined having to raise all four of their grandchildren. But they have showed up every day for us anyway.


Which is why I’ll fight until my dying breath for the couple sitting across from me.


I squeeze my oma’s hand and offer her a terse smile. “I know you’d never expect me to do this, but they’ll host it here at the farm for a rental fee. It will only take six weeks to film, around July, so most of the foals should be on the ground by then. It’s offseason for me, so I’d be here anyway. What I make I’ll give over too. Take the pressure off for a bit.”


Guilt prickles at the back of my neck. Parker has been busy with classes at the university here in Emerald Lake. Evan is a farrier—the best hoof care specialist in the area—so he’s constantly busy and traveling several hours up and down the valley for appointments. And Riley? She has her eyes set on the Canadian Olympic show jumping team with our homebred mare, Hula Hoop. She’s training and competing almost constantly.


So basically, everyone in my family is working overtime to either make this place run or cement our family’s legacy. Except for me.


I’m off riding bulls. Something my dad, Carl Bush, has been pulling me away to do for years now. It started off as a way to spite my family and turned into the career I can’t envision my life without. I win my fair share of events as a professional now and have landed some nice sponsorship deals. I keep funneling my winnings into the farm. But it’s just never enough.


They need more money and more help. I wish I could provide both. But I haven’t figured out how yet. Which means the guilt of being on the road almost constantly from November through May eats me alive.


It’s my hope that being here for the summer and adding a nice windfall of cash to the farm’s accounts will be the help they need to keep it all going. It could be the thing that helps Riley make it to the Olympics. Hell, I’d settle for it meaning they can just take a few days off here and there.


“I think it’s very sweet of you, Emmett,” Parker says with a firm nod.


My lips twitch as I turn to watch her. She looks as though she’s weighed the merits of my plan and can see them clearly—her moral compass always points due north. Over the years she has undeniably identified herself as the middle child in this family. My sister is introspective, doting, and softhearted—if not a little on the chilly side. She’s also the family mediator. The one I’d go to for rational, tough-but-fair advice. If my plan makes sense to Parker, then it just plain makes sense.


“Is this one of those shows where you have to marry the girl at the end?” Opa’s gruff voice fills the glassed-in dining area. “Because I’m not sure I like that idea for you.”


“No. I don’t have to marry anyone. Just choose a winner.”


“What do they win?” Evan asks in a clearly mocking tone.


“Me? I guess?”


“You’re going to give them all participation trophies though, right?” Parker quips.


“Yeah, and by participation trophies she means dick—”


“Evan! For crying out loud. You’re like a wild animal that’s made it inside for the first time,” Oma scolds him, and I shoot him a mocking smirk.


“Are they going to be in the way?” Opa pipes up. “I don’t need a bunch of frilly city girls making more work for me than this place already is.”


Oma squeezes my hand as I turn my attention to him. “No, we’ll use the empty bunkhouse down the old driveway. Get it cleaned up. If we need to use the facilities here, I’ll make sure we get you a schedule. I’ll be in my log cottage over on that back quarter, so the farmhouse and stables stay clear of the crew. They told me they’re hiring a location consultant and that person will be in charge of choosing our spots for filming on the farm and elsewhere in the valley. I’m certain I can get you a meeting with them.”


He nods at that, satisfied with my explanation.


“And, Opa, if you don’t want me to do this, I will back out. Or tell them the farm isn’t available. But I just know ten grand a day for thirty days will do a lot of good for this place.”


For the second time today, I swear you could hear a pin drop.


And then … “Ten grand a day!” my grandparents exclaim in unison.


Based on their reaction, I should have led with that part. “Yes, that’s the fee they’re offering you for the rental. My payment is on top of that. And it’s something I plan to put back into the farm as well. It could secure us for years to come.”


My grandparents stare back at me through misty eyes.


“You officially have my blessing,” Opa grumbles in his typical fashion.


Another firm squeeze on my hand, but this one lasts longer. Oma grips me, her touch saying more than her words ever could.


“Only if this is something you are truly comfortable with,” she says carefully. Though I can tell by the expression on their faces that this is more money than they can reasonably turn down.


“I’m comfortable with it,” I assure them, forcing my mind not to wander down the path of how fucking embarrassing this will be and how much flack I’ll get once the guys on tour find out. Never mind what Carl will have to say about it. I definitely don’t want him catching wind of this until it’s all over.


But for my family? None of that matters.


“I’ve got the WBRF finals coming up. I need to kick Theo Silva’s Goody Two-shoes ass, and then I’ll be back. Even with the show, I plan to work in the morning and film in the afternoons.” I straighten as I say it. I’m nothing if not competitive, and I’ve got my eye on the prize this year. I know my days of professional riding are numbered. And I have every intention of going out with a bang.


“I have total faith in you, Em. If I think about it, you’ll excel in this role,” Riley muses while plucking a piece of crispy bacon off the serving plate and popping it into her mouth. “You’re a hard worker and you bring a lot of experience to the table when it comes to eliminating women from your love life.”


Not even Parker can hold back her giggle at that jab. It’s not a secret among us that I’m a commitmentphobe who constantly opts for the most casual, least attached option I can find.


“True.” Evan points at her. “But what I can’t wait for is watching him have to make conversation with them, pretending he’s interested. Or wine and dine them. Ooh!” His finger shoots up in the air. “Or meet their parents.”


He and Riley roar with laughter, and I roll my eyes. Those two constantly play off each other, so their teasing is nothing new. But as sadistic as Evan is, he’s not wrong. Just the thought of meeting a girl’s family could give me hives.


You’re in it for the money, I remind myself.


I peek back up at Oma and Opa, their faces etched with fondness as my idiot siblings volley back and forth all the humiliations they’re looking forward to seeing play out on TV. I know my grandparents love our Sunday breakfasts. All of us seated around this table, stuck with one another through better and through worse. It’s one of the traditions we’ve all worked to carry into adulthood as best we can. We may leave, but we always come back.


Even with all the shit-talk that gets doled out.


And in that spirit, Oma pats my hand and breaks the silence by hitting me with a killer one-two punch. “You kids are underestimating him. You’ll be wonderful, Em. And if it doesn’t work out, I agree with Evan that you’d make an excellent sex worker.”


Laughter erupts, and I groan before dropping my head into my hands.


“What?” She holds her hands up to either side in an innocent shrug. “I’m not oblivious to what you kids get up to. And just because I love you, that doesn’t mean I think you’re perfect.”


This. This is the level of offside, targeted humor I expect from my family. We are all imperfect, a little rough around the edges, but the Brandts? We’re thick as thieves.


Which is why I knew they’d all come around to supporting me in this. Convincing them wasn’t even too hard.


It’s convincing audiences I’m actually looking for love that will be the real challenge.










CHAPTER 2



Julia


“JULES, I DID it!”


I grin out the window of the taxi as it weaves through the streets of Los Angeles. My brother, Theo, is pretty much always happy, but his joy after winning his second WBRF championship is infectious.


“I know you did, you fucking rock star. I watched online in my hotel room. Got a noise complaint from the people next door from cheering too loud,” I lie.


His deep chuckle filters through the phone. “You’d better not be making that up.”


“You’ll never know. I tried calling you, and you didn’t even bother answering, so I guess I know where your priorities lie. And they are clearly not with your little sister.”


He scoffs. “Says the girl who didn’t even make it there.”


I scoff back. I already explained to him I was starting my new job—one that requires me to spend a few weeks here in LA before heading back home to Emerald Lake.


Missing the start of this would be akin to shooting myself in the foot. Long, expensive years of schooling mean that being offered a dream job straight after graduating is a gift horse that I will not look in the mouth. Plus, I always make a point of showing up at as many of his events as my schedule allows. But there are a lot of them, and I leave it up to his wife, Winter, to follow him around on the road.


At any rate, he understood. Hell, he told me I’d better not skip out on this job opportunity just to watch him at finals—because that’s the kind of guy Theo is.


A good one.


But he’s still my big brother, which means he never gets a pass. Ever.


“I would have come. But I’ve already seen you win once before, and now it’s just kind of boring.”


What I don’t add is that watching him ride always stirs a bone-deep anxiety in me. Our dad died doing what Theo does, and while I wasn’t there to see it happen, I’m not oblivious to the risks. And my coping mechanism for that is avoidance.


Rodeos and me? We don’t mix.


Cowboys? I want nothing to do with them.


Theo barks out a laugh. “That’s funny. Almost as funny as Emmett Bush’s bitchy fucking face when I knocked him off his pedestal.”


I chuckle, but it’s half-hearted. Emmett’s reputation isn’t lost on me. The endless womanizing, the partying, the cocky, holier-than-thou attitude he portrays in the media. The petty, backhanded insults he fires at my brother and his friends while they’re on tour.


Where Theo is the living embodiment of a good guy, Emmett has the bad boy act down pat.


The problem is he’s not all bad.


He can’t be. He saved me. Or whatever. I hate the word saved when it comes to that whole situation. It’s more like … he was decent. He stepped in when he didn’t have to, and he was decent.


Not that I’ve run around singing his praises from the rooftops. In fact, I haven’t told a soul about that night, and I still think he’s generally an asshole.


But I find it hard to dislike him the way my brother does. I witnessed his act slip for a beat, and it’s left me wondering if he’s not as bad as Theo and his friends would have me believe. Square jaw, hawkish eyes, an arrogantly tipped chin … and a secret streak of morality?


“Keeping Emmett from winning may have been more satisfying than winning the entire thing,” Theo continues, a wistful tone taking over his voice.


Emmett has been a constant thorn in Theo’s side for years now. The guy who accrues just enough points to knock him out of contention but never enough to pull out the win for himself. Which I’m certain only worsens the chip on his shoulder.


“He couldn’t even congratulate me. Brushed past me with a playful shoulder punch that landed a little harder than necessary. Mom saw it and everything.”


“No one likes a sore loser,” I reply with a laugh, because while I don’t know Emmett that well, I can envision this moment vividly based on the times I have seen him and Theo interact.


But then I also know my brother. His enthusiasm is infectious. Unless of course he’s running around like an excited golden retriever, drooling and leaping and annoying everyone. So I wait a few beats before adding, “Or a sore winner, Theo.”


He groans, and I can envision him tipping his head back in frustration. “Jesus, Jules. Just let me be a petty bitch for a day. I won a second WBRF championship! That’s Hall of Fame type shit. Plus, Emmett left later with two girls. One under each arm, so I’m sure he found a way to deal with the embarrassment. And this is the thing I’ve been working toward all these years, through all the ups and downs. Everything since Dad.”


I blink a few times, willing away the dampness in my eyes as I stare at the palm trees flashing by through the window. Because it’s true. No one in the world deserves this more than my brother. He’s been through it these last couple of years. He faced injury, and his personal life was turned upside down. I know he’s worked his ass off to get back to where he is, so this moment is more than deserved.


Suddenly, I desperately wish that I’d been there to cheer him on. To see his dreams come true. Missing my brother hits me with a sharp pang. I’d pay good money to hug him right now. But instead, I settle on telling him something mushier than I normally would.


“I’m so proud of you, Thee. And Dad would be too.”
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Butterflies riot in my chest. I’m seated at a large conference room table across from people who carry themselves with a level of importance that I could only wish to impersonate.


My hands are clammy, but I bet theirs aren’t.


In front of me, there’s a water bottle and a folded card that reads Julia Silva, Location Consultant, while other people’s titles include the terms Manager, Executive, and Senior.


I’m the newbie. The backup. The last-minute hire for someone who apparently found a better job and vacated this position. I literally went from production assistant at the studio to this gig, and only because I am somewhat qualified thanks to my master’s in film studies and an entire life spent in Emerald Lake, which is where they plan to film.


I am underqualified for this job—but that only adds to my motivation.


Some of them speak to each other, familiar as old friends. Others tap on their phone screens, and I’m confident they’re sending angry emails based on how hard the pads of their fingers slap their screens.


I feel like a kid at school who doesn’t want to get into trouble, so I wouldn’t dare pull out my phone. Instead, I sit nervously, offering weird flat smiles to anyone who makes eye contact with me.


Luckily, I’m put out of my misery when a man strides into the room like he owns the place. He looks to be in his early fifties, with tan—bordering on orange—skin and russet hair. I’m pretty sure he has professionally applied highlights in there too.


“All right, people.” He claps his hands as he rounds the table to stand at the head. “Let’s—” He stops, disgust twisting his features, and holds up a hand, silently requesting we wait.


I work overtime to school my features into a mask of boredom when inside I am screaming as he grimaces, reaches up to his teeth, and peels off a pair of whitening strips.


He strides away and tosses the slimy material into the garbage can in the corner of the conference room before returning to the table where he cracks open a water bottle, sips, and swishes thoroughly.


And then swallows.


When he smiles, his teeth almost blind me. “Right, where were we? This is Romance Ranch! My name is Richard Wadsworth. You’ve already heard of me, I’m sure. But for those of you who live under a rock or are new here, I am your executive producer, your showrunner, your visionary—hell, you can call me Daddy if you want to.”


He winks and then guffaws at his own joke, and I try not to wince. There’s a smattering of chuckles from around the room, but no one seems all that amused. Something that doesn’t deter him at all.


I silence the little voice inside my head that is drifting down a path in my brain where I wonder how much I’m going to hate this guy by the end of this project. It’s not the foot I want to start off on, so I take my opinions and shove them deep down inside where I can ignore them. This job is a huge win for a recent grad. And I will not fuck this up by rolling my eyes at the boss on day one.


No, siree, I am all business. All work and no play makes Julia a successful girl.


So I hunker down in my seat, leaning forward and crossing my arms on the table in order to appear as eager as I feel inside. I’m a good student, a hard worker, and endlessly professional. And that’s exactly how I want to appear as the newbie on this crew.


Richard launches into the premise of the show. One guy, ten women, twenty-four-hour footage over six weeks, and “all the drama you can dream up.”


His words, not mine.


“So let’s meet our suitor, shall we?” He swipes a remote off the table and clicks a button toward the projector. The machine whirs to life as the first image appears on the white screen behind him.


A man with broad shoulders fills the display. Above the bulk of his body is a rugged face. Square jaw, heavy brows, and an arrogantly tipped chin. Dusty blond hair. The type that was likely that bright, white blond when he was a child but has darkened with age. Brighter sun-bleached strands blend through the loose curls.


Loose curls that are artfully twisted over a set of piercing baby-blue eyes.


And unfortunately for me, I’d know that face anywhere.










CHAPTER 3



Emmett


THE DOORBELL RINGS, and my opa glances over his shoulder toward the front of the farmhouse.


My stomach drops. I’m suddenly nervous.


And nervousness is not my typical MO. Hell, I ride angry bulls who want to throw me across an arena like a lawn dart and then gore me. For a living.


I’ve been relatively fearless throughout my entire life. Unflappable. Not terribly emotive. I’m not an overthinker—I just do what needs to be done and try to have fun doing it.


My opa, though? He is an overthinker. I know he thinks the dating show is silly at best, but I also know he wants to feed his horses.


Quite frankly, I feel the same.


What I’m doing is stupid. And what I’m doing is a game changer for the family farm.


“Emmett, honey, are you going to grab that?” Oma calls into the dining room from where she’s baking cookies in the kitchen. Because Tina Brandt would never invite a person over without having something ready to serve them.


And today that something is coffee and cookies for the location consultant who is coming over to explain to us what the scope of this gig is going to look like for them.


“Well?” Opa quirks a brow at me from over the top of his newspaper.


I shoot him a grim smile as I stand and wipe my clammy palms off on my jeans. My heart thuds heavily in my chest, and I chuckle at myself as I stride toward the door.


It would seem that I have finally found something to do in my life that makes me uncomfortable.


My fingers wrap around the door handle, and my thumb presses on the top lever to pull the door open to whatever this experience might bring me.


Mockery for certain, but maybe fun. Maybe something fresh and exciting. Maybe …


Julia Silva.


All the air in my lungs vanishes as I stare down into the dark irises of a woman I haven’t laid eyes on in over two years. Not since she left my suite without a single word. I didn’t need a thank-you note or anything, but still, it had stung.


The last time I saw her, she’d looked at me with apprehension—possibly even disgust—and today? Today she is looking at me like she’d rather be anywhere but here.


I open my mouth to say something, but words fail me. Because I wasn’t expecting her. Not in a million years.


Inky, straight curtains of hair frame her face, aviator sunglasses perch on top of her head. She gives me a pinched smile, and those big brown eyes are borderline apologetic. Her fingers tangle together near the waistband of her wide-leg jeans, a navy-and-white-striped button-down tucked neatly inside.


I find myself staring at the pink polish on her toenails peeping out of her sandals. It’s the same pink they were that night on the cruise. I remember it vividly. I’d been fucking panicked when her legs went limp. Her feet—with painted pink toes—bobbed lifelessly as I carried her to my room.


“Hey,” she ventures cautiously, most likely wondering why the fuck I’m staring at her feet like I have some sort of fetish.


My head snaps up to cover for getting lost in thought, and I meet her gaze, which searches my face for a reaction.


I work hard to keep my features blank, clamping my molars together to keep from letting my jaw hang open.


The truth is, I don’t know how to react to her. I’m caught off guard—something that doesn’t happen to me often. We may have had a run-in, but that was two years ago and in the wake of that, we both seem to have functioned as though nothing happened at all—and that’s fine by me. Because I know she’s not her brother, but fuck does she look like him.


And I hate Theo Silva’s stupid, happy face.


That smug little prick kicked my ass at finals this year. A win that has done nothing but add to the friction of our rivalry. A win that had my biological dad, Carl, berating me like I’d lost on purpose just to embarrass him personally.


I left the WBRF finals with a bigger chip on my shoulder than ever. Ready to show up next year and prove that you don’t need to be sport royalty or a bull-riding nepo baby to make a legacy for yourself.


“What the hell are you doing here?” I finally ask, because I can’t for the life of me figure out why Julia would come around to our place. We live on opposite sides of the valley and move in very different circles.


“We have a meeting.” Her voice crescendos at the end of the sentence as though she’s asking me a question. The bridge of her nose wrinkles. And it takes me a beat to put it all together as I stand here staring.


“You’re the location manager?”


She blows out an audible breath. “Yeah, trust me, I wasn’t expecting you to be the face of Romance Ranch either.”


I give her my best bland look, trying not to let the surging dread within me show. I thought I’d have until the show aired next year to hide from the embarrassment of this gig.


But now I have to contend with knowing Julia is surely going to tell Theo, who is surely going to tell his shitty best friend, Rhett Eaton, and they are both going to take a whole lot of pleasure in mocking me when the season starts up again. Our rivalry has turned downright hostile over the last couple of years, and as much as I secretly get off on needling them, I do not want to give them more ammo to come after me with than they already have.


And this? This is shit-talking gold.


My plan is for next season to be my last—if I can make it work. I want to win the whole thing and go out with a bang. Retire with a body and brain that aren’t totally ruined by hitting the dirt too many times.


Just once. I don’t need endless wins, but I want to be able to call myself a WBRF champion.


This show will air after that. So I don’t have to deal with the guys on the circuit mocking me mercilessly.


I’ll pretend to find true love for the cameras, and then I’ll dump the winning girl and disappear into a peaceful, hardworking life here in Emerald Lake. No competitors, or media, or Carl, who is constantly on my ass about winning just because he never could.


“Are you going to let me in?”


“No,” I mutter, before stepping out toward her. I come close enough that she’s forced to step back, and I gently shut the door behind myself.


I lean back against the door and cross my arms, a motion she mimics as she cocks a hip. Her body language screams attitude. Right now, she reminds me more of the girl who gave me a condescending once-over than the terrified, combative one who woke up in my room.


“I don’t want to work with a Silva.”


She nods, lips pressed together as though she’s keeping herself from saying something she shouldn’t.


“Yes, well, as Mick Jagger once famously said, ‘You can’t always get what you want.’”


My tongue pops to the side of my mouth as I glare back at Julia. “No.”


All she does is roll her eyes and let out a beleaguered sigh. “Listen, this is like a fucking dream job for someone who just graduated. It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with my career. You are just a character on a reality TV show. I’m not partaking, which means you’ll be too busy to even notice me. So, can you like … I don’t know. Buck the fuck up?”


I blink once for dramatic effect. “‘Buck the fuck up’?”


“Is ‘grow the fuck up’ better?”


My jaw drops ever so slightly. “Excuse me?”


“You don’t like my brother. My brother doesn’t like you. But I don’t care. You two are constantly after each other like little boys on a playground. It’s exhausting. You guys can go measure dicks, or whatever it is you like to do to each other, later. When I’m not present. This is a great opportunity for me, and I’m just doing my job. Like a grown-ass woman with professional goals. Because”—she pokes me firmly in the chest with each word—“I. Don’t. Care.”


My chin drops as my gaze locks onto the offending finger. “We would never measure dicks. He already knows his is smaller.”


She smiles, reaching up to pat me on the shoulder condescendingly. “Guess that big dick of yours didn’t help you win the championship this year though, huh?”


My tongue pushes into my cheek as I refrain from responding to that dig. She’s right. I shouldn’t take my frustration out on her. So I retreat, reaching behind myself to open the door. “Go ahead. Go get the lay of the land so you and Theo can have a good laugh about it later.”


She moves to step into the house but draws up short, head tilting as she regards me. “I wouldn’t do that.”


“Do what?” She smells fresh, like laundry soap.


“Disclose anything about this—about you—to my brother.”


I arch a brow in her direction, signaling that I don’t believe her.


“Did you tell anyone about that night?”


A pit forms in my stomach as I recall that night on the ship—like it always does. “No. Didn’t seem like my story to tell.”


Her eyes search my face as though she’s looking for something. The truth, perhaps. But that is the truth.


“Did you tell anyone?” I ask, curious. My head cocks as I recall an interaction. “Because once I asked Theo how you were doing. I genuinely wanted to check in. He told me to go fuck myself, though, so I got the sense he didn’t know.”


Her lips twitch as she carries on smoothly. “I told a counselor at the university. She helped me a lot. Other than that, it wasn’t something I wanted to rehash with my family or friends. Nothing happened. Onward and upward.”


I stare back at her, wondering if that’s the truth or just what she’s convinced herself of. Because it seems to me that something did happen. But I also understand not wanting to share every bit of trauma—God knows I don’t have a leg to stand on with that. So I settle on, “I’m glad to hear it.”


She nods once. “Well, this show doesn’t seem like my story to tell either. Plus, I’m under an NDA.” Then she pushes past me, her shoulder brushing against my arm as she murmurs, “So I guess we’re even now.”


Then, I watch her walk into my family home. My one safe space in the world. And while I’m not especially quick to trust, there’s something grounded about Julia that tells me she meant every word.










CHAPTER 4



Emmett


Two years ago …


OUR EYES MEET across the bar. And for a beat they lock.


She lifts her black retro sunglasses up over her forehead with one hand to analyze me more closely. Her gaze roves over my bare chest, swim trunks, and down to the slides on my feet before meandering its way back up to my face. The music thumps so loudly through the open-air pool area that all I can hear is the heavy bass. The one that seems to beat in time with the blood rushing through my veins.


She takes me in critically, but her expression is blank, bored even. She drops her shades back onto the bridge of her nose. And then—as though she’s examined me and found me entirely lacking—she turns her back on me.


Dhruv claps me on the shoulder solemnly, and Caleb removes his mouth from the straw in his drink only to laugh at the silent but vicious rejection.


“Damn! Turning thirty has killed your game,” Caleb exclaims, drawing a nod from Dhruv.


I roll my eyes, taking a sip of my beer before I bother responding to my two best friends from high school. “We all know that isn’t true,” I reply. We haven’t seen each other in forever, so when they invited me to join them on a Caribbean cruise over Christmas, I thought, why the fuck not?


With the WBRF, I’m on the road from November through May, save for Christmas break. But my parents died at Christmas, so the vibes at home are always a little … too sentimental. It means my family spends an inordinate amount of time talking about their feelings and reminiscing about our parents—something I prefer to avoid. And as much as I’m sure they wish I’d show up, they also love me enough to let me do what I need to do.


So the stars aligned for this makeshift high school reunion because the tickets were cheap, Dhruv’s family doesn’t celebrate Christmas, and Caleb’s an only child whose parents planned a trip to Paris without him.


But what they failed to mention when they sold me on the idea is that this is a singles cruise. And while we are all very, very single, being stuck at sea with thousands of people looking for a relationship is not my idea of a good time.


Especially not with her here.


It’s weird seeing her outside of the bull-riding world or in passing around town. During the season, my home base is a condo in Calgary for its easy access to an international airport, but I’m still at the family farm in Emerald Lake frequently. Hell, I spend all offseason living and working there.


It’s a wonder we haven’t run into each other already—a testament to how ridiculously massive this stupid boat is. At least there’s only one night left on this floating city. But it wasn’t all bad. Free drinks, endless sunshine, and catching up with old friends who didn’t talk about scores, bulls, and work the entire time meant I actually relaxed for a week.


“You ever going to tell us why that girl just looked at you like you were gum stuck on the bottom of her shoe?” Dhruv asks, interrupting my reflection on the week.


A chuckle rumbles in my throat, because that is exactly how she looked at me.


Caving in, I cast another glance in her direction.


With those shades still securely on her face, she has a drink in her hand, gold flashing from the multiple rings on her fingers and bracelets stacked on her wrist. Her deep-pink bikini draws the eye, and the white scarf tied around her waist almost glows against her skin—more tan than usual after a week in the sun. She’s slicked her dark brown hair into a low, tight bun that looks downright uncomfortable.


A group of men and women about her age surrounds her, but there’s one guy specifically who’s sidled up close to her while two others do a dramatic reenactment of the story they’re telling. They’re all vying for her attention, and why wouldn’t they? Her brother annoys me, but I’m not above admitting their family genetics are pretty good.


And I can’t help but wonder what the dynamic is with Mr. Too-Close. Not that it matters, and not that I care. She’s with a large group of people, still pretending that I don’t exist, and she seems to be enjoying herself, which is all good enough for me.


So I turn back to my friends, who are waiting patiently for me to explain the silent exchange they just witnessed.


“That is my biggest competitor’s little sister. Julia Silva.”


“So … should you go say hi?” Caleb asks, his tone giving away his confusion.


A smile quirks my lips as I imagine marching over there just to say hi.


Oh, she’d hate that. And so would Theo—which makes me want to do it even more.


“No. Maybe ‘competitor’ isn’t the right word for Theo Silva. Rival? Enemy? He hates me, and by default I’m sure she does too. So, I highly doubt she wants me to say hi.”


The guys look over at her again. They don’t keep track of the sport, but even they recognize the name Theo Silva.


“Well,” Dhruv announces with a disbelieving laugh, “there’s no accounting for taste, and we’ve only got one more night in paradise.” He lifts his drink. “So cheers to the haters. May we know them. May we be them. But most of all, may Emmett beat them this season!”


Caleb and I both laugh and join him in his toast. Because truly, what is better than showing up your haters?


Then we order another, making our stand at the narrow high-top table, and move on to better and more interesting topics of conversation.


The sun sets low on the horizon, painting the ship in dreamy hues of pink, purple, and gold before fading and snuffing out any last glow of natural light. As night falls around us, conversation flows, and so do the drinks. The DJ keeps the music going, and the night takes on that hazy, ethereal quality that comes with the heady buzz of too much alcohol.


Only one day left before it’s back to the grind, so I might as well enjoy myself, even if it makes the flight tomorrow morning miserable.


A few women join us at our table, and shortly after, Dhruv leaves with one of them. The other two stay and talk. The blonde latches on to Caleb, and the redhead to me. I absently wonder how I should break it to this woman that I am officially too drunk to get a boner and that—nice as she seems—all I want to do is get hammered and shoot the shit with my friends on our last night together.


There are no shortage of hookups on the road. From buckle bunnies to local girls at the bar, the allure of the one-night stand on vacation has long since lost its excitement for me. It’s just the norm now. And it remains preferable to touching a relationship with a ten-foot pole. But it’s not exhilarating. There’s no thrill, no rush.


Plus, the wholesome charm of catching up with guys who had teenage hormonal acne at the same time as me is really what this trip has been about.


Still, the woman—whose name I keep forgetting—continues to talk and run her nails up and down my spine. All flags are green. It’s a slam dunk. A home run. And a younger me would have been all over this opportunity, but at thirty years old, I’m shocked to find myself … bored.


Which is why I end up looking back over at Julia Silva, who appears to be having a grand old time chatting up the same group of guys.


She’s turned to one of the men, away from the table where her drink still sits, though her hand stays wrapped around it. My gaze snaps to the one who has been eagerly edging closer to her all night. He watches her raptly, the hand shoved in his pocket moving as if he’s playing with something inside. His eyes only leave her to look at the drink in her hand.


Once. Twice. Three times.


He practically bounces on the balls of his feet as he watches. All while his hand continues to fidget in his pocket.


I’ve spent a lifetime watching out for strange body language like this. I used to think my dad would fly off the handle at the drop of a hat, but that was before I learned what to look for.


Small signals that he was agitated. A smirk that was only a cover for the cruel twinkle in his eye. He never laid a hand on me—he didn’t need to. Fucked me up with his words and head games just fine.


My chin tilts as I assess the man across the bar. Something feels off about his behavior—an anxious edge, a deliberate watchfulness.


Julia stumbles backward, wobbling on her feet, and I swear he anticipates it. Like her clumsiness isn’t a surprise to him at all.


He props her up and sweeps a loose piece of hair from her face to whisper something in her ear before dragging his lips over the slope of her neck. She laughs in response, hitting him with a look that isn’t hard to read.


Then he reaches for her wrist, lifting her hand with the cocktail, urging her to take another drink.


She lifts the drink and takes a sip with a woozy smile, and as she does, one of the other men subtly nudges his chin at his friend.


My stomach drops. Hard, fast, sizzling with nervous heat as I realize what I’m watching play out. You spend enough time on the road, living in hotels and partying in scuzzy bars and you see it all. The best of people. But more often than not, the worst of people.


Julia doesn’t look like she even realizes what’s going on, but the guys she’s with are very aware.


Suddenly, I’m infinitely more sober.


I shake the redhead’s hand off, shoot off my stool, and storm away from my table without a single word. My pace quickens as I weave my way through the pack of writhing bodies toward Julia’s table. By the time I get there, Sleazebag number one is practically holding her upright.


I don’t hesitate. I don’t even stop to think. Swooping in beside her, I wrap my arm around her lower back and grip her hip with my other hand, pulling her into me. Her hands splay against my bare pecs as I reach around and give the guy one hard shove in the middle of his chest.


“What the fuck?” he shouts as he spills his drink and struggles to regain his footing.


The group of people surrounding us goes still, all gawking as the music blares on.


“The fuck do you think you’re doing?” the guy says, stepping closer as he shakes soda from his arms. He looks like a frat boy Dracula with his dark slicked-back hair, feline features, and eyes nearly black with indignant fury.


“Ruining your plans, you piece of shit,” I reply, tugging Julia closer to me as I step back and away from the group of guys. Her head lolls, neck almost boneless as she struggles to look up at me.


I tip my chin down to inspect her.


“Nooo,” is her first slurred word in my direction. Followed by, “You fucking suck.”


She sounds like she’s got a mouth full of rocks, and her body grows heavier by the second as her forehead crashes against my sternum, losing its battle with gravity.


“I know,” I mutter under my breath, though I doubt she can hear me. I might suck, but not as much as this guy does. And I’d suck a lot more if I didn’t step in to help her.


Turning my attention back toward the wall of dude-bros in front of me, I arch a brow.


Vampire guy steps closer, like he’s going to do something about it. “Who the hell do you think you are?” He moves toward me like I’m the problem and he’s got the solution.


But you don’t spend your entire life being a scrappy, unlikable shit-disturber to not have a plan.


And I do have one.


The minute he draws near enough, my knee shoots up, catching him in the ballsack. All that predatory air leaving his lungs is music to my ears. And as he folds in on himself like a cheap lawn chair my hand dives into his pocket, bringing out a small plastic baggie of pills.


He’s still doubled over when I dump them out in front of him. They scatter across the floor like hail during a summer storm. Small white tablets bouncing across the concrete surface. It’s loud around the pool, but I swear every tick of them landing rings out like a gunshot.


Wide eyes and shocked murmurs spread like wildfire through the crowd as everyone pieces together the woman slumped in my arms with the man surrounded by pills. A couple of girls announce that they’re going to get ship security, and I give them a stern nod as my thanks.


“Let’s get you to the doctor,” I tell Julia, but it’s only when a soft tapping lands on the side of my neck that I glance back down. The pad of Julia’s finger is featherlight against my skin, like she can barely muster the energy.


“No doctor. Just get me out.” She breathes the words faintly, but I hear her loud and clear. And as much as I’d like to stick around to kick the guy in the face while he’s down, Julia is losing consciousness against me—something I know she would never willingly do.


So instead of seeking vengeance, I honor her wishes and scoop her limp body up into my arms, turning away from the confrontation.


Her small purple purse, still slung across her body by a dainty gold chain, taps against my leg with each step as I move across the ship. She’s altogether too damn heavy to give me any sense of relief. Instead, I carry her to my room with an overwhelming sense of terror.


All I know is that she asked me to get her out.


So I do.










CHAPTER 5



Julia


Two years ago …


I WAKE WITH A start, my awareness slamming back into me as I shoot up to sitting. It’s almost physical, like getting plugged into an electrical socket and coming back to life in the blink of an eye.


I wipe at my heavy eyelids as I turn my stiff neck to take in my surroundings. It’s bright, full sun. I’m sitting on a bed, surrounded by a room that looks like mine. But isn’t. A red suitcase sits in the corner, with a pair of men’s swim trunks draped over the top.


Swim trunks I do not recognize. I’ve spent a couple of days this week hanging by the pool with a guy named Jesse and his group of friends, but I don’t think I’ve seen any of them wear hot pink trunks.


Alarm courses through me as my heart rate ratchets up and tears spring to my eyes. I came on this cruise with my mom for a fun getaway over Christmas. She’s been single for a long time, and it’s an all-ages cruise so I told her I’d come with her in case all the guys her age sucked. Then we’d turn it into a girls’ week in the Caribbean. Aside from that, my plan was to zone out, read, and catch up on some sleep.


I’ve been working at the local ice cream shop several shifts per week and attending university full-time. But now I’ve finally completed the final semester of my undergrad at Emerald Lake University. My master’s program begins in January, so this was my last chance to rest before the intensity of school kicks back in.


I just wanted to escape the snow, and this seemed like a fun option.


But this is not fun. I don’t know where I am, or how I got here, and I’m freaked out.


Actually, no. I’m beyond freaked out.


I’m twenty-three, and suddenly, all I want is my mom.


Looking down, I realize I’m wearing my bathing suit with a towel wrapped around my body. The sheets are vaguely damp.


My breath comes more quickly, palms slapping the bedding around me in a desperate search for my phone and small crossbody purse. I scramble out from under the sheets, checking over the bedside table where my sunglasses are folded neatly.


Kneeling on a bed, in a stranger’s room, I place one hand over my chest and close my eyes, forcing myself to take a deep breath to replace the frantic, shallow ones.


I was at the pool bar.


With Jesse and his friends.


My mom went on a date.


We planned to meet back in our room.


I saw that sewer rat, Emmett Bush, across the bar.


I thanked my lucky stars I hadn’t run into him earlier.


I had a rum and coke.


It got dark out.


Jesse wanted me to leave with him.


I told Jesse I could stay for one more drink.


And that I’d be leaving alone.


Then …


Nothing.


All I can remember is … blank. Not the fuzzy, underwater blur that comes with too many drinks. There is only dead space.


I rub my hands up my neck, over my face, and through my loose hair. Then I freeze. My hair was in a low, slicked-back bun last night.


Nothing makes sense. All I know is I need to leave.


I crawl to the end of the bed and swing my legs out in front of me before I pause and listen. My gaze shifts to the bathroom, its door ajar with all the lights off.


My head spins as my toes touch the cool tiled floor, but somehow, the chill grounds me in a moment where I feel totally out of control. I push to stand—and that’s when I glance through the glass patio doors and see it.


Or rather him.


Emmett fucking Bush. Outside on the balcony, asleep on the lounger. The sight of him brings me up short. Gray sweatpants hanging low on his hips. Bare feet sprawled, one hand thrown over his shirtless chiseled torso, the other propped behind mussed, dirty-blond waves.


He’s got a James Dean vibe, but with more bulk to his frame.


His face? Golden but gritty.


His reputation? A total asshole of a manwhore if my brother’s stories are to be believed.


Not that I’ve seen much proof of Emmett being a stand-up guy. The times I’ve crossed paths with him have mostly been when I meet up with Theo at WBRF events. Emmett’s family owns a farm on the outskirts of the same small town where my mom and I live, but he’s not around much. Or we just don’t run in the same circles.


I’ve heard the snide remarks he’s lobbed at Theo after a tough loss. I’ve seen the way he carries himself, like he’s the king of the world. I’ve witnessed the swagger and the panty-melting smirk he pulls out when the moment suits him. And I’ve heard tales of his womanizing and endless string of hookups whispered around town.


Theo has always told me to stay away from him, and it’s a fair warning, rooted in brotherly love. But staring at Emmett now, I can understand why women ignore the caution signs surrounding him. Of course, they’d still have to endure his personality.


And it makes me wonder if that’s what happened to me last night.


I stand there, staring through the glass at the asshole Adonis snoozing on the patio. My eyes narrow on his sleeping form as my glare intensifies. And I must stare hard enough that I wake him because his baby-blue eyes snap open and zero in on me.


For several seconds, we just stare at each other. My fear morphs into fury with each beat that passes. Enough that I find myself storming toward him, yanking open the sliding glass door, and pressing my foot against the end of his lounger. The motion pushes him back and the metal frame clangs threateningly against the glass barrier of his balcony.


“What the fuck do you think you’re playing at?”


Emmett shoots up to sitting, hands held up like he’s under arrest.


My nostrils flare with every agitated breath, and he tilts his head subtly, as though facing a wild animal. “Hey, hey. I’m not playing at anything—”


“Did we hook up?” I blurt, needing to know what the hell happened during those missing hours.


His eyes skim over my body, but he appears repulsed by my question. “Fuck no. I wouldn’t do that.”


I cross my arms in a pathetic attempt to hide myself from his view, though they provide little coverage while wearing a bikini. “You’ll have to forgive me for not believing you.”


But beneath my arm I can feel the edge of my room key, the one I shoved in the cup of my top for safekeeping last night.


The one that hasn’t moved.


My accusation is disproven in a matter of seconds. But I haven’t failed to offend the man before me.


Emmett straightens, and now, his gaze is furious. “Believe what you want. I’m a lot of things, but a rapist isn’t one of them.”


The way he spits the words brings me up short, my head rearing back as though he’s landed a physical blow. My rage seeps out of me, fear creeping in, cooling my blood in its wake. “What?”


“The guy you were with drugged you. I was watching from across the bar when I put it together. I intervened. You asked me to get you out of there, and I did.”


My throat constricts. Any words I had planned to hurl at him shrivel and perish on my tongue.


“I don’t remember … any of that,” I admit, voice cracking as I rack my brain for some tendril of that memory.


“I was going to take you to the doctor, but you didn’t want that, so—” Emmett pushes like he’s about to stand, and I startle, taking a quick step away. I don’t want him to tower over me right now.


His eyes flit to my feet, noting the movement, and he pauses. Reaching one palm toward me in a “slow down” gesture, he settles back on the chaise offering me the space I need right now.


A relieved sigh spills from my lips, and only then does he continue speaking.


“Listen. I slept out here because it’s the farthest away I could get from you without throwing myself overboard. You were sick, so I rinsed you off in the shower, wrapped you in a towel, and put you in my bed. I took absolutely zero liberties except to check your breathing intermittently because you were so limp and out of it.”


He pauses now. Head tipping as though considering if he should say more. Then he confesses, “And I undid your bun because it looked uncomfortable, and my sister once told me that it was bad for your hair to sleep with it done up tight like that.”


His face is entirely earnest. Bright blue eyes wide. Voice sincere. Somehow, this behavior, coming from the carefree playboy Emmett Bush, is throwing me for a loop.


“You were worried about my hair?” is my dumb, dissociative response to everything he just told me.


He shrugs, staring at me intently. And for the life of me, I can’t find a single sinister thing about the guy in this moment.


“I was just plain worried.”


His words—the simplicity of his sentence—knocks the wind out of me. I don’t know what to make of it. Last night, this morning. Him.


Everything feels upside-down, and nothing feels right.


“Thank you,” I say simply. Because what else do I say? What else do I do? I am thankful. But my brain is full to bursting, and my body aches for home. For my bed, for snow, for winter boots, and for late nights spent in the library on campus. I’d settle for hiding under my blanket and reading a good book with my flashlight.


Suddenly, I’m exhausted.


Emmett offers me a cautious nod. “Any time. If you want to report anything, I suspect he’s being held by—”


Overcome by a sudden wave of shyness, I drop his piercing gaze and cut him off. “Where’s my sarong?”


“That white scarf? I washed it. It’s hanging on the bar over the shower.”


He washed it.


“My purse?”


“On the hook by the door.”


I nod quickly, the tears from earlier threatening to escape once again. Before they do, I turn away with a hushed “Thanks” spilling from my lips as though that single word could be enough to encompass my gratitude for what he’s done for me.


Nausea sways in my gut, and the dull ache in my head roars to a new level as I hurry through Emmett’s room. I grab my sunglasses from the bedside table and pop into the bathroom, where my sarong hangs from the bar. Just like he said it would be.


As I pull it down, I’m hit with a wave of ginger scent. It’s spicy and fresh, and when I hold it up to my nose and breathe deeply, my nausea about the happenings of last night eases. I imagine him hunched over the sink, washing my vomit out of the fabric with his bare hands.


My embarrassment does nothing to comfort me. It makes me feel like I owe him for his help. For rescuing me. For taking care of me. And I don’t want to owe Emmett a single fucking thing.


So, in one of my less fine moments, I flee Emmett Bush’s room without a backward glance. I snatch my purse from the hook and slip out the door. Clutching the fresh cotton to my chest, I weave through the ship’s halls, breathing in his soap the entire way back to my room.


When I push through the door, I find my mom, Loretta, packing her suitcase. The utter relief on her face when she sees me is a bullet to the chest. I’ve been sneaking in late all week, but the all-nighter is new. Being the type of mom that she is, she doesn’t scold me.


She’s never been that way—especially in adulthood. She’s always supported Theo and me in everything we’ve ever done. She’s always been the type of mom who’s encouraged us to spread our wings and to make mistakes. To learn and grow and change and stand on our own two feet while always knowing that she’ll be there for us when we need her.


But where Theo has always seemed to share details about his escapades in dating with reckless abandon, I have a more reserved approach. One where my private life stays private.


His book is open. Mine is closed.


Which is why when she grins and says, “Well, well, well, look what the cat dragged in,” all I do is offer her a secretive smile and an eye roll before heading to the bathroom to pull myself together.


With the door locked behind me, I prop my palms on the counter and stare back at my reflection. Smudged makeup. Fucked-up hair. Bloodshot eyes.


To the outside observer, I might look like I had a fun and rowdy night. But the reality is I narrowly escaped what could have been the worst night of my life.


And it’s all thanks to Emmett fucking Bush.
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