
The Willow Creek Cowboys Trilogy

The Ranch Hand
The Cowboy Next Door
The One Who Stayed
by
Alexander Grant



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE WILLOW CREEK COWBOYS SERIES

    

    
      First edition. December 28, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Alexander Grant.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8233003912

    

    
    
      Written by Alexander Grant.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Willow Creek Cowboys Series

Prologue

Part 1: Where I Stop Running

The Ranch Hand

Part 2: The Cost of Staying

EPILOGUE

Prologue

The Cowboy Next Door

Epilogue

Prologue

The One Who Stayed

Epilogue

Further Reading: Falling For Willow Creek

About the Author

[image: ]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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People don’t end up in Willow Creek by accident.
They say they do, of course. They say they’re passing through, that it’s a stop on the way to somewhere else. But towns like this don’t work that way. Willow Creek doesn’t announce itself. It waits.
The road narrows miles before you reach it, asphalt thinning into something rougher, less forgiving. Cell service fades. The horizon opens up. Sky stretches wide and unbothered, the kind that makes you feel small whether you want it to or not. By the time you see the town sign—hand-painted, sun-faded, stubbornly still standing—you’ve already slowed down without realizing it.

Ranches ring the town like a quiet perimeter. Some are modest, others sprawling, but all of them are working land. This isn’t scenery. It’s livelihood. Horses graze behind weathered fencing, heads low, muscles shifting beneath glossy coats. The people who raise them don’t talk about passion or dreams. They talk about bloodlines, temperaments, weather patterns. They talk about responsibility.

Ranchers in Willow Creek don’t boast. They don’t need to. Reputation travels faster than gossip out here, and it confirms itself every morning before sunrise. You earn respect by showing up. By doing the work even when no one’s watching. Especially then.

Horses are the town’s quiet constant. They’re raised with discipline and patience, trained with firm hands that know the difference between force and control. Anyone can break a horse. Not everyone can earn one’s trust. That distinction matters here. It separates the men who last from the ones who don’t.

The Campbell ranch sits just outside town, land rolling wide and open as if it was claimed generations ago and never questioned since. There’s nothing flashy about it. No grand gates, no polished signs. Just well-kept fencing, solid barns, and horses that stand calm even when the wind picks up. The kind of place that doesn’t need to announce its worth.

People talk about the Campbells the way they talk about landmarks—factually, without embellishment. The ranch has been in the family for as long as anyone remembers. Passed down carefully, never sold, never divided. It’s known for producing horses that can handle pressure, horses that don’t spook easy, horses that stay steady even when things get rough.

People say the current owner is the same.

Wyatt Campbell doesn’t draw attention to himself. He doesn’t drink much in town, doesn’t linger longer than necessary. He runs the ranch the way it’s always been run—early mornings, long days, no shortcuts. He doesn’t hire help unless he has to, and when he does, expectations are clear. You show up on time. You work hard. You don’t bring trouble with you.

And you don’t expect him to meet you halfway.

I don’t know any of this yet when I turn off the highway and head down the long gravel road toward the ranch. I don’t know about the unspoken rules, or the way Willow Creek watches newcomers quietly, measuring them without comment. I don’t know how hard it is to leave once the land gets under your skin.

What I know is that the air feels different out here. Heavier. Like it carries memory. Like it remembers the people who tried to outrun it and the ones who finally stopped trying.

I tell myself this job is temporary. Just a way to regroup. A place to work with my hands, keep my head down, save some money, and move on once I figure out what comes next. I’ve said those words enough times that they sound convincing even to me.

But as the ranch comes into view—low buildings, wide paddocks, horses lifting their heads as my truck crunches down the drive—I feel something shift. Not fear. Not excitement.

Recognition.

Willow Creek feels like a place people stay longer than they planned. A place that doesn’t chase you, but doesn’t let go easily either. A place that asks questions you didn’t come prepared to answer.

I grip the steering wheel a little tighter and keep driving.

I tell myself I’m just passing through.

I’ve told myself that before.
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The Ranch Hand
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The gravel crunches louder than it should as I pull onto the long drive, like the sound is announcing me when I’d rather slip in unnoticed. Dust lifts behind my truck and hangs there, suspended in the late afternoon light. I roll the window down and let it in anyway. Dry air. Warm. Clean in a way cities never are.

The ranch stretches out in front of me, wider than I expected. Low buildings sit back from the drive, weathered but solid, the kind of structures that don’t need paint to prove they’re standing strong. Fencing runs in clean lines across open land, horses grazing in the distance, their movements slow and unbothered. A few lift their heads when they hear the engine, ears flicking toward me, assessing.

I park near the main barn and shut off the engine. For a second, I just sit there with my hands on the wheel, watching dust settle, listening to the quiet. Not silence—there’s wind, distant hooves, the low creak of wood somewhere—but the kind of quiet that makes you aware of yourself. Your breathing. Your thoughts.

Temporary, I remind myself.

I grab my bag from the passenger seat and step out of the truck. Heat hits me immediately, not oppressive, just present. The sun sits low enough to cast long shadows across the ground. Somewhere nearby, a horse snorts softly.

I haven’t even taken three steps when I see him.

He’s leaning against the fence near the barn, one boot hooked casually over the bottom rail, hat low on his brow. He’s not doing anything in particular—just standing there—but something about him feels deliberate, like he’s always exactly where he needs to be. He straightens when he notices me, movements unhurried, controlled.

Wyatt Campbell.

I know it’s him without being told. Some people just look like they belong to the land under their feet. He does.

He pushes off the fence and walks toward me. Tall. Broad shoulders. The kind of build that comes from work, not the gym. His shirt is faded from too many washes, sleeves rolled up, forearms tanned and strong. He doesn’t smile as he approaches, but his expression isn’t unfriendly either. Just measured.

“You Travis?” he asks.

His voice is lower than I expect. Calm. Steady.

“Yeah,” I say, adjusting the strap of my bag on my shoulder. “Travis Brooks.”

He nods once. “Wyatt.”

No last name. He doesn’t need it.

We stand there for a second, the space between us charged in a way I can’t immediately explain. It’s not attraction—not exactly—but awareness. Like we’re both clocking something about the other and filing it away.

He holds out his hand.

When I take it, his grip is firm without trying to prove anything. Warm. Solid. The contact is brief, professional, but I feel it linger after he lets go, a strange awareness settling in my chest that I ignore on instinct.

“You find the place okay?” he asks.

“Yeah. Hard to miss once you turn off the highway.”

“That’s the idea.”

His mouth twitches slightly at that, like it might almost be a smile. Almost.

He gestures toward the barn. “I’ll show you around.”

We walk side by side, boots crunching against dirt and gravel. Wyatt moves with easy familiarity, pointing things out without much commentary. Barns. Paddocks. Feed storage. His explanations are efficient, stripped of unnecessary detail. This is where things are. This is how they’re done.

I listen more than I talk. I’ve learned that’s usually the safest approach in new places.

The horses are closer here. A chestnut mare watches us pass, dark eyes alert but calm. Wyatt slows and reaches out, resting his hand against her neck. She leans into the touch, trusting. The sight of it—this big, reserved man so gentle with a thousand-pound animal—does something unexpected to my chest.

“She’s one of our best,” he says, not looking at me. “Good temperament. Steady.”

“She trusts you,” I say before I can stop myself.

Wyatt glances over then, studying me in a way that makes me feel like I’ve said more than I intended.

“She knows I won’t push her,” he says simply.

The words sit between us, heavier than they should be.

We continue on, the tour ending near a small bunkhouse set a little apart from the main buildings.

“That’s where you’ll be staying,” he says. “It’s basic, but it’s clean. If you need something fixed, you tell me.”

“Got it.”

“You start tomorrow,” he adds. “Breakfast is at six. Lunch around noon. Dinner at six. We work until the work’s done.”

I nod. “That’s fine.”

Another pause. He looks at me like he’s deciding something.

“You got experience with horses?” he asks.

“Enough,” I say. “Worked a few ranches before. Different sizes.”

He studies me for a beat longer, then nods again. Approval, maybe. Or simply acceptance.

“Alright,” he says. “Get settled. Dinner’s your business. Town’s about ten minutes back the way you came.”

“Thanks.”

He turns to leave, then stops, glancing back over his shoulder.

“This is a working ranch,” he says. “We keep things professional here.”

I meet his gaze. There’s something unspoken in the way he says it, like the words are doing more than one job.

“Understood,” I reply.

He holds my eyes for a second longer than necessary, then nods and walks away.

I watch him until he disappears around the barn, only then realizing I’ve been holding my breath.

I exhale slowly and turn toward the bunkhouse, telling myself the same thing I’ve told myself every other time I’ve arrived somewhere new.

This is temporary.

I unlock the door, step inside, and set my bag down.

Outside, the horses shift and settle, the ranch moving on without me.

I have the sudden, unsettling sense that it won’t be that simple.

***
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I don’t unpack right away.

The bunkhouse is clean, simple, and quiet in a way that feels temporary by design. A narrow bed. A small dresser. A window that looks out toward the paddocks. It’s enough, but I’ve learned not to get too comfortable too fast. That’s how places start to feel permanent.

Instead, I grab my keys and head back out to the truck.

The sun is already slipping lower as I drive back down the gravel road, dust trailing behind me again like a second thought. The land opens up on either side, fences stretching long and straight, horses dark against the light. The sky feels bigger here. Closer somehow. Like it’s pressing down just enough to remind you it’s there.

Willow Creek comes into view quietly. No traffic lights. No real downtown to speak of. Just a handful of buildings clustered together, practical and worn and still standing because they’re needed, not because anyone bothered to replace them.

I slow without meaning to.

The diner is the first thing I notice. Low brick building. Big front windows. A sign that’s probably been there longer than I’ve been alive. The parking lot is half full, trucks and one dusty sedan angled like they’ve been parked the same way for years.

Down the street sits the Willow Creek Motel. Two stories. Exterior doors. Flickering vacancy sign that looks optimistic at best. It’s the kind of place people stay when they don’t know how long they’ll be around—or when they don’t want anyone asking questions.

I circle once, taking it in.

On main street, there’s a hardware store, a feed supply shop, a bar tucked a little farther down that looks like it comes alive after dark. Everything feels functional. Nothing flashy. Willow Creek doesn’t try to impress you. It just exists, steady and unbothered.

I park near the diner and sit there for a moment, engine ticking as it cools. The air feels charged in a way I can’t quite place. Not heavy. Just...expectant.

Storm weather, I realize.

I’ve learned to read it over the years. The way the wind shifts. The way the clouds stack up far off in the distance, dark and patient. Out here, storms don’t sneak up on you. They announce themselves early and then take their time deciding how bad they’re going to be.

Summer storms roll in fast, sudden and loud. Winter ones settle deeper, longer, like they’ve got something to prove. Either way, people in places like this plan around them. You don’t fight weather. You wait it out.

Inside the diner, it’s warm and loud in a comforting way. The smell hits me first—coffee, grease, something sweet baking in the back. Conversations overlap without any effort to keep them private. A bell jingles when I open the door, and a few heads turn out of habit.

I slide into a booth near the window and order coffee I don’t need, just to give myself something to do. The waitress doesn’t ask questions. She just nods and pours.

I watch Willow Creek through the glass while I drink. A couple walks past, laughing quietly. Down the street, a truck pulls into the motel lot. Someone leans against the bar entrance, smoking, posture relaxed like they know exactly where they belong.

It’s easy to imagine getting stuck here. Not trapped—settled. The kind of place where days start to stack on top of each other until suddenly you’ve been around longer than you meant to.

Wyatt’s face slips into my mind without invitation. The way he looked at me when he said keep things professional. The way his hand rested against that horse’s neck like it was second nature.

I push the thought away.

After a while, I leave a few bills on the table and head back out. The sky has darkened more than I expected. Clouds roll in low and thick, the edges bruised purple and gray. Wind picks up, tugging at my shirt.

By the time I get back in the truck, thunder rumbles somewhere far off.

The drive back to the ranch feels different. Heavier. Like the land is holding its breath.

Lights glow faintly from the main house as I pass. I don’t slow. I don’t look too hard. I tell myself I’m just tired from the drive, from the day, from being somewhere new.

Storms roll through Willow Creek every summer and winter. Everyone knows that. You learn to brace for them. You learn which structures hold and which ones don’t.

As I pull up near the bunkhouse and shut off the engine, lightning flashes in the distance, bright and quick, illuminating the ranch for half a second before darkness settles back in.

I step out into the wind, the first drops of rain hitting dust and turning it dark.

Temporary, I remind myself again.

The thunder answers like it doesn’t believe me.
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I’m already awake at 5:58 a.m., before my alarm has a chance to go off. I’m the kind of awake that comes from being somewhere unfamiliar, body alert even when your mind wants a few more minutes. 

I pull on jeans and a clean shirt, shove my feet into boots, and step outside. The air is cooler than last night, sharp with the promise of heat later. The storm never fully arrived, just rolled through the edges of the sky and moved on, leaving everything washed and quiet.

Wyatt told me to come to the main house for breakfast.

I follow the gravel path up the slight rise toward it, aware of the way the house sits apart from the working ranch. Same land, different rhythm. Lights glow warmly through the windows. It looks lived in, but not busy.

I hesitate at the door just long enough to feel foolish, then knock.

Wyatt answers it himself.

He’s barefoot.

For half a second, my brain doesn’t know what to do with that information. Then my eyes catch up to the rest of him—and stall completely.

He’s pulling a T-shirt over his head as he opens the door, arms raised, fabric sliding down over a bare chest that looks like it’s never known softness or apology. Muscles shift as he moves, defined and solid, abs tight and unmistakable beneath tanned skin. There’s a faint sheen of sweat like he’s already been up working, already halfway through his day while I’m still orienting myself.

I look away too late to pretend I didn’t see.

“Morning,” he says, tugging the shirt into place like nothing about this is unusual.

“Morning,” I manage, forcing my gaze to his face and nowhere else.

His hair is still damp, curling slightly at the edges. He smells like soap and something clean underneath it—outdoor air, maybe. He steps back to let me in, and I catch the briefest flicker of awareness in his eyes. Not surprise. Not embarrassment.

Recognition.

The kitchen is warm and bright, sunlight just beginning to filter in through the windows. Coffee brews somewhere nearby. The space feels personal in a way the rest of the ranch doesn’t—photos on the wall, a few magnets on the fridge, a calendar I don’t read closely enough to make sense of.

A woman stands at the stove, her back to us.

“Morning,” she says without turning. Her voice is calm, practiced. “You’re up early.”

“Always,” Wyatt replies.

She turns then, and her gaze lands on me. She takes me in quickly, efficiently, without judgment.

“You must be Travis,” she says. “I’m Elaine.”

Wyatt’s wife.

The realization lands quietly but firmly, like something clicking into place. Of course he’s married. Of course the house feels occupied. Of course there’s a life here I’m only skimming the surface of.

“Nice to meet you,” I say, holding out my hand.

She shakes it, polite and warm in a way that doesn’t invite more than that. “Wyatt said you’d be starting today. Coffee?”

“Yes, please.”

She pours me a mug and gestures to the table. Wyatt moves around the kitchen with easy familiarity, grabbing plates, setting things out. There’s nothing strained in the way they interact. No tension. No affection either. Just coordination. Years of routine distilled into small movements.

They don’t touch.

I notice that too.

Breakfast is simple—eggs, toast, bacon. We eat with the quiet efficiency of people who have places to be. Elaine asks where I’m from. Wyatt listens more than he speaks. I answer carefully, editing myself out of habit.

At one point, Wyatt reaches across the table for the salt, and his sleeve rides up, revealing the same strong forearm I noticed yesterday. I look away immediately, annoyed at myself for even registering it.

Get it together, I think.

This is his house. His marriage. His life.

After breakfast, Wyatt stands and picks up his hat from the counter. He hesitates for half a second, then looks at me.

“Ready?”

I nod and stand, thanking Elaine again. She smiles politely, already turning back to the sink.

Outside, the day has fully arrived. Horses move in the distance, nickering softly. The ranch hums awake around us.

Wyatt walks a few steps ahead, setting the pace without comment. When he glances back at me, his expression is unreadable.

“We stay professional here on this ranch,” he says again, not unkindly.

“I know,” I reply.

And I do.

That doesn’t stop the way my chest tightens as we head toward the barn. Doesn’t stop the way my thoughts linger on bare skin and quiet restraint and the space between what’s said and what isn’t.

Some rules aren’t written down.

You feel them.
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Work starts the second we reach the barn.

Wyatt doesn’t waste time easing me in or testing me for show. He hands me a pair of gloves, gives me a quick rundown of the morning tasks, and moves on like it’s already decided I can keep up. There’s something grounding about that. Being trusted without ceremony. Being useful without explanation.

We start with the horses.

The barn smells like hay and leather and warm animal bodies, a familiar comfort that settles into my muscles almost immediately. Horses shift in their stalls as we move down the aisle, hooves thudding softly against packed dirt. Wyatt works a few stalls ahead of me, movements efficient, practiced. He doesn’t hover. He doesn’t correct unless I do something that needs it.

Still, I feel him noticing.

Not staring—Wyatt doesn’t strike me as the kind of man who stares—but aware. Present. Like he knows exactly where I am at all times without needing to look.

Every so often, we end up side by side. Passing buckets. Lifting gates. The space between us stays careful. Deliberate. He keeps it that way even when the work naturally pulls people closer.

Especially then.

At one point, a young gelding spooks at a sound outside the barn, tossing his head sharply. I reach for the lead instinctively, steadying him before he can work himself up. Wyatt’s there a second later, hand coming down firm and calm on the horse’s neck.

“Easy,” he murmurs.

The horse settles.

Wyatt’s hand lingers longer than necessary. Mine does too.

For half a second, our knuckles brush.

It’s nothing. Barely contact at all.

But Wyatt pulls his hand away immediately, stepping back like he’s crossed some invisible line. His expression doesn’t change, but the shift is unmistakable. Distance snaps back into place.

“Good reaction,” he says, already moving on.

I stand there a moment longer than I should, heart beating harder than the situation calls for.

By midmorning, the sun is high and the heat has settled in properly. Sweat dampens my shirt, clings to my spine. Wyatt sheds his hat at some point, running a hand through his hair before setting it on a fence post. I try not to notice. I fail.

He gives instructions without commentary. We fix a stretch of fence. Check water lines. Walk the outer paddock where the land opens up wide and quiet, the sky stretching endlessly overhead.

Out here, it’s just us. No house. No walls. No reminders.

The wind kicks up suddenly, carrying the smell of rain even though the sky looks clear. Storms build slow and deceptive out here. You feel them before you see them.

“You’ll want to keep an eye on the weather,” Wyatt says, squinting toward the horizon. “It turns fast.”

“I noticed,” I reply.

He nods. “Most folks do once. Then they learn.”

Something about the way he says it feels layered. Like advice that applies to more than storms.

We work through lunch, eating sandwiches in the shade without much conversation. It’s not awkward. It’s just...contained. Like we’re both aware of how easily things could tip into something else if we let them.

By late afternoon, my body aches in the good way. The earned way. I wipe sweat from my face and glance over to find Wyatt watching me—not openly, but not quickly enough to pretend he wasn’t.

Our eyes meet.

The moment stretches.

There’s something there now that wasn’t before breakfast. Not curiosity. Recognition, maybe. Or acknowledgment. Like we both understand the shape of the thing we’re circling without naming it.

Wyatt looks away first.

“We’ll call it,” he says. “Good work today.”

“Thanks.”

He hesitates, then adds, “You did fine.”

It shouldn’t matter. It does.

As we walk back toward the barn, the wind shifts again, stronger this time. Thunder rolls faintly in the distance, low and patient.

Wyatt pauses, glancing up at the sky. “Storm’s coming later.”

I follow his gaze. “Figures.”

He looks at me then, really looks, something unreadable moving through his eyes.

“Some things you can prepare for,” he says. “Some you just...ride out.”

I don’t know what to say to that.

So I just nod.

As we part ways for the evening, the distance between us feels heavier than it did this morning. Not wider—sharper. Like the space itself has edges now.

I head back toward the bunkhouse, muscles sore, thoughts restless.

This was supposed to be simple. Work. Time. Leave.

Instead, every hour here feels like it’s pressing closer to something neither of us has named—and maybe neither of us wants to.

The sky darkens at the horizon, clouds stacking up slowly, deliberately.

The storm is coming.

I have the uneasy sense it isn’t just the weather.
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The storm doesn’t ease into the night. It arrives all at once.

Wind slams into the bunkhouse hard enough to rattle the windows, the structure groaning like it’s bracing itself. Rain comes down sideways, thick and relentless, pounding against the roof in sheets. Thunder cracks overhead, close enough that it vibrates through the floorboards, through my chest.

I turn off the lamp and stand by the window, trying to see anything beyond the glass.

There’s nothing.

The rain blurs everything into shadow and movement. The main house might as well not exist. The ranch disappears beyond the reach of the storm, swallowed whole. It feels like I’m the only person out here, tucked into this small structure while the world tears itself apart.

The wind howls again, pushing hard against the walls.

I shake it off and head for the bathroom. The shower takes a minute to warm, pipes clanking in protest before steam starts to fill the small space. I step under the spray and let the heat wash over me, muscles loosening as the day finally catches up.

I close my eyes.

That’s my mistake.

Wyatt slips into my thoughts without effort, uninvited and immediate. The memory of him that morning—pulling on his shirt, bare skin and muscle moving beneath my eyes before I could look away. The solid line of his shoulders. The quiet control in everything he does.

I press my hands flat against the tile, water cascading over my back, trying to think of anything else.

It doesn’t work.

The storm outside mirrors the one inside me, tension winding tight and unfamiliar. I’m not thinking in images so much as impressions—heat, closeness, the way my body reacted before my mind caught up. I touch myself, feeling my hardness, my desire, my need. 

I exhale shakily and let the moment crest and pass without naming it, without turning it into something it doesn’t need to be. When it’s over, I lean my forehead against the cool tile and breathe until my thoughts settle.

Confusion sits heavy in my chest.

This isn’t me. Not like this. Not over a man I barely know. A man who is very much not available.

I shut off the water and stand there a moment longer, listening to the storm rage outside, rain still hammering the roof like it has something to say. By the time I dry off and pull on jeans, my nerves feel frayed, my thoughts restless.

I want morning to come. I want work. I want routine—something solid to anchor myself to.

The knock comes while the rain is still falling hard, though the thunder has begun to drift farther away.

I freeze.

Another knock, firmer this time.

I open the door.

Wyatt stands there with a paper bag in one hand, rainwater dripping from his jacket, hair damp and curling at his temples. The storm has softened him somehow, edges blurred by the wet and the dim light.

“Figured you might not want to head out in this,” he says. “Elaine sent dinner.”

“Oh,” I reply, my voice slower than usual. “You didn’t have to—”

“It’s fine.”

He steps inside before I can finish, the bunkhouse suddenly feeling much smaller. Warmer. He sets the bag down on the table and glances around, polite but curious.

I’m acutely aware that I’m not wearing a shirt.

That my skin is still warm from the shower.

That Wyatt’s eyes flick to my chest and then away, quick but not quick enough to pretend it didn’t happen.

Something tightens low in my stomach.

“Storm caught us off guard,” he says, clearing his throat. “You alright in here?”

“Yeah,” I say. “It’s holding.”

He nods, shifting his weight like he’s debating whether to stay or leave. Rain drums steadily against the roof, filling the space between us with sound.

“Well,” he says finally. “Eat while it’s warm.”

“Thanks, Wyatt.”

He pauses at the door, hand on the frame, and looks back at me. Really looks this time. His gaze lingers—not hungry, not improper—but aware. Like he’s clocking the same things I am and choosing, very deliberately, not to name them.

“See you in the morning,” he says.

“Yeah,” I answer. “See you.”

He steps back out into the rain, pulling the door closed behind him.

I stand there for a long moment after he’s gone, heart beating faster than it should, thoughts tangled and restless.

Tomorrow can’t come fast enough.

***
[image: ]


The air feels different in the morning.

Clean, like the storm scrubbed everything down to its edges. The ground is dark with moisture, the grass bent low and shining. Puddles sit in shallow dips, reflecting a sky that looks too innocent for what tore through here last night.

I wake up before my alarm again.

There’s a tightness in my chest that hasn’t eased since Wyatt left the bunkhouse, rain dripping off his jacket, eyes lingering where they shouldn’t have. Or maybe where they couldn’t help themselves.

I dress quickly, tugging on a shirt like it’s armor, and step outside. The ranch is already awake. Horses shift in their paddocks, hooves squelching softly in wet dirt. Somewhere, a door opens and closes. Life moving forward like nothing happened.

I tell myself to do the same.

The walk to the main house feels longer this morning. The windows glow faintly with early light, the house solid and quiet again. Normal. Last night feels like something imagined, something that shouldn’t carry into daylight.

But when I step inside, Wyatt is already there—and the tension snaps tight immediately.

He’s at the counter pouring coffee, movements precise, contained. Fully dressed. Buttoned up in every sense of the word. He glances at me, just once, and looks away too quickly.

“Morning,” he says.

“Morning.”

The word hangs between us, heavier than it should be.

Elaine moves around the kitchen with the same calm efficiency as yesterday, setting plates out, not missing a beat. If she notices the shift, she doesn’t acknowledge it. Maybe this is just how mornings are here. Maybe I’m the only one who feels like the floor is slightly tilted.

Wyatt doesn’t look at me again until we sit down to eat.

Even then, it’s brief. Controlled. Like he’s rationing something.

Conversation stays practical. Weather. The condition of the fencing after the storm. What needs checking before noon. I answer when spoken to, keep my tone even, keep my eyes on my plate.

I can feel him, though.

Not his gaze exactly—his awareness. Like last night sharpened something that was already there and neither of us knows how to put it back where it belongs.

When breakfast is done, Wyatt stands abruptly, grabbing his hat from the counter.

“We should get started,” he says.

Outside, the damp air clings to everything. Our boots sink slightly into the ground as we head toward the barn. We walk a few feet apart, the space between us deliberate and charged.

At the barn, work resumes like yesterday never ended. But it’s different now. Every near-miss feels intentional. Every avoidance noticeable.

I hand him a tool. Our fingers almost touch.

He pulls his hand back like he’s burned.

“Thanks,” he says shortly.

Later, I step closer than necessary to steady a gate against the wind. Wyatt shifts away immediately, jaw tightening, eyes fixed somewhere over my shoulder.

“You don’t have to—” I start.

“I’ve got it,” he cuts in, voice controlled but strained.

The words aren’t sharp, but the effort behind them is.

The realization lands hard.

He feels this too.

Not in the same way, maybe. Not with the same confusion or hunger. But enough to make him bring dinner to my door in the middle of a storm. Enough to make him keep his distance now like proximity is something dangerous.

We work in silence for a while, the quiet thick and uncomfortable. Thunder echoes faintly in the distance, the storm retreating but not gone. Everything smells like rain and earth and restraint.

At one point, Wyatt stops and turns toward me fully.

“Remember, we stay professional on this ranch,” he says again.

I meet his eyes. Really meet them.

“I know,” I reply.

Something flickers there—frustration, maybe. Or relief. Or something deeper he doesn’t let surface.

“Good,” he says, and turns away.

But the word doesn’t undo what’s already happened. Doesn’t erase the way last night lingers under my skin, the way his presence feels heavier now, more deliberate.

By the time we break for lunch, my nerves are shot. I welcome the work because it keeps my hands busy, my thoughts anchored. Still, I catch myself watching him when I shouldn’t. The way his shoulders move under his shirt. The way he exhales slowly when something frustrates him.

This isn’t just desire.

That’s what unsettles me most.

As the day stretches on, I realize I’m already waiting for tomorrow. For the next morning. For the next chance to be near him and pretend it’s just work.

The storm passed, but something stayed behind.

And I don’t know how to make it leave.

***
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By midmorning, the heat settles in like it plans to stay.

The storm scrubbed the air clean, but the sun wastes no time reclaiming the land. There’s no breeze today, just open sky and relentless light pressing down on us as we work along the fence line at the far edge of the property. The ground is still damp beneath our boots, but the air is already thick, sweat clinging to my skin before we’ve finished the first stretch.

Wyatt sets the pace without saying a word. Measure. Dig. Set. Repeat. Fence work is slow and physical, the kind that demands attention and leaves no room for wandering thoughts.

Or at least it should.

By the time we’re halfway down the line, my shirt is plastered to my back, dark with sweat. I pause, wipe my face with the hem, then hesitate only a second before pulling it up and over my head. The relief is immediate. Sun on skin. Air moving where it couldn’t before.

I don’t look at Wyatt right away.

I don’t have to.

I feel it—the shift in the space between us, the way the air tightens. When I finally glance over, he’s already looking at me. Not openly. Not greedily. Just...caught. Like his eyes moved there before he could stop them.

He looks away quickly, jaw tightening.

I turn back to my work, pulse thudding harder than the labor calls for. My skin feels too exposed now, too aware of the sun and his presence and the way my body reacts to being seen.

A few minutes pass. The sound of the post driver hitting earth fills the quiet.

Then Wyatt exhales sharply.

I look up just in time to see him tug his shirt over his head and toss it onto the fence rail.

The sight of him steals the air from my lungs.

He’s all solid lines and quiet strength, chest broad and marked with faint tan lines, muscles moving easily as he bends back to his work like this is nothing, like he hasn’t just leveled the playing field completely. Sweat tracks down his torso, catching the light. His jeans sit low on his hips, worn soft in a way that makes them fit him too well, the shape of him impossible to ignore when he turns away, boots planted, hat shading his eyes.

I know it then—sudden and absolute.

I’m done for.

This isn’t passing attraction. This isn’t curiosity. This is something settled and dangerous and already too deep to pretend otherwise.

We work like that for a while. Two men under the sun, no shirts, bodies moving in quiet rhythm. We don’t talk much. We don’t need to. Everything feels amplified—the scrape of dirt, the heat of the air, the awareness of each other’s presence.

When Wyatt finally calls for lunch, I’m relieved in a way I don’t want to examine too closely.

We sit in the narrow strip of shade cast by the fence, shoulders close but not touching. Our lunches are simple, practical. Still, the closeness feels louder than anything we’ve done all day.

Wyatt drinks from his water bottle and glances at me. “You said you’ve worked a few places before.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Moved around.”

“Why Willow Creek?”

The question is casual, but it lands heavy.

I stare out at the land for a moment, weighing how much to give. Then I exhale and answer honestly.

“My dad died last year,” I say. “Sudden. Heart attack. One day he was there, the next he wasn’t. I stayed put for a while after that. Tried to. But everywhere started to feel...too full of him. Or not enough. I don’t know.”

Wyatt goes still beside me.

“I figured I’d take something temporary,” I continue. “Keep moving until it didn’t hurt so much.”

He doesn’t speak right away. When he does, his voice is quieter.

“My dad passed in the spring.”

I turn toward him.

“Cancer,” he adds. “Long enough to prepare. Not long enough to be ready.”

Our eyes meet, and something real settles between us. No tension this time. No restraint. Just shared understanding.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

He nods once. “Yeah.”

We sit there like that, close enough to feel each other’s heat, sweat drying slowly on our skin. My arm brushes his, just barely, and neither of us moves away.

For a moment—just one—it feels like we could lean in. Like the space between us is holding its breath.

But we don’t.

Wyatt shifts first, clearing his throat, standing and grabbing his shirt. “We should get back to it.”

“Yeah,” I say, even though part of me wants to stay right there.

As we head back to work, the sun high overhead, I know something fundamental has changed.

This isn’t just work anymore.
And I’m not just passing through.
***
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The second storm doesn’t announce itself the way the first one did.

It builds quietly over the course of the afternoon, clouds stacking higher and darker while we work, the air growing thick and electric. By now, I know the signs. Everyone on the ranch does. Movements get faster. Conversations shorten. There’s an unspoken understanding that you finish what you can and get somewhere solid.

It’s been a week since the fence line.

Seven days of heat and labor and restraint that’s grown sharper instead of duller. Seven days of Wyatt smiling a little more, watching me when he thinks I don’t notice—especially when I work without a shirt. Seven days of him standing just close enough to feel intentional, then pulling away like it costs him something.

Seven days of knowing this isn’t one-sided.

The rain starts hard and fast while we’re halfway back from the far paddock.

Wyatt glances at the sky, then at me. “We’re not going to make it to the house.”

Lightning cracks overhead, close enough to leave spots dancing in my vision.

“My place is closer,” I say.

He hesitates only a second. “Alright.”

We make it to the bunkhouse soaked, boots tracking mud across the floor as thunder booms loud enough to shake the walls. Rain lashes the windows, turning the world outside into nothing but motion and noise.

The storm cages us in completely.

I peel off my wet shirt and toss it over the back of a chair, aware of Wyatt’s presence behind me like a physical thing. When I turn, he’s already shrugging out of his jacket, hair damp, eyes darker than usual.

He pulls out his phone and steps a few feet away, thumbs moving quickly.

“My wife,” he says, like an explanation. “Just telling her I’m riding it out here.”

I nod, something tight and complicated settling in my chest. He finishes the text, slides the phone back into his pocket, and looks at me.

“Well,” he says, gesturing
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