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Buying back Wild River Equestrian Center is supposed to be my victory lap—the moment the Blackwoods reclaim the legacy we built from the dirt up. Instead, I show up to find Briar Winters already moved in, working her fancy dressage horse like she owns the place. 


Because she thinks she does.


Turns out we were both sold the same property by different scammers, and now the title’s a legal mess. Our lawyers can’t fix it anytime soon, which means we’re stuck sharing a barn, a training arena…and a too-small apartment for the next ninety days.


We strike a deal: train our horses, stay out of each other’s way, and settle it with one final competition at the Montana Equestrian Festival. Winner gets the ranch. Loser walks.


It should’ve been simple. But Briar is just as stubborn as I am, just as driven, and a lot easier to admire than I’d like to admit. Living under one roof is proving harder than I thought, too, especially when our arguments start feeling less like a rivalry and a whole lot like something else.


I came here to win a property. I didn’t expect to lose my heart.


The Rivalry Between Us is a clean, heartfelt cowboy romance with enemies-to-lovers tension, fierce competition, forced proximity, and a slow-burn connection that proves sometimes the best partnerships start with sparks.
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The keys to Wild River Equestrian Center jingled like pure victory in my pocket as I rolled up the gravel drive. After thirty years, a Blackwood was finally coming home to the property that never should have left our family to begin with. 
I didn't expect to find someone already using my arena.
A silver horse trailer sat beside the main barn, and the rhythmic sound of hoofbeats echoed from the training ring. Professional setup, expensive rig—the kind that screamed serious money and even more serious skill.
I climbed out of my truck and headed toward the arena, curiosity beating out irritation. Could be the previous owner getting in some last-minute training before clearing out. Could be someone hadn’t gotten the memo that Wild River had new management.
Either way, they were about to get educated.
I rounded the corner and stopped dead. Briar Winters guided a gorgeous chestnut mare through an intricate pattern, moving with that fluid grace that had made her the talk of every horse show in Montana. Auburn hair escaped her signature braid, and even from here I could see the focused intensity that made her both celebrated and controversial in our circles.
Briar Winters. The woman who lived to make my life miserable.
What was she doing in my facility?
She spotted me before I could decide whether to interrupt or call the cops.
“Well, well,” she called out, bringing her mare to a smooth halt. Her voice carried that familiar note of challenge, like she was already sizing me up for weaknesses, which she absolutely would not find. “Colt Blackwood. Come to steal some training secrets?”
She said my name with an extra helping of silk that shouldn’t sound so…well, definitely not sensual. But something.
I watched her settle back in the saddle with easy confidence, one hip cocked slightly to the side in that way competitors did when they wanted you to know they owned the space. Pure Briar—never met a challenge she didn’t love.
Especially if I was the one dangling it in front of her. Which I lived to do.
“Actually,” I drawled, sprawling against the arena fence with contrived nonchalance, “I came to check out my new place. Didn’t realize I was getting a free demonstration of your…innovative techniques.”
Two could put the silk where it didn’t belong.
Her eyebrows shot up like startled birds, and I caught the exact moment her cocky expression shifted to confusion. “Your place?”
“Wild River Equestrian Center. Signed the papers yesterday.” I pulled out my phone to show her the congratulations email from Mountain Legacy Real Estate—an email I’d read approximately a billion times. It still never got old. “Figured I’d come see what I bought before I start moving in.”
Briar recoiled like she’d ridden straight into a low-hanging tree branch. She dismounted, looking all kinds of wrong on the ground, as if she’d left a piece of herself with the horse.
“That’s impossible,” she said, her tone dripping with condescension.
“Why would it be impossible? Place has been for sale for a month.” I studied her, curious why she wasn’t falling all over herself to apologize for borrowing someone else’s facility without asking. “Did you make a wrong turn somewhere? I’d be happy to show you to the door.”
Instead of answering, she walked to a leather portfolio resting on the fence rail. Her stride changed—still purposeful, but tight, like someone trying hard not to punch something.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Blackwood,” she said, pulling out a sheaf of papers and stalking over to me. “It’s me who’ll be showing you the door. I bought Wild River three days ago.”
She smacked the papers to my chest and my hand came up automatically to trap them before they fluttered all over my paddock. “What is this nonsense you’re babbling about?”
“Heritage Property Solutions.” She poked the paperwork, which meant her finger also bored into my chest. “I have the deed right here. Signed, sealed, and recorded.”
I glanced down at the printed pages, shuffling them into some kind of order so I could read the print. That’s when something cold snaked through my gut.
This was paperwork for a sales contract. Closing documents for Wild River Equestrian Center. Same as mine. Same property description. Same legal boundaries. Same everything.
Except they showed Briar Winters as the buyer—and a broker I’d never heard of.
The world tilted.
“Mountain Legacy Real Estate,” I said slowly, the earth getting alarmingly less horizontal the longer I turned over the facts. “They contacted me specifically about Wild River. Said it was perfect for a traditional training operation.”
Briar’s face went pale as milk, making those green eyes look even bigger. She pressed her lips together, as if searching for her next argument.
“Heritage told me they specialized in unique properties for therapeutic programs,” she said finally. “Said Wild River was ideal for what I had in mind.”
We stared at each other across the arena, both processing. Either she was running an elaborate con, or…well, there wasn’t another option. Briar Winters had to be scamming me.
“I’m calling my agent,” I said, pulling out my phone.
“I need to call my lawyer,” she said at the same time, already dialing.
The cold slither in my gut refused to settle. If she was scamming me, she wouldn’t be calling her lawyer. Would she?
Twenty minutes later, we stood in the barn aisle looking like we’d been trampled by a cattle stampede.
“Legal nightmare,” I said, ending my call. My agent had used words that would make a sailor blush. “He’s never heard of Heritage Property Solutions, and the number for Mountain Legacy goes straight to a disconnected line.”
“My lawyer says it could take years to sort out,” Briar said, still clutching her phone like a lifeline. She’d started pacing in tight circles—restless energy with nowhere to go. “He thinks this ties to Richard Davidson’s financial schemes that have been devastating families around here. Fraudulent sales, competing claims, falsified titles—it’s exactly his pattern. The whole property could be tied up in court indefinitely while they unravel his network.”
“Mine said that too. Could take years,” I repeated, the word tasting like dirt.
“Years,” she echoed, letting out a humorless laugh. “Davidson’s a piece of work. Ruining lives even from jail.”
I blew out a breath, which did not do a thing to calm me down. Neither did I wake up from what was rapidly becoming a nightmare.
As far as I could tell—and I did have a pretty good radar for women lying to me—she wasn’t the one scamming. But someone, Davidson or an associate, had sold both of us the same land.
Made you wonder why title insurance exists if it does no good.
I sorted through my options, but a competing deed had not popped up on my radar, and all I wanted was to settle in. Get this place running. Lie down in the middle of the barn and shout to the rafters that I had finally, finally put the Blackwood name back where it belonged.
Briar rubbed her temple. “This is completely insane. I sank everything into this place. Three years of savings—gone.”
Her raw frustration caught me off guard. Something in her demeanor deflated, as if the glue holding her together had melted and what remained looked both lost and fighting mad.
I didn’t know what to do with the way that made me feel, like something sharp had clawed through my stomach.
“Well, I’m sorry about that, but this place is mine,” I said, even while acknowledging she had just as much legal claim. Now I was the one slinging sailor-worthy language. “Looks like we’re in the same sinking boat.”
Her gaze locked on mine, and for the first time I could remember, she looked at me without her usual smirk. “So what do we do? Walk away and let the lawyers fight over an empty property?”
I glanced around at all that wasted potential—perfect arenas, pristine paddocks, everything I’d dreamed of having just sitting here while some judge decided who got screwed worse.
“There’s got to be another option,” I said, wheels turning.
“Like what?” She’d stopped pacing, her brain clearly running full throttle, as well.
“What if—” No. I couldn’t go there. Only, it made a kind of sense. “What if we both use it?”
She blinked, those expressive eyebrows jumping. “Both use it?”
“Place is big enough for two operations.” I gestured around us, hating the idea but seeing no other solution. “We’re both horse people, and right now we both own this property until someone decides who doesn’t. Better than letting it sit empty while lawyers rack up huge bills.”
“You want to share?” The way she said it, you’d think I’d suggested we perform circus acts together.
“Temporarily. Until this mess is sorted.” I leaned on the paddock door, studying her. She chewed her lower lip—a tell that meant she was actually considering it. “Unless you’ve got a better idea.”
“And when it is sorted? One of us ends up with a clear title, while the other ends up with a big fat nothing?”
Good point. I took in the stubborn set of her jaw and her crossed arms. Competitive fire flashed between us, making my pulse kick up.
“Then let's settle it the way horse people should,” I told her with a wink. “With a competition.”
“Competition?” She tasted the word like it was unfamiliar.
“Three months. We both train here, prove our methods, then go head-to-head at the Montana Equestrian Festival.” I let challenge seep into my voice. “Winner takes Wild River.”
AKA me. I wasn’t going to be the loser, here.
“The Montana Equestrian Festival? That’s the premier three-day event in the Northwest—dressage, cross-country, and show jumping. Winners get their names on the Copper Cup. That Montana Equestrian Festival?” Incredulity dripped from her voice.
“It’s been the mark of excellence in Montana horsemanship for forty years.”
She stared at me like I’d suggested we settle it with a cage match, but I could see the gears turning. Briar Winters never backed down from proving she was the best.
“You’re serious.”
“Dead serious. Unless you don’t think your weird woo-woo methods can handle real competition.” I smiled. “That’s me, by the way.”
I needed her to agree to this. So I could win.
This was my grandfather’s ranch. The Blackwoods built Wild River in 1952—my great-grandfather chose this land for its natural drainage and the valley that shielded horses from harsh weather. Four generations of Blackwoods had trained champions here. The outdoor arena? My grandfather designed it himself, angled to catch the best light morning and evening.
No other property in the U.S. compared. And it belonged to me—or it would after I beat Briar Winters.
Fire flashed in her eyes. The exact reaction I wanted. She straightened, pulling on her armor.
There she was. The Briar Winters I liked best. Or rather, this was the version I recognized, the one I knew how to handle. I didn’t like her. At all.
“My methods can handle anything you throw at them, Blackwood.” She stepped closer, and the scent of leather and wildflowers that somehow suited her perfectly filled my senses. “Question is whether you can handle losing to someone who doesn’t think the Civil War era was the peak of horsemanship.”
“The Civil War era produced some pretty solid results,” I shot back, grinning at the spark in her expression. This woman was something else when she was fired up. “But I’m always willing to educate newcomers on real training.”
“Newcomers?” She planted a hand on her hip and tilted her head the way women did when they were about to verbally dismantle you. “I’ve been training professionally for a decade. Tradition without innovation is just stubbornness in fancy clothes.”
“And innovation without foundation is just showing off with expensive gear.” I waltzed closer, enjoying how her eyes narrowed. “Some of us build on proven methods instead of reinventing the wheel whenever we’re bored.”
“Some of us listen to horses instead of demanding blind obedience.”
“Who says traditional training demands blind obedience?”
“Anyone who’s watched you work,” she said, honey-over-steel. “All that ‘establish dominance’ and ‘clear leadership’ sounds like obedience to me.”
Behind her, the chestnut mare shifted, sensing the tension crackling between us.
“My horses respect me because I’m consistent and fair,” I said, now close enough to feel her heat. “Yours might respect you, but do they trust you when things get ugly?”
“More than yours trust you when they have a choice,” she fired back, chin lifted.
Her chest rose and fell, as if she couldn’t steady her breathing. Oh, yeah, sweetheart. Whatever dance was happening here had started doing a number on me too, but she didn’t need to know that.
We were close enough that I could smell her shampoo. Something sizzled between us that had nothing to do with horses and everything to do with the way she was eyeing me as if she’d found exactly the trouble she was looking for.
Same, Winters.
A sudden crash outside shattered the moment. The mare spooked, shoulder clipping Briar’s hip.
I caught her before she hit the paddock door, hands closing around her waist as she grabbed my shirt. For a heartbeat that lasted an eternity we froze, her body pressed to mine, lips inches away.
When we were this close, it was impossible to ignore that Briar Winters wasn’t just the only trainer who could make me want to chew horseshoe nails—she had a unique ability to melt my brain.
“Careful there,” I said, and my voice came out sounding like I’d swallowed gravel. “Can’t have you getting hurt before I get the chance to beat you fair and square.”
“Worried about the competition?” she asked softly, eyes flicking to my mouth.
“Worried about your horse’s manners,” I said, making zero effort to release her. Her fists still balled in my shirt so she wasn’t going anywhere, either. “Maybe fix that before the competition.”
“I’ll add it to my list,” she murmured, “right after I figure out how to put an arrogant trainer in his place.”
“Looking forward to watching you try.”
The moment stretched between us, loaded with challenge and a whole lot of something else I refused to name. Because all of this was nuts. The deed situation. Her mouth. The thing that felt like sparks but couldn’t be since we were talking about Briar Winters.
Then she seemed to remember where we were. She pushed gently against my chest, and I let her go. Though I couldn’t begin to explain why I didn’t want to.
“So,” she said, her gaze still flashing with defiance. But oh, what was this—her hands weren’t quite steady. “Three months. Head-to-head for ownership.”
“Three months,” I confirmed, not bothering to temper my extreme pleasure that she wasn’t backing down. “Think you can handle real competition watching your every move?”
Her smile sharpened. “Oh, I can handle it. Question is whether you can handle losing to someone who knows what century we’re in.”
“We’ll see who’s living in the past when this is over,” I said, extending my hand. “Deal?”
She studied my offered hand, weighing whatever debate raged behind those green eyes. I wiggled my fingers, and she huffed out a sigh, then slapped her palm to mine. Her grip was strong from years of working with horses.
Good grief, when had that become so sexy?
“Deal,” she said, eyeing me like she was choosing which of my limbs to feed to wolves first.
The handshake became something else entirely. A contest of wills. A promise. A conduit for electricity determined to scorch me from the inside out.
And still neither of us let go.
Bring it, Winters.
She bared her teeth. “May the best trainer win.”
“I plan to,” I replied, and she rolled her eyes.
“Lame response, Blackwood. Predictable. Try not to choke on your own arrogance.”
That’s when she yanked her hand free. Point to Blackwood. Though I doubted she’d agree.
“I’ll have my lawyer draft a temporary use agreement,” she said, voice a notch higher. “To make everything official.”
“Sounds good,” I drawled because there was nothing wrong with my voice, and I’d let her know she had even the teensiest effect on me over my dead body. “I’ll do the same.”
As she stalked off to sling her paperwork into her truck, I leaned on the split-rail fence, content to watch the show. Briar’s efficient, quiet competence surfaced whenever she worked with horses. I’d chew my own tongue before admitting it was hypnotic—and checked some internal boxes I didn’t know needed checking.
Three months of sharing space with Briar Winters was clearly going to drive me completely out of my mind.
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Briar


I should have driven straight back to town after our little handshake agreement. Should have called my lawyer, figured out my next move, maybe had a good cry in private about how spectacularly my life had just imploded. 
Instead, I found myself sitting in my truck watching Colt Blackwood unload his gear like I had nothing better to do with my rapidly dissolving future.
The man had a system, I’d give him that. Everything organized, methodical, efficient. No wasted motion. He sailed through his setup like someone who’d done this a thousand times and knew exactly where everything belonged. Saddle racks positioned just so, tack trunks arranged for maximum accessibility, feed buckets stacked with military precision.
It was...irritating. How competent he looked. How at home he seemed in what was supposed to be my facility.
Wild River was my one shot. No other property within two hundred miles had come up for sale that was also zoned for therapeutic riding programs. It was the only facility that could handle the kids everyone else had written off. Foster kids aging out of the system with nowhere to go and no one who believed in them. Kids like I used to be before horses saved my life.
Now I was stuck sharing it with Mr. Traditional Training Methods for the next ninety days, watching him act like he belonged here more than I did.
Which he absolutely did not.
“You planning to supervise all day, or are you going
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