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For all the cowboy lovers out there. 

If you’re out searching for one of your own, just remember: some will give you the ride of your life, others might buck you off and try to trample your internal organs. But the best ones? They’ll stroke your hair and tell you you’re pretty. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Riley actually gulped. What on earth was Wade Evans doing here? Outside her staff-issued trailer, flashing those goddamn dimples at her and turning her mind to mush.

Like it wasn’t mush before he showed up.

Okay. Fine. So it was plenty mushy already. It had been ever since yesterday afternoon when she’d been strong-armed into attending Zach’s wedding. Zach was the oldest of the four Evans brothers. But he didn’t work on the ranch like the others. Wade did though. He also just so happened to be the second oldest brother and the man in charge around here. And Riley’s brand spanking new boss.

Where the hell is Bella?

That was a good question. Bella was the woman Riley had met yesterday and was responsible for the forementioned strong-arming. Where was she? She hadn’t signed up to be harassed by dimples.

“Did you hear me, darlin’?” Wade drawled, this time tipping up his cream Stetson with one finger. “Bella’s running late, so you’re gonna have to make do with me as your escort.”

Oh, she’d heard him alright. Hence the near catastrophic throb in her ears. This was the problem with social anxiety, how was she supposed to tell people she had it if her mouth was too dry to make sounds? It also didn’t help that Wade of all people stood there. Staring. It was difficult enough to talk to regular people, but put a six-foot two, hard-bodied, blue-eyed cowboy in front of her and there was a strong possibility she may never speak again.

“Riley?” he prompted.

Say something. Anything. 

“B-But...”

For the love of God. 

This didn’t bode well for the rest of the day. 

Her head shook and her eyes hit the ground. This was embarrassing. Stupidly, she’d thought she could do this. She’d even got dressed up. And swapped her glasses for contact lenses. 

Idiot.

“Hey.” Wade’s hand shot out, and the next thing she knew, a cautious finger was under her chin lifting her gaze to his. “You okay?”

Nope. Absolutely not.  

Another gulp. Her instincts were telling her to run and hide. She couldn’t though. Not just because there was nowhere to run to. But because Wade was her boss. And she really needed this job. Which meant, she couldn’t just shut the door, she’d have to use actual words to try and get out of this. 

Frigging marvellous. 

“I, uh, maybe –” Come on. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Maybe it’s uh, maybe I-I should give it a miss.” 

There. Done. Now she could return to her book and pretend this whole day had never happened. 

Just as she was about to take a step back, their gazes collided. And all of a sudden everything went quiet. Even her usual, slightly bitchy, inner commentary was silenced. Wade’s head dipped and she watched in fascination as his gaze traveled down the length of her. When his eyes dragged back up, her belly clenched. But it didn’t feel like her usual anxious stomach ache. No. This felt different. Warmer. No, not warm, hot. Really, really hot.

Something that she didn’t recognize flashed in his eyes. “And waste this pretty little dress of yours? I don’t think so, petal.” 

Petal? 

His hand was out now, in front of her, palm facing up. It was as if he expected her to hold it.

Surely not? That would be madness.

“Come on, the best man can’t be late.” 

He didn’t wait for her to comply; he simply took her hand and ushered her away from the safety of her doorway. Her heart was beating so fast, she was worried for her rib cage. Maybe that was why she followed him. Her body took the lead while her brain was distracted by a possible medical emergency.

Just seconds later, they were walking hand in hand up the gravel path. The crunch of the dirt under her heels getting louder and louder the further they went. She couldn’t think of a word to say. Which was normal. What wasn’t normal though, was that he wasn’t speaking. Not that she knew the small talk habits of Wade Evans, she didn’t. But this wasn’t how things normally went in social situations for her. She’d be quiet and awkward. And the nearest person in her vicinity would attempt a conversation, often by peppering her with questions, before eventually giving up. But Wade. Wade was giving her nothing. And by the looks of it, he was perfectly fine not talking.  

This is weird.

It was. She couldn’t decide if it was good weird or bad weird. On the one hand, not talking was her preference any day of the week. But on the other, a part of her might actually want to talk to Wade Evans. The beautiful, blond cowboy who she’d been actively avoiding this past week because he was just too beautiful. 

Yeah. That makes sense. You’ve spent a week running and now you’re ready to chit-chat?

Nothing was making sense today. Not the makeup she’d put on. Or the hour she’d spent curling her hair into big waves. Especially not the figure-hugging crimson dress she’d put on, that she went out and bought just this morning. 

Who are you trying to impress?

She didn’t want to answer that. Mostly because the answer was holding her hand and making her skin hot. And she really needed to focus on not freaking out. 

Dream on. He’s sooo out of your league.

As if on cue, a cold gust of wind smacked her in the face. The good old fall breeze reminding her that she should never be fooled by a bit of sun. Or in this case, chivalry. She needed to remember that. Remember who she was. Girls like her didn’t get the guy. They certainly didn’t get guys like Wade Evans. 

As they approached the main house, which belonged to Wade’s parent’s, Riley had decided the silence was in fact, a good weird. It was exactly what she needed to try and compose herself.

“There you are,” Matt hollered as he made his way out the front door and down the porch steps. “We’ve been looking all over for you. Oh.” He stopped briefly in his tracks, confusion marring his tanned face before greeting her. “Hey, Riley.”

Matt was another Evans brother, younger than Wade and Zach but not the youngest. Jonah had that title. 

She realized then, as Matt’s gaze drifted down, she was still holding Wade’s hand. And the man wasn’t letting go of her. Instead of dwelling on that, she pushed out a “hey” back. She liked Matt. He’d been the one to hire her as the ranch’s new live-in maid, and for that, she was grateful. She also wasn’t as nervous around him or Jonah, even though they’d all clearly inherited the devilishly handsome gene. 

“Sorry,” Wade replied, addressing his brother. “Had to go pick up Riley, where do you want us?” 

Us?

Matt looked between the two of them. Clearly unsure about what was going on and what the hell Riley was doing there, holding his brother’s hand.

You and me both, buddy.

“Right. Uh. Well, guests have started to arrive, so Zach wants us all up at the alter with him.”

It was starting already? How long had they been walking? Granted the staff trailers were a good walk from the main house, but she wasn’t that slow. 

As if reading her mind, Wade was quick to question Matt. “Isn’t it a bit early for all that?” 

“The ceremony starts at two, man—that’s in ten-minutes. Jesus. You really need to get a watch.”

So did she evidently. 

Riley switched off after that. She let the two brothers discuss logistics while her attention went back to her hand. The one Wade was still holding. She couldn’t remember a time she’d held someone else’s hand. Which was sad, because she kind of liked it. In a strange way, it made her feel safe. And she never felt safe. It was a very new feeling. A feeling she was only just starting to process as she was jolted back to reality. She was being ushered again. By that hand.

“Come on, petal, let’s get this party started, huh?” 

Why was he calling her petal? And what if she didn’t want to get this party started? What if she wanted to run away to the nearest barn and hide under some hay?  

The closer they got to the backyard, the more appealing that hay was becoming. There were already so many people there. Gathered in groups, hovering around rows of white chairs which had been decorated with pink ribbons. 

Riley was led down the aisle next, across the white silk carpet placed on the grass. She was then led to a seat on the front row. 

That’s when the panic struck. 

“You sit here, darlin’, while I stand up front. I’ll come get you when the ceremony ends. How does that sound?” 

Terrible. Horrifying. My worst nightmare. 

“I-I don’t think I should be sitting here,” she whispered, surprising herself by only stuttering once. 

“This is exactly where you should be sitting, petal. You’re the best man’s date, remember?” 

Wait. What? Date?

After dropping that bombshell, she was treated to a quick kiss on the cheek before he was gone. Before she could argue. Before she could ask where else she could sit. Before she could say anything.

Like you’d be able to right now anyway.

That was true. He’d left her well and truly speechless. Again. 
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Bella found her during the reception. Riley had spotted her during the ceremony too. And she hadn’t been late. Not really. Which made Riley suspicious. Either Bella wasn’t all that interested in a new friendship, or she was being set up. With Wade of all people. Which didn’t make any sense.

“So, where were you working before the ranch?” Bella asked before taking a sip of her champagne.

They were still in the Evans backyard, well, it was more like a field that happened to be located at the back of the main house. They were under the huge tent that had been erected yesterday for the rehearsal dinner, only today, it was lit up with rows and rows of string fairy lights and adorned with pink roses.

“Uh, motels. I used to clean motel rooms.” Riley’s grip on her orange juice glass tightened. It was easier to talk to Bella than Wade, but that didn’t mean she still wasn’t scoping out the nearest exit.

“Awesome. So, you’ve always been a domestic goddess, huh? Maybe you can give me a few pointers. Mr. OCD over there—” she nodded her head in the direction of her boyfriend, Luke, who was currently at the bar with Wade, fetching them drinks, “is a bit of a neat-freak. But ever since I’ve moved in, the house has gone from chic to hurricane damaged hoarder home real fast.” Bella winked.

Why was this woman being so nice to her? Riley was giving her nothing. Not even coherent sentences. Yet, here she was, joking with her like they went way back.

“Uh, well, if you ever need a cleaner, I’m off on Mondays and Wednesdays.” 

Bella’s cheerful smile disappeared in an instant, making Riley question herself.

Did I say something wrong?

This was why it was better that she didn’t speak to people. She was always saying something wrong. Missing social cues. And was just really damn horrible at small talk, no matter how many books with embarrassing titles she read. 

“You know I’m not trying to book your services, right?” Bella’s serious silver eyes locked with hers. “Not that I don’t think you’re great at what you do, I’m sure you are, but I was sort of hoping we could be friends.”

Friends. So she did want friendship. She started to panic again at the confirmation. Riley had never really had any friends. She’d tried a few times. But most people didn’t have the patience to stick around for very long.  

Riley gave the woman a small nod, trying her best not to look petrified as she answered. “Okay. Yes. I’d like that.” 

Back was that smile. Beaming and everything. “Cool. Me, too. So, Monday’s and Wednesday’s, huh? Let’s do lunch on Monday, where’s your phone?” 

This time Riley didn’t answer, instead, she pulled out her phone. And in no time at all Bella took it from her hands. 

“I’m adding my number and saving yours. If I’m running late, I’ll be able to call you and vice versa. How does one sound at Molly’s diner?” 

Riley had no idea who Molly was or where her diner was, but she nodded anyway. 

Like Wade, Bella seemed perfectly comfortable with Riley’s lack of actual words and continued to speak. “Amazing. I can’t wait to introduce you to the other women, too. They’re gonna love you.”

Other women? What?

Before she had a chance to ask, Wade and Luke were back.  

The men came bearing drinks. But Riley had no use for yet another orange juice. There was enough acid making its way up her throat as it was, it didn’t need any more encouraging.

The drinks in Luke’s hands went straight to the tall table they were all congregated around. He was far more interested in wrapping his arms around Bella and pulling her into him than his beverage. Riley watched on, transfixed, as he whispered sweet nothings in her ear. Causing Bella to giggle.

The couple’s easy intimacy was leaving a mark. Making Riley feel some kind of way. It wasn’t jealousy so much, well, at least she didn’t think it was. No. It was something like longing. She wanted that. Wanted it so bad, but she knew deep down she’d never have it. And that sucked. Maybe she would take a swig of that orange juice after all.

Living life on the edge as always, Riley.

“We’re going to go dance,” Bella announced through more giggles before being dragged away by Luke.

Alone again, Riley twisted to face Wade. Her sort of date. He considered her for a moment and made a decision. Next thing she knew, he was placing their drinks on the table, including the almost empty glass he had to pluck from her clutches.

“Wanna dance?” Wade’s hand was in front of her again, signalling a request for hers.

He wanted to dance...with her? Why?

“Don’t worry, I’m not as bad as your face thinks I am.”

Oh, shit.

Now it was her face saying the wrong thing.

Just dance with the man.

Maybe she should listen to her inner voice for once. If they were dancing, they weren’t talking, not that she was killing it with her conversational skills or anything. But it would take a load off, wouldn’t it?

Fuck it. 

Her hand slowly outstretched. It was a measly attempt that meant it only made it a few inches from her side, but luckily, Wade took pity on her and met her halfway.

“Come on, petal.” Her hand was now officially wrapped in his, and it was being tugged toward the dance floor. “It’s time to sweep you off your feet. Or maybe...it’s time to prove to you that I don’t have two left feet.” His head turned then, and she was graced with a dazzling smile. “I know—it’s time to put our best foot forward.”

What?

A small smile tilted her lips. He looked mighty pleased with himself as his head whipped back around and his attention went back to where he was leading them.

She had to admit, that despite feeling like she was on the verge of a panic attack for the past two hours, she was actually enjoying the hell out of herself. Wade was not what she was expecting. Nothing like it. She just assumed a cowboy so handsome, in charge of such a huge ranch, would be different. Standoffish maybe. A little cocky. She definitely didn’t imagine he’d give someone like her the time of day. And she wasn’t expecting someone so calm. Patient. Comfortable in his own skin. Someone who didn’t need constant conversation—  which was damn lucky. And someone, who when he did speak, managed to constantly surprise her. Because he was kind of an odd duck.

Like me.

Like her. But prettier.

As soon as they came to a standstill, Riley froze. The music was country. The two-stepping kind. Two steps that she definitely did not know. 

Wade was way ahead of her though, pulling her into him and twisting until they were facing each other. Keeping hold of her hand, he lifted, until their arms were high and pointed toward the DJ booth. He then clasped her other hand and gently placed it on his shoulder. His very muscular shoulder.

Wow. Okay. That’s super hard. Like, rock hard. That can’t be normal. I bet he gets tension headaches. 

Suddenly, they were moving, and her panic-filled eyes met his. 

“It’s okay, darlin’. I’ve got you.” Wade dipped his head and nodded to their feet, forcing Riley to look down. “Step to the left, with just your left foot.” She did as she was told. “Great, now, bring your right foot over next to it.” Again, she followed orders and brought her feet together. “That’s it. You’re doing it. Now, just keep repeating that move.” 

Maybe two-stepping wasn’t so hard after all. 

Speaking of hard, being this close to Wade Evans in all his muscular glory, wasn’t exactly helping her anxiety. Breathless terror was right around the corner. 

Drama queen.

Yes. She was. And yet knowing, didn’t help. Concentrating on her feet did though. So that’s what she did. She avoided bright blue and focused her gaze downward. 

It was working really well until a slow song came on and Wade stepped closer. Their joined hands dropping to the side. 

“Wrap your hands around my neck, petal.” His voice sounded deeper as piercing eyes held her in place.

She did as he said, immediately. 

Should I be worried about how much I like being told what to do?

Oh, God. Maybe she had a kink. Was it possible to be a bit freaky in the bedroom when you hadn’t actually been in a bedroom...with anyone?

Riley would have to ponder that question another time. Right now, her body was being pressed up against Wade’s. 

Dear Lord, is the man smuggling bricks in his shirt?

His stare still hadn’t wavered, and despite the very real desire to look away, she had fallen under his spell. Strong hands that rested on her lower back pressed once more until she was plastered against him. Her head tilted back, while his chiselled chin dipped. 

“What happened to your glasses?” he rumbled, taking her by surprise. Again. 

“Oh, um, I-I thought that...” What did I think? “I-I, uh, I wanted to look nice.”

It was the truth. She was trying. For him.

“Contacts and glasses don’t dictate a woman’s beauty.” 

“Oh,” was all she said. Followed by more gulping. She was beginning to wish she wasn’t so close. Or staring into his eyes. The pure intensity radiating off him was enough to make her shake.

“You, Riley,” his voice deepened, “are a beautiful woman.” 

She tried to swallow again but it felt like there was something stuck in her throat. Beautiful? He thought she was beautiful. That couldn’t be right. He’s drunk. Yes. That must be it. The man had had too much whiskey. 

“With glasses or without,” he continued. “Although, I have to admit, I prefer you with the glasses on. They’re sexy as hell.” A crooked smile tipped his lips. 

Beautiful? Sexy? Was she in some sort of alternate universe? Never once had Riley been called beautiful. Cute, once. By a relative. And sexy, well, that was almost laughable. There was nothing remotely sexy about her. She was the ultimate plain Jane. 

Drunk, remember?

Right. Although, he didn’t really look that drunk.  

“Do you want me to get you some coffee?” she blurted, remembering that was how you sobered a drunk person up in movies. 

“What?” Wade chuckled. 

The man was laughing at her. 

Wrong again, Riley. Idiot.

That was her cue to run. Her head dropped and she started to pull away. But he didn’t let her get that far. His hand grasped hers before she could turn to leave. 

“Hey,” he tugged, “what just happened?” 

Lie. Say anything. Just get out of there.

“I-I don’t feel well, I want to go home.” 

“Okay, darlin’. I’ll walk you.” Concern began to crease his brow as guilt hit her full force in the stomach.

“No. I. No. I don’t want that.” Freeing her hand, she did the only thing she knew how to do. Guilt be damned. She ran. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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I can’t believe she fucking ran.

Granted, Wade didn’t exactly have women banging down his door to date him, but Riley was the first woman to actually physically run from him. In heels as well. That signals commitment right there. She wanted to get away from him so badly that she was willing to risk breaking an ankle in order to do so. 

Fan-freaking-tastic.

Almost a whole day had gone by since he was left stranded on the dance floor, yet Wade could still feel the sting in his chest. How could he have been so wrong? He had been so sure there had been something there. Something electric. 

“Hey!” Matt bellowed before snapping his fingers in Wade’s face. “Earth to fucking Romeo. Some of us are still on the damn clock.”

They all were. They were completing final checks together today. It seemed like the sensible thing to do given the hangovers his little brothers started the day with. Three sets of eyes were better than one. 

“Jesus Christ, man,” Jonah chimed in. “What the hell is going on with you today?”

“He’s lovesick,” Matt answered for him. “He’s hooking up with our new maid. Which reminds me, you think we need to get her to sign something to say she’s not gonna sue us for sexual harassment?”

“Why would she do that?” Jonah chirped.

“I’m pretty sure sex with the boss is grounds to sue,” Matt answered.

Oh, the joys of working with family. “I’m not having sex with Riley, you assholes.” Wade shot them both the dirtiest look he could muster. 

“No?” Matt leant back against the barn door, crossing his ankles as he eyed him. “Then how do you explain the handholding and the moony eyes? Oh, and the fact she was your date to your brother’s wedding?”

“She was?” Jonah looked confused. 

Wade sighed. “It’s a long story, okay.” A story he had no intention of sharing. “All you need to know is that we’re not hooking up and she doesn’t need to sign anything, so can we drop it?” 

“You fucking like her!” Jonah laughed and pointed at Wade, before turning his attention back to Matt. “Think you’re right, we’re gonna need to get her to sign something. Casanova over here might as well have love hearts in his eyes.”

He didn’t have the energy for this. He wanted to go home and tend to his bruised ego in peace. Preferably with a cold beer and a good TV show. 

But that wasn’t happening either. Not yet. He had one more thing he had to do today. Something he’d spent the day dreading. 

Just get it over with.

The sooner he did it, the sooner he could go home. So, with that in mind, he flipped off his brothers and turned to walk away. Ignoring the many, many slurs being hurled at him as he did. 

Making
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