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  Chapter One


“Well that fucking sucks,” Hannah said through the phone after Triss spent the last twenty minutes telling her friend how her boyfriend of three years had just dumped her out of the blue. “I’ll certainly be leaving a scathing Yelp review at Lorne’s restaurant now.” 
“Don’t waste your time,” Triss said with a sigh, flopping into her desk chair in her office. “The worst of it all is that I still live with the guy.”
Hannah made a cringing sound. “Riiiight. How long did you sign your lease for?”
“Just a year, but we’ve only been there three months.”
“Ugh. Awkward.”
“And we were supposed to go spend Christmas with his family in New Hampshire, but he’s taking Echo now.”
“Wait, hold up—who the fuck is Echo?” Triss could just picture her raven-haired friend with the piercing blue eyes holding up her hand like she was a cop directing traffic and wrinkling her naturally thick brows in utter confusion. 
“Oh, did I leave that part out? Echo is Lorne’s culinary school girlfriend. They reconnected on social media a couple of months ago and that’s why he dumped me. To get back together with her.” Triss made sure her office door was closed before putting Hannah on speakerphone so that she could massage her temples with both hands. “And he’d like to move Echo into our apartment.”
“So in other words, he wants you to move out?”
“Yeppers.”
“Fuck almighty. Now I’m going to go and slash the motherfucker’s tires, screw the Yelp review. Cut his brake lines, put his number on the wall in a men’s bathroom at a biker bar for those looking for a good time.”
“You’d never step foot into a biker bar.” That brought a smile to Triss’s otherwise perpetually scowling face. At least it felt like she’d been perpetually scowling since Lorne dropped the breakup bomb on her yesterday. But the thought of Triss’s princess-esc friend with her designer everything going into the men’s room of a sketchy biker bar was hilarious in its absurdity and gave Triss’s lips the much-need lift at the corners they needed. 
Hannah made a dismissive noise. “I would for you, babe. You know that.”
Yeah, she did know that. Hannah was one of her closest friends. They met in grad school and although Hannah now worked in Manhattan as a speech pathologist, and Triss in Connecticut as a speech path, they spoke several times a week and made a point of getting together at least once a month for drinks, dinner, and more drinks.
“So now what are you going to do?” Hannah asked, the echo of other voices around her filtered through the phone. She had to be on the subway getting ready to head home for the day. 
“For what? A house? A boyfriend? Christmas? Choose one. Their answer will be the same. I have no freaking clue.” It was times like these where Triss really wished she had a bottle of something stronger than sparkling water in the bottom drawer of her desk. Even a beer would be better than room-temperature sparkling water. 
“Well, yeah, but I was going to say Christmas.”
“No idea. I have no desire to go home and be the only kid at home with my parents. Besides, I think they’re going to visit my mom’s sister in Florida. Mieka is on a cruise ship doing her dancing thing, Oona is still in Montreal going to school. And then of course there is my oldest and youngest sister in Victoria, happy and blissfully in love. Gag. No thanks. As much as I love my niece and nephew, I don’t feel like watching Pasha and Heath make googly fuck me eyes at each other. And Rayma has zero filter, so I’m sure she’d have no problem literally straddling her boyfriend and making out with him right in front of me.”
“Yeah … Rayma’s a handful.”
“Understatement of the century.” It was also really funny coming from Hannah, since she and Rayma were a lot alike. Particularly in the lack of a filter department.
“Spend Christmas with me,” Hannah said. 
“Which is going to be where this year? Your family is spread out more than mine.”
“I’m going to see my uncles in Colorado at their dude ranch and stud farm. They’re grumpy, crotchety old buggers. Were in the Navy for a while, then bought a ranch when they retired from fighting bad guys.”
“And why are you going there?”
“Because I can’t stand to spend Christmas with my mother and her new husband, or my dad and his wife, who is five years older than me. And they can always use the extra help at the ranch during the winter. Plus, I love cuddling goats and baby horses.”
“They have goats?”
“Dude ranch, stud farm, and petting farm, I should have said. They have it all. And I think they have a couple of mares that are getting ready to foal soon, so we might get lucky and get to cuddle some fresh babies.”
“And these are your uncles?”
“Yeah.”
Nibbling on her lip, Triss brought up a new window on her computer and punched in the website for her favorite discount airline. A flight to Denver wasn’t that expensive. 
And it wasn’t like she couldn’t deal with the Lorne and Echo stuff after Christmas when she got back. She’d been working crazy hours and long days for months since a lot of people had their therapy funding renewed in January, but the funding didn’t roll over into the next year, so they were scrambling to try to use up their funds. Which meant that they were asking her to work extra sessions. It was good money, but it was exhausting. 
“Go to your apartment tonight. Box up everything and I’ll send my friend’s moving company to go and grab it all,” Hannah said. 
“And take it where?”
“A storage locker for now? We’ll spend the week in Colorado applying for new apartments. Worst-case scenario, you live in an Airbnb for a month. But it’s not the end of the world.”
No. It wasn’t. But it still sucked. 
“Fine,” Triss said, glancing out the window at the snow-covered trees and ground. It was beautiful, and she’d always loved the snow, but she wasn’t looking forward to having to move to a new apartment in it. 
“I’m leaving Manhattan on the twenty-first, so plan to arrive in Colorado on the same day. I’ll send you my flight itinerary and we can coordinate.”
“I’m thinking maybe I should go see my parents for a night first, so I’ll fly out of Baltimore. But I’ll try to be there on the twenty-first, too.” She found a flight that worked with Hannah’s flight, since her very organized friend had already texted her the details, then before she could back out of the plan, she put in her credit card details and booked it. “You’re sure your uncles will be okay with another person showing up?” Triss asked. 
“They hate everyone, so it will make no difference.”
Oh lovely. But that sentiment didn’t actually bother Triss that much. She was in a pretty crappy, people-hating mood, too, and misery did love company. 
“There! Done. Flight booked.”
“Yay!” Hannah cheered. “This will be awesome. We’ll get hammered, pot is legal in Colorado and I’m pretty sure my uncles smoke a ton of it, so we’ll also get high as fuck. We can just forget our worries and get fat because we’ll constantly have the munchies. Then we’ll go out to the barn and snuggle goats.”
“I am due for a good goat snuggle,” Triss mused with a smile. 
“I haven’t met a person who isn’t,” Hannah quipped. “All right, babe,” Hannah whooped, “You, me and the goats in three days. Go home and pack and feel free to steal all of Lorne’s shoelaces and dump out his favorite cologne. You have my permission to be petty and vindictive. It’s allowed.”
“I just want to get the hell out of there,” Triss said, closing her computer, getting up from her desk, and shoving her arms into her coat. 
“And you will. We will find you something way better. I promise. I mean, if we’re being honest, Lorne was only an okay chef. There’s a reason the guy doesn’t have any Michelin stars or James Beard awards, let’s just leave it at that.”
“I’ll see you in three days.”
“Three days, baby. You, me, the goats and my crazy high uncles.”
“Sounds like a Christmas to remember.”
They disconnected the call and as Triss locked up her office, she caught herself smiling in the reflection of her colleague’s door window. Maren’s lights were off, so it turned the window into more of a mirror. Triss was smiling, and those lines around her eyes since Lorne dropped his bomb yesterday weren’t nearly as deep. 
Maybe a week in Colorado with a couple of old cowboys, her best friend, and some goats was exactly what she needed to find some perspective and sort things out. 
And if she didn’t find perspective or get anything sorted, at least she’d get in some goat snuggles.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Good afternoon, folks, this is your captain speaking, we apologize for the delay, but the runway is finally clear and we are going to be landing in roughly thirty minutes. If you have any connecting flights, please know that most of the flights out and into Denver have been canceled due to weather. We apologize for the inconvenience, but your safety is our number one priority.”
Crap. 
What did that mean for Hannah’s flight out of La Guardia?
Triss’s flight had been delayed for three hours, then they circled and almost had to land in Utah because of the freak snowstorm that was hitting most parts of the country. But here she was, about to begin her descent into Denver and go spend Christmas with a couple of miserable old cowboys and their goats. 
God, she hoped her friend’s flight was not one of the ones to be canceled.
Up until she boarded, Triss and Hannah had been texting back and forth. Hannah’s flight had been delayed, too, but she was already supposed to be leaving two hours after Triss. So now, Triss would have no way of knowing whether Hannah was still in New York or in the air, or if her flight had been rerouted somewhere else like Kansas or Ohio. 
If Hannah’s flight was canceled, did Triss even bother going to the ranch? Or did she just wait for a flight home to become available? She wasn’t that far from her sisters in Victoria, Canada in the geographical sense of things, maybe she could just head north. 
But that idea sat like a ball of habanero peppers in her gut. 
Yes, she loved her sisters, niece, and nephew, but she was in no mood to watch them happily in love with their perfect lives and men. Not when Triss had been convinced that Lorne was her happily ever after just days ago. 
Thank God she kept the receipt for the expensive watch she bought him. She returned it yesterday and bought herself a new pair of waterproof but stylish winter boots. They would keep her feet dry and warm, while also being fashion-forward. 
Lorne hadn’t even bothered to ask her where she was going or where she planned to spend Christmas when she spent two days packing up her life and painfully cohabitating with him while he was on the phone constantly with Echo, reassuring her that he wasn’t “cheating on her” with his girlfriend. 
Ugh! Yeah, she’d rather spend Christmas with two crotchety veterans in Stetsons than another second with Lorne and the vapid Echo. 
The plane landed, albeit with enough turbulence for the woman in the middle seat to dig her nails into Triss’s arm as she held on and crossed herself at least twelve times. But they landed in one piece and that was what mattered. 
As soon as they were allowed to, she turned on her phone to check her messages. 
Nothing from Hannah. That had to be a good sign, right?
That had to mean that Hannah was in the air and set to land in Denver in a couple of hours. 
Since it was nearly nightfall, and they had no idea how long it would take Hannah’s plane to arrive, they decided that Triss would make her way to the ranch via a cab and Hannah would follow once she landed. 
Once she grabbed her luggage from the carousel, she made her way outside only to find thick white flakes falling from the sky and a line of cabs nearly a mile long, but a line of people waiting for cabs nearly two miles long. 
Great!
“Sir, sir, I will pay you triple your fare to just get me to where I need to go,” Triss said, having handed the address to five taxi drivers and been turned down because of how out of the way the ranch was. “I do not care. I just need to get here in one piece, please.”
The cabby, a man with no hair on his head but enough curly white hair for two heads flowing out over the buttons of his plaid shirt, scratched his chin, his fingers making a raspy sound on his scruff. “Triple?” He lifted a brow at her. 
Triss nodded. “Triple. I just need to get there. Please.”
His nod was reluctant, but he nodded nonetheless and heaved her suitcase into his trunk. She climbed into the backseat and exhaled a sigh of relief, removing her gloves and holding them in her lap. 
She checked her phone, but there was no message or call from Hannah. 
Thankfully, the cab driver didn’t try to engage her in conversation. 
Not that she wasn’t a polite or friendly person, but Triss was exhausted and worried about her friend, the last thing she wanted to do was engage in small talk with a stranger who was going to be taking triple his normal fare just to do his job. 
Whatever. Triss didn’t care. She just needed to get to the ranch, then hopefully, Hannah’s uncles would have some answers about Hannah or at the very least a stiff drink and a warm bed she could crawl into. 






  
  Chapter Two


I’m going to have to let you out here,” the cab driver said, pulling over to the side of the road below the snow-covered sign that read “Harris Brothers Ranch”.  
“What?” Triss exclaimed. “But I’m paying you triple. I need you to take me up to the house. The driveway up there is like half a mile long.”
“And it hasn’t been plowed or shoveled. I’ll never make it down there, let alone back. Sorry.” He popped open the trunk, climbed out, and heaved her bag into the snow. 
Growling at this dick of a cab driver and her never-ending bad stream of luck, Triss flicked her gaze to the meter on the dash and grabbed enough cash out of her wallet for the jerk. He sure as hell wouldn’t be getting a tip. 
She pulled on her gloves, tugged her hood over her head, and stepped out of the cab. The cabby was having a smoke and eying her warily. “Still triple, lady.”
She glared at the man through narrow eyes. “I’m aware.” Thrusting the cash toward him, she gruffly took the handle of her suitcase from his hand. She wouldn’t be able to roll it up the driveway, not with all the snow, so she was forced to carry the behemoth. 
“Merry Christmas,” the cabby called after her before he opened the door to his car, wedged his beer gut behind the wheel, and took off, leaving her in the dark and the cold and a half a mile from where she was supposed to be. 
Grumbling and cursing the man’s name, Triss began the trek through the snow toward the big farmhouse on the hill. 
She checked her phone at least ten times between the road and when she finally reached the farmhouse with no lights on and the big dark red barn over to the side smelling of hay and manure. 
“Where the hell are you, Hannah?” Triss muttered to herself as she yanked her suitcase up the steps of the wraparound porch toward the door. She opened the screen door and tapped the horseshoe door knocker three times. 
It felt like ten minutes, but it was probably no more than two that she stood there in the cold and dark. She knocked again, this time five times and more forcefully. 
If nobody was home, she would legit go find a horse stall to curl up in and cry. 
Between Lorne, the delayed flights, the obnoxious cabby, and having to walk half a mile in the snow lugging her suitcase, Triss was not only dead on her feet physically, but also emotionally. The dam on her tear ducts was seconds away from breaking. 
Footsteps echoed on the other side of the door and the porch light flicked on just before the big solid oak door was yarded open to reveal a shirtless man, not much older than Triss, wearing flannel pajama pants. He had abs for days, dog tags hanging between his pecs, a scowl on his face, and confusion in his dark blue eyes. 
Was she at the right house?
Hannah said she was coming to spend Christmas with her uncles. This man could not be Hannah’s uncle. Not when he should be on the cover of some firefighters with kittens calendar. Or in this case, cowboys with baby goats calendar. 
His eyes traipsed down her body. “Who are you?” Dear God, his voice was exactly what she’d expect from a cowboy. Sex and rasp. 
She swallowed, trying her hardest to keep her eyes on his face, not his six-pack. “I’m Triss. Hannah’s friend.”
His brows scrunched. “Hannah’s flight had to turn around.”
“Did it?” She checked her phone, though she realized the moment she did it that it wouldn’t do her any good. Not only would Hannah not be able to text her if she was still in the air, but Triss’s phone had up and died on her journey from the road. “Fuck,” she muttered, stowing her phone back in her pocket. “Are you Hannah’s cousin?”
He shook his head which caused the porch light to catch on a thick white scar on his chin and make it glow. “Uncle.”
If the other uncle was just as young and hot, Triss was going to have a heart attack. 
“She did tell you I was coming, right?”
He shook his head. 
“Fuck.”
“For Christmas?” he asked. 
She nodded. “Yeah. Hannah invited me to join her here with you and … your brother? For Christmas.” At the mention of his brother, Triss tried to see around the man’s big frame into the house and whether another one just like him was lurking in the shadows. 
“Nate’s in Texas. Took a yearling down there few days ago, got stuck in the snow.”
“And you are?”
“Asher.”
A man of very few words. 
“Well … uh … I flew in from Baltimore. Hannah’s my best friend and …” She glanced back toward the road. “My cabby made me walk from the road. After I paid triple the fare to get here.”
All Asher did was scratch at his bristly jaw, the sound of his nails on those short wiry hairs doing all kinds of strange things to Triss’s lower belly. 
Was he going to invite her in?
His eyes bore holes into her face for a solid thirty seconds, causing heat to worm through her until her hands grew sweaty in her gloves. Then, finally when she wasn’t sure if he’d slam the door in her face or not, he opened it wider and stepped to the side. “Come in.”
“Thank you,” she murmured, awkwardly tugging her suitcase over the threshold and stepping into the dark, sparsely decorated farmhouse. It was warm inside, which she realized was from a wood stove in the corner of the living room. A window in the wood stove door was the only light in the room, its orange flames making the area around it glow. 
She tugged off her gloves and removed her hood from her head, apologizing when a few droplets of water from it were flicked onto his hard chest. 
“Guest room is down the hall. Bathroom is beside it,” he said, jerking his scarred chin in that direction. Then before she could ask him any more questions, he turned away from her and padded his big bare feet up the creaky wooden staircase that led to darkness. A second later, she heard a door close, only then did she release the breath that had snagged in her throat when she saw that butt in those pajama pants. 
Doing as she was told, she rolled her suitcase to a guest room next to a bathroom, opened the door, and flicked on the light. 
Like the rest of the house that she’d seen so far, the room was tidy but minimal. There was a queen-size bed, an old wooden dresser, a nightstand on either side of the bed with metal desk lamps and that was it. 
“Better than a snowy ditch,” she whispered, fishing her charger out of her purse and immediately locating an outlet to plug in her phone. 
As soon as it had enough juice, she turned it on, and what should pop up but a message from Hannah. Sorry!!! They flew us to fucking Oklahoma! Oklahoma!!! I’m going to try to get there as soon as I can. Call me and let me know you’re safe. 
Rolling her eyes, Triss did just that. It was past midnight, but she knew that Hannah would be awake, and if she wasn’t, she would answer her phone when she saw that it was Triss calling. 
“I’m SOOOOOOOO sorry,” Hannah said into the phone after the second ring. “I tried calling you as soon as I could. Where are you?”
“At the ranch,” Triss said blandly. 
“Oh shit, really?”
“Yep. You didn’t tell them that I was coming.”
“Whoops.”
“You also didn’t tell me that your uncle looks like a hotter version of Channing Tatum. What the hell, Hannah?”
Hannah snickered. “Whoops!”
“Is he really even your uncle? Are there two of them that look like this?”
“Yeah, he’s my uncle. He’s from my grandpa’s second marriage. So he’s like fifteen years younger than my dad. And his brother, my uncle Nate is a year younger than my uncle Asher. Uncle Asher is like … forty-two maybe. Something around that.”
“And you didn’t feel the need to mention this?”
“No?”
“Hannah!”
“What? You were just dumped, I’m not blind, I know he’s nice looking. He’s single and if you could end up being my aunt and we become legit family and not just best friends, then isn’t that a win-win for both of us?”
“You planned this?”
“No. I did not plan to end up in mother-fucking Oklahoma for Christmas. I had every intention of being in Colorado with you and my uncles, but I did keep their attractiveness and age from you in order to get you to agree.”
“Uncle. Just Asher.” Triss said, sitting down on the edge of the bed and pulling off her boots. Her toes were warm and dry. Eat shit, Lorne!
“Where’s Uncle Nate?”
“Texas. He drove down to deliver a horse and got stuck because of the weather.”
“So it’s just you and Asher?”
“I’m calling a cab first thing in the morning.”
“What? Why?”
Triss put Hannah on speakerphone and went about getting undressed. “Because this is weird and awkward and not how I want to be spending my Christmas.”
“So what are you going to do instead?”
Triss unbuttoned her skinny jeans and shimmied out of them. Just because her toes were warm from her boots, didn’t mean her thighs hadn’t been forced to endure the cold. They were bright red and slightly numb. “I have no idea.” She’d already removed her coat, hanging it up on the hook on the back of the door, so she tugged her sweater over her head next. 
“Then stay. I’ll be there in a day or two, I swear.”
“And until then, do what?”
“Cuddle goats and fuck my uncle? I don’t know.”
“Not helping!” Triss hissed, ditching her socks. “Get here ASAP, or I’m leaving and I might not tell you where I end up.”
“You’d never do that. I’m the sister you never had.”
“I have four sisters.”
“Yeah, but none like me. And I have two brothers, so you’re definitely the sister I never had.”
“I’m looking at flights in the morning.”
“Then make the most of tonight, Aunt Triss.” The giggle in Hannah’s voice had Triss rolling her eyes as she dug through her suitcase for her toiletries bag. “You’re gross.”
“I’m a realist. I don’t want details. I don’t need to know what positions you do it in, or what surfaces, or any of that shit, but Nate and Ash are more like my brothers or cousins than they are uncles. We grew up together.”
“Still family, which makes it weird.”
“Only if you subscribe to that kind of a family dynamic.”
“Get your ass to Colorado, Hannah, I mean it.”
“I will. I will.” Finally, Triss’s friend managed some remorse to her tone, though there wasn’t much of it. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Say hi to Asher for me.”
“I’m pretty sure he’s going to pretend I’m not even here.”
“Impossible, baby, you’re smokin’ hot.”
“Get here now!”
“I’m trying. Goodnight! Glad you’re safe.”
“Goodnight. Glad you are, too. Love you.”
“Love you.” Hannah ended the call, so Triss grabbed her pajamas, and having located her toiletries bag, she yanked open the door to her bedroom only to come face to face with the man her best friend wanted her to sleep with. 
And of course, she was in nothing more than her underwear. 
Fuck!






  
  Chapter Three


“Uh … towels,” he said like an idiot, holding a stack of bath towels out toward the barely dressed stranger with the gold-flecked brown eyes.  
She blinked those big eyes at him but otherwise didn’t move. 
He lifted the towels. “Here. There aren’t any in the bathroom.”
As if she suddenly realized that she was standing there in nothing more than a white bra and white panties, she closed the door, still not taking the towels, and a second later opened the door again, now wearing her dripping wet winter coat over her slender frame. 
“Sorry,” she said, taking the towels from his hands, their fingers brushing slightly underneath. “Thank you.”
He grunted and nodded. “If you’re going to shower, you need to crank the hot water all the way to full, then let it get scalding before you adjust. Old pipes.” He turned to go, his cock having jerked in his pajama pants, making him realize he was barely dressed more than she was. And he didn’t have any boxers on under his pants, so if he continued to have thoughts about her in her underwear, she’d know. “Breakfast is at seven.”
“Uh … thank you,” she said again, before he started to climb the steps into the darkness toward the bedrooms upstairs. 
He entered his room, closed the door, then slid into bed. But like fuck was he going to be able to sleep knowing she was downstairs naked and soaped up in the shower. 
Who the fuck was this Triss? And what kind of a name was that?
She was beautiful, that was for sure. Those big brown eyes with long dark lashes, an almost olive skin tone, thick brown hair that hung in waves over her shoulders. Hannah hadn’t said a fucking word about bringing a friend, and yet, he shouldn’t have expected anything less. That was Hannah. Always with the surprises. 
He’d be giving his niece a piece of his mind when he finally spoke to her.
But in the meantime, he had a gorgeous stranger downstairs in his guest room and bathroom and no idea what to do with her. 
Though, he certainly had a few ideas of what he’d like to do with her. 
Nate called him earlier before he went to bed to tell him that he was stuck in Austin after bringing the yearling down to its new ranch. Texas wasn’t used to snow, so they had no idea what to do when it fell, leaving the state in a bit of a frenzy. He figured he’d be back in four or five days. 
But that was four or five days of Asher doing everything on his own. 
It was a full-time job when it was just the two of them on the ranch. 
Fuck, it was a full-time job when they had their full-time ranch hands there, too. But everyone wanted to go see their family, so Nate and Asher figured they could handle a week by themselves feeding the animals and riding the fence lines to check for holes. Now, it was suddenly all on Asher and the snow was piling up. 
Did he dare ask Hannah’s friend to help out?
Not that he’d put her on a horse and send her out to ride the fence, but she could probably handle mucking stalls and filling troughs. 
The squeal of the old pipes echoed through the house to let him know that she’d turned on the tap in the shower. 
His cock stood at full attention as his imagination peeled away the white cotton panties and bra to reveal what was beneath, not that what she’d opened the door wearing left much to the imagination. And he’d always had a very active imagination. 
Triss. 
She’d paid triple the cab fair, then been forced to lug her gigantic suitcase all the way up the half-mile driveway, then bravely knocked on the door of a dark house and even then, she didn’t ask to come in. It took him inviting her in. She had balls, he’d give her that. 
Then again, she’d approached a dark house in the middle of nowhere and entered that house with a strange male she didn’t know. Who had not been confirmed to be a relative of her friend. Maybe she wasn’t as bright as he initially thought. 
Not that he’d harm a hair on
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