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Praise for Swift and Saddled


‘Everything I want in a steamy cowboy romance! Lyla Sage has outdone herself . . . A vivid and heartwarming story where opposites attract with truly combustible chemistry. Their love story is tender, relatable, and brimming with delicious tension that had me hooked from the very first page. This is a top read of the year for me’


Elsie Silver, USA Today bestselling author of Flawless


‘Lyla Sage has crafted something truly special in the Rebel Blue Ranch series. Deeply sweet, charmingly funny, and the perfect amount of sexy, Swift and Saddled (and all of the Rebel Blue stories) are the atmospheric, romantic rides of my dreams that I’ll gladly return to again and again. I simply cannot wait for whatever Lyla gives us next’


Tarah DeWitt, author of Funny Feelings


‘Take me home to Rebel Blue Ranch. Lyla Sage has done it again with another tender, swoonworthy, and achingly romantic story. I disappeared into the pages and never wanted to leave. Readers are going to be swept away by Ada and Wes’


B.K. Borison, author of Lovelight Farms


‘Swift and Saddled wrapped me up in a welcoming embrace and never let me go. I’d give anything to stay in Meadowlark with Wes and Ada’


Hannah Bonam-Young, author of Out on a Limb









By Lyla Sage


Done and Dusted


Swift and Saddled









This book couldn’t be dedicated to anyone but you,
dear reader, for running alongside me as
I chase my dreams.


And for Corrine, Leo’s sweetheart.









“Our sunsets glow with color,
And in the pearly dawn of morn,
The pungent scent of sage drifts down,
On a breeze that’s mountain born”


This God-forsaken Land – Juanita Leach,
cowboy poet, circa 1940s
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Ada


I’ve come in contact with a lot of liars, but none quite so big as Google. I’m not trying to discredit the search engine, but I am trying to bring attention to its most annoying inaccuracies. In this case, telling me that the dive bar I was sitting in—because it was the only establishment in the small town of Meadowlark, Wyoming, that was open past ten o’clock on a Sunday night—served food.


It did not.


Google’s stupid bar-graph busy-meter also said that the Devil’s Boot—not sure if that’s actually the name of the bar, considering that there’s not a sign anywhere that indicates that—wasn’t busy.


It was.


Not insanely busy, but busy enough to at least get the “moderately busy” designation on Google.


There was also a very boisterous cabal of old men at the bar—Google couldn’t have told me that. But if there’d been any pictures of this place on its business page, I probably could’ve deduced that for myself.


And avoided the Devil’s Boot altogether.


Stupid Google.


This place was exactly what I thought of whenever I pictured a small-town dive bar. There was old-school country playing on a jukebox and an excessive number of neon signs; it smelled like stale cigarettes, and there were spots on the floor that my Doc Martens stuck to when I walked.


I’m not a snob. I’ve got nothing against a good dive bar. I just didn’t think I’d end up sitting in one. Not today.


When I left San Francisco yesterday and started making my way to Wyoming, a dive bar would’ve been the last place I wanted to be the night before I started the biggest job of my career.


But I was hungry, and the small but weirdly quaint motel I was staying in tonight didn’t have the best Wi-Fi, so I left in search of sustenance and internet access, but I only found one of those two things. What kind of dive bar has no food but good Wi-Fi?


The kind with a very tall and very hot bartender who took pity on me when I asked about food and fished out a snack-size bag of Doritos from behind the bar and gave them to me with my whiskey and Diet Coke. I didn’t ask how old they were—I didn’t want to know—but I had a pretty good idea, considering they were almost soft. They tasted like the bag had been open for a while, though it was still sealed when I got it.


After that, I settled for a high-top table in the corner. On the wall behind it, there was a neon sign of a cowboy riding a beer bottle like a bull. The ridiculousness of it tugged at the corners of my mouth, and I liked that feeling.


Honestly, I didn’t know if eating the Doritos that could probably qualify for a senior citizen discount was better than eating nothing, but here I was, eating them.


I wiped the nacho cheese dust off my fingers so it wouldn’t dirty my iPad screen. I had pulled up the email threads between Weston Ryder and me, double-checking the time I was supposed to be at Rebel Blue Ranch tomorrow morning and making sure I had the map downloaded to my phone, just in case.


That was me, Ada Hart, nothing if not prepared.


I didn’t know much about Rebel Blue—just what Teddy had told me over the past few months. I knew Teddy from my first year of college. We went to the same school in Colorado—at least for my first year. After that, I ended up transferring to be closer to home.


Going home was now a decision that I deeply regretted, because it had led to what would forever be known as “the incident” to me, but also known as my wedding to others.


I shook any thought of that and him out of my head.


After I left Denver, I stayed in touch with Teddy—mostly on socials—and I was grateful for that now. She was the one who’d referred me to Weston, who I thought was the owner of Rebel Blue, but I didn’t know for sure. When you google it—again, stupid Google—you only get the information that it’s a cattle ranch and that it’s nearly eight thousand acres.


I guess I could’ve asked Teddy, but I didn’t want to bug her. She’d done enough for me.


I didn’t know how to conceptualize eight thousand acres. Fucking massive is what I was thinking, when I heard one of the old men at the bar giving the bartender a hard time.


“What kind of bar runs out of ice?” he growled incredulously.


“The kind that has a bunch of sad old men who drink whiskey like water,” the bartender fired back. I looked up at them. The bartender had a small smile on his face, so he couldn’t be too upset with the jabs. “Gus is bringing some, so make that drink last for the next ten minutes.” He pointed at the glass in front of the man, and the man scoffed at him.


I felt my phone vibrate on the table and picked it up.




Teddy: Hey! Did you make it okay?


Me: Yeah—just doing some prep before tomorrow.


Teddy: EXCELLENT.


Teddy: This is going to be so fun.


Teddy: I’ll stop by this week.


Teddy: Can’t wait for you to shine!





I saw that I also had a text from my business partner, Evan—he was the contractor—and my mom, who was no doubt telling me that I was wasting my time in Wyoming.


Maybe I was, but for some reason, I really didn’t think so.


I slid my phone back onto the table and flipped it face-down. I needed to focus. Over the past four months, I’d exchanged hundreds of emails with Weston. We’d discussed his vision, we’d decided on timelines, crews, and costs. People always thought that tearing down walls was step one, but it was actually like step three hundred. I was going over steps one through two hundred and ninety-nine when a giant ball of white fluff appeared at my feet.


“Waylon! Goddammit,” I heard the bartender yell. I assumed Waylon was the dog sitting at my feet and staring up at me with his tongue hanging out and a crazed look in his eyes.


What an angel.


I leaned down and gave him a scratch on his very soft and furry head. Huh, less than a few hours in Meadowlark and this place was pulling smiles out of me at a record-setting rate.


“Seriously?” I heard the bartender whine. “Who the hell brings his dog to a bar?” I looked up just as a man walked in the door.


Damn. What the hell were they putting in the water in Meadowlark, Wyoming?


From here I could see that he wasn’t as tall as the bartender, but close. His open flannel shirt covered a white T-shirt that clung to his chest. My eyes glided over him until they hit his worn-out cowboy boots.


Maybe it was because I’d been surrounded by tech bros in Patagonia vests for too long, but this man was doing something for me.


I bet he had rough hands. Working hands. For a split second, I imagined what they would feel like if he dragged them across my body.


Nope. No. Definitely not.


Do not go there.


We were not about to have fantasies about the mystery cowboy in the dusky dive bar—no matter how good-looking he was.


I was here to work.


I got snapped back to reality by my new furry friend licking my hands—probably tasting the elderly Dorito dust.


I couldn’t help but listen to the exchange between the bartender and the cowboy. Eavesdropping was one of my favorite hobbies. “What kind of bar runs out of ice?” the cowboy shot at the bartender. The group of old men whooped in agreement.


“Where’s your brother?” the bartender asked.


“Busy.” The cowboy shrugged his shoulders.


“Where’s my ice?”


“Truck.”


“You couldn’t bring it in?”


“I figured you could do that part.” The bartender shook his head but came out from behind the bar and walked out the door. It was obvious that there was some sort of bond between these two. I didn’t think they were brothers—they didn’t look alike—but there was something.


Not brothers, but definitely bros.


“Get your dog,” the bartender said on his way out. “Please.” The cowboy’s eyes started scanning the bar—probably looking for his dog—but landed right on me. Me, whose hand was currently getting a thorough licking, and who was unashamedly and unabashedly staring at the cowboy.


I should’ve looked away, but I didn’t.


I couldn’t tell what color his eyes were from here, but I wanted to.


We stared at each other for way longer than was socially acceptable, and he flashed me a small smile that hinted at a dimple on either side of his face.


Not fucking dimples.


Those should be illegal.


Or at least require some sort of warning before flashing them at people.


Warning: Dimples may appear and cause panty-dropping.


It looked like he was about to start toward me, but our weird and intense stare-off was interrupted by the bartender putting an ice cube down the back of the cowboy’s shirt.


He made a distinctly unmanly noise that made me laugh. Everyone’s hot and badass until there’s an ice cube down their shirt.


“Brooks! What the hell!” he exclaimed and did this little shimmy thing as he tried to get it out. It was cute.


Really cute.


The bartender—Brooks—just laughed as he made his way back behind the bar, bag of ice in one hand, and said, “Get your dog, and I’ll let you stay for a drink.”


The cowboy adjusted his shirt and ran a hand through his sandy brown hair. “Fine.”


He took a step toward me, catching me with his unrelenting eye contact again. Why was he coming toward me?


A warm tongue licked my hand again.


Oh. The dog. Right.


I looked down, breaking his stare. I had to. I couldn’t be held responsible for what might happen if we maintained eye contact for much longer. There was something about it—the confidence it communicated—that felt electric.


“Sorry about him.” His voice was close to me now. My fluffy companion wagged his tail as his owner’s footsteps approached. “He’s got a thing for beautiful women.” My eyes snapped up, and yet another smile was pulled from me, but this one was directed at the man who was now less than two steps from me.


“Has that line ever worked for you?” I said with a laugh. My voice felt foreign—not quite comfortable. Like when you talk for the first time after waking up.


“You tell me,” he said. His eyes were bright. And green. So fucking green.


“Not bad,” I responded, “but I feel like the delivery could be improved.”


There was another flash of dimple. “How so?”


“You’ve got to mean it,” I said.


His expression changed. He looked confused. “Of course I meant it.” Huh. He was so convincing. Maybe if I’d had better experiences with men, I would’ve believed him.


“Hey!” Brooks’s voice cut through our conversation, and the cowboy looked back at him. “Bottle or draft?”


Instead of answering, the cowboy looked at my table—the iPad must’ve made it obvious I was working on something, because instead of trying to sit or insert himself, he looked at his dog and said: “Let’s let the beautiful woman work, Waylon.” Waylon obeyed and went to his owner, whose eyes were back on me. “I’ll be at the bar when you’re done—if you want company.”


Wait. He wasn’t going to pressure me? Try and make his way into my space? He was just going to . . . let me work?


Damn. I guess men were built different in Meadowlark.


The cowboy gave me one last dimpled smile before turning back for the bar. My new friend, Waylon, followed him.


I watched him walk away, and it took effort for me to tear my gaze away from his back.


Trying to get back on task, I shook my head a little—like I was trying to shake off every thought about the handsome stranger.


It felt good to be noticed by him—to be the object of his stare. Right after my divorce, my self-esteem had been at an all-time low. Even now, more than a year later, it wasn’t great.


So I couldn’t deny that I liked someone looking at me like I was the only person in the room.


My ex-husband had never looked at me like that.


Now that was a train of thought I was not dealing with today. I pushed it down and went back to my iPad, and noticed a new email from the owner of Rebel Blue.




Ada,


I hope your drive was okay and everything went smoothly. Excited to meet you and get started tomorrow.


Best,


WR


Sent from Mobile












Chapter 2
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Ada


I looked at the time: 10:32 P.M. A couple of hours had passed since I arrived at the bar. I was meeting Weston at nine-thirty, so I really needed to get back to my motel soon. I started back in on my work, making sure I wasn’t missing any important files or information that I needed to review with Weston tomorrow.


Once I got into a groove, it was easier not to think about the cowboy sitting at the bar, but I couldn’t shake the thought entirely. Every time I looked up, his eyes were on me. Again and again we made eye contact for a second too long, and then I would get back to work.


It was a seemingly harmless cycle, but it was getting me all keyed up.


I didn’t quite know why, but I was . . . drawn to him. The way he joked with the bartender, the old men at the bar occasionally slapping him on the back, and how he kept one hand on his dog—all made me wonder who this man was and what he was like in the light of day.


I was curious.


That’s why I did it.


At least that’s what I would tell myself later.


I got to my stopping point in my work, gathered up my stuff, and slid it into my tote bag. I didn’t need to look up to know that his eyes were on me, but I looked up anyway—just as he took a swig of his beer.


We stared at each other again as I stood up. His eyes followed me, and I hoped that his body would too. I had no idea what came over me, but I didn’t want to fight it.


I broke eye contact when I got closer to the door, but as I walked, I could feel his eyes on my back. Instead of walking out the door, I turned down the hallway right before it.


Ada, what the fuck are you doing?


Are you actually inviting a stranger to follow you down a dark hallway in a dingy dive bar? Is that what you’re doing?


Yeah, that’s what I was doing.


I stopped when I reached a door halfway down the hall and leaned against it. Waiting to see if he would come to me.


He did.


His shadow appeared in the entry to the hall, and my heart kicked at my rib cage like it was trying to escape.


I could feel his footsteps as he approached me, because as he was coming toward me, the world that I knew was shaking and crumbling to make way for him.


For something new.


He stopped a few steps from me, and his green eyes cut through the dark. They were heated as they drank me in—but also concerned, maybe?


That made two of us.


“You okay?” the stranger asked, not letting me break his gaze. He was close now, so I had to crane my neck to look at him. I stepped toward him and nodded. I didn’t trust my voice. It would give me away. It would tell him that I wasn’t okay and whatever this trance was that both of us were in would snap.


I didn’t want that. I wanted something new.


I wanted him—the man who looked at me like I was worth looking at.


“Are you sure—” I cut him off when I fisted my hands in his shirt, pushed up on my toes, and hauled his mouth down to mine.


He was still, stunned, but only for a second before he brought one hand up to cup my face and the other to twist in my hair.


Yes, I thought. I need this. His hand against my face was rough, just as I thought it would be, but he was soft—like he was savoring this.


My mouth moved against his, and he dragged the hand that was against my face down the side of my body to grip my hip. His hand left a trail of electricity behind. It was like I could feel the air crackling all around me.


I needed to be closer to him.


I dropped my bag and wrapped my hands around his neck just as he pushed me back against the door with a delicious amount of force. I thought my head was going to knock against the door, but the hand that was in my hair cupped the back of my head, making sure I didn’t hit it. Then he used that hand to grip both of my hands and pin them above my head.


Our bodies were flushed and our tongues tangled. When he gently nipped at my bottom lip, I couldn’t help but moan and hope that the sound was drowned out by the jukebox.


His other hand traveled from my hip to my ass, and he slid his hand into the back pocket of my jeans. “Is this okay?” he asked against my mouth.


“More,” I breathed. He gripped my ass.


Hard. “Fuck, who are you and what are you doing to me?” he groaned. My hips rolled involuntarily, needing more, and I could feel his hard dick under his jeans. When was the last time I’d turned someone on? When was the last time I’d been turned on?


A loud cough came from the end of the hallway, and both of us froze. I looked up at the cowboy, who kept his eyes on me before dropping my hands and turning to address our intruder.


“I need to get into my office—if you don’t mind.” It was Brooks. The bartender. He sounded like he was smiling, but I didn’t look at him to confirm. My cheeks were hot, and I wanted to crawl under a rock and never come out.


This was so stupid. I was so stupid.


I always did this. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t totally get rid of that part of me that thrived on rash, impulsive decisions. Impulsive decisions themselves weren’t the problem. I’m sure some people made great ones, but I wasn’t one of them. When I made an impulsive decision, I usually ended up paying for it for a while to come—my failed marriage being the prime example of this Adanomenon.


“But you guys are welcome to continue against the other wall,” the bartender continued. Oh god. This was so embarrassing. I couldn’t take it.


So I did what I’d come to Wyoming to do.


I ran.









Chapter 3
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Wes


I stared at the bag on the kitchen counter in the Big House. It was my only tangible proof that last night had actually happened—my own glass slipper or some shit.


The woman from the bar was heavy on my mind. I hadn’t slept at all. I was awake all night wondering about her.


Who was she?


Where did she come from?


Why didn’t I go after her after she kissed me?


Brooks was the answer to that last one. After she ran off, Brooks stood in the hallway of the Devil’s Boot, blocking me, with a stupid cocky smirk on his face.


“Honestly, the shit I find in this hallway stopped surprising me a long time ago,” he had said. “But this? This was unexpected.”


“Shut up,” I said. Not caring that he’d just seen me with a woman pressed up against the door, getting more fucking desperate by the second.


“Do you even know her name?” he’d asked. No, I didn’t know her name.


But I really fucking wanted to.


“I swear to god, if you tell Emmy about this, I will punch you in the face,” I told him. Even though I wouldn’t. But it was the only threat I could think of at the time. Lighting him on fire felt too aggressive. I also knew he was absolutely going to tell Emmy.


I didn’t think those two had a single secret between them at this point.


“I’ve already been punched in the face by a Ryder—that doesn’t scare me.” I thought back to when my older brother, Gus, had punched Brooks in the face when he found out that him and our little sister, Emmy, had been sneaking around behind our backs.


Brooks and Gus were best friends, so the sound of that punch was probably heard around Meadowlark. It took a minute, but they were good now. Even though I knew Gus still felt pretty damn guilty about it.


“On that note, don’t tell Gus either.” The last thing I needed was my siblings ribbing me about getting caught making out with a girl in a bar like I was a horny twenty-one-year-old kid.


“All right, I’ll make you a deal.” His smirk got bigger. “I’ll only tell Emmy, and she’ll probably tell Gus.”


“How the hell is that a deal?” I asked.


“Because I won’t tell him.”


“You are so annoying, you know that?” He just shrugged. At that point, I grabbed the woman’s bag off the floor, not knowing what I was going to do with it, but I didn’t want to leave it there.


So here it was on my kitchen table.


And I still didn’t know what the fuck to do with it.


I could ask Emmy. Or Teddy.


Actually scratch that, definitely not Teddy. I would never hear the end of it. Emmy would let it go after a while. Teddy would bring it up at my funeral. Teddy was my sister’s best friend and had been since Teddy’s dad moved her to Meadowlark when she was only a few months old. She was a notorious shit-giver, which I enjoyed when her sights were set on other people, but I didn’t need her coming after me.


A memory of the way the mystery woman had clutched at my shirt flashed through my mind. She was so . . . bold.


It was fucking hot.


And the way she moaned when I bit her lip? Goddamn. I might’ve gotten carried away, but everything in that moment just felt so good. The bass line coming from the jukebox, the dim hallway, my hand on her ass.


I felt my jeans tighten.


Get your head in the game, Ryder. You have a big day. You can’t be having spontaneous boners.


My dreams were becoming reality today. Just to be clear, my dreams were not the spontaneous boners.


It was technically Day One of Project Rebel Blue Guest Ranch. I’d been referring to it in my head as Project Baby Blue, but I wasn’t about to tell anyone that. Even though it was Day One of the designer, Ada, being on-site, we’d been working together through emails since October.


I looked at the clock on the oven—avoiding looking at the bag again. Half past six. I had a good three hours before Ada was supposed to arrive. I had a feeling it was going to be the longest three hours of my life.


I’d been waiting all winter, and now I was in the home stretch.


We had a bunch of cattle near the entrance of Rebel Blue, so this morning, some of the ranch hands and I would drive them to another spot. At least I wouldn’t be spending the next few hours sitting on my ass waiting.


The anticipation was killing me.


When my dad and Gus had finally agreed to the guest ranch, it’d felt like more than just them trusting me with a big responsibility.


It felt like they saw me.


Between Gus, the hard-ass but also dedicated, efficient, and hardworking oldest son, and Emmy, the fierce but also kind and caring champion barrel racer, it felt easy to get lost. I didn’t have an identifier like they did.


I was just Wes.


And that was fine. I didn’t mind, but I was still excited to have something that was mine.


I heard the floorboards behind me squeak.


“How are you feeling about today?” Amos Ryder’s gravelly voice came from behind me.


“Good,” I said. “It feels weird that it’s finally here.” My dad rounded the kitchen counter and stood across from me now.


He was wearing his classic Wranglers and cotton button-down. Before he started work, he always rolled the cuffs of his shirt up so you could see the faded swallow tattoos on his forearms.


“What time is the designer getting here?” he asked.


“Nine-thirty. Are you coming back here, or do you want to meet us at the site?” I asked.


“I’ll meet her here,” he said as he took a sip of his coffee—without letting it cool. I didn’t know how he drank it when it was still scalding. “This is your project, Weston. You don’t need me to be at the site. You can do this.”


If there was one thing that Amos Ryder always did, it was believe in his kids. And Brooks, too, I guess. And we didn’t even do anything to earn his unconditional support for us. He just did it. I mean, I guess that’s how some parents were. But still.


I was fucking terrified of letting him down.


I rubbed a hand down my face. “I know. It’s just—” I paused for a second, trying to think how to word my thoughts. I’d always been second in command—third, if we were getting technical. I lived in Gus’s shadow, knowing that he would end up running the ranch one day. I’d never done anything on my own. “It’s a big deal” is what I settled on.


My dad nodded. I think he understood the part I wasn’t saying. “What’s that?” he asked, gesturing toward the bag on the counter.


I didn’t really want to tell my dad how the bag came to be in my possession, so I just said, “A friend left it at the bar last night.”


Amos raised his eyebrows in question. “A friend?”


I swallowed. “Yeah. I brought it home because I didn’t want it to end up permanently smelling like cigarette smoke,” I said nonchalantly, I hoped.


My dad’s eyes narrowed, just a little, before he shook his head and took another sip of his coffee. “All three of you need to get better at lying.”









Chapter 4
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Ada


I’ve made a lot of stupid decisions in my life—really stupid decisions—so you’d think that I’d understand that stupid decisions have consequences.


For example: If you choose to marry an asshole, your marriage is going to suck. If you choose to eat nothing but old Doritos for dinner, you’re probably going to wake up hungry. And this is my new favorite: If you impulsively decide to kiss a stranger in a Wyoming dive bar, you will lose your iPad.


Which you need. For your job. That you start today.


Excellent.


Now I had to show up for the first day of my biggest job to date without my planner, renderings, color schemes, product spreadsheets, and basically everything else I needed. Because not only did I leave my tote at a bar after kissing a stranger, I left it at a bar that doesn’t even have a phone number. Which honestly feels kind of illegal.


But the whiff of cigarette smoke coming from my hair told me the Devil’s Boot didn’t care too much about the legality of having a phone number.


So not only would I look like an idiot on my first day, I would also have to return to the scene of the crime and risk running into the handsome cowboy stranger, which would lead me to another stupid decision.


Because goddamn.


I could not get that kiss out of my head. I dreamed about what would’ve happened if the bartender hadn’t caught us. Would he have kept going? In my dream, he slid his rough hands under my shirt and dragged them up and down my body. I undid his belt. He lifted me off the ground. I wrapped my legs around his middle. He pinned me against the wall and—


“Double shot vanilla latte for Ada!” The barista’s voice shook me from my inappropriate nine A.M. fantasy.


Right. Coffee. That’s what I was doing. Not getting pressed up against the wall by a hot cowboy in a dusky dive bar.


Which was a bummer, but probably for the best.


I went up to the counter, picked up my latte, and nodded a quick thank-you to the barista. She looked at me for just a little too long—like she couldn’t figure out why I was here. The eyes in the coffee shop also lingered on me a little too long. It was like I was wearing a giant neon sign that said NOT FROM HERE.


I never realized how grateful I was for drive-thru coffee places until this moment, but even so I had to admit this place was cute. Also, it was called the Bean? Needlessly adorable.


Once I got back outside, I snapped a quick picture of my coffee cup with the mountains as a backdrop to post on my socials with the caption “Day 1. New project coming soon.”


I started @homeiswherethehartis after failing out of my interior design program. Honestly, I wasn’t really built for school. Starting my own business helped me realize that that was okay—that just because I wasn’t good at school didn’t mean I couldn’t be a good designer and that I could learn my trade in a different type of classroom.


What started as volunteering to declutter and organize people’s closets had turned into something that I was proud of.


Too bad I was the only one in my life who was.


Still, the community I built on my profile was one of my favorite things. There were people out there who didn’t even know me who liked to follow along on my projects.


And I had a feeling this one was going to blow everything else I’d done out of the water.


My red 1993 Honda Civic was waiting for me in the parking lot. Honestly, I was surprised she’d made it to Wyoming in one piece. I should’ve had more faith in her. After my divorce, she was the only car I could afford. She had her flaws. The power steering fluid leaked, so I had to refill it once a week if I wanted to be able to steer. She also didn’t have air-conditioning. But she was the only thing that had never let me down. I sat in the driver’s seat and pulled up the map to Rebel Blue on my phone. Thank goodness I’d kept that in my pocket and not put it in my tote. I didn’t quite know how I was going to approach the day without my iPad, but at this point, I didn’t have a choice.


Play stupid games, win stupid prizes, Ada. And your stupid prize is looking like an idiot on the first day of your new job.


Google Maps said that Rebel Blue was about twenty minutes from the town center. It was nine o’clock, so I was running right on time.


You would never catch me going anywhere without at least a ten-minute buffer.


Honestly, I’d prefer fifteen, but the coffee was a necessary stop.


I took a quick second to look at myself in the rearview mirror. The first thing I noticed was that I looked tired. The dark circles under my eyes were not doing me any favors.


Rebel Blue Ranch, here I come.


I grew up in California, so I wasn’t a stranger to the mountains, but I’d never seen mountains like these before. My mountains were mostly dry, dull, and brown. Plus, I’d grown up in the suburbs of San Francisco—not in the heart of the Wild West. The winding roads that led me to Rebel Blue were carved into what felt like the entrance to another universe. It was the beginning of April, so there was still a good amount of snow packed onto the mountains, especially the higher up I looked. The stark white of the snow against the big blue sky was incredible.


I swore the Wyoming blue sky was way bigger than the California one.


My favorite spots were the places where the snow had melted enough that you could see the greens and browns underneath. It felt like a promise—that no winter could last forever.


Damn, it was crazy what these mountains were doing to me. One beautiful view, and I was contemplating my entire existence. Even though I felt small, the moment felt . . . big. Really big.


“In point five miles, turn left,” Siri’s voice blared through the speaker, and I trained my eye on the left side of the mountain road, looking for the entrance. I didn’t know if it would be clearly marked or if it would appear out of nowhere.


After a minute or two, I saw a massive wooden arch and gate. “Arch” wasn’t the right word—it was more like three sides of a square with a gate at the bottom. I slowed the car and pulled off the road, coming to a stop in front of it. Near the top of the square, big iron letters spelled out REBEL BLUE RANCH. Above that, burned into the wood, was an outline of what I thought was probably a bull skull. Or a steer? Is that what it was called?


The gate was open, and beyond it was a dirt road that seemed to go on forever. I looked down at my phone. The address that Weston had given me was apparently about a mile up the road.


I really hoped my car’s shocks would make it. I lifted my foot off the brake, took a deep breath, and crossed the threshold into Rebel Blue.


Here we go.









Chapter 5


[image: image]


Ada


For some reason, it didn’t occur to me that a cattle ranch would have so many cows. In theory, I knew there would obviously be cows. What I didn’t know is that a bunch of them would be blocking the road to Rebel Blue’s Big House, which is what Weston called it in the email.


I should’ve given myself a fifteen-minute buffer.


Don’t get me wrong, I love cows. I am a firm believer that if you pass them while you’re driving, you’re legally obligated to point at them and say “Cows!” But that’s the only way I’ve ever seen a cow—through the car window, in a field, far away.


Now the cows and I were up close and personal. They were swarming my car like bees at a hive. I didn’t know how it happened—or what to do now. My windows were rolled down, and I figured I would start with just asking them to move.


“Could you guys please move?” I said loudly. “I really need to get through.” I honked my horn once to emphasize my point.


Nothing.


If I slowly moved forward, would they get out of the way? Or would I accidentally become a cow murderer? Could I kill a cow going one mile per hour? Or would I just injure it? Would I have to pay the vet bill? I couldn’t afford the vet bill for a cow.


And what if I hit more than one?


Oh god.


I looked at my phone. It was 9:25. I thought that I could reverse and go around, but that idea went out the window when I looked through my rearview mirror and saw more cows.


All right, Ada, these cows are standing between you and your future. How are you going to get through?


I scrambled for my phone, which was plugged into my aux cord—well, one of those tape things that had an aux cord—quickly found my early 2000s playlist, and cranked up the volume.


Within a few seconds, “Move Bitch Get Out da Way” was pumping through my speakers. This was going to work. If they wouldn’t listen to me, they might listen to Ludacris.


I put both hands on the wheel, ready to speed through the opening that would inevitably appear once the cows realized what I needed.


I was ready.


But . . . nothing happened.


I was still stuck and now—I looked at my phone again—officially late.


I dropped my head onto the steering wheel and let out a huff. The last twelve hours had really not been great for me.


I kept my head down, contemplating my entire existence, until I heard a voice.


A man’s voice. And it wasn’t Ludacris.


I peeled my forehead off my steering wheel and saw two men coming my way on horseback.


There was also a white ball of fluff with them.


The cowboy who was on a gray-and-white dappled horse came closer to my driver’s-side window, and I quickly turned my music down. I really hoped he was here to get the cows out of my way.


When I looked up at him, I was met with the same green eyes that had captured me at the bar last night.


My eyes went wide. “Oh, fuck” slipped from my mouth before I knew what I was saying.


I was met with those license-to-kill dimples that were even more perfect in the light of day. In my head, he had been a cowboy because I was in Wyoming and he was wearing cowboy boots. It didn’t occur to me that he was actually a cowboy. But the man in front of me was a cowboy through and through—down to the brown hat and leather chaps.


And the horse.


Obviously.


“Fancy seein’ you here,” he drawled. My mouth went dry. What were the chances that the one time I make out with a stranger, he turns out to work on the ranch that’s also the site of my project? “We’ll get these guys out of your way.” He paused. The other cowboy was working on the cows, who had started to move away from my car. They were taking their sweet-ass time, but at least they were moving. The white ball of fluff, which I now recognized as Waylon—the dog that got me into trouble in the first place—was also contributing. “We don’t get a lot of visitors this way—are you looking for something?”


Silence was no longer an option. “I—I’m here to meet with Weston Ryder,” I stammered. “I start work here today.”


The cowboy’s smile widened. He was looking at me like he knew something I didn’t, and it made me uneasy.


“You’re Ada Hart?” he asked.


Apparently the whole ranch knew I was coming. “Yeah,” I said shakily.


“You’ve got about a quarter of a mile until you get to the Big House. I’ll meet you up there.” He tipped his cowboy hat at me, and a shiver went down my spine.


My attraction to him clearly wasn’t dulled by the daylight.


Before I could respond, he started shouting to the other cowboy and moving his horse around the car. I tried not to watch him—tried not to notice the way his gloved hands tugged on the reins or how his legs tightened around his horse’s middle.


After a few minutes, the cows had moved from the path and I was in the clear. The cowboy gave me a nod, and I took that as my cue to continue driving down the dirt road.


Leaving the cowboy in the dust . . . for now. I didn’t know why he had to meet me at the Big House. There was no way he was the owner—he couldn’t be more than thirty.


Did that matter?


I didn’t know anything about ranches. Why hadn’t I watched more Heartland?


In my head, I tried to work out a plan. I would get to the Big House, talk to Weston, and then at some point I would find the cowboy again and tell him it was a one-time thing.


All it was ever going to be was a one-time thing.


Last night, I wasn’t myself. I was tired, hungry, nervous, and faced with the world’s cutest pair of dimples. The entire thing was an out-of-body experience that would never happen again.


Ever.


I came here to get away from my problems—not give myself new ones.


If I wasn’t so keyed up over the cowboy, I probably would have been more awestruck by Rebel Blue Ranch. “Beautiful” didn’t adequately describe the landscape surrounding me.


Honestly, it was fucking majestic—like a painting come to life. I’d never seen anything like it.


But I had other things on my mind. Green-eyed things with dimples.


As I got closer to the Big House, the trees got denser, until I saw a large ranch-style log cabin in the distance—which I assumed was the Big House. There was a loop that created a sort of driveway, and I parked my car close to the front door. There weren’t any other cars in the loop, so I figured it was okay.


Now that I’d stopped the car, my heart picked up the pace. It was first-day jitters. It was I’m-not-good-enough jitters, and it was also dimpled-cowboy jitters.


When I ran out of the bar last night, I almost regretted it.


Now I needed to get as far away from that man as possible. I didn’t want him, his dimples, or his cute-ass dog anywhere near me.


Right then, as if summoned by my thoughts, the white ball of fluff appeared in my peripheral vision. I looked at him through my window. His tongue was hanging out and his tail was wagging so hard his entire body was wiggling with it.


Why did his dog have to be so cute? He shouldn’t get to have a cute dog and dimples.


I got out of my car, and Waylon was ready. He continued to wiggle his entire body, and I reached down to scratch behind his ears. I should’ve kept my eyes on the dog, but I looked up just in time to watch Dimples ride up to the house.


When he brought his horse to a halt, I looked back down at Waylon and thought how strange it was that I knew this dog’s name—I even knew the bartender’s name—but I had no idea what the cowboy’s name was.


Maybe I could get away with never knowing it. I’d be okay with that.


I heard the no-name cowboy’s boots hit the dirt, but I kept my eyes on the dog—I didn’t want to make any more eye contact with this man than was necessary.


Prolonged eye contact is what got me into this mess.


“We can head in,” he said, then gave a short click of his tongue. Waylon left midpet and went to his owner, who was waiting for me by the front door. He had wrapped his horse’s reins around a post a few car lengths away, which I was happy about.


I loved animals, but horses scared the shit out of me—they were so big.


As I approached the front door, Cowboy John Doe opened it and Waylon ran inside. Both Waylon and his owner were so at ease—they must be here a lot. I realized that he was holding the door open for me, so I scurried past him, being careful not to look him in the eye.


Once inside, I took a look around. For some reason, I thought it would feel more like a business, but I was immediately struck by how cozy it felt.


This was a home.


There was a place for coats and shoes near the front door. There were even special hooks for cowboy hats.


The entry was open, and I could see down a wide hallway to a living room and kitchen. The house smelled like pie crust, cedar, and leather conditioner—not a combination that I would ever put together, but in here it was perfect. If they ever wanted to sell this, they wouldn’t have to use the cookies-in-the-oven trick because this place smelled like home all on its own.


“My dad is waiting for us in the kitchen.” His voice came from behind me. I knew he was close. The same electricity that surrounded us in the bar was humming now. It almost distracted me from what he said.


His dad?


That explained why he was so comfortable. His dad was Weston, the owner of the ranch. I groaned inwardly. Hopefully his son didn’t have much—if anything—to do with the project.


The Cowboy Heir walked past me and down the hallway, and I followed—trying to pull myself together and slip on the mask of professionalism that was normally a permanent fixture on my face—especially in situations like this.


I didn’t like that this man had unnerved me—made me unsteady. I didn’t want anyone to have the power to do that anymore, let alone a stranger.


A very nice stranger who’d left me alone when I needed to work and kissed the hell out of me afterward, but a stranger nonetheless.


When I walked into the kitchen, there was an older man—probably in his midsixties—doing a newspaper crossword puzzle at the long oak table. He was wearing faded blue jeans and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up. I could see faded tattoos, but I couldn’t tell what they were.
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