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  Chapter one

It wasn’t that she hated the ranch. 
It was more that every single memory she had from that godforsaken piece of land was an unpleasant one. The kind that left a certain tang in the back of her mouth when she let herself think about it for too long.
She didn’t hate the ranch. She hated the memories.
But, then again, sitting there like she was, stuck in a snowbank on the side of a dirt road during a blizzard, with not a light, building, or person in sight?
Maybe she hated the ranch.
When she and Jason broke up, she was more than happy to put the place and all those memories behind her. After all, what did she want with fields and gravel roads in the middle of nowhere if there wasn’t a handsome cowboy waiting for her somewhere in all that wildness?
Enter Taylor.
Taylor, and his out-of-the-blue, I’m getting married and yes, you have to be there because I’m only getting married once guilt trip of a phone call.
And now, thanks to her loyalty to a friend she hadn’t seen in nearly two years, she was going to die alone in the place she’d sworn she’d never set foot again.
It was a full-circle moment that demanded appreciation.
Instead, she ignored it. Mostly because she was too busy being mad at everyone.
At Jason, for keeping the ranch up and running so Taylor would have it available to him for his spur-of-the-moment wedding. At Jason’s wife, for being the brains behind the operation of keeping said ranch running. At Taylor, for guilting her into even entering the state during the worst season of the year.
And finally, at Vanessa Barrett. Otherwise known as the person looking back at her in the rearview mirror. For her complete inability to say no to someone she cared about, even if they were asking far too much of her.
And now she was going to die alone in the last place in the world she wanted to be.
Unless she got out and walked. At least then she’d die escaping.
Maybe they’d even put it on her tombstone.
As if sensing her resolve to throw caution to the wind and flee the icy landscape around her by any means necessary, a pair of headlights appeared on the hill. A true beacon of hope in an otherwise hopeless setting.
It was a pickup truck, slowly but deliberately making its way through the snow.
Debating the odds of a serial killer driving around in a blizzard, she flashed her lights, figuring if death was the only answer, it might as well come quickly.
The truck parked several feet in front of her compact car before a silhouetted, masculine figure emerged from the driver’s seat. Squinting in the high beams, Vanessa tried and failed to make out the face of her rescuer, all the while reaching into her bag and wrapping her fingers around the pepper spray she never traveled without.
But as soon as that familiar smiling face appeared in her passenger window, she dropped her first line of defense, relief washing over her at the knowledge that yes, salvation was waiting outside the window. Fate wouldn’t force her to live out her final moments on the fucking Weston Horse Ranch.
She turned off the ignition, grabbed her bag, and popped the trunk before emerging into the tundra she hated maybe more than the ranch itself.
She hurried around the car, straight into Taylor’s waiting embrace, all the while pushing aside her discomfort at prolonged hugs in the name of soaking up some of his residual warmth. When she let him go, she smiled despite the less-than-ideal circumstances.
“Sure is a relief to meet you out here, cowboy,” she told him as she moved to the trunk to grab her suitcase.
He followed, snatching the bag up like it didn’t weigh slightly below the fifty-pound checked bag limit, and slammed the trunk closed before motioning with his head toward his waiting truck. “When you didn’t show up exactly when you said you would, it was time to search.”
“I’m glad you didn’t let a little weather keep you from coming to my rescue,” she said, hopping up into the cab of his truck and reveling in the warmth from the heater. The one that still had a rattle to it even though she’d nagged him about fixing it years ago.
“Never,” he said, tossing her bag in the back before climbing into the driver’s seat. “If I know one thing to be true in this world, it’s that if Vanessa Barrett is not punctual, something is wrong. We’ll come back for your car when the snow clears.”
She nodded, gripping the door handle as he expertly swung the truck around and began their crawling pace back down the road. “How far did I get?”
He lifted a brow, glancing at her briefly before keeping his eyes focused on the blackness ahead. “What’s that now?”
“While I was sitting there waiting to die, I was guessing at how close I was to salvation. For example, would I die faster if I got out and walked, or would I die not knowing the nearest building was twenty feet in front of me?”
“Was there an option besides dying?”
She pursed her lips, peering through the falling snow and knowing without a doubt the world would be nothing but a sea of glittering white come morning. “No. I don’t think so.”
He chuckled, steering around what was presumably a pothole only he could see. “You might have made the walk, but it’s a lot more than twenty feet. It’d mostly depend on your gear and sense of direction.”
“Well,” she said, looking down at her feet. “I am wearing my cowgirl boots.”
“Those things you got from the outlet mall?”
“Yep.”
“Those aren’t real boots.”
“Closest thing I’ve got.”
He shook his head. “You’re right. You would have died.”
She laughed, a warmth settling in her chest as she finally accepted how much she’d missed him. Since the day they met, Taylor had been the older brother figure in her life, protecting her from even the slightest inconvenience whenever he could. That he was younger than her spoke to how well he did his job.
That she’d made the trip for his last-minute wedding spoke to it even more.
He was family, no two ways about it. And since her mom died a couple of years before, he was close to all she had left. “It’s been too long, Taylor.”
His eyes softened as he smiled. “Yeah. It has, Ness.”
“I can’t believe young Taylor is getting married,” she said with a sigh. “You’re sure? She didn’t blackmail you into it? You know, like she did the first time?”
Her sole interaction with Taylor’s now-fiancé still lingered fresh in her mind, laced with more than a tinge of annoyance. After a lot of confusion, and some threats on her part, she’d finally gotten the whole convoluted story from Taylor, wherein his childhood best friend had asked him to pretend to be her husband for reasons that were less than above board.
Taylor being Taylor, he’d gone along with it.
And the idea of someone taking advantage of his kindness in that way didn’t sit well.
“First of all,” he said, his voice rough with what sounded an awful lot like irritation. “I’m old enough to know a good thing worth holding on to when I have it. Second of all, I get it.” He frowned at the windshield wipers as they tossed around a chunk of ice descending from the roof of the truck.
“Get what?”
“That you’re not happy about me getting married, and knowing you, you’re mostly here to break us up if you find out things aren’t exactly the way you think they should be.”
Her mouth fell open as she gaped at him. “Even if I were, which I’m not, could you blame me after my introduction to the so-called love of your life?”
“Nothing so-called about it,” he told her meaningfully.
Slowly counting to three in her mind, Vanessa shook her head as she peered out into the darkness beyond her window. “As long as she doesn’t have some shiny new scheme in mind, and she really loves you back, I’m on board with it.”
“All the while trying to come up with ten ways to talk me out of it.”
“I don’t want to talk you out of it.” Yet.
“Come on,” he said, tilting his head at her in that way he did when he thought he knew better. “You do a little.”
She pressed her lips together against a smile, shaking her head. “Like I said, as long as this relationship is a two-way street, I’m here to support you and nothing more.”
Even in the darkness of his truck, she didn’t miss the roll of his eyes in the dashboard light.
“Taylor, if marriage is a thing you want to do, who am I to stop you?”
“But you don’t agree with it.”
This time, she tilted her head at him. “To be fair, I never agree with it. That part isn’t personal.”
He laughed, shaking his head while he navigated a slippery patch of road. “Well, I appreciate you making the trip despite your feelings about the institution of marriage, your hatred for this place, and your hesitation about my bride.”
“You’ve certainly asked a lot of me this time.”
“A loyal soldier if ever there was one.”
“Mock me all you want, but this was more than an expensive plane ticket and you know it. Marriage. Winter. The ranch. Attempted blackmail. The list goes on,” she said, all while grinning at him. “I’ve thrown all my convictions out the window for your special day, Taylor Nolan. I hope you realize how deeply you owe me after this.”
With a sigh, he raked a hand over his face, expression growing serious as he took a turn up what she assumed was a driveway. To her, it looked like he was driving straight into a snow-covered field.
“Ness.”
“What?” she asked, more than a little accusation in her tone. Because if he was gearing up to ask her for yet another favor, come hell or high water, she was going to learn how to say no.
“Never mind. Nothin’.”
“Taylor.”
“I don’t understand why you hate it here. It’s my favorite place in the whole world.”
She narrowed her eyes, leaning forward a bit. “You haven’t seen enough of the world to make that statement.”
“Maybe not, but you have. You’re telling me there are places out there better than this?”
She studied him a moment, knowing full-well how deep his devotion to that land went. As much as she could tease him about the place he loved, she could only go so far before spirits and friendships ended up damaged.
“You forget my memories of this place aren’t the happy ones you have. Whenever I was out here, it was usually because I was fighting for my boyfriend’s attention. And losing.”
He nodded, understanding settling on his features. “Well, that’s not what you’re doing this time.”
She scoffed. “No. And after the way he left me hanging about what was happening with you and your phony marriage, I’d be perfectly happy to avoid him all together while I’m here. I’m sure he’s too distracted to notice, but I’m holding a grudge.”
“I’m sure he knows.”
“And doesn’t care.”
“Well.”
“Exactly.”
“Go easy on him, huh? He was trying not to get in the middle.”
“It was happening under his nose, and he helped you keep the secret. Like it or not, he was in the middle. He at least should have had the decency to fill me in that someone was blackmailing you, even if he wouldn’t do anything about it.”
Taylor sighed. Heavily. “Can we lose that word, please? It wasn’t blackmail.”
“Call it what you want. It was shady.”
“Fine. But Kellie feels bad enough about the whole thing. I don’t need you piling on. And avoiding Jase while you’re here is going to be near impossible. Those are two obstacles you need to make your peace with real quick.”
“I’m nothing if not determined.”
When he turned to her, his eyes were serious, filled with concern, and put an icy cold stamp of fear right on her chest.
Vanessa swallowed the rising lump in her throat as she met his gaze head-on. “What?”
“Don’t make them your villains. Kellie is a good person. I promise you that. And what Jason could use is a friend right now. Someone with your unique brand of perspective might be helpful for both of them.”
“What?” Vanessa repeated, because that kind of statement didn’t make sense at all. Why would her ex-boyfriend need a friend when he had a wife and a best friend slash honorary brother in Taylor living right there next to him? On top of that, why would he enlist her to ease his fiancé’s mind about something Vanessa absolutely held against her?
Taking a deep breath, she centered herself in the truck. Bouncing along on four capable tires. Sliding a bit, but four-wheel drive ensuring it wasn’t too far. Everything was fine.
“Start with Jason.”
Taylor bobbed his head back and forth a bit before he answered. “He’s… had some life changes since you left. It’s been a lot. He’s still figuring out what to do about it.”
She shook her head against a flurry of questions, and she reminded herself that while she and Jason were long broken up and moved on, he was still someone she counted as a friend, however distant. They’d been there for each other through so much heartache that to realize something might be causing him more of the same tugged at her emotions despite her best efforts to remain unaffected.
“Is it Jim?”
“No,” Taylor said, shaking his head as the hint of a smile touched his lips. “The old man is still telling me how to do my job every chance he gets.”
“So, what? Jason’s not… sick? Is it Melody?” The words stuck in her throat, images of medications and machines and the smell of death fresh in her mind as if it were yesterday.
“Nothing so dire,” he told her with a smirk, as if he hadn’t scared the life out of her. “All I’m saying is maybe think about cutting Jase some slack and being open to not living in those old memories while you’re here. Better yet, make some new memories this time. Ones that might convince you this place isn’t the soulless pit you think it is.”
She glanced in the side-view mirror at the gray nothingness behind them. “It’s not living up to the challenge so far, is it?”
He pulled up behind a large building and killed the engine, turning to her with eyes full of sincerity. “Please? Give it a chance? That’s all I’m asking.”
“More favors, Taylor?”
“I know. But I’m hoping this one last time you’ll humor me.”
She shook her head. “Why?”
“Because I have an idea…”
“God help me.”
“And it’s a perfect one.”
She leaned her head back against the seat and counted to three, tugging her jacket closer to her body. “Let’s hear it, then.”
“Nope,” he said, turning to the door, his hand landing on the latch. “Not yet. You need to see what I see. If I tell you now, you’ll never give it a chance.”
“And you think that because I’m going to be trapped here, I’m going to what? Develop Stockholm Syndrome for a location?”
“I think that for the first time, you’re going to be here without any outside forces influencing your opinion. You’re here without craving someone’s attention or feeling like you’re playing second-fiddle. You’re just here.”
“Here. In the snow. With a stranded vehicle and no way out.”
He smiled, popping the door open and hopping out. “Humor me.”
She tried not to roll her eyes. Really, she did. But there might have been an exaggerated glance at the ceiling on her part as she opened her door and climbed out of the truck, shivering as her not-boots hit the ground.
“Humor him,” she muttered to herself while she rounded the truck, seconds before an ear-splitting shriek accompanied by a deeply sickening creaking noise filled her ears. Turning toward it, she found nothing but the sound of a steam engine crashing through the vicinity, plumes of snow drifting up into the air from the other side of what she now recognized as the bunkhouse.
Stunningly, the threat of impending danger faded away into the darkness as quickly as it arrived. In an instant, all was quiet. Oddly so. And she stood there blinking at the building, marveling at the way it seemed to shudder against the wind.
Just as quickly as that eerie quiet descended, it gave way to chaos once more. Vanessa peered around the back of the truck to find people running every which way, shouting orders and hauling tools and wood like the end of the world was upon them.
Panic rose in her throat as she froze in place, powerless and lost, both sensations all too familiar to handle.
Out of nowhere, Taylor appeared beside her, out of breath and shoulders heaving.
“What’s going on?” she asked, trying to keep her voice an octave below frantic.
“Half the roof collapsed on the bunkhouse,” he told her, all the while wrenching open the tailgate to rummage around in the darkness.
“Is anyone hurt?”
“Yeah. Do you think you could take a look? Matthew got some roof dropped on his head and I guess it was a whopper of a blow. He’s awake, and they’re taking him to Jenna, but…”
“She’s not the medical professional you all constantly try to pass her off as.”
“Hey,” he said, turning to face her, his hand wrapped tightly around a winch strap as his entire being seemed to vibrate with adrenaline. “We do the best we can with what and who we have.”
She shook her head, closing her eyes a moment before blinking at him in clarity. “I know you do. I’m sorry. Of course I’ll take a look. Where’s the patient?”
“Mess hall.”
She nodded, glancing around to get her bearings before determining which direction she needed to go. One foot in front of the other, she stomped through the snow, acknowledging, if only in her mind, that those cowgirl boots of hers were a complete waste of money.
“Hey, Ness?”
She spun on her heel to face him, moisture creeping through her boot, numbing the tips of her toes, and sending a shiver up her back. “Yes?” she asked, hoping he wouldn’t keep her there long enough for her to have to admit out loud that he’d been right about her chosen footwear.
“Thank you. Seriously. I’m glad you’re here.”
“Because I can stitch up broken cowboys?”
“Because nobody should have to get married without their family by their side.”
Even standing there in the frozen wilderness, all her resentment evaporated into the snowy air, replaced with nothing but warmth toward the person who’d been there for her through so many dark moments over the past decade of their relationship.
That was exactly how the ranch sucked her in the first time. With the lure of love and friendship in a place set apart from the rest of the world. But some things never changed, and she needed to keep her guard up if she wanted to get out in one piece.
So, she shot Taylor a wry grin and stood up a little taller, all the while doing her best to ignore the wetness wicking along the arches of her feet and prompting memories of all the ways the place she was in tortured her soul.
“Taylor.”
“Yeah?”
“I love you. I’d do anything for you.”
“There’s a but coming,” he said with a laugh.
“Not a but,” she told him, shifting her feet in the small crater of snow they’d made. “A reminder. You’ll never make me love this ranch.”
His answering smile did nothing but make her worry more. “But I can try.”






  
  Chapter two

“Matthew Garrison, this is completely unacceptable. You honestly expect me to believe after all those years you spent snowmobiling and—and snowboarding, and, well, practically living out in the snow you can’t dig yourself out of one little storm? Are you sure?” 
Matthew paused with his phone pressed to his ear while he took in the absolute avalanche the world had become. “Pretty sure.”
“Matthew.”
“Mom, I don’t know where you think I’m getting a snowmobile, but it’s not here, and even if I had one, I can’t snowboard my way back home. This isn’t some quick flurry that’s going to pass in a couple hours. It’s a blizzard. I’m stuck.”
“You’ve driven in worse.”
“I’m not sure I have.”
“What about that time you were coming home for Christmas during college? That was a terrible storm, and you drove in it fine.”
He huffed out a laugh, recalling the spin out and near collision he’d had on that trip. The way his short life had passed before his eyes as the world swirled around him wasn’t an experience he wanted to repeat. 
“Yeah, well, I had less common sense back then because I believed I was going to live forever. Besides, that was mostly highway driving. There were salt trucks and plows out in full force that night. That kind of help won’t reach this area for days. We’re not exactly high priority out there.”
“Don’t say we like you’re a part of it.”
“Well,” he said, looking around at the snow-covered horse ranch around him. “I’m here, aren’t I?”
“Yes. And you know how I feel about that.”
He closed his eyes, hating how desperate he was for a way to be everything everybody wanted him to be. But given the opposing forces at play in his life, he feared it was impossible. And more than that, it was a losing battle he was tired of fighting.
He’d never been everything to anyone. He never would be. There was no reason to think that would change. Especially now. All he could do was hope they’d find a way to accept him where he stood.
Even if letting go was scarier than the prospect of driving through the middle of a snowstorm.
“What if there’s a white out?” he offered. “A few seconds of zero visibility out on the road and I might not make it back.”
The truth was, he’d make it home all right if he put his mind to it. He could maneuver through the snow without much trouble, and a little ice didn’t scare him. But the time it took to make the already long trek would double, and he plain old wasn’t in the mood to contend with a blizzard when he had a warm bed waiting for him right where he was.
And if exaggerating his fears helped him end the conversation sooner than later? He was all in on going full drama.
“But it’s Monica,” his mother scolded from the other end of the phone as though risking his life for a woman he wasn’t even close to was a meaningful enough reason to hop in the car and do all the things he wasn’t interested in doing.
“Monica is your friend. I barely know her.”
“That’s not true.”
“Yes, it is. She’s an acquaintance. If I counted all the minutes she and I spent talking throughout my whole life, I’d be shocked if it added up to more than an hour. She’s not going to care if I’m at her gallery opening, and I’m not interested in putting my life on the line trying to get to it. I promise I’ll stop in and congratulate her once I get back.”
“Elisha will be there,” she offered as though she were sweetening an already sour deal.
Matthew frowned, searching for the name in his memory. “Who?”
His mother scoffed. “Monica’s daughter, of course.”
“Oh. Did I know she has a daughter?”
“Honestly, Matthew. You’ve met her. Remember that Independence Day picnic Monica’s church hosted? The one where your sister twisted her ankle falling out of the tire swing?”
A mostly forgotten and faded memory formed in his head, his mind finally landing on a hot dog stolen by an actual dog right out of his hands while fireworks drowned out his calls for help. Or maybe it was the siren from the ambulance his mother called for his sister even though she’d been perfectly capable of making it to urgent care on her own.
For all he remembered, maybe it was both.
“Like fifteen years ago?”
“More like fourteen.”
“All right.”
“So?”
He took a deep breath. “So?”
“I thought you’d like to come catch up with her.”
He laughed, pausing outside of the bunkhouse as he kicked the side of the building to knock the snow from his boots. “I’m not trying to be rude here, but why would I want to come catch up with someone I met once and don’t remember?”
He asked the question, but he already knew the answer.
“Maybe you’d like to get to know her. She started college in the area a few months ago.”
He shook his head at the sky, marveling at the line of thinking and level of desperation that must have gone into his mother’s decision to set her other-side-of-thirty son up with a teenager. “Well. I’m happy for her. Best of luck to her on figuring her life out.”
His mother wasn’t amused. She never was where he was concerned. “You’re doing this on purpose.”
“Summoning the weather? That would be one heck of a party trick.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Listen, I appreciate the effort, but I’m not interested. And I seriously doubt she is. Thanks, anyway.”
She sighed one of those dramatic sighs that belonged on a movie screen. “It’s her age, isn’t it? You always did chase after older women, didn’t you?”
“And now I’m done with this conversation.”
“You won’t be at the opening?”
He looked up at the sky again, reining in his patience as the sea of ominous gray churned above him. “We’ve established that.”
“Because you’re with him.”
“Who?” he asked, not because he didn’t know who she was talking about, but because it was way past time she used his name.
“You know who.”
“There’s a lot of people here. I can’t be sure unless you get specific. I’ve got this friend here, Colton. They say he used to be an underwear model. He won’t confirm or deny though.”
There was a whole five seconds of silence on the other end of the phone before she let out a groan of frustration. “I’m, of course, referring to Jason.”
“Ah, yes. Jason. My brother. That’s who I’m with. Was that so hard?”
“Don’t you think it’s a little one-sided, this relationship or whatever you want to call it? I mean, he never comes here to spend time with us.”
“Why would he do that?”
“You would think he’d want to take an interest in his…”
She trailed off and Matthew closed his eyes to keep whatever patience he had left inside. “You’re not his family. He’s not going to join the Garrison club.”
“He doesn’t even want to meet us. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”
“Does it strike me as odd that he doesn’t want to meet the woman his dad left his mom for? Not really, no.”
“You paint me as a charlatan.”
He ground his teeth. “That’s not what I’m saying.”
“I didn’t know your father left anyone behind. He didn’t tell me until he was about to leave me behind.”
“I know. I get it. But if you look at it from Jason’s perspective, isn’t it a little awkward to say the least? I mean, what would you even talk about?”
“I’d love to ask him some questions about what on earth could be appealing about living on the edge of civilization.”
He ground his teeth a little harder. “So, this isn’t about getting to know him at all. You’re going to try to get him to move to the city.”
“People should be with other people.”
“There are plenty of people here.”
“Sure. There. And then there are none within a hundred-mile radius of that place. It isn’t safe.”
“It’s also not a hundred-mile radius.”
“It’s the country. It might as well be.”
Matthew hung his head when the old familiar tendrils of annoyance and frustration with his mother bubbled up in his chest. Lately, her disapproval of his decision to spend time with Jason was the only conversation they ever had. Well, when she wasn’t yelling at him about his other brother, anyway. It was as maddening as it was exhausting, and frankly, he didn’t know how much more he had in him.
“Have you ever even been out this way?” he asked her, his eyes following the line of the road. Or at least where the road was supposed to be. It had disappeared into the night and the snow. But it was out there somewhere. Waiting for him to make that long trip home.
His stomach bottomed out at the thought.
“Does it matter?”
“It does if you’re going to beat up on it without ever having seen it. All these quaint little lakeside towns? The charm oozing out of this part of the state is borderline ridiculous. It’s like a greeting card threw up out here. I love it.”
“Except that greeting card forgot to throw up the people while it was at it.”
“Nice.”
“Your metaphor.”
He didn’t bite. Mostly because she was right, and he didn’t want to admit it. A lot of those cute little lakeside towns were empty, and he had his doubts about how much longer some of them would last.
After another five seconds of silence, Matthew pulled his phone away from his ear to check the battery life, admitting he wouldn’t be all that disappointed if the call dropped. One of things he loved best about the ranch was the way it forced him to unplug. Service was so sketchy out there, a person practically had to stand on their head to find it.
“Matthew.”
“Mother.”
“I appreciate what you’re trying to do. But I think it’s time for you to give it up. He’s taking you away from your family. You’re not gaining anything from this.”
“He is my family. I’m gaining a brother. And I need you to understand that when I come out here, I’m only visiting. Nobody is uprooting their life. My condo is still only a fifteen-minute drive away from you, even when I’m spending a weekend here. There’s no need to blow this out of proportion.”
“More and more every day, I’m wishing I’d never told you about him. I never wanted you to choose.”
“I’m not choosing.”
“You are.”
Matthew raked a hand over his face, a low groan escaping from the back of his throat. “I thought we were past this.”
“I thought I’d loved you enough that you wouldn’t want to leave me at the first opportunity. Where is my son, Matthew? Why isn’t he home?”
And just like that, his patience ran out. “He’s probably sitting in jail for one thing or another right about now. Why don’t you go bail him out? Again.”
It was a low blow to be sure, but he was more than done with the merry-go-round of his mother’s guilt.
One minute she was relieved that after so many years, she’d finally come clean about Matthew’s biological father, and by extension, brother. In the next? It was the worst decision she’d ever made because it had broken up the family.
But it hadn’t broken up the family. Their family broke in half long before Matthew found out about his half-brother. Knowing the truth only put some clarity behind the whole thing.
“That’s another thing, isn’t it? You’re out there trying to have a brother, when you already have one right here at home. You two grew up together and yet you’re out there searching for the same thing with someone else.”
“It’s not even close to the same thing. The brother I have at home only wants to talk to me when he needs money. He’s made it clear family means nothing but bail and a free ride to him.”
“And the one out there makes you drive for hours to get to him. How is that any different?”
He blinked at the building in front of him, catching his gob smacked reflection in the giant icicles hanging from the gutter. “Are you serious right now?”
“You know what?” she said, her voice rising an octave the way it always did when she was getting defensive. “I’m going to hang up now. You enjoy your time spent with the person who has no interest in you or your life.”
Before he could reply, the line went dead, and honestly, it was for the best. It was an argument that seemed to have no end, and he was more than happy to let it have a little breathing room.
Shoving his phone back into his pocket, he covered his face with his hands and growled, resenting not for the first time his mother’s efforts to spin the story to read like he abandoned them as soon as he found out about Jason.
Because he hadn’t. He visited the ranch when he could and still found the time to attend all the family gatherings his mother started throwing together on a whim after the news about his paternity came out.
She was desperately trying to keep the family together, all the while refusing to give them the space they needed to find their equilibrium again. By forcing them together, she was tearing them apart.
But that was a problem for future Matthew whenever he got off the ranch. Thankfully, that wasn’t happening anytime soon.
He needed a break, and Mother Nature seemed more than inclined to give him one.
Marching forward into the bunkhouse with thoughts of resentment and obligation filling his mind, he didn’t catch the ominous cracking noise happening above his head until it was almost too late.
Looking up, a split in the drywall grew in front of his eyes, extending toward him while the ceiling behind it sagged.
One foot behind the other, he backed toward the door, never taking his eyes off what was surely going to be a cave in at any moment.
“Anybody in here?” he called. “Because it’s time to hightail it outta here.”
Thankfully, there was no answer. He was the lone sorry soul in the building.
After five steps that dragged on like five thousand, he caught the moonlight resting on his shoulder again and thanked whoever might be listening that he’d made it to the door in time.
But when he turned to cross the threshold, the cracking turned into an impact.
Luckily, the searing pain at the back of his head was fleeting. It only lasted for one brief, painful, and terrifying moment, before the ground gave way beneath him and the world went dark.






  
  Chapter three

He couldn’t tell if it was the room that was spinning, or his brain inside his skull. 
And that was probably for the best.
“There are better ways to get attention from your brother, Matthew,” Jenna scolded when she emerged from the kitchen with a hand towel wrapped around an ice pack.
She scowled down at him before pressing it to the wound on his forehead, the gentle pressure making the room spin even harder. Or maybe that was his brain pounding at the sides of his skull, begging for release.
Either way, it wasn’t helping.
“In my experience, threatening family with a lawsuit doesn’t make for the best bonding activity,” she said, the humor in her eyes at odds with the hard lines of her mouth.
He laughed. And it hurt.
A lot.
“Please don’t make me laugh right now,” he choked, taking the towel from her and pressing it a little harder into his forehead, as though more pain would be the cure for everything.
In the end, it wouldn’t do anything but speed up his inevitable lapse into unconsciousness. But maybe that was the goal. At least in that scenario, he wouldn’t suffer in his demise while it was happening. Because as it stood, he was convinced it was his destiny to bleed out on a horse ranch in the middle of nowhere.
If his mother were there, she’d be shouting told you so in every direction.
“I’m not taking anybody to court,” Matthew said, his voice cracking a bit. “I’m also not going to ask why you have experience in suing family members.”
“The roof caves in on your head and you’re not even going to pretend to hold a grudge? That’s no way to get anywhere with anybody,” Jenna said, tsk-tsking at him while she leaned in to search his eyes.
“What are you looking for?”
“Making sure your pupils are even,” she murmured.
“Isn’t that above your paygrade?”
“Most things are.” She smiled, patting him on the shoulder before sitting on the table across from him, the skirt of her slate-colored nightgown billowing around her legs.
They were in the cavernous mess hall, except now it wasn’t so cavernous because all the displaced people who usually lived in the bunkhouse were setting up sleeping bags and space heaters in every corner of the room.
It was loud.
Like, way louder than it usually was at lunchtime, and it made his head pound even harder.
“If it’s all the same to you, I think I’d like to find a bed now,” he told her, deciding he’d prefer his death to be a quiet, solo endeavor.
“I’m not sure that’s the best idea.”
“I think it’s a great idea.”
She shook her head, strands of dark gray hair falling out of her bun and fanning out around her shoulders. 
It was a testament to the time of day. Dinner had long been served, and the usually buttoned up Jenna would normally be home with her wife.
Except a building had fallen on Matthew’s head, and apparently, Jenna was the sole person even remotely qualified to help with the situation.
“You might have a concussion.”
“Might? I’m no doctor, but I’d say it’s a certainty. Not much we can do about it out here, though.”
She shrugged. “Nonetheless. I’d be willing to bet there’s more going on in that skull of yours than a headache. Don’t go to sleep.”
Granted, a statement like that wasn’t designed to ease his mind, but it sure went a long way toward making him doubt his recovery. “So, what do you suggest I do?”
“Ask her,” she said, nodding toward the door behind him.
Matthew turned. Slowly. And for the briefest of seconds, the room stopped spinning. His breath lodged in his throat, and his lungs squeezed tight as the most breathtaking woman he’d ever seen kicked the door shut behind her with a boot that looked an awful lot like it was pretending to belong on a ranch. She scanned the room with a scowl, and he sucked in a breath, refilling his lungs with the oxygen they desperately needed.
The door stuck behind her, like it always did for anyone who didn’t know to slam it, and she fought with it some more before it finally locked into place. When she turned, her dark hair fell down her back in waves and reminded him of the lake outside his balcony at nighttime. The one he’d get lost in whenever he couldn’t sleep, those inky waters rippling against the shoreline and relaxing him into the sort of trance he’d come to long for whenever he thought too hard about what he wanted out of life.
Looking up once more, the woman searched the room until her eyes landed on Jenna, and then him.
If the roof caving in on his head was a clap of thunder, meeting her gaze was the accompanying lightning strike.
Making her way over, the room carried on with its incessant spinning as she picked her way around sleeping bags, people, and tables. When she finally reached them, she offered Jenna a tentative but tense smile.
“Jenna,” his new favorite person said, her voice like a song in his ears.
It was then he determined the concussion thing was a real thing. Because his brain was seriously short-circuiting if flowery poetry was its focus.
She was pretty, no question, but he was also swaying like a sailor in a storm.
His money was on the concussion.
“Somehow, I knew I’d see you on this ranch again. Didn’t expect these would be the circumstances that resulted in our reunion, though,” Jenna replied, an edge to her voice. “Didn’t expect the two of us would have a reunion at all.”
“I’m not sure I’d call it a reunion. I’m here for Taylor.”
“So you say.”
Despite a subtle tensing of her shoulders, the woman ignored the undercurrent of accusation radiating from Jenna and turned her attention to him, a friendlier smile touching her lips. “I take it you’re the patient?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“Your face is covered in blood. If you’re not the patient, you ought to be.” Moving to stand in front of him, she leaned in, examining his eyes much in the way Jenna had minutes before. “Heard you had a roof fall on your head.”
“That’s what they tell me.”
The truth was, he didn’t remember much. He’d gone into the bunkhouse, clocked some weird noises, and woke up in the snow with a bunch of faces hovering above him while Colton playfully scolded him for being in the way.
“You don’t remember?” his new doctor asked, lightly brushing the hair from his forehead as she narrowed her eyes.
“I remember before and after. But not during.”
“That’s normal.”
“Is it?”
She smiled in earnest then, eyes softening. “Yes. Any dizziness or nausea?”
“Dizzy, yes. The whole room is spinning.”
“Also normal.”
“It doesn’t feel normal.”
“When we’re talking about a TBI, it’s standard.”
“TBI?” he asked, unable to figure out if his brain was moving slowly or if she was moving fast. He guessed it was the former, but he so badly wanted it to be the latter.
“Traumatic brain injury.”
“That doesn’t sound great.”
Jenna’s head peeked around the doctor’s shoulder. “That means a concussion to those of us who aren’t trying to show off.”
“Oh. I don’t think she’s trying to show off.”
“Tell me, cowboy,” the captivating woman in front of him said, ignoring Jenna once more while picking up his wrist with her fingers. Her grasp was light, but sure. Her fingers warm against his icy skin. “Did you walk here on your own, or did they have to carry you?”
“I walked.”
“And how was your balance?”
“Shit.”
She laughed a little, and it was the best sound he’d ever heard. Then and there, he came to terms with his fate. If she was the angel sent to ferry him off to heaven, he was ready to go.
Gently dropping his wrist, she looked him in the eye again, her crystal-blue stare searching his. “How do I look to you right now?”
“Breathtaking.”
She lifted a brow, clearly less than impressed with compliments coming from a man on the brink of death.
“I mean, do I appear clear, or do I have some fuzzy edges? Is anything off with your vision besides the spinning room?”
“You’re perfectly clear. And breathtaking.”
“Well,” she said, her attention darting around the room as though she were searching for someone. Finally, her eyes landed back on his, and she gave him a slight smile. “Thank you. Do you know your name?”
“Yes.”
“Care to share it with me?”
“This is like speed dating.”
She blinked. “Sorry?”
“You’re asking me all these rapid-fire questions, and all I want to do is ask you out to dinner.”
Another laugh, followed by a groan from Jenna behind her.
His angel smiled. “That’s the concussion talking.”
“I don’t think it is.”
She pressed her lips together as her focus returned to his forehead once more. “Do you remember what you do for a living?”
“Vividly. Hard to forget a job that mind-numbing.”
Jenna chose that moment to intervene. “He says he wants to go to sleep. I told him that wasn’t wise.”
“He can sleep,” his savior said with a frown. “But he shouldn’t be alone. I’d like to wake him up now and then to be safe.”
“Are you certain?” Jenna asked, skepticism written all over her face. “Maybe we should call for a second opinion.”
“That’s your prerogative. But, I’m sure.”
“Isn’t it common knowledge that people with concussions need to stay awake for an entire day?” Jenna asked, eyeing Matthew’s new favorite person as though she were the devil in disguise.
“Common knowledge, maybe. Also a common misconception,” she replied. “Waking him up isn’t even necessary, but given that we’re stuck out here with no actual medical equipment, it’s a precaution I feel is worthwhile.”
Jenna lifted a brow. “Well, is there anything we can get you from our primitive store of supplies, doctor? Or would you prefer to handle it all yourself, as usual?”
The woman shot her a look. “Acetaminophen. Please.”
Jenna looked like she wanted to say more, but shook her head and walked back toward the kitchen, mumbling under her breath the whole way.
“I don’t think she likes you much,” Matthew said, cringing after the words left his mouth. Where had that come from?
“What tipped you off?” she said with another smile, holding her arms to her stomach as she surveyed the room again. “Jenna and I have what you would call a complicated history.”
“Complicated? She looks at you like you killed her dog.”
“I’m sure she’d tell you I did if given the chance.”
“So, it’s more than complicated,” he said, leaning forward with interest before pitching off balance and tumbling off the table completely. He managed to plant a foot on the floor on his way down, and she caught his arm before the rest of him could join in.
“Easy there, cowboy.”
“You keep calling me that. Cowboy.”
“Well,” she said, planting her hands on her hips once he was stable enough to hold himself up. “Isn’t that what you are?”
“No. At least I don’t think so. How does a person become a cowboy?”
“By working on a ranch?”
“Oh,” he frowned, trying to get his brain to come up with something coherent. “Well, technically, I don’t work here, so I’m not sure I’ve earned the title.”
“Oh,” she said with a frown, as though she didn’t understand what he was telling her. “Are you here for the wedding?”
“Not really. I mean, they invited me, but I think that’s because I was already here, and it would have been awkward to have the whole ranch in attendance, minus that one random guy wandering around outside.”
She shook her head. “You’re not working. You’re not here for the wedding. What are you doing here?”
He shrugged, trying to smile at her but unsure if he was accomplishing the feat. “Getting to know my brother. He runs this place.”
In an instant, her perusal of their surroundings came to an abrupt halt as her gaze snapped back to his. “What?”
“We didn’t grow up together. We didn’t even know the other existed until recently. Which is why I’m only now getting to know him.”
She shook her head again, stepping forward and swiping the hair from his brow once more before searching his eyes, this time as though she were looking for more than signs of brain trauma. “Oh. My. God.”
“It sounds dramatic, but it’s been fine. A little rocky at first, but it’s not like there’s etiquette for this sort of thing.”
She shook her head some more, like she couldn’t stop doing it now that she’d started. “I guess all
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