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For anyone that ever felt they weren’t enough – or were too much. Bullshit. You’re just right. Don’t let anyone tell you different.




Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Contents

	The Reckless Vow Playlist

	Chapter 1: Hestia

	Chapter 2: Hestia

	Chapter 3: Jesse

	Chapter 4: Hestia

	Chapter 5: Hestia

	Chapter 6: Hestia

	Chapter 7: Jesse

	Chapter 8: Hestia

	Chapter 9: Hestia

	Chapter 10: Jesse

	Chapter 11: Hestia

	Chapter 12: Hestia

	Chapter 13: Hestia

	Chapter 14: Hestia

	Chapter 15: Hestia

	Chapter 16: Hestia

	Chapter 17: Jesse

	Chapter 18: Hestia

	Chapter 19: Hestia

	Chapter 20: Jesse

	Chapter 21: Hestia

	Chapter 22: Hestia

	Chapter 23: Hestia

	Chapter 24: Hestia

	Chapter 25: Jesse

	Chapter 26: Hestia

	Chapter 27: Hestia

	Acknowledgements

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Copyright






The Reckless Vow Playlist

‘Sugar’ – Sleep Token

‘vitamin’ – Cloudy June

‘weren’t for the wind’ – Ella Langley

‘Heart-Shaped Box’ – Nirvana

‘Fast Car’ – Luke Combs

‘Closer’ – Nine Inch Nails

‘Can You Feel My Heart’ – Bring Me The Horizon

‘Pink Skies’ – Zach Bryan

‘Killing In The Name’ – Rage Against The Machine

‘Let’s Get Lost’ – Beck, Bat For Lashes

‘WILDFLOWER’ – Billie Eilish

‘Blood Sport’ – Sleep Token

‘Smother’ – Daughter

‘Something in the Orange’ – Zach Bryan

‘Atlantic’ – Sleep Token

‘Half of forever’ – Henrik

‘Shake It Out’ – Florence + The Machine




[image: ]
CHAPTER 1

HESTIA

‘So tell me, cowboy, what’s your favourite thing to ride?’

I pinned Jesse with my eyes as I said it, but it was Cole who almost sprayed beer over his cards, the poor fucker still adjusting to my delivery.

Lottie smirked, shaking her head.

‘Hestia, girl, you’re a damn riot. How can someone who sounds just as ladylike as Lottie here come out with shit like that?’ Bailey said, slapping the table as she issued a dirty cackle.

I shrugged, still focused on breaking Jesse’s stare. There wasn’t even an inkling of a smile, nothing. Damn. Fucking hot and a good poker face.

‘Oh, don’t be fooled by the accent. Lottie’s just the other side of my coin, as Cole’s been finding out.’ I glanced up at him, raising an eyebrow. He was grinning now, glancing back at Lottie with the same besotted expression he’d worn ever since I got here. ‘It’s just that where she chooses dignity, I always choose violence.’

There was a pause, everyone waiting for Jesse’s response. Lottie gave me a knowing smile, which I returned.

‘I know what you’re trying to do here,’ Jesse drawled, taking his time as he looked back at his cards, utterly unruffled. ‘And there’s no way you’re getting one up on me through distraction.’

It’d only been a few days since I’d arrived at the Diamond Back ranch for a few weeks away from all the shit back in London, but I was getting impatient. The flirting had been hardcore, even by my own standards. Trouble was, this guy was a little too much like me. He was willing to push it further than others would, utterly sure of himself and very aware of just how fucking tasty he was – from biceps that strained against his shirtsleeves to the all-American, Old Hollywood chiselled face.

He was also all too aware that he was making me wait, despite having already fucked me with his eyes about a dozen times.

So, I decided something on the spot. When we got to it for real, which I guessed would be any time in the next hour or so, I’d make him beg for it.

‘Answer the question, then,’ I replied, leaning in against the tall-backed chair, elbow on the armrest. ‘Or I’ll give you a real distraction.’

That did it. His dark, smoky grey eyes flicked onto mine then dipped down to my chest, where I knew the top buttons of my shirt were pulled taut. Shifting in his chair, he refocused on his cards.

I had him. A surge of triumph coursed through me, and I tingled with the urge to tear his shirt open with one hand and rip his belt off with the other.

‘Well, let’s see then,’ he said, just as slowly as before; but this time he wasn’t quite able to stop himself from giving me a quick glance, the corner of his mouth curving up. ‘We’ve got bulls, mean sons-of-bitches but over pretty quick – kinda similar to the broncs.’ Cole snorted as he studied his own cards. ‘And then there’s the regular old horses here on the ranch, but that’s nothing. I’ve been riding ’bout as long as I’ve been walking, so . . . that leaves buckle bunnies, I guess.’

‘Okay, I’m out,’ Bailey announced, shaking her head with a smile in Jesse’s direction as she stood up, glancing between us. ‘I’m training with Darcy tomorrow, so I’m gonna leave y’all to it.’

Lottie started giggling, waving to Bailey as she rounded the table and headed across the vast living room.

I paused, focusing on my best friend for a moment. The lightness in her laugh was unlike anything I’d heard from her in years, maybe even since university. Her whole demeanour had changed in the couple of months she’d been here, as though she’d finally shaken off the weight of London, a job she hated, and Kyle, ex-boyfriend and professional prick.

It made me so insanely happy to see it.

I’d never known that kind of love, not even with Cal, my ex of five years. Passion, yes, friendship and a shared love of tattoos and music, definitely, but somehow, nothing deeper. We were both messed up, I knew that. Products of dysfunctional parents and traumatic childhoods. Somehow, I’d hoped – tried – for a while to connect through that. As it turned out, neither one of us had been brave enough to talk about any of it, so the soft, vulnerable and breakable bits had remained locked down tighter than ever.

Cole pulled Lottie up onto his lap, his own expression matching her joy as he brushed a thumb over her cheek, watching her laugh. I almost had to look away – the love in their touch was so intense that it felt wrong to intrude.

This time, when I caught Jesse’s eye again, I saw the last of his own contemplative glance, as though his thoughts mirrored mine. He quickly smiled in a way that reset my thoughts firmly back on him, on what that mouth would feel like on mine.

‘Anyone want some snacks?’ he asked, placing his cards face down. ‘Another beer?’

Cole and Lottie put in their orders before Cole resumed his poker tutorial. I could tell Lottie wasn’t really listening by the way she was watching his lips, playing with one of her curls absent-mindedly.

‘Hestia?’ Jesse asked as he rounded the table towards me, circling his shoulder as he did so as though it was bothering him. ‘Drink? Snacks?’

I pushed my chair back and stood, moving just far enough into his personal space to make myself clear as I flicked my hair over my shoulder.

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ I offered, keeping my voice low. He raised an eyebrow, fighting another smile. ‘With the snacks, you perv.’

He laughed then, unable to hold it back. Lottie and Cole looked up together.

‘C’mon then,’ he replied, sauntering over to the door and glancing back to me, eyes darting from my shirt to my black denim mini and down to my Doc Martens – which I had so far stubbornly refused to swap out for cowboy boots. ‘I think I’ve come up with a way to describe your look, you know,’ he added, turning into the hallway as I followed.

‘Tread carefully, cowboy,’ I warned, allowing myself an extra-long, fully gratuitous stare at his ass. His indigo blue jeans were fitted to perfection and, combined with his casual, confident walk, moved in a way that sent heat flaring right through me. ‘These boots have kicked many asses in the past ten years.’

Entering the kitchen, with the light over the table on low and the sound of Lottie and Cole’s laughter fading as the door shut, the atmosphere changed.

‘Kick any as fine as mine?’ he asked, opening the fridge door, pulling out a couple of beers.

I leant against the table, folding my arms.

He turned as if to question my silence, eyes immediately resting on my breasts, barely contained by the buttons.

‘Jessica Rabbit . . .’ he began, undeterred, putting the beers down on the countertop, reaching up into a cupboard and bringing out several bags of chips, ‘. . . meets Wednesday Addams. That’s your look.’

I narrowed my eyes. Secretly, I fucking loved that. But this was my way in, so I wasn’t about to tell him that.

‘A cartoonish, psychotic teenager, then?’ I said, voice low, as though he was walking a fine line.

His face changed in an instant, awareness flaring. I almost felt bad, even though this was all part of the game. It confirmed what Lottie had said, though, that under the cocky exterior was a genuine guy with a big heart.

‘Whoa there.’ He put everything down, rounding the counter with his hands raised. ‘I meant it as a compliment. Damn, I mean, you’ve got the whole cherry-red hair, sexy thing going on with all the black clothes . . .’ He stopped, clocking my eyes.

‘No, no, do go on,’ I purred, stepping closer, watching as he realized we were in touching distance, his eyes drifting down once again. ‘Up here, handsome,’ I added, waiting for him to look me in the eye again.

‘I . . . I just meant . . . Wait, are you . . . You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?’

Dipping my head to hide my smile, I kicked myself, realizing how much harder I found it to do this with him. There was something about his energy, something insistent and relentlessly positive, that made it almost impossible to fuck with.

‘Well, if I’m a sexy red-headed psycho –’ I replied, snapping my head back up and noting his relief, followed by a flash of challenge in his eyes – ‘that makes you . . .’ I considered it for a minute, studying his features openly. To his credit he didn’t flinch, just stared right back, only reacting as I bit my lip, painted the same intense red as my hair. His grey eyes widened at that, and his jaw flexed. ‘I’ve got it: Austin Butler meets the hot, ex-military one from Yellowstone, what’s his name? Kayce?’

This time he stepped forward, pushing his dark sandy hair back from his face. It was tanned from the intense summer sun, and his eyes were brightened by the contrast. The shadows of the dim room highlighted his sharp cheekbones, sloping to darker stubble on his cheeks and jaw.

‘The hot one?’ he asked, reaching out and gently unfolding my arms, taking my hands instead. The brazen look in his eyes and the pure jolt of electricity that shot straight up my arms at his touch almost gave me pause. I knew I could handle myself, handle him in this scenario, but something felt . . . different. He paused too, turning my smaller hands in his, studying the white tattoo on my left wrist. ‘What does this one mean?’

I hesitated, suddenly checking myself. It wasn’t like it was a personal question as such, but all of my tats had stories, some deeper than others. I’d explained this one many times before, to many people, but I couldn’t put my finger on why explaining it to Jesse suddenly felt . . . exposing.

‘It’s an old Norse compass,’ I began, staring at my wrist, feeling his eyes on my face. ‘Helps prevent you from losing your way. I did it myself when I was first starting out, just before I opened the studio with my ex.’

‘And is he still in the picture?’

I looked up, the gap between us disappearing. But, remembering my earlier promise to myself, I deflected. Not this easily.

‘Why don’t you give me your own tat tour and I’ll tell you,’ I countered, slowly retracting my hands from his and stepping back to lean on the table again.

He gave another small smile, and then his fingers began undoing his shirt buttons, working slowly as he watched me.

‘I’ve only got two so far. But . . . maybe I’ve got room for more,’ he said, eventually reaching the last button and opening it up to reveal the tanned skin beneath. Holy fuck. Turning around, he slid the shirt off to reveal a broad, toned back, leading right down to that ass. ‘So, what do you think?’

Momentarily stunned, I didn’t get it together until he peered at me over his shoulder. There was a bucking bull, small but nicely done, on one shoulder, and a larger water dragon at the top of his spine.

‘Nice,’ was all I could manage, covering my shock by getting up from the table and approaching him, as if to inspect them. But, in truth, I felt like if I didn’t touch him again in the next ten seconds I might just fucking implode.

So I did, reaching right out and stroking my finger down the dragon, letting my long, sharpened, gloss-black nail drag slightly on his skin.

‘Plenty of space for more,’ I breathed, feeling him shudder under my touch. ‘Shame I didn’t bring my kit with me.’

He turned then, fast enough that we were touching as I looked up into his eyes.

‘I’ve shown you mine,’ he growled, his finger grazing my chin, following the line of my neck and down, across my collarbone. ‘Only polite to show me yours.’

I almost smiled, feeling as though he’d plucked a line from my own head. Except I couldn’t, because my entire body was consumed with the thought of fucking this man until neither of us could stand any more.

‘I think you’re mistaking this accent again,’ I murmured, beginning on my own buttons, teasing him by moving as slowly as I could, the first one popping apart to reveal an obscene amount of cleavage. He swallowed as he watched. ‘There’s not a single polite thing about me.’

As though unable to stand it any more, his eyes darting to the door as if weighing up the chances of us getting caught, he moved his hands over mine, popping the next two.

I shook my head gently, stepping back to bend over and untie my laces, kicking off my Docs and giving him an entire eyeful of my black lace bra.

‘Fuck,’ he breathed, shifting position as he leant back against the counter, the front of his jeans straining against the biggest fucking boner I’d ever seen.

‘That’s more like it,’ I smiled, continuing to torture him with achingly slow pops of my buttons, now revealing my whole rack, the tats that stretched from the flames on my neck and down to the Sleepy Hollow scene on my chest. ‘Explaining every one of these may take a while,’ I began, letting the shirt fall to the floor, stepping up to him again.

‘I’ve got time,’ he answered, the gravelled edge to his voice growing as his fingers reached out to trail my flames. ‘Although I’m having a hard time concentrating right now.’

‘Ever fucked a woman with tats like mine?’ I asked, failing to maintain my own game of making him wait and reaching out for his belt buckle, freeing it in seconds and running my hand over his zipper as I pulled it down. In the same moment I realized he wasn’t wearing anything underneath, his cock straining to be released.

‘Oh I’ve fucked plenty of women with tats,’ he murmured, circling his hand around my back and pulling me closer still, hearing the snap of the catch as he undid my bra. ‘But no one like you, honey. You are one of a fucking kind.’

As my bra dropped and before I could move first, he made a sound between a groan and a growl, taking my face in his hands and running his tongue over my lips for a moment.

‘Why do I get the feeling you might just undo me, Jessica?’

That was it.

I pushed my lips onto his and felt his instant response, his tongue against mine. One hand was on my breast, stroking my nipple, gently pulling it between his fingers. Moaning into his mouth, I found his jeans again and ripped them down, my hand closing around his cock.

‘Fuck me right now,’ I ordered, taking my lips off his just long enough to look down at the size of him in my hand, my voice too strained to be truly authoritative.

‘You’re in an awful rush for someone that was keeping me waiting back there,’ he murmured as I reluctantly let go of him in order to undo the button on my skirt. ‘Oh, no, no, Jessica, you leave that itty bitty skirt right there,’ he whispered in that drawling accent of his, finding my mouth again, pressing me to him for a moment before his arms circled me, lifting me up onto his hips.

‘What’re you doing?’ I gasped, his lips now against my jaw, working up to my ear as he took a step forward and turned us against the wall, his hands moving round to grab my ass. My skirt had ridden right up in the process, baring my flimsy lace underwear beneath.

‘Do you remember when you arrived?’ he murmured, his tongue now moving down to my breasts, teasing me as his cock brushed my thigh. I could barely answer, tilting my head back and only aware of where I was when I felt his hand on my head, gently cushioning it against the wall. He pushed me up against it, his own breathing as heavy as mine. ‘You took my hat clean off my head and wore it for yourself?’ I nodded, almost whimpering as he lifted my skirt, his fingers tracing the thin lace, slipping inside them briefly. ‘Well now, maybe you don’t know the rules here, honey, but you wear the hat . . .’

‘. . . you ride the cowboy,’ I gasped as his fingers moved, pulling my underwear to the side. He kissed me roughly again, pulling a condom from his pocket and ripping it open, swearing under his breath as I helped him roll it down, applying pressure as I did so.

He paused for a moment, his eyes wild, as though he wanted to say something else, but wasn’t sure how I’d respond.

‘Well, fuck me,’ I demanded, saving him from any overthinking, desperate to feel him in me. ‘Now.’

He smiled, edging closer, somehow able to support my weight against the wall with barely any effort.

‘I want that mouth around my cock next time,’ he demanded right back, eyes burning, fixed on mine and waiting until I smiled, running my tongue over my bottom lip in answer. ‘And then I’m gonna kneel right down between your legs and have you ride me that way too.’

Before I could even think to answer, he pushed into me, gently at first, and matched my own moan. It was louder than I’d intended, and I was suddenly aware that anyone could walk in and find us. But as he slid back out and pushed in again, harder, I knew I didn’t fucking care.

‘Harder,’ I whispered, wrapping my hands around his broad, muscled shoulders, giving myself more leverage to move with him.

‘Holy shit,’ he groaned as I ground myself against him, knowing that there was limited time before we’d make each other explode.

I arched back, eyes closing. His mouth was on my nipple again, circling and sucking it with his tongue as he fucked me, harder and harder until I was biting my lip to stop myself from screaming out. It was pure feeling, my skin tingling wherever it touched his, the world narrowed to the space between us.

Slowly, very deliberately, he moved up to my mouth, slowing as though he was about to come, the kiss deepening. It began to change somehow, gradually at first, then all at once. His hand wove into my hair and his cock thrust deeper, pushing me against the wall with a whole new intensity.

Opening my eyes, I found myself looking straight into his. His expression mirrored how I felt, the realization of a shared feeling.

He paused, eyes now studying my whole face.

‘How did I only just meet you?’ he asked, his voice suddenly rough, as though emotion had ripped the edges.

For once, I had no idea what to say, too surprised by the way my own feelings seemed to wrap around his, wanting to comfort him somehow, or tell him how I’d never had an experience quite like this before, not even with Cal.

Instead, I was saved by the other feelings that suddenly rose up as he pushed into me again, making me come so hard that I almost saw stars. His mouth covered mine, wrapping me in a gentle kiss as I moaned, hardening as it was followed by his own.

I held onto him as he finished, my arms still circling his shoulders as I rested my head against his chest, eyes closed as I tried to catch my breath. We stayed there, just breathing against each other, one of his hands still in my hair, the other on my ass. He smelled incredible: a deep, warm, smoky scent.

‘That was . . .’ he began, breaking off as though realizing the next words might just take us into new territory, to somewhere I guessed neither of us was familiar with. I lifted my head as he tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear.

His eyes blazed into mine, clearly deep in thought, as an unfamiliar but very definite jolt hit me square in the gut.

‘Yeah, it was,’ I whispered, wanting nothing more than to stay right here with him, and therefore knowing I had to leave immediately.

Shit.
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CHAPTER 2

HESTIA

‘So . . . when are you going to tell me what happened with you and Jesse last weekend?’ Lottie’s lips twitched as she came out onto the wraparound deck at the back of the ranch house, handing me a steaming coffee. She curled herself into the wide rocking chair opposite mine. ‘And don’t you dare bullshit me. Jesse’s been as smug as fuck but suspiciously quiet ever since, so I know for a fact you were making way more than snacks in there. And frankly, it’s even weirder that you won’t tell me all about it.’

I hid behind my Ray-Bans, taking a sip to hide the expression that agreed with her. So instead, I took the tried and tested route – and deflected.

‘It was just a quick fumble,’ I replied, shaking my head as her mouth popped open. ‘Seriously, chill. Not everyone comes on holiday to Wyoming and meets the love of their life, okay? He’s hot, we were both horny, so we just . . . hooked up. That’s it. No drama. End of.’

I knew I sounded defensive, and I kicked myself internally as Lottie let her mass of curls fall forward to cover her deepening smile. It was impossible not to soften at that, at knowing how well this woman knew me, unlike anyone else.

‘That sounds . . . great,’ she said, clearing her throat, clearly trying not to laugh. ‘Just what you needed, then.’

‘Exactly.’ I stared out across the incredible view, the soaring mountains ahead casting a long shadow over the green valley floor. This place was crushingly beautiful, and about as far from East London as I could’ve got. ‘I’m here for a break from the hellscape of home, from all of the bullshit with Cal. Any other activity, including screwing cowboys, is entirely recreational. Fuck yoga – getting hammered up against a wall is my kind of stress relief.’

Lottie choked on her coffee, eventually recovering enough to laugh. I loved the sound of it, the way her whole face came to life.

‘I’ve missed you,’ she gasped, holding out her free hand to me. I took it, my inked skin and dark nails against the natural, unmarked beauty of hers. She smiled, likely noting the same thing. ‘You know it’s okay to like someone, though, right? I know it’s been a shitshow with Cal, but Jesse isn’t him.’

I shrugged, hating just how aware I was of that, how the last moments of our kitchen encounter had replayed over and over in my mind.

‘Right. I just want to do my own thing right now, though, you know? Just me. Although I’ll always want you around.’ I winked at her, watching as her perceptive, all-too-wise gaze read my real thoughts, just as she always had.

‘Just as long as you know you don’t have to do it alone,’ she said, stroking a finger over the sharp tips of my nails. ‘I know that big old wall of yours has been up for a long fucking time, but you can share yourself with someone and still be independent. I swear it. Wouldn’t have believed it myself before coming here.’

‘You’re a walking Hallmark movie, Lottie Wright,’ I replied, lowering my glasses and smiling at her now sheepish expression. ‘And I am so fucking happy for you. That man is a sweetheart and almost as hot as you.’

She raised her eyebrow, still smiling, knowing exactly what I was doing in ignoring the truth in her words. I knew they were true, but about as unreachable as me becoming a cowgirl and learning how to line dance. I groaned, remembering the event was tonight.

‘What?’ she said, letting me go in order to reach for her coffee again.

‘The line dance; I just remembered. I really can’t go in my normal clothes, can I?’ I glanced down at my black jeans and T-shirt, the fierce, masked face of the lead singer of my favourite metal band at odds with the sunny, raw wilderness spread out before us.

Lottie considered it, then shook her head.

‘I’d lend you some of my stuff, but . . .’ She gestured to my ample chest. ‘Pretty sure it’d give a very different look.’ I groaned, now contemplating the idea of clothes shopping, not something I was into or good at. ‘Ask Bailey,’ Lottie suggested. ‘She might have something?’

I thought of the perky, no-bull natural redhead. In the few conversations we’d had she’d projected an air of quiet confidence, someone driven in their ambition and not afraid to work for it. But there’d also been a tiny hint of something else. I smiled. Two birds with one stone – something to wear tonight and a new distraction, maybe even some . . . recreation.

It was mid-afternoon before I got my shit together enough to wander down to the barn. What felt like a lifetime of working into the evenings at the studio and getting up late was deeply ingrained, and anything before 11 a.m. felt like a punch in the mouth. In reality it was only three years since Cal and I had quit uni a year early, both bored to hell with degrees we’d realized would never pay us back.

I was still grateful to him, despite the dumpster fire our relationship had become, for believing in our ability to become the artists we’d slowly turned into, growing our client list into a waiting list. The money he’d inherited from his grandad had allowed us to rent the studio space and kick it all off, and somehow, three years had gone by in a fucking blur.

And for what?

The nasty, critical voice in my head that sounded a hell of a lot like my stepdad – the one I drank a little bit harder than I should’ve to blank out – was always there for moments like these. As I approached the vast, rust-red barn, watching dust flying from the corral opposite, I shoved it down and flicked my hair over one shoulder. The studio was doing fine without me for now; Cal and another talented artist we knew, Blake, were holding it down. No need to worry.

Reaching the fence, I resisted leaning against it, knowing everything out here was covered in a fine film of dirt. It’d been an eye-opener to see Lottie in her element, totally unbothered by smudges on her cheeks, shovelling up horse shit and getting stuck into every aspect of ranch life. I couldn’t imagine how constricted and fake she must have felt back home, having to become someone so entirely different to her real self. Kyle may have been an utter bellend, but at least the situation had forced a change for her.

‘Oh hey, cowpoke!’

Bailey’s voice rang out across the corral as she urged her horse, Dunkin, into a gallop right towards the fence, pulling up at the very last moment and sending a small shower of dirt towards me.

‘Jesus wept,’ I yelled, jumping back, not able to prevent my boots from being covered in it. ‘You pull that kind of shit with all your visitors?’

Bailey cackled, looking back at the other woman in the ring on her horse, still practising turning around big, rusting barrels placed at intervals. She was clearly learning, taking wider loops than I’d seen Bailey do.

‘Only the ones I really like,’ she said, winking. ‘You want to try, honey? I reckon you’d be quite something on a horse.’

I eyed her, speculating.

‘Fuck no, you’ve got the wrong Brit. Never ridden a horse in my life, genuine city girl and very happy to stay that way.’

She tilted her head, eyes narrowed under the brim of her hat.

‘I call bullshit,’ she replied. ‘We’ll have you in the saddle before you leave, I know it.’

‘I’m gonna need an incentive,’ I added, giving her a sly smile, imitating her own accent, watching as she tried to hide a grin.

‘Hot damn, girl,’ she shook her head. ‘Lottie was right about you. Pure firecracker.’

I knew it. There was a flicker of interest, just as I’d felt in her truck when she’d picked me up at the airport.

‘Well, this firecracker needs an outfit for the line dance this evening. Apparently “goth Barbie”, as Lottie loves to call me, isn’t going to cut it. Have you got anything that might work?’

She considered me for a moment.

‘Maybe. I mean, you’re welcome to have a look in my closet, but honestly, I think we’re a different shape, honey. You’re all tits and hips, in the best way. If you want to get into town, I think Cole’s around somewhere, or Jesse? They’re both working on the cabin right now, but they’ll spare an hour or so, I’m sure. Pretty sure Lottie’s tied up with the guests today.’ She paused, seemingly weighing something up. ‘I’d give you a ride myself, but I need the rest of the afternoon with Darcy. The rodeo’s only another week away.’

I nodded, conflicted about seeing Jesse again at close quarters, having only seen him at a distance since . . . the kitchen.

‘Maybe a ride another time?’ I said, hoping the suggestive undertone translated.

Bailey smiled again.

‘Sure thing, cowpoke. Just so long as you know I’m focused on competing and all this.’ She gestured behind her to the corral, where Darcy was slowing, leaning down to pat her horse on the neck. ‘I’m not in the right place for anyone . . . no matter how tempted I am.’

‘Oh, I get it . . . more than you know,’ I added after a pause, not missing the flash of concern in her eyes as I took my sunglasses off my head and put them on, the bright sunlight threatening to give me a headache. ‘Okay – I’ll go find Cole. Does he know which shops to try?’

Bailey just laughed, manoeuvring Dunkin backwards before turning towards Darcy, reeling off the names of a few shops to try in Jackson. I waved, steeling myself as I began the walk towards the cabin.
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‘I hope Bailey warned you that all I’m good for is holding bags and driving?’ Cole offered as we arrived in Jackson, a half-smile on his lips. I totally saw it, why Lottie had fallen so hard; hard enough that it had scared her at first, something a long conversation one night after I arrived had revealed.

‘Just point out the shops and I promise I’ll be quick. I fucking hate shopping. Don’t suppose there are any that are a bit less . . . you know, mainstream?’

He grinned as we pulled into a space just off the main square, somehow parking the giant truck with ease.

‘Well, most things here cater for the tourists,’ he admitted as we got out and started strolling down the street, weaving through them. They all had their phones out, taking photos of everything from the random archway made of what looked like giant deer antlers to the knife-edge peaks soaring behind the low-rise buildings and fir trees. ‘But there is a place some local ladies go. It’s not cheap, but it’s run by Deanna, and I reckon you and her might just get along.’

I side-eyed him.

‘Dare I ask why?’

He couldn’t hide a smile.

‘You’ll see,’ he said, eyes crinkling with mischief.

A few minutes later, on the other side of the square, we entered the shop. The clothes were fairly standard western fare by the look of it. As I turned to Cole to say so, he was tipping his hat to a woman walking towards us from the back of the shop.

‘Oh hey, Cole, haven’t seen you for weeks. That new lady of yours keeping you busy up at the Diamond Back, huh?’

The first thing I saw was her lip piercing, followed by a smoky-eye look, a cute, super-short fringe and shoulder-length black hair.

‘Something like that,’ he admitted, suddenly a little shy. ‘Dee, this is Hestia Hampton, Lottie’s best friend from England.’

Her eyes widened, focusing immediately on my neck tattoo.

‘Oh hey,’ she breathed, holding out her hand to me, both of us smiling as we realized we were wearing very similar rings. ‘I love your look – omigod, is that a Sleep Token tee? I fucking love them!’

Within moments we were deep in conversation, barely registering Cole’s laughter and a promise to wait outside until we were done.

‘I don’t know how anyone gets anything done up at Diamond Back with Cole and Jesse around,’ Dee admitted, taking a long, professional look at me before striding around the store and picking out various tops and jeans to try. ‘They’re not my usual type but . . .’ She held up a dark plaid shirt, nodding. ‘I’d make an exception.’

‘Tell me about it,’ I murmured, once again having to shake off the memory of Jesse holding me up against the wall, the way his fingers had smoothed over my skin and dipped into my underwear. Ugh. I had to stop torturing myself. ‘Oh – actually, I really like that.’

I pointed to a tee that was somehow western but had some edge: a faded black colour, a human skull, pink flowers blooming from the eye sockets.

‘Really? That’s one of my designs,’ Dee said, blushing instantly at the praise.

‘Oh wow, I love it! You’re an artist?’ I asked, slightly disbelieving to have found someone like me here, deep in cowboy country.

‘Well, I guess . . . sort of.’ She shook her head. ‘I mean, running this place is my main income right now, but my real love is painting, drawing and –’ she gestured to my tattoos – ‘I definitely want more of those.’

We talked as I tried things on, even managing to find some cowboy boots in my size that I could just about tolerate – black, obviously, with silver detailing on the stitching.

‘I can’t make it to the line dance tonight, but come hang out again? Maybe come meet some of my friends over at the Jackson Collective – there’s a whole bunch of creative people over there,’ Dee said as I paid up. ‘You’re not heading home too soon, I hope?’

I shook my head, suddenly aware of how fast my time here was going – already over a week in. We said goodbye, and as I went outside, Cole grinned.

‘Told you,’ he said, taking my bags from me despite my protests. ‘So, we finally gonna see country Hestia?’
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The dancing had already kicked off by the time Lottie, Cole and I arrived. Third-wheeling wasn’t exactly the vibe I was going for, but given the alternative was to squash into Jesse’s truck with Bailey, I chickened out.

‘Oh man, Lil would’ve loved this,’ Lottie said as we went in, Cole’s arm wrapped territorially around her shoulder. ‘She’s an amazing dancer, right, Cole?’

He nodded, giving her a look nothing short of pure adoration as he leant down and kissed her forehead. I’d yet to meet Lottie’s cousin, the owner of the Diamond Back, currently on a well-earned holiday in the UK. But from what I heard, she sounded fun.

‘What can I get for you ladies?’ he asked, looking over to me, his smile switching to an irritatingly satisfied expression at my new clothes.

I couldn’t bring myself to get into blue jeans, but the new bootcut black Wranglers did things to the shape of my ass that even I couldn’t dispute. I was wearing Dee’s skull tee tucked in, and my new black boots. Lottie had lent me one of her new summer straw cowboy hats, decorated with a black leather band and various multicoloured beads and silver charms.

‘A beer, but only if you stop looking so damn smug,’ I replied, suddenly wondering why he’d glanced over my head.

‘Well hell, Cole, I think that’s the first time anyone’s accused you of that.’

The sound of his voice alone made my stomach drop, but as I turned, I realized just how close he was behind me. Cole laughed, turning back to the bar to place his order.

‘Hey Jessica, how’s –’ He cut off, leaning back to look me up and down. ‘Fuuuck . . . Well now, don’t you look the country part.’

The use of the nickname he’d given me in the kitchen . . . the temptation to launch straight into full flirt mode was overwhelming, but as Bailey joined the group and her friend Darcy too, I tried to restrain myself.

‘Not sure I qualify as Wednesday any more,’ I said, fighting to keep my face neutral as I turned back towards the bar, feeling the heat of his body as he leant into me from behind, his incredible smell and the feel of his hand on my lower back forcing my eyes shut for a moment.

‘Definitely a little more Lainey Wilson now,’ he murmured next to my ear as the others shared out drinks. ‘But you’ll always be more Jessica Rabbit to me.’ He paused, choosing a moment when no one was looking our way, his lips brushing against my neck, travelling along my jaw. ‘So are we going to stay here, pretend to dance and then eye-fuck all evening, or are you gonna come with me out back and see if I can’t make you come just as hard as last time? We might even get a dance in afterwards, if you can still stand up straight.’

For once, I wasn’t capable of answering. There was something about this man that levelled me – and part of me wanted it, wanted him desperately, but the other part was a warning bell so loud I could hardly think.

As though on autopilot, I reached behind me, grazing my nails down his thigh, my palm stroking what I knew was waiting for me.

‘Give it five minutes,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll be by my truck.’

With the briefest touch to my waist, he left, leaving me to pull myself together just in time to receive my drink from Lottie.

‘You okay?’ she asked, frowning as she clocked my face.

‘No,’ I admitted, gesturing to her neat whiskey. ‘Can I?’

‘Um . . . sure?’ she said, eyebrows disappearing under the brim of her hat as I knocked it back in one and handed her my beer.

‘I owe you one,’ I gasped, gritting my teeth at the fire that raged down my throat.

‘Hestia, what –’ she began, reaching for my arm, but I was already backing away.

‘Yoga,’ I replied, not waiting for her to fully register before I turned and went outside, walking to the back of the car park where Jesse’s black truck was parked, not making eye contact with any of the new arrivals still pulling up.

‘I make that no more than three minutes. You must be keen.’

Jesse waited on the far side of his truck, hidden from view thanks to the wall behind and the sheer size of his truck in front. His trademark cocky smile turned to something quite different as I rounded the bonnet and without slowing, pressed myself into him and reached up, pulling his mouth onto mine.

He groaned as our lips parted, every memory from the other night flooding in. In a gesture that felt inevitable, his hands circled my ass and waist, lifting me up again as he had before.

As my back pressed against the truck, the full weight of his glorious body on mine, I switched off everything else.

Especially my head.
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CHAPTER 3

JESSE

Her body was . . . something else.

I gripped her ass harder, slowing our movements, determined to make it last even a little longer and cursing my damn impatience. I should’ve waited until later, back at the ranch where we could do this in private, make it last more than the ten minutes I dared to give it out here, where anyone could find us. There was too much to feel, to take in. From soft, full lips to the rounded, mouth-watering curves of her hips and thighs, to those piercing blue-green eyes that reached right into my fucking chest and squeezed my damn lungs every time she looked my way.

But it wasn’t just that. I’d known it from the instant she arrived, arching her brow and lifting my hat straight onto her head, tucking her arm into mine like we’d been friends for years. Hestia might just be the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen, bar none, but that beauty carried right on inside. Honest, funny, smart . . . and the filthiest fucking mouth I’d ever heard on anyone. Her smile alone was enough to make me rock hard in seconds.

Cole was right.

I was fucked.

‘What’s the matter, cowboy? Can’t keep up?’ she whispered, lips brushing against my jaw, forcing me to grit my teeth as her voice and the breathy moan that followed almost pushed me over the edge.

‘Look at me,’ I growled, waiting for her eyelids to flutter open, her head tilting back as she arched against the truck.

The effect was too much, the image forever branded in my mind as the single hottest moment of all my twenty-eight years to date. The way her lips parted, moaning my name as her orgasm began, eyes still holding mine, lips curving as I had no choice but to follow her.

‘Hestia, fuck,’ I groaned, burying myself inside her as hard and deep as I could, claiming her, never wanting it to end.

She gasped as I came, eyes closed again, a smile of pure joy lighting up her face. My heart pounded, waves of intensity smashing into me from every side, but even then I couldn’t look anywhere else.

My eyes were fixed on her, as though if I stopped, my heart would too. The world was tilting, finding a new angle – a whole new fucking axis.

I’d felt it before, just for a second, in the kitchen – and I thought she had too, but this . . .

Fuck.

‘Jesse,’ she started as we finally slowed, my cock twitching at the sound of my name in her mouth, the way her accent shaped it, made it something else. ‘Are all line dances this good?’

I held her eyes for a moment, unable to suppress a chuckle.

‘Best one yet,’ I replied, now distracted by the rosy flush that followed her cheekbones, the way the floodlights turned her hair to glistening fire. I reached up, running my thumb over the colour in her cheeks, watching as her lips parted.

‘We should probably . . .’ she began after a moment, glancing over to our left as the sound of voices echoed across the car park.

‘Right, shit, sorry,’ I replied, startled by the realization that I’d completely zoned out to everything else, to the fact that we were outside, in a public place with only my truck between us and everyone else.

I had one hand on her hip as we gently disconnected, eyes meeting for a moment. That same expression as in the kitchen hovered in hers, an unanswered question. Forcing myself to focus, I lowered her down, reluctantly releasing her once I knew she had her balance.

‘Listen,’ she murmured as we adjusted ourselves and I wrapped and dumped the condom in a nearby trash can, trying and failing not to think of what it’d be like to fuck her without one. ‘This is just a physical thing, right? I mean, I’m not here for that long, and . . .’

Her voice was softer, the ball-breaking certainty fading for a moment to reveal something else. My chest squeezed tight and I resisted the urge to touch her again, wanting to bring her into me and hold her for a moment, maybe even kiss her, knowing what would start up all over again . . .

‘Whatever you want, Jessica,’ I replied, offering out my hand for her to shake instead, figuring this was the only way to touch her without pushing it too far. Her lips curled at the corners, eyes lighting up as she clearly imagined what she wanted.

‘Deal,’ she breathed, giving her slow smile as her fingers slid into mine and shook my hand firmly. I felt her hesitate as she looked into my face, my attention drawn to the goosebumps gathering down her arms, the now visible nipples hardened beneath her shirt.

‘Let me get you my jacket,’ I began, reaching into my back pocket for the truck keys, but before I could, she’d reached up to me, shaking her head with a small smile.

‘I’m not cold,’ she whispered, letting her lips graze my ear. ‘Now come dance with me.’
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Even some four days later, the memory alone was making me shift in my jeans again. And given I was on my way to see my mom and sisters for Sunday dinner, I needed a distraction, like now.

I spent the rest of the drive with the music turned right up, windows down and my elbow resting on the door, humming along and running through a few issues I needed to iron out in roping practice this week ahead of the rodeo next weekend.

‘Howdy.’ My brother-in-law, Dean, opened the door to Mom’s apartment as I arrived, a troublemaking grin on his face. He took the pack of beers I offered up. ‘C’mon in! Although, with the line of questioning Clara’s got for you, I’d turn right around and—’

‘So who is she?’

Clara, my eldest sister, all but pushed her husband out of the way to get to me. Our other, more reasonable sister, Belle, was trying to call her away in the background, telling her to give me a minute.

‘Good to see you too,’ I smiled, giving her a patronizing pat on the arm and barging past her, chuckling as she called me an asshole under her breath.

In the tiny kitchen, Mom turned at the commotion, her face lighting up as I stepped inside.

‘Jesse, honey!’ she exclaimed, taking off her glasses for a second and turning to pull me into a hug. I returned it as hard as I dared, that shitty voice in the back of my head telling me I’d never know when it would be the last time. ‘Now, let me look at you. Is Lil working you too hard?’

‘Nah,’ I replied, picking up what looked to be her drink from the counter and handing it to her, swapping it out for the oven mitt in her hand. Face flushed from the cooking, she gave a grateful nod and took a sip, watching as I dipped down to check on the chicken in the oven. ‘She’s over in London, anyhow. Lottie’s in charge right now, doing a fine job.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Mom hummed as Clara stood in the doorway, her tall frame filling most of it as she narrowed her eyes at me. ‘You gonna answer Clara’s question?’

I turned back to catch them grinning at each other.

The relief at seeing Mom have one of her good days, of their tag-teaming me again, was almost enough to persuade me to say something. But frustrating my busybody sister was too tempting.

‘Who do you mean?’ I asked, reaching over to the fridge and taking out a beer, angling the cap under my canines to pull it off, then flicking it at Clara with my thumb and forefinger as if tossing a coin.

Dean laughed from behind her in the corridor as she caught it in her right hand.

‘The redhead, smartass. I heard from three different people about my brother dancing the whole night with one girl, a redhead with tattoos and an accent, ignoring just about everyone else.’

I shrugged, smiling to myself as I caught Mom’s eye. She studied my face thoughtfully.

‘Chrissy was kinda pissed, from what I heard,’ Dean added, ducking under Clara’s arm to stand inside the kitchen. ‘Aren’t you guys—’

‘We’re done,’ I clarified, refusing to feel guilty. ‘I’ve told her, and we’ve talked about it. I can dance with whoever I like and so can she.’ I shrugged again. ‘And I’m not sure why it’s any of your business.’

Clara dead-eyed me, and I returned it. She sighed.

‘Why won’t you just tell me, before I have to hear about it from everyone else?’ she complained. ‘It’s—’

‘Clara, would you set the table?’ Mom asked, an edge to her tone that we knew all too well from our childhood – not so much a question as a command.

Clara nodded, rolling her eyes and tossing the beer cap into the trash, her parting glance a promise that she wasn’t about to let up any time soon.

‘I received a huge box full of meds this morning,’ Mom said after a few moments, the silence having settled between us. She waited for me to turn to her, her head tilted to the side, arms folded. ‘Now, I didn’t have time to add it all up, but I’m pretty sure there’s at least two or three thousand dollars’ worth in there. And given Belle can’t save for shit, and Clara and Dean have just paid the down payment for their new place . . .’

Smiling, I shrugged again.

‘I don’t want you worrying about it,’ I said, trying to ease the frown gathering on her brow. ‘It’s my money to spend how I like, okay? Lil pays me well, and I don’t much care for shopping. You know that.’

She shook her head slowly, letting out a deep breath.

‘I don’t know what I did to get a son like you,’ she said, reaching out to squeeze my arm. ‘But I don’t want to be the reason you can’t live your life because you’re paying for my bills.’

‘Mom, stop,’ I replied, pulling her into another hug. It was hard to give back to her, to express my thanks for her years of sacrifice for us, without it becoming emotional for both of us. I still couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to care for three kids as a single mom, with no help from anyone. ‘I want to do it, okay? I’ve got you. And those two assholes out there, if they need it.’

I dodged her half-hearted attempt to slap my wrist as she tried not to laugh, defending my sisters, who had never, and would never need defending.

‘Okay, well, there’s one other thing I need you to do,’ she said, turning back to check on the progress of the pans on the stove.

I nodded, ignoring the undercurrent of worry, wondering if there was another complication, another diagnosis from her latest doctor’s appointment.

‘. . . Tell me why your face changed like that when Clara mentioned the redhead.’

She was studying me the way she’d always been able to do. About to brush her off, I hesitated as I caught her eye, that same worry reminding me that she might not be around to have this conversation in a few years’ time. That my honesty now might bring her a little happiness – even a little hope.

‘She’s . . . just visiting, from the UK. Lottie’s best friend, Hestia. I don’t know her that well, we’re just, you know, hanging out, having fun.’

She raised an
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