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  Ironheart Ridge: Books 4-6

Ironheart Ridge: Montana skies. Family ties. Where cowboys lead with their hearts—and the good guy gets the girl.



The Price Between Us — She bid on me at a bachelor auction to mentor her kid brother. I said yes to help. I stayed because somewhere along the way, she became everything I didn't know I was missing.



The Winter Between Us — I've been running from my father's name for five years. A blizzard stranded me on her ranch. She saved me without knowing who I was—and I'm terrified of what happens when she finds out.




The Truth Between Us — I've protected her family's land for twelve years, waiting for her to come home. Now she's back, she doesn't know I own it, and there's a truth neither of us has uncovered yet—one that changes everything.
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Sawyer





Standing on this makeshift stage at the Ironheart Ridge County Fair, I felt about as useful as a saddle on a fish. The auctioneer’s voice boomed across the crowd, working up enthusiasm for what had to be the most ridiculous fundraising idea in Montana history, and all I could think about was how much I missed the arena. 

Eight seconds. That’s all it took to prove yourself in my world. Eight seconds on the back of eighteen hundred pounds of pure fury, and you either walked away a hero or got carried out on a stretcher. Simple. Clean. The buzzer sounded, and you knew exactly where you stood.

This bachelor auction nonsense? Not so much.

“Next up, we have Sawyer Carrington!” the auctioneer bellowed, and the crowd erupted in genuine enthusiasm—wolf whistles from the younger women, approving murmurs from their mothers. “Champion bull rider, youngest of the Carrington brothers, and ladies, I’m told he’s still single!”

I flashed the grin that had gotten me out of trouble since I was five, the one that usually worked on buckle bunnies and traffic cops alike. The crowd ate it up, hands already shooting into the air before bidding even officially started.

The smile was for show only, but I’d bet no one in the audience could tell. I’d gotten way too good at covering up what was going on inside. Which was nothing.

My brothers had found their heroic moments in real life—Knox saving our ranch from a wildfire and getting his wife back from witness protection at the same time, Flint pulling the family operation back from the brink of foreclosure while gaining a fiancée. Big, dramatic, life-changing stuff that mattered.

And here I was, getting auctioned off for a date instead of spending time trying to figure out what the heck my purpose was supposed to be when I wasn’t wrapped around a bull. I was only home for a couple of weeks, tops. Just like last season by this time in April, I sat at number one on the points leaderboard and could afford to skip a few events, let my knee heal up before Finals.

But standing here felt more like marking time than recovery.

The auctioneer’s mic crackled. “Bidding starts at fifty dollars for an evening with one of Montana’s most eligible bachelors!”

Fifty dollars for a date with me. I’d spent more than that on dinner plenty of times, but this was for charity—families affected by Richard Davidson’s schemes and the lack of restitution money after his son ran off with millions of dollars. Worth the humiliation.

“Do I hear fifty?”

Multiple hands shot up immediately. Mariah Jenkins from the feed store, looking way too eager. A couple of tourists in fancy boots who were clearly here for the novelty. Even Mrs. Lane, my second-grade teacher, with a mischievous grin that suggested she was bidding for her granddaughter.

It wouldn’t be the first time—or last—a well-meaning neighbor tried to set me up.

“Seventy-five! Do I hear one hundred?”

This was more like it. The bidding heated up fast, voices calling out numbers while I did my best to look charming and dateworthy instead of like someone desperately searching for what came next. I scanned the crowd, recognizing most of the faces—neighbors, family friends, people who’d watched me grow up and probably still saw me as the baby Carrington who used to follow his brothers around like a lost puppy.

That’s when I saw her.

She stood at the edge of the crowd, partially hidden behind a family with three kids wrestling over cotton candy. Dark hair pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, wearing jeans that had seen better days and an oversized hoodie that looked like it belonged to someone else. Everything about her said she didn’t want to be noticed.

But I noticed.

Couldn’t seem to stop noticing, actually. The way she held herself perfectly still while everyone else around her laughed and sipped fountain drinks through a straw. The serious line of her mouth while other faces lit up with the carnival atmosphere. She wasn’t playing the game everyone else was playing—no flirty waves, no theatrical gasps when the bidding went higher. 

She just watched with this intensity that reached out and grabbed hold of something under my skin.

Made me want to know what she was thinking about with those dark eyes so focused on the stage. On me.

“One twenty-five! Do I hear one fifty?”

Mariah Jenkins waved her hand enthusiastically, and the tourists countered immediately. I should have been paying attention to the bidding, playing up the charm for the crowd, but I kept finding my gaze drifting back to the woman in the hoodie.

Our gazes locked.

The connection hit like stepping into an arena knowing you’re getting a fresh bull—that moment when everything else falls away and it’s just you and a metric ton of unpredictable power staring each other down. Except this time, I wasn’t sure who was the rider and who was the bull.

Then she raised her hand.

“One fifty!” the auctioneer called out, pointing in her direction.

She flinched, her fingers twisting nervously at the frayed cuff of her sleeve. What was all this about now? Was she having second thoughts? Suddenly realizing that was a chunk of change for some dude she’d never met before?

I could not peel my eyes off her. It was saying something that we didn’t know each other, considering I shared blood with a third of the people here and had spilled blood with another third.

She had this quality about her that I couldn’t put my finger on. But wanted to in the worst way. She’d tripped my curiosity for what was inside the box so well, she should have shown up wearing gift wrap.

“Do I hear one seventy-five?”

Mariah looked around, probably trying to figure out who her new competition was. The tourists whispered between themselves, but my mystery woman just stood there, waiting. Something about her felt…fragile. As if she needed someone to ride to her rescue.

My specialty.

“One seventy-five!” Mariah called out.

Without hesitation, the woman in the hoodie raised her hand again. “Two hundred.”

Two hundred. The crowd went quiet for a heartbeat, but all I could hear was my own pulse hammering in my ears. Not because of the money—though that was serious cash for a county fair auction—but because of the way she said it with a touch of rawness underneath. It felt like watching someone stake everything on a single throw of the dice.

“Two hundred from the lady in the back! Do I hear two twenty-five?”

Mariah glanced around, clearly weighing her options. The tourists had already backed away, probably smart enough to know when they were outgunned. But I barely registered any of it because I was too busy being wholly intrigued by my mystery woman.

She wanted me pretty badly. My ego wasn’t hurting over it either.

“Going once at two hundred...”

Mariah’s chin came up. Don’t you do it, I warned her silently, sending all the back-off vibes I could muster. Me and my mystery lady had a date with destiny. I’d known Mariah since kindergarten and I’d be a good sport if she ended up the highest bidder. But I’d be sorely disappointed to miss out on what promised to be the most interesting thing to happen to me since that casting agent strolled up at Regional Finals and asked me to be an extra in an episode of Yellowstone.

“Going twice...”

Mariah shrugged and gave me an apologetic smile, apparently deciding I wasn’t worth going broke over.

“Sold! For two hundred dollars to the lady in the blue hoodie!”

The crowd erupted, but the sound paled in comparison to what was going on in my head. All I could focus on was watching Mystery Lady push through the crowd toward the payment table, moving with purpose while I stood there trying to figure out why my pulse had gone a little haywire.

By the time I climbed down from the stage—my never-fully-healed knee protesting like always, which I was ignoring and had been since January—she was already finishing up with the volunteer handling the money. Up close, she was even more striking. Younger than I’d thought, mid-twenties maybe, with the kind of bone structure that made you take a second look at her face.

But it was her eyes that hit me hardest. Dark brown and filled with…something other than appreciation for the cowboy she’d just purchased.

What, I had no idea. But dang, was that the way to throw out a bone this dog would fight for. I had to physically force myself not to invade her space so I could get started unraveling all her secrets right this minute.

“So,” I said instead, scrambling for something to say that made me sound less like it was my first day as a dude talking to an attractive woman, “looks like you’re stuck with me for an evening. Up for dinner and a movie? Just don’t ask me to cook, or you’ll be requesting a refund.”

It was meant to be light, flirtatious, the kind of opener that usually got a smile and broke the ice. Instead, she looked at me like I’d started speaking Swahili.

“Right,” she said, her voice carefully neutral. “About that.”

Her tone skated over my skin. This woman was about to flip the script on whatever I thought was happening. And I was here for it. Surprising maybe, but she’d gotten my attention all right.

“Look,” she continued, glancing around like she was checking for eavesdroppers, which only cranked up my interest another notch. “I know the reason women traditionally buy guys at these things, but that’s not why I bid on you.”

I flashed my signature grin, the one that usually melted resistance faster than August sun on snow. “Don’t tell me you just wanted my autograph. Those are free.”

She stared at me for a beat as if trying to figure out why anyone would want my autograph. Ouch.

“I, um…don’t want your autograph. I don’t think so, anyway?”

Oh, I’d flustered her. Adorable.

She cleared her throat. “I need riding lessons, and I was told you’re the person to ask.”

That should have deflated me. It was a pin prick in the center of my balloon no doubt, but instead, she’d done the impossible. Hooked me, dead center.

Don’t get me wrong. I like it when women fall all over themselves to make their interest completely transparent. I won the belt buckle at my waist the hard way, and with that comes a spotlight that generally attracts flirty types—the bunnies who giggle and bat their eyelashes, the whole routine. 

This one was nowhere in the same universe.

It was fascinating.

“Riding lessons,” I repeated because I had no idea what to say. A solid first for me.

“Yes.” She steeled her tone, but I caught how her fingers tightened on the strap of her worn bag. “Is that going to be a problem?”

Well, that was the question, wasn’t it? Given how this was going so far, I had no shot at answering since I still didn’t know how to begin figuring out what made this woman tick.

I planned to get an education really quick, though.

“Who told you I gave riding lessons?” I asked, though I had a pretty good idea.

Knox and Flint had been not-so-subtly suggesting I find some new hobbies, probably hoping it would give me something to do besides obsess over what happened when my body finally called it quits on bull riding. It would be just like my brothers to casually mention something ridiculously boring around town in hopes of getting me to settle down.

But riding lessons? On horses? I mean, I knew which end to feed and which end to stay away from before a date, but when it came to farm animals, they were not my first choice for a fun time.

“Does it matter?” She lifted her gaze to mine, a plea swimming in their depths that struck an odd nerve. “I did my homework. People said you’re good with horses and might be willing to help. Was that wrong?”

She’d researched me. Planned this. Used a bachelor auction to arrange riding lessons because…why exactly? I had no idea. But somehow, she’d picked me out of a lineup because she thought I was the kind of man who helped people when they needed it.

That set me back a step.

Was that what had happened? She’d looked at me and seen something worth two hundred dollars of faith?

All at once, I wanted to honor that. Somehow.

“Not wrong,” I told her, shrugging off the lie. I was willing to help, and I’m good with everything, so horses wouldn’t be much of a stretch. “It’s just unorthodox, I guess. Most normal people just call up a place like Blackwood Ranch and schedule lessons.”

“Two hundred dollars seemed like the price of guaranteed attention.”

Undercurrents in her voice told me there was more to the story. Much more. What was going on in her life that made normal channels difficult?

Now she had me rabidly intrigued.

“You could have saved your money,” I said, resituating my Stetson so that it cocked down lower on one side, which generally got me a second date anytime I’d used the move before. “I’m a sucker for a pretty face asking for help.”

Pink flushed across her cheeks and she ducked her head. Not used to compliments, then. What kind of losers had she been hanging out with, anyway? Blind ones? She had gorgeous skin and a long fall of hair so lush and shiny that I could practically feel it sliding through my fingers.

You’d have to be six feet under not to appreciate what she brought to the table, not the least of which was this intriguing bit where she seemed totally unused to male attention, not quite clear on how to go about hiring a qualified riding instructor, and simultaneously operating under the assumption that I was the solution to her problems.

“I—that’s not—” She stopped, cleared her throat again, her eyelids slamming shut for a beat. “Has anyone ever told you you’re impossible to have a conversation with?”

“Not once,” I told her truthfully with a rueful grin. “It’s getting me to shut up that’s the trick.”

“I believe that,” she muttered and shook her head. “Will you do the riding lessons or not?”

Wasn’t this a hoot? The woman who’d just outbid the competition at a county fair was getting flustered over a little harmless flirting. Made me wonder what might happen if I really turned on the charm.

I was a wicked, wicked man because I couldn’t resist finding out. It sounded like more fun than spending the next five weeks obsessing over World Finals and whether I still had what it took to defend my title.

“For you? I’m available anytime.” I winked, letting my gaze linger on her face a beat longer than necessary, enjoying the way she swallowed hard. “Although you have to confess one of your secrets before we make it official.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the silence, and the flush across her neck had more mottled red in it than pleased pink. I’d struck a nerve. Which made me feel like I’d kicked a puppy and then sideswiped a grandma on the way over here.

“What?” she scoffed with more bravado than bristle and squared her shoulders. “I don’t have any secrets. What are you even talking about?”

That’s when I realized why I couldn’t put my finger on her vibe. She was hiding something. A big something. And I had no right to dig into her like a vulture on carrion. Good grief—I didn’t even know her name, yet.

I held up my hands traffic-cop style, since it was way past time to have mercy on her. “Whoa, I was only kidding. The only secret I require you to spill is why me and not one of the other guys?”

She huffed out a breath and contemplated me for five excruciating seconds, giving me a new appreciation for what the Best in Show heifer must feel like. Danged if I didn’t want to hit the mark on whatever mental calculations she’d just done.

“You looked like you’d be up to the challenge,” she finally said, which wasn’t much of an answer at all.

I clutched my chest in mock pain. “And here I thought you bid on me for my rugged good looks and sparkling personality.”

That got me an actual eye roll, but I didn’t miss the way her gaze flickered over my face, lingering just a beat too long. “Are we done here? Because I have places to be.”

“Right. Busy woman like you, can’t be standing around making small talk with your new purchase.” I tipped my hat slightly. “Tomorrow at the Diamond C, then? Ten o’clock work for you?”

She nodded, and I caught the slight release of tension in her shoulders, like she’d been bracing for me to back out. “Ten works. Thanks. I appreciate you not making a big deal out of this.”

The raw sincerity in her tone killed off the flirty comment on the tip of my tongue. Whatever she thought she’d purchased, it meant a lot to her. “Don’t thank me yet. I might be the worst teacher you’ve ever had.”

That earned me the ghost of a smile, just a slight upward tilt of her lips that ricocheted through me as if I’d swallowed a boomerang.

“I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”

“Guess we will.” I held out my hand, desperate to connect with her, even in this small way. “I’m Sawyer, by the way. Seems a little late for introductions, but here we are.”

“Phoenix,” she replied, placing her hand in mine. Hers was delicate, clearly not used even remotely the same way mine were. “Phoenix Morgan.”

I held on far longer than necessary, fascinated by the way her pulse fluttered visibly at her throat. She didn’t pull away, but I had the impression it was because I’d flustered her again.

“Phoenix,” I repeated, testing the name on my tongue. “Like the bird that rises from the ashes.”

“Yeah,” she mumbled. “It’s just a name. Don’t read into it.”

Hiding something and defensive. Plus easily flustered and a little annoyed at herself for responding to me. At least, that’s what I was telling myself.

“Well, Phoenix Morgan,” I said with a grin, “looks like you just bought yourself a cowboy.”

The pink blush returned with a vengeance. “I—that’s not—how do you manage to make something like riding lessons sound so…”

“Decadent? Intense? Sexy?” I winked. “It’s a gift.”

“You’re a piece of work,” she muttered, shocking me with the slightest upturn of her lips. I’d gotten a tiny smile out of her.

I could get used to this.

“Part of my charm,” I replied, enjoying this game more by the second. “And you know what they say about cowboys...”

“Mamas don’t let your babies grow up to be one?” she suggested dryly, earning a genuine laugh from me that I felt all the way to my boots.

“That too,” I said.

“Tomorrow, Carrington,” she called as she sailed off into the crowd.

I stood there watching until I couldn’t see her anymore, absently rubbing at my chest until I got a clue that I probably looked like a besotted idiot. Which might not be far off.

For the first time in months, I had something to think about besides lasting eight seconds or proving I could handle whatever a bull threw at me or fixating on why winning felt more like a habit than a goal.

Phoenix Morgan thought I was worth two hundred dollars of trust. I could not overstate how strange that made me feel. Or how deeply I wanted to live up to whatever she saw in me.

Fate had dumped a chance right in my lap for me to be someone’s hero, and I was not gonna hit the dirt before the buzzer sounded.










  
  Two
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Phoenix





If there was a list of the worst ideas I’d ever had—and believe me, I keep those kinds of lists, color-coded and everything—buying a cowboy at a charity auction would now be sitting at number one. Bolded. In italics. 

What had I been thinking? Two hundred dollars. Two hundred dollars that could have covered our electric bill or restocked the pantry for almost three weeks or paid for Dylan’s math tutoring. Money we absolutely did not have to spare, blown on a ridiculous gamble that Sawyer Carrington—with his perfect smile and championship buckle and those eyes that burned with enough heat to fry eggs—might actually be able to help.

Might actually make a difference.

Might be worth the price.

I tapped out an anxious drumbeat on the steering wheel. The Diamond C Ranch turnoff was still half a mile away, and we were already running five minutes late. Five minutes might as well be fifty in the world of making first impressions, and I’d blown it before we’d even arrived.

We’ll just add it to the “Ways Phoenix Morgan Is Failing at Life” highlight reel that plays on repeat in my brain at 3 a.m.

“This is stupid,” Dylan muttered beside me, slouched so low in the passenger seat he was practically horizontal. “I don’t need to learn how to ride a horse.”

“Agree to disagree,” I replied, working to keep my voice level when my insides were twisting themselves into origami shapes. “And after last week, you should be grateful we’re even getting this option.”

“They dropped the charges. Why do I still have to go?”

I swallowed back the urge to point out that those charges—vandalism and marijuana possession—had only been dropped because it was a first offense and because Judge Bankston had seen something in Dylan worth saving. Or maybe he just recognized that one more strike against Dylan Morgan, son of the disgraced accountant who’d tried to take down Richard Davidson, wasn’t going to improve anyone’s life.

Dylan had gotten probation. A miracle, frankly.

Then DA Calloway pulled me aside in the courthouse hallway, his expression a mixture of sympathy and warning. “Ms. Morgan, your brother is on thin ice. Thinner than you realize, especially after your father’s arrest. Get that boy a positive influence, or I guarantee the next time we meet, the outcome won’t be so favorable.”

Those words had been on spin cycle in my brain for days.

“We’ve been over this,” I said instead. “The judge gave you thirty days to turn things around. It’s not a suggestion. It’s a deadline. This is about finding you something productive to do with your time.”

And about my desperate search for stability. A male figure in Dylan’s life who wouldn’t lead him straight to jail.

Dylan rolled his eyes with the practiced disdain that only teenagers can truly perfect. “Right. Because learning to ride a horse is definitely going to turn my life around.”

“It’s better than you hanging out with Tyler and his crew.”

“You mean better than me having actual friends?”

The jab landed exactly where he’d aimed it—right in the center of my perpetual guilt. I tightened my grip on the steering wheel to keep from showing how much it hurt. “Friends don’t get you arrested, Dylan.”

“Whatever.”

I took a deep breath, counting backward from ten. Arguing with a sixteen-year-old was like trying to nail Jello to a wall. Exhausting and ultimately pointless.

What mattered was keeping him out of trouble. And if spending my hard-earned money on a bull riding champion gave Dylan a better role model than the burnouts he’d been hanging around with lately, then it was worth every penny.

At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

Even if that bull riding champion had a smile that could outshine the Las Vegas strip and shoulders that made me temporarily forget the English language the moment he spoke to me yesterday.

Goodness, what was wrong with me? I hadn’t been this distracted by a man since…ever? I didn’t have time for distractions. Especially not six-foot-something distractions with a laugh that made my lungs feel too big for my ribcage.

Okay, enough of that.

“Just give it a chance, okay?” I pulled onto the gravel drive marked by a weathered wooden sign reading “Diamond C Ranch” in elegant lettering. “For me.”

Dylan sighed, an exaggerated, long-suffering sound that could have won dramatic awards. “Why him, anyway? There’s gotta be cheaper options.”

I kept my eyes firmly on the winding driveway. “Because he’s one of the best bull riders in the United States. I thought maybe you’d think that was cool.”

The truth was somewhat deeper than that. I’d spent hours researching local options after the courthouse stay of execution, desperate for something—anything—that might catch Dylan’s interest during the next thirty days. When I’d overheard two women at the diner talking about Sawyer Carrington’s latest win, something had clicked. A young, successful athlete might be exactly the kind of influence Dylan needed. Someone close enough to his age to be relevant, but established enough to command respect.

The charity auction had just been dumb luck. Or fate. Or the universe having a laugh at my expense.

“Bull riding’s not the same as horse riding,” Dylan muttered, but I caught the hint of curiosity in his voice. Score one tiny victory for the desperate sister.

“No, but he knows horses, too. All the Carringtons do.” Supposedly. I didn’t mention that my knowledge of the Carrington family came entirely from frantic late-night Googling and town gossip overheard during shifts at the diner. “Just be civil, okay? You don’t have to like it, but—”

“But you’ll ground me for eternity if I screw this up. Got it.”

The ranch house appeared as we rounded a bend in the drive. The main building was an imposing two-story building with a wide porch and dormer windows that looked like they’d been standing there since Montana became a state. The place radiated a bone-deep permanence that made our rented duplex on the wrong side of town seem even more temporary than it already was.

Holy crackers. What was I doing here? The porch alone was bigger than our living room, and the entire place reeked of old money, prestige, and the kind of people who could trace their family back to members of the Lewis and Clark Expedition.

I parked next to a dusty pickup truck and cut the engine, ignoring the sounds coming from under the hood, a cross between a honking goose and a squeaky wheel. Yes, my ancient car has been doing this long enough that I’ve labeled the noise. 

I take a moment to smooth my ponytail and check that I looked somewhat presentable. Not that I cared what Sawyer Carrington thought of me. This was strictly business. A transaction. I’d paid for a service, and he was going to deliver it.

Even if the memory of his easy smile and the way he’d held my hand a beat too long yesterday made my stomach feel like I’d eaten Pop Rocks and drank soda at the same time.

“You coming or what?” Dylan was already out of the car, hands shoved deep in the pockets of his hoodie, shoulders hunched like he was bracing for a fight.

“Right behind you.” I grabbed my worn leather purse—the one luxury I’d allowed myself in the past five years, purchased from a thrift store but originally worth far more than I’d paid—and followed him toward the house.

We didn’t make it as far as the front steps. A figure emerged from the barn to our right, and even from this distance, I recognized him. Sawyer Carrington moved with this easy confidence that made my mouth go dry—like someone who’d never once doubted his right to take up space in the world, a quality I’d spent my entire adult life trying to fake without success.

The man was stupid hot. Like hot enough that he could teach a class. How To Melt The Brains of Women Everywhere in Ten Seconds.

It was criminally unfair to the general population who had to function around him. Like me.

“Morning,” he called, his voice carrying across the yard with a warmth that did nothing to calm my suddenly racing pulse. “Right on time.”

I blinked, momentarily thrown. We were late. Definitely late. But Sawyer’s easy smile suggested either he hadn’t noticed or he didn’t care.

“Hope we didn’t keep you waiting,” I said, aiming for casual and probably missing by about a thousand miles.

“Not at all.” His gaze shifted to Dylan, curiosity flickering in his eyes. “And who’s this?”

Right. Of course. I hadn’t mentioned Dylan yesterday. Hadn’t mentioned much of anything useful, really, just stammered through that awkward conversation about riding lessons without explaining why I actually needed them.

Somehow, this man’s presence scrambled my brain cells faster than sleep deprivation and triple espresso shots combined. It didn’t seem like that streak would be broken anytime soon, either.

“This is my brother, Dylan,” I said, gesturing toward the slouching teenager beside me. “He’s, um…he’s actually the one who needs the riding lessons.”

Sawyer’s eyebrows shot up, and I could practically see the wheels turning in his head as he reassessed the situation. “Is that right?”

Dylan gave a half-hearted shrug that could have meant anything from “hello” to “leave me alone” to “I’m contemplating setting this place on fire.”

I jumped in before things could get any more awkward. “I should have explained yesterday. Dylan got into some trouble, and I thought he could use a positive influence.” I kept my explanation deliberately vague. “Something productive to do with his time.”

I held my breath, waiting for Sawyer’s judgment to rain down, but he just grinned. “What’d you do, rob a bank?”

I nearly rolled my eyes but Dylan actually cracked a half smile. “Nah, uh…vandalism. And weed.”

While I quietly died, Sawyer nodded. “I’m fresh out of orange jumpsuits, so we’ll see what we can do to keep our fun on the legal side. I’m Sawyer Carrington, by the way.”

Dylan hesitated, then shook it briefly. “Dylan.”

“Ever been on a horse before, my man?”

My brother shook his head, his posture still defensive but slightly less hostile.

“Perfect. We’ll start from scratch then.” Sawyer looked back at me, and there was something in his expression that made my heart stumble over a beat. “Both of you.”

Wait. What?

“Oh, I’m not—” I started, but he was already shaking his head.

“Package deal. You paid for lessons, you’re getting them too.”

Yeah, no. Not only did I not need to spend an iota longer than necessary in Sawyer Carrington’s presence, I planned to work while Dylan rode, to make use of those hours by catching up on the freelance bookkeeping jobs piled up in my inbox.

“I can’t,” I said, the words coming out embarrassingly breathless. “I have work to do while he’s here. Reports to file. Deadlines.”

Sawyer’s expression didn’t change, but something in his gaze zeroed in on me in a way that made me feel like my skin had turned into glass. Like he could see things that no one else could, whether I was okay with it or not.

For the record, I was not okay with it.

“Phoenix.” No one ever said my name that way, as if Sawyer had somehow infused velvet into it. “When’s the last time you did something just for fun?”

The question caught me so off guard I flinched. “Fun? You’ve mistaken me for someone else. I don’t have time for fun.”

And there it was. The truth I lived with every day, laid bare in front of a virtual stranger. Fun was a luxury for people who didn’t count pennies at the grocery store or work two jobs or lie awake at night wondering if they were completely failing the one person they’d sworn to protect.

One job. I rubbed at my chest as I corrected myself. Joe had fired me from my job at the diner after I’d missed work the third time for a court appearance I couldn’t reschedule.

Sawyer studied me for a long moment, and I fought the urge to throw up a palm in front of my face. Mostly because it wouldn’t do any good. The man seemed to know exactly how to crawl inside me.

“Everyone has time for fun,” he said finally. “Sounds to me like you just forgot how important it is. Fortunately, you came to the right place. I’m all about fun, and now it’s my personal mission to make sure you have some.”

The promise curled up inside me and made itself at home, completely against my will. Who was this guy? And why did he care whether I was having fun?

Before I could formulate a response that wouldn’t sound pathetically defensive, he turned and gestured toward the barn. “Come on. I’ve got horses in mind for both of you.”

Dylan glanced at me, a question in his eyes that I couldn’t quite read. Was he asking permission? Checking if I was okay? Wondering if we should bail on this whole ridiculous plan?

“Go ahead,” I told him, forcing a confidence I definitely didn’t feel. “I’ll be right behind you.”

As Dylan followed Sawyer toward the barn, I took a moment to breathe. Just breathe. This was fine. One hour on a horse wouldn’t kill me. It wouldn’t solve our problems either, but it wasn’t going to make them worse.

Unless, of course, I broke my neck falling off said horse, leaving Dylan alone with no one to care for him. Or what if Dylan got hurt? Our insurance deductible was astronomical, and the last thing we needed was a trip to the emergency room.

Imagining the worst wasn’t helping anyone.

“You coming, Phoenix?” Sawyer called, and my heart literally swelled.

Good grief, what was wrong with me? The man was just being polite. Professional. This wasn’t…whatever my silly brain was trying to make it into.

“Yeah,” I called back, straightening my shoulders and silently cursing this plan I’d come up with.

Inside the barn, the familiar scent of hay and leather and animals wrapped around me, triggering a memory so visceral it nearly stopped me in my tracks. My father, lifting me onto the back of a pony at a county fair when I was seven or eight, his hands steady and sure on my waist.

I’d forgotten that day. Buried it under years of more urgent memories—his arrest, the trial, the crushing shame of being “the accountant’s daughter,” the daughter of the man who’d tried to bring down Richard Davidson and failed spectacularly. The man who’d died in prison for crimes Davidson fabricated—embezzlement charges that conveniently appeared after Dad tried to go to the authorities about the discrepancies he’d found in Davidson’s books, while I tried to figure out how to be both mother and sister to an angry eight-year-old boy.

“You okay?” Sawyer’s voice pulled me back to the present. He stood just a few feet away, watching me with those too-perceptive eyes.

“Fine,” I said automatically, the response so practiced that even I believed it sometimes.

Sawyer clearly didn’t, but he didn’t push. Instead, he tilted his Stetson back on his head and gestured toward two horses already saddled and waiting in cross-ties. One was a solid-looking bay with a white star on his forehead; the other a smaller, dappled gray with gentle eyes.

Obviously, Sawyer hadn’t been expecting three riders. One of these horses had been saddled for him. And he was giving it up to Dylan.

“The bay is Domino. He’s steady as they come, perfect for beginners. The gray is Misty. She’s even gentler, but with a bit more personality.” He patted the gray’s neck. “I figured she’d be a good fit for you.”

“Horses have personality?” I asked before I could remind myself that I shouldn’t be engaging.

“More than some people.” And then Sawyer smiled in a way that lit me up inside.

The man was dangerous. Not in the “might murder me in the barn” way, but in the “makes me want things I can’t afford” way.

“I don’t know anything about horses,” I admitted, though I’m sure I didn’t have to.

“That’s why they’re called lessons.”

He said it with such a straight face that I actually laughed. I’d spent the last eight years being serious enough for ten people, and that’s what got me?

Dangerous, all right. And then some, considering I fell into the moment, just smiling at the man. As if this could be my life and fun actually might be in the cards.

Blasphemy. My heart was writing checks my life couldn’t cash.

Dylan had drifted toward Domino, maintaining a careful distance but clearly interested despite his determination to appear otherwise. The horse lowered his head, blowing softly against my brother’s outstretched hand, and I caught the ghost of a real smile flicker across Dylan’s face.

It had been so long since I’d seen that smile that my throat went slick. That smile used to be his default expression, before…everything.

“Let’s start with the basics,” Sawyer announced, unruffled by any of the huge strides he’d made with both Morgan siblings. Or maybe he didn’t realize he’d just upended our entire dynamic.

The next hour passed in a blur. Mounting a horse turned out to be simultaneously easier and more terrifying than I’d expected. Misty stood patiently as I awkwardly hauled myself into the saddle, and Sawyer’s hand at my back provided a steady, reassuring pressure that I tried very hard not to obsess over.

Tried and failed, because all I could think about was the warm weight of his palm against my spine, the way his fingers splayed just enough to make me hyperaware of every point of contact.

Get it together. It’s just a hand. On your back. Helping you not fall and break your neck. Nothing to get worked up about.

“Relax,” he said, his voice close enough that I could feel his breath against my ear. “She can sense when you’re tense.”

“That’s not exactly helping me relax,” I muttered, gripping the reins so tightly my knuckles were turning white.

He laughed, the sound warm and genuine and entirely too much like something my body craved. “Fair point. Try this. Close your eyes for a second.”

“Close my eyes? While sitting on top of a living, breathing animal that could decide to bolt at any moment? Are you insane?”

“Misty hasn’t bolted in her fifteen years of life. I doubt she’s going to start now.” His hand covered mine, gently loosening my death grip on the reins. “Just for a second. Trust me.”

Trust. Such a simple word for such an impossible concept. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d truly trusted anyone outside of Dylan. Even with him, trust had become complicated as he’d grown and changed, as the sweet kid who’d needed me had morphed into a teenager I barely recognized some days.

But Sawyer just watched me with his trademark steadiness, his hand warm over mine, and somewhere angels started singing.

I closed my eyes.

“Now feel her breathing,” Sawyer said softly. “Feel how she moves under you. She’s not a machine, she’s a partner. You don’t control her, you work with her.”

With my eyes closed, every sensation intensified. The gentle rise and fall of Misty’s sides as she breathed. The subtle shifts of muscle beneath the saddle. And Sawyer’s voice, low and sure, guiding me through it all.

His voice should be bottled. The way it seemed to wrap around me like a second skin, making it impossible to focus on anything but the sound of it, the cadence, the slight roughness around the edges. If the man ever decided to record audiobooks, he’d make a fortune.

“That’s it,” he murmured, and I wasn’t sure if he was talking to me or the horse. “Just breathe together. Find your rhythm.”

It was working. My death grip on the reins had loosened, my shoulders had dropped from somewhere around my ears, and the knot of anxiety in my chest had uncoiled just a fraction. I felt…not comfortable, exactly, but less terrified. Almost peaceful.

For someone who ran on fumes and stubbornness, it was heavenly. I’d needed this tiny break more than I could have said.

Then I made the mistake of opening my eyes and looking over at Dylan, who was already walking Domino in a slow circle under Sawyer’s earlier instruction. My brother sat stiffly in the saddle, but there was a concentration in his expression I hadn’t seen in months.

He was trying. Actually trying.

My eyes pricked, and dang it, I was a millisecond from bawling. I’d been so focused on just getting through each day, on making sure bills were paid and forms were signed and appearances were maintained, that I’d almost forgotten what it felt like to see something good happen in real time.

Before I could get myself under control, Sawyer stepped back from me and the horse. “Ready to walk?”

No. Absolutely not. I was barely managing to stay balanced while Misty stood still. The idea of movement seemed wildly premature.

“I think I need more time to—”

“Heels down, eyes up, gentle pressure with your calves,” he instructed, ignoring my protest completely. “Misty knows what to do. You just need to ask nicely.”

And then he clicked his tongue, and Misty started forward, and I was moving. Actually moving on the back of a horse, without falling off or embarrassing myself or any of the dozen catastrophic scenarios that had been playing in my head.

Amazing. Terrifying and exhilarating, too, and nothing like I’d expected. Each step Misty took required small adjustments from my body, a constant conversation between horse and rider that happened almost without conscious thought.

“There you go,” Sawyer called, his voice tinged with approval.

For just a moment—one precious, stolen moment—I wasn’t thinking about bills or court dates or Dylan’s grades or all the balls I had in the air. I was just present. Here. Moving through space on the back of an animal who seemed perfectly content to bear my weight.

When was the last time I’d felt like this? Like the world had narrowed to just this moment, this sensation, this simple joy of accomplishing something new?

I couldn’t remember.

Across the arena, Dylan had progressed to turning Domino in figure eights, his posture gradually relaxing into the saddle. When Sawyer called out a correction, my brother nodded and adjusted without the eye-rolling resistance I’d come to expect from him.

Whatever was happening here, it was working for Dylan. And that was worth every penny of the two hundred dollars I’d spent, every minute of second-guessing, of being pushed out of my comfort zone.

Worth even the confusing flutter in my stomach whenever Sawyer smiled at me like I’d done something extraordinary instead of just managing not to fall off a horse. Probably.

Sawyer called instructions as I guided Misty into a gentle turn, feeling the way she responded to the slightest shift in my weight. And that’s when I realized I was having fun. Actual fun, as promised by the man across the paddock.

This was supposed to be about Dylan. About keeping him out of trouble. About giving him a positive influence.

It wasn’t supposed to be about me remembering how to feel something other than constant anxiety. It definitely wasn’t supposed to be about the way Sawyer Carrington’s hands felt on my waist, or how his smile put my insides on frappe mode, or how for one precious hour, he’d made me forget all the reasons why fun was a luxury I couldn’t afford.

What was happening here?










  
  Three
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Thursday morning, I woke before my alarm for the third time this week, staring at the ceiling like it might spill the secrets of the universe if I just looked hard enough. The same restless energy that used to hit me before a big competition had been zinging through my system since Tuesday—only this time it wasn’t about bulls or buckles or bunnies. 

It was about Phoenix Morgan and her brother showing up for their third lesson today.

I rolled out of bed and stretched, my left shoulder still feeling like hamburger meat since that bull in Billings had introduced it to the arena fence. Ignoring it was second nature by now, same as the nagging ache in my knee that had been getting worse since January.

Through the window, I caught the first pink streaks of dawn breaking over the eastern ridge. Phoenix and Dylan would be here in three hours. One hundred and eighty minutes. Ten thousand eight hundred seconds according to the calculator on my phone since I had no shot at doing that math in my head.

Which begged the question of why that math needed doing in the first place.

She was just a woman. Normally, I barely thought much about any of them in particular. They showed up in droves, and it usually just took a smile to separate one from her friends. And then I’d go on to the next town, the next competition, the next woman.

Phoenix didn’t fit that mold. I didn’t want her to.

I pulled on my boots and headed downstairs, trying to shake off the weird anticipation. This was just another day on the ranch. So what if I’d been replaying that moment when she’d laughed at my terrible joke about horseshoes, her whole face transforming like someone had flipped a switch labeled “beautiful”?

Get a grip, Carrington. It’s riding lessons, not the Second Coming.

Plus, I had plenty else to think about. Like how the five weeks until the World Finals in Fort Worth would be here before I knew it. I had five weeks to figure out if my skin would hold my bones in long enough to defend my title.

That meant practice. Lots and lots of practice.

The mechanical bull Knox had installed in the barn two years ago waited for me like an old friend—or maybe more like that guy at the bar with the bruised knuckles who had spoiling for a fight vibes spilling off of him in waves.

The barn was cold and dark when I flipped on the lights, the familiar smell of hay and leather drifting around me. I did my stretches first—couldn’t afford to skip those anymore, not with this body—then climbed onto the mechanical beast.

Eight seconds. That’s all I needed. Eight seconds of perfection, over and over, until my muscles could do it without my brain getting in the way.

I was three rides in, sweat already soaking through my shirt despite the morning chill, when my phone buzzed with a text. Then another. Then three more in rapid succession.

I knew who it was before I even looked. My agent, Brett, who channeled a teenage girl more often than not.

Where are you?





You’re supposed to be in Colorado Springs this weekend





Sponsors are asking questions





This isn’t optional, my guy





Call me ASAP





I left him on read without responding and climbed back on the mechanical bull. Colorado Springs could wait. The sponsors could wait. Everything could wait except the one thing I couldn’t stop thinking about—Phoenix Morgan.

When I trudged back to the house in search of a gallon of coffee, Flint had beaten me to it. He was already leaning against the kitchen counter, coffee in hand, eyeing me with the kind of knowing smirk that only an older brother can perfect.

“Morning,” I grunted, making a beeline for the coffee pot.

“You’re up with the chickens,” he observed, sliding a mug my way. “Third day in a row.”

“What are you, my dad now?”

“Just noting it’s not your usual training style.” He took a sip, watching me over the rim. “You always do the bare minimum, especially during the season. And you definitely don’t get up at dawn to do it.”

Since when did Flint pay attention to my schedule? Besides, he’d quit the circuit a while back and had no call to be all up in my business about how I won buckles.

“Maybe I’m turning over a new leaf,” I said, pouring coffee and breathing in the steam like it might clear my head. “Becoming an early bird. It’s been known to happen.”

“Sure.” He didn’t even try to hide his amusement. “Nothing to do with Phoenix and her brother showing up again today?”

I nearly choked on my coffee. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Means Knox and I aren’t blind.” Flint pushed away from the counter. “You’ve been humming, Sawyer. Humming. You haven’t done that since Janie Bower freshman year.”

“I do not hum,” I muttered, but the denial sounded weak even to my own ears.

“Whatever you say.” He headed for the door, but paused with his hand on the knob. “Just don’t forget we’ve got actual work that needs doing. Those fence posts in the south pasture won’t replace themselves.”

“I’ll get to it this afternoon.”

The door shut behind him, and I stood there in the quiet kitchen, staring down at my coffee like it might hold the answers to why I couldn’t get Phoenix Morgan out of my head.

It wasn’t like she’d given me a whole lot of encouragement. Half the time, the woman looked at me like I was a bug she couldn’t quite figure out if she wanted to step on or not. The other half of the time, she’d crinkle up her brows as if trying to calculate whether I was worth the investment of her time, energy, or trust.

And for some reason, I desperately wanted the answer to be yes.

I knew a little bit about her father’s arrest, and of course, the Diamond C had suffered at the hands of Richard Davidson like so many other ranches around these parts. We’d come out the other side no worse for wear, but a lot of others couldn’t say the same. I wondered how much fallout Phoenix and Dylan had experienced at the hands of local folks who’d painted them with the same brush as their father.

My phone buzzed again. Brett, of course.

Missing this weekend costs you $50K in appearance fees





Plus whatever Wrangler decides to fine you for not adhering to the contract terms





Worth it. I turned the phone face down on the counter.

By the time I heard tires on gravel three hours later, I had both horses saddled and waiting, Scout for Dylan instead of his usual horse and Misty for Phoenix. I’d even set up a thermos of coffee on the bench where she usually parked herself with her laptop.

So far, that had earned me a couple of smiles, so I’d keep doing it until the cows came home.

Their car sounded worse than it had on Tuesday, making a high-pitched whine that cut through the morning air like a wounded animal. Then came a sound that made my teeth hurt—the grinding, choking death rattle of an engine giving up the ghost.

The Honda rolled to a stop about twenty feet short of its usual parking spot. I was already jogging over when Phoenix tried the ignition again. Click. Click. Nothing.

The car was completely dead.

Dylan climbed out first, and I nearly did a double-take when he actually lifted a hand in greeting. “Sup.”

“Well, would you look at that. The kid speaks,” I drawled with a grin. “Ready to show off those skills you’ve been secretly practicing when your sister isn’t looking?”

That got me a hint of a smile, quickly suppressed. “Maybe.”

“Scout’s waiting for you.” I nodded toward the buckskin. “More spirit than Domino, but you can handle him.”

He headed toward the horse with the barely contained excitement of a kid trying to look cool, and I turned my attention to Phoenix as she emerged from the car.

One look and I knew the dead car was the last straw in a very big pile of them. She moved like someone had replaced her bones with lead weights, the circles under her eyes dark enough to qualify as bruises. Her usually neat ponytail had escaped hair in places, like she’d been running her hands through it all night.

She looked beautiful anyway, which was frankly concerning. I should probably get my head checked for being so into a woman clearly running on willpower.

Or…I should have my butt kicked for not doing something about it way before now. Phoenix deserved to have someone waiting on her hand and foot.

“Hey, Phee,” I called, sauntering over to where she was wrestling with her laptop bag. “Good news. The Fun Police called and said you’ve got a get out of jail free card.”

She gave me a look that could have split drywall. “If that’s your idea of a cute nickname, it needs work.”

“Nix doesn’t have the same ring, sorry. You’re stuck with Phee.” I reached for her bag. “Here, let me get that while you caffeinate. Made a fresh pot.”

“I can manage.” But her grip was loose enough that I easily took it from her hands.

“That’s the thing. You don’t have to manage when I’m right here.” I slung it over my shoulder, not missing the way she immediately pressed a hand to her lower back. “The Fun Police insisted that I take you for a special ride, just me and you. No little brothers allowed.”

She blinked at me, clearly thrown by the subject change. “What?”

“Trail ride. Me and you. Later, after Dylan’s lesson.” I started walking toward the barn, making sure to keep my pace casual. “It’s strictly for me. I need a break.”

“You. Need a break,” she repeated. “You, Sawyer Carrington. You’re the you who needs a break.”

Well, she could have reeled back the sarcasm a touch. But I was so giddy over the fact that she hadn’t said no straight out that I gave her a pass.

I set her laptop bag down on the bench and slapped a hand over my heart. “The very same. It’s a travesty how hard I’ve been working lately, and you have been instructed to rescue me.”

That earned me a tiny eyeroll so sweet it came with its own symphony. “By the Fun Police, I assume?”

“The very same,” I returned solemnly. “Which is why you should come riding with me. You don’t want to get on their bad side. The north ridge trail has views that’ll make you forget your own name.”

For a split second, I thought I had her. There was a yes somewhere inside her screaming to get out.

And then whatever went on in her head that seemed determined to make her older than her years slammed the door shut. “I can’t. In case you missed it, my car just wheezed its last, and Dylan has tutoring, and I’ve got work deadlines—”

“Oh, thank goodness!” I fanned myself theatrically. “I thought you were going to say you had a terminal illness. A flight for Timbuktu that leaves in an hour. A husband chained up in the basement. You know, something insurmountable.”

“You’re not funny, Carrington.” But her lips twitched like she was fighting off a smile.

I’d take that win all day long.

“How about we tackle these totally surmountable problems together, one by one?” I cocked my head toward the Honda, which was now sitting dead in my driveway. “Car first. I’ll call Dusty, have him tow it.”

“It’s fine. Just needs a tune-up.”

The mental gymnastics required for her to spit that out with a straight face must have taken her years to perfect.

“A tune-up? Like the same way a beer fixes all the bruising after I crawl out of the arena?” I crossed my arms and leaned against a fence post so I didn’t do something totally ill-advised like crowd her when we were actually having a semi-productive conversation. “Unless I miss my guess, you blew a starter and maybe something else. That, my darlin’, is not going to be fixed with a tune-up.”

She eyed me with that look that did not convey a large amount of confidence. “You know about cars, too? Is there anything you don’t do?”

“Cook. Dance. Fold fitted sheets.” I ticked them off on my fingers and glanced up with a wink. “But for you, I’d learn all three. Especially if we could figure out how to combine them into one evening.”

“I’m not—I mean—” That pink stain made a reappearance, and oh, man, did I enjoy being the one to put it there. “You shouldn’t say stuff like that.”

“Will the Fun Police arrest me?” I staged-whispered. “Because I have news for them. That sounds like the very definition of fun.”

“You’re ridiculous.” She cleared her throat, and I told myself she was trying not to laugh. “You can’t have the car towed. I—”

“Dusty owes me a favor,” I interjected because I could already see where this was going. “No charge for the tow. He’ll give you an estimate, then you can decide.”

She stared at me for a long moment, calculating, always calculating. The mental ledger working overtime.

My phone buzzed insistently in my pocket. I ignored it.

“Fine,” she said finally. “But I’m paying for whatever repairs it needs.”

“Absolutely,” I agreed, already planning to work something out with Dusty. I leaned in just enough to catch a whiff of her shampoo—something floral that made my head spin in ways eight seconds on a bull never did. “I’m here for Dylan, Phee. Getting to play hero for you is just a bonus.”

Oh, boy, that blush was becoming addictive.

“You are...” She shook her head, searching for a word.

“Charming? Irresistible? Devilishly handsome?” I supplied helpfully.

“Something with the devil in it, all right,” she muttered.

“Like Devil’s food cake?” I nudged the coffee thermos toward her. “I’ll bring some next time to go with my excellent coffee.”

She reached for it gratefully, and as she poured herself a cup, I couldn’t help but notice the slight tremble in her hands. More than just tired. Bone-deep exhausted. My heart rolled at the thought of her working hard, raising her brother, and somehow still showing up here with her chin held high.

“Rough week?” I asked, keeping my voice casual.

“Just busy.” She took a long sip, closing her eyes briefly as the caffeine hit her system. “Dylan’s tutoring got rescheduled, which meant I had to finish the Hendrickson books overnight, and then the car almost didn’t start, and—” She cut herself off with a shake of her head, clearly unhappy that she’d spilled so many of her beans. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

I contemplated her for a beat, this woman who carried the weight of the world like it was a backpack she’d gotten used to. What kind of existence did she have where there was no one to help her? I knew her father was in jail, but what about her mother? A grandparent? Any kind of family? Not around, obviously.

She needed more than a cowboy calling a tow truck. She needed a massage, a personal chef, and a shoulder to cry on if she felt like it. And I was going to be the one to give her that.

“You know what?” I kept my tone deliberately light. “I’ve got a crazy idea.”

“Oh no.” But she was almost smiling into her coffee cup. “I’m starting to recognize that tone.”

“It’s a good one, I promise. What if—” I leaned in like I was sharing a conspiracy theory, “—you didn’t have to drive back and forth to the ranch all the time?”

She lifted an eyebrow. “Because you have a helicopter handy?”

I gave her a look. “Let me tell the jokes, Phee. Or I’ll start to wonder what I bring to this relationship. No, listen. We’ve got an old bunkhouse sitting empty. Has been since the last foreman moved on. Two bedrooms, kitchen, bathroom. Nothing fancy, but solid.”

“Sawyer—”

I plowed ahead before she could shut me down.

“And if living rent-free on Carrington land makes you twitchy—which, based on that expression, it definitely does—we could make it a fair trade. We need help exercising the horses, and Dylan’s got a natural feel for it. It would be good for his probation officer to see. Plus, I happen to know Knox has been whining about the mess our last accountant left behind. He hasn’t hired anyone to take over, yet.”

She processed this, the careful calculations happening behind those eyes. Time saved, gas money, convenience weighed against pride and whatever else contributed to making her think she had to do everything herself.

“So you’re offering us jobs.” Not a question. A statement tinged with disbelief and maybe a hint of hope.

“Well, the jobs were Knox’s idea. I’m just the messenger.” Lies. My brother was going to kill me when I volunteered him for this, but I’d deal with that bridge when I got to it. “The bunkhouse is all me, though. Seems a waste to let it sit empty when you’re about to be out of a car for a spell.”

“And staying in the bunkhouse? That’s part of the compensation package?” Her lips twitched, almost amused despite herself.

“Consider it a perk of the job. Plenty of ranches offer housing.” I held her gaze, letting a hint of challenge creep into my voice. “Unless you’re worried about what people might think about you living on Carrington property.”

Her spine straightened instantly. “I don’t care what anyone thinks.”

“Prove it, then.” I knew I was pushing my luck, but I’d noticed Phoenix Morgan responded to challenges better than charity. “Take the jobs. Take the bunkhouse. Give yourself and Dylan a break from the constant scramble.”

She studied me for a long moment, shadows chasing each other in her gaze. “Why are you doing this? Really?”

The question caught me off guard, mostly because I had no freaking clue. Why was I rearranging ranch operations for a woman I’d known for five minutes? Why did the thought of making her life easier make my heart feel like it was two sizes too big for my chest?

“Would you believe me if I said I was just a nice guy?” I offered with a grin.

“Not for a second.”

“Fair enough.” I waltzed a step closer, close enough that I could count the freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose if I wanted to. And I really, really wanted to. “I’m just trying to get you on that trail ride. Seems like I’ve eliminated all your excuses, so…”

This time, the blush did something sparkly to her eyes. For a moment, she looked younger, less weighed down by the responsibilities she carried.

My phone rang insistently. Brett. I declined the call without even looking.

“I’ll think about it,” she said finally, and we both knew she wasn’t just talking about the job offer. “Let me feel out Dylan first. He’d have to go back and forth to school.”

“Of course.” I stepped back, giving her space. “No pressure. The offer’s open whenever you want it.”

She nodded, her gaze drifting back to Dylan, who was now leading Scout around the paddock.

“He does seem to like it here,” she said softly.

“The horses are good for him.” I edged in closer, not quite touching but close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her. “Good for both of you, I think.”

She didn’t disagree, which felt like its own kind of victory.

I left her to her work and headed toward the arena, feeling like I’d just scored a perfect 90 on a championship ride. She hadn’t said yes, but she hadn’t said no either.

My phone rang again. This time I answered.

“Where are you?” Brett exploded. “Do you have any idea—”

“Family emergency,” I said, watching Phoenix help Dylan with Scout. “Can’t make Colorado Springs.”

“Family emergency? What kind of—”

I hung up and turned the phone off.

For my next trick, I was planning to start working on getting a yes to me and that trail ride. Because that was my endgame. I wanted to get to know Phoenix better. For whatever reason, she’d thrown up enough barriers between us that it felt like running an obstacle course just to hand her a cup of coffee.

I wasn’t the type to give up just because the bull had thrown all six of the riders before me. That just made me grab on harder. And pay more attention to my strategy so I could beat the buzzer.










  
  Four



[image: image-placeholder]

Phoenix





I stared at Sawyer Carrington’s ranch truck parked in front of our duplex at 7:30 a.m., fighting the urge to close the curtains and pretend we weren’t home. He’d shown up without warning, after making his offer of jobs and housing and then ferrying us back home last night because my car had died. 

This morning, he’d just appeared like some cowboy genie, complete with an insulated coffee carrier and what looked suspiciously like a box of donuts.

The man had no business being here. Or looking so delicious that he should come with a warning label: objects may be hotter than asphalt.

“Is that Sawyer?” Dylan appeared beside me, nearly startling me out of my skin.

He was already dressed despite the fact that he usually required a crowbar and an industrial crane to extract from bed before 8 a.m. on school days, let alone a Saturday.

“No, it’s the Queen of England,” I muttered, letting the curtain fall back into place. “Of course it’s Sawyer.”

“Cool. You gonna let him in, or just stare like a creeper from behind the curtains?”

“I wasn’t staring like a creeper,” I protested automatically. Was I? Was this how creepy old men got started? “I was strategizing.”

Dylan gave me the patented Morgan eyebrow raise. “Right. Strategic creepy staring. Much better.”

When had my little brother developed a sense of humor? And why did it have to be about something I was already highly self-conscious
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