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For all the cowgirls and cowboys playing the long game: Your perseverance will pay off. Patience is everything! And so are honky-tonk hotties in jeans that fit just right.










CHAPTER 1


Bull’s-eye


Wheeler


November


That’s my cowboy.


I know it three heartbeats into the extended eye contact I make with the tall, broad-shouldered blond who greets me with a smile as I walk into the ranch’s enormous kitchen. He’s the kind of handsome in his faded button-up and baseball hat that makes my stomach do several backflips.


It’s my first time visiting Lucky Ranch, so I have no idea if cowboys in general are this friendly and gorgeous or if this guy is special. Whatever the case, I don’t hate it.


“I’m Duke.” He extends a hand. “Pleasure to finally meet the gal Mollie’s always talking to about boots on the phone. And about banging—”


“Can you not be gross for five fucking seconds?” Cash rolls his eyes. He’s my best friend and business partner Mollie’s boyfriend. He’s also Duke’s older brother.


Cash can be gruff, but as evidenced by his smile, he’s a secret softie. That smile probably has something to do with the fact that Mollie is tucked into his side, her eyes sated and happy as she looks up at him. They’ve been dating for all of two months, but it’s obvious they’re smitten.


“Banging business ideas.” Duke’s lips twitch. He looks a lot like Cash. Blue eyes. Square, Superman-like jaw. “Just showing respect where respect is due. As co-CEO of her own damn company, Miss Wheeler Rankin here knows what I’m talking about. Ain’t that right?”


I laugh as I take his hand. Mollie told me cowboys are a different breed, but I didn’t believe her until now.


The guy already knows my last name. Does that mean something?


That has to mean something. Mollie must’ve really talked up my arrival, and Duke must’ve really been paying attention. The idea makes a shiver of excitement dart up my spine.


The kitchen is full of people, their voices rising and falling in a happy kind of chaos. The space is clearly built to accommodate a crowd, with a huge island and a farm table with room for at least twenty.


Warmth blooms in my center. Feels good to laugh and be around people. Get out of my head for a minute.


Duke holds my hand—holds my gaze—with warm, intense confidence. His grip is firm.


“Nice to finally meet you too,” I reply.


Be careful, a voice inside my head warns as I stare into his eyes for a beat too long.


But then I remember my stay here on the ranch is temporary. Stumbling into any kind of real emotional intimacy is impossible when you’re literally and figuratively all over the place. Which is why I’m only looking for some no-strings-attached fun right now. Considering cowboys have a reputation for never resting their heads on the same pillow twice, I figured they’d be a perfect fit.


There are five Rivers brothers, all of them part of a long line of ranchers going back generations. Is being charming and gorgeous and so damn…big in every aspect part of their DNA?


Dallas may only be two hundred miles northeast of here, but you’d think the ranch was on a whole other planet for how different these cowboys are from the guys back home. Men there will approach you, but their friendliness is all pretense. All a show of swagger. But Duke here? His friendly energy feels genuine, like this is who he is all the time.


I also adore how he drops compliments that actually land.


Guys back in Dallas definitely don’t have hands this calloused. A hot, lovely drip of awareness works its way through my center at the feel of Duke’s palm pressed to mine. It’s dry, smooth in the center but rough at the base of his fingers and thumb.


Mollie was absolutely right about cowboys being a different breed. She discovered this fact after recently inheriting Lucky Ranch, her wildly wealthy late father’s two-hundred-thousand-acre property in the small town of Hartsville, Texas. After butting heads with the ranch’s foreman, Cash, the two of them promptly fell in love.


Now, Mollie has decided to split her time between Hartsville and Dallas, where our company is based. As her business partner, that means I get to regularly visit Lucky Ranch. Which is, well, lucky for me, because I’m interested in this cowboy.


Very, very interested in having some of that meaningless fun with him.


Judging by his expertise in flirting, there’s a good chance Duke just might want the same thing. The twins—babies of the family—are wild cards, Mollie told me, referring to Duke and his brother Ryder. You never know where they are or who they go home with.


Perfect.


“You know a lot about Bellamy Brooks,” I reply to Duke, referring to the cowboy boot company Mollie and I started in our dorm room eight years ago at the University of Texas.


“Big fan. Just waitin’ for y’all to start making men’s boots.”


“So you can model them?”


Duke’s smile touches his eyes, making them glimmer. “I’ve been told I’m very photogenic. Just keep me in mind, yeah? I’m cheap—”


“And easy,” one of the other brothers says with a smirk. It has to be Ryder, Duke’s twin. They look almost exactly alike, save for Duke’s slightly shorter hair and the barely visible scar on Ryder’s bottom lip.


“My fee is just a pair of your beautiful boots,” Duke says.


I realize we’re still shaking hands. The warmth of his, the viselike sensation of his grip, has me feeling giddy. “I’ll have my people reach out to your people.”


“Ma’am, when I have ‘people,’ you and I are gonna finish this conversation on a yacht somewhere in the Caribbean.”


Ryder groans. “Keep dreaming.”


Another brother, this one with shaggy, dark blond hair, rolls his eyes.


But me? I grin. What a freaking delight, meeting a cowboy who thinks outside the box. Ranch. Whatever.


“I like to travel. Visiting new places is one of the biggest perks of owning a business.” Dropping his hand, I fold my arms over my chest. “Let’s save the date.”


“I like to travel too. Hope to do more of it.” His eyes, so blue they seem to glow in the soft light of the kitchen, bore into mine. “And yes, it’s a date.”


It’s hard to look away. But then a ponytailed woman bearing two bottles of wine approaches, introducing herself as Patsy, Lucky Ranch’s chef.


Cash and his four brothers, along with Mollie, Patsy, her husband, John B, and their daughter, Sally, all crowd around the farm table. Mollie’s attorney, Goody Gershwin, and her wife, Tallulah, also join us. We tuck into a homemade meal that’s absolutely delicious: pork tenderloin roasted with apples, along with mashed sweet potatoes and sautéed greens.


I can’t remember the last time I sat down to supper. Growing up, my family ate together almost every night until my brothers and I got so busy with school and activities that the ritual happened less and less. My parents abandoned it altogether when they really started to not get along around the time I was entering high school.


I miss those suppers.


Really, I miss the time when our family was (relatively) happy. Because we were at one point. Dad wasn’t quite so angry. Mom wasn’t depressed. Preston wasn’t a jerk. Then slowly, bit by bit, everything—everyone—changed.


My stomach flips for an entirely different reason when Mollie pulls out her laptop after we’re done eating. She and I have been working on a big proposal for days now. I’m excited for her.


I’m also a little wistful. A few times, I found myself wishing that someone could love me the way Cash loves Mollie. The two of them have chemistry out the wazoo, sure, but they’re also friends. He’s got her back, and he cares about how she feels. What she needs. Wants. Thinks.


I’ve never seen anything like it.


As usual, Mollie slays the delivery of her proposal. Cash and his brothers were raised on their family’s neighboring property, Rivers Ranch. They’ve struggled with its upkeep since their parents’ passing in a car accident twelve years ago. Mollie told me Cash has always dreamed of saving his pennies and restoring his family’s land.


Mollie gives him the plans to do exactly that. She proposes combining Rivers Ranch with Lucky Ranch, creating Lucky River Ranch. Mollie and the Rivers brothers would split revenue equally. She and I even designed a logo for the new property, a turquoise horseshoe flanked by stars and the ranch’s name.


Cash cries.


Mollie cries.


We all cry. And then we all burst into a fresh round of tears when Cash proposes, and Mollie accepts with a hell yes.


We pop champagne and toast to the newly engaged couple.


One of the cowboys—the one with the shaggy hair who I think is named Wyatt—slams down his drink and says, “Let’s celebrate! To the Rattler!”


I glance at Duke to find him looking at me. My stomach dips for the hundredth time.


“Best dive bar on the planet,” he explains. “You in?”


I shrug. “It’s not a yacht in the Caribbean.”


“All good things, Wheeler.”


Why is it so damn sexy when a guy says your name?


Really, when this guy says it.


I’m smiling like an idiot. I like how easy this feels. How light and fun, the opposite of how I felt when I woke up this morning.


“I’m in.”


____


We pile into a convoy of mud-splattered pickup trucks and head into town. Hartsville has all of one thousand residents, but Main Street is hopping tonight.


It’s love at first sight when I lay eyes on the Rattler. It’s tucked into a row of weathered buildings with big, old-fashioned windows whose hand-blown panes waver in the gleam of passing headlights. The sidewalk is lit up with every shade of neon, thanks to the beer signs that hang inside the bar.


Duke holds the door open for me. Like his brothers, he’s put on a broken-in denim jacket. I’m glad he’s still wearing the baseball hat. Add in his smile and the way his eyes crinkle at the edges, and you have one very tall glass of water.


Ryder catches me ogling his brother. “You sure that’s the twin you want?”


Duke scoffs, rolling his eyes. “Trust the lady. She’s making the right call.”


“Ain’t my style to step on any toes.” Ryder holds up his hands. “But you change your mind, Wheeler, just know that I’m available.”


He disappears into the bar. Duke waits for me, still smiling.


“Such a gentleman.” I cross my arms.


“My brother’s not. Just so you know.”


“So you’re different, but I’m guessing you’re also identical? As in y’all are identical twins?”


Duke’s barrel of a chest rises on an inhale. “Unfortunately, yes.”


“But fortunately, you’re the better-looking one.”


His lips twitch. “You tell it like it is, Wheeler Rankin. I like that about you.”


“I like that about you too.” I step inside the Rattler and inhale a lungful of stale-beer smell. “But wow, I love this.”


“Just wait ’til the music starts. Whatcha drinking?” Duke nods at the U-shaped bar that dominates the high-ceilinged space.


“I like Shiner. Here, I’ll get the first round—”


“You’re cute.” Duke grins down at me. “When you come to my dive bar in my town, I’m buying. Shiner it is.”


I follow him to the bar, where he tells the bartender to put the pair of longnecks he orders on his tab.


This man couldn’t be more classic small-town cowboy if he tried.


Then again, he did talk about that yacht. And he kept bringing up Bellamy Brooks, which made me think he’s interested to know more about the business.


Maybe Duke has dreams that are bigger than Hartsville. The idea makes my chest feel funny, maybe because I also have dreams that are bigger—different at least—than the dreams my parents have for me.


Ignoring that, I focus on the tug of heat I feel low in my center as I shamelessly check out his ass. It looks cute in those Wranglers.


“Hearts or darts?” He turns around, beers in hand.


I furrow my brow. “Is that cowboy for ‘hello, here’s your beer’?”


“Nah. We usually just hand you the beer.” He passes one of the longnecks to me. “What I’m asking is do you play games with hearts or with darts?”


“Ah.” I take the beer, our fingers brushing, and grin. “Can I say both?”


“You can say whatever you want.” He flashes me a wide, white smile. “I like a challenge.”


“You’re gonna be disappointed, then.” I follow him to the far corner of the room. A pool table is tucked underneath a stained-glass Budweiser light fixture. Beside it, a dartboard that’s seen better days hangs on the wall underneath a pair of antlers mounted on a license plate from Alaska. “I suck at games.”


He narrows his eyes at me. “Why do I get the feeling you’re already playing?”


Damn, he’s good.


The heat of his gaze follows me as I pluck the darts off the board. “You ask a lot of questions.”


“Just trying to get to know you.” He tips back his beer, throat bobbing on a swallow. “A friend of Mollie’s is a friend of mine. Haven’t seen my brother this happy in…well. Forever.”


So casual. Like he has real conversations with strangers on the regular and talks about his family with no trace whatsoever of awkwardness or trauma.


I envy him.


“They’re cute together, aren’t they? Mollie and Cash.” Darts in one hand, I tip back my own beer with the other. It’s all I can do not to groan. The Shiner Bock is ice cold, its earthy flavor refreshingly delicious. Didn’t realize I was so thirsty until I take one long sip, then another.


“It’s sickening.” Duke sets down his beer on the nearby whiskey barrel that’s been repurposed as a drinks table. “What’s your game? 501? 301?”


He’s referring to the different games we can play with the darts. Players start with either 501 or 301 points, subtracting the number they hit on the board during every turn. Whoever gets to zero first wins.


I’m smiling again as I flatten my palm, offering him the darts. “This is your bar, so it’s your call.”


He shakes his head and grins. “Nah, sweetheart.” Stepping closer, he curls his hand over mine and rolls the darts back into my palm. “You’re my guest, so you get to make the call. Although I know that call is gonna be 501.”


My pulse skips. My skin ignites at the casual, confident way he touches me. “I’m Mollie’s guest too.”


“I don’t share. 501 is your jam because you play the long game. You’re a steady Eddie chiseling away at those points, making your opponent think you’re not all that good. But then—bit by bit—you crush them, and then you finally go in for the kill.”


I lick my lips, pulse racing, even as that voice in my head sounds a warning. Careful. This guy is good.


Really, really good at reading people. Reading me.


We’re just flirting, though. This is harmless fun. Nothing more.


I deserve to blow off a little steam, don’t I? After years of struggling to get Bellamy Brooks out of the red, Mollie and I are getting so close to hitting it big. Just this week, we heard from Elle about a feature they’re doing on Western wear for the spring. They want to possibly feature our Jocelyn boots, a pair of midcalf, almond-toed beauties available in coral and turquoise full-grain leather.


There’s no guarantee the feature will run or that our boots will end up in it. But it’s still a big deal the editors noticed us. We’ve only been knocking on their door for, oh, close to five years now.


Everyone thought I was stupid to pour my time and my life savings into a cowboy boot company. I’m ashamed to admit that on bad days, I think I really must be stupid to bet so big on myself. Who am I to believe I know what I’m doing? I’ve had to borrow way more money than I’m comfortable admitting from my parents and grandparents to keep the company afloat. I’ve only been able to pay back some of it, which is reason number one thousand why Mom and Dad don’t approve of the career path I’ve chosen.


But even though no one in my family really believes in me, I can’t quit. Not yet. Deep down, there’s a voice that keeps telling me we can make Bellamy Brooks work.


“I hope you’re not in a rush.” I set down my beer and assume the position: weight balanced evenly on both feet, shoulders relaxed, grip on the dart delicate. “You’re right—501 is my game.”


One side of Duke’s mouth quirks upward. “I got all night.”


“It won’t take me that long to kick your ass.”


“You talk a big game.”


“I’m not afraid to make big bets.”


“Awful risky when the margin for error is so small.” He nods at the board. The areas with the highest scores are placed directly beside areas with the lowest scores, so when you aim for twenty points, you could easily—very, very easily—end up with a measly one point.


“You gotta learn to be okay with losing.” I flex my wrist, muscle memory taking over as I practice my aim. “The more you lose, the closer you get to a win. At least that’s what probability and all the quotes on my Pinterest feed tell me.”


“What the hell is a Pinterest?”


I release the dart. It lands with a dull, barely audible thud just outside the bullseye. Twenty-five points.


I turn to smile at Duke. “It’s the place I go to find outfit inspiration and horny book quotes.”


“I see what you’re doing.”


“What’s that?”


“Distracting me with your excellent dart-throwing form and use of the word ‘horny.’ But two can play this game.” His bicep bulges as he lifts the hat off his head and flips it to put it on backward. His eyes lock on mine, shimmering like pavement on a scorching summer day. “Now show me what you can do.”


Laughter, easy and real, bubbles up in the back of my throat. At the same time, my mouth goes dry.


This man is so fucking hot it almost hurts to look at him. I tell myself that’s a good thing, because there’s no chance of him ever wanting me as more than a hookup. He’s the wild child, remember? Which suits me just fine, because I just want to have fun too.


Is fun all I want, though? Why does my center ping with something like pain when I glance across the bar and see Mollie and Cash dancing cheek to cheek to a Brooks & Dunn song?


I throw my second dart. It lands—shit—a centimeter to the left of my intended target. My third ends up dropping pitifully to the floor.


“Now you know how it feels.” Duke bends down to pick up the dart.


I shamelessly check out his Wrangler butt yet again because I am indeed quite horny. “How what feels?”


“To be distracted by your gorgeous opponent.” He grins. My heart plunges to its death somewhere at the base of my spine when he turns and hits a bullseye on his first throw. “Giddyup, cowgirl.”










CHAPTER 2


Hot Damn


Duke


Wheeler’s lips twitch. “But I’m not a cowgirl.”


“You sure as hell act like one.”


“How so?”


“It’s the confidence.” My eyes flick down her body. “And the strong legs.”


“Because you need strong legs for riding?”


Yep, she’s picking up what I’m laying down.


Goddamn, I like her. She smells like summer, some kinda perfume that’s tropical, juicy even, with hints of coconut and sunscreen. Absolutely delicious.


Yeah, I wanna lay her down. That’s a given. But I also wanna get to know this girl. People with new ideas, who do something other than work cattle for a living, are few and far between in these parts.


I’ve dreamed of forging my own path and seeing the world for as long as I can remember. I’m terrified of that world passing me by as I sit in Hartsville and wait for my life to begin. But meeting a person from somewhere else—someone who’s experienced things I haven’t, who knows things I don’t—is a nice reminder that the world hasn’t passed me by. I still have time to see and do new things.


“For riding, yes.” I throw another dart. Not a bullseye repeat, but close.


Really, how could I not like Wheeler Rankin? She’s smart as shit. Confident. Well-spoken and witty. She has this way of incorporating interesting thoughts into flirty conversation that makes my dick perk up.


My dick also likes the way she looks in that skirt and those boots. Hard not to imagine what those pretty legs of hers would feel like wrapped around my hips.


Bet I could make you scream, sweetheart.


Didn’t know what to expect when Mollie told us she was bringing her business partner to visit the ranch. I think I speak for all of us Riverses when I say Mollie Luck surprised us. We worried she’d be a spoiled brat who’d sell the ranch to the highest bidder. But she turned out to be a deeply kind, incredibly intelligent human who’s about to become my sister-in-law.


Wild the way life works.


Also wild that Wheeler—who clearly comes from money and is well educated—is so fucking good at darts, despite this initial hiccup.


Doesn’t add up.


She doesn’t add up.


Not understanding her feels like an exciting challenge. I like the idea of stretching my wings and being able to explore who she is. What turns her on.


Nice to be on my own for a minute without one of my brothers interrupting me.


I love my family, don’t get me wrong. But sometimes I feel trapped in my role as “rancher’s son” or “one of the Rivers boys.” Being part of our family comes with expectations that I’m not sure really fit. I try to be a good brother. Good cowboy. Upstanding member of the community. But that doesn’t leave a lot of time for exploration. For doing something different, something that’s better suited to my interests. My personality.


Wheeler’s form is flawless. Strategy is solid. Makes me wanna pick her brain, then take her home so I can fuck her senseless.


“Where’d you learn to play?” I pluck the trio of brass-tipped darts off the board.


“I fooled around with darts back in college. I needed some money to get Bellamy Brooks off the ground, and gambling seemed like the most fun way to make it.” Wheeler lifts a shoulder, her Shiner in hand. “I only recently started playing on a regular basis again, though. There’s this great little bar around the corner from my place in Dallas that I go to a couple times a week. Darts are good stress relief.”


“What’re you stressed about? Work?” I hand her the darts.


The playfulness in her expression dims. Just for half a heartbeat. Just long enough for me to know I’ve hit on a sore spot.


I’d know, because I’m plenty sore myself. Losing your parents at fourteen will do that to a body.


“Work. Yeah.” Her fingers linger on mine a little longer this time when she grabs the darts. “But now that Mollie’s got all the ranch stuff figured out or mostly figured out anyway, I’m hoping we’ll be on the upswing.”


I sip my beer as I watch Wheeler hit the tiny ring around the bullseye. She lets out a yelp of delight, throwing up her hands.


“See? All cowgirl.”


She glances at me over her shoulder. “How so?”


“You got knocked down, but you sure as hell ain’t staying down, are you?”


Wheeler narrows her eyes. “You lay it on thick, you know that?”


“Can you blame me?” I sip my beer and glance around the bar. “It’s always the same people hanging out in the same places around here. Nice to meet someone new.”


I’m happy that Cash found his person. No one deserves happiness more than he does. Not gonna lie, though, I’m jealous he nabbed the only new person to come to Hartsville in what feels like forever.


Really, I’m jealous he has an excuse to get out of town. Mollie and Wheeler’s business is still based in Dallas, where the rich ladies who buy their boots live. No one in Hartsville is going to buy a pair of thousand-dollar boots.


I wouldn’t say I’m a wannabe city boy. It’s just hard not to feel suffocated sometimes by a life as small as mine often feels. I also wouldn’t say I’m a playboy like Wyatt, but I do love to get out. Have some fun and work off some of this restless energy I got.


Maybe I can convince Cash we need to get away somewhere for his bachelor party. New Orleans, maybe, or Austin.


Reading my mind, Wheeler replies, “Grass isn’t always greener. Especially when the grass is in Dallas.”


Easy for you to say.


“Why boots?” I ask.


Her arm hinges at the elbow as she lines up her shot. “Why cowboying?”


“It’s what I was born into.” I shrug. “I like it just fine.”


“But?”


My heart dips. “How’d you know there was a but?”


“I’ve been staring at it all night.” She releases the dart. Twenty points. “You’re a Wrangler guy, huh?”


Laughing, I finish my beer. “Just like my dad.”


“He was a cowboy too?”


I like how she’s the one asking questions now. Is she curious about me like I’m curious about her?


She throws another dart. It lands on the board—another twenty—but I feel it land in my chest too. Aim precise, needle puncturing my breastbone.


“Yep. Just like his daddy and his daddy before that.”


Wheeler arches a brow. “That’s quite the legacy to uphold.”


“Cash is the one who shoulders most of it. The rest of us, we just gotta fall in line. Keep everything running nice and smooth.”


“You’re smooth.” Her eyes narrow. “But you’re different too, aren’t you?”


“What makes you think that?”


“You’re chatting up a stranger in the corner.” She glances across the bar. “But your brothers are with people they seem to know. Even your twin.”


She’s not wrong. Cash and Mollie are canoodling on the dance floor. Wyatt is cozying up to Sally underneath a neon Miller High Life sign, and Ryder is doing tequila shots at the bar with Colt Wallace. I’m close with Colt, but he and Ryder are super tight. Sawyer’s the only one missing. Always the responsible parent, he’s at home putting his three-year-daughter, Ella, to bed.


I blink, feeling disoriented for a minute. Like I’m standing in the middle of a moving kaleidoscope, the familiar shapes and sounds around me shifting into an unfamiliar landscape.


Wheeler noticing I’m different isn’t objectively a big deal. But it’s a big deal to me. As a twin especially—Ryder and I were born ten minutes apart, numbers four and five in the birth order—I always felt like I got lost in the shuffle of my brothers.


My parents loved the hell out of us, of course. But Mom and Dad had five kids in six years, and they didn’t have much help. Attention, and often patience, were in short supply. Especially when it came to those of us at the bottom. I think by the time my parents had me and Ryder, they were exhausted.


They definitely didn’t have the energy to deal with an annoyingly curious son who loved school but was lukewarm on chores around the ranch.


“I’m good at it,” I say. “Being a cowboy. When you grow up working cattle, hard not to be. I love a lot about the job. Being outside. Working with my family. There’s purpose in it.”


Wheeler looks at me from underneath the fringe of bangs that tickles her eyelashes. “It’s not your purpose, though. Or not your whole purpose.”


Yes. You get it.


You’re a fucking smokeshow, and I want to know everything about you.


I never could do anything halfway. Mom used to say I was impulsive. Dad called me wild, and now so does Cash.


They’re not wrong. But maybe they were wrong about my curiosity, my restlessness, being a bad thing. A character flaw I needed to work on or change.


Then again, maybe I’m just delusional and a little drunk.


Whatever the case, I ain’t about to let this girl slip through my fingers.


“Always thought there’d be more.” I tip back my beer, even though there’s nothing left. Feels too soon to touch Wheeler, and I need a reason to keep my hands busy. Don’t want to scare her off by coming on too strong. “That the world would be bigger somehow. I hate the idea of getting stuck here forever.”


She nods, a soft look in her eyes. “I get that. It’s one of my favorite parts of my job—all the people I get to meet, the places I get to see. It’s the best education there is.”


“I loved school.”


“Nerd—”


“Hey.”


She traps her bottom lip between her teeth. “I was going to say nerds unite.” She taps her bottle to mine. “I loved school too. It was the one thing I was reliably good at. The one thing I was praised for.”


“Seriously?” I grin and tip my chin toward the board. “What about your game? You’re a fuckin’ rock star at darts.”


Her cheeks flush pink. “I’m proud of that, yeah.”


“You should be proud you started your own business too. That’s awesome.”


Wheeler nods, looking down at the mouth of her bottle. “Thanks for saying that.”


“Why? Are you not proud?”


“I am.”


“But?”


Her eyes flick to meet mine. They glimmer. “How’d you know there was a but?”


“Yours is cute.”


“You noticed.”


“I have two eyes and a pulse. Your boots are beautiful. Who’s not proud of you for taking a risk and doing something different?”


Her eyelashes flutter. “No one’s ever put it like that.” Turning her head, she glances across the bar and thinks for a minute before turning back to me. “My dad is a lawyer. My grandfather’s a lawyer. My older brother went to law school and now works for my dad. My younger brother is the only one who supports what I do, maybe because he’s still in college and doesn’t want to be a lawyer either. But everyone else…they don’t get why I chose this career. I know this is what I want to do.” She lifts her leg, turning her foot so I can admire her boot. “But as I’m sure Mollie told you, Bellamy Brooks hasn’t done as well as we’d hoped it would by this point. If it wasn’t for her inheritance, I’m not sure we’d be able to keep going.”


“Now you can, though. So keep going.”


“You know, I’ve thought about quitting more times than I can count. But I just…when push comes to shove, I can’t do it. I love the job too much. Love our boots. I’m a creative at heart, so I know I’d be miserable if I was chained to a desk all day doing, I don’t know, whatever lawyers do.”


I offer her a tight smile, moving so that we’re standing side by side at the table. “But that’s what’s expected of you, so it’s hard not to feel pressure.”


“Yes! Sometimes I think it’d be easier to just fold and do what everyone else is doing. Like, sometimes I think they got it right and I got life all wrong, because look how hard I’m struggling.”


Setting my beer down, I wonder if it’s too soon to ask this girl on a date. I like how honest she is. How fearless. Intelligent. The way she thinks—her doubts—it’s like a breath of fresh air.


I understand where Wheeler is coming from. My brothers all seem so certain that the path they’re on is the right one. But me? I’m constantly questioning what I’m doing, where I’m going. If I’m asking for too much to want more than the admittedly great life that was passed down to me.


Being with someone like Wheeler makes me feel a little less alone. Maybe I’m not asking for too much.


“But really, why boots?” I ask. “How’d you decide on that particular…line of business, I guess?”


Wheeler steps toward me to pick up one of the darts, long forgotten, on the whiskey barrel table between us. She’s close enough that her knee brushes my leg. Awareness spreads like wildfire through my thigh and settles low in my middle.


Having chemistry with this woman on all different levels is the best kind of mindfuck there is. I connect plenty with people in a physical sense. But mentally? Emotionally?


Not often enough.


“I was born and raised in Texas. As a baby gift, my grandparents gave me my first pair of boots. They were powder pink. Soft soled, crib shoes basically, with the cutest white stitching. I always say that’s where my obsession started. In preschool, all I would wear was cowboy boots. Pink ones, glittery ones, ones with flowers and butterflies and princesses on them. Drove my mom crazy.”


“Cute.” I lean forward so that our knees touch against the side of the barrel.


Wheeler meets my eyes. They’re alive, liquid with interest. “But as I got older, I could never find just the right pair. I wanted classic shapes—you know, the pointy toes, the ear pulls, all that—but with a fun, fashion-forward twist. So Mollie and I decided to make them.”


“Of course you did.” I scoff.


She cuts me a look. “What does that mean?”


“Means…” I shake my head. “Most people would just go search online and settle for the least worst-looking cheap pair of boots they could find. But you decided to manufacture your own fucking boots. You know how hot that is?”


Leaning forward, she settles her elbows on the table. “You think I’m hot?”


She’s flirting now, the energy between us shifting.


Igniting.


An unexpected shadow of disappointment moves through me. I wanna take this girl home, no two ways about it. But I also wanna keep picking her brain. I see so much of myself in the things she’s saying. The struggles she’s working through.


For the first time in a long time, I actually wanna…well, take my time.


There’s a buzz in the back of my skull. That’s the only way I can describe the weird sixth sense I have when it comes to Ryder. Glancing across the bar, I see him watching me. Watching us, more like it.


He cocks a brow. You like this one, yeah?


I give him a tiny nod. I do.


Grinning, he brings his beer to his mouth. For all his fucking around earlier, I know he’d never step on my toes when it comes to a girl. Not only because he’s not a total dick but also because we have completely different tastes in women. He likes country girls who can hold their liquor and who know every word to every Nirvana song. Bonus points if they’re brunette.


Me? I like girls who are going places. And yeah, if they have a nice ass, I don’t mind that.


Wheeler is definitely going places, and she definitely has the sexiest, cutest ass ever.


I don’t wanna fuck this up. If I move too fast, get too deep, I risk scaring her off. My hope is that she and I will be seeing a lot of each other going forward. Gotta keep this chemistry alive without blowing my proverbial load too soon.


Her mouth, though. It’s quick and smart and lush. I wanna kiss it almost as much as I wanna listen to the words that come out of it.


Judging by the way Wheeler keeps leaning forward, her leg pressing into mine and her tits on display, I may not have much choice in the matter.


“Surely I ain’t the first one who’s told you that.” I nod at her beer. “Want another?”


Figure that’s a good way to slow things down—one more beer, which I’ll nurse as long as possible. Gives me an excuse to keep the conversation and the darts going in the world’s best, worst game of edging.


“Yeah.” Wheeler nods, doing that thing where she digs her teeth into her bottom lip. She’s looking at my mouth now. “Sure, I’d love one. Thank you.”


“Be right back.” I gather our empty bottles between my fingers before gesturing to the board. “No cheating.”


“I’d never!” She gives my arm a playful shove. “Well, I would if it meant winning. But I don’t need to cheat to win.”


“Always so confident.”


“Well, yeah.” She’s grinning as she teases me.


She doing this on purpose? Veering into flirtatiousness so I don’t hit on any more sore spots? The shit she said about her parents makes me think that maybe…I don’t know, maybe she’s going through something. Is she close with her family? Do they talk? Are they fighting? I’m sensing sadness, but she’s given me so little to go on that I could be projecting.


I gotta be careful not to overstep. She’ll tell me what she wants me to know when she’s ready to tell it.


Problem is all of a sudden, I want to know everything.


Ryder picked right up on it: I like Wheeler.


She may want me. But that doesn’t mean she likes me back. I’m okay with that.


I’m okay with that, I repeat as I order another round and fight the growing crowd to bring the Shiners back to our table.


Only I’m not okay with the idea of hooking up with Wheeler tonight and never getting to talk to her so honestly—so openly—again. What if we sleep together, and then she wants nothing to do with me? What if getting naked makes things awkward?


Still, when Wheeler slides her hand onto the underside of my forearm as she accepts the beer I hold out to her, arousal bolts through me. I try very hard not to let it blot out my desire to get to know her better.


“Thanks, Duke.”


“Welcome, Wheeler.”


Relax. Shit’ll happen the way it’s supposed to.


I step into her touch, our legs mingling. I’ve rolled up my sleeves, so her fingers meet bare skin as she wraps them around my arm. She sips her beer. I sip mine. For the first time all night, I hear the music that’s pumping through the speakers overhead.


Garth. An oldie but a goodie.


“Do cowboys dance?” Wheeler starts to rock side to side. Her body, tits to thighs, brushes against mine.


I look down at her, unable to resist putting a hand on her waist to hold her against me. She feels impossibly soft. Impossibly warm. “The good ones do.”


“You wanna be good to me?”


Sweetheart, I’d be so good to you.


So fucking good.


My dick throbs. I take a deep breath. Let it out.


“What about our game?” I glance at the darts on the table. “You haven’t finished kicking my ass yet.”


Her eyes are dark as they rake over my face, catching on my mouth. “We’re done with darts, aren’t we?”


She’s not talking about darts. Well, she is. But she’s also talking about…talking. She knows all she needs to about me, and now she’s ready to get physical.


I’m not hurt. Just doesn’t feel right.


“I like playing darts with you, though.” I sip my beer.


Is that a flicker of surprise I see in her eyes? For a split second, I panic. I hope she doesn’t think I’m turning her down, does she?


I just don’t get why me wanting to get to know her better would come as a surprise to Wheeler. Surely I’m not the first guy to think she’s hot and interesting. Intelligent. Funny.


“I think I’d like dancing with you better,” she replies.


I look her in the eyes. “How ’bout this? You let me pick your brain for the rest of this game, and then we’ll dance. That a deal?”


Wheeler blinks, a funny expression on her face. “What do you want to know?”


“Everything.”


She goes still.


Very, very still.


So does everything inside me. I swear I can feel my heart trip and fall over the curb of my rib cage.


Shit. I came on way too strong. I’ve made her uncomfortable, and now she’s not gonna talk to me. Definitely not gonna be yelling my name later.


I’m crushed by disappointment.


Crushed by the knowledge that I fucked up my one chance to make this bright, beautiful stranger mine.










CHAPTER 3


Risks Not Worth Taking


Wheeler


That’s not my cowboy.


It’s my one thought as I look up into Duke’s blue eyes, alive with all the things: curiosity and lust and hope and disappointment.


The fact that he picks right up on the sudden change in my mood shows how emotionally intelligent this guy is.


Danger.


Run.


Duke is flirting with me, sure. Definitely wants to take me home. The way his fingers knead my side, a steady, warm pressure that makes the ache between my legs throb, tells me that.


He smells so good, woodsy, like juniper and pine.


The kicker: he also quite clearly wants to get to know me. Know me. And my knee-jerk reaction is to push him away. I’ve learned it’s better to cut and run than risk letting someone know the real me.


My family and friends have said some…er, not so great things to me in the past. For instance, when I told Dad that I was starting a boot company with my best friend, he said I was crazy. Mom’s feedback was slightly kinder, but at the end of the day, she still told me to do something else. Preston, my older brother, called me an idiot and said to call him for a job when Bellamy Brooks inevitably went under. So-called friends made fun of me behind my back.


I’ve been the butt of jokes, the laughingstock of my graduating class, the shame of my family. She’s really making pink and purple cowboy boots? And she thinks she can make a living doing that?


Never mind the times I overhead Preston making fun of me with his friends while I was in the throes of my pubescent awkward stage, complete with pimples, braces, and a deluge of emotions I couldn’t handle and didn’t understand. Pizza face, he’d call me. One time, I heard him say to Mom, What’s her deal? Why is she so freaking moody and weird?


I feel shaky as I disentangle myself from Duke’s grasp. I take a step back, putting enough distance between us that his hands fall from my waist. He knits his eyebrows.


“I’m sorry, Wheeler. If you really wanna dance—”


“Don’t worry about it.” I wave him away and sip my beer, grateful for the excuse to break eye contact.


“Wait. Did I—”


“You’re fine.” I shake the bangs out of my eyes. Why did I ever think bangs were a good idea? “I’m tired anyway. Lots going on at work right now, and the traffic on the way down here was awful. I’m gonna call it a night.”


He tilts his head. “Want a ride back to the house, then? I don’t need to stay—”


“Stay. Please don’t leave on my account.”


Because even if he did want to leave with me, as in take me home and get me naked, that’s not something I’m interested in anymore.


Yeah, Duke is asking all the right questions. Saying all the right things. I enjoyed talking to him in a way I haven’t enjoyed talking to a guy in forever.


But that’s exactly why I need to pump the brakes. I don’t want to form any kind of real, serious connection with anyone at the moment. And it’s obvious this cowboy is serious.


Most people would bask in his attention. His intelligence. But most people aren’t wired to believe the second someone gets close, they’ll realize that I’m too sensitive, that I’m just too much, period, and run for the hills.


I’m not easy to love. My family has made that abundantly clear.


So I’m the one who runs. I’ve learned in therapy it’s a self-defense mechanism, my way of rejecting people before they inevitably reject me. But knowing that about myself isn’t the same as fixing it.


I’m trying. But turns out rewiring your brain is a really difficult task.


“I’ll find a ride.” I set down my longneck. “Thanks for the beers.”


“We don’t have any kind of rideshare stuff here in Hartsville. Just so you know. You sure you don’t want me to drive you home?”


I put a hand on his chest. He’s solid, hard in a way that makes my brain short-circuit. I’m flattened by the fact that I don’t get to hook up with this fine specimen of a man. I have a feeling he’d be good—excellent—in bed. It’s his confidence. The way he’s at ease in his big, broad body.


I mean, we’ve barely touched, and I could wring out my underwear for how turned on I am.


His gaze bores into mine. His face is a mask of concern.


Goddamn it, why does he have to care so much? He’s ruining everything.


He’s making me feel everything, and that scares the shit out of me.


Throat tight, I manage a smile. “Thanks, but I’ll be okay. See you around, Duke.”










CHAPTER 4


Horse of a Different Color


Duke


Putting my truck in gear, I nearly jump out of my skin when Ryder bangs on the passenger side door and looks at me through the open window.


“You headin’ to the Wallaces’?”


“Nah. Just hitched an empty trailer to my truck for shits and giggles.”


Grinning, he yanks open the door and hops inside. “Figured you could use an extra pair of hands.”


“To pick up one horse?” I eye him. “I know what you’re doing.”


He yanks on his seat belt. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”


“You’re not as dumb as you look.”


“Dude, stop calling yourself dumb. Sawyer’s always telling Ella to be kind to herself, and I think you should too.”


Releasing the brake, I let out a sound that’s half chuckle, half groan. “I made an identical twin joke without meaning to. Ha.”


“Good thing your twin was smart enough to catch it.”


“Hey. I thought I was the smart one.”


Ryder lifts his Stetson off his head and runs a hand through his hair. “Can’t we both be smart?”


“I guess. But I’m smarter.”


He chuckles. “Still jealous I was the favorite, yeah?”


“You were the favorite only when Wyatt wasn’t.”


“Salty.”


I grin. “Honest.”


We bump over the dirt road that leads away from the equipment barn. Digging into his pocket, Ryder pulls out his knife and turns it over in his hands. He doesn’t release the blade; instead he admires the wood grain of the handle. “I was bored. Wanted to go for a little drive.”


The knife belonged to Dad, his initials stamped on the clip-point metal blade. It was a gift from Mom on their wedding day. Ryder found it in the plastic bag of our parents’ belongings that the hospital gave us after they died. He’s had the knife on him ever since. I mean that literally—not once in the past twelve-plus years have I seen him without it.


“You’re hungover and you want to see Billie, even though I keep telling you that Colt’ll rip you a new one if you so much as lay a finger on her.”


His grin stays put as he replies, “Only one of those things is true.” He glances at me. “How’re you feeling today?”


I blow out a breath. How do I tell my brother I tossed and turned all night, beating myself up over what I did—and didn’t—say to Wheeler at the Rattler?


I also woke up hard. Girl was so fucking sexy. Her sense of humor, her intelligence, those legs—


Christ, I’m dying just thinking about it.


I shift my hand on the wheel. The sun glints off the polished handle of Ryder’s pocketknife, making me blink. “Been better. Shouldn’t have had that last beer.”


“What the hell happened? Seemed like you and Wheeler were really hitting it off. Then poof, she just disappeared. Mollie said she slept in her room at the New House, which means she didn’t sleep in yours.”


Wheeler’s car was parked there when I headed that way for breakfast at half past four this morning. She didn’t come out to eat with us. But when Wyatt stopped by the New House to chat with Patsy an hour or so ago, he said the car was gone.


My lungs burn. Wheeler and I have chemistry. We were definitely having fun. I’m not making any of that up. Clearly she was looking for a good time. But the second I hinted that I’d be interested in more, she bolted.


Huh.


Makes me think that underneath her flirty exterior lies some kind of wound.


I’d know, because I got one too. Only mine seeks comfort, whereas hers seeks solitude.


“I don’t know what happened,” I say. “But I’m gonna find out.”


“You should. Ain’t seen you corner someone that way in an age.”


“We don’t get much fresh blood in these parts.”


He tilts his head. “Don’t pretend like it’s blood you’re after. Seems like she’s your equal. Y’all are smart and curious about the world, and you both like to pretend you suck at darts when in reality, y’all are scary good at it.”


“Awful observant for a guy who was ripping shots all night.”


“Hey. We had a lot to celebrate. And I was just trying to keep up with Billie.” He lets out a low whistle as he lifts his hips and tucks the knife back into his pocket. “Girl can drink anyone under the table. Colt says she came out of the womb that way—reins in one hand, bottle of tequila in the other.”


Billie is one of the Wallaces’ six children. Growing up with five brothers, she learned early to hold her own.


She also learned early that Ryder was the favorite in our family for a reason. He’s the baby for starters, a whole ten minutes younger than me. He’s got a big heart, although that means he’s easily hurt. He’s also smarter than he gives himself credit for.


Billie hides it well, but she’s been in love with my brother for as long as I can remember. Ryder likes the attention. Who wouldn’t? And I think he could fall in love with her too, real easy.


But because he’s so smart, he knows that’d just end in disaster. Colt, Billie’s brother, hasn’t had it easy—like Sawyer, he’s a single dad—so we’ve all made sure not to rock his boat any more than it’s already been rocked. Especially since Ryder and I have a bit of a reputation. We’re not playboys by any means, but we’re also no angels. I’m too restless to sit still and behave, and Ryder’s just got too much to offer the world to stay put or stay small.


I clear my throat. “I say this with love—”


“Oh, Jesus, what?”


“You’re too smart to torture yourself and Billie, yeah? So don’t do it. Not when we just got handed our dreams for the ranch on a silver platter. Combining Rivers Ranch with Lucky Ranch? That’s a huge win for us. Let’s not fuck it up before it even happens.”


Ryder’s grin fades. He raises his forearm so that his fingers brush the top of the doorframe and taps it. Once, twice. “Think you can stay away from Wheeler?”


I scoff. “I might not have much choice in the matter.”


“You do. And you won’t. Stay away from her, I mean. She isn’t gonna make it easy for you, but you’ll find a way to win her over.”


I take the turn onto the long stretch of country road that links our ranch with the Wallaces’. “Since when can you read the future?”


“I can read you. And I’ve been doing that since you and I were womb mates.”


“Ha.” It’s an old joke, one Dad used to make all the time.


A hollow feeling spreads through my center. Same sensation you get after being sucker punched. The grief—it’ll hit you out of nowhere like that.


“You think they’d want this for us?” I ask.


“Want what?”


“The life we got. All this.” I lift the fingers I have on the wheel and spread them, gesturing toward the pastures we pass.


“Yes and no. They’d be thrilled that we’re joining forces with the Lucks. But at the end of the day, I think they’d just want us to be happy. We’re all different, so happiness is gonna look different for each of us. For you, this”—he gestures out the window—“it definitely ain’t enough.”


“Ain’t enough for you either.”


His grin is back. “Not sure anything’ll ever be enough for me.”


That’s what I’m worried about.


Ryder and I are alike in so many ways. We both liked school. We’re both dreamers. In others, we’re different. Ryder is obsessed with music. I like it just fine, but I’ve never played an instrument, whereas Ryder plays several. He’s a picky eater, but I love food and will eat anything you put in front of me. I’m able to roll with the punches pretty easily, and I’m good at being spontaneous. Ryder thrives in the structure routine provides.


Problem is everyone sees how alike we look on the outside and thinks we’re alike on the inside too. It was always a struggle in school to get people to understand we were two different people with different personalities. I used to get bent out of shape about it.


Hard to feel special when you’re always lumped together with your brother. Really, with all four of my brothers. I lived in Cash’s and Wyatt’s and Sawyer’s shadows for most of my life. I think that’s part of the reason I want to get out of Hartsville so badly.


If I’m somewhere else, I can be somebody else. Someone other than Ryder’s twin or Cash’s kid brother. Maybe then I’ll finally be able to figure out what I want to do with my life.


“Give Wheeler space,” Ryder continues. “But not too much space. She likes what she sees in you. Just gotta give her time to learn to trust you and trust herself that she’s picking the right twin.”


I laugh. “Of course she’s picking the right twin. And that sounds an awful lot like threading the needle there.”


“I got faith in you.”


I turn my head to look at him. “I know. Appreciate that, brother.”


Ryder’s faith in me is what got me through losing my parents. He always checked in on me. Always made sure I ate, got rest, got home safe. Most of all, he didn’t make me feel like a pain in the ass for wanting something different out of life. For being curious about the world and how it worked. When we weren’t in the saddle, we were poring over the Rick Steves travel guides I got from the library or asking Garrett Luck how he managed the ranch’s finances. Ryder encouraged me to take computer classes in high school, which is how I became a whiz at Excel. I now do the lion’s share of the ranch’s accounting. He also enthusiastically agreed to spend a weekend with me in Mexico City when we graduated.


Ryder’s always been my partner in crime. But while my twin is curious about the world, he doesn’t share my burning desire to explore every inch of it. He’s content to do his cowboy thing.


No shame in that, considering he’s probably the best at it out of all of us. He’s just got a special touch with animals. With the land too.


“Now get off my ass about Billie,” Ryder says, interrupting my thoughts.


Problem is he’s gonna get himself into trouble with that girl. The second we arrive at the fancy new arena old man Wallace built on his property, Ryder’s out the door and smiling at Billie like she hung the goddamn moon.


She ushers us inside the arena, where Colt is riding the gorgeous palomino quarter horse we just bought for a newly hired ranch hand.
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