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Trigger Warning

Blue Devil Woman includes themes of infant loss and post-partum depression. If you are currently trying to conceive, are already pregnant, or have lived the tragedy of child loss, perhaps this is one for you to skip. Put yourself first and come back to Blue Devil Woman when you feel ready.




PART ONE: STOP




Prologue

Santa Barbara County – October 22, 2024

Nobody had told her …

Nobody had told Sierra Hunt how the contractions rolling through her body intermittently would leave her so physically drained, yes, but also so completely present. The agony grounded her in the moment, and after each contraction cleared, it left clarity in its wake. She could feel the hospital bedsheets underneath her. She could smell the antiseptic hovering in the room and hear the soft-soled shoes padding back and forth on the cold floor.

Although she had only just begun – not even an hour past that first slice of pain – sweat glistened on her brow. Although she knew that they were rushed, almost manic, the hospital staff seemed to move in slow motion as her body swam in a flood of hormones and adrenaline.

The nurse, a sweet older woman who had introduced herself as Jenny only thirty minutes earlier, whispered something to the doctor.

Doctor Samira Patel, the same doctor who had monitored Sierra throughout her pregnancy and asked her all those new small talk questions – Do you want to know the sex of your baby? Do you have any names? What colour are you doing the nursery in? – nodded tiredly and cast an indecipherable glance in Sierra’s direction.

Benji’s callused palm, so rough and familiar against her own, squeezed, pulling her attention to him. Sierra returned the pressure.

‘How are you doing, Si? What can I do? Breathing exercises? Ice? A shot of bourbon?’ he teased.

Because she knew him as well as she knew herself and understood that he hated feeling helpless, she ran her thumb against the back of his hand. ‘I’m good.’ She laughed, and it was anxious even to her own ears. ‘I can’t wait to meet her, Benji. I feel like I’ve been pregnant forever.’

He brought his hands together, cradling the one he held in both of his, and bent his forehead to where they were linked. ‘Me too.’

‘You feel like you’ve been pregnant?’

‘Damn straight.’ He raised his head, his green eyes momentarily glinting. ‘I’ve gained pounds of sympathy weight.’

He was trying to distract her from the hushed murmurings occurring at the foot of her bed. But he had gained weight. Sierra might have teased him about it, except where her weight had piled on, softening all her hard edges for motherhood, Benji’s only made him look more masculine, more grown.

Long gone was the gangly boy she had first fallen in love with, and in his place stood a man that turned heads wherever he went. At six-two, with the sun-streaked blond hair and green eyes of a Rip Curl model, Benji should have been strutting some runway or surfing in Malibu instead of working as Hunt Ranch’s glorified barn manager. Yet here he was.

And he was hers.

Knowing it still made her heart catch in her chest.

‘Benji.’

They both turned to Doctor Patel at the softly spoken word.

Sierra’s tired smile wavered when she saw the look on her doctor’s face. The cheery demeanour that Doctor Patel had worn into the room was gone, and in its place was composed dread and sympathy, neither of which Sierra understood.

‘What’s wrong?’ Sierra asked as the first chill slipped through her overheated skin and into her heart.

Before the doctor could reply, Benji squeezed her hand. ‘Relax, baby. I’ll handle it.’

He kissed her sweaty brow and left her side to go and speak with the doctor.

They angled their bodies away from Sierra, lowered their voices. But she didn’t have to hear them to know that something was horribly, horribly wrong.

She had known Benji her entire life, loved him for over half of it. She understood instantly by his rigid posture and the way he could not look back to reassure her that her world was about to shift beneath her.

She tried to fight it, to delay the inevitable. She closed her eyes as the momentum of the shift became tangible. Placing both hands on the huge mound of her belly, she rubbed in slow circles, begged: Come on, Baby Girl. We can do this. Please. Please. I’ve been waiting so long to meet you.

‘Sierra.’

Benji’s voice, so quiet but thick with emotion, sliced through her silent pleas.

Sierra didn’t open her eyes. She knew from only one word, her name on his lips, that it was already too late.

All she could do was squeeze her eyes closed. ‘No. No, I felt her this morning. I felt her move this morning and I knew that today would be the day. I knew—’ When the sob threatened to come, she bit it back. She knew, with absolute clarity, that if she let it out, it would consume her.

The void was approaching. The force of the vacuum pulling her in. ‘You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘Just check again. She kicked this morning. A few hours ago. And the nursery …’

The nursery was ready. Benji had painted the walls white, and Sierra had stencilled pretty pink roses on them. He’d spent hours trying to make sense of the giant crib’s assembly instructions before Sierra, who was better at such things, had taken pity on him and stepped in to help. She had washed and folded the tiny onesies and socks. She had laid the blanket that her own mother had once quilted inside the Hunt family’s ancient bassinet by her bed knowing that she wanted her daughter to be close in the night those first few months …

‘There’s no heartbeat,’ Doctor Patel said gently. ‘Sometimes these things—’

‘Please,’ Sierra desperately threw out one hand, begging the doctor to stop. ‘Don’t. Don’t.’ She couldn’t handle it. Even the words, so simple, were too much.

A new contraction, now so brutal, so mocking, rose, keeping her in the present she suddenly and desperately wanted to leave. It tore through her, splitting her soul in two.

Sierra didn’t make a sound as the rendering halved her, dividing her into Sierra-Before and Sierra-After, one so hopeful and excited, one so numb, so empty.

She doubled over as the grief clawed at her, pulling her into that void and, though she was eerily silent, in her own head, she screamed. Her shock and rage and loss mingled inside of her, and when Benji came forward and took her hand, rasped, ‘Baby, tell me what I can do?’

She said, ‘Nothing.’

And she pulled away.




Chapter 1

Hunt Ranch, Santa Barbara County – December, 2025
(One Year Later)

As the crisp winter air slipped beneath her wool coat and prickled her skin, Sierra stood on the front porch of her family’s ranch house and watched her brother painstakingly climb out of the Jeep and hobble across the expansive front lawn.

Behind Mav, the hills of Santa Barbara County rose up out of the valley, verdant and lush from the rain. One mile down from the sprawling family home, nestled in the valley, Hunt Ranch and Resort thrived.

Mav had built the luxury dude ranch after their parents had died in a car accident a decade earlier. Unexpectedly in charge of thousands of acres and faced with increasingly stringent government regulations on ranching, her brother had decided to diversify. With Sierra’s blessing, he had sold off pockets of valuable land to fund the resort’s construction, and although it had taken them almost five years to become solvent, now, the resort was an award-winning vacation destination.

The few cattle they still kept as an homage to Hunt Ranch’s cowboy history dotted the same hills. But where the resort thrived, Maverick, typically so large and looming, was gaunt and pale, his body almost lanky after his hospital stay. 

He’d been shot.

Sierra still struggled to reconcile that simple fact in her mind. It didn’t matter that she had spent the long hours waiting for him to come out of surgery or visited him in the hospital every day. It didn’t matter that she had heard Mav’s fiancée, Nina, recount the events leading up to the shooting a dozen times or that she’d stepped in to look after her niece, Poppy, while Mav had been in the hospital and Nina had been looking after him. Sierra couldn’t think of it. Of Mav, so strong and vital, almost dying at the hand of a deranged narcissist who’d followed Nina to Hunt Ranch.

Though Mav walked by himself, Nina hovered on one side. On the other, Benji strolled casually, but they all knew he stayed close in case Mav needed him. Even Mav’s dog, Shadow – a mutt he’d rescued years before – looked ready to catch him, her belly to the ground, her body scooting backwards with every step that he took towards the ranch house.

Sierra didn’t rush him, didn’t hurry to his side and help him up the stairs as she so desperately wanted to, knowing that he wouldn’t appreciate it. Instead, she planted her feet to the spot, leaned against the porch rail in her best attempt at nonchalance, and when he stopped in front of her, said, ‘I dropped Poppy with Jenna so you could get settled. Seems like it was a good call; you look like shit, Mav.’

He released a winded laugh, raised one unsteady hand to swipe at the sweat coating his brow from the short walk across the lawn. ‘Feel like it too,’ he replied tiredly. ‘Benji had to help me get into the Jeep at the hospital,’ he added, his tone thick with the self-disgust of a man who was used to being infallible.

Sierra’s gaze flickered to Benji. He stood a little out of their circle, his hands tucked into his pockets. She couldn’t figure out why he didn’t look juvenile in the jeans, sneakers, and black Tom Waits T-shirt, but thought that, maybe, it was because he wore the skin underneath the clothes so confidently. So honestly.

He had come home the same day she’d told him Mav had been hurt. Despite their past and the fact that they could no longer stand to be in the same room as one another, he had wordlessly joined forces with her to bully Nina into leaving the hospital to sleep each night. He had stepped seamlessly into Mav’s shoes at Hunt Ranch, overseeing the hundred and twenty horses and various other animals in her brother’s stead, so that Sierra could focus on her job managing the front end of the business and mitigating the fallout from the shooting. Benji had done everything right – again. And, still, every time she looked at him, all she felt was deep, black anger.

Used to Sierra’s coldness, Benji ignored her. He winked at Nina and stretched his back exaggeratedly. ‘Almost put my back out too. He may have lost weight but he’s still a heavy fucker.’

Mav laughed tiredly, but the sound was music to Sierra’s ears. She’d lost her parents, Baby Girl, and – though it was her own fault – Benji, too, so Maverick was all she had left, and she didn’t think she could survive anything happening to him.

‘Let’s get you inside.’ Nina stepped forward, her hands outstretched to help Mav up the stairs. ‘It’s chilly out here.’

‘Actually …’ Mav visibly winced as he lowered himself down onto the porch step. ‘I just want to sit outside for a while.’ He tilted his head back and sighed deeply. ‘Christ, it feels so good to be home.’

Nina hovered. ‘Mav, what if you catch a chill? It’s cold and you’re still—’

‘I’m okay. Just tired.’ He tapped the spot next to him. ‘Come here.’ When Nina only raised her eyebrows, clearly planning her counterargument, Mav added, ‘I might catch a chill. We need to cuddle for warmth.’

Nina’s smile broke free even as her eyes glossed. Without a word, she went inside – and came back out almost immediately carrying the throw blanket from the sofa. She draped it over Mav, sat beside him and rested her head on his shoulder.

Sierra thought they made quite the picture, the gorgeous Hollywood starlet with her hip-length, black hair and the rugged, denim-clad cowboy sitting on the steps together, looking out at the rolling hills. It was odd to think that they had only met that summer, barely six months prior, when Nina had come to Hunt Ranch to recuperate after she’d been attacked in her LA home. When Sierra looked at Nina and Mav, she didn’t see a new, shallow love. She saw an achingly beautiful connection that most people would have recognized as ‘fated’.

They were all quiet for a long moment, Mav and Nina in their own little world, Sierra and Benji hovering, both too concerned for Mav to avoid each other as they’d have preferred.

Nina was the one who broke the silence. ‘I wanna get married here, Mav.’

Mav angled his head to look down at her. ‘Not at the resort?’

‘No. Here. Home.’ She pointed to the huge oak tree. ‘Under the tree. Markus as my man of honour – and photographer, of course. Benji as your best man. Sierra as officiant. Poppy as the flower girl.’ Nina looked back at Sierra, her eyes twinkling. ‘You wouldn’t mind, right?’

Sierra shook her head even as that suffocating weight rose in her chest. There had been a time when she and Benji had made the exact same decision – to get married beneath the oak tree. She didn’t dare look at him, but she wondered if it even crossed his mind after all this time. ‘Of course not. I’ll get ordained online and then add it to our list of services for the resort,’ she teased.

Mav nodded slowly, thinking it through. ‘If you’re sure that’s what you want.’

‘I’m sure. I want simple. And I want to be yours. As soon as possible,’ Nina replied. ‘Time shouldn’t be wasted, Mav. I …’ Nina trailed off as she fought to compose herself. ‘I keep seeing you lying there, your blood everywhere …’

‘Hey, hey, what’s this?’ Mav crooned when Nina’s tears began to fall. ‘I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.’

‘I know.’ Nina waved away his concern. ‘I know. I’m just emotional. Having you home again …’

Didn’t Sierra understand that? Didn’t she feel that same anxiety burning in her chest, even though her brother was alive and sitting right in front of her?

‘How about Christmas Day?’ Mav suggested. ‘That way you’ll be mine by the new year.’

Nina, laughing through her tears, replied, ‘Perfect.’

But Sierra blanched. Her heart, built stoically on control and perfection, stuttered. Her panic reared. Not only was sixteen days an unreasonable amount of time to plan a wedding, but the resort had taken a huge financial hit when they’d had to close to the public as news of Nina’s stay there had spread through the media.

News vans and Nina Keller fans had swamped the resort, exposing Nina’s location to her stalker and giving Sierra and Mav no choice but to close the gates to everyone who didn’t have a pre-existing reservation. Sierra didn’t begrudge the choice they’d made. Nina was family. So, the decision to close the resort had been an easy one. But the reality of the situation was that it would take them a full quarter to recover financially.

To take the pressure off and avoid having to lay off any of her staff, Sierra had cut her own salary and was living off her savings. But, unwilling to bring up that particular worry to Mav in his current state, she said, ‘Let’s just take a moment to think this through, guys. Christmas is sixteen days away.’

‘It is.’ Nina gnawed on her lip. ‘Do you think that’s enough time?’

‘Yes,’ Mav replied.

At the same time that Sierra said, ‘No!’

‘As long as you’re truly fine with simple?’ Mav asked Nina, completely ignoring Sierra.

Nina nodded vigorously. ‘It’ll be small and intimate. Just the family and our close friends. If that’s okay with you?’

‘Nina, I don’t need anything but you,’ Mav affirmed.

Sierra rolled her eyes even though her panic was very real. ‘You guys, as adorable as you are, the weeks before Christmas are our busiest time of year at the resort—’

‘But Christmas Day is our quietest,’ Mav countered, still looking only at Nina. ‘And the next few weeks are going to be the only time in my entire life I can’t physically work. Hell, I can help you plan the entire thing.’

‘We can use the horses in our photos,’ Nina gushed, undeterred. ‘And we can get Poppy a dress that matches mine!’

‘Oh, my God.’ Sierra took one step away and then immediately spun back around. She could see by the looks on both of their faces that there was no point in arguing. Her frantic mind started making a list of everything they would need to make a wedding happen in just two weeks. The flowers and the cake – both of which they’d have to pay exorbitantly for given the short notice. Chairs, tables, and the dance floor they could borrow from the resort. Food and beverages. Décor. Suits! Dresses! And that was on top of her seasonal holiday work at the resort.

Her mind spun.

‘Oh, God. I need to sit down.’ Sierra plonked on the top step and pulled out her cell phone. She opened her Evernote app, started a new note and then simply dumped everything flying through her thoughts for later organizing. ‘We’ll have to find a dress that doesn’t need a ton of alterations. With your sizing that’s going to be difficult; wedding dress samples typically sit at an eight or ten – what are you, a two?’

‘Easy,’ Nina replied dreamily. ‘Hell, I’ll wear jeans if I have to.’

Sierra abruptly stopped typing. ‘No. I’m drawing the line there. It may be your wedding, but we’re still going to do it properly, white dress non-negotiable.’ Nina opened her mouth to argue, but Sierra only held up one finger, cutting her off. ‘I’ll tell Markus.’

It was a threat if ever one existed. Markus Johnson, Nina’s fabulous best friend and renowned Los Angeles brand photographer, was the epitome of grace – and sass. He’d never let Nina look anything less than stunning on her wedding day – and Nina knew it as well as Sierra did.

Nina frowned but her lips twitched with a smile. ‘You’re mean.’

‘You’ll thank me when you look back at the photos,’ Sierra said, unoffended. She bent back over her phone, started asking Nina the important questions. ‘What colour scheme do you want?’

‘I don’t really care. Nothing gaudy or too bright.’

Sierra studied Nina thoughtfully. ‘You’ll be in white, but with your dark hair, I think the wedding accent colours should be dark and bold. Olive green or a burnt orange.’

‘Orange?’

‘Here.’ Sierra googled ‘burnt orange ranch wedding colours’ and held up the images for Nina to look at.

Nina’s dark eyes softened. ‘Oh, I love this one.’ Reaching out she tapped the screen on a fall-themed wedding spread.

‘Or,’ Sierra offered, ‘you could embrace the season and go with a wintery, Christmas theme?’ She revised the Google prompt, pulled up a new set of pictures with an entirely different aesthetic. ‘White lilies, red roses, Douglas fir. Olive green and dark, port-coloured accents? Us girls with white, faux fur stoles over our dresses.’

Nina looked suddenly bewildered. ‘You’re giving me too many options.’

‘This is why people typically take more than two weeks—’

‘Stop.’ The single word came from Benji.

All eyes turned to him.

He shifted restlessly from foot to foot, but his eyes stayed focused on Nina. ‘You know what you want. Don’t let her bully her.’

Sierra bit off her retort, which would have come out angry and bitter. She knew she was being aggressive and pushy, but only because her work at the resort had educated her on what planning a wedding entailed. It was brutal for people who gave themselves an entire year to plan. And as much as Nina and Maverick wanted simple, Sierra still wanted them to look back and have no regrets. She wanted it to be perfect. For them.

Perhaps sensing her restraint, Nina reached out one hand and squeezed Sierra’s arm. ‘I really do like them both.’

‘But?’ Maverick prompted.

‘It didn’t occur to me until I saw the pictures, but don’t you think we should keep it Christmas themed for Poppy? It’s going to be Christmas Day, and she’s only five.’

Mav’s smile could have melted the coldest of hearts, and Sierra’s was no exception. She actually smiled when her brother replied, ‘God, I love you,’ and leaning sideways, kissed Nina deeply despite his audience.

The moment he moved away, Nina, still flushed, said, ‘Christmas theme it is.’

Sierra nodded. ‘I’ll put together some mood boards today, and you can pick and choose what you like. By tomorrow, we need to start placing orders. It’s going to be a rush. Oh, and on Saturday we’re going dress shopping.’

Nina laughed anxiously. ‘I feel like I’ve made a grave error in judgement.’

‘I’ll pull it off,’ Sierra said, her tone determined.

‘I know – that’s what I’m worried about,’ Nina quipped.

Sierra grinned. It was so easy with Nina, who was kind and sweet and had a sense of humour that jumped out when a person was least expecting it. After everything she had been through, Nina should have been bitter and cold. Like Sierra. But the fact that she wasn’t – not even close – was just one of the reasons that Sierra was happy that Nina and her brother had found one another. They were both so strong, so able to weather the storms together.

When the thought had her fighting her urge to look back at Benji, Sierra stood, and left with, ‘I’ll call Markus.’ Because God knew she’d need his help.
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Benji watched Sierra walk away. He hadn’t meant to snap at her. He just couldn’t stay quiet while she steamrolled Nina in her need to take control, to keep things perfect, and all he could think was: Did she really not remember that once, not that long ago, they’d wanted the exact same thing? A small wedding with no pretence. Just family and a few close friends. Did she really not remember that they too had wanted it under the oak tree, because it was where she’d first kissed him – and changed everything?

‘Are you gonna be okay?’ Mav asked. ‘I appreciate you taking over while I was out, Benji. But if it’s too much …’

Next to him, Nina’s big eyes were filled with concern.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Benji replied firmly. ‘Don’t worry about us. Focus on getting better and planning your wedding. I’ll handle Si.’

He left them to go after her, found her in the kitchen dumping copious amounts of sugar into a cup of milky coffee. Her brown eyes flickered up and dampened when she saw that it was him.

And Benji’s heart broke for the thousandth time.

There’d been a time when her eyes had lit up for him, when those same eyes had darkened with need – for him – and both of them had worn the same goofy grins currently on Mav and Nina’s faces.

‘Can we talk?’

‘About?’

‘Sierra …’ he said tiredly.

She sighed and plopped into the chair at the kitchen table before raising both her eyebrows at him as if to say, ‘Well?’

Benji took the seat opposite hers. He linked his hands on the table in front of him and let the silence stretch as he collected his thoughts. He studied her for a long moment. She was still so beautiful, her golden skin unlined at thirty-five, her hair that same lustrous fall of honey-blonde satin he’d loved running his fingers through. He marvelled that she could look exactly the same yet be so different from the woman he had once planned to spend his life with.

The Sierra he had first fallen in love with had been bold and confident and shamelessly determined without compromising her sense of humour and her gentle heart. She’d hounded him for years, pushing all of his buttons – often at the same time – until he’d snapped and broken his vow to never touch his best friend’s little sister. And afterwards, when his panic had set in, she’d made him laugh. She’d pressed those full curves against him and as she’d drifted off to sleep in his arms, she’d promised that everything would work out – and he’d believed her.

But now, though her hair, eyes, and skin were all the same warm browns and golds, Sierra seemed incapable of that warmth she’d once exuded. As if to prove his point, she coolly added, ‘I don’t have all day, Benji.’

‘I know,’ he replied gently, reining in his own temper. ‘They’re holding the job for me in Utah, but only through to the new year. So, I’ll be heading out as soon as Mav’s back on his feet.’

Her eyes shuttered. When she spoke, her voice was cool. ‘Okay. I appreciate you stepping in to help on the ranch. Since the shooting, almost all my hours have gone towards PR and trying to keep the reservations afloat.’ She ran both her hands over her face, as if she was stressed just thinking about it. ‘Thank God for Nina. Having a resident celebrity is a huge draw for the resort.’

Benji wanted to ask if there was anything else he could do to help, but didn’t. It was safer for both of them if he believed that she wanted him gone as soon as possible. ‘Given what Mav and Nina have been through, I’d prefer it if we could get along until I move on. I’ll stay out of your way as much as possible.’

‘All right. I don’t anticipate that being a problem for me,’ she said, her tone clipped, business-like. ‘I don’t go to the stables. You’re barely ever at the resort.’

‘I’ll stay away from the ranch house too.’

Sierra deflated. ‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘If you’re going to leave again, you should spend time with Mav while you’re here. We both know he’s going to be going crazy in a few days. He’ll need the distraction, and I can make myself scarce when you’re here.’ She wrapped both her hands around the mug as if warming herself with that small source of heat. ‘Anything else?’

Anything else? Benji thought incredulously.

What happened to us?

Why did you shut me out?

Do you feel anything for me anymore?

Why don’t we talk about the fact that our baby died?

Why do you still plague my every thought?

‘No,’ he said finally. ‘Nothing else.’ He stood to go, to ease that constant pressure in his chest with physical work and the familiar, comforting smell of the stables.

It was only when he reached the hallway that Sierra said, ‘Hey, Benji?’

He turned.

‘Thanks. For the last few weeks.’ When her eyes filled it took every ounce of self-restraint he had not to go to her. Sierra didn’t cry. She turned off. So, he knew how terrified she must have been with Mav in the hospital. ‘I don’t know what I would have done if …’

Surprised by the thanks, Benji gently said, ‘You’re welcome.’ And wanting to comfort her, he added, ‘You know Mav’s not going anywhere …’

‘Yeah.’ She offered him a quick, wobbly smile. ‘Anyway. I appreciate your help.’ She cleared her throat. ‘God knows it wasn’t your responsibility.’

His surprise turned to hurt instantly. He curled his fists as the single statement lashed through him. She’d meant to wound him – they both knew that much.

‘Maverick is as much my brother as he is yours. Since I was what – five years old?’ he demanded, hotly now. ‘He’s my best friend. The thirteen-year-old kid who hid me in your family barn when my dad went on one of his drinking rampages. The fifteen-year-old who drove me to the hospital when I made myself sick on booze trying to prove a point to Dylan Jefferson. The man who cremated my child when I couldn’t.’

‘Don’t.’ Sierra paled. She didn’t cry now. She didn’t show a hint of emotion. ‘Don’t talk about that.’

Benji obliged, but only because his own eyes burned with all that sick, twisted grief. Instead, he asked, ‘Do you know what I still can’t figure out?’ He didn’t give her time to reply. ‘I can’t figure out what I did to deserve your hate. And after all this time, you’d think I’d have learned to hate you back.’ He shook his head as an exhausted, bitter laugh left his lips. ‘Joke’s on me, kid.’

And he left.




Chapter 2

Hunt Ranch, Santa Barbara County – August, 2008

‘Benji, don’t forget to say goodbye to Sierra on your way out,’ Mrs Hunt reminded him. ‘She goes back to school early tomorrow morning.’ She stood over the heavily floured kitchen counter, kneading a huge ball of bread dough, her dark hair pulled into a messy bun.

At twenty-three, Benji had been part of the Hunt household for long enough to know that the bread would either break a tooth or be the best thing a man had ever tasted. ‘Yes ma’am,’ he replied. He’d planned on it anyway, though God knew he dreaded the task.

He thought about Sierra as he opened the old refrigerator and, at home, pulled out a Coke for the short drive to the barn. Though he loved to pretend otherwise, Sierra Hunt had become an increasingly difficult problem for him over the past two years – and everyone knew it.

Including Sierra.

Even then, Ava Hunt laughed knowingly at his tone. ‘You sound terrified.’

‘I am terrified,’ he replied. And because she was practically his own mother, he added, ‘I’m still not entirely convinced she’s tame, and I’m behind on my rabies shots.’

‘I’ll pay for your hospital bill if she bites you,’ came the quick, unoffended reply.

Benji laughed. He raised the Coke can in a half-salute in her direction. ‘Deal.’

Delaying the inevitable goodbye for as long as possible, Benji leaned against the counter and watched Ava work. Standing there, up to her elbows in flour, with the sunlight streaming in the window behind her, she could have been posing for one of those magazines. Good Housekeeping. Or Country Home.

She was literally making bread. When he’d been a kid, his father’s drinking habit had meant that his mom had needed to work twice as hard to put food on the table. She’d worked full days, and a four-hour bar shift most nights, so most of Benji’s meals had been scavenged. He’d walked through his school years looking sharp-boned and gangly. It had only been when he’d started working at the ranch full-time and taking his meals with the ranch hands that he’d filled out. ‘Is that hard to make?’ he asked now.

‘Bread? No, honey. Not at all.’ Mrs Hunt frowned. ‘Although mine seems to have a mercurial nature.’

He wisely bit back his smile, asked, ‘Could you teach me sometime?’

‘How to bake bread?’

‘Yeah.’

She swiped a strand of hair out of her face using her forearm, inadvertently leaving a smear of flour in its place. ‘Sure. We’ll follow a recipe, and you can take it for the ranch hands after.’ Her eyes narrowed on his face. ‘Any particular reason?’

Benji took a pointed sip of his Coke. He’d asked because as he’d watched her, he’d wanted to learn. One day, he’d buy his own place and he’d be damned if he’d eat like shit because he didn’t know how to cook. One day, when he had children of his own, he wanted them to see this. A parent baking bread – even if it was inedible. But because Mrs H would tear up at the truth, he waggled his eyebrows. ‘To impress my dates.’

She laughed appreciatively. ‘You know, I should probably discourage mass wooing via fresh bread. But if James had ever baked for me, I probably would have jumped the gun and eloped, skipped the wedding entirely.’

‘Yeah, girls always bring it up – dinner at my place. What happened to going to the movies and getting a burger after?’ he asked.

Mrs Hunt shook her head. ‘I swear it was just yesterday that you and Mav were running wild. Filthy after a mud fight or tearing across the ranch on the motorbikes or sneaking out to go and drink at Wrangler’s Clearing when you thought we were sleeping.’ She plopped the dough back into the bowl. ‘And now look at you. Twenty-three. Working. Learning how to cook for your dates.’

Benji shrugged. ‘I still have to save up for a place of my own before I can cook for a date,’ he reminded her.

‘Hmm. You know, Benji, that’s actually something James and I have been meaning to talk to you about …’

Because he knew where she was going, and dreaded it, he tried to distract her with humour. ‘My dates?’

‘No, honey.’ Her laugh was gentle, but it faded too soon. ‘Your savings …’

Because his reaction was to tense and become defensive, Benji consciously forced his muscles to relax one by one.

‘James said that your check is deposited into two accounts every pay day …’

‘It is what it is,’ he said, hoping to end the discussion.

‘No, honey. It is what you allow it to be.’ Uncaring of her flour-covered hands, Mrs Hunt placed them on her hips. ‘And your parents do not deserve a dime of your hard-earned money.’

‘They raised me. They spent money on me,’ he replied, repeating what his own father had told him. ‘I’m paying back what’s owed.’

‘Benjamin Matthews, don’t make me call you stupid.’

Benji knew by her use of his full name that she was mad, but all her concern did was warm him. She cared – about him. ‘It’s just money, Mrs H.’

‘Benji, they chose to have a child and raise him. Spending money to do that is the most basic of parenting requirements after loving your child, and at no point should that incur a debt.’

‘My mom needs help.’

She exhaled a resigned breath. ‘Baby, your mom made her bed long ago. Now she – and only she – must lie in it. Sweet boy, she’s never going to leave Silas if you keep giving her the means to stay.’

‘I don’t want him to come here,’ Benji admitted quietly, telling her more than he wanted to in the hope that she’d let it be. ‘Hunt Ranch is my home. He’s not gonna take that from me.’

‘He could never. He might try, but we’ll face him together. James and me. And you. And God knows Mav and Sierra won’t sit out either.’

Because his burning eyes mortified him, Benji unravelled from his lean on the counter and said, ‘I’ll sort it out, Mrs H. Don’t worry so much.’ He gave her a quick kiss on the cheek because he knew it would make her smile, said, ‘See you at the barbecue tomorrow.’

‘All right, honey. Have a good time tonight. And keep my boy out of trouble.’ She turned back to her bread, finished with, ‘I think Sierra’s out on the porch.’

Benji took his Coke and escaped, but he had the distinct thought, Out of the frying pan and into the fire, as he went to find Sierra.

She wasn’t on the porch. Sierra was swaying on the swing beneath the oak tree. At eighteen, almost nineteen, she should have still looked like Mav’s bratty little sister – innocent and childish – not like a full-grown woman; her legs, left bare by a tiny pair of denim shorts, extended in front of her, her head back, eyes closed and that long hair almost touching the ground. She was sexy as hell, and that about summed up every problem in Benji’s life.

She saw him coming and stopped the swing. But she didn’t turn around to face him, only waited, her back to him, a woman who knew that he’d walk the distance.

His heart tapped against his ribs with every step closer, and because he needed a few minutes to regain his composure, he stayed at her back, grabbed the rope on either side of her. ‘Hold on, kid.’

She tilted her head back, looked at him with those smouldering brown eyes. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, Benji: I’m not a kid.’

Didn’t he know it. How many nights had he thought of her? How many times had he seen her and let his mind wander down all those inappropriate paths even though he knew Sierra Hunt was solidly off-limits? But because it shamed him, and made him angry, he simply ignored her comment and started walking the swing backwards.

Her hands gripped the rope, holding on as he stopped and then released her.

Sierra didn’t squeal in fear or shout at him as she went flying. The little hooligan whooped loudly, bringing a smile to his lips.

Benji watched her as she sailed through the air in a smooth crescent. He planted his feet and braced as she came back towards him, but this time he pushed the wooden swing seat, avoiding the ropes because he didn’t want to unsettle her. ‘I heard you’re leaving tomorrow morning.’

‘Bright and early. Seven a.m. flight.’ Sierra took a few more swings before slowing herself with her feet. She came to a stop, tipped her head back a second time. ‘Wanna drive me to the airport?’

‘Nope.’

She laughed knowingly. ‘I think you do, Benji.’

‘You also think that the barn is haunted,’ he retorted. ‘You’re an unreliable source.’

‘I swear I saw the ghost of Esmeralda Hunt in there,’ Sierra argued, instantly distracted. ‘Just a flash of her white wedding dress and the sound of weeping. I didn’t make it up—’ She spotted his grin. ‘Okay. Ha ha.’

‘That damn ghost gets you going every time.’

She used one foot to idly keep the swing in motion as she mulled. ‘Why?’ she asked eventually and aimed those witch’s eyes in his direction.

Benji knew exactly what she was asking. But he pretended not to for so many reasons. Good reasons. Reasons that seemed more and more insignificant with each day she was in proximity to him. She was his best friend’s little sister, which made her solidly out of bounds. She was special, the Princess of Hunt Ranch, and he was a glorified shit shoveler. ‘You’re not my type,’ he said with a teasing nonchalance. ‘You’re still a kid.’ But internally, he reminded himself: One more day. You just have to make it one more day.

Sierra’s eyes flashed – just as he’d known they would. She pushed off the swing and turned to face him, fists clenched at her sides.

Benji couldn’t even appreciate her warrior stance and whiplash temper; he was too distracted by her mile of leg, which climbed into lush hips and a little waist exposed between her Daisy Duke shorts and tight cropped top.  Jesus. Why me? his mind screamed. Why her?

‘I’m not a kid,’ she said, seething. ‘I’m not even a virgin.’

Benji bit off his groan. He couldn’t. He couldn’t imagine another man touching her; it would break him. ‘So what? You think some college sophomore seeing you naked makes you a woman?’

‘It certainly doesn’t make me a kid,’ she shot back. She took one menacing step towards him, and he took a harried one back. Her eyes widened at the movement, and then turned questioning. ‘You’re … Oh my God, are you afraid of me?’

‘Afraid?’ he laughed. And even though he internally shook with it, he cocked one hip. ‘I’m afraid of rattlesnakes, drought, and your mom’s homemade kombucha. In that order. I’m not afraid of you, Sierra.’

Sierra took one step closer again, but this time Benji stayed pointedly fixed to the spot. He glared at her as she came closer. But she only grinned wickedly, as if she could hear his heart jackhammering against his ribs and see the sweat suddenly coating his palms.

Sierra stopped an inch from him, leaving a tauntingly small space between their bodies. She looked up at him from under those long, dark lashes, and whispered, ‘Prove it, Benji.’

He didn’t dare move. Hell, he didn’t dare breathe, too afraid that if he did, he might accidentally touch her and tear through the last of his restraint.

He still didn’t move as she pressed her breasts up against his chest, undeterred. ‘If you’re not afraid of me, prove it,’ she said again. And this time she rose onto her toes and placed her lips against his.

It was barely a kiss, just an innocent press of lips to lips. But the contact, her soft mouth on his, undid him. And, still, Benji didn’t react. He held his breath, refusing to inhale her, cocked one eyebrow and plastered an amused smile on his face, so that when Sierra stepped back and met his gaze, her confidence wavered.

He saw it, the moment that boldness stuttered, the exact second she believed the lie he’d told her.

‘Oh.’ She released an embarrassed laugh and moved out of his space. ‘Well, it was worth a shot.’ Her attempt at nonchalance was lost when she wrapped her arms self-consciously around her body. ‘I guess I’ll stick to my college sophomores.’

He hated hurting her almost as much as he hated resisting her. And even as she said, ‘Be seeing you, Benji,’ and started back towards the house, he knew that he couldn’t let her leave thinking he didn’t care.

‘Hey, Si!’ he called after her.

She didn’t turn, only angled her face over her shoulder and waited.

‘If you’re not ready and waiting for me at four-thirty tomorrow morning, I’m not driving you.’

She didn’t say anything, but he saw the curve of her smile and caught her small nod before she walked away from him.

‘Fuck,’ Benji cursed the moment he was alone. ‘Fuck!’ he repeated, furious with himself. He ran both hands frantically through his hair. ‘What are you doing? You idiot. Fucking idiot. You only had to hold out for eighteen more hours!’

But even as he berated himself, he knew it was too late, and that he’d be lying if he said they hadn’t been working their way here for a long time.

He took out his phone, pulled up Mav’s number, and dialled before he chickened out. He knew he was a coward for doing it over the phone, but he forgave himself for it easily, knowing that Mav would prefer it too.

‘Benj?’ Mav answered instantly. ‘Where are you? I thought we were meeting at the barn?’

‘We are. I’ll be there in a few minutes.’

‘Okay …’

‘Hey, Mav?’ Benji tried to compose some explanation that sounded reasonable. He even thought about leading with an apology, something along the lines of ‘I know I’m the last person you’d want for her, but …’ Instead, all he could come up with was, ‘I’m gonna drive your sister to the airport tomorrow.’

A long pause prevailed before Mav asked, ‘Is … Is that a euphemism for something?’

‘I guess.’

‘Are you asking for my permission to …? With my little sister?’ Maverick sounded as offput by the conversation as Benji was.

‘It’s not going there yet,’ he replied. And because he rarely lied, and never to Mav, he added, ‘But it will.’

‘And if I said no?’

‘I’d have to leave – for good. I can’t …’ Can’t fight her anymore? Can’t deprive myself? He didn’t know what to say, so only repeated, ‘I can’t.’

Mav released a long-winded sigh. ‘As much as it weirds me out, I’m also surprised you lasted this long. She’s always had a thing for you …’

Benji didn’t play coy. Sierra had been hounding him for longer than was appropriate given that he was five years older than her. And God knew he’d resisted her every step of the way. And it had been hard, ferociously so.

‘I don’t need to warn you with all those clichés about breaking her heart, right?’ Mav continued.

‘No,’ Benji affirmed. ‘I’ll be careful with her, Mav. I won’t ever hurt her.’ And because he meant it, Benji promised himself right then and there that he would become the type of man that Sierra Hunt would be proud to have. One day, she’d look at him and she wouldn’t see the white trash kid she’d grown up with. She’d see a man who’d made something of himself – for her.

‘Okay.’ Mav sighed. ‘I guess I should be grateful I don’t have to get up at four a.m. tomorrow.’

Benji exhaled deeply. ‘Yeah, I’ve got it. I’ve got her.’

And Mav replied, ‘I know you do. For what it’s worth, I’m glad it’s you. Oh, and Benji?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I appreciate you calling and letting me know, but you probably shouldn’t tell Sierra that part.’

‘Yeah,’ Benji sighed. ‘Probably not.’

[image: Horse Shoe]

To Sierra’s extreme frustration, Benji barely spoke during the forty-five-minute drive from the ranch to Santa Barbara Airport. As the sun began rising, casting blue light over the fields and hills, he sat in patient silence, listening to her ramble about school at NYU, her friends, and her course load for the semester. He nodded occasionally, asked a question from time to time, but otherwise kept his mouth shut and his eyes on the road, so that by the time they took their exit, she was confused and – worse – angry.

Yesterday, when he’d told her he’d be driving her, Sierra had let herself think he might be close to breaking point, and she’d been so excited. How many times had she shamelessly flirted with him, trying to get a reaction out of him? How many times had she deliberately pissed him off, hoping that he’d do something – anything – in a rage that he wouldn’t do in that perpetually cool, calm mood he walked around in. How many times had she dressed with him in mind, choosing clothes she didn’t even like all that much just so that he’d look her way?

Countless.

Sierra didn’t see herself as desperate or manipulative. She was a woman who knew what she wanted and who was prepared to work through trial and error for it. And she wanted Benjamin Matthews. She had for a long time.

She knew, in that way that women did, that he wanted her too. Hadn’t she felt that long, lazy gaze on her so many times, typically when he thought she wasn’t paying attention? Hadn’t she seen the heat lash through that very same gaze each time she pushed him a little too far?

But now, as they pulled into the airport parking lot, she began to doubt herself, just as she had yesterday. Maybe she’d been wrong? Maybe after the kiss, he’d only wanted to drive her to tell her he wasn’t interested. That would be just like Benji.

Mortified by the thought, she reached for the door handle. ‘You could have dropped me in the front,’ she said, hating that her anger leached into her tone when she’d wanted to sound cool and unaffected.

‘Sierra—’

She was out of the truck before he could explain, heaving her huge suitcase from the truck bed before he’d even opened his door. But while she slung her backpack over her shoulder and whipped her suitcase handle out from its recessed position, Benji calmly, slowly, walked around the vehicle to her. And while she would have stormed past him without a word, he stepped into her path, stopping her.

‘You don’t have to say it,’ she said, angling her face away so that he wouldn’t see her sadness and the glisten of frustrated, self-pitying tears.

‘Say what?’

‘It’s not you, it’s me.’

Irritatingly, he only countered with, ‘I wasn’t planning on it.’

She snuck a glance at him then. He stood a full three feet away, his hands on his hips, his green eyes searching her face. That slow pull of need rolled through her, but this time it didn’t excite her. It made her angry. It irritated her. ‘What do you want, Benji?’

He raised one hand to rub at the scruff covering his face. She hadn’t been expecting an honest reply, so when he said, ‘I think it’s pretty obvious I want you, Si,’ she could only stare. ‘You’re beautiful and smart and funny. Wanting you isn’t just easy,’ he continued. ‘It’s unavoidable.’

Her heart softened. ‘So? What the hell is the problem?’

Benji took a step towards her then. Reaching out, he pried her cold hand off the suitcase handle. He gently kissed each of her fingers before tugging her forward and into the warmth of his open jacket. He sighed deeply, as if just having her close was enough. ‘I
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