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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 10

The Good Kind of Second Guesses

Wheeler

His lips are achingly soft and warm, a contrast to the masculine roughness of his beard. My blood ignites as those lips begin to move, a slow, careful caress that has me curling my toes.

How’d he know? My thoughts pound in time to my heartbeat. Was I that obvious?

How.

The fuck.

Did he know?

“Thank God,” he murmurs into my mouth, tongue toying with my bottom lip. “I been dyin’, sweetheart. Dyin’ to do this for way too long.”

Oh, wow, this guy is good.

So, so good at kissing me. My cunt pulses when he opens my mouth with his tongue, and I plaster my body against his, gliding my hand up his chest before tucking my fingers into the hollow underneath his ear.

He groans, the sound drawing my nipples to tight, almost painful points. I lick into his mouth and taste him. He’s hot and clean, like he just downed a bunch of water.

He slips a hand inside my shirt. “Tell me.”

“Tell you what?” I pant, arcing my thumb over the sharp line of his jaw.

“To stop.” His hand moves ever so slightly north.

“Abso-fucking-lutely not.” I reach for the hem of my shirt and tug it over my head. Then I reach for his hand and put it on my breast. “Don’t you dare stop.”

“Fuck.” It’s more a rumble than a word. His thumb moves over my nipple. At the same time, he massages my breast, another slow caress that has the ache between my legs soaring to new heights. I press against him, eager for the contact, his warmth.

Eager to finally have him.

I’m hit by the acute need to be totally, completely naked with this man. All this skin on skin feels so, so good, probably because it creates so much heat. My nipples brush his chest as I roll my hips, and that’s when I feel it.

Feel him.

His dick has gone full salute. He’s hard, and his leaking tip urgently presses into my leg.

He. Is. Huge.

“You got me”—he gently tugs my bottom lip between his teeth before ducking his head to kiss my neck—“wild, Blue. You’re so pretty and soft and fuckin’—you’re wet, aren’t you? That’s what does it for me. Knowin’ I turn you on.”

In reply, I make quick work of taking off my pants and underwear, kicking them to the bottom of the bed. “Why don’t you find out?”

“Aw, Blue.” His hand skates down my side. It curls around my hip before it wraps around my thigh. He lifts my leg and props my knee on his hip, spreading me wide.

He reaches between my legs. I sputter when his first two fingertips find my clit. The wind must have died down, because I can literally hear how wet I am.

“Goddamn it,” he whispers into my mouth.

I arch my back, pressing myself into his touch. “It’s been a long day.”

“No shit. You wanna come now?” His fingers work a lazy circle over the place I want him most. “Or you wanna come on my dick?”

The lewdness of his question has my blood rioting.

“That’s bold of you.”

He bites down on my neck, vampire style, and I literally shudder with pleasure. “Answer the question. Or, if you want, I’ll answer it for you.”

“Awful cocky, thinking you know what I want.”

“Oh yeah?” Those fingers glide through my slit and notch at my entrance. “Give me permission.”

“To do what?”

“Touch you how I wanna. If it’s too much, you tell me. Otherwise…” He presses his fingers the tiniest bit inside me. “Otherwise, you trust me to give you what you need.”

I reach between us to wrap my hand around his dick. His velvety warmth fills my palm, and I can feel just how firm he is. How big.

“What do you need?” I give him a slow, easy tug.

He sucks in a breath. “You. I need you, Wheeler.”

My stomach contracts. How is he able to be so vulnerable without wanting to shrivel up and die? The man is not afraid to put himself out there. Kinda makes me want to do the same. Just for tonight.

“I’m right here.” I kiss his mouth. “Okay.”

“Okay, as in—”

I glide my thumb up the furrow on the sensitive underside of his head. “I trust you.”

“You’ll tell me if anything hurts?” He starts sinking his fingers inside me.

“Maybe I like it when it hurts.”

He groans. “Fuck me.”

“Gladly,” I say with a laugh. The sound dies in my throat as his fingers sink deeper, and a burning stretch comes alive between my legs. My breath catches, my hand fisting his cock.

He audibly swallows. “Sweetheart, you’re soaked. And tight. Can you relax for me a little? I know you’re wound up right now, but try to breathe, okay? I’m not gonna be able to fit if you don’t relax.”

I almost come from just the image of Duke putting himself inside me. Because we don’t even need to play that game, the will we or won’t we actually fuck.

He’s made it clear we’re fucking, and I couldn’t be more thrilled about it. Which kind of shocks me, considering I was so hesitant to give in at all earlier tonight.

I breathe. At the same time, I smear his precum over his head. Apparently we’re going to need all the lube we can get.

“That’s it.” Duke keeps his voice low and even as he draws his fingers back out of me, then glides them back in. Over and over. “Jesus Christ, sweetheart. I’m fuckin’ dying here. You’re gonna feel—God—so good when I’m inside you. I might come just thinking about it. I love how soft you are. That’s my girl. Keep relaxing.”

I nod, my eyes fluttering shut when the heel of his hand presses against my clit. “Can you—can we—”

“Lemme grab a condom. I think I got some in my Dopp kit—”

“Do we need one?” My stomach swoops at my boldness.

I’m being silly, I know I am. But I’m scared that if Duke gets out of this bed, I won’t let him back in. All it takes is a split second for my self-doubt to return with a vengeance. I’m really enjoying losing myself in the moment. In him.

I also don’t want him to get cold. He was definitely shivering earlier, and it kills me to think of him being in any kind of pain. Also kills me to think about more of that frigid air invading our warm cocoon.

“I’m on the pill,” I continue to blurt, “and I can show you my latest results. I’m negative across the board, and I haven’t been with anyone—”

He lets out a pained chuckle.

“What?” I ask.

“The universe is fucking with us. Or it wants us to fuck, I guess, because I just got my results from my annual physical last week.”

“We’re good?”

Curling his fingers inside me, he presses into the front wall of my pussy. “We’re real good, Blue.”

Then he’s pulling out his fingers and rolling me onto my back. Rolling on top of me as he tosses the blankets over our heads. We’re enveloped in complete and utter darkness, and I’m suddenly all sensation.

I feel the give of the mattress and the heat that moves through my skin.

I taste Duke on my lips.

I hear the sigh of the sheets and the throb of my pulse, an insistent beat that sounds between my legs too.

Duke kisses me everywhere: my neck, my mouth, my breasts. He takes his time, holding himself up on his arms as he ducks his head to suck on my nipples. He presses the flat of his tongue against the tight buds, gently lapping me up.

Meanwhile, I’m writhing beneath him. My fingers are curled into his chest, my nails biting into his skin. I bend my knees, spreading my legs so he can settle his body between them.

My hips roll, seeking. His dick catches on the crease between my hip and groin.

“Please.” I’m apparently not above begging. “I need—”

“I know what you need, sweetheart.” He gives my nipple one last hard, quick suck before reaching for my knee and pressing it into my chest. “Let’s get you spread open for me, yeah? Keep breathing.”

I realize I’m a little nervous, which just turns me on more.

“Hands on my shoulders. That’s right. Good girl.” I feel him shift, his hand brushing my stomach. “You can scratch me, bite me, whatever. Do what you need to do. But I’m not stoppin’ unless you use your words.”

I give his shoulders a squeeze. “I told you I’m good—”

“I know what you told me.” He touches the head of his dick to my clit and circles it, making me yelp. Then he notches himself at my entrance. “Now I’m telling you that you’re gonna take every inch of me. Every fuckin’ inch, you hear?”

I am so frustrated—so hungry for him—that for a second, I almost start to cry.

“Give me everything,” I pant. “If you skimp out on me—”

My breath catches when he pushes inside me. Just the literal and proverbial tip. But the pressure is already enormous. “I ain’t skimpin’, sweetheart.”

He pushes a little farther. At the same time, he lowers his body onto mine, pinning me to the mattress.

It’s hard to breathe.

I love it.

He touches his forehead to mine and kisses me, his tongue finding mine. He pushes another inch inside me. Another.

All the while, he kisses me and kisses me and kisses me.

The feeling of fullness between my legs makes my eyes prick. It’s not comfortable, but it’s certainly not painful. Not in the physical sense anyway. Being filled by him, covered by him, feels weirdly…emotional, and I’m not sure why.

“Relax,” he murmurs, and next thing I know, he’s rolling his thumb over my clit. Over and over. Again and again.

I whimper when my pussy contracts around his girth. It hurts.

It’s wonderful.

“Your words. Use ’em if you need to.”

“I don’t need to.”

“Fuck. You feel”—inching deeper, he groans—“like fucking heaven. But I gotta find more space, so you need to breathe for me. In and out. Let me hear it.”

I try. I close my eyes and hold on to his enormous shoulders for dear life as my approaching orgasm flickers around the edges of my consciousness.

I feel like I’m being split in two as he pushes and pushes. My hips scream in protest when he settles more of his weight on me, splaying me even wider.

“Last bit.” He sounds like he’s gritting his teeth. His forehead is damp with sweat. “Yell if you need to.”

“I’m not that much of a flowe—oh!”

Yup, I yell. Loudly. The burning stretch I feel when he buries himself to the hilt hurts. I wonder how sore I’m going to be tomorrow.

I wonder if I’ve ever felt more aroused in my life.

“Words,” he bites out.

I shake my head, even as I sink my teeth into his neck.

He growls. “That hurts. Keep doing it.”

His thumb works my clit. When he pulls out a little, then thrusts back in, I feel myself fluttering around him. My back arches, the muscles in my legs drawing taut.

I come. Light explodes inside my skull and bones, a release I can only describe as cataclysmic. I’m clawing at Duke, yelling his name as I’m hit with a searing sensation, each throb a heightened echo of the one that came before it.

He softly presses the pad of his thumb to my clit as if to soothe the shock of it. He also begins to move inside me, small thrusts that get deeper and harder as he gains momentum.

“Unreal.” His voice is thin. “You. Bare. Coming. Keep coming, sweetheart.”

Like I have a choice. The orgasm seems to go on forever, stoked to renewed life with every thrust of his hips. He feathers his lips over mine, the caress heart-stoppingly gentle.

Really, how does he know what I need? Want?

How is the sex this good on our first go-around? I usually have to try really hard to come with a guy, especially if he wants to be the one who makes me do it. I can get myself off just fine, especially if toys are involved.

But this? Someone taking total control over my body and making me come harder than I ever have before?

Wild.

It makes me feel like Duke is really, really into me.

It makes me feel like I’m desirable and generous and fun.

What if my family’s not right about what I am?

What if I’m right?

But really, who do I think I am to trust myself over, well, everyone else? I’m not especially smart. I’m not special. I don’t deserve any better than what other people get.

Duke is just lost in the throes of lust right now. Once the attraction wears off a little, he’ll see me for who I really am.

The girl who’s not pretty or clever or normal enough to want.

The girl who’s easy to forget.





CHAPTER 11

Middle-of-the-Night Marathon

Duke

Fucking perfect.

This girl feels so fucking perfect I have to bite down on the inside of my cheek to keep myself from coming.

She’s hot and swollen and soft, and the feel of her coming on my dick sends my pulse, my thoughts, my will to live into a death spiral.

“Duke.” She’s whimpering, her hands moving to my face. “Wow. I’m…not okay.”

I kiss her neck, trailing my nose up the column of her throat before capturing her mouth with my own. “What can I do to fix that?”

“Nothing,” she breathes. “There’s nothing that needs fixing. That was…just. Wow.”

I let myself chuckle, even as my balls scream in agony. I’m prouder than I probably should be that I finally made this girl let loose. Let go.

She’s surrendering to me and to the moment for once. How can I convince her to keep doing that?

“Good,” I manage, rocking into her tight heat. Maybe now you’ll give me a shot. “You feel so good, sweetheart. We fit so good.”

I wonder if being under the covers, lost in complete darkness, is why I’m so attuned to her every breath, every noise, every movement. I’m aware of her, of us, in a way that’s an enormous turn-on.

She runs her thumb over my lips. “Don’t stop.”

“Couldn’t.” I kiss the pad of her thumb. “Couldn’t ever stop. But I’m close.”

Her hands move to my sides, that thumb catching on my nipple. I curse.

She does it again before moving to the other nipple. “What else can I do to make you feel as good as I do right now?”

My chest squeezes. I like how she gives as good as she gets in every sense of the expression. She’s generous, invested in this being good for both of us, and I…Christ, I’m flying so fucking high right now.

“I wanna come inside you so bad.” I impale her on a hard thrust, our bodies smacking when they meet. “But I also don’t wanna get us into trouble.”

“I told you, I’m on the pill.” She lifts her head to kiss my shoulder before moving to my neck. “We’re good.”

“Sweetheart, this is so much better than good.”

“Yeah?”

I manage to scoff. “Yeah.”

“Please.” Her voice takes on a desperate edge. And the way she clings to me, fingers curling into my sides—it’s like she’s worried I won’t stay.

Not a chance.

The heaviness in my core becomes unbearable. My hips jerk, and for several strokes, I rut like a goddamn animal, mindless with lust. Best sex I’ve had, no question.

It’s Wheeler.

How smart she is.

How creative and curious and open-minded.

It’s also being in a bed that’s not mine in a town I don’t know. I love the idea of tomorrow being wide open. No literal or proverbial shit to shovel. No busted tires on trailers or four a.m. wakeup calls.

Nice little break from a routine that’s really been wearing on me.

Wheeler moans, pressing her tits against my chest. She runs her fingernails up and down my sides, the pressure she applies just right. Goose bumps break out on my arms and legs.

I shove inside her one last time.

The pressure.

The heat.

I can’t believe I’m inside Wheeler Rankin right now.

I can’t believe she finally let me in.

White light explodes from my center outward. I come with a guttural moan, her name on my lips as the orgasm slams into me.

It knocks the wind out of my lungs. I can’t breathe. Can’t move. I just feel, my entire being a live wire of sensation.

“Duke.” Wheeler’s voice is a whisper, her lips catching on the underside of my chin. “Take your time. No rush. No rush. I love the feel of you like this.”

Raw. Bare. Exposed.

I should have some sense of self-preservation. Yeah, Wheeler is letting me have her tonight. But there’s something keeping her from jumping in with both feet. Who knows how she’ll feel in the morning?

But I know I’m already in too deep to fight. I don’t want any drama. Definitely don’t want to play games. Wheeler is one of a kind, and I’ve been around long enough to know she’s something special.

A small eternity later, the shock waves finally subside. My body feels hollowed out.

And Wheeler—she still feels warm and inviting. I kiss her, a slow, deep, lingering pull and press of tongue, lips, breath.

She’s breathing hard. I get it. I can’t catch my breath either. Our skin is sticky with sweat.

Can’t help it. I smile.

“What?” she whispers.

“Mission accomplished.”

Wheeler scoffs. “You got in my pants?”

“I got you warm.”

She goes still at that. Then, after a beat: “You did. Thank you.”

“You okay if I pull out? Might hurt a little, but I wanna get you cleaned up. This is gonna be messy.”

“That a problem?” Her finger trails down my chest.

“Jesus fuck.”

“What?”

“Just—” I straighten my elbows, using my core to lift myself off her. “You wouldn’t mind the mess, would you?”

“The mess I’m makin’ with you?” Her accent drips with honey. “No, Duke. I don’t mind that.”

I hang my head. Stay calm. Stay cool. You like her, but that don’t mean you do something stupid and fall too fast and too hard.

“Deep breath,” I manage. “Hold on to me if you need to.”

I hear her hair catch on the sheets when she nods, her breasts rising to meet my chest. Her hands are on my shoulders again. “I’m definitely going to be sore.”

“You gonna be walkin’ bowlegged like me tomorrow?”

She laughs. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“Another deep breath.”

She does as I tell her. I slowly—slowly—rock my hips backward, pulling out of her inch by inch.

Her breath catches. I lean down to kiss her mouth. Moving my lips to her cheek, I taste salt.

My turn to go still.

She’s crying.

The calculation happens within the space of half a heartbeat. She’s not crying because she’s sad or lonely or in too much pain.

She’s crying because she’s overwhelmed. I know this because I’m overwhelmed. In a really fucking awesome way.

My pulse goes apeshit. Does this mean—

I don’t know, could it mean this ain’t casual for her?

The fantasy unwinds in my mind. Us staying in this bed all weekend. Us driving home and me asking her on a date. Her saying yes. Me going on another trip with her. Another and another and another. Us dancing at the Rattler every Friday night. Us sleeping in at my place every Saturday morning.

Rein it in, asshole.

I’m getting way, way ahead of myself here. But the fantasy is warm and real, same as Wheeler is warm and real underneath me right now.

I want you, sweetheart. So fucking bad.

Kissing away her tears, I pull all the way out of her. I feel a rush of cum follow. Sheets are gonna be wet. Wonder where the linen closet is?

Wheeler whimpers, her grip on me tight. My heart turns over.

“You hurtin’?”

“Yeah. A little.”

I brush my nose against hers. “A little? Or a lot?”

“Just a little.”

“I’m gonna get you dressed in some of my clothes, okay? That way, you’re not freezing when you go to the bathroom.”

“You really don’t need to—”

“Yes, Blue, I really do need to.”

I can’t see a damn thing, but I picture Wheeler biting her bottom lip, a smile working its way across her face.

“Okay.”

“Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

____

My dick wakes me up.

Correction: My dick pressing into something soft and warm wakes me up.

I’m warm. So is the woman I’m currently spooning.

Holy fucking shit, it’s Wheeler.

Wheeler is in my bed. We fucked. It was awesome.

She’s still here.

I am rock-hard. Hungry in every sense of the word.

That’s when I realize she’s pressing her ass into my pelvis. Opening my eyes, I see that it’s still pitch-black. Late, then. Or early.

The world outside the windows is quiet. The blizzard is dying down.

“You okay?” My voice is hoarse with sleep, gravelly with need.

Her hand lands on my side. “I’m sorry to wake you up, but I—I’m sorry, Duke, but I need…well…you.”

She gropes for my hand, which she takes and guides over the swell of her hips.

I hiss when she presses our fingertips into her sweet little cunt.

She’s slippery with arousal.

“You need me to take care of you?” I circle my fingers over her clit, making her moan.

“Yes, please.”

“So polite. How do you want me?”

“I like it best when you—you know, take charge.”

Chuckling, I scrape my stubble over her nape as I lift her leg and pull it back and up so that it rests on my top leg. I find her center again and run my fingers up and down the delicious softness of her slit.

I’m gentle when I press my first finger to her entrance. “This hurt?”

“No.”

“Good.” I use that finger and my thumb to hold her open. It’s a little awkward, but I manage to roll over ever so slightly to free my other hand. Then I grab my dick and guide it to her pussy. “Don’t forget—”

“I’ll use my words. I know.”

“Nice and easy.” I push my crown inside her, my eyes rolling to the back of my head at the sweetness of her viselike grip on me. “Fuck naw. This ain’t nice. This is fuckin’ heaven. You—this greedy little cunt of yours—I can’t stand how fuckin’ good you feel.”

“Duke,” she warbles, her hand on my hip again as I push in farther. “I’m—it’s a lot—but—so good.”

I move my fingers to her clit, gathering moisture on my fingertips. “I





















Bonus Epilogue

Sun & Sand

Wheeler

Five Years Later

“Mommy! Mommy mommy mommy!”

Tucking my feet into my flip-flops, I grin at my daughter’s high-pitched call. “Yes, lovie?”

“Come see!” That’s Robbie. I can hear the smile in his voice. “We look cuuuuute.”

“As a button!” Maggie cries.

“Two cute little buttons,” Robbie singsongs. “Ready for the beach!”

Maggie giggles. “I love the beach. There’s dolphins there.”

“And sharks!” Robbie is obsessed with great whites thanks to Finding Nemo, his current favorite movie.

“Maybe I like the pool better.” Maggie sounds slightly less enthused than her twin brother about the prospect of encountering wildlife at the beach. “We can play in the pool too, Robbie, right?”

“Of course we can! We’re on vacation!”

I turn my head and meet eyes with Duke, who’s brushing his teeth in the sleek hotel bathroom. He grins, his eyes crinkling at the edges.

“We’ve created two little monsters,” he half-whispers around a mouthful of toothpaste.

My grin broadens into a smile. “That’s kind of inevitable when you get a passport at three weeks old.”

“Don’t regret it for a minute.” He turns on the sink and ducks down to cup his hand underneath the faucet. My pulse skips a beat at the way his shirt draws taut against his shoulder blades. The back of his hair sticks up every which way. We may have snuck in a little quickie this morning before the kids were up, and it ended up being a bit more, er, enthusiastic than I think either of us anticipated.

Not to brag, but we’ve kind of mastered the art of hotel sex. We’ve had lots of practice since the kids were born five years ago. We traveled a ton when the twins were really little—Duke wasn’t joking about the kids getting passports as soon as they were earthside—right up until they hit the terrible twos, when we hit pause for a minute. But for the first year or so of their lives, we put them in their carriers and made a point to take them on the road with us as much as possible. We hit up Montreal in the summer, Florida in the winter, with stops in Mexico and Grand Teton National Park in between, where Duke and I got married when the twins were just shy of six months old.

Once they turned three and got a little better about sitting still in a car or on a plane, we really went for it. Over the past two years, we’ve been across the world: Paris, Prague, Japan.

Has it been easy? Not by a long shot. But it’s always (well, usually!) worth it. The kids know the gig by now, and they love experiencing new places with us.

Gathering my hair in a clip, I reply to my husband, “I have no regrets either.”

Then I hustle through the doorway into the adjoining hotel room, gasping in the most exaggerated way possible when I “stumble” upon my children. They’re busy admiring themselves in the full-length mirror inside the closet.

“Y’all really are the cutest.” I mean that. My heart swells taking in their matching little swimsuits and sun hats. They even went so far as to smear sunscreen on each other’s faces, zinc whitening their noses and cheeks.

We’ve only been in California for two days now, but already freckles are popping out on Robbie’s cheeks, and Maggie’s strawberry-blond hair looks lighter.

She jumps up and down, making the back of her bathing suit ride up. “Can we go to the pool now, Mom? Please? I pooped and everything.”

“She did.” Robbie nods solemnly. “Right after I did. That’s the rule, right? You have to poop and put on your swimsuit before you go in the pool.”

Laughing, I bend down to help Maggie with her wedgie, but she wiggles out of my touch. “Don’t fix it, Mommy. I like it like that.”

“With your cheekies hanging out?” Duke groans from somewhere behind me, his footfalls quiet on the carpet. “Lord save us.”

Maggie shimmies her bottom, making the ruffles there dance. “I like my cheekies.”

“They are the most delicious cheekies ever,” I reply, giving her bathing suit a quick tug. “You’d better put them away before I eat them for lunch!”

She lets out a peal of laughter. “Don’t eat my cheekies, Mommy, please!”

“I’ll do my best to refrain.”

Duke puts his hand on the small of my back after I straighten. “Beach bag is packed. Goggles—”

“You packed my Bluey ones, right, Dad?” Robbie asks.

Duke’s face splits into a smile. “Yes, Robbie, I packed your Bluey ones, and the Paw Patrol ones, and the ones with the sprinkles on them, and—”

“The Ariel ones?” Maggie pipes up.

“Those, I think I forgot.”

“No, Daddy, no!”

Chuckling, he bends down to swoop her up into his arms. “Of course I remembered your Ariel goggles. They were the first thing I packed.”

“You’re good,” I say.

He turns that smile on me. “I know.”

The kids lead the way down the hotel’s long hallway to the pool deck. We’re in San Diego for the first leg of a two-week trip to California that’s part business, part pleasure. Bellamy Brooks has grown by leaps and bounds, and we’re stopping at stores and suppliers up and down the West Coast for meetings and trunk shows galore. We’re also making stops at places we know the kids will love: San Diego for the sun and sand, Santa Barbara for the zoo, Big Sur for the whimsical vibes.

Is it going to be manic? Yes. Will it also be a ton of fun? Absolutely.

Case in point: the kids literally scream with delight when we head outside to the hotel’s enormous pool, which glitters beneath a wide-open sky. The sun is warm on my chest and shoulders, while the breeze is just cool enough to keep the temperature pleasant. There’s not a whiff of humidity.

“Can we set up a third Bellamy Brooks headquarters here?” Duke grunts as he sets down the beach bag that weighs about as much as our two children combined. “What was the temperature back in Hartsville yesterday? A hundred and eight, I think Cash said?”

“A hundred and nine, actually. Mollie told me her shoes were literally melting onto the pavement downtown.”

Duke turns his head to flash me a wide, white smile. “Not sad we’re missing that.”

“Not a bit.” My heart squeezes at his handsomeness. His joy. “I do miss our people, though.”

“They’ll be there when we get back.”

My entire being lights up when Duke straightens and pulls off his shirt. My husband still cowboys part time on the ranch back home, so he’s as thick and strong as ever. The server passing by does a double take, both of us devouring Duke’s sculpted arms, wide chest, and narrow waist.

“He-hi. Hello.” The server’s voice cracks. “Would you be interested in any food or beverages?”

“Piña coladas!” Robbie shouts as he helps Maggie press her goggles to her face. “Please, can we have one? Please, Dad?”

Maggie throws up her arms. “With extra cherries?”

Laughing, Duke nods. “Sure. Two virgin piña coladas with extra cherries, and two regular piña coladas with extra rum.” He looks at me and shrugs. “It’s five o’clock back home.”

I give him a playful shrug. “It’s actually ten a.m. in Texas.”

“Exactly.” He grabs my wrist and pulls me in for a peck on the lips. “In ranch time, that’s basically five o’clock.”

“If you say so.”

We head into the pool with the kids. Thankfully, it’s heated—we’ve learned the hard way to always make sure the hotel we’re staying at heats their pool. At first, I was a little annoyed that our kids were such water bugs, because it meant I always had to get into the pool too.

Now, I don’t mind it one bit. Somewhere along the way—probably in high school—I stopped going in the water, whether it was the ocean, a lake, or a pool. I was just too lazy, or maybe too self-conscious, to jump in, so I’d just sit beside said body of water and scroll on my phone. But having kids forced me to get back in the water, literally and figuratively, and it made me remember just how fun it is.

Setting our piña coladas on the lip of the pool, Duke, Robbie, Maggie, and I start with a game of Marco Polo. The kids howl with laughter when Duke runs into the steps with his eyes closed, pretending to stub his toe.

“Can we do a cannonball competition?” Maggie asks.

I smile. “Only if I win.”

“Bet you I’ll win,” she replies, then takes off toward the ladder.

Maggie does her cannonball first, followed by Robbie and Duke. When it’s my turn, I take a running leap into the pool—much to the chagrin of the lifeguard—laughter bubbling up my sides as I pull my knees into my chest and land in the water with a satisfying splash.

“Mommy!” Robbie screams when I come up for air. “You win! That splash was epic.”

I laugh harder. “Since when do you know what epic means?”

“Since he realized how epically hot his mom is.” Duke loops an arm around my waist.

I lean in to give his neck a quick bite. “That’s not weird at all.”

“It’s just facts, Blue.”

My heart flutters. The nickname still hasn’t gotten old after all these years.

“You’re pretty hot too.” This time, I’m the one kissing him.

“Ew, can you guys stop kissing so we can go to the beach now?” Maggie asks.

Robbie has a disgusted look on his sweet little face. “You guys kiss a lot.”

Duke slips his tongue inside my mouth. “Yup. And that ain’t changing, so you’d best get used to it.”

We grab some towels and head out to the wide, flat beach, careful to avoid a volleyball game in progress on one of the courts in the sand. I gather seashells with Robbie. Duke and Maggie race to the water. Watching them laugh together has me feeling short of breath.

Could this day be any more perfect?

Could this life be any more perfect for us?

We dip our toes in the ocean—“too cold!” according to Robbie—then take a walk to look for dolphins and/or sharks. We work up an appetite playing volleyball when we’re invited onto a court, and then we demolish lunch by the pool.

I don’t know if it’s because of the sun, the time change, or all the activity happening, but the kids end up conking out in the room later that afternoon. While they nap, Duke and I run through a checklist for an upcoming trunk show, and then we shower—together, because why the hell not?—before waking up the kids and heading into town.

They’re eager little explorers, ducking into shops and nibbling on appetizers we order as we progress from one cute restaurant to the next. They get into a spat over a stuffed whale at a store, and we have to separate them, but the whale is quickly forgotten when we encounter a frozen custard shop.

Scooping my peanut-butter-and-chocolate custard into my mouth, I nudge Duke with my shoulder. “Did you ever think you’d be having a blast doing such wholesome things?”

He smirks. “Not everything we’ve done today has been wholesome.”

“So, it’s been the perfect day, then.”

He takes a big bite of his cheesecake custard. Ever since he had that Blizzard at my place ages ago, it’s become his favorite flavor.

“Every day with you is the perfect day.” He squints, watching the kids devour their treats on a nearby bench. “But yeah, today’s been pretty epic, as Robbie would say.”

“He is so dang cute.”

“Just like me. You happy, Mama?”

“The happiest. And no, I still refuse to call you Daddy.”

He chuckles. “We’ll see what you’re saying later tonight when I got you—”

“Are you talking about kissing Mommy again?” Robbie pulls a face. “Gross.”

I grin at my husband. “Not gross at all.”

My body warms when he ducks his head and kisses me for the five thousandth time today.

“We’re doing it, Blue. This is a dream, yeah? The dream.”

I nod. “Dreams do come true.”

“Cheeseball.”

“Yep. And I’m not sorry about it.”

His grin makes my stomach dip. “Good. I’m not either.”
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