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Praise for Wild and Wrangled

‘Lyla Sage came galloping into the romance genre with enough wit, soul and spice to launch a thousand happily ever afters. Wild and Wrangled is no exception. As perfect a second chance romance and yearning-palooza that has ever existed’

Tessa Bailey, No.1 New York Times bestselling author of Dream Girl Drama

‘A beautiful, comforting, and wildly satisfying end to our beloved Rebel Blue! This book is as tender as it gets while also serving up the hottest, down bad cowboy I’ve ever read!’

Sarah Adams, New York Times bestselling author of Beg, Borrow, or Steal

‘Wild and Wrangled is a swoon-worthy, show-stopping conclusion to the Rebel Blue series. Sage truly shines with Dusty and Cam’s story, flawlessly weaving fun flirtation with aching tenderness. I never want to say goodbye to the Rebel Blue series, but Sage knocks it out of the park. Tattoo this book on my body like Dusty’s ink, please’

B.K. Borison, USA Today bestselling author of First Time Caller

‘Wild and Wrangled is as sweet, achy, and sexy as we’ve come to expect from Lyla Sage. Dusty and Cam make my heart hurt and my skin tingle. This is absolutely my favorite of the Rebel Blue Ranch series!’

Julie Soto, USA Today bestselling author of Not Another Love Song

‘Dusty and Cam’s story shines with what I love so much about Lyla Sage’s world: it’s comforting and soft, filled with hot cowboys (important), and it serves as a reminder that home will always be there waiting for you when you’re ready to go back’

Jessica Joyce, USA Today bestselling author of The Ex Vows

‘Wild and Wrangled is the romance genre at its finest! Cam and Dusty’s chemistry leaps off the page, and their second-chance romance melted my heart. I am so sad to say goodbye to the Ryder family, but I could not think of a more fitting end to the Rebel Blue Ranch series!’

Falon Ballard, author of Change of Heart
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By Lyla Sage

Done and Dusted

Swift and Saddled

Lost and Lassoed

Wild and Wrangled




This one is for me—for the girl who had a dream and for the woman who made it come true.

And for my mom, who taught me how to dream in the first place.




Author’s Note

Dear Reader,

I am not a good enough writer to even begin to describe the feelings and emotions that are swirling around in my head, heart, and soul as I share the last book in the Rebel Blue Ranch series with you. But I’m not sure if I’m ready to talk about this being the end, so instead, I’ll go back to the beginning.

Rebel Blue Ranch started as a place of refuge for me—a place I could go in my head when I was longing for sunshine and big blue skies. When I decided to share this wonderful place with others, nothing could’ve prepared me for what was about to happen: all of you.

From the bottom of my heart, thank you for coming on this journey with me—for running alongside me, cheering me on, and making my dreams come true. The past two years have been the absolute best of my life.

Because of that, it’s equal parts bitter, sweet, thrilling, and terrifying to share the last novel of the Rebel Blue Ranch series with you. Cam and Dusty’s love story is one that I’ve held close to my chest since I first started kicking around the idea for this series. They challenged me and pushed me. They made me cry, and they made me laugh. I wrote this book with my heart in my throat and a hand on my heart.

I’ve always said that Rebel Blue Ranch is a love letter to the people and places that built me. That’s still true, but Wild and Wrangled is more than that. It’s a love letter to Rebel Blue Ranch itself—to the family that was found, the love stories that were told, and the community that has shown up for every part of it.

This book, just like the sunrise on its cover, is also a tribute to new beginnings. It’s an evergreen reminder that even though this series is coming to an end, the horizon remains vast, beautiful, and ours for the taking.

And who knows, maybe I’ll meet you at the Rebel Blue Ranch headgate again someday. Because nothing lasts forever, you know. Not even goodbyes.

Welcome home.

Lyla




Chapter 1
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Cam

In my opinion, there was almost nothing better than a good checklist. Crossing things off was probably the best feeling in the world. Today, my checklist was supposed to be easy—mindless, even—because, for the first time in who knows how long, there was only one thing on it: get married.

I’d done everything else. I got the marriage license, showed up to the chapel, and wore the ballgown my mother picked out. It should’ve been simple—walk down the aisle, listen to the generic vows the officiant was told to use, and plant one on my fiancé.

So why was I sitting in the diviest dive bar in all of Wyoming, wearing my wedding dress, drinking straight vodka?

As with nearly every large project, getting married required more than one person. But group projects had never been my strong suit. I didn’t like putting my fate in the hands of others, but today I thought I’d be fine. How much harm can one other person do to something so easy?

A lot, actually. Because if just one person doesn’t show up, everything goes to shit.

Well, my groom didn’t show up, and everything went to shit.

I thought about the note he’d left—noble of him—as I picked up my glass of vodka and took a healthy swig.

Camille,

I’m sorry. I couldn’t do it.

Graham

I ignored the eyes of the other Devil’s Boot patrons that were burning into the back of my skull, wondering why poor Camille was sitting at the bar in her wedding dress when she was supposed to be getting married.

I felt the alcohol burn all the way down my throat. I took another sip. And another. He couldn’t do it? This whole thing was his idea. He was the one who said it was going to be okay, that we would be as happy as we could be.

And then he didn’t show up.

He didn’t even warn me, just left me the note on the dressing room table. As I was reading it, Amos Ryder knocked on the door. Amos was my daughter, Riley’s, grandfather, but he was also the closest thing I had to a loving and steady father figure. I’d originally asked him to walk me down the aisle today, but my actual father wasn’t very pleased with that and did what he normally did: threatened to cause a scene, take away my and my daughter’s inheritance, revoke her trust fund—that sort of thing.

So I gave in. I always give in.

But when I needed someone, my dad was nowhere near the scene. Amos, however, was always there when it mattered. Ever since the day Gus, his son, told him I was pregnant, Amos has treated me like another daughter.

He had spent the morning of the wedding with me because I asked him to. Amos was a good person to have around when you were worried that nerves might get the best of you. He was calm and strong and steady—like a river, Gus had always said. I always wished he could’ve sat next to me when I took the bar exam—no doubt I would’ve passed on the first try.

“Come in,” I croaked, and as soon as I saw his black-and-gray hair and soft green eyes, tears bubbled up in my own. I wasn’t sad because Graham wasn’t here and wasn’t coming but because I’d already given up so much of myself for this wedding, and now it wasn’t going to happen. I was sad about the complete waste of time and effort.

“Cam?” he’d said as he closed the door behind him and rushed toward me. “What’s wrong?” His eyes zeroed in on the note in my hand, and I watched his face fall. He knew.

Instead of answering, I let out a shaky breath and hugged him. He hugged me back. Riley, who had followed her grandpa into the room, jumped in the hug, too, even though she didn’t know what was going on. That girl just loves a snuggle.

“Let’s go see if your dad is here, Sunshine,” he said to her. She nodded excitedly and twirled in her flower girl dress. She was so damn excited to throw petals and walk down the aisle before me. My chest constricted. How could I even tell her what had happened?

“Can you . . . can you send him back here?” I asked quietly.

Amos brought Gus back less than a minute later. I told him Graham wasn’t coming and that I needed him and his fiancée, Teddy, to take Riley for the rest of the day. Since I’d had a second to compose myself, my voice was professional—unfeeling, even—but the look Gus was giving me was anything but. His nostrils flared, and I could almost see him biting his tongue—trying not to let his anger get the best of him.

“I need to get out of here,” I said as I ripped the veil out of the low chignon it had been secured in just a few minutes earlier.

“Go,” Gus and Amos said at the same time. “We’ll take care of it,” Gus followed up. I trusted them to do that. I ran out the back of the church—not in a runaway bride on her way to freedom sort of way, but in a jilted bride who needed to keep moving so she didn’t crumble type of way.

Well, that was depressing as hell.

And now I was here mainlining vodka at three in the afternoon. I was sufficiently buzzed—the tension in my neck and shoulders loosened by the alcohol. Maybe I’d stay here all day—listen to Hank Williams wax poetic about tears and beers from the jukebox until the sun went down. Then, maybe I’d ride the mechanical bull in my wedding dress and give the town even more to talk about.

I picked my drink up again and was deeply disappointed when the only thing that met my lips was ice. I wanted vodka. And chocolate. And jalapeño cheddar Cheetos.

Right as the front door opened, my eyes locked on the bottle of vodka that was on the other side of the bar. I saw Gus, his brother Wes, and the man who owned that bottle of vodka, Luke Brooks, ramble through it.

I knew they were looking for me, that they wanted to make sure I was okay, but I couldn’t deal with it yet. I didn’t want to know what happened at the church or how my parents reacted or what people were saying.

So I pushed myself up and over the bar, grabbed the bottle of vodka, and slid out of my stool as quickly and quietly as possible. I headed for the bathroom, but I saw Wes notice me and, sure enough, a second later—

“Cam!” Gus called, but I kept moving.

Damn it.

“Are you really stealing from my bar right now?” Brooks asked.

“You look great, though!” Wes followed up.

I only had a few more steps to the bathroom. I could make it before they got to me. “Cam,” Gus said again. “Let’s talk!”

“I’m good,” I called back without looking. “Is Riley okay?” I asked, even though I knew the answer. Gus wouldn’t have come here before Riley was taken care of. He was a good dad—the best dad.

“Yes,” he said right as I reached the bathroom door. I opened it.

“Then we’re good!” I said as I stepped into the bathroom and shut the door behind me, making sure to lock it before I pressed my back against the old wood. I stared at the yellow tiles on the floor before I sank down to it—bottle in hand.

There was a knock. “Cam?” It was Gus. “C’mon, let’s get you out of here and talk.” I didn’t want to talk. I wanted to drink. And eat.

“I’m fine here,” I called through the door. I listened to him continue to try to cajole me out, but I didn’t budge. I sat on the floor of the Devil’s Boot bathroom—the place where probably half of Meadowlark’s population had been conceived—and I didn’t even care. My gaze was unfocused and my eyes heavy.

I tried to cry—really I did—but nothing came out. I wanted to cry. I would have loved to feel something about the fact that my life just got turned upside down.

Instead, I was numb. Blissfully and comfortably numb. Maybe this was a good thing—that I didn’t feel anything. My feelings had always gotten me in trouble.

I don’t know how long I stayed there, my wedding dress puddled around me, or how long Gus knocked at the door. He was persistent, but after a while the knocking stopped.

All I could hear was the music from the jukebox—it slid its way under the door, and I welcomed it into my fortress. It felt nice, being wrapped in it. I didn’t get wrapped in things—music, arms, embraces—very often.

I didn’t register that the music was the only thing I could hear—no talking, no bar patrons, or stools skating across the floor—until there was another knock at the bathroom door.

It was softer this time—like the person doing it didn’t want to disturb me or something. Three taps. They were on beat with the music.

“Ash?” a voice said. I straightened my spine. I’d know that voice anywhere. If I had slipped into a coma, it would wake me up. If I was six feet under, I’d dig myself out of the grave just to be closer to it, which was dramatic and startling and tragic and stupid.

But it was true.

“It’s just me out here,” he said. “The bar’s cleared out.” I’ll love you until we’re dust in the wind, Camille Ashwood. “I’m here, Cam.”

For some reason, I reached up and unlocked the door—the click was unmistakable. “I’m going to open the door, okay?” he said, and I scooted away from it. When the door opened, my eyes found his without even trying.

Dusty Tucker.

His blond and light brown hair fell just past his chin, and his face had only gotten sharper and more angular as he got older. The silver ring that went through his right nostril was almost the same color as his eyes, but they were more slate than silver. He was beautiful. He always had been, but beautiful things can be dangerous, too.

Silence and the weight of the years past hung between us. Finally, I was the one who broke it.

“Take me somewhere.” That’s what I said. Dusty squatted in front of me so his gray eyes were level with my brown ones and stretched out a tattooed hand. I took it without thinking.




Chapter 2
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Dusty

I’m not normally a drown-my-sorrows type of guy. I don’t really have a lot of sorrows. Honestly, I probably have one single sorrow, so I’ve never really had much to drown. But that one sorrow packed a hell of a punch—especially today.

Because, today, she was getting married.

She had invited me. Well, she invited my mom. “Aggie Tucker and family” is what the invitation said. The “and family” probably meant my little sister, Greer, even though she didn’t live around here anymore. It for damn sure didn’t mean me, which was probably a good thing.

I didn’t think I could do it—sit in the church and watch her walk toward her future with another man. Actually, I knew I couldn’t do it. So I was here, in the corner of the bar, drinking bourbon and drowning sorrows.

It was dark in the Devil’s Boot. There weren’t any big windows, and most of the light came from the neon signs throughout the bar. I’d talked Joe, the bartender, into giving me my own bottle and a glass, so I wouldn’t have to get up from my spot in the corner. It actually didn’t take that much convincing. He knew why I was here. Everyone knew Cam and I had history. There were no secrets in Meadowlark.

Pathetic. I was pathetic. With the way I was feeling, you’d think that Camille Ashwood had broken my heart this morning—not more than a decade ago. Well, for the first time. She broke my heart a million times after that, too, and time never did what it was supposed to do: heal or whatever.

Cam was an open wound, and time was salt.

I lifted my glass to my lips and took a sip of my drink. It was only my second or third sip. I was shit at drowning my sorrows, apparently.

I needed to get better at it, because my stupid head would not quiet down. It was shouting at me to go, to do something—to run to the church or to run away. I didn’t know which, so I didn’t do either.

It could’ve been a minute or an hour when I heard the front door to the bar open. My eyes swung to it because it hadn’t opened once since I got here. Probably because it was three o’clock on a Saturday afternoon.

I saw a white dress and dark hair. It couldn’t be her. I blinked a few times—thinking this weird fucking apparition of her would go away. I shook my head—trying to shake her right out the door, but she didn’t go. She was still there, in her white dress.

What the hell was she doing here?

I looked down at my watch. She should be married by now—was she married by now? Were they coming here after the wedding? I couldn’t imagine Rutherford and Lillian Ashwood would be too pleased about that. And if they were coming here, Teddy would’ve told me—she knew all about the drowning-sorrows plan and where those plans were taking place.

Cam looked . . . beautiful. Like she always did. But her curly hair was straightened and the dress looked like it was drowning her—there were a lot of layers. The look on her face made me want to track down Greg or Graham or whatever the fuck his name was and kick the shit out of him. What the hell happened?

I waited for her eyes to scan the bar and inevitably land on me, but they didn’t. She went straight to the bar and sat down. She dropped the long, white veil she was dragging behind her on the floor.

Joe looked at her with wide eyes as she sat down, but he knew better than to say anything. She spoke to him, and he filled a glass with ice and clear liquid. I couldn’t see what it was—vodka, probably—and slid it across the counter. Her fingers gripped the glass as she picked it up and drank nearly half of it in one go.

She didn’t even flinch.

It took effort to turn away from her, but I needed a second. Plus, I was probably the last person she wanted to see. Judging by the presence of the vodka and wedding dress and the absence of the groom, I was starting to think the wedding hadn’t happened.

Or maybe it happened, and it was shit?

But what if it hadn’t?

I looked down at my hands resting on the table. They started to shake, and I balled them into fists to make them stop.

My phone lit up on the table, and I quickly picked it up. I saw a message from Teddy, and more were coming. She could never send just one text. I’d always seen Teddy as another sister; now that my mom and her dad were together, that was truer than ever.

TEDDY: Dusty fuckin’ Tucker

TEDDY: WE’RE GOING TO HAVE A LOT TO TALK ABOUT LATER

TEDDY: SOMETHING DRAMATIC HAPPENED

TEDDY: Are you at DB?

TEDDY: Has a beautiful woman wearing a very expensive white dress showed up? We can’t find her.

Shit. Cam was a runaway bride. But why did she come here? I typed out a quick response to Teddy.

DUSTY: She’s here.

TEDDY: Gus is coming.

TEDDY: DON’T INVADE HER SPACE.

TEDDY: SHE’S HAD A ROUGH DAY.

TEDDY: (but I have so much to tell you)

DUSTY: Haven’t talked to her. She hasn’t seen me.

What would she do if she did? Run in the other direction? She’d been damn good at avoiding me for the past year since I came home, and in a town like Meadowlark, that took a lot of effort.

My thoughts flashed back to when I saw her last year—for the first time in years. Emmy, Teddy, Ada, and Cam were having some girls’ night. I walked in on it, and there she was.

And she was wearing my Margaritaville T-shirt. I’d given it to her the summer after high school. It had been in the back of my truck after we went swimming, and she’d needed something to wear. I had completely forgotten about it until I saw her wearing it that night.

It put ideas in my head—about what coming home meant for me. And then, I looked down and saw the giant rock on her ring finger.

Hopes: dashed.

Whatever. It was fine. I was fine. It was stupid to think that the girl I’d loved would be a woman waiting for me—I knew that, but it didn’t hurt any less.

The door to the bar swung open a while later. This time, three men came through the door. Gus and Wes Ryder and Luke Brooks.

Gus called out for Cam, and her head shot up to him. She looked like she’d just been caught doing something she shouldn’t have, which made more sense when I saw the bottle of vodka clutched in one of her hands.

I smiled.

She made her way through the bar while Gus tried to stop her. She stumbled over her dress a few times before making it to the bathroom, where she slammed the door.

Brooks looked up, and his eyes scanned the bar. When he saw me, he turned to say something to Gus before making his way over to where I was sitting.

“Hey, man,” he said with a nod. Brooks cleaned up nice in a pair of black slacks and a white button-down.

“Hey,” I said. My voice cracked a little—nice. “What’s going on there?” I gestured toward the bathroom door, where both Gus and Wes were knocking. I tried to be nonchalant about it but knew I probably failed.

Brooks shook his head. “Groom didn’t show.” My mouth fell open. At his words, I felt my ears get hot.

“Seriously?” I asked. Who the hell doesn’t show up when they’re getting married to a woman like that? What a fucking idiot, I thought—talk about fumbling the bag.

“Seriously,” Brooks said. “It’s safe to say the wedding is off.” My heart kicked at my rib cage. “Gus and Amos handled almost everything, but Cam’s parents are pieces of work.” I already knew that. Rutherford and Lillian sucked—they always had. They probably always would.

“Where’s Riley?”

“With Teddy and Emmy. Leaving her with them was the only way we could guarantee that they wouldn’t hunt Graham down and kick his teeth in.” They would, too. Emmy and Teddy weren’t a duo that you wanted to mess with—especially if they had a common goal. If they had their heart set on ruining that guy’s life, it’d be done by tomorrow.

“Shit,” I breathed.

“Shit.” Brooks nodded. I looked over at the bathroom door again. Gus was still knocking, but Wes was making his way over to us.

“I don’t think she’s coming out,” he said.

“She’s not,” I said. Cam was stubborn, and she didn’t like to be at the center of everything. She liked the outskirts. The way people would rally around her now would probably make her uncomfortable—even though she deserved people showing up for her. That didn’t matter, though. Cam would prefer to disappear.

She probably wouldn’t leave the bathroom until the bar was empty, like totally empty.

“I know how to get her out,” I said to Brooks. “But we’ve gotta clear this place. She won’t come out with all these people around. Can we do that?”

Brooks nodded and called over to Gus and Wes, who started walking toward us. “Dusty has an idea,” he said as they approached.

Gus narrowed his eyes at me—always the protector. Gus Ryder was a good man. I idolized him growing up and still looked up to him more than he knew. “What’s your plan?”

“She doesn’t want to face any of these people here,” I said. “And she definitely doesn’t want to see any of you.” Wes deflated a little bit at that.

“But she’ll want to see you?” Gus asked, folding his arms across his chest.

“Probably not,” I said. “But I’m the only one out of the four of us who wasn’t at the, uh, wedding.” I stumbled out that word but hoped they didn’t notice.

“Why does that matter?” Gus asked.

“It just does.” I shrugged. Because in Cam’s mind, it meant that I was the only one who hadn’t witnessed her embarrassment. Cam was a prideful woman—not in a bad way. She just cared what other people thought of her—she wanted to be perfect. I blame her mother.

“I think we should let Dusty try,” Wes piped up.

“Me too,” Brooks said.

“Is that because you care about Cam or because you want her out of your bathroom?” Gus asked with a glare in his direction.

“Both.” Brooks shrugged.

Gus rolled his shoulders back and down. “Fine,” he said and then pointed a finger at me. “But you keep your hands to yourself.”

I rolled my eyes. He and Teddy really were perfect for each other, weren’t they? “Cam is my friend,” I said. Well, she used to be. I didn’t know what we were now. Maybe once we got everybody out of the Devil’s Boot, I’d be able to find out.




Chapter 3
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Cam

Fifteen Years Ago

Meadowlark High School was already my favorite place, and I’d only been here for a few hours. It was my first day—my first day here, my first day of public school after years of private schools—and the first time I’d ever seen a boy with a nose ring. I could see it—up close and personal—because I’d run straight into him while leaving the main office. My books and class schedule were now scattered all over the floor.

Great.

“Whoa there,” he said. His hands were on my upper arms, which were covered by a navy blue cardigan.

“I—I’m sorry,” I stammered out before looking up at the human wall I’d just hit. Gray eyes stared down at me. Oh.

“It’s okay,” he said with a devilish smile. “I’m used to girls throwing themselves at me.” A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, but I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I didn’t. Instead, I looked down at the mess of my belongings.

As I bent to pick them up, the boy with the gray eyes did, too. “Let me help,” he said, and I stayed quiet. While he started gathering papers and books, I got a better look at him. A mop of blond hair that my mother would say was too long, but I liked it. I think.

He had a sharp jawline and a cleft chin and eyebrows that matched the darker parts of his hair. My gaze snagged on the silver ring through his nostril. I must’ve stared at it for a second too long because he said, “Like it?” while gesturing to his nose with one hand—the other was full of my books. I hadn’t picked up a thing. Distracted, I guess. “Lost a bet with my buddy Wes a few months ago, but it’s grown on me.”

This boy kept talking to me, and I stayed silent. I didn’t know what to say. Did I like it? Yes. Did I want to tell him that? Absolutely not. I also noticed a tattoo on his forearm. I couldn’t tell what it was, and I didn’t want to be caught staring again. Could seventeen-year-olds even have tattoos? Was that legal?

“You’re new here, right?” he asked. This time, I nodded. He stood up, with my books and papers still in one of his hands, and I rose with him. My class schedule was on top of the pile, and I watched him take it in.

“Camille Ashwood,” he read out loud. “Good name.” I wanted to ask what his was, but my stupid tongue still wasn’t working. “Do you know where you’re going for chemistry?”

“How do you know I’m going to chemistry?” I asked.

“She speaks,” he said with a tilted smile. I felt a blush creep up my neck. I wasn’t really a shy girl. I mean, I wasn’t a chatterbox, but I normally knew how to respond to questions. But this guy was just so . . . pretty. It was intimidating. “It’s on your class schedule, Camille.”

There was something about the way he moved his mouth when he talked that had my attention—the way his top and bottom teeth were always slightly parted no matter what he said—that was kind of hypnotizing.

“Right,” I said.

“So,” he said as he handed my books and schedule back to me, “do you know where you’re going?”

I gave him a quick nod and turned in the other direction.

“Wrong way, Camille,” he called after me. Damn. My face heated as I turned around and walked past him again. When I did, he reached his hand out and said, “I’m Dusty, by the way.”

I kept walking.




Chapter 4
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Cam

I both hated and loved how easy it was for me to take Dusty’s hand and run out of the Devil’s Boot—into its dirt parking lot with my wedding dress floating and rustling around me. It was cold as shit, but I didn’t really notice.

When Dusty looked back at me as we ran toward his Bronco, he had a lopsided smile on his face, and it reminded me so much of the boy I used to know, how much I missed him when I let myself think about him.

I pushed the thought down as we made it to his truck. He opened the door for me and asked, “You’re sure?” I wasn’t. But instead of answering, I grabbed on to the front of the door and hoisted myself up into the cab—like I’d done a million times before. Dusty helped me gather my dress and make sure all of it was inside the truck. “No offense, but this dress is fucking ridiculous,” he said.

“I know,” I said with a breath that turned into a laugh. After Dusty shut the door, he made his way to the driver’s side and hopped in.

“Any requests?” he asked as the Bronco roared to life.

I shook my head. “Just drive.”

Dusty gave me that tilted smile again, and I couldn’t help but smile back. My heart was beating in my ears; I could feel the blood pumping through my veins. My whole body felt alive, as if it had been dormant before.

He started driving and flipped on the radio. Charlie Rich started flowing through the speakers. We didn’t talk, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Normally, when faced with silence, my head felt loud. It had felt loud all day.

But right now, it was blissfully quiet.

I looked over at Dusty one more time—one of his wrists was hanging over the steering wheel and the other was tapping along to the music—before I leaned my head against the cool glass of the window and watched Wyoming roll by.

*

“Ash,” Dusty said softly a little while later. I lifted my head from the window, slightly disoriented. The landscape around me was no longer moving—we were parked somewhere. “You fell asleep. Feel okay?”

“Yeah,” I said groggily. “Where are we?”

“I thought you might like a change of clothes,” he said. “We’re at a gas station about an hour outside of Meadowlark.”

“Clothes from a gas station?” I said, arching a brow at him. My voice didn’t hold much weight, though, because my dress was starting to dig at me in all the wrong places.

Dusty looked amused. “Sorry. Nordstroms are in short supply around here.”

I sighed and pushed my door open. The full skirt of my dress started to tumble out of the truck. God, this thing was big and gaudy and awful. My mother picked it out—she had chosen every detail about today. The church (not for me), the florals (expensive), the food (I hate fish), the music (boring), and of course, the groom—well, I mostly picked that, but it was my parents who influenced the choice. I thought that if I married someone in their circle, I’d get some validation from them. Being their daughter didn’t get me any, but I thought Graham Rawlins might.

Rutherford Ashwood (or Ford, if you were his friend—I wasn’t) was the heir to the oldest and largest bank west of the Missouri River. His grandparents—old money, like Vanderbilt and Rothschild adjacent—came out west with the gold rush and established Basin Bank. If you lived in the West and had any sort of money, it was at Basin.

Enter Sherman Rawlins, owner of Rawlins Associates—one of the largest hedge funds in the country—and Graham’s father. Yeah, that Graham. The one who left me at the altar a few hours ago because he just “couldn’t do it.”

I shook all the thoughts about my family and Graham and my failed wedding out of my head. Not now.

Once I was out of the truck and on the ground, I went to pull my dress up, worried it might get dirty, but then I remembered I wasn’t walking down the aisle. I was walking into a random gas station off the side of a Wyoming highway that looked like it was the same age as the mountains surrounding it.

I let the dress drop and drag through the mud, slush, and gravel as I walked. Well, stumbled. The heels my mother had picked out to go with this dress were stilettos that probably cost as much as some cars and were not making this journey easy.

The gas station was small. It looked like it had been painted mint green a few decades ago. Out front, there were handwritten signs for homemade beef jerky and five-dollar cigarettes. There were only two fuel pumps, and I wasn’t convinced that they worked.

Dusty fell into step beside me—not too close, not too far away. Silence hung between us again, but this time, there wasn’t music to fill it—just ten years of space and time. Good thing I was an expert at pushing down my feelings or else the weight of this moment—any moment or memory with Dusty—could crush me.

A bell rang on the rickety door as Dusty opened it for me. The middle-aged man at the checkout counter did a double take at the two of us—me in my wedding dress and Dusty in his normal attire—faded jeans, black T-shirt that was cropped a little, just enough to give me a glimpse of his abdomen every time he moved, black cowboy boots, black leather jacket. I looked over at him just as he pushed a hand through his blond waves.

I looked away immediately.

“Hey, Stan,” Dusty said. How did he know this guy? We were far out of town.

“You got something to tell me, kid?” the presumed Stan responded. He was still eyeing me and my wedding dress.

Dusty chuckled. “Nah, but do you still have T-shirts?”

Stan nodded and jerked his chin. “In the back.”

“Thanks, man. If you have any new jerky flavors, leave them up here for me,” Dusty said as he put his hand on the small of my back and softly guided me farther inside.

Don’t think about it.

As soon as we were headed in the right direction, his hand moved. I missed the comfort of it immediately, or maybe I just missed his hand on me—like I had for the past decade.

Not thinking about it.

At the back corner of the store, there were two clothing racks—one of them held together at the corner by duct tape—full of mismatched T-shirts. There were folded sweatpants and shorts on a cardboard box next to them.

I started looking through the shirts on the racks. There were lots of wildlife options, a few generic Wyoming ones, one with a jackalope, and . . . 

“If you get this one,” Dusty said as he reached for the dark green shirt I was currently looking at and pulled it off the rack, “we can match.”

“‘Show me your Tetons’?” I asked, reading the white text on the shirt, and a smile tugged at the corners of my mouth.

Dusty grinned back at me. “Only if you show me yours.”

“In your dreams, Dusty Tucker,” I said on an eye roll, trying to stifle a giggle. He’d always been able to make me laugh, even when I didn’t want to.

He gave me an exaggerated wink. “You have no idea, Ash.”

“Stop flirting with me while I’m still in my wedding dress.” Leave it to Dusty to make me feel comfortable enough to make a joke about something that should not be remotely funny yet.

“We better get you out of it then.”

I huffed in mock exasperation. “You are ridiculous,” I said and then shoved the shirt into his arms. “Hold this for me. I need to find some pants.”

“Do you?”

“Yes, Dusty,” I said. “Or should I call you by your legal name?” Dusty’s gray eyes widened, but he was smiling, like he was thrilled I was playing with him.

“You wouldn’t,” he said.

“Try me, Tuck,” I responded, the nickname rolling off my tongue for the first time since he came home last year. His eyes glittered.

He took the shirt from me, and I stepped toward the shoddily folded piles of sweatpants. They were all basic drawstring sweatpants. My color choices were gray, navy blue, and hot pink.

I went with the navy blue that had the Wyoming Bucking Horse on the hip. My eyes scanned the rest of the clothing—looking for a sweatshirt or jacket or something, but the only one I found was an extra small that looked like it would fit Riley.

“I have an extra coat and a pair of boots in my truck,” Dusty said, reading my mind. “The bathroom is out the back door”—he pointed down a hallway to our left—“but we have to go get the key from Stan.”

Changing out of my wedding dress in a backwoods gas station bathroom felt like a step too far. “Can I just change in your truck?”

Dusty looked down at the floor, suddenly bashful. “Oh . . . uh. Sure,” he said. I watched his Adam’s apple bob, and it made my cheeks heat.

“Great,” I said quickly. This space suddenly felt too small for both of us, so I started walking back toward the front. I tripped over one of the uneven floorboards. In my periphery, I saw Dusty reach for me, but I righted myself before he could touch me again.

Once we reached the counter, I set my sweatpants near the register, and Dusty put my shirt next to it, along with three plastic water bottles that he must’ve picked up on the way. There were also clear plastic bags of beef jerky there, too.

“There’s honey jalapeño, brown sugar bourbon, and dill pickle,” Stan said as he pointed at each bag before scanning the rest of our items. Dill pickle beef jerky? I could get into that. “Forty-two seventy-three. Do you need a bag?”

“We’re good,” Dusty said. He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and dropped three twenties on the counter. “Thanks, Stan. Appreciate it.” I waited for a second for Stan to get Dusty’s change, but Dusty had already gathered up the items and was waiting for me to lead the way toward the door.

“See ya, Dusty and . . .” He looked at me, waiting for my name.

“Cam,” I said with a smile.

“Dusty and Cam.” Stan rolled our names around in his mouth, and I rolled them around in my head. I forgot how . . . easy they sounded together. “Thanks for stopping by.”

“And, Stan, I’ll come back up as soon as I can, and we’ll get that fallen tree out front taken care of, all right?”

“Appreciate it, kid,” Stan said, and Dusty gave him a nod before we went out the door.

“How often do you come here?” I asked.

“Once a month, probably.” Dusty shrugged. “Stan’s a good guy—gas station has been in his family for generations.” When we got to the Bronco, Dusty leaned up against the side of it, arms folded across his chest. “He actually retired a few years ago, and his son took over, but his son passed away last year, so he had to come back. He’s the only person left in his family.”

“Oh,” I said. I wasn’t expecting all of this information, but I guess I should’ve. Dusty liked people. He could talk to anyone.

“He has a hard time managing this place, so I help when I can.”

“What happens to it when he’s gone?” I asked.

Dusty looked sad as he shrugged. “Places like this—the ones that are tucked away and outdated—usually die with the people who love them.” He said it like he’d watched it happen before.

“That’s . . . depressing,” I said.

“Better enjoy them while we can, eh?” I loved that grin. That mischievous and devilish grin. I nodded. “I’ll start the truck and get the heater going, and then the dressing room is all yours.”

“Thank you,” I said, realizing then how freezing I was. I got in the passenger seat right as the Bronco roared to life. God, this thing was so loud.

“I’ll get your boots and coat out of the back.”

He opened the driver’s-side door and was about to get out when I said, “Wait.” I couldn’t believe I was going to have to ask this, but I couldn’t do it myself. The back of the dress was too high. “Can you . . .” I paused, stumbling over my words a bit. “Can you, um, unzip me?”

I didn’t look at him, but I heard him swallow.

“You know what,” I said. “Never mind, I can figure it out.” Even though I knew I couldn’t. It had taken three people to get me into this dress, so it was going to take at least one other person to get me out of it.

“It’s fine, Cam,” Dusty said. His voice was strained. “It’s just a dress.”

Just a dress. Right. If you would’ve told me ten years ago that Dusty Tucker would be unzipping my wedding dress, I would’ve probably said, “Duh.” I never could have imagined it would be a wedding dress I was wearing to marry another man who didn’t show up to the altar.

Back then, the future I saw for myself was intertwined with his. Now, we were basically strangers. I always thought it would hurt less over time.

It hadn’t.

“Okay,” I whispered. “Thank you.” I turned my back toward him. When his fingers came to the clasp between my shoulder blades, goosebumps rose on my skin. I felt him grip the fabric on each side of the hook-and-eye closure to undo it. I closed my eyes, telling myself it was because I didn’t want to think about Dusty touching me, but really, I was basking in it.

His fingers moved to the zipper, and I heard him take a deep breath before he started pulling it down—achingly slowly.

A noise came from Dusty’s throat when he saw what I had on under my dress—a powder blue lace bustier. It was the only thing I’d picked out myself for today. I had thought that if I could just make this one choice, maybe I’d feel more confident as I walked down the aisle and married a man I didn’t love. Now, it felt stupid.

My wedding dress started to loosen around my ribs and waist as Dusty dragged the zipper down until it stopped. One of the straps slipped off my shoulder.

“A-all good,” Dusty said. His voice was shaky and low. “Knock on the window when you’re done, and I’ll grab the boots and coat out of the back.”

“Thank you.” The inside of his truck was completely devoid of air, and my heart was beating in my ears again. Suddenly, I felt one of his knuckles dragging up my spine and stopping at the nape of my neck. I wanted to turn to him, see his face, but I didn’t. I stayed where I was and kept my eyes closed.

I felt his breath on the back of my neck, so he must’ve leaned in, and before I could give in and let my head fall back on his shoulder, he said, “I’m sorry,” got out of the truck, and shut the driver’s-side door.




Chapter 5
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Dusty

Dusty Tucker, get your shit together. You are supposed to be getting her out of her head. That’s it. That’s all.

Holding her hand while we ran to my car? Harmless. Touching the small of her back to guide her to the back of Stan’s store? Necessary. She didn’t know where she was going. Unzipping her wedding dress? That’s fine—she asked me to.

Dragging my fingers over whatever blue lace contraption she had on underneath it? Dangerously reckless.

Fuck.

I stood outside of my truck, letting the cold air outside bite at my cheeks and nose. I could hear my truck wobbling and creaking on its shocks—a reminder that Cam was in there taking her clothes—her wedding dress—off. It wasn’t the first time she’d stripped down in my car, but it was the first time I wasn’t in there while it was happening.

Take a breath, Dusty.

I dragged a hand down my face. She doesn’t need this from you right now, dumbass. She needs a friend. To help her escape for a few hours before both of us have to go back to real life—the place where Cam and I weren’t even friends, at least I didn’t think so.

While we were driving, I did my best to keep my eyes on the road and mountains ahead of me. There weren’t a lot of cars on this two-lane. It wasn’t the main highway—it twisted and turned around the mountains instead of going through them, so it took a lot longer to get where you were going. But it was my favorite road—the only one I took in and out of Meadowlark.

Now, I was looking at the mountains again—trying to think about anything but the woman who was undressing in the front seat of my truck, but I couldn’t. An image of her with her forehead pressed up against the window flashed in my brain, and I closed my eyes. The fact that she felt comfortable enough to fall asleep in my passenger seat had my insides doing a full gymnastics routine—twists, flips, jumps and all.

After what felt like forever, I heard two knocks on the window. My jaw unclenched, and I felt my shoulders drop slightly. I turned back to the truck and went straight to the back, opening the hatch to pull out a big Carhartt coat, a clean towel I’d just put in there, a pair of boots, and a pair of thick socks. I had to dig for those, but I was glad I found them.

I always made sure I had supplies in my truck—especially in the winter. You never knew when a canyon would close due to snow, and you’d be stuck in your car for at least one night, sometimes more.

Then I went to Cam’s door and pulled it open. I took her in, just for a second—she was drowning in that ridiculous T-shirt with her hair and makeup all done. God, she’d just gotten more beautiful with time.

“Coat,” I said and draped it across her lap with the towel. “Socks.” I looked down at her feet. She’d taken her heels off, and her feet looked red and painful. There were indents where her shoe straps had been, as if they’d been crushing her something fierce. I hated thinking that she’d been in pain this whole time.

I set the socks on top of the coat and the boots on the ground next to me before gently grabbing one of her ankles. “What are you doing?” Cam asked.

“I just thought . . .” I mumbled as I started to rub one of them with both of my hands. It was so damn cold. “Your feet look like they hurt.”

“I guess they do a little,” she said quietly.

“Does this feel okay?” She nodded—a woman of few words. I kept rubbing for a few minutes before putting one of the socks on, switching to the other foot, and starting over.

“What’s the towel for?” she asked after a second.

“In case you wanted to get your hair wet,” I said. Cam tilted her head in question. “Your hair . . . you don’t like it when it’s straight.” I shrugged. “I know you’ll say it’ll be frizzy or whatever, but the extra water and towel
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