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Author’s Note

UNTAMED is a stand-alone, DARK Mafia x Cowboy Romance. It does contain content and situations that may be triggering to some readers.

Although this is a cowboy romance, the dark mafia element is still very much present. There is a domestic violence incident between the FMC and another male character (Not the MMC) in Chapter 31.This chapter can be skipped if you need to!

This book is explicit, intended for readers 18+.

For a full list of triggers please see my website:

www.lunamasonauthor.com




Dedication

This one is for my smut enthusiasts who look at a hot, tatted cowboy and think… “I wonder if he’d ride me that hard.”

Saddle up. You’re in for a wild time.

Hunter Sterling is about to give you his hat and prove… cowboys fuck better.




THE OFFICIAL UNTAMED PLAYLIST

Listen to the full playlist here: The Official Untamed Playlist

 

 

Something in the Orange — Zach Bryan

Cowgirls — Morgan Wallen, ERNEST

Heartless (feat. Morgan Wallen) — Diplo, Morgan Wallen

Wrong Ones (feat. Tim McGraw) — Post Malone, Tim McGraw

Run — Bring Me The Horizon

Passenger — Boston Manor

Dangerous — Royal Deluxe

Pretty Little Poison — Warren Zeiders

Hurricane — Luke Combs

I Had Some Help (feat. Morgan Wallen) — Post Malone, Morgan Wallen

Someday — Nickelback

Burning Down — Alex Warren

Indigo (feat. Avery Anna) — Sam Barber, Avery Anna

Stargazing — Myles Smith

Too Sweet — Hozier

Belong Together — Mark Ambor

Wait For You — Myles Smith

Here To Bleed — Zero 9:36

The Summoning — Sleep Token

DYWTYLM — Sleep Token

Fields of Elation — Sleep Token

Jaws — Sleep Token

The Kill — Thirty Seconds To Mars

Bloodline — Alex Warren, Jelly Roll

Beautiful Things — Benson Boone

Savin’ Me — Nickelback

Save You a Seat — Alex Warren

Worthy — The Home Team

God Needs The Devil — Jonah Kagen

Twisting The Knife (feat. McKenna Grace) — Ice Nine Kills, McKenna Grace

Slam — Pendulum

12 to 12 — sombr

Drip Off — Austin Giorgio

superstar — Artemas

Sin So Sweet — Warren Zeiders

Dial Tone — Catch Your Breath

Click Clack Symphony (feat. Hans Zimmer) — RAYE, Hans Zimmer

Loving Life Again — Ella Langley

Bleed It Out — Linkin Park

hurts too much — take luck

Glass Houses — Bad Omens
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Lola

Song – ‘Click Clack Symphony’, RAYE ft Hans Zimmer

The coffee shop is called Dusty’s, and it has no right being this good. Better than anything I ever had in New York. Perhaps because it’s made with love, not tears of the miserable barista struggling to survive.

I’m tucked into a booth by the window, iced latte sweating onto the table, my phone propped against the sugar caddy.

My best friend, Violet, is across from me, elbows on the table, dark hair piled on top of her head in the kind of effortless knot that takes her approximately four seconds, and would take me forty minutes to replicate.

She’s watching me edit a selfie. And she’s losing patience.

“Explain it to me again,” she says, stirring her coffee without looking at it. “You moved to Arizona. You drove two thousand miles across the country with me. You gave up your apartment, your stylist, your standing brunch reservation at The Mark. And you’re sitting in a coffee shop in a town that has more horses than cars, editing a selfie for a brand deal that pays you to pretend you still live in New York.”

I look up. “It’s not that simple.”

“It’s exactly that simple.” She points at my phone. “You are airbrushing your jawline for a skincare company that thinks you’re in Manhattan, Lola. While sitting in a town where the pharmacist is also the mayor.”

“He’s not the mayor.”

“He might as well be. Everyone here has three jobs.” She leans back. “My point is, why are you still doing this?”

I set my phone down and run my thumb around the rim of my glass. Because the honest answer is complicated. And embarrassing. And involves the words, because my parents will disown me if I stop.

“The brand deals keep my parents happy,” I say. “As long as I’m posting, they can tell their friends at the country club that their daughter is still the face of something. That I’m still on track to become their CEO. Still performing like the heiress of a billion-dollar fashion empire.”

God, just saying that steals my breath. But it also hurts.

“You’re twenty-seven,” she says flatly, her bright blue eyes burning into mine.

“I know.”

“You’re a grown woman.”

“I know, V.”

“So why are you still performing for people who didn’t even offer to help you pack?”

That one lands right in the sternum. Because she’s right. My parents didn’t come to the airport. Didn’t call to make sure I’d settled in okay. My mother sent a text that said I hope this gets it out of your system, and my father sent nothing at all.

Violet watches my face, and her expression softens. She reaches across the table and squeezes my wrist. “I’m not trying to be a bitch.”

“Yes, you are. But I love you for it,” I tease.

She grins. “I just think you’re hiding behind the selfies, because you’re scared to post what you actually want to post.”

I pick up my phone and swipe to the other folder. The one nobody sees. The one I’ve been filling since the day I arrived in New Falls two months ago.

Landscapes. Golden hour over the mountains. A weathered fence post with a hawk perched on top. The main street at dusk. A wild horse standing alone in a field, silhouetted against a sky so wide it doesn’t look real.

Every photo taken from the other side of the camera. Where I’ve always secretly wanted to be.

That’s why I’m here. Not because Violet needed company, although she did, and I’d follow that woman anywhere. But because I picked up a camera two years ago at a fashion shoot in Milan, and for the first time in my life, I felt something click. Not the shutter. Something inside me.

I was standing behind the photographer, watching him work, and I realized I wanted to see the world like that—not have the world see me.

And then I went back to New York, and posted another bikini photo because that’s what the algorithm wanted, and my parents needed, and what the brands were paying for.

Two more years of being the product rather than the artist followed, until Violet called to say she was moving to Arizona to take over her Uncle Ray’s catering business. I said yes before she finished the sentence.

Because New York never felt like home. Not really. Not in the way people describe home. New York felt like a stage. And I am tired of performing.

New Falls felt different from the first morning I woke up here. The silence. The sky. I walked outside in my pajamas at six a.m., barefoot on the porch, and I cried. Not because I was sad, but because I could finally hear myself think.

I’ve been filling that camera folder ever since.

“Post the sunset one,” Violet says, nodding at my phone. “The horse. From last night. It’s stunning.”

I turn the screen toward her. The golden hour shot, the mountains, the horse, the light that makes everything look like it’s on fire. I smile as I look at it. “It gets a tenth of the engagement my selfies do,” I say with a sigh.

“So?”

“So the selfies pay the bills.”

“Lola.” She levels me with a look. “You have enough savings from ten years of brand deals to live comfortably for the rest of your natural life. Your parents made sure of that, even if half the money came from deals neither of us wants to think about too hard. You don’t need the bills paid. You need to stop being scared.”

I open my mouth. Close it. She’s right. This isn’t about money.

“Post the horse,” she says. “Set up your photography page. Be the Lola you actually are, instead of the one they built.”

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

Her grin splits her face. “That’s my girl.”

“Don’t. You’ll make me blush.”

She slides out of the booth. “I need to pee. Do not change your mind while I’m gone.”

“I won’t.”

“Lola.”

“I won’t!”

She disappears down the narrow hallway toward the bathrooms. I lean back in the booth and pick up my coffee.

And that’s when I see him.

Through the window, walking past on the sidewalk.

I don’t notice him first. I notice what happens around him.

Two men standing outside the hardware store stop talking mid-sentence. One of them takes a physical step backward. A woman pushing a stroller crosses to the other side of the street without looking up. A group of teenagers on a bench goes silent.

The whole sidewalk rearranges itself around this man like water parting for a stone.

Then I look at him. And my coffee stops halfway to my mouth.

He’s tall. Well over six feet. Built so muscular I’m sure he could pick five of me up with one arm and throw me over his shoulder. A black T-shirt stretched so tight across his chest and arms that I can see the outline of every muscle underneath. The fabric strains across his shoulders and biceps in a way that should be illegal in public.

Tattoos are literally everywhere. Crawling up both arms from hand to sleeve, disappearing under the black cotton, reappearing at his neck.

His black cowboy hat is tipped low over his eyes, covered by Aviator sunglasses that reflect the Arizona sun.

A jaw that could cut glass, covered in stubble. My god.

He reaches a massive black F-250 parked at the curb. And then he’s out of sight, and I realize I haven’t breathed.

I set my coffee down. My hand is not entirely steady anymore.

What the hell was that?

I’ve been around beautiful men my entire life. Models. Actors. The kind of men who get paid to look the way they look. And not a single one of them has ever made the air change by walking past a window.

But it wasn’t just the way he looked. It was the way everyone reacted. Respect or fear or something between the two, I can’t tell which.

Who the hell is that man?

Violet slides back into the booth. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she says.

“Not a ghost.” I grab her arm. “V, I just saw this guy walk past the window, and I swear the entire street cleared a path for him. Like, people literally moved out of his way. He was—” I pause, trying to find a word that covers it. “Insane. He was insane.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Insane hot or insane scary?”

“Both. Simultaneously. I didn’t know that was possible.”

She grins. “Welcome to Arizona, babe. They grow them different out here. Cowboys have a reputation for doing everything better, Lola.”

My mouth drops open. The only man I have chasing me around is the guy who owns our apartment building. Reese. He and I went for one drink after we signed the lease agreement, and I’ve been batting off his attempts ever since.

“He had tattoos. Everywhere. And a cowboy hat. And a truck the size of this building.”

“So basically your exact type if you were brave enough to admit it,” she says.

“I don’t have a type,” I tell her, biting my lip.

“You absolutely have a type, and it’s the opposite of every man your mother has ever introduced you to. Which is why you’re blushing right now.” She says with a mile wide grin on her face.

I press my hands against my cheeks. They’re on fire. “I’m not blushing. It’s the coffee. It’s hot in here. This place is like walking in fire every day as it is,” I joke, trying to deflect.

“You’re drinking an iced latte.”

“Shut up.”

She cackles. “So better than our landlord then?”

I run my hand over my face. “I’m not going on a date with our damn landlord, V.”

She wiggles her eyebrows. “No. Because Lola wants a cowboy now.”

I shrug. “Maybe.”

“I need to get laid tonight, Lola. It’s been three months, and what if I’ve forgotten how to give a blowjob?”

I burst into laughter, making the couple next to us turn to look at us. “A blowjob is the same as riding a bike. You don’t forget,” I tell her.

She rolls her eyes. “I don’t wanna ride a bike. I want to ride a cowboy.”

“Well, then get your game face on for tonight, V.”

And I’m about to interrogate her on whether she knows who this man is when a voice interrupts. “Oh my God. Oh my God. You’re Lola Jackson!”

A girl is standing beside our booth. Probably mid-twenties. Her New Yorker accent catches my attention and tells me she’s a tourist. Her eyes are wide, and her phone is already in her hand.

“Hi,” I say, slipping into the smile I’ve practiced to perfection. The one I’ve worn so many times, it fits like a second skin.

“I bought the dress you posted last week! The green one? With the slit? I wore it to my friend’s wedding, and literally everyone asked me where I got it.” She’s talking so fast she’s barely breathing. “Can I get a selfie? Please? My friends are never going to believe this.”

“Of course.”

She drops into the booth beside me, holds her phone at arm’s length, and we both smile. “Thank you so much! You’re even prettier in person. Like, actually unreal.”

She squeezes my arm, gushes something about my hair, and bounces off to rejoin her friends at the counter.

Violet watches her go and then looks at me. “You hate that,” she says quietly.

I don’t deny it.

Because she’s right. The girl was lovely. Genuinely sweet. And I’m glad she liked the dress. But every selfie, every “you’re so pretty in person,” every interaction that starts with recognition and ends with a camera, it pushes me further from the person I’m trying to become.

I want someone to stop me in a coffee shop one day and say, “I saw your photograph of the mountains. It made me feel something.”

That’s why I’m here. Not running from something. Running toward it.

I pick up my phone. Open the sunset photo again, and I post it. No filter. No caption. No brand tag. No selfie. Just the view from the other side of the camera.

Violet reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. “Proud of you,” she says.

I squeeze back.

And I look out the window at the street where a man in a black cowboy hat made the whole town go quiet just by walking to his truck.

Something about this place feels like the beginning of a story I haven’t read yet. And I want to turn the page.
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Hunter

Song – ‘Afraid Of The Dark’, Motionless in White.

I check the time on my watch and huff. My son Wyatt will be home from school any minute. I took him this morning and managed to head into town. I try to stay out of there usually. But my son wants cookies after he finishes school, so I had to go and get them.

I live and breathe for that boy. Everything I do is for him. To give him a legacy. To keep him safe from assholes like this dead one on the floor.

Taking one last drag from my cigarette, I flick it onto the body we’ve just dumped into the freshly dug hole in what I like to call Sterling Ranch’s graveyard.

“What are you gonna do about this Greek problem?” Ace, my youngest and most reckless brother, asks as he kicks dirt into the grave.

“I’m calling a meeting with Nikos after I speak to Enzo,” I tell him.

The Greek mafia wants our attention, but sending their men snooping around my land ain’t the way to get it.

As this little prick found out with a bullet through his skull.

Yeah, we’re mafia. But first, we’re cowboys. Born and bred. It’s in our blood. This ranch has been in our family for generations.

You don’t trespass on a cowboy’s land.

Not when my son lives here. Not when my father’s last words were to protect not just our land, but my three brothers, too.

He told us, “When you kill a rattlesnake with a stick, make sure you also burn the stick.” We take that to heart and have been taking care of this land, no matter what, for generations.

But a few years ago, my father got the Sterling family tangled up with the Mafia. Enzo Testa’s organization, no less. The most powerful organization in the world. It was a mutually beneficial deal, which meant we protected our Ranch and got the power and money that came with the mafia. I was at my father’s side when he cut the deal. He trained me to see it live out.

We hunt for Enzo. We bury bodies. We move product. And it makes us enough money that the ranch never has to carry the weight alone.

But it comes with sacrifices.

Because when you work for Enzo, he owns your fucking soul.

But he’ll also protect you like family. And I’d rather be on his side than against him. Apart from the fact that being in the mafia brings its own host of issues. Just like we’re starting to see now. The Greeks in LA want in and Enzo ain’t interested. And I’m waiting on the green light to remind them you don’t fuck with a cowboy.

And you sure as shit don’t fuck with Enzo.

Pete and the other ranch hands pile dirt over the body.

“You’re quiet today,” Colten, the second youngest of us, says beside me.

I tip my hat lower over my face. “You know why.”

He sighs, and we both watch Ace throw dirt like a feral animal. It’s nice to have him around more. He’s taking a few months off from pro bull riding to help me out. Well, that’s what he tells everyone. The fact is, the fucker got bucked off so hard he fucked his arm. A small smile tugs at my mouth.

“I thought it was meant to get easier with time,” I mutter.

“That’s bullshit,” Colten says. “You just get busier. I don’t know. I miss the old man.”

The pain in his voice matches mine.

I glance up at the sky, hoping Dad’s somewhere up there, watching over us. That I’m doing him proud, despite the fact that half the time I don’t have a goddamn clue what I’m doing. He trained me for this moment, but I never wanted it to become real.

I’d give up all of it to have him back with us. And all I can wonder is whether this life is what I want for Wyatt. Do I train him to take over like my dad did with me?

“Come on, Ace. We gotta go,” I call, already heading toward Tornado, my stallion.

Ace never ignores me. Growing up, Beau, the brother closest to me in age, always picked on Ace. And I was the one who stood in the middle and kept the order. I looked after my little brother, and he knows I’d die to protect him.

He and Colten mount up and follow as we ride back toward the ranch house.

The sunset cuts through the mountains, and peace settles over me. Even if it’s only for a second. Even with blood on my hands. We do everything to protect our family. And that’s probably why I’ve never dated after Wyatt’s mom left. Not because I’m heartbroken. But because I don’t believe there is anyone out there who could deal with this life.

The fireflies drift through the tall grass, just normal bugs in daylight, their beauty hidden until dark.

In New Falls, monsters hide in the night sky. But there’s always something beautiful disguising them.

By the time I tie Tornado outside the house, Beau’s truck is rumbling up the drive. Permanent stick up his ass. And a useless fucking cowboy.

I love him, but fuck me, the man fights authority like it personally offended him. I swear he’d rather find new ways to tie up his man bun than work cattle some days.

The front door bursts open.

“Dad!”

Wyatt barrels into me, and I scoop him into my arms. He grabs my hat and drops it onto his own head. He’s the spitting image of me. My blue eyes, dark hair. But he has a cheeky grin and a light in his eyes that I don’t.

“Good day at school, little man?” I ask Wyatt while nodding at Beau as we head inside.

“Yeah. We played soccer. And boring math.”

I chuckle.

“I just wanna work here with you,” he says, pouting as I set him down.

“One day you will. But you gotta get through school first. You know the rules.” I tell him. I’m doing this for his own good. He needs to have options; he loves the cowboy life, I know that. But, he’s gotta have the brains to run this place if he wants to.

I pull snacks from the fridge while he climbs into my dad’s old chair at the table. Two years today since we lost him. And this house still feels emptier for it.

I slide Wyatt’s sandwich in front of him and take my hat back, sitting beside him.

“Dad… I think I saw Mom outside the school,” Wyatt says nervously, looking at me with sad eyes.

Rage crawls up my throat. She hasn’t bothered with him since she slept with the mayor’s son and ran off. Left Wyatt behind. I fought like hell for full custody.

She shows up sometimes. Just enough that he remembers her. But her crux was always the booze, and that always comes first to her. I was with his mom for a long time; she was desperate for a family because I wouldn’t marry her. I couldn’t give her the Sterling name, it felt wrong, because she was so against everything the name stood for. But I gave her Wyatt. Hoping that, finally, that would be enough to help her see sense.

But it just made it worse. She drank more. She didn’t come home. She threw glasses at my head. And then she left the son she begged me for.

I loved Wyatt with my whole heart from the second he was cuddled in my arms. And my love only got more fierce the more she fucked up.

Wyatt was never a mistake. Ashley was.

My fists clench.

“She’s not gonna take me back, is she?” he asks quietly.

Christ. A five-year-old shouldn’t carry that fear.

I ruffle his hair and force a smile. “No one’s ever taking you away from me, son. Ever.”

He smiles and takes a bite. “Okay. After this, can I go feed Gary?”

I huff a laugh.

That damn goat hates me. Headbutts me every chance he gets. But with Wyatt? Soft as butter. Only reason he’s still alive.

“Yeah, we’ll go feed him. Then Matilda’s coming to watch you while Daddy goes out with your uncles tonight. I’ll put you to bed first. Won’t leave till you’re asleep.”

He nods, happy again, and I just watch him eat.

Balancing a ranch, the mafia, and being a dad is hard as hell, but I wouldn’t change a single thing.

Tonight, though, I’m just Hunter—a man drinking whiskey with his brothers.

Grieving our father, the only way he’d have approved of at his favorite bar in town.
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Lola

 

“What are we doing, just leaving the car at the bar? Can’t we get an Uber?” I ask Violet as we head down to the parking lot.

“Lola, this is New Falls, not New York. I couldn’t get a driver in the next two hours.”

This part is taking some getting used to.

I hurry to catch up and link my arm through hers. “So how are we getting home?”

She giggles. “Hopefully, a nice man will give us a ride.”

I squint at her. “That sounds like the start of a murder documentary, V.”

“I’ll call my uncle,” she tells me.

Ray, her uncle, is pretty well connected in this town, being the only catering firm here. It’s a huge opportunity for V to take this over. While I was in the fashion industry, Violet’s passion was food and events. She just has this flare for it that can’t be tamed.

Relief loosens my shoulders. Growing up in New York taught me to be cautious. The men my parents dealt with weren’t exactly saints. Rumors said they were mafia. One guy—Frankie—used to come to the house all the time. I’d bet my savings he is.

A lot of people refuse to believe the mafia exists still, like it’s some sort of conspiracy. But I’m pretty sure I’ve been in the same room as these people. And I have no doubt there are bad men in towns like this, too. “Thank you.”

As she unlocks the car, heavy footsteps sound behind me. I freeze before opening the passenger door, every hair on my arms standing on end.

I turn.

Green eyes. Dark hair. Grey suit. And my body reacts the same way as usual around him… it wants to run.

Reese. My annoying landlord.

“Evenin’, ladies.”

I smile politely. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Violet chirps, then slips into the driver’s seat and shuts the door behind her.

Traitor.

Reese steps closer, stopping right in front of me. His aftershave offends my nose first. “Going out?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

He smirks, sliding his hands into his pockets. “Shame. I was hoping to take you out tonight.”

My heart picks up pace, and not in a good way. “Maybe another time?” I offer, trying to keep it light.

“I thought you wanted a second date, Lo. But every time I try, you dodge me.”

I swallow. He is nice. Good-looking. A successful lawyer. My parents would approve instantly. I just didn’t realize that dinner after signing the lease with him counted as a first date.

And I don’t want a second, but I also don’t want to piss him off, because finding somewhere to rent here is nearly impossible right now.

“You just keep catching me at the wrong time,” I say. “Maybe texting first would help? So we can actually plan something. Coffee tomorrow?”

He studies me for a moment, his gaze dragging slowly up my body. I shiver in response.

Coffee tomorrow means I can try to talk to him properly and stop this chase he thinks he’s on for me.

“Yeah. I can do coffee. Lunchtime?”

“That would be nice.” Even though it’s the last thing I want. I’d just like to keep this roof over our heads.

He smiles, flashing perfect white teeth. “That’s not the real date, though. I’m still taking you to dinner.”

I hesitate, then shrug. Honesty feels safer. “Let’s see how coffee goes first. And… I’m not really looking for anything serious. I don’t even know how long I’m staying in town.”

His jaw tightens. He steps closer, and I instinctively lean back. I never said New Falls was permanent. I still have commitments in New York, which might one day drag me back there. But I’m keeping my options open. Reese doesn’t need to know that.

“Well,” he says quietly, “maybe someone just needs to give you a reason to stay. I’d like that to be me.”

Before I can react, he takes my hand and presses a kiss to my knuckles.

Jesus Christ.

“I—I should go. See you tomorrow,” I murmur.

He chuckles and steps back, finally giving me space.

“It’s a date,” he says with a wink before turning away, whistling as he heads toward his Mercedes.

I jump into the car and slam the door.

“Well, that seemed intense,” Violet says, starting the engine.

“He is. Very persistent.”

“Because you’re the most gorgeous woman in town,” she says as we pull out, passing Reese leaning against his car, cigarette between his fingers.

“He’s not very… cowboy,” I mutter.

After seeing that guy in town with the tattoos, I kinda think that is what I want. The way my body reacted to him, even from the other side of the glass, I can only imagine what I’d do in close proximity.

“No. He’d fit right in back in New York. Isn’t that what you want? A little piece of home? I can’t picture you shoveling shit on a ranch, Lola.”

I laugh. “No. But I wouldn’t mind watching a hot, sweaty cowboy covered in tattoos doing it.”

The image flashes through my head, and damn.

Suits have never really done it for me.

Violet grins. “And what? He throws you over his shoulder, carries you off, and fucks you seven ways to Sunday?”

Heat floods my cheeks as I nod. “Yeah. While I’m wearing his hat. Or better yet, ties me up with rope.”

Violet nearly chokes. “Jesus, Lola. You’ve really thought about this.”

I shrug. “I’ve had a lot of time to myself recently.”

“It shows. Come on, then. Let’s go find you a cowboy.”
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Hunter

Song – ‘Save You A Seat’, Alex Warren

The beer bottle is cold in my hands as I knock it back, leaning into my chair, letting the noise of the bar roll over me instead of through me.

The band’s playing too loud in the corner, boots stomping across the dance floor. Laughter cuts through the air, glasses clink. It’s the perfect place to unwind.

Exactly how Dad liked it.

Across the table, my brothers sit in silence, each lost in their own head, but it’s on me to make sure they’re okay.

Dad made damn sure of that.

His last words, right before his heart gave out in the stables two years ago today. I heard the thud, the changes in his breathing as he clutched his chest.

I watched the color drain from my dad’s face. Even as I screamed for the vet at the barn to help me. My CPR couldn’t save him. Even as tears rolled down my face, his horse was bucking in the stables beside us. I felt hopeless.

Before he lost consciousness, he told me he loved me and to look after his boys. He croaked out those words as a damn plea that I’ll take to my own grave.

Our dad gave us everything. Even after mom died, he kept us upright.

And when he died, it left me with a hole in my chest I can’t fill. A void that just drains me. But I don’t have time to wallow. I can cherish our memories. I can thank him for the strength he gave me.

And I work hard, every single day, to do him proud and keep my family safe.

Ace slouches across from me, already halfway through another bottle. He might be a professional bull rider, but much like the animal, he’s unpredictable. A loose cannon with a grin that gets him out of trouble more often than it should.

Colten sits beside him. My right-hand man in everything. Ranch work, protection jobs, mafia business. When things go south, he’s the one at my side without hesitation.

And then there’s Beau. The quiet one. The thinker. While the rest of us work through a bucket of cheap beer, he nurses a glass of top-shelf whiskey like he belongs somewhere quieter than this rowdy cowboy bar.

Ace slams his bottle down. “Old man would’ve loved tonight.”

Colten snorts. “He’d have loved watching you get thrown off another bull in under three seconds earlier.”

Ace flips him off. “Still lasted longer than you would.”

A smile tugs at my mouth despite everything. They’re okay. Which means I can let my guard drop for five minutes.

I lean back, scanning the room automatically. Protection runs through this place, and our name keeps most trouble away before it even starts.

I see cowboys dancing with girls in denim shorts. Ranch hands blowing paychecks. Tourists trying too hard to look local.

Then the front door swings open, the cold air sweeps in, and my attention snaps there without me meaning it to.

I don’t know why.

Until she walks in.

Deep red curls spill down her back in long waves, catching the neon lights overhead. Too bright. Too alive for a place like this.

Her green eyes scan the room, cautious but curious, like she knows she doesn’t belong here but refuses to show it. She’s intriguing. And definitely not from here.

A delicate diamond necklace rests at her throat, the pendant bouncing softly as she laughs at something her dark-haired friend says. Rings flash across manicured fingers as she tucks her hair behind her ear.

She might be in a short skirt and boots, but everything about her gorgeous outfit screams city girl. No question. And yet, still, everything else goes quiet, and my heart races.

My grip tightens around the beer bottle. What the fuck is happening to me?

Her friend pulls her toward the bar, but she hesitates for half a second, scanning the room again.

And then her gaze lands on me. And sticks, almost like recognition. But there ain’t no way in hell I’ve been around her before.

Because I’ve learned to notice things that matter.

And a woman like that? She’d stick out anywhere.

Which means I’d remember if I’d seen her before.

Everyone would. This beautiful woman is made to be remembered.

Hell, every man in this bar is already looking at her.

But the way she stares at me… like she’s trying to place me. And damn, I’d venture out to this bar more often if she came here. I only come here twice a year in Dad’s honor. We drink at home in our own bar. It’s safer that way.

Ace follows my gaze. “Well, I’ll be fucked,” he mutters. “Looks like New Falls just got a whole lot prettier.”

Which is interesting, because since Ace’s girl left town four years ago, he’s been like a lost puppy. I’ve even caught him riding out to the spot he used to watch the sunset with his ex. I thought he’d get over it eventually, but he hasn’t.

His heart is tied to that girl whether he wants it to be or not.

Colten glances over, then back at me, brow lifting slightly. He sees it. “Hunter,” he says quietly. “You good?”

No. Not even close. My chest feels tight, and I want to go over there and talk to her. I want to hear what accent she has. I want to know who she is.

Then her friend tugs her arm, and she looks away, cheeks flushing as she lets herself be dragged to the bar.

And suddenly the band, the laughter, the clatter of bottles all fade. Everything narrows down to the woman who just walked into my bar and knocked the breath clean out of my lungs.

I finish my beer in one swallow.

“Is Reese coming tonight?” Beau asks from across the table.

I grunt in response. Reese has been my best friend since I was a kid. But tonight, tonight is about family. And apparently, a redhead across the bar.

“He’s busy at work or some shit. He might drop in later,” I tell him, but I don’t even look at him as I speak.

Ace grins. “You gonna stare all night or—”

“Shut up,” I grumble, already pushing back my chair.

Because earlier tonight, riding back across the ranch, I’d watched fireflies flicker through the grass, thinking how the prettiest things wait for dark to show themselves.

How beauty hides until night falls.

And now, watching that woman glow under neon lights in the middle of my bar, every instinct I have settles into one dangerous thought.

Some things look beautiful when night comes.

But they’re still trouble.

And something tells me that the firefly that just walked through the door is about to burn a whole lot brighter than anything I’m ready for.




5

Lola

 

The second I walk into the bar, I know I’m not just being watched. I’m being studied.

This place is loud, packed wall to wall with cowboys in worn jeans and boots, women dancing in denim shorts, a live band hammering out something country and rowdy enough to make the whole floor shake.

And I totally love it. Not having anyone recognize me. Not being forced into boring conversations. This place seems wild, which is exactly what I wanted.

Violet grips my wrist and laughs. “See? Fun.”

I barely hear her because I see him, and my stomach erupts into butterflies.

He’s sitting at a table near the back with three other men, beer bottles in front of them, all of them big, broad, and really intimidating.

And then there’s him.

The man from outside the cafe. The one everyone went quiet around. The one people moved out of the way for without being told.

And now he’s here.

Dark blue eyes fixed on me.

And suddenly, the room feels too warm.

He’s wearing a tight black T-shirt stretched across a chest built like he lifts cattle for fun. Tattoos crawl down both arms, disappearing beneath the sleeves, dark ink against tanned skin. His shoulders look capable of carrying the entire damn world without breaking.

His jaw is rough with stubble, his expression unreadable.

He’s just watching… me.

The men at his table are all handsome in their own ways. But him? He doesn’t just look good. He is gorgeous. The kind of man you see once and never forget. And somehow, his eyes are already on me, which causes the heat to crawl up my neck.

“Earth to Lola.” Violet nudges me. “You good?”

I swallow. “Yeah. Just… wow.”

She follows my gaze. “Oh.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “Oh wow. He is insanely hot.”

“Right?”

“That entire table is illegal levels of sexy cowboy,” she breathes out.

But my focus keeps dragging back to him.

Those dark eyes.

Watching. Or maybe I’m imagining it.

We make our way to the bar, squeezing between bodies, and before we even order, two guys slide into the space beside us.

Tourist cowboys. You can tell by the boots that are too clean and the accents that don’t belong here. I’m starting to learn the difference the longer I stay here. It’s fascinating to me.

“Drinks on us,” one says with a grin.

Violet beams. “Well, thank you.”

I smile politely as beers slide toward us. They make conversation. The boring small talk kind that I hate. Ask where we’re from, what we’re doing here. Violet chats easily, laughing, while I nod along.

I can’t focus. Because every few seconds, my gaze drifts back across the bar.

Back to him. Still there. Still watching.

I take a sip of beer, trying to steady the sudden flutter in my stomach.

Violet leans closer. “Cowboy table is still staring.”

I risk another glance. And yep. Still there. Leaning back in his chair, beer in hand, eyes fixed on me like nothing else in the bar exists. Which is exactly how I feel about him.

“You should go talk to him,” Violet whispers.

I nearly choke on my drink. “Absolutely not.”

“Why not?”

“Because men like that don’t get approached.” I shrug, pretending my stomach isn’t flipping inside out. “They approach. I don’t want to look desperate.”

“And you’re just gonna wait?” She looks at me like I’m dumb as a rock.

I lift my chin. “If he wants to talk to me, he can come over.”

Truth is, walking up to that table would absolutely destroy what little composure I have left.

He makes me nervous. But not scared. I’m intrigued.

My heart stammers as he reaches across the table, picks up a black cowboy hat, and settles it onto his head.

Like he knows exactly what that does to a woman.

He says something to the men at his table. One of them grins and glances at me knowingly.

And then he stands.

The air shifts, making it hard to breathe. I grip my beer bottle tighter, watching his every step. People move without being told, conversations faltering as he walks through the crowd toward the bar. Toward me.

My pulse spikes so hard I can hear it in my ears.

“Lola,” Violet hisses. “He’s coming here.”

I know.

He steps up beside us, his broad shoulder nearly brushing mine as he turns to the bar, completely ignoring the two guys talking to us.

“Evenin’, boys,” he says calmly.

The guys nod, suddenly very aware of themselves. One of them mumbles something about getting another drink, and they disappear into the crowd.

Then he tips the brim of his hat slightly toward Violet and me. “Evenin’, ladies.”

Up close, he’s overwhelming. And when his blue eyes land on mine, something low in my stomach tightens.

He turns back to the bartender. “Another round for me and my brothers’ table.”

The bartender moves immediately.

Then the stranger’s attention slides back to me in a second. “And what’re you drinkin’?” His voice drops.

My mouth goes dry. “Beer would be good. Please.”

I sound like an idiot. He probably thinks I’m a virgin who’s never spoken to a man before, with the way I just mumbled out a simple sentence.

His lips twitch, almost a smile. “Beer it is.”

He orders without looking away from me, pays, then leans his hip against the bar. Close enough that heat radiates through my arm. Close enough that my brain short-circuits.

Up close, I notice everything.

The faint scar along his jaw. The dark stubble shadowing his cheeks. The way his hands look like they could lift me without effort.

God.

I could watch a man like this work all day and never get bored. Sun on his back, muscles flexing as he throws hay bales or fixes fences, sweat running down tattooed arms.

And the things those hands could do to me—

Jesus.

My breath stutters.

“You ain’t from around here,” he says, his voice low and so teasing.

My accent. Of course. I fold my arms, pretending confidence. “What gave it away?”

His gaze drags lazily over me. “New York.”

I blink. “That obvious?”

He smirks slightly. “Got friends out there. You sound like ‘em.”

His drawl curls around every word. My entire body seems to lean toward it without permission.

“So,” he continues, eyes locked on mine, “you new to town? Or just passin’ through?”

For some reason, I don’t want him to know I’m here to stay. Out of fear, perhaps. The way I react to him, I’ve never experienced this before. I’ve never had feelings for a guy I don’t even know the name of.

“I’m visiting,” I lie lightly. “My friend’s uncle lives here.”

His gaze sharpens slightly. Like he knows I’m not telling the whole truth.

“Town like this,” he murmurs, “visitors don’t usually last long.”

I lift a brow. “Why’s that?”

His jaw flexes, and something dark flickers in his eyes. “Cowboys tend to cause trouble.”

My lips curve before I can stop them. “And you? Do you cause trouble?”

A beat passes. Then he leans in slightly, voice rough against my ear. He even smells divine. “I’m the one who fixes it.”

A shiver slides down my spine. My gut tells me that he is the most dangerous man in this bar.

But standing this close?

I don’t want to run. I’m pulled toward him instead.

Like touching fire just to see what happens. I’ve never really had to make my own decisions in life. My parents did it for me. But here? Here I can be the woman I always wanted to be.

The confident girl who goes after what she wants. The one who can have fun without worrying about who is watching her.

The girl who gets the man. Or in this case, the cowboy who has her panties soaking.

He straightens slowly, eyes dropping briefly to the diamond necklace at my throat before meeting mine again.

And something changes in his expression. It softens. Just a fraction. Almost like he’s having the same internal debate I am.

“I’m Hunter,” he says, holding out his hand.

And I freeze. Staring at his rough, tattooed hand like it might bite me. Maybe I want him to bite me. Or my ass.

He smirks as my eyes meet his. “Do you have a name, city girl?” he drawls out.

The second I place my hand in his, sparks shoot down my arm. I don’t pull away, I lean into the feeling.

Like I’m alive.

“Guess,” I tease.

He runs his tattooed hand over his dark stubble, his eyebrow arching. “I don’t need to guess. I’ll get it out of you eventually.”

I blink at him. His confidence is hot. Everything about him is. I almost combust as he leans in towards me. I don’t think I’m even breathing properly.

“My advice, though, stay away from cowboys,” he says quietly.

He reaches for the bucket of beers, then pauses, leaning in once more, his stubble brushing my ear.

“Fireflies look real pretty at night,” he murmurs. “But they still get themselves burned.”

My breath catches.

He pulls back, dark blue eyes holding mine one last second.

“Careful, firefly.”

“Have a good night, Hunter,” I tell him, his name sounding sexy on my tongue.

He sucks in a breath. Only a little one. But enough to tell me that I get to him, too. And then he walks away, carrying drinks back to his brothers like he didn’t just tilt my entire world sideways.

I stare after him, heart racing.

Reese made me feel pressured. Every interaction with him puts me on edge. But with Hunter? The sparks are flying in a way I’ve never experienced before.

The kind you see in films or read in books. That moment. I never thought it was real. But after that? It is.

“Holy fuck, Lola. Now that is a man. A man who could do so many filthy things to you,” Violet whispers behind me.



I shake my head, trying to get back to reality. A man like him won’t be going after what he calls a city girl. He warned me to stay away. But I don’t much like being told what to do anymore. That Lola is dead.
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Hunter

Song – ‘Wrong Ones’, Post Malone ft. Tim McGraw

I set the beers down on the table, and the second I sit, Ace’s grin stretches wide enough to be a damn problem.

“Well, well,” he drawls. “Look at big brother out here flirtin’.”

I grab another bottle from the bucket, ignoring him. “Shut up.”

Colten leans back in his chair, arms folded, eyes amused. “Didn’t know you still remembered how.”

“I wasn’t flirting.”

Ace laughs. Loudly. “Hunter Ralph Sterling, you walked across a packed bar, scared off two dudes, and bought her a drink. That is flirting in your book.”

I shrug, taking a swallow of beer. “Just bein’ polite.”

“Bullshit,” Colten says. “You only get polite when you’re interested.”

“I’m always polite.”

Beau finally looks up from his whiskey. “You’ve been staring at her since she walked in.”

I ignore them, but my gaze drifts back across the bar anyway.

And there she is. Cherry-red curls bouncing as she laughs with her friend, hips swaying to the music, completely unaware of how every man in the room is watching her.

She dances different from the girls around here. No practiced bar sway. She dances like she doesn’t care who’s watching.

Ace whistles low. “She will cause you trouble. I think she’s just what you need, grumps.”

“Yeah, because the lot of you don’t cause me enough anyway,” I mutter.

“You love it, it keeps you alive,” Ace counters.

I don’t answer because the longer I watch her move, the tighter something coils low in my gut.

The way her hips move, I’m desperate to know what color her panties are under that skirt. The way sweat dampens the back of her neck. The way she throws her head back laughing, curls flying.

And suddenly my jeans feel a hell of a lot tighter than they did five minutes ago.

Jesus Christ.

I scrape my chair back. “I need some air.”

Ace grins. “Need a cold shower, you mean.”

“Fuck off.”

Their laughter follows me out into the night as I head to the back door, pulling out a cigarette. With my back against the wall, I look up at the stars and light it. Letting the smoke burn into my lungs.

Boots crunch on gravel behind me.

I already know it’s her. I’m trained to hunt, but she deserves more than to be my prey.

I don’t turn right away. But my heart fuckin’ gallops in my chest.

Watching her dance in there? Watching every man look at her?

Not good for my self-control. I’ve got a reputation to uphold. But, if someone so much as touches her, I might shoot the place up.

“I thought I told you to stay away from cowboys?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder.

She stands a few feet away, curls wild from dancing, cheeks flushed, green eyes bright in the dim light.

“It’s hot in there,” she says, folding her arms, though the smile tugging at her lips gives her away.

“Fresh air’s usually out front. Back here is for the smokers.”

She shrugs. “Guess I got lost.”

I huff a quiet laugh. “Sure you did, firefly.”

Her eyes flicker at the nickname, and instead of stepping back, she moves closer.

Mistake number one.

I hold my lit cigarette out as a dare. “You smoke?”

“If I’m feeling bad, then yes.”

I nod. Checking her hands, looking for a ring on the wrong finger. But it’s bare. She’s not taken. “Then tonight’s your lucky night.”

Our fingers brush as she takes it, and the contact snaps between us like static.

Jesus.

She coughs lightly after her drag, then hands it back, fingers lingering deliberately.

She’s teasing me, and I should shut it down. I don’t do this anymore, haven’t since Wyatt’s mom walked out and left me holding everything together.

My priorities are simple: My son. My ranch. My brothers.

Women complicate things.

But this one? She pulls at something in me I thought burned out years ago. She’s making me rethink my whole way of life with one smile.

Maybe not everyone is going to walk out on me. Perhaps this cherry red haired girl might be the one who stays.

I believe in fate, for the most part.

“You always scare people like that?” she asks, shaking me from my thoughts.

“Like what?”

She has no idea how dangerous I am. And that’s when reality crashes down over me. I’ve seen men in Enzo’s organization almost lose the women they love.

I’ve seen how it breaks them. Hell, I saw how my mother’s death broke my father.

“In there. Everyone moved when you walked by. Like they were petrified to breathe wrong in front of you. Same as outside Dusty’s the other morning.”

I arch an eyebrow. The cafe? She has seen me around. How the fuck did I miss her?

“Small town,” I shrug, playing it off. “Folks know each other.”

“That’s not what it looked like.”

I lean back against the wall. “And what did it look like?”

Her gaze drifts slowly over me. And I think she likes what she sees.

“Like you’re some kind of leader around here.”

My mouth twitches. “And you still followed me out here? You’re brave.”

Her chin lifts. “Maybe. Or, perhaps I’m intrigued.”

Silence stretches between us.

“You dance like you’re tryin’ to start fights,” I mutter.

“With who? I don’t want to start any trouble. I’m new here, remember?”

“Every guy in that bar.”

Her eyebrows crease when she frowns. “Guys here want to fight me?”

I let out a chuckle. I don’t think she realizes just how breathtaking she is.

“No. I’ll knock every single one out that so much as glances at you the wrong way.”

Her pretty lips open, and she sucks in a breath.

A slow smile curves her mouth. “But you didn’t. You walked away? You could have danced with me.”

My jaw tightens. Because yeah. Watching her move like that makes it damn hard not to imagine her moving under me instead.

My gaze drops to her mouth for too long. “I walked away because you don’t need to be getting mixed up with the likes of me. Trust me on that.”

She tilts her head, as if she’s assessing me. I like it.

“You don’t flirt much, do you?” she asks softly.

“Not my thing.” I shrug.

“Why not?” she says, biting back a smile.

“I’m a busy man.”

“Busy how?”

She’s not giving up. It’s hot as hell.

“Raising my son. Running a ranch. Doing bad things,” I say.

Surprise flickers across her face. “You have a kid?”

“Yeah.”

Something softens in her expression. And that should end this. Being a single dad means I can’t just date anyone. I have to date someone who is safe for my son.

Someone who will love him, too.

Instead, she steps closer.

Close enough, her thigh brushes mine. Close enough, I feel her breath at my neck.

“You don’t seem the settling-down type, are you with his mom?” she murmurs.

“Neither do you. And fuck no.”

Truth is, I would settle down. I can picture myself getting old with someone who loves my son like their own. A woman who sees the beauty on my ranch. That isn’t afraid of how possessive I am over the people I love. Someone who will help me build the ranch into something our children will one day run.

But I see more than she thinks. See the confidence she wears like armor. The way her body leans closer, even while her mouth keeps up the bravado.

She fights control. But she wants someone strong enough to take it away for a while. To show her what letting go feels like. To show her what riding a cowboy really means.

My hand lifts without permission, brushing a curl off her shoulder. Soft as hell.

Her breath stutters. And she doesn’t move away.

“You should go back inside,” I tell her.

“Why?” she asks, batting her lashes.

“Because you’re playin’ with somethin’ you don’t understand.”

“And you’re not?” she counters, her eyes shimmering with defiance.

That hits harder than it should. Because the truth is, I haven’t felt this pull towards someone in years. If ever. Even with Ashley, Wyatt’s mom. It was never a real love relationship. It was a necessity.

But this girl, it’s like gravity shifted. Like my body made the call before my brain could argue.

I place the cigarette on her lips, and she takes a drag, not breaking eye contact this time. And it takes everything I have not to spin her round and take her against this damn wall.

I am desperate to be that cigarette.

She blows the smoke right into my face, and I inhale, leaning a little closer. “Go back inside, firefly.”

She doesn’t move. Instead, her fingers hook lightly into my belt loop, stopping me from stepping away.

Every muscle in my body locks tight. Fuck, I want her.

“You’re the one telling me to stay away,” she says softly. “But you’re not going anywhere.”

She’s right. And that scares the hell out of me.

I close my hand around her wrist, not pushing her away. Just holding her there. Because she’s making my mind glitch, and I’m not sure how to react.

“For a smart girl,” I whisper near her ear, “you’re real bad at listening.”

Her breath shivers, and for a long second, neither of us moves.

Then something shifts in her expression like she remembers herself. Confidence snaps back into place, and she steps away slowly. “Well,” she says lightly, “guess that makes two of us.”

She turns, then stops, glancing back. And something real slips free.

“Lola,” she blurts. “My name’s Lola.”

A smile pulls at my mouth despite myself. Lola wants me to remember her.

And there’s not a chance in hell I could ever forget her.

She blows me a kiss as she walks backward toward the bar. “Maybe I’ll see you around,” she calls. “But don’t count on it.” Her eyes sparkle with challenge. “I’m not a woman who gets passed up twice.”

Confident. And so fucking hot that I’ve got a semi.

She spins and disappears inside. And I stay there in the cool night air long after the door swings shut.

Because something tells me that even if fireflies have a short lifespan, they still burn bright. And I’m not sure I can let this one go off into the night without knowing what it would be like, even just for one night, to stand in her flame.

I could let myself be free again. Be Hunter. Not the one everyone relies on. But the man she sees. That could have her screaming out my name and coming so hard she forgets her own.

Fuck.

Lola. Lola. Lola.
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Lola

 

“You smell like cigarettes, Lola Jackson,” Violet scolds as I slide in beside her at the bar.

“I’m being naughty today. I won’t start again, promise,” I tell her with a pout.

She leans back, studying me. “I like this version of you here. You’re so much… brighter. It’s nice.”

I smile because I feel that way too. I don’t wake up dreading the day anymore. Replying to emails. Taking staged photos in clothes companies send me so my parents can brag about their perfect daughter.

Making sure my tits look incredible for likes.

Here, I’m just me. No one watching. No one reporting back.

She bumps my shoulder. “That guy over there wants to dance with me.” She points to a smiling guy with a moustache at the other end of the bar.

“I’m going. You good? I don’t want to leave you on your own.”

I laugh, tapping her arm. “I’m an adult. Go dance. I’ll be around.”

She hops off the stool, and seconds later, he’s spinning her around, both of them laughing.

Cute.

And suddenly my bladder reminds me I drank way too fast.

I scan the wall until I find the crooked bathroom sign and start weaving through the crowd. The place is getting a hell of a lot busier.

I can’t even see Hunter’s table anymore.

Couples grind together, someone pours vodka straight into another guy’s mouth, and people shout lyrics at the band. But I keep going on my mission to pee.

Even the toilets have swinging wooden doors. It’s all so cowboy in here. And when I’m done, I walk back out of the narrow hallway and straight into something solid.

Really solid.

My hands hit a chest that feels like carved stone.

And then the scent hits me.

Him.

I look up into blue eyes already watching me, amused. “You really gotta stop bumping into me, firefly. I might start to think you’re following me.” He leans closer, voice dropping just for me. “Because you’re making it harder by the minute to stay away from you.”

My legs press together instinctively.

“I—I just...”

But I don’t move. My hands stay on his chest. My body refuses to cooperate.

“What do you want from me, Lola?” he asks quietly.

My throat tightens. My confidence is depleting with each second that passes. “I don’t actually know, Hunter.”

His mouth curves. “You don’t know what you want? That’s different.”

My brows lift. “What? Do women usually just drop their panties for you?”

He shakes his head slowly. “No. They never dare get this close.”

I roll my eyes, and the next thing I know, his hand is around my throat, and he’s guiding me into the dingy hallway.

My back hits the wall beside the bathrooms, his body caging me in.

“What do you want from me, firefly?” he asks
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