
  
    [image: Brayden]
  


  
    
      Brayden

    

    
      
        Melissa Belle

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Autumn Ink Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2019 Melissa Belle. All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Published in the United States of America by Autumn Ink Press.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. All names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual situations or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced, transmitted, or distributed in any form or by any means, except for brief quotes used for the purpose of review, without the prior written permission of the author. Any trademarks, service marks, or product names are the property of their respective owners, and are used only for reference.

      

        

      
        Cover Art: J. Hunter Designs

      

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Also by Melissa Belle

      

      
        ABOUT

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Another Epilogue

      

      
        CAMERON

      

      
        More Wild Cowboys!

      

      
        Also by Melissa Belle

      

      
        BONUS FREE Wild Men Story!

      

      
        STAY UP TO DATE WITH MELISSA

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Melissa Belle

          

        

      

    

    
      Boston Boys

      BOSTON BILLIONAIRE

      BOSTON LOVE

      BOSTON ESCAPE

      BOSTON ROOMIE

      BOSTON BAD BOY

      

      Wild Men

      COLTON

      DYLAN

      AYDEN

      JENSON

      BRAYDEN

      CAMERON

      DECLAN

      

      Wild Men Texas

      WHISKEY GIRL

      WARRIOR GIRL

      WILD GIRL

      

      Bonus Wild Men Stories

      WILD MAN (Colton and Sky prequel novella)

      WILD VALENTINE (Ayden and Bella short story)

      

      Boudreaux Universe

      EASY PUCK

      

      Sign up for Melissa’s Newsletter to get a free story and to receive alerts and updates on upcoming book releases.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT

          

        

      

    

    
      A contemporary love triangle romance:

      

      Leleila

      

      Brayden Wild was my first kiss. The Montana football star with the cowboy boots and sexy tattoo. He salvaged my heart from a bad choice I wish I never made, on a night I wish I could forget.

      

      But that was twelve years ago. And since then, I’ve been wise enough to play it safe. Certain. Risk-free.

      

      Until I go to the store and spill granola all over…Brayden Wild. He’s still rocking a wild mess of blond hair. He’s still sexy as hell.

      

      My smooth reaction? I trip and fall on him. And then I run off like a frightened deer.

      

      Because I still WANT him.

      

      But I’m getting married in a month.

      

      Brayden

      

      Leleila Wills. The bookish, teenage girl with the sad, beautiful eyes and killer body who electrified me at first sight—is now a grown woman living here in Mountainview. I finally know her name. I finally have a second chance to ask her out. But I can’t.

      

      Because I DON’T go after women who are taken. Ever.

      

      I try to focus on coaching my football team and on taking care of things at the ranch. So why can’t I get her the hell out of my head?

      

      I tell myself it’s because she needs a friend. I mean, what kind of tool stands up his wife-to-be before their wedding dance class? But the truth is…

      

      I like Leleila’s awkward, quirky personality. And I can’t deny how my body’s on fire whenever she’s nearby.

      

      I’ve got one month to get to know her the way I wanted to twelve years ago, even if it’s only as her friend. That will have to be enough.

      

      So what the hell will I do if it’s not?
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            Chapter One

          

          Twelve Years Ago

        

      

    

    
      Leleila

      The dark strobe-lit basement is filled with wall-to-wall high schoolers getting wasted at their self-titled Football Is Paradise and Cowboys Are Cool Party, and I don’t fit in. But I push forward through the loud country music anyway, moving away from the bass coming out of the corner speakers and determined to find the center of all the fun. I grab an empty red solo cup at the table, and get in line for the keg.

      Since this is the county-wide football party held every Christmas season, teams come from all over the area. And in our part of Montana, that’s a lot of teams.

      But I have my sights set on one player in particular. He’s the reason I talked myself into coming tonight. I push my glasses up on my nose and shift awkwardly from one leg to the other as I look around for him. I see Stella waving at me, and I smile in relief when she comes over and hugs me.

      “You look amazing, Leleila!” she says as she touches my fitted red knit sweater with the outline of a heart on the front. “I love your top! I couldn’t see it at the game; it was too cold to take off our coats!”

      “Thanks,” I say. “It’s like the only thing I could find in my closet that didn’t make me look like a total dork.”

      “Did your parents say it was okay to come here?” she says. “Mine think I’m at the movies with Delvin.” She points to her boyfriend across the way. “He’ll cover for me.”

      “My parents are so disappointed in me for not acing my science exam that they didn’t really care where I went to tonight,” I say sadly. “As long as they didn’t have to look at me. My A in art class didn’t count for much.”

      “You got a B- in science! That’s like perfection in my book.” Stella squeezes my arm. “Let’s just forget about school for a night, okay, and enjoy our junior year for once. Oh look, there’s your cowboy crush,” she adds in a whisper. “Remember our pact; tonight’s all about being sixteen and free. You’re going to follow your heart, and try to ignore that brilliant brain of yours for the night.”

      Before I can answer her, Noah appears next to me. “Lei, I’m glad you decided to come,” he says, slinging an arm around me. “Thanks again for letting me cheat off your math test yesterday. Can’t believe you’re only a junior and taking the class with all seniors. You know I can’t afford to get kicked off the team. Who would catch the big passes then, right?”

      I smile at him, wishing I were brave enough to reach out and touch the cowboy hat perched over his wavy brown hair. “Sure. Math’s easy for me, so no big deal.”

      He offers to fill up my cup. I look underneath his hat at his bloodshot hazel eyes and resist at first, but his smile is focused only on me. I relent and give him the cup. Stella hugs me and says she’s going to make out with Delvin. I watch her go, half-wishing I could turn around and go home.

      While I wait on the fringe of the crowd, I nervously fiddle with my hair and glance over at the beer pong contest in the corner.

      Two guys in cowboy hats are going at it hard with the winner walking away with his arms in the air victoriously. He looks back at me over all the girls draping themselves on him, and our eyes lock. I freeze when he gives me a quick nod. I have the urge to walk over to him, but I hold my feet where they are and don’t move.

      He tosses his cowboy hat onto the nearby couch. His dirty blond hair is messy and he keeps his gaze on me as he peels off his Keep Montana Wild t-shirt, revealing glistening tanned skin and muscles on muscles. The tattoo on his bicep stands out even from a few feet away. I can tell from his body and the way he carries himself that he’s a football player, but he’s not from our school. No way I’d forget him. His worn-out jeans hang low on his hips, and I swallow as he pushes the girls away and starts walking in my direction.

      I don’t know whether to be disappointed or relieved when Noah returns to my side, and I shift my attention to him.

      “Full of good beer,” he says with a grin as he hands me back my cup now filled to the brim. “Drink up.”

      I send one last glance at the Keep Montana Wild guy before letting Noah lead me over to a corner where he pushes the cup to my lips and props his arm against the wall over my head. I take a look at him, wanting to feel his arms around me. But then, I glance down at my cup, and I know Stella was wrong. I can’t ignore my brain because all I can hear in my head right now is, “the date rape drug is odorless.” And something about this drink just feels off.

      “I don’t think I’m thirsty,” I decide before dumping the cup of beer into the nearby trash can and walking away.

      Noah follows me and takes me by the arm as we pass an open doorway. Before I can react, he drags me through the door and slams it shut behind us.

      I gasp. “Wha—”

      He pulls me toward the bed and throws me onto it. I take one panicked look into his eyes that are glazed over with alcohol or something stronger, and fear hits me so hard I feel sick. I lurch up off the bed and bolt for the door. As soon as I put my hand on the doorknob, Noah twists me and presses my back hard up against the wall. Keeping me still, he shoves his tongue down my throat.

      I struggle against his heavy weight, but he grips my waist so tightly it hurts.

      “You’re not getting out of here that easy,” he mutters as he pulls back and reaches for the button on my jeans. “I asked you here tonight for a reason, and you know it, you tease!”

      “No—”

      He tears my pants down to my knees and rips my panties as his fingers reach for the place I never gave him permission to go, a place where no man has been before.

      Terror slices through me. I’m way out of my comfort zone without a book or a brush in my hand, and Noah is far stronger than I am.

      My panicked mind reaches for something, anything, and I flash back to the self-defense classes my parents signed June and me up for last fall.

      “You’re Montana girls!” the instructor would shout. “I’ll make sure you know how to rope a wayward steer!”

      I take my right forearm and slam it across Noah’s left, causing him to momentarily lose his grip on me. He grunts, and I take my free right hand and jam the base of it into the bridge of his nose. He cries out and steps backward, his hands finally leaving my body. I hear knocking on the door, and I bring my left knee into Noah’s groin with as much force as I can muster. He topples to the ground, and I kick him in the stomach before I pull up my underwear and jeans and then hurry for the door.

      It bursts open as I stumble forward, and I go barreling through the open doorway, landing straight against a solid, masculine chest.

      All the adrenaline drains out of me as the truth hits me of what I just narrowly escaped. My legs buckle underneath me, and I start to topple over, grasping at anything to keep me upright.

      Strong arms wrap around me, and I raise my head.

      Shaking, I come face to face with the Keep Montana Wild guy, cowboy hat back on his head.

      “Are you okay?” he asks gently.

      I manage a quick nod.

      His shirt’s back on his body, and his sparkling blue eyes are feral as he looks past me into the room.

      “Stay here,” he says. “I’m going to make sure that asshole doesn’t get up again for a while.”

      But I grab at his soft, cotton t-shirt. “No. Just…” Don’t leave me yet.

      Without another word, Wild guy lifts me off the ground and carries me a few feet down the dimly-lit hallway until we’re completely shielded from the party.

      He slides me back down his body until my feet hit the ground. He reaches out and touches my cheek. “You’re bleeding.”

      I shiver at his gentle touch. “I’m okay. I’m sorry for landing on you like that.”

      “No apologies. You have nothing to be sorry for.” He hesitates, and then reaches for his cowboy hat. “Here.” He puts it gently on my head, tilting it to the left. “This will help hide your cut.”

      “Thank you.” I feel my face flush with shame as I hurry to rebutton my jeans.

      He helps me adjust my sweater so that both my shoulders are covered.

      I jerk back from him. “I have to go.”

      He keeps his hands on my arms to steady me. “Hey.” Concern fills his handsome face.

      I need to get out of here.

      I step past him and hurry down the hallway, but he follows me.

      “What happened in there? Did that bastard do something…”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      I head for the stairs. If I can just get out of here, I can go back to my homework waiting for me in my bedroom, lock this whole night up inside my heart, and never think about it again.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he says quietly from behind me. “I can call the police or take you to the hospital.”

      The terror, which had somehow disappeared for a few brief seconds, is back in full tilt, and I spin on him as I reach the front door of the house. “I’m okay, I swear. I can take care of myself.”

      He takes a deep breath as he peers underneath the brim of his hat I’m still wearing.

      “Your eyes look so sad,” he says softly. His tone is low with an attractive timber to it.

      I adjust my glasses nervously. “I hardly know anybody in there,” I say with a shrug. “I never should have come tonight.”

      I turn away from him again and step outside the front door. I’m sure he won’t follow me out into the cold in just a t-shirt, but apparently he’s immune to the chilly Montana air because he walks right out with me, and he doesn’t even have goosebumps. I stare at his tanned, muscular arm, wondering what his tattoo means.

      A pair of wings with a crescent moon behind them.

      “So why did you come?” he asks me as he continues to follow me down the front walk. “You don’t look like you belong here.”

      “Thank you,” I say. “I don’t need any more insults tonight.”

      “It’s not an insult,” he says. “You just look … like you’re a lot better than that.” He gestures with his thumb to the loud-ass party still raging inside the house.

      I stop abruptly by a row of bushes and throw up my hands. “I guess I just…wanted to feel something real for once. Outside of a textbook.”

      He nods like he understands even though I don’t see how he can.

      “You’re a football god around these parts, right? You probably have tons of friends.”

      “People who like you because of what you do on the football field aren’t usually real friends,” he says simply. “I always try to remember that.”

      “Oh.”

      He touches my cheek again. His hand is warm and comforting. “You should put something on that cut.”

      “I will.”

      He goes to remove his hand, but I reach up and keep it against my cold skin.

      His clear blue eyes trap me in place, but not in a threatening way, and he runs his thumb gently across my jaw.

      “Sweetheart, are you hurt anywhere else? Somewhere that I can’t see?” He holds my gaze tight with his, and I can’t possibly look away.

      I know what he’s asking me. “No. I’m…” My voice comes out raspy. “I’m okay.”

      I swallow hard as I lean into his hand, and he inhales sharply like our connection has surprised him too.

      Our gazes lock onto each other like nothing can tear us apart, and I take a step closer to him until our shoes touch. His eyes widen, but he doesn’t move away.

      I feel raw and unguarded like I could snap from the intense energy coursing through me.

      And I don’t know what it is about this boy with his kind blue eyes and mess of blond hair, but I feel the most powerful desire to be closer to him. To inhale him, and maybe then I can feel safe again in the world.

      Without thinking about it, I stand on my toes and press my lips to his.

      His hands go to my arms, and he holds me still, almost like he’s trying to stop me. But I cling to his mouth for several seconds before pulling back.

      Emotions flicker across his face like he’s warring with himself.

      But then, he tugs the hat back so my face is exposed, tilts his head, and brushes his lips to mine. So tenderly, the most tender touch I’ve ever felt.

      My first real kiss.

      As an introverted girl who puts her studies first, second, and last, this moment feels beyond crazy. I react to his touch by kissing him back with an urgency and a desperation that I don’t understand; I just know I need more of him. I can’t make sense of the way my stomach is clenching and my heart pounding, so I grip at Wild’s shirt like an anchor.

      He kisses me slowly like I’m a fragile bird he doesn’t want to hurt, and I let out a soft moan when his tongue lightly touches mine. He’s soothing me and sending away my demons at the same time.

      He curls his hand around my hip and draws me flush to him. The feel of his growing erection against my stomach jolts me back to reality. Fear once again overwhelms me as I remember what almost happened in the house. The lust that had taken over my brain disappears, and I go rigid in his arms.

      He lets me go immediately. “I’m sorry; I shouldn’t have done that.”

      I wish I could tell him yes, he should have. It was the most alive I’ve ever felt in my life.

      Instead, I take off his hat and try to give it back to him. “Thanks for lending me this.”

      But he pushes it back to me. “Keep it. You can return it next time we see each other.”

      I stare at him. “But…” I don’t even know who you are.

      “Please let me help you,” he says. “I can take you home.”

      But I back away. This guy is obviously not Noah, but he’s a football player and a cowboy all the same, and I clearly have proven myself to be a terrible judge of character. If I had any clue at all, I never would have come to this party or crushed on Noah in the first place. And to kiss a total stranger like I just did? I cannot trust myself. Not anymore.

      “Don’t worry about me.” I take one last look into his sapphire blue eyes that are so bright they nearly blind me. “I’ll be okay. You’ll never see me again, anyway.”

      Carrying his cowboy hat in my hand, I run to my car as fast as I can, turn the key in the ignition, and drive away from the ranch.

      And for the next twelve years, I was right—he never saw me again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Present Day

        

      

    

    
      Brayden

      “Fweet!!!” Standing in the middle of the ranch I plan to buy one day soon, I blow hard on my whistle, and the pack of animals—otherwise known as a high school football team—stop running laps around the field I’ve designated for informal practices.

      All fifty-two players, plus the other assistant coaches, turn their heads and look at me. The head coach is sick and left me in charge for the day.

      “One more lap,” I say.

      A collective groan goes up through the team, but they comply and start jogging past the wire fence separating them from the cows grazing nearby. Due to heavy spring flooding, Wilcox High’s athletic fields are out of commission for a while. So even though Big River Ranch is a town over from Wilcox, it was the best available option, given the fact that I live here and could offer a safe, solid field to practice on. Between my brother, the Wilcox coaching staff, and myself, we had the field chalked and ready to go in no time. For me, less travel has meant more time to ride the ranch and look after everything.

      My life is full between riding, herding cattle, and coaching, but I was a player once too. Star wide receiver for Wilcox High. I played alongside my cousins, Colton and Dylan. They’re both now successful stars in the pros.

      But most of us don’t make it to the professional level. Some, like me, don’t want that kind of grind and stressful lifestyle, so we never plan for the draft, and some don’t have the talent to make it past tryouts.

      Either way, the simple fact is—the vast majority of high school athletes need a plan for when they leave the football field. And that’s really why I coach these kids. I try to be a resource to them, to help them find tutors if they need to pull up their grades, help them figure out what college is best, and make sure they know that most of us aren’t Dylan or Colton Wild.

      The other assistant coaches keep talking amongst themselves, and I give their conversation part of my attention, making sure to keep my focus on the players.

      As they pass the makeshift end zone on the left, a movement behind the wire fence catches my eye.

      I take a step forward.

      A woman is bent over at the waist as she picks something up only a couple feet away from the small group of cows hanging out by the fence.

      She’s over fifty yards away, but something about her causes my gut to twist in a strange way, and I suck in a breath. Her high heels are no match to the rough terrain, and she stumbles as she digs at whatever the hell she’s doing. Her long chestnut hair covers most of her profile, but her body…it’s perfection. Curvy and tall, and when she stands up straight, I get a look at her face.

      She’s…intense. Serious. Almost like she hasn’t smiled in a long time. Her dark cat-eye glasses give her a sexy librarian look.

      And she’s…familiar somehow.

      Without thinking about it, I raise my hand in a hello, but she’s already turned away. She waves at the cows, and I chuckle as she ducks underneath the ranch fencing and turns the corner.

      The trespasser is gone.

      “Hey, Coach Wild!” Wes, the captain and starting quarterback for Wilcox High, calls out to me. “We done yet?”

      I glance at my watch. Right on time for me to go for a quick ride before heading to my new part-time job, one that will hopefully help me to accomplish the two things that stir my soul: live on my own Montana ranch and still be around football as much as possible.

      I need my own land. Having been raised on a six-hundred acre ranch, room to roam is essential for me, and sharing the family ranch with my siblings, especially my oldest brother, would never work. One of us would end up killing the other. Luke and I love each other, but we’ve never lived together well.

      I give Wes the thumbs up. “All done for today. See you tomorrow after classes—if you’re late, you know what that means!”

      As soon as the players and coaches have taken off, I head for the barn. I need my daily ride.

      I tack up Blazer quickly, and within minutes, I’m in the saddle and trotting through the first field to the open pastures beyond. With the Bitterroot Forest on my left, I urge Blazer into a gallop. He’s my favorite horse for a reason—we both like to pretend we can fly.

      Blazer follows the southern edge of the hundred-acre property, and as we reach a section of the ranch with an open view of our neighbors, my gaze catches on a truck disappearing down the makeshift dirt road at the back of the property. Going that way, he would never pass the main house.

      I know that truck doesn’t belong to the Eastons, the family who’s owned the ranch next door for four generations. Chuck Easton’s been having some health issues, and I try to keep an eye on things for them when I can. I pull up on Blazer, watching until the truck disappears out of sight.

      A shiver of cold dread shoots down my spine. Something doesn’t feel right about this, and I make a mental note to check back when I have more time.

      “Come on boy.” A light tug of the reins, and Blazer turns around, taking me back to Big River.

      Time to get to my new job.
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      Leleila

      I hustle away from the field where I collected my sample of cow dung for Save the Soil. The owners of Big River called and asked for us to take a specimen, but they’re out of town, and I don’t know who’s in charge while they’re away. Most likely, the information wasn’t passed on, and I don’t want to run into another ranch hand convinced I’m trying to steal his cows.

      I’ve made it about ten feet when my cell rings. Phillip wants to confirm that I’m okay going to the Galapagos Islands for our honeymoon. He thinks the Galapagos is the sensible thing to do.

      I want to tell him it’s supposed to be a honeymoon, not a science project, but I hold my tongue.

      “Phillip, the Galapagos is fine. And since we can’t go to Africa next year like we planned on…”

      He cuts me off, sounding excited for the first time since I failed my dissertation. “Don’t worry, honey. I have a new idea. One that could still get us to Africa right after the wedding.”

      “What? How?”

      “I’ll tell you at home.”

      Phillip’s always been superhuman in my eyes—brilliant, handsome, and opinionated. He swept me off my feet back in high school biology, and I don’t know that I’ve come down yet. He aced all the tests, and I leaned on him to miraculously pull off an A minus. But more than that, he was there—constant and reliable—when everything in my world felt dangerous and black.

      Now, he’s still kicking ass out there in the world of academia, and I don’t know if it matters, but there’s something about being with a hero that feels…lonely.

      Like my parents, he never stops trying to heal the planet. At twenty-nine, he’s the youngest tenured professor ever at the University of Montana where he focuses on the fragility of ecosystems. And his latest research is for a paper he hopes will be published in the Scientific Ecology Journal’s winter issue. He’s my parents’ ideal man for me, and I’m pretty sure they can’t figure out how I got so lucky.

      As Phillip rattles off all the perks of the hotel he found for us in the Galapagos, I cut across the empty lot until I reach Main Street. I walk down the street of our small Old West town of Mountainview and turn into the parking lot of Big Sky Natural Grocer & Ranch Supplies. He continues to talk while I duck inside the Save the Soil suite that’s adjacent to the grocery store and drop off the soil specimen I’d collected.

      I’d left my car in the parking lot when I went to collect the soil, but before I drive home to sit by myself, I decide to pay my sister a quick visit.

      As I walk the few steps to the grocery store and enter through the front door, I call out a hello to June working the counter over by the bagels.

      Through the phone, Phillip says he needs to secure our hotel room today, and I tell him to go ahead and book it. “Just get a nice room,” I say. After all, we only get one honeymoon.

      We finally hang up then, and I let out a long breath. From her register, June raises her eyebrows at me in that annoying way she has of expressing her constant disdain for my fiancé. I get it. My younger sister doesn’t like Phillip. We’ve gone around in circles over this for years. And because she doesn’t know the whole story, I cut her slack. I head over to her, tugging my suit jacket down where it keeps riding up on my hips.

      Before I can comment on her still-raised eyebrows—

      “June, you want the squash put into the far bin, over by the lettuce?”

      The low, sexy tone of voice gets my attention.

      I shift my stance and swallow as I stare at the attractive, muscular guy holding a carton of squash in his arms.

      A tattoo peeks out from the cuff of his shirtsleeve. Just a hint of wings but enough to give me pause.

      I raise my head so I can take in all of him.

      Hotter than sin body.

      A strong jaw and kissable mouth.

      Sapphire blue eyes that are focused right on me.

      He’s more mature and has a shirt on, but I’d know him anywhere.

      I’m face to face with the Keep Montana Wild guy I kissed and then ran away from twelve years ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      No way.

      As our eyes lock, I jump. Shock waves shoot through my body.

      I push my glasses up on my nose and keep unabashedly looking at him.

      His wavy, dirty blond hair is still shaggy and untamed, and he’s still dressed casually but perfectly, this time in worn blue jeans and a t-shirt that says “Ranch Life.” His cowboy boots are…really sexy, and his muscled body is trim and tanned.

      He keeps his intense gaze directly on me as June answers him in the affirmative, and I surprise myself when I maintain the eye contact. He looks down my body slowly and then back up to my face where his eyes linger on my red lipstick. By the time he pulls his gaze back up to meet mine, I’m shaking.

      He gives me a quick nod and then walks away with his carton. I watch him leave, my gaze trained on his ass. He’s got a nice ass. And nice—okay, fucking amazing—blue eyes that still sparkle.

      Did he recognize me? I can’t be sure. He didn’t give any indication that he had. Well, he’s certainly more memorable than I am. And it was twelve years ago.

      Without thinking why I’m doing it, I reach for my tight bun and undo it, letting my hair fall past my shoulders.

      I turn back to June, hoping she won’t notice how much I’m shaking. “Who is that?”

      She smiles as she counts her drawer. “That’s Brayden Wild. He just started working here. I thought you might notice him.”

      Brayden Wild. All these years, and I never knew his name.

      “What? Why? Why would I notice him?” I say it in a low voice in case Brayden has super-good hearing. But when I look over toward the squash bins, he’s no longer there.

      “Just a hunch.” June’s finished with the ten dollar bills and has moved on to the fives. “He lives on Big River Ranch right behind the store. I met him when I relocated Big Sky Grocer here last month.”

      “I was just at Big River collecting a sample. Isn’t that the ranch you’ve decided to get a lot of your meats from?” I ask.

      “Right. We’re also going to buy eggs and organic produce from them. And Brayden needs extra cash right now, so he’s going to help me out part-time with extra stocking and other things. I guess he’s saving up to buy the ranch from Phil and Betsy. Now that they’re in Florida most of the year, they want to sell it.”

      “Brayden’s going to buy it?”

      “That’s his plan. He’s also an assistant football coach for Wilcox High.”

      “The state champions one town over?” I nearly gasp like some sort of swooning fan. I wonder if Wilcox is the school he played for.

      “Those are the ones. He’s been coaching them for years. His body’s sure built like a football player, huh?”

      “Sure is,” I say without thinking. Always was.

      She glances up to wink at me teasingly. “Good thing you look so hot today. Did you have another job interview?”

      “Yep.” For good luck, I dressed in my best business suit and black heels to match. I even applied mascara and lipstick—a rarity for me. It was all in an attempt to feel professional and grown up. I should feel grown up all the time, I suppose, since I’m twenty-eight years old, but chronological age doesn’t always equate with maturity. “I don’t think the interview went well. No surprise there. Overqualified, blah, blah, blah.”

      “Don’t give up hope yet, Lei. You’ll get something.”

      “I better.”

      “I’m sorry you failed your dissertation, as you know. But I have an idea.”

      “No,” I say.

      June’s nose wrinkles in that way it does when she’s momentarily stymied. “You don’t know what I’m going to ask.”

      “And yet, I can already tell I won’t like the idea.”

      “I think you should work here for me.”

      I burst out laughing. “Ha, ha. That’s funny.”

      “Seriously. You know how a lot of the professors stop in. Working here will keep you connected to the university while you’re banned from the department…” She stops talking when she sees the look on my face. “While you’re working on your thesis from home,” she rephrases.

      “I wasn’t technically banned. I know Gerry said I have to take a break, but I doubt working here is what he had in mind.”

      “Just while you’re figuring things out,” June says. “I can even pay you.”

      “I write your monthly store newsletter for free,” I say. “And I’d do this for free too, whatever it is. I’m not going to be your employee, believe me.”

      “Fine,” June says. “No money exchange then. You can start with something small like the sign out front that’s so faded. You have a painting portfolio, Lei. Or have you forgotten?”

      I flush. “That part of my life is a closed book, June.”

      “Right. I forgot,” she says even though I know she didn’t even remotely forget. “Let’s circle this conversation back to more important things. Like the hot cowboy who just got you to let your hair down.”

      “June…” I warn her. I never told anyone in my family about that night in high school, and I don’t plan to start a confessional right now.

      Flustered, I head down aisle four to pick up breakfast for the week.

      I walk quickly until I reach the nine-grain granola bin, which June inexplicably keeps at nearly eye level. I grab the plastic spoon from the tray above my head and then open the cereal bin and dig in. As soon as I’ve filled the spoon, I realize I forgot to grab a plastic bag to put the granola into. I don’t want to put the spoon back down because then the granola will start to slide off the spoon, and I’ll have to start over. I’m lazy that way. So I keep my left hand on the spoon inside the open bin and stretch my body as far as I can to the right so I can rip a bag off the holder with my other hand.

      It takes a few seconds to separate the perforated lines from the next bag, and when they finally do come apart, the effort sends me off-balance. The spoon comes out of the bin, and granola spills everywhere.

      “Shit!” I say loudly.

      Still holding the now-empty spoon, I step back, and that’s when I see Brayden squatting below me just to my left. He’s got a cardboard box filled with cereals next to him and, courtesy of me, granola all over his head. His blond hair comes down past his ears and stops in a wavy style on his neck. It’s really nice hair, hair that I’ve now messed up with granola.

      “Oh, God.” I stand awkwardly with the spoon in my hand. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      Brayden stands up and brushes granola off his hair. “I think I’ll live,” he says with a smile.

      Laying the spoon on the shelf, I step forward to try to help clean up my mess. As I do, I slip on the granola coating the floor.

      “Oomph.” I pitch forward, arms flailing as I grasp at anything to keep me from bashing my face on the ground.

      What I find is Brayden’s nice, solid chest. My hands grip at the soft fabric of his shirt at the same time that his arm curves around my waist and keeps me upright.

      “You okay?” His voice is still low, like super-sexy low.

      My face is buried in his chest, and I don’t know why I’m not moving. It sounds crazy to say, but I feel more at peace in this one moment than I have in years.

      Brayden’s hands go to my shoulders, and he gently rubs my back. “It’ll be okay. It was just surprising is all.”

      Yes. Surprising. To run smack dab into a man I haven’t seen in years, a man who’s not my fiancé and yet who’s making me feel something. Something big.

      I jerk to awareness and pull back from him quickly. Not making eye contact, I murmur, “I’m sorry. Again. I’m not usually this clumsy.”

      His callused thumb and finger take my chin and tilt it slowly, forcing me to look at him. His expression is filled with genuine concern and interest, two emotions that haven’t been directed my way in a long freaking time.

      He’s taller than I am but not by a lot, and he looks so relaxed I suddenly realize just how stressed out I am.

      “Need some help with anything?” His question is innocent, but the words come out heated, and our gazes clash.

      “No, thanks.”

      I break away from him, from those sapphire blue eyes that look even more alive and sparkly than I remembered.

      And I’ve remembered him a lot over the years. As much as I’ve tried to forget that night, I could never forget the Keep Montana Wild boy who gave me my first real kiss.

      And now he’s a man, all sexy and mature and standing right in front of me.

      Emotions—and needs—that I’d stuffed away into the recesses of my heart come flooding back.

      The way I wanted him that night when my lips clung to his.

      The way he held me.

      The way I ran away.

      I swallow and reach to put the spoon back into the proper bin. I suddenly don’t feel hungry, at least not for granola.

      He extends his hand. “I’m Brayden.”

      I take his hand and feel how strong it is in mine. I shake it quickly and then let it go. “Leleila.”

      “Nice to finally put a name to the face.”

      I clench and then unclench my hands together. “You remember.”

      “Of course I remember. I never forgot you.”

      “It’s just…it’s been a long time.”

      “Sure has.” His eyes are warm on mine. “You’re all grown up now.”

      “So are you,” I say without thinking.

      He chuckles. “I think I saw you earlier today. At Big River Ranch? I didn’t make the connection then, but something about you was familiar.”

      I startle. “Oh! Yes, I was collecting a sample of cow dung.”

      His eyes flash with amusement. “Cow dung?”

      I nod. “Phil and Betsy requested it. My parents run a foundation called Save the Soil. We focus on teaching people about ways to protect the soil from contamination, such as the dangers of pesticides. Mountainview is working to increase its organic fertilizer options, but it still has a ways to go. Sometimes the ranches get hit with pesticides from surrounding properties, and it shows up in the cows’ waste. Sometimes the ranchers are grateful, and sometimes they hate us.” I laugh nervously. “I didn’t know you lived at Big River Ranch. That’s the first time I’ve collected from you, I swear.”

      “I think that’s cool what you’re doing.” He tilts his head. “So you work in the environmental field then?”

      I blow out a breath. “No, my parents do, but I’m actually a psych major. I’m supposed to have my PhD but…I didn’t pass. Not yet. So I don’t currently have a job. Not a paying one, anyway. I help my parents with their foundation as much as I can.” I fumble with the bag I’m still holding. “I didn’t see you. At the ranch.”

      “I know. You were too busy looking at the shit.” He grins. “No matter. I got a second chance to meet you. Or I guess I should say a third chance.”

      Our eyes clash, and silence fills the space between us.

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

      Brayden breaks the eye contact and gestures at the empty plastic bag in my hand. “You going to try again for the granola?”

      I shake my head and back away from him. “No. I have to go, actually. I have…” To go home to Phillip. “I have a prior engagement.”

      That’s not exactly what I planned to say, but it couldn’t be more truthful.

      I turn my back on him and nearly run through the aisle.

      I hear June calling to me as I pass by the registers, but I don’t stop.

      I keep running all the way to my car, and then I jump into the driver’s seat, turn on the ignition, and floor the gas, not letting up until I’m safely in my driveway.
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      Brayden

      I stand frozen in aisle four, staring after her as she makes a fast track away from me.

      What the fuck was that? This whirlwind of a woman, all green eyes and an amazing mane of dark brown hair, just slammed into my chest and knocked me so off-kilter I’m still catching my breath.

      Just like she did twelve years ago.

      My heart is doing triple time as my brain tries to play catch up.

      The woman with the emerald eyes and barest hint of a smile—the kind of tension-filled smile that makes me want to ask her why she’s so unhappy—has me all sorts of thrown off.

      We’re total opposites. You don’t have to be a genius to pick up on that. We always were.

      I was the football jock who grew up on a cattle ranch, and she was clearly a smart girl who didn’t normally frequent the kind of parties I was used to. The moment I turned away from the ping pong table, her eyes were stuck to me like I was the first half-naked guy she’d ever seen. Maybe I was.

      I frown as I remember what happened next that night.

      After I lost sight of her at the party, I went looking.

      When I reached the empty hallway, I heard banging coming from one of the rooms. My gut tightened, and fear cut through me.

      I rattled the doorknob and pushed the door open.

      When Leleila crashed into me, I instinctively wrapped my arms around her. I glanced over her shoulder at the guy laid out on the ground, and my fear turned to rage.

      But she clearly didn’t want a scene. She also didn’t want to be left alone.

      And that kiss between us…I run my thumb over my bottom lip as I continue to stand in the middle of the cereal aisle. She was inexperienced but passionate, and it felt like she gave me everything with that kiss.

      And now?

      We’re still total opposites. She was rocking a fancy business suit, and I’m still dressed for manual labor. Her body filled out her suit nicely, and her jacket kept riding up on her ample hips. Her blouse was undone at the first two buttons, just enough to reveal a hint of cleavage.

      I was drawn to her all over again. All of her, not just her body.

      I run my hand down my face.

      I want her.

      I want to ask her out.

      Christ, Brayden. Let it go.

      I’m in the middle of a crossroads in my life. Being a high school football coach is great, but it’s not enough to keep me living at Big River. If I want to buy the ranch I live and work on, I need to put all my energy into bulking up my savings. Any woman would—and should—probably run from me right now.

      But for the first time in a long time, I met—okay, I remet—a woman I want to get to know better. And…I’m going to follow through.

      I finish putting away the final cereal box, and then I head to the front of the store, stopping at June’s register.

      She looks up with a smile. “Her name’s Leleila,” she says before I have to figure a way to get it out of her.

      I cock my head. “I know.”

      “Well, color me surprised.” June’s eyebrows shoot up. “My sister’s not exactly the social type.”

      “Leleila’s your sister?” I say, not able to keep the disappointment out of my voice.

      I may be working for Big River when I’m here, but asking out the store owner’s sister is a level of complicated I can’t do.

      But June just smiles wider. “You won’t get any pushback from me. I think you should go for it. My sister, on the other hand…” She trails off, but something in her tone makes my heart lurch.

      “Is she…involved with someone?” I ask.

      Please, please, say no. Please say she’s single.

      June hesitates, and that’s when my chest starts to ache.

      “She is.” I stuff my hands in my pockets.

      “There’s somebody else, yes,” she says in a pinched tone like it pains her to have to admit it. “Although I’m far from convinced it’s a forever thing. So I would still go for it if I were you.”

      I shake my head. “I won’t get in the middle of someone else’s relationship. Ever.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” June purses her lips, looking like she’s choosing her next words carefully. “Let’s just say that I think you and Leleila could be good for each other. At least get to know her, Brayden. As friends. My sister acts like she doesn’t
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