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      No forevers.

      That’s been my motto ever since I followed in my dad’s line of work.

      I won’t make anyone suffer like my mom did.

      So I don’t get close to anyone.

      I can’t.

      Until she bumps into me outside a coffee shop in an old west Montana town.

      I can’t take my eyes off of her.

      With her midnight hair and sky-blue eyes, she’s all I see.

      She’s sunny and warm and everything I’m not.

      Our chemistry is off the charts.

      When we end up going home together, I tell myself it will only be for one night.

      But just when I think I’ve got everything under control…she drops a bombshell.

      And I know my world will never be the same.

      MICHAEL is a grumpy sunshine, no strings attached, small-town romance in the bestselling series WILD MEN.
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      Emery

      I step up to the counter at Cowboy Aromas and order an iced latte.

      Some days, I go simply for a hot cup of coffee.

      But today is a day to celebrate.

      Or it will be in—I check the time on my phone—approximately fifteen minutes when I finally get the promotion I’ve worked my ass off for.

      I’ve wanted this for so long, and I’ve poured my heart and soul into the advertising company to get it. I take a second glance at my phone—in approximately fifteen minutes and ten seconds from now, the promotion will be mine.

      When my order’s ready, I pay the server and turn away from the counter, latte in one hand and phone in the other. I call out goodbye to my aunt, who’s sitting at a table enjoying a book before I head for the exit.

      I push open the door, still looking at my phone. As I take a step outside…

      “Oomph!” I barrel headlong into someone.

      My iced latte flies out of one hand.

      My phone sails out of the other.

      I cringe when I hear the sound of my phone hitting the pavement. I can’t see anything beyond the solid chest of whomever I’ve unceremoniously slammed into, but I’ve clearly made a mess of things.

      “Are you okay?” the voice belonging to Solid Chest asks me.

      Using my newly-freed hands as leverage, I push off of said chest and step back.

      When I look up, all I see are dark eyes and hair set against the backdrop of the blue Montana sky. The summer sun highlights the man’s face, which is blindingly handsome with a morning shadow.

      It’s also familiar.

      But I swear I’ve never met him before.
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        * * *

      

      Michael

      I’ve got my hand on the doorknob to Cowboy Aromas when the door opens inward and a woman flies forward and directly at me.

      I catch her in my arms before she nearly lands flat on her face.

      The subtle floral scent hits me. And then, the sensation of her thick midnight hair tickling my chin.

      But most of all, I can’t ignore the lurching sensation in my chest.

      “Are you all right?” I ask as I help her to straighten up.

      Together, we retrieve her phone—which miraculously didn’t break—and then I pick up her spilled drink and throw it into the nearby trash can.

      “Oh my gosh—I’m such a klutz!” She breaks into a gorgeous laugh, and her white teeth gleam against her shiny pink lips. “I’m so sorry for nailing you like that.”

      I must look like my usual grouchy self because her cheeks flush pink.

      “I’m sorry I ran into you.” She pauses. “You look familiar.”

      I was about to say the same thing.

      But I know we’ve never met before.

      I’d surely remember those blue eyes that swirl with flecks of violet and gray. The long, black hair hanging past her shoulders that looks like it’s been dipped in red paint; the tips are dyed a gorgeous shade of red. Her petite but curvy frame that is accentuated by the sexy denim miniskirt showing off her toned legs.

      As she lifts a hand to fiddle with her hair, I notice that she’s got an anchor tattoo on her wrist. That I know I’d remember.

      “I’m just visiting Wilcox,” I say immediately. “Maybe I remind you of someone you know.”

      “Maybe.”

      She sounds unconvinced.

      I’m immediately intrigued by her, and without meaning to, my gaze drops to her breasts, which are perky and full.

      “Ask Me Out,” I read off her long-sleeved pink shirt. I raise my eyes to meet her mischievous ones. “Is that a dare?”

      She breaks into another musical laugh. “My friend from college dared me to wear this today. It’s a long story.”

      “I bet.” I lean against the brick wall of the coffee shop and do something completely out of my usual. “How about I buy you another drink and you tell me more?”

      She smiles at me.

      But then her phone rings. She jumps and looks down at the screen.

      “I’m sorry. I have to go.” Disappointment flashes in her eyes as she looks back up at me, and I know she’s being genuine.

      “Another time then.” I step back to let her pass.

      She waves goodbye, and like she’s got more energy than she knows what to do with, she nearly dances down the steps and along the sidewalk. I watch her go, not realizing until long after I’ve lost sight of her that I’m smiling like a fool.

      By the time I make my way inside the coffee shop, I’m so distracted I nearly forget why I’m here.

      But one look at the middle-aged woman waiting for me at a table in the corner has my reason coming back lightning quick.

      “Hi, Lynn,” I say as I reach her table.

      She puts away her book and stands up immediately. “Michael.” She gives me a warm hug, her long gray hair hanging in a neat braid down her back. “I know you’re in a hurry, so I won’t keep you long.”

      “I’ll come see you at the house before I leave town,” I promise her. “I just wanted to give you this right away.” I hand her a paper bag, and she peeks inside.

      “Oh, Michael.” She brings her hand to her chest as she looks up at me. “Isn’t this perfect?”

      She takes the framed photo out of the bag. I look with her at the picture of my late father smiling next to her late husband, each with fishing poles in their hands. Best friends who worked together on the same boat for years. My dad and Lynn’s husband, Tony, two of the men lost at sea on that stormy night in Maine when their fishing boat went down and never made it back to land.

      I was a kid, but sometimes it feels like yesterday. Grief isn’t linear—it comes at you in fits and bursts and hits you right in the heart when you’re not expecting it.

      Even when you are expecting it, like right now, sometimes grief can take your damn breath away.

      I swallow hard and focus on the story behind the gift. “My mom says that photo was taken just a few months before the accident. She had misplaced it, and she came across it last month. I had a copy made, and I figured I’d deliver it to you in person.”

      I skip over the fact that my own boat just nearly went down in an unexpected storm, and the scare was so great I gave my whole crew a month off with pay. I truly couldn’t afford to do that, but Ayden and I found a way to get the funds. He told me nothing was worth my life, and I agreed with him.

      So here I am in Montana, trying to get away from the pain of the sea, and yet I took it with me all the same.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you so much. Mimi will love to see it.”

      Lynn talks about her sister’s daughter often. She and Tony didn’t have children, and they were both always very close with their niece, who grew up a few towns away from my cousins.

      “You’ll have to meet her while you’re here.” She pats my arm. “Are you seeing anyone, Michael?”

      She asks me this same question nearly every time we talk, and I always have the same response.

      This time, though, the woman I just ran into outside the coffee shop flashes through my mind. I push the thought away.

      “No,” I say firmly. “Ayden’s happily married, and I’m happily single.”

      “Hmmm.” Lynn studies me.

      I squirm under her assessing gaze like I’m still twelve years old, and she’s looking at me like she did on the Maine docks after we learned the boat was never going to dock again.

      “You may be single, but you’re not happy about it.” She pats my arm again. “It’s okay to let someone in, you know. It doesn’t make you selfish.”

      Except it does. I take one look at her face that can’t mask the loneliness and pain she’s gone through, and I know I’m doing the right thing.

      Lynn’s blessed that she grew up in Montana and could pick herself up off the Lucky Bay dock in Maine and move back here after she lost her husband at sea. Most of the wives I know, like my mom, weren’t able to get that fresh start.

      They still have to walk by the docks every day and remember the moment their whole world changed. I won’t ever do that to a loved one.

      Still, as I step out of Cowboy Aromas into the crisp morning air, the memory of the woman falling into my arms hits me.

      And I crack a smile.

      I rarely smile.

      But I did today.
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      Emery

      I hustle along the sidewalk until I reach Mountain Air Advertising. I nearly skip along as I go through the revolving doors, pull out my ID card, and slide it through the grooved bar so I can push through the turnstile and head for the elevator bank.

      When the elevator doors open, I step in and press floor eleven.

      I could do this route in my sleep. I’ve been working at MAA since I graduated college. I started as an intern and worked my way up the ladder as far as I could go.

      No one loves this company more than I do. It’s a part of me, my identity. I love the company slogan “We do it best” and I love the company logo—a snow-capped mountain with a happy sun behind it. I want to take this company forward with fresh, new clients and a genuine focus on telling their stories. That’s where I excel and how I’ve made my reputation in the industry.

      And today I’m finally going to get the promotion I want and deserve—I’m finally going to be in charge of the entire advertising department. That means more responsibility, sure, but it also means way more influence over the creative positioning of the company.

      “Hey, Emery.”

      “Good morning, Emery.”

      “Morning.”

      I smile and wave at various colleagues as I walk down the hall toward my boss’s office.

      Fred Smith.

      His personality is as bland as his name.

      With thinning gray hair, blue eyes, and skin that looks like it’s never seen the sun, Fred’s been in charge of MAA for thirty years.

      Fred doesn’t take easily to change. I’ve had to work tirelessly to convince him of any new ideas our team has had. But I’ve gained his trust, and now I’m about to be rewarded for it.

      I knock on his half-open door, waiting until he waves me inside.

      I step in with a bright smile and shut the door behind me.

      “Good morning, Fred. Lovely day, isn’t it?” I take a seat in the chair across from his desk.

      “Good morning, Emery. So…” He steeples his fingers together in front of him, a gesture he does every time he’s worried about broaching something.

      I frown.

      What could be worrisome about promoting me?

      “Here’s the thing. About the Director position…”

      “Yes?” The word comes out sharply like I’m holding my breath.

      And I am. I feel like my existence rides on his answer.

      “I’m giving it to Steve.”

      A quiet hiss escapes my mouth as my stomach drops into my butt.

      Disappointment. Devastation. Life is over kinds of thoughts invade my brain.

      I brace my hands on either side of my legs and rock back and forth on the chair.

      “So you’re saying I’m not getting the promotion you promised me?”

      I’m shaking so much I nearly topple right off the chair. My phone falls off my lap and hits the side of Fred’s desk.

      That’s the second time today, and somehow the darn thing is still intact when I pick it up.

      “Emery…” Fred says to me as I’m still bent over fiddling with my phone. “Don’t overreact.”

      I jerk back up and straighten my back.

      “Don’t patronize me, and maybe I won’t overreact,” I say to him.

      I’m not sure where my nerve comes from. I’m a catch more flies with honey than vinegar kind of girl, but maybe this is what happens to me when everything I’ve worked for blows up in my face in a big puff of you’ve got to be kidding me smoke.

      “We had an agreement,” I say. “I bring you Savvy Shoes as a client, and you give me the promotion. I held up my end of the deal, Fred. I worked for freaking months to get those guys. No one else here could pull that off. Not even you.”

      “I know you did that,” he says in that soft, weaselly tone I’m hating more and more by the second. “That was a game changer for the company. But Steve has connections that you don’t.”

      “You mean Steve plays golf with his buddies, and they cut deals on the side.” I glare at him. “Let’s just say the truth here.”

      “Emery.” He leans back in his chair and studies me. “I’ll be honest with you. You want honest, right?”

      “Yes. Of course I do.”

      “I don’t know that your heart is truly in this work.”

      I stare at him.

      That is the absolute last thing I thought he would say to me.

      “I’m sorry?” I shake my head, certain I misheard. “What did you say?”

      He repeats the same sentiment, and I feel myself boiling with anger.

      “You. Are. Wrong.” I stand up. “You’re so wrong I can’t bother to waste my time telling you how wrong you are. In fact, I am giving my notice. Effective now.”

      “Emery!” Fred calls after me as I open his door. “Don’t be impulsive!”

      I turn back, my hand on the doorknob. “Why shouldn’t I be impulsive? You’re making a huge mistake not promoting me. Good luck with MAA. I truly wish you the best.”

      And I walk out.

      It’s not until I’m exiting the building with my box of packed things inside that I realize what I’ve done.

      I’ve walked away from the most important part of my life.

      And I’m jobless. Thus, without an income.

      So what the hell am I going to do now?
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      “A blind date?” I stare at my best friend, Alyssa, across the table at the café where we’re eating lunch.

      Oh, and we’re drinking plenty of wine to mourn the death of my career.

      So, while good and buzzed, we’re brainstorming on what I should do next.

      It only takes two glasses for us to decide I need a vacation. Alyssa can’t get off work, so I book myself a staycation at a local ranch.

      I check in tonight, and I can’t wait.

      I don’t take vacations.

      I can’t remember the last time I haven’t worked.

      So I’m going to take some time for myself.

      Because I’ve had some kind of a month.

      “First, your boyfriend dumps you,” Alyssa says as she pours us both more wine from the bottle sitting in the middle of our table.

      “For his job,” I add with a frown.

      Literally for his job.

      Henry landed a long-term consulting opportunity overseas, and he said he couldn’t pass it up.

      Before I could even think of a solution, he said he needed to do this alone. Staying together long distance would only complicate things.

      While I was still reeling, he said he thought it was a sign.

      A sign that he and I wanted different things.

      “So we’re over?” I said, pointing from his heart to mine.

      “Emery.” His eyes flashed with pity. He nearly touched his styled hair filled with product, but he stopped himself. His hair takes forty-five minutes to style every morning, and nothing could make him ruin that, apparently not even breaking up with me. His perfect teeth flashed as he leaned in close and kissed my cheek in a manner so patronizing I nearly slapped him. “I’ll miss you. But I’d miss this career opportunity more.”

      Henry and I were both career-focused, so I couldn’t really blame him for taking a job opportunity. But when the darkness started to subside, I got angry as I realized all that I’d sacrificed over the past three years. Especially in the intimacy department.

      Henry wasn’t just a shitty boyfriend who forgot important dates like our anniversary and my birthday. He wasn’t just a narcissist who spent twice as long getting ready in the mornings as I did.

      He was also a terrible lover.

      “You’re still angry about that asshole,” Alyssa says. “Which is why you need a blind date.”

      “Why would that help me?” I ask her. “I told you that, after Henry, I was done with relationships.”

      She points at me. “And that’s the beauty of a one-night date with a total stranger. You have hot sex with him. Just like you told me you wanted after your breakup. You never followed through. You were too busy working.”

      I take a huge swig of wine. “I said I wanted someone I can have good, sweaty sex with.”

      “Someone who knows what women want in bed and understands how to give it to them,” Alyssa quotes me.

      “But I also want him to be a good man,” I ramble. God, this wine is going straight to my head. “I don’t need a commitment or promises of tomorrow, but I do want someone decent and kind. I want someone worthy of Emery Walker and all she has to offer.”

      “Exactly! You deserve that and more,” Alyssa, my bestie-turned-cheerleader, says as she raises her glass and I clink mine to hers.

      I’m not asking for a lot.

      And yet I am.

      Because before Henry, every date I had sucked.

      Like really sucked.

      The fact that I picked Henry because he didn’t entirely suck, and then stuck with him for three years? That was a big lapse in judgment.

      The truth is, I was obsessed with my job. But with that obsession came ignoring other parts of my life, which led to a whole lot of passionless nights. Somewhere along the way, I forgot how to ask for what I wanted.

      “In life or in bed?” Alyssa asks me pointedly.

      God, I hate how I say things out loud without meaning to sometimes.

      “In bed,” I tell her. “I know what I want in life. Or at least, I used to.”

      “You will again,” she tells me. “You just need a break.”

      I definitely do need a break.

      I also need a good man to get over a bad one.

      Some women take time for themselves.

      Some throw themselves into their career.

      I have no career at the moment, so what’s left for me? A good vacation… and to prove that not all men are assholes.

      Alyssa smiles at me, her blond hair falling softly around her shoulders.

      “A blind date,” she says firmly. “In fact, I know just the guy.” She starts typing into her phone. “I’m texting him now.”

      “What?!” I reach across the table and try to grab her phone out of her hand or at least disrupt her text.

      No such luck.

      “Sent.”

      “Lyssa! The timing for this seems all off. I’m down and out about being jobless. I’m not a good catch right now. Not that I am normally, but right now, I’m at pretty much rock bottom.”

      “Wrong. You’re hot, and this date will help you take your mind off your problems. Yes, you’re jobless. But you also haven’t had sex in far too long, Mimi,” she says, calling me by the pet name my close circle often uses.

      I roll my eyes. “For you, too long is twenty-four hours.”

      She laughs that gorgeous belly laugh she’s had since we were kids and met on the school playground. Alyssa’s always cheered me up. But just as importantly, she always has a solution to everything.

      “True. Our sexual appetites are different. But you know you want a good night of sex. Every woman needs to release tension. And you’ve got so much pent-up, honey. Plus, not to be rude, but Henry was a total dickhead.”

      I sigh. “He really was.”

      “Just look at tomorrow night as a way to relax. Sexually relax.”

      “Tomorrow,” I repeat. “This blind date I didn’t agree to is tomorrow night.”

      She glances down at her phone as it pings. “Confirmed! Mitchell is available. He’ll meet you at Lucky Cowboy at seven o’clock tomorrow.”

      I start to argue her.

      Then I think about what I’ll be doing if I don’t go.

      I’ll be staying on the ranch, which is exciting.

      However, I know I’ll also be thinking about the end of my career.

      Crying into my pillow is highly likely.

      I’ll probably wade into regret about how I wish I hadn’t opened my mouth and told off my boss.

      Ex-boss.

      I fight a smile. The thing is, I don’t regret one moment of what I said to Fred.

      I’d do it again.

      “Exactly,” Alyssa says to me, and I realize I spoke that last thought out loud. “Fred’s an ass. I’m happy you told him so.”

      “Thank you.” I blow her a kiss. “And you know what? I’m going to go on this blind date. And I’m going to have fun.”

      “Yay! Good for you.” Alyssa smiles widely. “Picture what kind of a man you’d like to have sex with, Mimi. I think this guy could be perfect.”

      A flash of the man I smacked into this morning hits me.

      His rough-around-the-edges gorgeousness. Those worn jeans he filled out so nicely. And that solid chest. All muscle. I nearly swoon remembering how good it felt against my hands. Plus his little frown was cute.

      He was so hot, and grumpy. But sweet somehow. He was…different from other men I’ve met. And I felt a spark.

      Something I haven’t felt in a long while.

      “What are you thinking about?” Alyssa eyes me curiously.

      “Nothing.” I shake my head. “Just life.”

      “We’ll pick out your outfit together. And I want details the next morning.” Alyssa smiles at me.

      Holy crap.

      I’m going on a blind date.

      Tomorrow.
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