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Author’s Note

Unleashed is a stand-alone, DARK Mafia x Cowboy Romance. It does contain content and situations that may be triggering to some readers.

Although this is a cowboy romance, the dark mafia element is still very much present. This book is explicit, intended for readers 18+.

For a full list of triggers please see my website:

www.lunamasonauthor.com




Dedication

This one’s for all my dark romance girlies who came for the mafia and stayed for the cowboys.

Now it’s time for the ultimate yearner. The HUGE, tatted bull rider. Ace Sterling.

He might last eight seconds on the back of a bull—don’t worry, he can ride you all night long.

He’s waiting to start the chase and show you exactly what he can do with those piercings.

Remember: green means go. Harder. Faster.

Flick those pages and escape reality with me, wild style.




The Official Unleashed Playlist

Listen to the full playlist here: The Official Unleashed Playlist
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Song – ‘Dry Spell’, Kacey Musgraves

Three hundred and sixty-five days.

That’s how long it’s been since a man put his hands on me. One full rotation around the sun since I let some guy from a bar fumble around on top of me for seven disappointing minutes while we both pretended the tequila wasn’t doing all the heavy lifting.

I faked it. He bought it.

Before he’d even caught his breath, I got dressed, ordered an Uber, and decided right there in the back of a Prius that I was done. Done trying to find something that even remotely resembled what I used to have.

But that isn’t even the pathetic part.

Two thousand and thirty-seven days.

That’s how long it’s been since a man gave me an orgasm I didn’t have to manufacture myself.

Six years of handling my own business, because apparently no one in this city of four million people can figure out what one cowboy from New Falls, Arizona, knew how to do when he was twenty years old.

And right now, at eight forty-seven on a Friday morning, that cowboy’s name is staring back at me from my computer screen.

Ace Sterling.

My cursor blinks against his name in the case file. I’m investigating my ex-boyfriend and his family for links to organized crime, and today, of all days, is his birthday.

The guy I fell in love with at fifteen, when I was stupid enough to think love was simple. The man who loved me so completely, so recklessly, that he would’ve burned his entire future to the ground just to follow me to LA.

I couldn’t let him do that, so I became the villain in our story instead. I broke his heart so clean he’d have no choice but to stay, to climb onto the back of a bull the way he was born to, to become the champion I always knew he’d be.

I did that.

And if I close my eyes and think hard enough, I can still feel him. The way his calloused hands used to grip my neck like I was the only thing keeping him tethered to the earth. I can hear him breathing my name against my cheek.

Goldie.

My cheeks catch fire. I press my palms flat against them, willing the heat away, and blink until the sting behind my eyes retreats.

That was a long time ago. A different Harper. A different life. Maybe the last time I was truly happy was on Sterling Ranch in the arms of my crazy bull-riding ex.

I ran here to chase stories. To find a whole new world outside of the small town gossip. I thought back then, I could have it all. The career and the man. Ace had to stay back in New Falls; it was where his family was. Where his own career was taking off.

And it turns out, long distance couldn’t work for us. We tried. And every time we had to leave each other, a part of him died. I saw it happen. When he offered to give up everything to move with me, I bolted. I couldn’t let him give up his own happiness for me to chase this job. A job that six years later doesn’t bring me the joy I thought it would.

Because nothing except Ace can bring me that happiness in life. And now I’m too damn embarrassed to admit I fucked up to even face him.

Now, his older brother’s baby mama is dead. I stumbled onto the Sterling’s name on a tip line a few weeks back, and I took the story. I had to be the only person with eyes on that information to report it in the way it’s meant to. To protect that family.

The case file in front of me has Hunter Sterling’s name circled in red as the primary suspect. He’s cleared now, but only barely. And the real story? The one any decent journalist would kill to crack open? It reeks of something deeper. It’s the kind of story that builds careers and wins awards.

The kind of story I’ve been burying.

Because the thread doesn’t stop at Hunter. It winds through the entire Sterling family, through the ranch, through the money, through the maze of connections that link a small-town rodeo dynasty to something that looks an awful lot like organized crime. And if I pull that thread, if I do my job the way I was trained to, it leads straight to Ace.

So I won’t pull it. I’ll lie. I’ll downplay. I’ll write the most boring, forgettable report this online newspaper has ever published, and I’ll sleep just fine knowing I chose him.

I always will. I knew back then his family had their hands in some bad things; they never admitted it, and I looked the other way. So, I can’t say I’m shocked to find out my suspicions were right all along.

“Morning, Harper!”

Samantha’s voice hits me like a bucket of sunshine as she rounds the corner and drops her oversized tote onto the desk opposite mine. She’s wearing a gorgeous yellow sundress that totally belongs on a beach in Malibu, not the twelfth floor of an online newspaper company in downtown LA.

“Morning.” I smile, minimizing Ace’s file with a click.

“Hudson’s in a mood,” she says, leaning in and lowering her voice. “Way worse than usual. He was on the phone when I walked past, and I swear the vein in his forehead was about to pop.”

I roll my eyes. “When isn’t he in a mood?”

She glances over her shoulder toward his glass-walled office. Even from here, I can see him pacing behind his desk, jaw tight, phone pressed to his ear. Samantha is editor in chief material. She’s got it in her. Hudson just won’t give her the opportunity.

“It’s a tragedy, really,” she sighs, turning back to me. “That face. That jaw. Those shoulders. All wasted on a man with the emotional depth of a parking meter.”

I bite back a laugh. She’s not wrong. Hudson Blake is the kind of man who makes women walk into walls. Tall, dark hair, green eyes that could cut glass. And rich. The rich, rich kind that comes with a corner office, a company with his family name on the building, and the unshakeable belief that the world was built specifically for his convenience.

“One man can’t have everything,” I say, leaning back in my chair.

“Did you finish the Red Creek piece?” she asks.

I nod, reaching for my coffee. It’s cold. It’s always cold by the time I remember to drink it. “Yeah. Wrapped it up last night.”

“And? Anything juicy?”

I take a slow sip and shake my head. “Dead end. Literally and figuratively. Ashley Edwards was an alcoholic in a bad neighborhood, and everyone’s moved on. The guy they liked for it got cleared, and the department basically shrugged and filed it away. Cold case overnight. It’s honestly kind of sad.”

The lie comes out smooth as silk. I’ve gotten good at that. At being an imposter. When my parents ask how LA is, if I’m living my best life, I lie, and I say yes.

I thought this job would be meaningful. I could dig into the lies of the world and report the truth. That is not the reality. It’s dull. No matter how much I lie to myself, the Harper I am in LA isn’t the girl I want to be.

But at least now, this job, this move, leaving Ace, it all has a purpose. To protect him.

“Oh.” Samantha’s face falls. “But you were so excited about that one. You said it had legs.”

“It had legs. Turns out they were both broken.” I shrug, tossing her a grin I don’t quite feel. “Story of my life. The big one’s coming, though. I can feel it.”

“Did you at least get to visit your friends back home? You lived in the town next door, right?”

“Yep.” Another lie.

I stumbled on Hunter’s new wife in a bar and struck up a friendship with her. She’s full of fire and just what that family needs. Other than that, I kept my head down for the two weeks I was there, because I was petrified I’d bump into Ace.

She opens her mouth to respond, but the sharp crack of Hudson’s office door slamming open cuts through the bullpen.

Every head turns. Every keyboard goes quiet.

His eyes sweep the room and land on me. My heart races because I know I’m in the firing line. I know the report I sent him was shit. A little part of me is proud, I wanted it to be bad.

“Harper.” He pauses. The silence stretches just long enough to make my stomach clench. “My office. Please.”

I stand, tugging my dress straight, and follow the click of my own heels across the marble floor. The walk to his office is maybe thirty feet, but with every pair of eyes tracking me, it might as well be a mile.

I close the door behind me. He pulls out the chair opposite his desk.

“Sit.” He barks.

I do as I’m told and keep my mouth shut, chewing on the inside of my cheek.

He settles into his chair across from me, leaning back. His green eyes lock onto mine and hold. Samantha is right, he’s totally hot. But that means nothing when a man is a complete tool.

“The Red Creek report,” he says finally. “Boring. I waited two months for you to write that?”

Oops.

“I know. It came to a dead end.” I try to sound sincere.

“That’s it? You know it’s crap? I let you run around that strange little town for two weeks, and I got absolutely nothing. I should cut some of your pay for this.” He huffs.

“I’m sorry,” I tell him. And I kind of mean it. This isn’t how I work, I’m good at my job, just not this one report.

“I can keep digging if you want me to,” I offer sweetly. “But there’s nothing there, Hudson. Ashley was a troubled woman who died in a rough neighborhood. The suspect was cleared. Local PD doesn’t care. Nobody cares. It’s a small-town tragedy, not front-page news. That is unfortunately the best I could write. This happens with tip lines.”

I’m pleased with my speech, Hudson’s brain is turning. I think he believes me. I hope he does. Because there is something going on in Red Creek. Something big enough to blow the roof off this online newspaper and put my name on every journalism award in the country.

But some things matter more than a career. I learned that the hard way.

He scoffs, running his tongue along the inside of his cheek. “We need something big, Harper. Readership is down. The board is breathing down my neck. And every piece we’ve run this quarter has been—”

“Solid.”

His jaw tightens. “Solid isn’t enough. Solid doesn’t sell. I have to prove–” He pauses, and clears his throat.

I lean forward. “There was a shooting in Koreatown over the weekend. Two dead, one critical. Word is it’s connected to the territory disputes between—”

“No.” He cuts me off. “We touch that, we’re putting targets on our backs. Those people don’t play, Harper.”

Those people. I think about Ace. About his family. About the world I’ve been tiptoeing around for months. The same Greek mafia causing chaos on the streets in LA is tied to the murder I was investigating in Red Creek. This is what excited me to go into this field. To see this other side of the world that usually remains hidden. It fascinates me. Vampires might not live among us, but mafia families do. And I don’t know which is more frightening.

“Okay,” I say. “Then let me dig. I’ll go through the tip line, pull anything promising, and put together a shortlist by the end of the week. Something with teeth this time.”

He studies me for a moment, then nods slowly. “Fine. Do that.”

I let out an exhale, his attention is now firmly back on his phone, which means I’m free to leave. Conversation dead.

My hand is on the door handle when his voice stops me.

“Harper.”

I turn. He’s leaning against the front of his desk now, arms crossed, watching me with an expression I can’t quite name. Not sure I even want to assess his personality any further. I’ve worked here for four years now. My dad knew Hudson’s father and got me a job here as soon as I got my bachelor’s. My dad worked as a journalist for the New Falls paper for years. He loved it, and I guess his love for it rubbed off on me and lead me here.

“I wanted to ask you something. More… personal,” he says.

I keep my face neutral, but my hand tightens around the door handle, holding me steady.

“Okay?”

“Are you single?”

I blink. “Excuse me?”

“Single. Are you? Currently?”

“I—” My brain short-circuits for half a second. “Yeah. Why?”

He smiles, and a shiver runs down my spine.

“Remember when you begged me for the Red Creek assignment? Practically camped outside this office until I gave it to you?”

“I wouldn’t say begged—”

“And I said yes, but told you you’d owe me one?”

My stomach drops. “I remember.”

“I’m cashing in.” He pushes off the desk and tucks his hands into his pockets. “I need a date. Tomorrow night.”

“No.”

The word comes out before I can stop it. Something flickers in his eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or irritation at being told a word he doesn’t hear often enough.

“Hear me out,” he says, rushing out his words. “It’s not a real date. It’s a performance. My father, as you know, has two years left to live. Maybe less. He wants to sign the company over to me before he dies. Otherwise, it gets split between my family, and the board members all get a say. It will be a mess. But he’s got conditions. He wants to see me settled. Responsible. Not the guy Page Six photographs stumbling out of clubs at three a.m.”

“So stop stumbling out of clubs at three a.m.,” I deadpan.

I grew up around cowboys. I fell in love with one. These guys in suits really need to learn something from them about being a man.

“I have. But he doesn’t believe it. He needs to see it. And what he needs to see is me walking into his charity gala tomorrow night with a woman on my arm who looks like she can actually stand me.”

I stare at him with my nose scrunched. “You want me to pretend to be your girlfriend. To trick your dying father.”

“I want you to help me reassure a dying man that his legacy is in good hands.” He holds my gaze. “My parents would love you, Harper. That whole…” He gestures vaguely at me. “Small-town warmth thing. The big smile. The whole I was raised right energy. They’d believe I could fall for someone like you.”

Someone like me. Not me. Someone like me. I hear the distinction even if he doesn’t.

I should say no. Because this is fucked up. But he’s the CEO.

And he gave me the Red Creek story. He gave me the power to bury it, to keep Ace and his family safe. And I owe him for that, even if he doesn’t know the real reason. And I need to stay in his good books, just in case the Sterling family pops up again.

“One night,” I say. “One event. We keep it professional.”

“Of course.”

“No touching that isn’t strictly necessary.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“And this clears my debt. Completely.”

He smiles again, and this time it reaches his eyes. It shouldn’t make me uneasy, but it does.

“Completely. I’ll email the details. I’ll pick you up at eight. It’s black tie.” His gaze drops, traveling slowly from my face to my heels and back up in a way that makes my skin prickle. “You’ll look stunning, I’m sure.”

I turn to leave.

“Oh, and Harper?” He tilts his head, considering. “Maybe lose the nose ring?”

My hand goes to it instinctively, thumb pressing against the silver ring. I got this piercing on my eighteenth birthday in a shop on Main Street back in New Falls. Ace was in the chair next to me, getting his Jacob’s ladder done, grinning at me through the pain because he knew I was nervous. Despite the fact that someone was sticking needles into his dick. He held my hand across the gap between our chairs.

“No,” I say evenly.

Something shifts behind Hudson’s eyes. “You’re right. It suits you. Forget I said anything.”

I walk out without another word and drop into my chair hard enough that it rolls. Samantha’s eyes are the size of dinner plates.

“Did he fire you?” she whispers.

“No.” I pull my keyboard toward me and start typing nothing, just to have something to do with my hands. “Worse.”

“Worse?”

I look at her, and despite everything, I almost laugh. One thing moving to a city has taught me is that life is a fucking mess.

“I have to go on a date with our boss.”

Her jaw hits the floor.

“I hope the same thing doesn’t happen to you,” she whispers, glancing around to make sure no one is in earshot.

I frown. “What thing?”

Her cheeks turn red. “You know Sabrina, from accounts?”

I nod. “Yeah. The new girl? Isn’t she like nineteen?”

“Yeah. Rumor is, she went on a date with Hudson a couple of weeks ago, and the next day, she’s clearing her desk into a box in floods of tears. Gone,” she tells me, throwing her hands in the air as she reclines in her seat.

An emptiness forms in the pit of my stomach.

“I take it the date didn’t go well?”

She shrugs. “No clue. Nobody knows anything about it. Whether or not it’s even true, you know what it’s like here, gossip central.”

I rub my hand across my chest. I can’t lose this job, not before I kill every story about the Sterlings. But I won’t let that man walk all over me either.

“I’ll be fine. I can handle him,” I tell her.

“You’d better. You’re the only one I like here. If you go, I’ll leave too,” she says with a smile.

I turn back to my screen, and Ace Sterling’s name is still there, waiting in the minimized tab at the bottom. Like he’s always been. Waiting.

I lost everything to pursue this dream, and I can’t take that back. I can’t rewrite my decisions. I came here to investigate crime stories because I thought it was my calling. And now I’m burying stories for him that I know could take him down.

And the worst part? He’ll never know.

I pull up the tip line database and start scrolling, because if I sit still for one more second, I’m going to do something stupid, like call the only number I ever memorized by heart, just to hear him breathe. To tell him happy birthday.

The same way he texts me every year for mine. But I won’t call. Because I’ve seen how successful he is. I know he loves that ranch. And I won’t let him choose me over that again.

Three hundred and sixty-five days since a man touched me.

Two thousand and thirty-seven since one made it matter.

And tomorrow night, I’m wearing a black dress for the wrong one.
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Ace

Song – ‘Bones For The Crows’, Nickelback

Riding a mechanical bull in a packed bar on my twenty-seventh birthday wasn’t really the plan.

The plan was steaks at the ranch, and a few cold ones on the porch. But Jett got involved. And when Jett gets involved, plans don’t just change, they catch fire and roll downhill into oncoming traffic.

So here I am. Shirtless and now drenched in sweat, straddling a mechanical bull in Rosie’s Roadhouse while two hundred drunk idiots scream my name like I’m performing in the damn ring. The bull bucks left, hard, and my stomach lurches. Ten beers and a fuck ton of whiskey will do that to a man. Even a man who’s made a career out of staying on things that don’t want him there.

The buzzer sounds. Eight seconds. Done. I might throw up.

I swing my leg over and stumble off, boots hitting the floor, and the room tilts about fifteen degrees before it decides to stay still. I run my hand over my sweaty abs and blink under the neon. Someone’s thrown a cowboy hat at the bull. Two girls in the corner are filming me on their phones, and the old rancher at the end of the bar is either clapping or having a cardiac event; it’s hard to tell from here when the room is mildly spinning.

Happy birthday to me.

I shove through the crowd toward the bar where my brothers are leaning against the counter, taking up the space like they own the place. Which, technically, we do. Dad bought Rosie’s Roadhouse twelve years ago when old Rosie drank herself into bankruptcy. It’s been a Sterling bar ever since, even if we let the locals pretend otherwise.

Colten hands me a beer before I’ve even stopped walking. I drink it in four swallows, slam the bottle on the bar, and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. Every birthday since I turned twenty-one, I do the same thing. Get wasted and forget.

“Remind me never to let you loose on a real bull when you’re drunk,” Colten jokes.

I scoff. “Didn’t fall off, though, did I?”

Hunter laughs. “No. But fuck me, you were all over the place.”

I blow out a breath, bracing my hands on the bar. The room’s still spinning, but in a fun way. The kind of spinning that means you’re alive and surrounded by people who’d die for you, and the whiskey hasn’t quite turned mean yet.

“Yeah. Yeah. You get on it then, big bro.”

Hunter shakes his head. “Not a fuckin’ chance.”

I grin. Hunter’s a lot of things, the oldest brother, head of the family since Dad passed, the kind of man that makes grown men cross the street, but a bull rider he is not. That’s my department. Colten handles the horses. Hunter handles… everything else.

And our other brother? The one I let bleed out on the ground. His name was Beau. He was fuckin’ useless at everything, and I can’t say any of us miss him.

Colten nudges my side. “That blonde over there has been watching you for half an hour now. Why don’t you go buy her a drink?”

I chew on my lip and follow his gaze across the bar. And he’s right. She’s leaned up against a high-top near the pool tables, and her eyes are locked onto me like I’m her next fuckin’ meal. Tight jean shorts. Little black top. Cowgirl boots that have actually seen dirt, not the costume-shop kind they sell to tourists in Scottsdale. She’s hot. Objectively, undeniably hot.

And all it does is blow up a picture of Harper in the front of my brain.

I pull out my phone from my back pocket. The screen’s cracked from when I dropped it in the paddock last week. No notifications. No messages. Nothing.

I don’t know why I still check. Force of habit, maybe. Or maybe I’m just a glutton for punishment. I text her every birthday. Every Christmas. Short messages. Never desperate—at least I hope not. Just enough to say I’m still here. I’m still thinking about you. The door’s still open if you ever wanna walk through it.

She never replies.

The last time I heard from Harper was when Dad died. Just over two years ago. One message. Four words.

I’m so sorry, Ace.

And those four words held me together when everything else was falling apart. When Hunter went cold. When Colten went quiet. Those four words from a girl hundreds of miles away were the rope I grabbed onto, and I held on so tight my knuckles turned white.

I’m a fuckin’ pussy when it comes to Harper Jones, and my heart can’t help it. Never could. And that’s pretty much why she left me. For my own good. I was so obsessed and in love with her that I was going to throw away my career, my ranch, my family, to follow her to LA. Where we both knew I’d be miserable, but I was prepared to do that anyway.

She wouldn’t let me do that. So she dumped me. Brutally. And stupidly, my twenty-year-old brain took it as a hit to the ego, and I let her go. I didn’t fight. And I’ll regret that until the day I die.

But I’ve never given up hope. I keep tabs on my girl. She looks like she’s living it up in LA, definitely not thinking about me or our teenage love. I just live on the delusion that social media is a lie, and there is still a part of her that’s as obsessed with me as I am with her.

“Earth to Ace. Go talk to the girl.”

I shove my phone back in my pocket. “Nah. I’m here to party with my brothers.”

“And cousins!” Jett announces behind me, wrapping his arm around my shoulder with the subtlety of a freight train and nearly stumbling headfirst into the bar.

“And cousins,” I laugh, steadying him.

“What are we talkin’ about?” Jett asks, snatching a shot of whiskey from the bar like it was put there specifically for him. It wasn’t. It belonged to the guy two stools down, who takes one look at Jett’s huge six-foot-three frame and decides he didn’t want it anyway.

“We’re telling Ace he should go talk to that smokin’ hot blonde that’s been watching him,” Colten tells him.

Jett’s green eyes light up the way they do right before something goes sideways. He claps me on the shoulder hard enough to rattle my teeth and says, “I have a plan that involves no talking. Do. Not. Move.”

Then he’s gone. Off on his mission, cutting through the crowd, and I know in every bone of my beat-up, bull-riding body that this is going to end in disaster.

We watch him lean across the bar. The bartender, Jimmy, who’s worked here since before we owned the place, just sighs and hands over a full bottle of top-shelf whiskey. Jett tips an imaginary hat, turns on his heel, and approaches the blonde. I can’t hear what he’s saying over the music, but whatever it is, it works. She’s laughing. Tucking her hair behind her ear. And then she’s following him, walking right toward me with a smile that says she already knows exactly what she wants.

“Might be the birthday boy’s lucky night,” Colten says.

“Hopefully,” Hunter chimes in.

“My sex life is none of your concern,” I hiss.

“What sex life?” Colten counters.

I’m not like Colt, I don’t just fuck around with anyone.

“I’ll punch you in the fuckin’ jaw, Colten.”

He chuckles, running a hand over his stubble. “Play nice, little bro. I don’t wanna put you on your ass on your special day.”

I shut my mouth as Jett reappears, the blonde in tow. Up close, she’s even prettier. Big blue eyes. Plump, glossy lips. The kind of smile that would’ve knocked me sideways in another lifetime.

“Ace. Meet Abbie. Abbie, meet Ace Sterling. Bull ridin’ champion.”

I was a champion. Second in the league now.

“Evenin’,” I say, tipping my hat.

She blushes. “Evenin’, cowboy.”

Colten and Hunter take a step back, but I can feel them watching. The way they’ve watched every woman who’s gotten within arm’s reach of me since Harper left, waiting to see if this is the one that finally makes me stop checking my phone.

It won’t be.

“Abbie here would like to play a game,” Jett says, grinning like the devil’s personal hype man.

She giggles.

“Alright. What game?” I ask.

He cracks open the bottle, holds it up over his head, and looks me dead in the face.

“It’s called chase the whiskey.”

Of course it is.

I take a step toward her. She looks up at me through her lashes.

“Can I wear your hat?” she purrs.

My hand goes to the brim on instinct. Black Stetson. Worn soft at the edges. Sweat-stained from a thousand rides. Harper bought me this hat; she dragged me into that little shop on Main Street, made me try on six different ones, and when I put this one on, she got this look on her face like she was seeing the man I was going to become.

I’ve worn it every single day since.

“No, sweetheart. Not this one.”

She tilts her head, but doesn’t push it. Jett hands me the whiskey.

“It’s his birthday, give him a real treat, Abbie,” Jett cheers.

“Shut the fuck up,” I hiss. He throws his hands up and backs away with my brothers, leaving me alone with her. Well, alone in a bar full of two hundred people, but close enough.

“You wanna play?” I ask.

She nods. “I do. I’ve been watching you, Ace. And I like what I see.”

I bite my lip.

She’s beautiful. And she’s right here, right now, not five hundred miles away pretending I don’t exist. Maybe my brothers are right. Maybe almost six years is long enough to mourn something that ain’t coming back. Maybe tonight I’ll let myself have this. Just this.

“Let’s play.”

I tilt the bottle, let a slow pour of whiskey hit my chest. Just a little. Enough to run. The amber liquid traces the grooves of my abs, and Abbie leans in and runs her tongue up the trail.

The crowd roars.

And I’m tempted. Really fucking tempted. Because her mouth is warm and her hands are on my belt, and this is exactly the kind of reckless, birthday-night bullshit a twenty-seven-year-old bull rider should be doing. This is normal. This is what moving on looks like.

Except, all I can see behind my closed eyes is Harper.

Honey-blonde hair spilling over her shoulders. That crooked little grin she does when she’s about to say something that’ll wreck me. The way she used to kiss me in the bed of my truck under a sky so full of stars.

Fuck.

She’s like a damn ghost. Haunting every woman who touches me. She ripped my heart out of my chest, packed it in her suitcase next to her journalism textbooks, and drove it to Los Angeles. And she took my dick’s will to live right along with it.

Time ain’t healing this wound. Whiskey ain’t healing it. And another woman’s mouth on my skin damn sure ain’t gonna work either.

Abbie trails her lips all the way up my neck and presses her body against mine. Her fingers curl into my belt loops, and her breath is hot against my ear.

“What the fuck, Abbie?” a guy shouts.

The voice hits me like a bucket of ice water. I open my eyes.

A guy is shoving through the crowd toward us. He’s tall, built like a fence post, red-faced and furious. He’s wearing a black snap-button shirt with Ranch 42 embroidered on the chest, and he’s got four buddies fanning out behind him, all wearing the same shirt. Great, our neighbouring ranch.

Abbie jumps back from me, her eyes wide and color draining from her face.

“Brady, it’s not—”

“Shut up, Abbie.” He snaps. His eyes are locked on me as he barges past her.

“You think you can just put your hands on another man’s woman, Sterling?”

I reach for my beer on the bar, take a slow sip, and set it back down.

“Well, Brady, I don’t know how y’all do things over at Ranch 42, but where I’m from, if your girl’s chasin’ whiskey off another man’s stomach, that ain’t my hand’s problem. That’s a problem for not lookin’ after her right.”

Someone in the crowd goes ooooh. I try not to laugh.

Brady’s jaw tightens. His boys are spreading out behind him now, trying to flank us. But, we’re Sterlings and we’ve already got in position to take them down.

When it comes down to it, we’re far more dangerous than any other cowboy. Because we have a mafia empire behind us.

A few weeks ago, I drained the blood from my brother, Beau, and let him die. I ain’t scared of a bar fight.

Colten appears on my left shoulder. Jett materializes on my right. They don’t say a word. They don’t need to.

“Walk away, bud,” I tell him. “It’s my birthday. I’m in a good mood. Don’t make me ruin yours.”

“Fuck your birthday.” He takes a step closer, his nostrils flaring. “And fuck your family. You Sterlings think you own this town—”

“We do own this town,” Colten says, casual as a weather report. “We literally own this bar.”

“Strutting around like you’re untouchable—”

Brady really needs to learn when to shut the fuck up.

“Because we are, weren’t you listening?” Jett adds helpfully.

Brady’s face goes from red to purple. His hand shoots out and grabs my hat right off my head.

Everything goes silent.

I look at my hat in his hand. Then I look at him. Motherfucker. Wrong hat. Wrong man.

“You’ve got about two seconds to put that back on my head,” I say, and my voice comes out low and nothing like a man who’s had ten beers. “Before I put you through that wall.”

He grins.

He really shouldn’t have.

He throws the first punch. I’ll give him that. His right hook comes in wide and sloppy, and I duck it so clean the breeze ruffles my hair. My fist connects with his ribs before he’s even finished his swing. He buckles. And I snatch my hat out of his hand mid-fall and put it back on my head.

“Told you.” I say smugly.

Then the whole bar explodes.

One of his Ranch 42 boys comes at Colten with a pool cue. Colten catches it mid-swing, rips it out of his hands, and cracks it over his knee. The guy stands there blinking, hands empty, and Colten headbutts him so hard the sound echoes off the rafters. He drops like a sack of feed.

Jett, because he’s Jett, is already on top of the bar. His brother, Tate, beside him. He takes a running leap off the edge and tackles two of them at once, all three of them crashing through a high-top table in a shower of beer bottles and broken glass. He comes up swinging, laughing, blood streaming from a cut above his eyebrow, and lands a right cross that sends one of them spinning into the jukebox.

A bottle shatters against the bar next to my head. I turn. Another Ranch 42 boy, this one bigger than Brady, with a neck like a goddamn tree trunk, is squared up and coming at me.

“Oh, come on,” I groan, dodging his first swing. “I was having a nice night.”

He swings again. I slip left, pop him twice in the jaw, the way Dad taught us in the barn when we were kids, and follow it with an uppercut that lifts him onto his toes. His eyes roll. His knees buckle, and just like that, it’s lights out.

I let go. He hits the floor.

I grab a barstool and crack it across the back of a guy who’s got Jett in a headlock. Jett pops free, spits blood on the floor, and grins at me with red teeth.

“Happy birthday, cuz.”

“Best one yet.” I laugh.

Then a voice cuts through the chaos.

“Enough,” Hunter roars.

Hunter steps into the middle of the brawl. He doesn’t shout. He doesn’t need to. He’s got Brady by the throat. The way you’d hold a dog by the scruff. Brady’s feet are barely touching the ground, his hands clawing at Hunter’s wrist.

“Listen to me carefully,” Hunter says. The whole bar is silent now. Even the jukebox seems quieter. “You and your boys are going to stand up, walk out that door, and drive back to Ranch 42. You’re not going to come back here. You’re not going to talk about tonight. And if I hear a single word in town come out of anyone’s mouth in connection to this little stunt, I will come visit your boss personally. And Brady?”

He leans in close.

“I won’t be in a good mood. Tell Carson that.”

He lets go. Brady drops, gasping and clutching his throat. His boys are already moving, peeling themselves off the floor, wiping blood from their faces, not making eye contact with anyone. One of them has to be carried. Jett waves at him cheerfully.

“Drive safe, fellas! I’ve heard it’s quite relaxing if you find a cliff and drive right off it,” he calls out.

The door swings shut behind them, and the bar lets out a collective exhale. Someone behind the bar flips the jukebox music back up. And just like that, Rosie’s Roadhouse goes back to being a bar again. People pick up their drinks. Jimmy starts sweeping broken glass. A waitress rights the overturned tables. Life goes on.

Because that’s how it works in New Falls. The Sterlings handle it, and then everybody pretends it didn’t happen.

Hunter turns to me, and the coldness drops away. Underneath it, just for a second, I see my big brother. The man who has always looked after me. But I know he’s tired. Carrying the weight of an empire he never asked for. Our dad signed us up for that, and we’ve pushed it forward bigger than he probably ever imagined.

“You alright?” he asks.

I flex my hand. My knuckles are split and stinging, and there’s a bruise forming on my ribs where somebody got a lucky shot in. Nothing broken. Nothing that won’t heal.

“Never better.”

He shakes his head, but the corner of his mouth twitches.

“Jimmy!” Colten shouts at the bartender, slapping his palm on the bar. “Four glasses. Best bourbon. Top shelf. And get yourself a double. We will send the bill to Carson at Ranch 42 to clear this place up, alright?”

Jimmy doesn’t hesitate. He reaches up to the highest shelf and pours four generous glasses of Blanton’s.

We stand at the bar, the five of us. The people I’d burn the world down for.

Hunter raises his glass. “To Ace.”

“To Ace,” Colten and Jett echo.

“To twenty-seven,” I say, touching my glass to theirs. “And to Ranch 42 paying for those very expensive tables they just smashed up.”

Jett snorts. Colten grins. Even Hunter laughs.

We drink. Jett and Colten start replaying the fight, arguing over who dropped more guys, talking louder and louder over each other while Jimmy shakes his head and pours another round. Hunter leans against the bar beside me.

I pull out my phone.

The screen’s still cracked. Still nothing from the only person I want to hear from.

I open our thread. The last message is mine.

Merry Christmas, Goldie. Hope you’re doing okay out there.

No reply. Same as always.

My thumb hovers over the keyboard. The bourbon makes me brave. Or stupid. Same thing, really.

Twenty-seven today. Got into a bar fight. You would’ve loved it. Miss you.

I stare at it for ten seconds. Then I hit send before I can talk myself out of it, shove the phone back in my pocket, and pick up my bourbon.

She won’t reply, I’m used to that.

But she’ll read it. I know she will. And maybe, wherever she is, some apartment in LA with too many locks and not enough stars, maybe she’ll smile. Maybe she’ll press her thumb against the screen like she’s touching my face. Maybe, for just a second, she’ll let herself miss me back.

Or maybe I’m just a drunk cowboy on his birthday, talking to a ghost.

Colten throws his arm around my shoulder. “Best birthday yet?”

I look at my brothers. At the blood on Jett’s shirt. At the bruise forming on Colten’s jaw. Tate is already drowning in whiskey. Hunter is standing guard like he always does, watching the door like the trouble might come back.

And I think about a girl in Los Angeles who’s the reason I can’t let anyone else in. The girl who broke me so completely that even almost six years later, I’m still picking up the pieces and finding her fingerprints on every single one.

“Yeah,” I say, and I mean it despite everything. “Best birthday yet.”

Well, best birthday since she left me.

The bourbon burns going down.

Not as much as missing her.

Maybe next year will be the year this finally stops hurting.
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Harper

“Do you want pancakes?”

Emma’s voice drifts down the hallway from the kitchen, bright and offensively cheerful for someone who’s been conscious for less than twenty minutes. I can already hear the sizzle of the pan.

My roommate is an early riser. The kind of person who wakes up at five, immediately wants food, and can’t fathom why the rest of the human race doesn’t share her enthusiasm for eggs before the sun’s fully committed to the sky.

I, on the other hand, find the thought of eating before nine nauseating. A coffee is all I need. Strong and borderline aggressive, something that has enough caffeine to defrost my brain and drag me into the land of the living.

But today, even coffee feels like a tall order.

I’m lying on my back, staring at the ceiling of my bedroom, and there’s a fist of dread sitting right in the center of my stomach. Tonight is my date with Hudson. The word alone makes me want to pull the blanket over my head and not come out until next year.

Is this rock bottom?

“I’m good! Thank you!” I call back and roll over to grab my phone from the nightstand. I’m itching to re-read Ace’s text.

The stomping starts immediately. My bedroom door swings open before I’ve even unlocked my screen.

“Harper. You have to eat.” She leans against the doorframe, spatula in hand, wearing a sports bra and bike shorts like she’s about to film content for her fitness page, which she probably is. “You’ve been quiet since you got home from work last night.”

I met Emma during freshman year at UCLA. We were assigned the same dorm, bonded over cheap wine and a shared hatred of our RA, and never looked back. We lived together through undergrad and got this apartment in Echo Park the week after graduation, a two-bedroom with a balcony the size of a bath mat and a view of absolutely nothing, but it was ours. I went into criminal journalism. Emma became a fitness influencer with three hundred thousand followers who worship the ground she lunges on. She teaches the meanest Pilates classes in the city and has an almost religious compulsion to shove protein into everything she tries to feed me. Pancakes included.

“I’m good. I just had a bad day, and today is probably going to be worse.”

The spatula drops to her side. She studies my face for a beat, then crosses the room and sinks onto the end of my bed, tucking one leg underneath her.

“You haven’t been yourself since you came back from New Falls.” Her voice is softer now. “Was going home tough? Did you see him?”

I sit up against the headboard, pressing the heels of my hands into my eyes until I see sparks. I need to wake up for this conversation.

She’s right. Going home for the first time in nearly six years cracked something open inside me that I thought I’d sealed shut. I thought I could handle it. That I could go there unnoticed, get the information I need, and hide it from my boss.

“It’s made me miss home,” I tell her, wrapping my arms around myself.

She scoots closer on the mattress. “Miss home, or miss him?”

She was there the night I ended it. She’s the one who found me on the bathroom floor of our dorm, mascara running down my face, phone in my hand, hyperventilating so hard I couldn’t get a full breath in. She held my hair back while I threw up from crying. She slept in my bed for a week because I couldn’t stop shaking. She watched me try to rebuild a life around a hole in my chest that nothing, not work, not time, not distance, has ever been able to fill.

Because that’s what losing Ace felt like. Not a breakup. An amputation. Like someone reached inside my ribcage and tore out the half of my soul that knew how to be happy, and I’ve been walking around with the wound ever since, pretending I’m whole.

Going back to New Falls just ripped it wider. When I met Hunter’s new wife, Lola, I couldn’t help but be jealous of her. That she gets to live the life I once dreamed of. Not with Hunter, with Ace. Being a Sterling was the dream I let go of. I let the entire town throw me a big send-off party to start my new life and follow these big career goals I had. But our long-distance love got too real. The moment he told me he was about to throw everything away for me, I lost it and made the stupidest decision of my life. I couldn’t drag him down with me, and I’m still glad I didn’t.

Everyone believed in me, and I couldn’t let them down by giving up and coming home. The embarrassment would kill me. Even Ace wanted me to succeed. So I stayed here. I studied hard and started working at LA Press. But something has always been missing. That spark. That love. It died the day I broke up with Ace, and it never returned, no matter what I tried.

“Both,” I whisper, and my voice cracks on the word.

Emma doesn’t flinch. She never does.

“And why is today going to be so bad?”

I blow out a long breath and tip my head back against the headboard. “Well. Remember how I took on the research of this case so I could control the story and protect Ace and his family?”

“Hmm.” She presses her lips together. She wasn’t a fan of this idea. She told me so at the time, in explicit detail, using words like “reckless” and “self-sabotaging,” and “Harper, you are going to get yourself fired.”

“Well, it kind of backfired. And now I’m in a situation with my boss.”

Her eyebrow arches. “What kind of situation?”

I chew on the inside of my lip. “I owe him a favor. And he’s cashing it in. In the form of a date tonight, so his dying father will feel confident enough to sign the company over to him early.”

Her mouth falls open. Her blue eyes go wide, and then the spatula hits the blanket.

“Shut. The. Fuck. Up. What?”

“Fucked up, isn’t it?”

“Uhh. Yeah? Extremely.” She throws her hands up. “I told you not to get involved, Harper. I said those exact words. I said do not sacrifice your career for a man who doesn’t even know you’re doing it.”

I pick at a loose thread on my comforter. “I know. I couldn’t help myself. I hurt him so bad, Emma. I destroyed him. And if I can stop even one more bad thing from landing on his doorstep, I have to. I have to.”

She places her hand on my shoulder. “Harper. Ace is a grown man. He will be just fine on his own. Hell—” She tilts her head. “I’ve seen how well he’s doing with that bull riding craziness. The man is thriving.”

I blink at her. “You’ve stalked my ex?”

She has the audacity to giggle. “Yeah. Harper, he’s easy to look at. My God.”

I slap her arm. “Not helpful, Emma. I know he’s fucking gorgeous.”

She nods, completely unrepentant.

“You don’t owe him anything. It’s been six years, Harper. I’m sure he’s over it.” She pauses, and something shifts in her expression, a flicker of hesitation. “Well, actually. I kind of know he is. Stop making decisions that fuck you over to protect him. You’ve done enough. You need to let that man go and ride off into the sunset.”

My stomach drops. “What do you mean?”

She huffs, reaches behind her, and pulls her phone from the waistband of her bike shorts. She taps the screen twice and holds it out to me.

“He got tagged in this last night, Harper. He’s fine. See?”

I snatch the phone from her hand.

It’s a reel. Shaky camera, neon bar light, a crowd of cowboy hats and beer bottles. And there is Ace. My Ace. Except he’s not mine anymore, and the proof is the pretty blonde cowgirl running her tongue up his abs while whiskey rolls down his skin.

The crowd is cheering. He’s smiling. His hat, my hat, the one I bought him, is tipped back on his head, and his hand is hovering near her waist like he can’t quite decide whether to pull her closer or not.

“I’m going to be sick,” I mutter.

But I replay it. Once. Twice. Three times, I’m pressing on a bruise to see if it still hurts. It does. It hurts so much I can barely breathe.

Was this before or after he texted me? Did he send me that birthday message and then take this girl home and pretend she was me? Did he close his eyes when she touched him and see my face?

He’s into it. I can see it. That spark behind his eyes, the way his jaw tightens, the way he leans into her just slightly. I know that look. I cataloged every version of that look.

He used to save that look for me. Usually, right before he’d grin and then chase me around the ranch until I let him catch me.

“Harper.” Emma’s voice pulls me back. She’s watching me with that careful expression again. “This is good. It means you can stop worrying about him, right? That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

I can’t stop the tears. They spill over before I can blink them back, rolling hot and fast down my cheeks, and I shake my head because my throat is too tight for words.

“I-I don’t think that was what I really wanted, Emma.”

“Oh, Harper.” She pulls me in, wrapping both arms around me, and I bury my face against her shoulder and sob. Ugly, heaving sobs that shake my whole body and soak through her sports bra and make me feel twenty again. When I was terrified and so in love with a boy that the thought of a world without him in it, made me physically ill.

She holds me tight and rubs my back in slow circles. She doesn’t say a word until the worst of it passes, and I’m just hiccupping against her collarbone.

“You’re going to be fine, Harps. You’re strong. You’ve got an awesome career here. A whole new life. You’ll find a man who will love you even more than he did. You’ll find one that you’ll love forever.”

I pull back, dragging the back of my hand across my eyes.

“I guess I was kind of hoping that he wouldn’t close the door on me,” I say, staring down at the little flowers printed on my duvet because I can’t look at her right now. “That maybe the stars would align, and we’d get our second chance, you know?”

One day, I’d get my shit together. Or maybe one day it would hurt less.

“Harper. Look at me.”

I do. Her blue eyes are serious, and there’s no teasing left in them. This is Emma at her most honest, which means I’m about to hear something I don’t want to.

“I’m saying this as your best friend. Okay?”

Oh God.

“Okay.”

“You need to let Ace go,” she says it gently, but there’s iron underneath. “You’ve done your job. You protected his family with that story. It’s done. Over. He’s fine. You’re fine. More than fine. Live your life for yourself now. Please?”

I take in a shaky breath that rattles all the way down to my ribs.

Every morning, Ace Sterling is my first thought. Before the alarm. Before the coffee. Before I remember where I am and what my life looks like now. He’s there, those dark eyes, the way he used to say ‘mornin’, Goldie’ like the word was invented just for me.

Every night, he’s the face I see as I fall asleep. The arms I imagine around me. The voice in my ear telling me everything’s going to be alright, even when it isn’t.

When I’m stressed at work, I hear him. Breathe, baby. You’ve got this. When I’m sad, I feel the ghost of his hand on the back of my neck, his thumb tracing circles on my skin, grounding me. When I’m scared, I reach for the space beside me in bed, and it’s always empty, and it always will be because I’m the one who made it that way.

How do I let that go? It’s been nearly six years, and I can’t do it. I’ve tried dating. I’ve tried therapy. I’ve tried burying myself in work until I’m too exhausted to think. Nothing works. Nothing even comes close.

“Then how do I get him to let my heart go, Emma?” My voice comes out small and broken. “He’s holding onto it so tight I can’t stop loving him.”

But I made the decision to leave him because I thought it was right for us both at the time. My parents put so much pressure on me to move to LA and live the life they had always dreamed of. The big city was their dream for me. The opportunities. Ace was ready to throw his whole life away to follow me here. And every time we spoke about living here, I saw that spark die behind his eyes.

I could not let myself be responsible for dimming that beautiful soul’s sparkle.

I reach for my phone on the nightstand and pull up his messages. The thread is almost entirely blue, his texts, stacked one on top of another like letters slid under a door that never opens.

Merry Christmas, Goldie. Hope LA is treating you right.

Happy birthday. 24 looks good on you. Bet you’re shining out there.

Hey. Just thinking about you. No reason. Always no reason.

Merry Christmas, pretty girl. Hope you’re doing okay out there.

And last night, sent at 1:47 a.m:

Twenty-seven today. Got into a bar fight. You would’ve loved it. Miss you.

I feel so guilty ignoring them. Every single one lands like a stone on my chest, and I want to reply so fucking bad my fingers actually ache. But I can’t. Because I know that the second I do, it’s over. All of it. The distance, the discipline, the carefully constructed lie that I’m fine without him.

We’re magnets. Always have been. Since the moment I literally bumped into him in high school. That was it. One conversation and I was in love with Ace. No matter how far apart we get, the pull doesn’t weaken. It just stretches, gets tighter, more painful, until one of us snaps and closes the gap. And if I text him back, even one word, I’ll be on a flight to Arizona by morning, and everything I tried to build here will crumble, or he’ll throw away his career to come to me, and we’ll destroy each other all over again. Because Ace won’t be happy here. And I don’t know if I can face walking back into New Falls a failure.

With every moment that passes, I get more embarrassed about my choices, and it makes my stomach sink.

So I don’t reply. And it kills me every time.

I pass the phone to Emma. She reads through the thread, scrolling slowly.

“He probably felt guilty for taking another woman home, Harper.”

I shrug. Maybe. Or maybe it was his birthday, and he was drunk and lonely, and he wanted the only person who’s ever really known him. The same way I do on every one of mine.

She hands the phone back and blows out a breath.

“Running from him doesn’t seem to be fixing the issue, does it?” She tucks her black hair behind her ear. “What about closure? What if he’s meant to be in your life as a friend or something? I don’t know. I’ve never seen someone so attached to a man she broke up with.”

I laugh. Not because it’s funny. Because it’s absurd. I broke up with him to save him. To set him free so he could become the champion I knew he was. And it worked, he’s everything I always believed he’d be.

“If you really love him and think he’s it…” Emma trails off. “Your other option is to try? I’m lost here, Harps.”

I pause. For a split second, I think she’s right. But the same issues spring up. If I reach out, it’s a cycle. We can’t cope with long distance, and now I’m deep into investigating his family to cover that mess up. I know what they’re involved in isn’t safe. So it’s best if I stick to my guns and I let him live his life.

“So am I, Emma. So am I.”

She holds my gaze, then stands, crosses the room, and throws open my wardrobe doors with a dramatic flourish.

“Shall we pick a dress for your date, hmm?”

She starts flipping through hangers, pulling things out, holding them up, putting them back with increasing disapproval, and then she spots it on the top shelf. My cowgirl hat.

She grabs it and tosses it at me.

“You think Hudson’s into cowgirls?” She grins.

I catch it and turn it over in my hands. The inside still has a faint scent of sunscreen and dust. I bought this at the same shop where I got Ace his Stetson, the same afternoon, with birthday money from my grandmother.

“Jeans, boots, and a hat.” I set it on my head and look at her. “That’ll impress a man trying to steal his dying father’s company, right?”

She laughs, and I catch my reflection in the mirror on the back of the wardrobe door. For a second, I don’t see a twenty-six-year-old journalist in an Echo Park apartment. I see a girl from New Falls, Arizona. The girl who rode horses before she could read and fell in love with a boy.

I smile. Because it feels like home.

But then I pull myself back to reality. LA is home. And they don’t wear these here.

I pull the hat off and set it gently on the bed.

“It’s a gala. So, no hats allowed.” I touch the silver ring in my nose. “Or nose rings, apparently.”

Emma rolls her eyes. “Please tell me you’re keeping the nose ring.”

“Obviously.”

She pulls a black dress from the back of my wardrobe that I forgot existed. It’s simple and floor-length, with
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