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Chapter 1

King of Hearts

Sally

Present Day

November

Checking out the cowboy across the bar, I have one thought and one thought only—Damn, I’ve missed this.

Thick, tan, tattooed forearms rippling with muscle and crisscrossed with large veins—check.

Stetson and a pair of broken-in Wranglers, which are topped off with a clean white tee that stretches across his broad chest and shows off his enormous biceps—check.

Scruffy, obscenely handsome smirk—check.

My heart flutters when he looks up from chatting with the gorgeous blond at his elbow and turns that smirk on me. This cowboy is the complete opposite of the serious, seriously entitled guys I went to college and veterinary school with, and I am here for it.

Maybe that’s why I’m in the middle of the longest sexual drought of my life. Up until this summer, I wasn’t hanging out with any cowboys.

The cowboys I grew up with are generous and honest to a fault. They say what they mean, and they don’t play games. They certainly don’t make you feel self-conscious, like you’re asking for too much or you’re not cute or cool enough. Having lived in a handful of different places over the course of my studies, I’ve learned how rare that kind of man is.

The cowboy across the bar holds up his first two fingers in his approximation of a wave. “Hey, Sunshine.”

I manage a smile, my face burning. “Hey, Wyatt.”

You’d think I’d be immune to my best friend’s extreme hotness by now, even though I’ve been away from Hartsville more often than not over the past decade. He and I have been friends for—goodness—over twenty years now. Wyatt Rivers should be like a brother to me.

Only the raging crush I’ve had on him since the second I hit puberty makes my feelings for him anything but fraternal.

The supermodel type beside him hanging on his every word is exhibit A as to why I’ve never acted on those feelings. Wyatt is way, way out of my league. He was always Mr. Popularity, star of our high school baseball and football teams, while I was the nerd who played violin, had braces, and spent her free time assisting her dad, a veterinarian, with calls on ranches across the county.

Wyatt is also very much a free spirit. Or playboy, depending on who you ask.

He’d be the perfect hookup, if only he wasn’t my best friend. I don’t have time for a boyfriend; last week, I was offered my dream job in Northern, New York, so I’m not sticking around in Hartsville. But while I’m here, I’d like to be able to get out of my head and have some really great sex—work out some of the frustration I’ve felt lately about, well, everything.

My experience in that department has been lackluster at best.

I lost my virginity at twenty-one to my boyfriend at the time, and the sex was unexciting to say the least; I only orgasmed when I took care of it myself. He blamed me, saying he’d “be more into it” if I was adventurous and lost a few pounds.

The next guy I dated insisted I always went down on him, but he never returned the favor.

“I just don’t love it” was his explanation, which made me feel like the grossest, unsexiest person alive.

Was my body really that much of a turn-off?

The last boyfriend I had—this was during my residency about a year ago—didn’t seem interested in having sex with me at all. When we did hook up, it was always quick and to the point. I tried to be adventurous with him—tried to incorporate more playfulness, more foreplay—but he always said he was “too tired,” thanks to the round-the-clock rigors of our program. Which I didn’t entirely understand, because I was in the same program and I was tired too, but never too tired to have sex. His lukewarm reaction made me feel pretty shitty about myself.

Years of disappointing experiences have left me feeling anxious and excruciatingly self-conscious when I’m with men. I feel like I need to constantly watch what I say, what I wear, what I eat. If I could be a little less of this, a little more of that, maybe the magic would finally happen.

It hasn’t, and now my confidence is hanging by a thread. It’s gotten to the point that I’m so self-conscious around guys, I end up overthinking myself out of a great time. I try so hard to be what I think a guy wants that I can barely talk to someone, much less hit on them. I don’t enjoy sex, because I’m always in my head about whether he’s enjoying it. At some point, I just gave up trying to date.

But now it’s been almost a full year since I’ve done anything with a member of the opposite sex, and I feel like I’m coming out of my skin. A vibrator can only get you so far. I’m legitimately worried I’ve forgotten how to kiss someone. I know I’ve forgotten how to pick someone up.

Most of all, I’ve forgotten how to have fun.

I put on a smile when Tallulah—the Rattler’s owner and bartender—hands me a spicy margarita on the rocks, the glass rimmed with just the right amount of Tajín.

“How’d you know I wanted—”

“The Tajín?” Tallulah glances over her shoulder at Wyatt. “Lover boy over there ordered it for you.”

Rolling my eyes, I bite back a smile. “Of course he did. Here’s my card. You can keep it open—”

“He took care of that too.” She waves away my card. “C’mon, Sally. You’ve been back for months now. You oughta know that man isn’t gonna let you pay for a damn thing while you’re here.”

And this is why I often wonder if my standards for men are just too high. Has Wyatt, with his forearms and his Stetsons and his generosity, ruined me for everyone else?

I’ve been living in New York for the past three years, where I did my residency in large animal surgery at Northern University. Before that, I’d attended veterinary school in Chicago, and before that, I’d completed my undergraduate degree in Waco. Guys bought me drinks in those places, but they did it with the implied expectation that we’d have sex, or I’d at least go down on them. But of course my orgasm was an afterthought, if they thought about it at all.

Cowboys are a different breed. Makes me wonder what the hell I’m gonna do when I move back to New York at the end of December. When I completed my residency at the Northern University Hospital for Animals back in May, I applied for my dream job to be a surgeon there. Dad and I always talked about how great it would be to work at a university, where I could practice and teach, maybe even do the kind of research that would lead to breakthroughs in the field. In the meantime, I returned to Hartsville without the job offer to figure out my next steps.

I’d missed Texas like crazy over the years, so I didn’t mind moving home, even if it meant living with my parents. I love my hometown. I also love the veterinary work I’ve gotten to do alongside Dad in the area.

But when my adviser called me earlier this week and offered me the job at Northern University, I immediately accepted it, even though the conversation gave me a stomachache. The pay is great, the position is prestigious, and it will set me up as one of the top equine surgeons in the nation. The job security alone is worth it. Never mind the real impact I can make there—from performing lifesaving surgeries to teaching others how to provide top-notch veterinary care. Dad said it was his dream to be that kind of groundbreaking surgeon, but his grades weren’t good enough to make it happen. It’s one of his biggest regrets.

I start January 1. Which means I only have so many ladies’ nights at the Rattler left. Only so many days to get my cowboy fix so I can go back to Northern University sated and steady, ready to live out my dreams.

In other words, getting this job offer has kicked my search for no-strings-attached fun with cowboys into high gear.

It’s also brought my anxiety to new heights, but I think once I get cute guys in Wranglers out of my system, I’ll be ready to move back to New York.

I’ll finally feel excited about the next chapter in my life. Love is something I’m definitely looking for in the long term. When I think about my future, I always picture having a partner in life. Someone to help shoulder life’s burdens and celebrate its joys. Someone to start a family with and grow old with.

In the meantime, though, I just need to blow off some steam.

“Thank you for the drink,” I call over to Wyatt, even as I give him a pointed look.

He just shrugs, still smirking. “It’s ladies’ night. Cheers, Sally.”

“Cheers.”

It’s a Tuesday night at the Rattler, Hartsville’s one and only dive bar. It’s our only bar, period, which is why there’s already a crowd here at half past five.

The space, with its sticky floor and clapboard walls and ceiling, buzzes with conversation, country music pumping through the speakers. I know I’m biased, but the vibe in here is unlike anything I’ve experienced anywhere else. There’s this energy in the air, this sense of anticipation, that makes you feel like you’re about to have a damn good time.

Ladies’ night has been a time-honored Tuesday-night tradition at the Rattler for as long as I can remember. Tallulah marks the occasion with half-price tequila drinks.

I don’t always make it out. Our days begin early; Dad has coffee going by four, and we’re usually out the door not long after that, on our way to the first of many appointments and calls he’ll get.

By the time supper rolls around at five p.m., I’m beat. But tonight, my libido won out over my exhaustion. I’m not going to scratch my fun-with-a-cowboy itch if all I do is work and sleep. And being around Wyatt more often than not—he’s a cowboy on Lucky River Ranch, where Dad cares for the herd and the horses—has taken my sexual frustration to new heights.

Sipping my margarita, I watch Wyatt make the pretty blond laugh while simultaneously buying another girl—this one a redhead—a drink. He’s smiling, a Shiner Bock in his hand, as a third girl approaches him. They clearly know each other. Wyatt smiles, says something that makes her giggle, and then wraps her in a tight, flirty hug, the kind that has her going up on her tiptoes to plaster her body against his.

To be fair, he is a tall guy—six two—with long legs and the kind of pecs that would make a Hollywood casting director cry. At five three, I basically have to leap into the air to give Wyatt a hug.

The woman holds him for a beat too long before stepping back, her hand lingering on his chest, his arm lingering around her waist.

He talks. She keeps giggling. The other two women wait patiently for him to return his attention to them at the bar.

Really, Wyatt got this sunshine thing all wrong. He’s the one who’s the sun. The rest of us just float in his orbit, waiting our turn to bask in his warmth and attention.

I watch in wonder as he seamlessly brings the third girl into his conversation with the first two. Now Wyatt is telling a story, and all the girls are giggling. The blond playfully slaps his shoulder, and he responds with a flirty nudge of his elbow.

The man is a master.

He’s fun without being cheesy. Forward without being creepy. There’s an ease to the way he casts his spell over these women, a confidence in his movements, that’s epically, lethally sexy.

Wyatt is getting laid tonight, no question. Ignoring the twist of jealousy in my gut at the idea of him taking any of these women home, I force myself to look away.

Lucky for me, my friend Mollie—who also happens to be Mom and Dad’s employer, as she’s the owner of Lucky River Ranch—picks that moment to walk into the Rattler. Cash—her fiancé and Wyatt’s older brother—is right behind her.

Like usual, Mollie is dressed to the nines in a miniskirt and metallic-purple cowboy boots.

And like usual, Cash drapes an arm over her shoulders, letting everyone in the bar know she’s taken.

Smiling, I wave at them. You’d never know from the lovey-dovey way they act now that a few short months ago, they absolutely hated each other’s guts. Amazing how quickly things can change.

“I’m sorry he’s here.” Mollie aims a smile at Cash. “I know it’s supposed to be girls’ night—”

“But somebody’s gotta make sure no one bothers y’all.” Cash’s voice is gruff, but his eyes are soft as he looks down at Mollie.

When I decided earlier this afternoon that I’d find a second wind and give ladies’ night a try, I asked Mollie to be my wingwoman. She landed a hot cowboy, so I figure I have something to learn from her. She and I have gotten close since I’ve been home. Plus, she’s always down to have a good time.

“Pretty sure that’s why Sally’s here, Cash.” Mollie tilts her head. “To get bothered by hot guys.”

“I’ll make sure they’re the right kind of hot guys, then.” Cash glances across the bar at Wyatt and shakes his head. “My brother sure as hell ain’t one of ’em. Who’s he talking to?”

Mollie squints. “Don’t know. Flavors of the day, I guess.”

“Of the hour, more like it,” Cash murmurs.

I smile tightly at the oldest Rivers brother. “Please tell me you have some friends you can introduce me to.”

Stepping away from Cash, Mollie loops her arm through mine as she surveys the crowd. “There’re some cute ones here tonight.”

“Hey,” Cash says.

Mollie just waves him away. “Oh, please, you and I both know you’re the cutest of them all. The grumpiest too, but that’s neither here nor there.”

She’s not wrong. I love Cash dearly, but he definitely growls a lot.

I will say, he’s been almost pleasant—pleasant for Cash anyway—ever since he and Mollie got together.

See? That’s the power of good sex. Love too, I guess, but let’s not put the cart before the horse.

I need a fuck that’s not fictional, as rude as that sounds. I need to take advantage of being in such close proximity to so many gorgeous guys with big hands and bigger…hearts. All of a sudden, I have an end date for my stay in Texas, so it’s time to make shit happen.

A gust of cool air hits the backs of my legs. I turn to see a broad-shouldered man in a cowboy hat and a striped button-up stride into the bar.

My stomach dips. It’s Beck Wallace, a horse trainer who works on his family’s ranch about twenty miles away.

He’s really, really handsome. He’s not as tall as the Rivers boys, but he’s still tan, ripped, and wearing a Stetson. He’s got a head full of thick, dark hair and a scruffy beard-mustache situation going on.

When he smiles at me, I feel sparks catch inside my skin.

I also feel myself already getting inside my head. Do I play hard to get, or do I go right up and talk to him? Would he be into a girl with that kind of confidence? Or would he want a nice girl, one he got to chase?

All these questions—along with my desire to put on the perfect performance—fill me with anxiety. Our interaction hasn’t even happened yet, and I’m already dreading it.

I already feel…defeated and kinda dead inside.

Mollie pulls me closer. “Ask and you shall receive. C’mon. Let’s go say hello.”

Before I can respond, she’s pulling me toward Beck.

He and I grew up running in the same circles, but because his family’s ranch is in a different town, we didn’t go to the same school. We were only officially introduced a month or so ago, when Beck came to deliver a horse to Lucky River Ranch that Cash had purchased. I immediately developed a little crush on him.

Beck’s a charming guy. He’s also a rock star at his job. After I examined the horse Cash had bought, it was clear that Beck and his family bred some of the finest quarter horses this side of the Rockies.

I should not be this nervous to run into him. Then again, I’m nervous around all guys. Except Wyatt, of course. But he doesn’t count. I think I’ve internalized the idea that because Wyatt is so much hotter than me, so much cooler, I don’t have a shot in hell of ever catching his eye. Which means I can just be myself around him. I’m not at all self-conscious around him. I don’t second-guess myself the way I am right now.

It helps that Wyatt and I grew up together. There’s a level of comfort between us, of camaraderie, that I hope will never ever go away.

I manage a smile as Beck holds out an arm, clearly inviting me in for a hug.

“Hey, darlin’! How you been?”

A million thoughts whip through my head as I look up into his green eyes. What did that blond do again with Wyatt? Do I press my boobs against Beck’s chest? What if the boobs are too much? I feel like he’d be into boobs. What guy isn’t? I don’t want to give him the wrong idea, though. But wait, I actually do want to give him that idea. Isn’t that why I’m here? I can’t always be the nice girl—nice girls don’t get laid. But if I don’t play the nice girl, will he want to see me again?

Mollie is looking at me expectantly.

“Hey there.” My scalp prickles with heat as I try my best to mimic the blond’s smooth, easy, flirty hug. I move forward, reaching up, and Beck immediately recoils.

“Ow.”

I look down to see that I’m stepping on his foot. Both feet actually.

Great freaking start.

My face is on fire as I jump away. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry—”

“Don’t sweat it. You’re not doing the Rattler right if your boots don’t get a little scuffed up from being knocked around.”

“Amen.” Mollie cuts me a look. “I hope that means we’ll be seeing you on the dance floor, Beck? Sally gets a break tonight from being the star of the show.” She nods to the empty stage on the other side of the bar.

My mom is the drummer for Frisky Whiskey, a local band that plays here every Friday night. When I’m in town, I moonlight as a backup singer and violinist.

“Hardly the star,” I reply.

“I’ve seen you up there, doing your thing. You’re great.” Beck is still smiling at me—a good sign. “I don’t have a musical bone in my body, so I’m always so impressed when people can sing or play an instrument.”

I swallow, thank you on the tip of my tongue. But a bit of Tajín gets stuck in my throat. Suddenly, I’m choking, my eyes watering as I sip more tequila in an effort not to cough.

But oh, do I cough. Loud enough that I catch Wyatt looking up from his threesome—or it’s a foursome, I guess, if you include him—and scrunching his brow while mouthing, You okay?

I hold up my thumb. “All good. Just went down the wrong pipe.”

“You really all right?” Beck’s eyebrows are pulled together. “I can get you some water if you need it.”

I shake my head. “Water’s the last thing I need.”

“You sure?”

“Well, yeah.” I suck down the dregs of my margarita, all the while wondering at what point interacting with men had become the opposite of fun. “I’m clearly a mess, so I probably need something a little stronger. You know, to, um…”

“Loosen up a little?” Mollie looks at me.

The sympathy in her eyes makes me wish the ground would open up and swallow me whole.

“Yes, that. Exactly. It’s been a long day. I mean, we’ve all had long days, am I right? Because days here are long. And hard. Not that there’s anything wrong with long and hard things. I just—oh. Oh wow, that…came out wrong. I was just trying to say that sometimes, I enjoy things because they’re long and also hard—”

“How about we get you another margarita?” Mollie begins pulling me back toward the bar before offering Beck a smile. “We’ll be right back.”





Chapter 10

Shoulda Been a Cowboy

Wyatt

Sally is talking to Beck when I walk back into the barn, deck of cards in hand. The cardboard edges of the box bite into my palm as I tighten my grip.

Yes, Sally connecting with other guys was part of the plan.

Yes, it was a plan I agreed to.

No, I was not prepared for the white-hot jealousy that streaks through me when I see her smile up at him like he hung the goddamn moon.

Enough of the pretending. Enough already of the hiding. Get her out of here, and tell her how you feel.

“Y’all wanna play or what?” I toss the deck onto the table.

Duke pulls back, hooking a thumb in the direction of the parking lot. “What bit you in the ass out there?”

“The cold.” And the fact that this stupid plan is actually working. “I’m about to turn into a pumpkin, so let’s get the game moving.”

“All right, Cinderella,” Sawyer replies, mouth twitching.

Sally and I meet eyes. That’s what I called her on our first kinda-sorta fake date the other night at the Rattler.

Determined not to read too much into that, I take my seat and open the box. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Beck pulling out Sally’s chair.

“Aw, thank you, Beck.” She’s still wearing that gorgeous, lit-up smile as she sits.

I can’t help but notice how calm she seems around him now. Like the nervousness she had at the Rattler is melting away.

That’s a good thing.

I tell myself that Sally feeling confident is a really good thing.

Why, then, does it feel so fucking awful to watch her right now?

Why do I reach for the leg of Sally’s chair and yank her toward me like a possessive caveman, making her yelp? It’s not like me to care. Scratch that—I do care. It’s just not like me to show it. It’s especially not like me to be so publicly possessive.

But as far as my brothers and Sally are concerned, this is all fake, so I’m safe.

Only I don’t feel very safe at all when I pat my lap and say to Sally, “Your seat is here.”

Duke lets out a bark of laughter that he tries to pass off as a cough. I cut him a warning glance before turning back to Sally.

Her long, dark eyelashes flutter. “Really?”

“You wanna learn how to play, don’t you? You and I will play the first hand together. Cards’ll be easier to see if you’re on my lap. Plus, it’ll be more fun this way.”

Sally bites her lip. I’m gripped by the fierce, almost-frightening urge to grab her and put her on my lap myself. Let Beck know she’s mine. For tonight at least.

He’s gotta let me have a win. Just one. That’s all I ask.

But then Sally shocks the shit out of me and does what I told her for once. She rises out of her chair, and her eyes glimmer as she saunters the two steps it takes to get to me. Then she puts a hand on my shoulder and settles her weight on my lap before turning to the side and swinging her legs over my thighs, flashing a whole lot of smooth, soft skin in the process as the slit in her dress practically rides up to her belly button.

Fuck.

Me.

For life.

The scent of her flowery body lotion—I figured out it’s jasmine—fills my head. My entire being leaps at her nearness. At the flirty, playful way she snakes her arm around my shoulders and shimmies her ass, giving me the friction I desperately want but absolutely don’t need right now.

But her eyes, her smile, her general naughtiness, are the real turn-on.

She puts her other hand on my chest and asks breathlessly, “This better?”

“Much.” The word comes out as a grunt.

Sally runs the tip of her tongue along her top teeth. “You gonna show me the ropes, cowboy?”

Can’t. Stop. Staring.

At her mouth mostly.

Does she feel the buzzy, tight energy between us too? Or am I losing my mind?

The only thing keeping our faces more than an inch apart is the brim of my hat. I think about taking it off. I don’t, thanks to the few remaining shreds of self-control and dignity I have left.

“What kinda ropes we talking about, Sunshine?”

“Toby Keith did say something about roping and riding going together.” She’s fighting laughter, and I fucking love it.

I wanna kiss you so bad it hurts.

“Interesting,” I say.

“Y’all need a minute, or should I, uh, deal?” Sawyer asks.

The hand Sally’s got on my chest moves to my nape. I bite down on my cheek when she starts to toy with my hair. Goose bumps break out along my arms and legs at the tender, easy way she touches me, drawing her fingertips gently across my scalp.

“Yes.” Apparently, I only speak in one-word sentences now.

I opened the floodgates, didn’t I, by holding Sally’s hand back in the truck? I showed her how simple flirting could be, and she took that idea and ran with it.

Who knew she was a natural? She’s clearly not overthinking this. Instead, she’s…present. Carefree even. The idea makes my chest soar.

I can feel Beck’s eyes on Sally and me as my brother deals the cards.

Because I’m an asshole—why not stir the pot?—I curl my hand around her hip and use it to shift her a little bit more toward the table, her back to my front. Her hand falls from my nape, but this way, I’m able to rest my chin on her shoulder and murmur sweet nothings in her ear about gambling like a degenerate.

“Okay, so those are the communal cards, and we can all use them.” She motions to the five cards that Sawyer dealt face down on the table.

“Exactly.”

“And these”—she takes the pair of cards out of my hand—“are just for us, and we use the communal cards to make the best combination.”

“Right. We’re looking for patterns—numbers, suits. Pairs of things, three of a kind. Flushes are what you really want because—”

“Flushes are five cards of the same suit, right?”

Sawyer’s lips twitch. “Something tells me we’re gonna have another card shark on our hands.”

“We playin’ with real money?” Beck asks. “Or is this just a practice round?”

Sally turns her head to look at me.

“Your call, Sally.”

Her gaze flicks to my mouth. “I’m feeling lucky. Let’s play for money.”

“She’s living dangerously tonight,” Duke says with a smile.

Reaching down to give my thigh a squeeze, Sally replies to Duke, “Your brother is rubbing off on me.”

I slip my hand inside my pocket. My fingertips meet with Sally’s upper thigh through the fabric of my trousers, and without me having to say a word, she lifts her ass a little so I can dig out my money clip. I use my other hand—the one I still have on her hip—to guide her back onto my lap when I’m done. She leans forward, setting her elbows on the table as she considers our hand, pressing her ass into my lap, just how I like it.

I bite back a growl. I’m so turned on by this woman—so fucking attracted to her—that I literally have to count cards in an effort not to get a hard-on, even though you can only count cards when you’re playing blackjack. Whatever. Focusing on the cards is the distraction I need right now.

I’m just stunned by the lack of awkwardness between us. This kind of silent communication—how our bodies automatically work in tandem, how good hers feels pressed against mine—is so hot that I must black out for a full beat. Next thing I know, the table is going through a round of raises and calls.

Sally leans back so I can see our cards after the flop, the revealing of the first three communal cards. She turns her head, her nose nearly brushing mine as she holds her hand over her mouth and whispers conspiratorially, “So we have two pairs, right?”

“Right,” I murmur, mentally begging my dick to behave as a wash of heat moves through me at the hint of cinnamon on her breath. I know—I know—her mouth would taste so, so sweet.

She’d taste sweet everywhere.

“What’s our move? You think we play it safe or go for the glory and raise it big in case we get a queen of hearts?”

Of course she’s a fast learner. And of course she ain’t afraid to risk it all.

I dig my fingers into her hip. “You’re good at this.”

“I had a great teacher.”

“That so?”

“Earth to Team PDA,” Duke says. “Y’all gonna bet or what?”

Sally wags her brows. “I say we go for it.”

“I say I like that plan.”

“Sorry if I lose all your money.” Sally sits up and pushes more chips into the pot.

I resist the urge to hold her down while I pump my hips upward. I got some ideas on how you can work off that debt.

We get a three of spades on the turn. Shit card. I can tell by the way Sally falls back against me that she’s about to give us away. Nudging the brim of my hat back with my knuckle, I lean in. Stop just short of skimming my lips over the bare skin of Sally’s neck, right where it slopes into her shoulder.

“You don’t play the cards,” I murmur. “You play the table.”

I watch her roll her lips between her teeth before she runs her tongue along the fullness of her bottom lip. I realize it’s her tell. She’s thinking.

And then she twists her torso so that she’s sitting up a little, our eyes meeting. She lazily reaches up and thumbs the side of my mouth, like she’s wiping something away.

My blood surges.

She smiles. Turns her attention back to the table just long enough to throw another bill into the pot before turning back to me. “Raise.”

Lord above, she’s playing the fucking table, flirting with me to distract everyone from how terrible our hand is.

She’s biting her lip, raking her eyes over my face. “I really do like the new hat, Wy.”

From the corner of my eye, I see Beck throw his cards onto the table. “Fold.”

“Thank you kindly, Sal,” I say. “You know I bought it just for you.”

“That so?” She bats her eyelashes. “You do know how to make a girl feel special.”

Sawyer exchanges a glance with Duke. “This is a bluff, right? Surely, they’re bluffing.”

“I don’t know what they’re doing, but I don’t got jack.” Duke puts down his cards and runs a hand over his face.

“That’s a shame,” Sally says, her eyes still on my face. “We’re gonna make out like bandits, aren’t we, Wy?”

“Fifty whole dollars, Sal.” At least I think that is what’s in the pot right now. I lost count somewhere around the time Sally sat in my lap.

She’s relaxed. Playful. Like she ain’t got a care in the world other than getting her money and getting home with her man.

What I’d give for that bluff to be real.

It could be.

While the flirting isn’t real, my heart still swells at how well Sally and I play together. We make a damn fine team. Yeah, this is just a game. A stupid, meaningless game that I know I’m reading way too much into. But I can only imagine the things Sally and I could do if we banded together like this all the time.

Mom would have loved to see that.

The thought hits me out of nowhere. I know with bone-deep certainty that it’d have thrilled Mom to no end to see Sally and me do everything together. I’d be so good to Sally. She’d be good to me.

Only we’re not good for each other. And that math, it don’t compute. The kind of life I’m dreaming of isn’t the life Sally wants.

Then again, I haven’t asked her point-blank what exactly she does want. I’ve just assumed, like everyone else, that she wants to be a world-class veterinary surgeon.

But I’m starting to wonder, is that Sally’s dream or her daddy’s? Because she’s expressed some angst about going back to New York. Is it my place, though, to dig into that angst? Would it be a selfish move on my part to explore it with her?

I’m not gonna be the one who holds her back. Keeps her from doing great things.

With a grunt, Beck pushes back from the table. “That’s all I got in me, I think.”

I watch him meet eyes with Sally. The certainty that he wants her to follow him sits like a two-ton weight in my gut.

The possibility that she’ll actually do it makes me feel ill. I have to let Sally go with him—I know I do. I just—

I can’t let her go.

I literally can’t take my hands off her.

This sudden burst of possessiveness is a big fucking step. Hell, it’s a leap. The only reason I’m with Sally right now is because I promised to help her get into Beck’s bed. I know that. All the flirting, the touching, the dressing up—we did it in the hopes of getting to this exact moment.

The moment he shows his hand. It’s just a look, but it’s a look I know well. He wants the same thing she does, and now the ball is in her court.

Sally starts to rise. “Hey, Beck, I’ll—”

“Where do you think you’re going, Sunshine?” I clamp my hands around her hips and yank her back into my lap. “You’ve just started a winning streak. Bad idea to walk away from the table now.”

Her face flushing, Sally pulls her brows together, confusion written all over her expression as she turns to me. What are you doing?

She doesn’t say the words out loud. She doesn’t need to.

And for a million different reasons, I don’t need to voice my reply. I’m being a jealous asshole. I’m sorry. I can’t help it.

Am I actually sorry, though, when Beck walks away?

Sally stays put in my lap, and my hands dig into the delicious curve of her hips.

The image slams into me like a freight train—Sally’s on my lap, facing away from me, like she is now. We’re still sitting. Only she’s naked, and she’s playing with her tits as I guide her body up and down, up and down, her pussy’s grip on me unbearably hot and tight as she rides my dick in a reverse cowgirl position.

The image is so vivid that I can see the way the muscles in her back bunch and release with every curl of her hips. Her hair is long and loose over her shoulders. Her tits bounce in her hands as she moves. I reach around and stroke her clit with my thumb, a slow, steady rhythm that has her gasping for air, her pussy tightening around me to an almost-painful degree.

“I should probably follow him, though, don’t you think? I feel like I’m missing an opportunity—”

“No.” I say the word with so much force that it surprises us both. My mask has slipped yet again without me even knowing it. Good thing the barn is emptying out.

The confusion on Sally’s face deepens. “Wyatt, he’s about to leave.”

I’m hit by an acute need for nicotine. Or sex with Sally.

Christ, I don’t know what I need. All I know is this girl ain’t going anywhere with another man right now.

“Wyatt,” she says, “are you okay?”

My thoughts whirl—tell her he’ll come back, say she’s just upping the stakes, ask her to marry you—but I can’t make myself say the words.

Thank God my brothers are busy wondering what crawled up Beck’s ass and died, so they don’t witness my silent meltdown.

See? This is what happens when I let my guard down.

“Are you okay?” Sally’s face is close to mine. Too close.

Not nearly close enough. I swear this girl is gonna kill me.

Pretending not to want her for another minute is gonna fucking kill me.

“Fine.” Firming my grip on her hips, I slide her onto the seat of Beck’s empty chair. “Go.”

“Wyatt—”

“I’m sorry.” I’m shaking as I shove up to standing and hook a finger into the knot of my tie, giving it a vicious tug. I can’t breathe. “I’m—I know I’m being weird. I just—I can’t. I can’t, Sal. I’m sorry.”

Then I turn and stalk out of the barn like it’s on fire.

I’m on fire, and I’m so damn tempted to let the flames take over.

To let them take me out.





Chapter 11

Change My Mind

Sally

I stare at the broad expanse of Wyatt’s retreating back, my chest twisting.

What the fuck just happened?

I think—I mean, I have to be imagining it, but I think I saw hurt in his eyes. Hurt and something that looked shockingly like longing.

My stomach takes a violent nosedive. None of this makes sense. We were having so much fun playing poker. Too much fun maybe? Is that why Wyatt refused to let me go with Beck?

Or did Wyatt feel it too—the very real pull between our bodies as he and I flirted, touched, teased? The insistent throb between my legs is evidence of just how turned on I am—was—from the way Wyatt did that thing he does so damn well: making me feel like I’m the only woman in the room.

Tonight, he made me feel like the only woman he wanted.

Playing along was so, so easy. I wasn’t worried about turning him off. I didn’t overthink every word that came out of my mouth. He just taught me how to play, literally and figuratively, so I played, egged on by the easy, confident way he handled me.

With his hands on my body, his words in my ear, I felt like I could do no wrong. He made me feel that desired. That safe.

And because I felt safe and desired, I was free to just be. It was fun as hell.

An ache takes root in the pit of my stomach.

I’ve wanted Wyatt for as long as I can remember. That’s nothing new.

But the sharp-edged need I suddenly feel—coupled with the memory of his hands on my neck, my hips, the small of my back—that is new, and it makes me feel like I’m going to combust.

When I glance left, where Beck went, part of me thinks I should follow him. Wyatt is a grown man. He can handle himself. If he had something to say to me, he could’ve said it.

But the thought of leaving him alone right now—leaving whatever just happened unfinished, unexplained—gnaws at me.

I hang a right instead, stopping to grab my coat by the door. But stepping out into the chilly night air, I don’t put it on. The cold feels good on my overheated skin.

The parking lot is mostly empty. It’s later than I thought. Guess time flies when you’re pretending to date your best friend.

Wyatt’s truck gleams in the barn’s floodlights. The passenger door is flung open. A movement inside the cab catches my eye.

A beat later, Wyatt emerges from the truck. He’s still wearing his hat, and he has an unlit cigarette dangling from his lips.

That’s a red flag. I’ve smelled tobacco on him before—Wyatt’s the kind of guy who’ll never turn down a party cigarette—but he’s never smoked in front of me.

Anger, sudden and pressing, rises through my center. Ignoring the way the need inside me rises along with it, I make a beeline for him.

“Wyatt Benjamin Rivers, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

He looks up, the floodlights catching on his eyes. In the darkness, they look liquid. Stepping closer—too close, but whatever—I see that his pupils are blown out.

His cigarette bobs when he replies, “Aren’t you supposed to be chasing Beck?”

“Shut up and tell me what’s wrong.”

“It’s been a nice night, Sal. I showed you how to let loose, right?” Tilting his head, he brings his hand to his mouth. His thumb is poised on the striker of a red Bic lighter. “Let’s not ruin it.”

“You’re ruining it by not talking to me.” I duck my head so our eyes meet again. “I’m worried about my friend, and I’m not leaving until I know what’s going on.”

“Friend.” He scoffs.

The lighter clicks, its flame throwing Wyatt’s handsome face into planes of shadow and light. I’m captivated by his strong, straight nose, the fullness of his lips, and the coppery tint of his beard.

He’s beautiful.

But then he leans in to light his cigarette, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m ripping it out of his mouth.

My fingers accidentally brush his lips, and a

































































Bonus Epilogue

La Dolce Vita, with a Texas Twist

Or, Honeymooning with a Cowboy in the Land of Pasta

Sally

“Carbs. Sex. Wine. More sex. Cheese.”

I’ll never forget Wyatt’s sly little smile when I made my pitch for honeymooning in Italy. Needless to say, it did not take much convincing to get him on board. I did have to promise to incorporate some time on horseback, but it’s not like I mind—the outing I’ve planned for this evening is going to be spectacular.

If we can ever find the wherewithal to get out of bed.

When we landed in Rome two days ago, we immediately booked it to a hotel in the Tuscan countryside. By hotel, I mean exquisite castle nestled in the hills where the grapes that become Chianti grow, complete with an Olympic-sized pool, two sexy bars, and three incredible restaurants.

We hit up the restaurant on the terrace for lunch, where we gorged ourselves on homemade rigatoni. It was smothered in the freshest tomato sauce on Earth, and our bowls were dotted with cloud-like dollops of burrata cheese crafted on property. We washed it all down with a crisp white wine produced at a vineyard a mile down the cypress-lined road we followed to the hotel.

After that, we promptly passed out for the most delicious afternoon nap of my life.

“They wanted us to see shit, they shouldn’t have made their beds so damn comfortable.” Wyatt yawns, dropping an arm over his head on the pillow. “They definitely shouldn’t serve us mountains of pasta and gallons of wine for lunch.”

Laughing, I rest my head on his chest and pat his stomach. “You’re already hungry again, though. Tell me I’m wrong.”

“You? Wrong?” Looking down at me, his blue eyes flash with a familiar desire. “Naw, Sunshine. You’re never wrong about how hungry I am when I’m with you.”

Digging my teeth into my bottom lip, I smile at the wash of heat that settles between my legs. “Again?”

“Yes, Sunshine. Again. If we have time?”

I grin. “Oh, we always have time for that.”

“Correct answer.”

Then he rolls on top of me, his lips finding my neck before he pulls the sheet over our heads.

_____

Later, just as the summer light turns to gold, we emerge from our room sated and freshly showered.

Wyatt twines his fingers through mine as we head downstairs to the lobby. “If I’d have known honeymooning would be this good, I woulda married you sooner.” He squeezes my hand. “A lot sooner.”

“Lucky for us, we have a lifetime of honeymoons to look forward to.”

He furrows his brow. “Wouldn’t those just be trips? I mean, you can only have one honeymoon, right?”

“Says who?” I go slow down the old stone steps, luxuriating in the ability to take my time. Italians don’t rush. It’s one of the five hundred things I love about them. “They say you’re supposed to keep dating your spouse after you get married. Why not keep going on honeymoons too?”

Wyatt chuckles, a deep, throaty rumble that still—to this day—makes my heart skip a beat. “I like that idea. Why don’t we make a pact? Right here, right now, in this”—he glances at the vaulted ceiling, which is painted with a scene of naked cherubs frolicking in pink clouds—“monastery-church-castle place? We go on a honeymoon once a year. Maybe on our anniversary? Doesn’t have to be a big fancy trip like this. But if we can swing it, we go away somewhere—at least for a night—and remember why we fell in love.”

I’m hit in the backs of my knees by a tingly, happy rush. “Deal.”

“Deal.” He squeezes my hand again.

“Remind me.” We’re in the lobby now, a cozy spot with doors that are flung open to the pleasant, early evening breeze. “Why did we fall in love?”

“Hm.” Wyatt pretends to ponder this as he grabs two flutes of prosecco from a passing server. He hands one to me. “I think it had something to do with how obsessed you are with my slutty thigh tattoo.”

I sip my prosecco, savoring the sweet, clean taste of the bubbles. “How obsessed you are with me, period.”

“Can you blame me?” Wyatt lifts his shoulder. “You are kind of awesome. And beautiful. And funny. And you can fix animals and steer cowboys in the right direction.”

I glance out the front doors, where a car idles by a fountain. “You’d better hope I can steer us in the right direction. You ready?”

“Ready.” Wyatt finishes his prosecco and sets down the glass. “I’m surprised you were able to keep this outing a surprise.”

It’s my turn to shrug as I set down my glass. “Surprises are fun. I promise you’ll like this one. Just like I promise to be obsessed with that slutty little thigh tattoo for the rest of my life.”

“It is hot.”

“So hot.”

When we sat down to create our itinerary for our eight-day Italian extravaganza, I intentionally blocked off one evening for what I called a surprise adventure. My husband is a cowboy through and through, and I knew he’d miss being in the saddle.

Knew I’d miss it too.

So, after a little research and a call to a travel agent friend, I took a chance and booked an excursion through a local tour company here in Italy.

What better way to explore Tuscany than on horseback?

We climb into the back seat of our chauffeured car, which takes us a few miles down the road to a gorgeous stone barn. When Wyatt sees the pair of gleaming black Andalusian horses waiting outside, both tacked up and ready to ride, his face splits into a smile.

“You didn’t,” he says.

“I did.” I reach for the door handle. “Yes, there is a picnic at the end. I requested lots of cheese and bread. Oh! And there’s a couple vineyards we can ride to where they do wine tastings if you’re interes—”

“Yes.” Wyatt cuts me off with a kiss. “Yes to all of the above.”

“You like the surprise?” I murmur, skimming my mouth over his bottom lip.

“Love it.”

“Everyone knows it’s true—you can take the cowboy out of Texas—”

“But you can’t take Texas out of the cowboy.” Another low, smooth chuckle. “Could say the same for large animal vets.”

“Yessir, you can.”

His gaze flashes. “I like it when you call me sir.”

I roll my eyes, pushing my door open. “Can you please keep it in your pants? At least until we get back to the hotel?”

“Aw, Sunshine, that’s a promise I know better than to make.”

“Didn’t know you were an exhibitionist.”

“I didn’t know either. Then I met you.”

Being in the saddle, I’m filled with a familiar giddiness.

Being in the saddle with Wyatt on horseback beside me, I’m filled with effervescent joy.

And then there’s the fact that we’re riding our way through a vineyard in Italy. Our guide, a petite, fifty-something woman named Vittoria wearing red lipstick that matches her shirt, points out this grape variety and that medieval chapel as we take a leisurely ride through the gently sloping hills.

The sun is setting. Its ardent, honey-hued light coats everything in gold. The air is warm but not hot, and as I inhale a lungful of it, I smell earth underscored by the sweetness of ripening grapes.

Closing my eyes, I turn my face up to the sky. The sun warms my skin. The horse’s steady motion underneath me lulls me into a happy trance. I’m aware of my body, the way it moves, how good it feels. The sensation of air in my lungs and hope in my heart.

“Pretty,” Wyatt says somewhere behind me.

“This is one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever been, yeah,” I add.

“I wasn’t talkin’ about that.”

Cracking open an eye, I smile when I see my husband shamelessly checking me out from behind a row of grapevines. “Thank you, cowboy.”

“You’re welcome, cowgirl.”

Vittoria sighs. “The lovers, let them do the loving.”

“Oh, we’ll be doing the loving all right.” Wyatt’s eyes gleam with laughter.

I wave him off. “There’s no one to bail us out of Italian jail, you know, for all that public indecency you keep hinting at.”

“Your secret.” Vittoria puts a finger to her lips. “It is one I will keep!”

Wyatt glances at the ground before wagging his eyebrows. “You don’t mind getting dirty, do you, Sunshine?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Awesome.” Wyatt reaches for his belt buckle. “Vittoria, if you don’t mind averting your eyes for a minute—”

“I meant, I am absolutely not doing that there.” Laughing, I motion to the dirt.

Wyatt fakes a look of disappointment. “You really got me going for a minute.”

We stop by a stand of trees, where we dismount. Vittoria lays down a blanket and covers it with the most gorgeous spread of food I think I’ve ever seen. Paper-thin slices of prosciutto. Focaccia. A hunk of creamy goat cheese that is extraordinarily tasty when paired with a smear of prosecco jam. Fruit-forward red wine that is so delicious I have to keep myself from licking the glass.

All the while, we watch the sun set over the Tuscan hills. The breeze caresses my skin and blows Wyatt’s shaggy hair back from his face. He’s even more tan than usual, and he looks very happy when he glances at me while sipping his wine.

“Yeah, multiple honeymoons need to be a thing,” he says.

“Good thing you have a wife who’s down for that.”

“Lucky me.” His eyes fill with emotion. “For real. I’m the luckiest son of a bitch alive.”

Vittoria, who up until this point has busied herself with the horses, laughs. “This cowboy of yours, he is quite obsessed with you, no?”

Wyatt keeps his eyes on mine when he says, “Only been obsessed for about as long as I’ve been alive.”

“You’re going to make a good husband.” I lean in for a kiss.

He gives me one, a long, lingering stroke of lips and tongue that makes me laugh. The guy couldn’t care less that someone is watching. He just goes for it. Maybe he really is an exhibitionist.

Maybe he really is mine. I still can’t get over the sweetness of having this man all to myself.

“Damn straight I am.” He glances over his shoulder at Vittoria. “I think we’re ready to go back to the hotel now.”

“Again?” I mock surprise.

He tips back his wine, finishing it. “Again, Sunshine.”

_____

Making love to my husband with the windows open, a red wine buzz flowing through my veins, just might be my favorite thing ever.

The sex is good. Deep. Playful. Leisurely. I come first, because I always come first when I’m with Wyatt. He comes not long after. He cleans us up, then breaks out a bar of Italian chocolate Vittoria gave us as a parting gift.

“You miss home?” I ask from my perch in our rumpled bed. Instead of my usual water on the nightstand, Wyatt has poured me yet more red wine, this time from a bottle the hotel staff gifted us upon our arrival.

I’m eating chocolate. In bed. Naked. Red wine and my husband on my lips.

Wyatt pours himself some wine before striding to his side of the bed. The mattress dips as he climbs onto it. “You are home. How could I miss it if you’re right here?”

My chest warms. “You have the best lines.”

“It’s not a line.”

“I know.” I put a hand on his chest, toying with the hair there.

He smiles. “Do I miss my brothers? The ranch? Ella? Hell yeah, I do. But you’re always what I miss most when I’m away.”

“Same.”

Trailing his fingers over my bare hip, he leans in for a kiss. “Happy, wife?”

“The happiest, husband.”

We sleep late.

Then we wake up and do it all over again—have the best day as best friends. As husband and wife.

As partners in crime.
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