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Music blasts through the dock on the counter, playing the playlist I threw together this afternoon. Dane proposed to Emma this morning and we surprised her with an intimate engagement party. It’s now in full swing with champagne flowing. The finger foods disappeared over an hour ago, but when I went to make more I was shuffled away from the fridge and handed a drink.

Emma and Dane are laughing with my parents, while Jesse, Ashton, Ryan, and Alex are huddled near the makeshift bar. Of course, we’re all congregated in the kitchen despite my efforts to move the party to the living room. That’s just how my family is; besides, I love this kitchen. It’s huge.

Pouring myself a fresh glass of champagne, I whistle loudly to get everyone’s attention. When all eyes are on me, I lift my glass.

“To Emma and Dane, the two of you fit together like missing pieces of a puzzle. I’m so glad you’ve found your way to each other.

“Emma, Dane knew early on that you were the one for him. Despite the circumstances that brought you back to us, I’m so glad you’re here and officially joining the family. Congrats on your engagement, and I will be eagerly awaiting my Maid of Honor request!” Raising my hand, I fight the tears threatening to fall.

The friend I’ve always considered more of a sister is glowing, a complete one-eighty to the woman she was only months ago. My pain in the ass brother can’t take his eyes off her, their love radiates from them.

She winks at me, mouthing, “I love you.” Propping myself onto a bar stool, I sip my champagne as everyone talks over each other. Some may think it is too fast, they’ve only been together for a few months, but Dane has loved Emma for so long that they couldn’t be a better fit. Besides, I’ve always felt when you know a person is right for you, it doesn’t matter how much time passes.

Sighing, I down the rest of my drink and reach over to grasp the near empty bottle of champagne, refilling my glass. Seeing them so happy reminds me how lonely I am. It’s self-inflicted, but sometimes I miss the feeling of intimacy and companionship that having a partner or a lover gives. It’s been two years, maybe I’m ready to let someone in again.

My eyes are drawn to Alex; they usually are. He’s talking to Ryan on the other side of the kitchen, but his eyes are on me. My stomach flutters, anticipation building as we stare at each other. There has been this draw to him since the moment my eyes landed on him four months ago, pissed off and in a state of undress. Smiling to myself as I remember him seething, dragging Dane out of the house, I straighten in my seat as the man who takes up way too much space in my head says something to Ryan and then makes his way towards me.

Standing up and pushing away from the stool, I lean against the counter as he comes to stand next to me. I always feel like I’m more prepared to handle our usual banter when I’m standing. It never goes anywhere, despite my best efforts.

“Take it easy, the night’s just beginning.” Alex leans in close, his soft cologne enveloping me. Swallowing hard, I shift away trying to ignore the way my body comes to life whenever he’s near. The draw I feel terrifies me, and I need some distance so I’m not disappointed when our flirting goes nowhere.

Eyeing him up and down, he looks amazing in dark-wash jeans and a black button-up shirt, I smirk as I take a small sip. “Better?”

His responding grin ignites the small flames in my stomach into a blazing inferno, his smile is one of the things that I find the most attractive about him. And when he looks at me, it widens just a bit showing off his perfect teeth. It’s his “Lia” smile, the one I don’t think he knows exists. He presses his lips to my ear and says, “Much.” Alex straightens to his full height, his arm pressing into mine as we watch our friends celebrating. My body feels like I’m touching a live wire, electricity shooting throughout my limbs. “You look stunning tonight.”

Tilting my head up to look at him, the smile forming is unstoppable. The strapless dress is a simple black number, but I almost had to sew it onto my body it’s so damn tight. “You’re not looking too bad yourself.”

Relaxing as we fall into the familiar pattern of shameless flirting, time passes in a blur. I’m exhausted by the time Emma, Dane, Alex, and myself are the only ones remaining in the kitchen. I love my family, but I’ve been up since five this morning. Glancing at the clock, I groan internally when I see it is two in the morning. I have to be up by six at the latest.

Laughing as Emma shimmies over to me and grabs my hand, I grin at Alex as she spins me in a circle. Her face is flushed with the amount of champagne she has consumed. “Dane and I are leaving, Maid of Honor.” Laughing, we hug before they head back over to Emma’s house, leaving Alex and me alone.

Glancing at him out of the corner of my eye, I grab a pile of dishes and set them in the sink. I’m too aware of him. He turns off the music, the silence deafening. His hand covers mine as I go to turn on the tap, his body pressing in behind me. My hearts stutters before taking off at a thunderous pace when the heat of his breath teases the sensitive skin below my neck. The only sound in the room is our breathing. It’s completely erotic. “What do you think you’re doing?” His whisper makes me shiver.

It takes me a moment to respond, my pulse erratic from the feel of his lips on my neck when he spoke, and I know my voice will give away just how much he is impacting me. When I feel under control, I finally open my lips to respond.

“Cleaning up?” Mentally smacking myself, I straighten my body and look at him over my shoulder. Our lips are mere inches apart and my eyes are drawn to his mouth, before flicking back to his laughing hazel eyes. “I wanted to get a head start on cleaning up.”

“Leave it, everyone said they would be back to help in the morning.” He closes his hand around mine, spinning me to face him. His arms cage me against the counter, my heart pounds in a tremulous rhythm as I search his eyes when he presses his body into mine. We’ve never crossed any kind of physical boundaries before, and I can’t help but hope that he’s finally lost control. A control I’ve been pushing at for months.

The heat that always surrounds us crackles in the air, my breath is coming in short bursts as I watch him war with himself.

Running my hands up his arms, loving the way his muscles move underneath my palms, I wrap my arms around his neck and press my body into his. Tilting my chin up, I look into his eyes and wait for him to decide.

He growls deep in his throat, his eyes flaring. The air whooshes out of me as his lips crash onto mine, devouring me with the hunger of a man who can no longer restrain himself.
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Dropping the stack of magazines onto Emma’s kitchen counter, I gratefully accept the cup of coffee she thrusts into my hands. Breathing in the comforting aroma, I take an appreciative sip and breathe out a sigh. God, that’s good.

“Okay, it’s been six months since Dane proposed to you and we have yet to make any real headway, so I’m not leaving here until we at least decide on a venue.” Propping myself onto one of the bar stools sitting at her island, I start flipping through one of the magazines. “Why did you want actual magazines? You know you can find all this stuff online, right? Pinterest is a wonderful invention, and it’s free.”

“I know. I just like the idea of having something to hold in my hands. We can use Pinterest too. And picking a venue is easier said than done, everything around here is booked up so far in advance, and none of it fits us.” She sits beside me, leaning in as I pause on a stunning Grecian style wedding dress. “If you ever get married, that style would look incredible on you. Not with your cowboy hat and boots, though. I forbid it.”

“Em, we’re discussing your actual wedding, not my ‘theoretical, probably never gonna happen’ wedding.” A shadow falls over the counter, drawing our eyes up until we’re both looking at Alex. My heart takes off. God, he looks and smells so good.

“Alex, don’t you think this dress would look incredible on Lia?” Emma jumps up, giving him a peck on the cheek before topping off her coffee.

He lowers his eyes from where they were locked on mine to the dress on the glossy page. My eyes are drawn to his throat as he swallows before turning away from me and sticking his head in the fridge without answering Emma’s question.

Dropping my eyes to the magazine, I casually turn the pages without actually seeing anything. I hate feeling like this. Grabbing my coffee, I down the rest of it to ground myself. I’m not this fucking girl.

“Well?” I tilt my chin up, glaring at Em when she presses, before continuing to flip the pages and ignore the man whose eyes I can feel burning into me. Why bother making eye contact, as soon as I look at him he’s just going to look away anyways.

“Lia looks good in anything she wears, so I’m sure she would look beautiful.” With that, he leaves the room as quickly as he came in. It’s been this way ever since the night we celebrated Emma and Dane’s engagement.

The same night we gave in to the heat and had the best sex I’ve ever experienced. And sex with Alex is an experience. I haven’t been alone in a room with him since then, and I’m not stupid, I know he’s avoiding me.

Quite frankly, I’m really pissed off about it. Before that night, we used to have fun together and I feel like I’ve lost a friend. I thought after the initial awkwardness went away things would get back to normal, but it’s still the same. I know he’s worried about upsetting me, but the loss of our easy friendship hurts.

“Sorry, Lia, I don’t know what his issue is.”

I stare at a gorgeous dress, pretending to be immersed in the intricate details of the beads on the bodice as I collect myself before meeting her apologetic gaze. “No worries. Maybe he’s just having the world’s longest manstruation. We should write in to the Guinness Book of World Records.”

Emma throws her head back, her laugh echoing loudly through the kitchen. “He has been excessively moody since we announced our engagement.” She frowns, creases marring her forehead. “It’s probably not easy for him. For so long, we only had each other, now he knows I don’t need him in quite the same way. He can’t hide behind me anymore, using me as an excuse to not look for something more in his life than work and our friendship.”

“Do you think he has feelings for you?”

Almost falling out of her chair at that, Emma’s laughs wrack her body to the point I’m worried she’s going to hurt herself. “Oh my God, NO. Gross. He’s as much a brother to me as Dane and Ryan are to you. The same goes for the way he looks at me. There has never even been an inkling. That would just be wrong.”

Even though I knew this, I’m still relieved. Emma continues to ponder what could be bothering him as we mark pages that we like in the wedding magazines. I feel guilty for not opening up to her, but it was a one-night thing. Clearly, since Alex can’t even be in the same room as me. The heat between us has only escalated for me since that night, the ache in my body for the pleasure of his touch flaring every time we lock eyes, but apparently one time was enough for him.

Actually, I don’t think that’s true. I can read him pretty well, I think he’s scared of letting someone in. Letting something meaningful develop, but I never said I wanted anything more from him. And now that night haunts my dreams. A constant reminder of something in my life that I had momentarily let myself hope that one night would become more.

Trying to shake thoughts of my non-existent “whatever” with Alex, I force myself to focus instead on my best friend. This afternoon is about her.

Closing my eyes, I try to picture the perfect place for her and Dane to get married. It needs to be close to home and rustic. It should be open, and we should have the ability to decorate it however we want.

The list of places available disappears rapidly as I ponder what they would like, until one glaringly obvious option remains. Why didn’t I think of this before?

“Em, I’m a fucking genius! What if we cover the sand in the large arena and decorate it with flowers, lights, and whatever other decorations you decide you want. It’s rustic, we know there’s enough room, and then there is no rush to clean up the space after, plus you don’t have to book it ridiculously far in advance, so you can have the wedding whenever you want.”

She closes the magazine she is flipping through with a slap of her hand. “Why didn’t I think of that? It’s brilliant! All of the places we’ve been looking at are booking over a year from now. I don’t want to wait that long.” Leaning over, she wraps her arm around my shoulders, squeezing.

“I’m not always just a hat rack.” Laughing, I pull a notepad over and we start sketching ideas, and jotting notes about decorations.
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Ollie runs to the end of the arena, waiting for my cue. Kicking my heels out, I say, “Whoa.” He slides to a stop, the tracks he’s left behind are straight and true.

After leaving Emma’s house an hour ago, I desperately needed to get my mind off weddings, and relationships, and stupid men who fuck me and then avoid me after giving me a taste of something I forgot I desperately needed.

So, I saddled Ollie and have been going through some reining patterns. Show season is upon us, the first in just over a month, and I want to be sure we’re ready.

Lifting my right rein, I roll my spur into his left flank. He spins on the spot, the room around us blurring with the speed of the spin. Stopping him, I let him rest a moment before lifting my left rein and this time rolling my spur into his right flank. He spins in the opposite direction, the tightness of the circle envied by many.

Ollie is eight years old and has been my reining horse since we entered the Futurity, the chance for first time reining horses to show what they have and win big, when he was three years old. In the five years I’ve had him, the bond we’ve formed is envied both in and out of the arena. He will be with me until the day he dies, despite offers of tens of thousands of dollars to buy him.

Patting Ollie on his neck, I frown when I see Alex through the large windows at the end of the arena. Everything I’ve been trying to clear my head of comes back with a vengeance. It really bothers me that Alex initiated what happened that night, and then proceeded to avoid me like I’m a carrier of the plague.

I didn’t ask him to pin me against the counter and kiss me with an explosive passion that still has my body thrumming six months later. Nor did I ask him to wrap my legs around his waist and fuck me until I had the most earth shattering orgasm I’ve ever experienced.

Growling, I nudge Ollie into a canter, circling the arena working on lead changes until we are both covered in a sheen of sweat. I love the speed of this sport, and the connection between horse and rider. It’s a testament to how frustrated I am that I don’t feel better after a solid hour of working.

Slowing Ollie to a trot, I begin our cooldown. When his breathing has slowed, I dismount and walk him around the arena a couple times to ensure he’s cooled down enough. Leading him to the tie stall, I quickly untack him and rub him down until his coat shines before settling him into his stall with some feed and his supplements. The entire time I perform my tasks, I’m remembering that night with such acuity that by the time I’m done putting his tack away, my body is quivering in need.

Scowling, I clench my thighs trying to alleviate the ache, getting more and more pissed off at Alex the entire time. He did this to me. I was fine. I met my own needs and didn’t need anything from anyone. Now, I can’t come unless it’s to images in my head of that night with Alex. He’s ruined my ability to need nothing from anyone.

Flipping the lights, I burst through the door cursing under my breath and crash into a hard, hot body. Glancing up, I step back into the now closed door of the barn. “Alex.”

Alex’s hazel eyes take in my disheveled appearance. My hair is wild from running patterns with Ollie, my skin covered in a light layer of sweat and dust. When his eyes fall on the slight sliver of skin showing between my jeans and tank top, his eyes shoot back to mine where they bore into my soul. He steps back a foot, his eyes moving between mine and the barn door as he tries to think of something to say. “I didn’t know you were in the barn.”

“I was working Ollie. We have a show in May.” Tucking my hands in my back pockets, I lean back, propping one foot against the wall, trying to ignore the way my body has lit up from the inside. I’ve spent the last ninety minutes replaying that one night, and now the object of my desire is standing here looking at me with false indifference. Despite his best efforts, I know he’s still attracted to me, because if he wasn’t, he wouldn’t be avoiding me all of the damn time.

When he starts to turn without another word, I shove off the wall, closing the distance between us.

Enough is enough.

I fist my hand in his shirt when he moves to walk away again, and step into him, tilting my head up so he can’t avoid looking at me. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

“No . . .” He tries to look away, but I raise my other hand and hold it against the back of his head.

“Don’t lie to me, Alex. We used to spend time together, and now you don’t remain in a room with me more than the necessary amount of time to be considered polite. Don’t even get me started on the fact you haven’t been alone with me since the engagement party.

“What I don’t get is that you’re the one who initiated that night. You’re the one who made the first move, not me. I haven’t been some clingy chick you picked up in a bar, so what gives?” Holding him in place, I glare up at him, locking his gaze in mine.

He sighs and runs a hand down his face before looking at my hand still grasping his shirt. “I’ve been a dick for no reason, haven’t I?”

“Well, I wasn’t going to use those exact words, but yeah.” Grinning, I drop my hand when he chuckles softly.

“In the heat of the moment, all I could think about was you and how much I wanted to feel you. Afterwards, all I could think about was everyone else and what they would do if they found out. I don’t want a relationship and the pressure would be there, I know how Emma thinks.” His smirk drops into a frown as I gape at him.

“That is the lamest thing I’ve ever heard. Your hot factor just dropped by two points.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I narrow my eyes. His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows, but there is a slight smirk he’s fighting at my comment. Cocking my hip out, I scowl. “Let’s go through these one at a time. First off, no one knows what happened and there is no reason for them to know. Second, you’re assuming I want a relationship; that’s something I haven’t had the desire for in a long time. Been there, done that, and I have the emotional scarring as a souvenir.”

Alex has made me wonder, hope even, but for the most part I’m still leery of entering a relationship, especially with someone as skittish as Alex, so I don’t feel like I’m lying.

“My hot factor?” Alex grins at me, cocking his head to the side in a way that is too cute. He’s trying to distract me, but it won’t work.

“Seriously? That’s what you took from that?” Shaking my head, I step toward him and place my hand on his chest, pressing my body into his. For a moment, all I can think about is the hard muscle beneath my hand and remembering the way it looked when he pounded into me.

Grinding my teeth, I focus back on the man before me. “All I want is someone I trust to have hot sex with. Get your head out of your ass and think about it. If that’s not what you want, fine, but we’re friends Alex, and it hurts my feelings that it’s so easy for you to forget that.”

Lifting onto my toes, I press a chaste kiss to his lips, drawing away before he can react. Brushing past him, I saunter to my house.

I’m not a pushover, and I’m not going to let him get away with this shitty behavior any more.
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I slept like complete and utter shit last night. Tossing and turning as I replayed Lia’s taunt in my head, I’m guessing I got no more than three hours. Three hours that were filled with dreams of Lia beneath me. Not that those dreams are anything new, I’ve had them every night since Emma and Dane’s engagement party.

Her words are on repeat in my head.

You’re avoiding me.

I’m not some clingy chick you picked up in a bar.

We’re friends . . . 

You hurt my feelings.

As if I’m not already haunted by that one night, her slender body pressed against mine as I pounded into her tight, wet pussy, but now the guilt I’ve been ignoring at the way I’ve been avoiding her is at the forefront of my mind.

Throwing the covers off, I sit on the edge of my bed, running my hands down my face. For months Lia allowed me to avoid her, but she’s made it clear she’s not willing to play that game anymore.

I’ve never been a coward, but I’ve also never been attracted to someone so close to Emma before. All of my previous partners have been strangers I’ve picked up—typical one-night stands. The closest I had to a serious relationship was a similar arrangement to what Lia is suggesting, but six months in she couldn’t handle my friendship with Emma so I was done. Lia is part of Emma’s family, which means I need to tread carefully. Although, at least I can be sure she won’t get jealous of Em.

“Alex, are you coming?” Emma knocks on the door, opening it after a beat.

“Yeah.” Tugging the t-shirt I’m holding over my head, I follow her out of my room and down the stairs. Chloe is bouncing around at our feet, a toy in her mouth. Stepping onto the porch, I throw it for her, my eyes on the house across the yard.

“You seem distracted. Are you finally going to tell me what’s gotten your panties in a bunch for the past six months?” Emma bends to take the toy from Chloe and throws it for her again.

“I’m fine, really.” Avoiding Emma’s look of disbelief, I watch Chloe play by herself in the yard.

“You’re so full of shit.” She bounds down the steps, shaking her head. “It’s me, we’ve been telling each other everything for a decade. Now stop being avoidant.”

Lengthening my strides, I catch up to her and glance down. Her feelings are hurt, the look on her face makes my stomach twist. I’m on a fucking roll.

“I’m sorry, it’s not that I want to keep anything from you, I just don’t know how to put it into words.” The lie comes easily, I’ve been saying it enough over the past several months. She looks at me skeptically, but accepts my answer.

As we walk into the Hyatt’s house, I shove my thumbs into the pocket of my jeans.

I hate that I’ve been so fucking moody. It changes now, I’m not this guy.

Walking into the kitchen, I fight the grin that threatens when I see the only available seats are next to Lia and Dane. She’s really not going to let me avoid this anymore.

“Good morning.” Filling my plate, I listen to Ryan and Dane discussing the horses. The mares in foal are due in about a month and they’re moving them closer to the house today to prepare.

“Alex, if you’re free, we could use an extra hand,” Ryan inquires.

“Yeah, I would . . .” My cutlery clatters to my plate as a hand strokes over my cock, gripping me through my jeans. Five sets of eyes watch me as I adjust the table cloth, and clear my throat. “Yeah, I would be glad to help.”

Swallowing hard, I pick up my knife and fork, shrugging innocently at Emma’s glance before I look sideways at Lia. The smirk on her face as she eats is a silent challenge.

Ryan and Dane return to their conversation, leaving me to try and act like nothing out of the ordinary is going on.

Cutting into my French toast, I focus on chewing, the normally delicious meal has no flavor. Every part of my body is zoned in on Lia stroking me and trying to act as though I don’t have an erection at the breakfast table.

Forcing my face into a look of passiveness, I tune back into the conversation Dane and Ryan are having, hoping to distract myself. They’re now discussing the yearlings and which ones they want to sell.

“Alex, I want to add photos of some of the yearlings to the ranch’s website. Do you have time to sit down this week and tweak it a little bit?” Dane looks over at me and I’m glad I’ve been paying attention to more than the hand that has now made its way inside my boxer briefs.

“Yeah, that shouldn’t be a problem.” My voice is low and I fight a groan as Lia’s thumb teases the tip of my dick before stroking down in a slow torturous motion.

“Perfect. I will take some photos after we move the mares today and email them to you later. The layout is perfect, I was thinking we should separate the horses by age and the amount of training they’ve had, rather than have them all on the same page. If we can create a tab that appears when you hover the mouse over the sale button, I think that would be perfect.”

Nodding in response, I quickly stuff a forkful of food into my mouth to keep a groan from escaping. Lia’s hand has picked up the pace, stroking me in exactly the way I like it.

Lia chuckles softly to herself as she slides her hand out of my pants and stands up from the table, carrying her dishes to the sink. My eyes follow her as she first rinses then sticks them in the dishwasher, before walking to the door of the kitchen.

“Well, friends, I’m off to the clinic.” She winks at me with a smirk before walking out of the room, everyone saying casual goodbyes and chatting, all the while I’m trying not to chase after her. My dick screams at her for leaving me like this, an ache already forming from the absence of release. She will be punished for this.
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Releasing the mare from her halter, I watch as she trots off to the fresh round bale of hay Jesse dropped in the pen after breakfast this morning. Pulling the baseball cap off my head, I swipe my hand across my forehead before replacing it.

Dane and Ryan have fifteen horses in foal, all due within a couple weeks of each other. I missed seeing the foals being born last year, arriving on the ranch when they were already almost two months old. I’ve learned that in the horse world, they prefer foals to be born in May. I don’t really understand the reason behind it, but seasonally it makes sense. The snow is finally gone and the weather is warming up.

“Is there anything else I can help you
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