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To anyone who feels broken, this song is for you.
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CHAPTER ONE



[image: ]


Cheyenne Ford wrote songs for as long as she could remember. Before she knew how to write words, her songs were images that she scribbled in her tattered notebook. Once the alphabet had been introduced, her images became poems on paper, and melodies were played on her guitar. The guitar that she had saved up her allowance to buy. Nothing was given to her. Everything was earned, one way or another.

“Gotta Have My Man” was from her most recent album: Truth, Shaken, Not Stirred. Many questioned the title and whom the number one single was about it. Cheyenne Ford couldn’t be bothered with these minor thoughts, and tonight was no different.
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Gotta Have My Man

This song is for you, J
Button up
Tie me down
Screw it back on tight
Lid is sealed
I'm not healed but I'm moving on
It's a promise
For a purpose
I'm doing right
Taking a step
Give me one more chance
I just want to dance
I wanna dance with you
Gotta have my partner
Gotta have my man
Don't leave me standing all alone
Gotta have my partner
Gotta have my man
Don't leave me standing all alone
You were the last one to see my frown
You held me up
Saved by grace
You made this world a better place
I can't imagine you not around
Baby, I need you to stay in town
Give me one more chance
I just want to dance
Gotta have my partner
Gotta have my man
Don't leave me standing all alone

It was too soon to be back—back to the blue laws and the new gilded age with legislation and regulations that most thought were left half a century ago. Texas. Too many memories existed in this vast state. Definitely too many to deal with through the lens of sober eyes. 

Cheyenne Ford was not one to miss a last call. Tonight would be no different. Time is a precarious thing. The pendulum can swing back and forth, but the sands drizzle through the neck the same for everyone.

“Dammit.” Cheyenne’s eyes shot glares at the clock. The nine was too early and the one meant she was too late. They missed the alcohol sales cutoff by one minute. Cheyenne should have skipped that last bathroom break. Surely, she could have held it for one more hour. Or at least fifteen minutes. That time was needed, but it was gone.

She glanced at Jamison. Not a crease on his forehead. His massive hands seemed relaxed as he gripped the steering wheel, not an ounce of stress. He was always so calm, even in moments of danger, which there had been several over the years. Jamison was like an old-fashioned glass of whiskey. His delivery was smooth and his charm was natural. That’s why she loved him. Cheyenne was safe with him, always.

Jamison caught her eye like a lighthouse’s beam. “Cheyenne, you can make it one night.”

“I know I can, but I don’t want to. You know it’s difficult for me to be back here.” Her lips formed into a perfect pout—one that was not practiced but rather wove into perfection around him.

Jamison’s sea-green eyes left hers and returned to the road. “All right, princess, where to?”

Cheyenne tossed her head back as if her long ruby locks were able to shake off the tension of being back in this town. “The freaking Broken Spoke—take a right.”

Jamison veered the Escalade into the gravel-filled path under the only light in the makeshift parking lot. He always parked under a light. Everything Jamison did was with intent and purpose. Cheyenne hopped out of the vehicle. Theirs was the only one without a gun rack or a GOP bumper sticker. Yes, indeed, she was back in Texas. Cheyenne swallowed a huge gulp as fear filled her body. Even with Jamison at her side, this place was filled with trauma and remorse.

It was sixty degrees when they left Nashville this morning, but Cut and Shoot, Texas, was still hot at the end of October. The weather was like an addition to the heat that seared over Cheyenne’s skin. A cool drink would help temper her thoughts and lose the heavy layers of armor. Cheyenne was sure of it. Peace had to be found, if only a shot’s worth. 

It had been eleven years since she left, and Cheyenne had never intended to return—even her parents had moved away—but this was something she had to do. It was the last sliver of a possibility. One of her favorite quotes was, “You have to make it matter to make it happen.” And matter this did—more than all her awards, top 100 albums, and even herself. In moments of silence, when all she had were her thoughts, Cheyenne knew what mattered the most. Even if it meant going down a memory lane of pain. 

Cheyenne skipped over to the other side of the car and swatted Jamison’s muscular behind. He was like an industrialized walking machine. He put the Vin Diesels of the world to shame. And this was before he spoke a word. Once his heavy voice dropped a hello, it was over. He could get anyone to do anything for him, but part of his charm was that he didn’t take advantage of it.

Jamison grabbed her hand. “Cheyenne, if you swat me, I’ll swat you back.” He lifted her over his head and carried her upside down over his shoulder into the bar, giving her a few swats on the way inside. 

“Let me down,” she fake pleaded through laughter. Jamison finally released her when they approached the bar and sat her ass onto a stool. It wasn’t exactly red-carpet service, but it was an entrance. One that did not go unnoticed. Eyes were all on Cheyenne and the guy who delivered her back to the place patrons still considered her original home. Whispers began to make way through the darkened bar, accompanied by nods and smiles and even a few sneers—she wasn’t liked by everyone.

Cheyenne took in the place. She had only been here a few times with a fake ID and a handful of giddiness. Everything had been so different then. Everything. But this place hadn’t changed. It still looked the same: animal heads on the wall, sawdust on the floor, wagon wheels that held up plywood-varnished tables. Yes, this was the Broken Spoke. A place of broken hearts. 

The bartender had his back turned as Jamison slid onto his stool. Cheyenne eyed the bartender. His shoulders were squared and the back of his bicep had a tattoo. A skull and maybe a frog? He turned around and took a step back as his eyes widened, almost as if he needed to regain his composure. “Hey there, Cheyenne, it’s good to see you back.” 

Cheyenne swallowed. Was this Nick Jenkins? He seemed to have aged more than what Cheyenne had expected. If this was him. Possibly from the life behind the bar, or had he gone off to some military assignment? The military always seemed to come to the towns to recruit the next round of young adults with little to no options for a career. Enlistment through extinction of choices and lack of opportunity. It is a rarity to find a recruiting office in the more illustrious parts of town. But Cut and Shoot was far from illustrious or industrious. Mostly cattle and farmland folk. Cheyenne couldn’t remember which part of town Nick clung to, but time had changed him. Whether it was the military or the darkened bar, either way, his blue eyes were not as bright as they once were.

“Hey, how are you?” This was a classic Cheyenne move: always pivot to the other person. Most people prefer to discuss themselves. Cheyenne was fine for someone else to have the mic. Despite being the star, Cheyenne always made everyone else in the room feel like they were the ones on stage. The one in the bright glow of the starlight. It was her best move for moments like this, and especially in a situation like tonight. It ended the Q and A for her and brought the focus onto the other person. Most of all, it would solve any queries about whether she recognized him.

Despite the detailed lyrics in her songs, she had tried to shut out the majority of her memories from Cut and Shoot. A quick scan of her limited social media gave her prompts of who married whom or what someone’s nickname was. Nothing more than surface-level updates. She wished everything else about Cut and Shoot could be a white blank page. Even the quick peek at former classmates’ posts gave a chill to other memories. The inner workings of her brain would freeze like an icicle in the sharpest formation. The tip was pointed, and it cut deep. Regardless of the avalanche that shifted inside, it was too hard to revisit. She did not want to participate in this reunion of faces from her past. Especially in this town. It wasn’t as if she didn’t care. If there was one solid thing about Cheyenne, it was that she cared about other people. Celebrityhood had never dug in too deep for her. Even designer jeans and fancy leather boots couldn’t shake the sincerity in her heart. 

Her painful melodies and heartfelt songs made her a fan favorite. The vulnerability with each lyric that bled into each tune. True happiness came from her guitar; the money was just the chocolate drizzle over the top. Being a celebrity meant being “on” no matter where you go. Impromptu meet and greets were part of the deal. Get recognized, get in character, and bring on that sweet Texas charm. Tonight might just be one of those types of situations. Cheyenne knew how to work the stage or room. On stage she could turn the mic over to the backup singers, and the crowd would go wild for the improv. A different verse never sung before, just for them. Fans loved it.

Cheyenne was sure this was Nick. Her smile was genuine and kind as she leaned in to hear him over the music. “You’re doing well, then?”

“Good, real good. Gosh, you look amazing. Better than on the big screen. I’ve watched all your live performances.” Nick laughed. “How is that even possible? High school didn’t seem that long ago, and then you took off so fast—”

“Hey, what do you have on tap?” Jamison interrupted him. He wouldn’t let anyone entertain that discussion. Cheyenne couldn’t have found a better person to shut it down. That discussion was not allowed, ever. Jamison knew this, and no one argued with Jamison. 

“Oh, uh, we’ve got Saint Arnolds, Bud, No Label, and Miller.” Nick motioned toward the draft lineup behind him.

Jamison’s eyes were tight, his body was tense, yet he oozed a sense of coolness. “I’ll take a Saint Arnolds and—” 

“I’ll take a Jamison neat, please.” Cheyenne couldn’t help herself. 

Jamison’s dark eyes were on Cheyenne’s. The sides of her mouth curled up. She loved to toy with him. She didn’t even care for the drink but took too much pleasure in Jamison’s reaction. He waited for Nick to make the drinks before he pinched her side.

“Why do you do that? You know that drink always does you in.” Jamison ran his fingers over his forehead and through his short hair. It was as if he saw a map of the night in his mind and had to figure out which route to take. Jamison always had a plan. 

Cheyenne’s cheeks pulled at the sides as she squirmed out of his reach. “I don’t think it’s the drink that does me in.” She laughed. Nick placed the glasses in front of them. Cheyenne raised hers and tipped it against Jamison’s.

“To us.” Her green eyes were like gems in a bucket of hope with only the sun to light the way.

“Cheers.” Jamison took a sip of his beer. 

Cheyenne waited to make sure his eyes were back on her before she slammed back the amber liquid. It was heavy with a trail of fire along her throat. She didn’t care. The effect was for Jamison, not her. Whisky was not her drink of choice, but antics, especially in public with Jamison, were better than any type of buzz she could get from the bar.

Jamison cleared his throat, which she ignored as she took off her sweater. She had on her coral-colored tank top underneath. Her stylist, Katie, had said it was the perfect color to accentuate her red hair. Cheyenne had shrugged and handed over her card. She liked Katie to make all clothing decisions. If Cheyenne had her choice, she would live in Jamison’s shirts all day long. They smelled like him, and they made her feel safe. “What could be better than that?” she had asked Katie, who advised a lot. Advertisement deals, fans, and financial security, the list goes on and on. 

“Hey, Nick, can I get another round please.” Cheyenne rolled her eyes at the conversation she had earlier with Katie. Those things didn’t matter. Not when you had real things to deal with. Money comes and goes, but other things don’t. And some things never change. Some things that Cheyenne couldn’t get out of her mind.

Jamison let out a heavy sigh. “All right.” His eyes scanned the place, as if he was secret security for the president. He scoped out every inch, inspected every face, and all the exits. He waited for Nick to return with Cheyenne’s drink before he got up. Jamison was very protocol, by the books. Security was always his number one focus for Cheyenne. His body moved through the room. It was not huge, but large enough for fifty people to move along the dance floor as they two-stepped to the slow vibrato of Willie Nelson.

“Hey there, Cheyenne!” A petite blond with bouncy curls squeezed her small arms around Cheyenne’s shoulders.

“Oh, hey! How are you?” Cheyenne patted her back and leaned toward the bar. The woman was about her age, but lord knows Cheyenne could not place her face. Maybe it was her hair? It might have been a different color in high school. That must be it. Cheyenne shifted her focus and followed Jamison’s frame as he worked his way through the crowd on the dance floor in pursuit of the jukebox. She shook her head. Of course he was going to do it. Anything to get her to slow down on the drinks. She rolled her eyes and slammed back her second drink. Jamison was like a fire that singed her throat. It was what she needed for what was about to occur. She took in a deep breath. 

The blonde’s mouth was in full force as she rehearsed all of the different albums she loved. Cheyenne nodded as the blonde spoke. Hopefully, there would not be a pop quiz of the order of the blonde’s favorites, as Cheyenne was sure she would fail.

When the first twang of the sounds of her guitar filled the room, Jamison was at her side. “This one’s for you, Cheyenne,” he whispered in her ear and pulled her off the stool. She wouldn’t put up a fight. Jamison was a great dancer. Even though she was not a fan of her own music, especially to dance to it. Her music was for others. She was not meant to be the person wrapped in someone’s arms as they danced across a sawdust-filled floor. 

Cheyenne’s recorded voice filled the small bar. The sounds of velvet flickered through the speakers as the soft lights lit the room like a chorus of candles. Her lyrics played through the speakers “Button up. Tie Me Down. Screw it back on tight. Lid is sealed.”

Jamison smiled at her. His firm grip on her small hand twirled her body in circles onto the floor. He always circled her at least twice before he pulled her back in close. His warm cologne was like home: chopped wood, bourbon, some light aftershave, bottled up into a clean scent that Cheyenne inhaled. Their boots scrapped over the scratched-up wooden floor as the alcohol eased through her veins like a zip wire of warmth. She was going to be okay. 

Jamison leaned down and breathed into her ear. “Give me one more chance. I just want to dance.”

“Mind if I cut in?” A deep voice from a long, long time ago crept into Cheyenne’s other ear. 

Her eyes spread wide open, as if she was being woken from a bad dream. She was in the Broken Spoke, in a place she never wanted to return, but Jamison’s arms around her were too real. This was not a dream. The face from her past was not a faded memory that she had tried to forget.

Jamison pulled Cheyenne in tighter. With his arms around her, she was no longer frozen. She stood up straight. Her breath had been sucked from her lungs. Her chest was constricted. Breathe. She was okay. Jamison was there and so was Colt Clayburn. 

Colt Clayburn. She hadn’t seen this man in eleven years. Eleven long years. Age hadn’t touched him. His skin was still full of his youthful Texas glow. His eyes were a warm honey brown that drizzled into her heart and further down to the hottest place between her thighs. 

“Colt.”

“Still my name. Are you still going by Cheyenne? Or did that change too?” 

A tight grin fell onto his face. She wanted to kick him, but that would send off alarm bells for Jamison. Instead, she let out a stifled laugh. “No, name’s the same.” Her eyes met the floor. Scattered saw dust like her tattered heart, broken all over with no possible hope to reconnect. This puzzle was not meant to be finished. She knew it. Colt had to have known it too. 

“Well then, Cheyenne, may I have this dance?” Colt offered his hand like a proper gentleman. Jamison’s eyes glared at Colt’s weathered hand as his chest flexed into a proper fighter stance from underneath a gentleman’s suit. Jamison remained cool. Ice cold. 

Cheyenne seemed oblivious to the chill in the room. She nodded and squeezed Jamison’s hand to let him know it was okay. He gave Colt a Nordic stare before he released Cheyenne’s hand, then clenched fist and returned his eyes to Colt with a glare that could only be read as “be warned.”

Colt never even looked at Jamison. His focus was entirely on Cheyenne. His hands reached around her back and melded their bodies together, as if they weren’t on a dance floor in front of a group of people. Like they were alone as they had been so many years before. They said nothing as he moved her around the floor. The heat of his body was doing Cheyenne in. Her throat was dry, and she could hardly breathe. She would need a glass of water after the song was over. Even though so many years had passed, the way he held her body against his was like they had never parted. A million memories of what they had shared filled Cheyenne’s mind. Each trinket, each love-swept word, broken promises, and future plans were in a fight to be the prominent place of her hardest heartbreak. A wound once mistaken as being healed had opened. 

As they moved, his eyes bore into hers like he was angry or hurt. She couldn’t tell. Her own emotions had clouded her sight. It had been so long, and here they were together again. So much was the same and yet so much had changed. His body was larger now. No longer a teenage boy. Now he had the solid muscles of a man. His square shoulders were followed by large biceps that Cheyenne would not be able to wrap her hands around if she had wanted to. And she did. There was an urge to wrap more than her hands around his bicep. Even his scent was different, it was woodsy and of leather. 

Cheyenne suddenly felt dizzy, and not because of the way he spun her around the room. It was the way he had twisted her heart in only a matter of seconds. She had to get a breath of air.

“I have to go ... to the ladies.” She pulled away from him, but he held her back, only long enough for her to notice it. Then he let her go.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Colt couldn’t believe it. Cheyenne Ford was walking away from him again, her hips rocking as she made her way to the restroom. How familiar did that feel? It was kind of her thing. No goodbye this time either. 

He’d spotted her as he drove past the Broken Spoke, slung over some Neanderthal’s shoulder. Even in the dim light, her long red hair stood out like a beacon. For the last decade, every time he saw a woman with red hair, he thought about Cheyenne. Luckily he stopped hoping it was her after the first year. He knew she was never coming back, not to Texas, and not to him.

But tonight, when he saw her, he knew it was her. Nobody had that exact shade. No hair dye could match it, and many women had tried after Cheyenne’s first album, Broken, went triple platinum. Everybody wanted to be Cheyenne Ford. And he couldn’t blame any of them. Damn, she looked good; still the same Cheyenne, gorgeous and sexy as always, actually more so now. Her hips and breasts were fuller now, more womanly. She had curves now she hadn’t had before. Maybe they could try again in another decade. 

Colt ran the back of his hand over the coarse stubble of his chin. It was late. He should get home. He was tired. He had to be up at four tomorrow like every morning. The cattle were not going to brand themselves. No good could come out of staying out. He needed to get back to Night Latch and go to bed. He had moved on. Cheyenne had moved on. She was with the massive blond guy. Colt never knew she was into blonds, but whatever. Turns out, he didn’t know a lot about her. 

Time to go home, old boy. If this was all it was to be, Colt would have to let it be with the dance and take things for what they were. He saw her, he held her, they danced, they sparked: carpe diem or something. Did she feel it? Because he sure as hell did. His body reacted to her the same way it always did. Shit. He had almost convinced himself he wasn’t into her. 

Colt looked over and gave her boyfriend a hard stare. Colt wanted to punch him square in the jaw. The guy was big, almost as big as Colt. They would be evenly matched. It didn’t matter that it had been eleven years since Colt last saw her, his heart stilled and screamed “mine.” Nope, it wasn’t his heart doing the screaming, it was something lower and a lot more stupid. It would be nice to get a good fight in once in his life, really lay into someone without holding back, leveling the playing field. He would not have to hold back with this guy. The Neanderthal could take every blow and land a few of his own. 

Damn it. Colt was imagining a beat-down with a guy he didn’t know. Colt had no beef with this guy; clearly, he made Cheyenne happy. She smiled when she was with him and laughed. And she touched him, her hands all over him while they danced. The song playing on the jukebox was written for that guy. Colt could tell by the way Cheyenne sang the words against his cheek and the way the guy smiled and pointed to himself during the chorus. 

I can’t imagine you not around

Baby, I need you to stay in town

Give me one more chance

I just want to dance

Gotta have my partner 

Gotta have my man

Don’t leave me standing all alone

Colt’s nostrils flared. This was her man. Occasionally, when he wanted to torture himself, Colt let himself wonder who she was with. Well, here he was. Now he knew, no need to speculate anymore. 

Time to take it home. Colt made it as far as the door before he spun on his heel and turned back. Anger clawed at him and pushed him back into the bar. He’d had a lot of time to think about what he would say to her if he saw her again. He had said the words a hundred times before, repeated the questions he would shout at her. Sometimes when he was out in the saddle and there was nothing to keep his mind engaged, he would play out the scene. Why did you leave? Did you ever love me? Was it the money or the fame that made you forget your roots? Is it all of Texas that isn’t good enough for you? Or is it just me? Was any of it real? 

It was time for some god-damned answers. 

Colt swung open the door to the ladies. Cheyenne looked up. She was bent over the sink splashing water on her face. Her big blue eyes widened at his sight. Like every part of her, they were unique, so round and dark, the darkest shade of blue, almost purple. 

“Colt,” she murmured as she stood. 

“Still my name.” 

Color rose in her cheeks. Her skin was so pale, almost translucent, it glowed against the dark fire of her hair. Christ, she was beautiful. 

Little drops of water dotted her top lip. Those lips that gave him his first kiss. The lips that had lied when Cheyenne and he sat in the bed of his pickup truck and planned a future together. So many lies about marriage and a family ... a life with each other. 

Colt opened his mouth to speak, to ask her all the questions he had asked himself over the years, but his mind was blank. He could not think, could not see beyond her full lips. Colt moved in closer, causing Cheyenne to take a step back. She pressed her body hard against the wall, nowhere for her to go now.  

Colt stared at the drops of water on the bow of her mouth, clinging to her. Christ, he was jealous of them. The things he would do to be that close to her again. Then, he gave his head a terse shake. She didn’t belong to him anymore. 

She had a man less than twenty feet away. A man who would be taking her home and doing all the things to her that Colt dreamed about, but she had been his first.

“Oh, fuck it. Just one for old times’ sake.” Colt wrapped his hands around her waist and slammed her body against his. “I’m going to kiss you.” He breathed against her lips. It was her warning. If she didn’t want it, she better speak up fast, because in a few seconds her mouth belonged to him. 

Cheyenne didn’t object. Instead, she took in a sharp breath, her breasts pushing up with the sudden intake of air. Those breasts, damn. Colt’s head came down on hers. He licked the water from her top lip, savoring each drop. Salty, like tears. Had she been crying? 

Her tongue reached back for his and the thought was gone. Colt sturdied himself and focused on the moment as he ran his tongue along her lips, like he wanted to remember the exact outline, and coaxed them open. His mouth melded with hers, his tongue caressing hers. So sweet, so fucking sweet and hot, just like he remembered. No ... no, it was better. His memory never captured how soft her lips were or the soft needy moan caught in her throat. 

Cheyenne wrapped her arms around him, then laced her fingers through his hair, pulling him down closer. 

One kiss. Just one. She belongs to someone else. Even as his mind screamed, his body would not listen. His mouth was on hers again, hungry and needy. He kissed her mouth, her neck, and the top of her breasts. He wanted to kiss all of her. 

Cheyenne rubbed against him as he kissed her, back and forth. She was using his erection to get off, rubbing, pushing herself higher, panting with a desire like she too had yearned for him. This was not teenage lust. It was stronger. They were older now. A lot had happened since then, a lot of people. Back then, they had been so young, inexperienced. But this was like their first time all over again, except they knew what they were doing. 

“The real thing would be so much better,” he whispered against her ear.

Her breathing changed. She knew what he was saying. And he knew her answer. She wanted more too. This was not just a kiss. Neither of them would be satisfied with that. The craving would not be quenched until he was balls deep in her. 

Colt pulled back just far enough to see her. “I don’t have a condom.”

“Are you clean?” Her nipples strained against her tank top, two points begging to be stroked. 

“Yes. Are you?” 

She nodded. “Yeah. And I’m on the pill.”

Her words were the only encouragement he needed. Colt tugged her skirt up until it was around her waist and then pulled down on her satin panties, tugging them to the ground, over her boots. Next, his hands were on his zipper. In seconds, his cock was free. He did not bother pulling down his pants or his boxers. He didn’t have time. There was nothing slow and sweet about this. This was a need. It was primal, two bodies that needed the other. 

With a single powerful stroke, he was in her, completely sheathed by her body. He sucked in a ragged breath. So good, so tight and wet molded around him, like she was made just for him. Cheyenne’s legs wrapped around his waist. He held her steady against the wall as he pumped into her over and over again until she cried out his name. Her body trembled as her inner walls contracted with powerful spasms as an orgasm swept over her. Colt stopped moving and allowed the movement of her orgasm to make him come. His balls contracted as he sprayed hot cum high into her, marking her. He closed his eyes and breathed her in, making a memory so he had something else to think about for the next ten years.

Colt kissed her neck as he slowly pulled out of her. He never wanted to leave
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