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INTRODUCTION

] | ello dear reader,

WELCOME TO CRIMSON RIDGE...

For those of you who wish to go in to this book blind, please keep in
mind this taboo romance is a work of fiction. This is an interconnected-
standalone, ex-boyfriend’s dad, cowboy romance, with a happily ever after.

PLEASE BE aware that if you have triggers or content you prefer to avoid,
this story may contain topics or subject matter that you might want to
consider before proceeding.

CONTENT NOTES:
THIS BOOK INCLUDES THE FOLLOWING, but not limited to:

DEATH OF PARENTS/GRANDFATHER (off page, historical); suicide (off page,

historical); blood; hunting; guns; injured cattle; animal harm; mental health

discussions, including a panic attack (on page); negligent parent (off page);
dementia (off page); unwanted pregnancy (off page, historical);



drug addiction (off page); discussion of drugging/sexual assault (off
page and alluded to briefly on page); and explicit sex (including breeding
kink without pregnancy and cum play)

PLEASE NOTE, you can email my team
cosmicimprint.publishing@gmail.com
For more information or clarification on CW'’s.

YOUR MENTAL HEALTH MATTERS.
X0


mailto:cosmicimprint.publishing@gmail.com

THE PLAYLIST

Home . Good Neighbours
LEVII’S JEANS . Beyoncé, Post Malone
Thinkin” Bout Me . Morgan Wallen
older . Isabel LaRosa
Just Breathe . Pearl Jam
My Hero . Foo Fighters
Too Sweet . Hozier
If She Wants a Cowboy . Zach Bryan
Daytime Friends Nightime Lovers . The Nashville Sound
The Kind of Love We Make . Luke Combs
I’m On Fire . Bruce Springsteen
Sundown . Gordon Lightfoot
Run On . Jamie Bower, King Sugar
Wild as Her . Corey Kent
Too Good to be True . Kacey Musgraves
Daylight Savings . Kidd G
Fearless - The Echo . Jackson Dean
Tennessee Whiskey . Chris Stapleton
Throw Your Arms Around Me . Eddie Vedder, Neil Finn
Black Dog . Led Zeppelin
Everlong (Acoustic) . Foo Fighters
Empty Heart Shaped Box . Bensen Boone
Girl from the North Country . Bob Dylan, Johnny Cash
NFWMB . Hozier
Like a Stone . Audioslave
Wildest Dreams (Taylor’s Version) . Taylor Swift
Beautiful Girl . INXS



https://open.spotify.com/playlist/3o8DlwkEVL1tcGIpbyEHql?si=48aaed58f4904773

For the readers ready to wear the hat, and get railed in the back seat until
you forget your own name...

Daddy Colt has a spot in his truck just for you.



CHAPTER 1

£

traight to voicemail. Again.
I huff out a frustrated breath and drop my forehead against the
steering wheel.

For fuck’s sake, let my douchebag ex-boyfriend answer his phone for
once in his goddamn charmed life.

Keeping my head rested against the baking hot plastic, I put the phone
to my ear, trying his number for the fifth time. My eyes squeeze tight,
already knowing the outcome, but for whatever reason I persist anyway. It
doesn’t even ring, just goes straight to his non-personalized voicemail
service.

He’s either lost his phone, lost his charger, or is lost at the bottom of a
bottle somewhere.

Maybe all of the above.

Kayce Wilder was all blue eyes, dimples, and cowboy charm... until he
wasn’t.

I’m just thankful to every fucking star in the sky that it was a six-month
fling. By the time we might have even considered ourselves to be dating,
our relationship—if you could even call our situationship that—was already
over.

While I never did find him face-first in some other pair of tits, I had my
suspicions. Kayce wasn’t intentionally mean, or hurtful, or abusive. In fact,
he’s the type of happy drunk liable to pass out in the corner anywhere, but
that is his problem. He’s a waster and a drinker who is coasting through life



on his good looks while busy getting black-out drunk at three in the
afternoon on a Tuesday.

Making all his rodeo talent and big dreams that he dazzled me with that
night we first met seem laughable in comparison to the reality that is Kayce.
Underneath that facade, when I finally met the scared little boy, I realized
just how much of a waste of time he allowed himself to be.

Chalk that life experience up to being one of the greatest blessings of
my life. I’'m relieved it only took me six months of giving parts of my life to
him, rather than six years.

Or worse.

I shudder, despite the sweat dripping down my spine in the stifling heat.

Imagine if I’d accidentally gotten myself pregnant by a guy like that.

The horror.

And if anything, that was the foundation of our relationship. Sex. Not
that it was anything to write home about, mind you. He was ok, and I was
ok, and that seemed to be enough for me to tolerate some mediocre fucking.
Now that I think about it, we didn’t exactly talk much at all.

Between my hours working at the bar and picking up as many overtime
shifts as I could around my studies, there wasn’t a lot of time for dating or
hanging out. But when we did find the time, it was easy to fall into bed with
him. Kayce was a good time. He made me laugh. And for someone like me,
who desperately wanted to forget the difficulties in my life that stifle my
laughter, all he had to do was hit me with that cheeky blue-eyed expression,
and I’d fold. Promising myself that I’d tell him to sort his shit out, or clean
out the trash, or do his own fucking dishes in the morning.

God, I’'m so glad I don’t have to come home to a sink stacked full of
dirty dishes anymore.

But guess who’s the sucker sitting in a sweltering car with a backseat
full of boxes that contain his crap he left behind at my house?

Kayce had been ‘in-between’ places to live, so I foolishly said it would
be fine for him to store a few things until he had a new address. His stuff
has been in a closet for the past couple of months while I’ve been finishing
my latest vet apprentice placement, but now I’m on my way to the next job,
a new town, and I really need to cut cords with this guy once and for all.

My first instinct was to chuck them all in the dumpster behind my
apartment when he didn’t return my calls, or emails, or messages on
Instagram. Fucking useless little shit. But when I rifled through them, I



found his childhood photo albums, and school awards, and cute ribbons
from junior horse events. All things from his time living in the Midwest
with his mom.

From what I know, she’s a pretty shitty parent, and I know all about
those. But something tells me there might be a time in his life when he’ll
want to have these memories. The greatest love of Kayce’s life right now
comes in a bottle, but perhaps in the future, he’ll regret not taking care of
these things.

Even if he can’t appreciate them right now.

I bang the phone against my forehead. Think. Goddammit.

All T have is his address scribbled down on a Post-it note from when he
gave it to me ages ago, sometime around when we decided to go our
separate ways. I don’t even know if that’s his exact address anymore in this
tiny little middle-of-nowhere-Montana town. He’s even more transient than
I am, and that’s saying something. What I do know for certain is that he’s
here somewhere in this quaint little mountain village and it’s the only reason
I’m sitting parked on the side of the road.

Crimson Ridge is on my way to my next job, and surprise-surprise, I’'m
once again being Layla Birch, eternal good girl and pushover, by calling in
here to do my ex a favor because it is kind of on my way.

He knows money is tight for me—story of my goddamn life—until I get
to this next job for my placement, but I have to pay for this tank of gas
anyway. I’ll need it to get me over to the next town where I’'m due to start
work on Monday.

So, while I sit here sweating like a pig, with my copper curls turned to
frizz around my face, I can’t help but notice the lazy summer afternoon
unfolding all around me. Like I’'m somehow not part of the world that
belongs to young women my age. I watch as girls with their tiny shorts and
bikini tops lounge in the park across the road. They’re lying propped on
their elbows in the cool grass, laughing and giggling behind their hands.
Each of them eye-fucking the parade of cowboys hopping out of their big
trucks as they pull up and park in the wide main street.

Days like today, I feel a thousand years old, not twenty-five.

I flip through the same sequence on my phone, refreshing notifications
to see if, just on the off chance, Kayce has replied within the last two
minutes to either my emails or my texts. Just a simple reply is all I’'m after,
to let me know that he’ll be here in town to meet me, like I’d asked.



For fuck’s sake. Still nothing.

Chewing the inside of my cheek, I dig around in my purse for the
address. Hoping to god it hasn’t got rubbed off, or torn somehow. The
yellow Post-it is a bit faded, covered in crumbs I have to brush off, and
more crumpled than the last time I looked at it. Fortunately, it’s legible.

Kayce’s pigeon scratch handwriting scrawls over the page in blue
ballpoint.

3488 Devil’s Peak Road, Crimson Ridge.

It sounds like something out of a slasher movie. One where the girl gets
chased through the woods by a guy in overalls and a hockey mask wielding
a chainsaw.

Looks like I'm going to have to take a drive out into hillbilly territory.
Because there is no way in hell I am leaving here with these boxes still in
my possession. I don’t care if I have to dump them on the front porch for
him to find whenever he gets back from his latest bender.

“Fuck this shit.” Cursing out loud, I throw the car into drive. There’s
minimal traffic and I pull out, searching for the gas station I know I passed
earlier on my way in. This tiny, one-horse town vibe is cute enough, though,
and I kind of wish I could eventually find a job in a place like this when I’'m
qualified and graduated. Tall trees line the middle of the long, straight road,
with quaint Victorian-era wooden storefronts along each side of the wide
boulevard.

This place has a Stars Hollow feel about it, where they probably have
regular community gatherings. Annual pumpkin growing contests, cider
festivals in the autumn, summer hoedowns under the twinkling night sky
complete with couples slow dancing to a live band beneath strings of fairy
lights.

The big red and white ‘Crimson Ridge Fuels’ logo looms up ahead, and
as I turn in, bumping over the rough curb, my little car looks like an ant
compared to the cowboy-sized wagons and Chevy’s rolling around this
place.

I pull up next to the pump and unstick my thighs from my seat one by
one as I climb out the driver’s side. Ew. The cotton of my tee clings to my
lower back, and I have to discreetly readjust where my denim shorts dig
into my inner thighs.

This is one of those rare blink-and-you’ll-miss-it towns where they still
allow customers to fill up prior to paying at the checkout. Cute.



Punching the Fill option, I start pumping the gas and take the chance to
sort my hair out. Tugging on the tie, I shake the mess of pale copper curls
around my shoulders before I pile it back up in a loose top knot again. It is
way too fucking hot today to be bothered with wearing my hair down. Sure,
my white tee and faded denim cut-offs would look great with my hair all
nice and hanging over one shoulder—but today is about being a practical
bitch and getting shit done, which means I’'m not out here dressing to
impress anybody. Especially not Kayce, if I ever do track the bastard down.

Behind me, an impressive black truck pulls in. One of those really big
Dodge’s. Racehorse sleek, practical as an ox, absolutely enormous. As it
pulls up on the other side of the pumps, it dwarfs me and my Honda
runabout. Immediately, my stomach does a little swoon over how guys with
trucks like that are just effortlessly hot.

I’m subtly trying to check just how wild my hair is in the reflection of
my car windows, which is ridiculous when my only agenda here is to fill up
with gas, offload these damn boxes, then carry on my way out of this town.
But even so, I sneak a peek at the vehicle pulled up alongside mine. All I
see when the door opens on the far side is the brim of a black cowboy hat
and some messy dark curls.

The pump clunks to a sudden halt, jolting me back to earth before I can
catch a proper glimpse, and I quickly hang the nozzle up.

Christ, Layla, get it together.

Before darting off inside, I glance at the dial to double check the total.
The numbers are broken—of course they are, fucking typical—but I know
what it costs on average to fill my car’s tank up, and the eighty-nine dollars
left in my bank account will easily cover that, plus some Ramen for dinner
until my next payday.

I push through the heavy metal door and hear the metallic chime go off.
A fan hits me with a momentary breeze, but it’s just hot air being blown as
an unwelcome greeting straight into my face. The floor is in desperate need
of a mop, and the place gives off a funky smell of gasoline and grease.

There’s a bulldog-looking man in a stained undershirt behind the
counter, who rings up the register as I walk towards him.

“Just the fuel today?” He’s scowling, with slicked-back gray hair and a
faded tattoo wrapping his bicep—something military. This guy looks like he
eats Jack for breakfast and Jim for lunch.



“Yes, please,” I chirp. Trying my best to plaster on a smile in the face of
his dour customer service, and wave my debit card. He points a stubby
finger at the grimy card reader and the screen lights up.

I hold my card over it until it beeps, and am already walking away when
he clears his throat with a little more aggression than is really necessary.

“Says declined.” When I turn around, his glare is unnerving.

Jesus. What would he do if I actually tried to steal something? Probably
hurdle the counter and kneecap me with a baseball bat. So much for the
friendly, small-town vibe. Why does this asshole allow customers to pump
first if this is his response when something like this happens?

“Oh.” My cheeks heat, and I let out a little flustered laugh. I know
there’s enough money in my account. But in scenarios like these, I can’t
help but feel a tinge of shame. There’s nothing worse than feeling like I've
been called out or have failed in some way.

Which is stupid, I know, but it is what it is.

“Let me try again.” Smiling through a grimace, I hold the card out
again.

Ogre-man grunts something and jabs at some buttons on his register,
before the terminal lights up. The way he’s studying me makes my neck
prickle, my hand is now far less steady than it was a moment ago, as I
carefully hold the card flat against the screen this time. Trying to make sure
it wasn’t a contact error or something stupid like that.

Again, it beeps. Lifting the card, words I absolutely do not want to see
are stamped in bold black capitals across the screen.

DECLINED.

“You got another way to pay?” His tone is accusatory, and as he exhales
sharply the guy slaps the counter.

What a grade-A asshole.

“Um. Just give me a second.”

A tightness forms in my throat as I grab my purse and start making a
show of rummaging through it for the alternative payment method that I
know fully well doesn’t exist. I’'m so certain there was enough money in my
account, having checked only this morning to make sure before I drove out
here. But now I’m panicking and doubting myself all because this asshole is
being such an over-the-top wanker about it.

As I’m searching, I hear him make a dismissive noise. “You people are
all the same. Turn up here from out of town and think you can rip off



businesses like mine. If you can’t pay, lady, you’re going to have to siphon
that fuel out of your tank.”

I’'m stammering in the face of his brash rudeness and feeling clammy
from head to toe. If I can’t fuel up today, and get to my placement in time to
start work tomorrow I’ll undoubtedly risk losing this job. My next three
months of bills and expenses and Evaline’s payments start going up in
smoke in my mind’s eye.

“Please... if you can just give me a moment.”

Over my shoulder, I hear the door bang open and the screech of the
chime. Oh, god, now there’s a queue forming behind me to enjoy my
humiliation first-hand.

“Just... could I try the card one more time, please?” I try forming a
smile while a sting pricks behind my eyes. “I know there’s enough money
there to cover the gas.”

Although, now I’'m actually sweating. Doubt has crept in. Maybe there
was an unexpected bill I forgot to take into account?

But the man is shaking his head and growling something at me about
siphoning and the nerve of fucking him around and my cheeks are flaming
hot.

“Silly air-headed girls like you have no idea how to be responsible.
Always coming in here running up bills you can’t pay for. That’s you
parked at pump three? The Honda?” He sneers at me and looks me up and
down, before jabbing a finger in my direction. “Stand right there and don’t
fucking move. I’'ll deal with you in a second.”

I’m stunned. My hands are shaking. This prick has no idea about me, or
my life, and thinks he can talk to me like a chauvinistic, condescending
asshole. I feel like he’s slapped me, the tirade is so unexpected.

My step falters backward as I step aside, making way for the next
person in line. What the fuck am I going to do?

As I’m spiraling in the middle of this shitty gas station in the middle of
nowhere, a low, smooth voice cuts in.

“Christ, Kurt. Take your heart pills already. I’ll cover it.”



CHAPTER 2

£

’m rendered speechless.

The man beside me reaches across and taps his card on the screen.

Green lights all perk up, indicating a successful payment, and the
asshole behind the counter mutters something resembling a thank you.

But that’s not exactly the reason I’'m left without the ability to form
words.

A stranger just paid for my fuel, and he is absolutely someone who I
had no idea could exist in real life.

He’s a wall of rugged man, and I have to tilt my head a little in order to
take all of him in. With a faded black t-shirt revealing a tanned neck,
scruffy dark curls, and a short beard with a bit of salt and pepper gray in it.

When he turns around to face me, I’'m immediately caught in the snare
of his bright hazel eyes. There’s something wild about him, and I am
nothing but a fawn stunned in high-beam headlights.

“After you, ma’am.” His voice washes over me like rain after a long,
hot day as he gestures politely toward the door with something in his hand.
When my eyes drop down, they catch on the jet-black cowboy hat in his big
paw.

Oh, god... and then his tightly fitted wranglers.

This is the real danger out here in small towns like this. Cowboys with
impeccable manners who look like they can sweep you off your feet one
minute and rail you until you forget your own name in the back seat of their
truck the next.



I stammer something incoherent and move toward the door. I’m still not
sure what just happened back there, but am more than relieved to escape the
silent glare of the prick who will never get my business again in this
lifetime.

Ever the country gentleman, this cowboy holds the door open for me.
Behavior that is entirely foreign—especially coming from a stranger. In my
world, I’'m used to fending off men with wandering hands trying to cop a
feel at two a.m.

Once back on the forecourt, it’s like the world rushes in again. Birds
chirp, the drone of a truck rattles past, and the sweet fragrance of jasmine
climbing a trellis drifts from the cafe next door.

“Thank you.” I blurt out. Regaining use of my tongue. “You didn’t have
to do that.” I twist my purse in my hands.

Gorgeous-cowboy drags a hand through his unruly hair, before putting
his hat back on. As he does so, I catch a little glimpse of the lines around
his eyes that don’t exactly tell me his age, but they place him somewhere in
the older category.

This man certainly isn’t in his twenties, that’s for certain. Possibly his
late thirties.

Jesus. My thighs clench as I take him in properly now. He leans a
shoulder against the tailgate of his enormous vehicle.

“No sense arguing with Kurt over a tank of gas. He’ll take any
opportunity to make up for having a small dick.”

Something between a cough and a laugh bursts out of me. I was not
expecting that the third thing to come out of this man’s mouth would
include the word dick.

But I’m certainly not mad about it.

“It was very small dick energy, wasn’t it.” I roll my lips together.
Immediately my slutty brain makes a comment about how this man is the
complete opposite of that. Big dick energy radiates off him like the sun.

Something about my response seems to please him. I don’t hate the way
that makes me feel, like I would enjoy finding ways to please this rugged
man.

“Even so, thank you, that was very gallant what you did in there.”

He narrows his eyes on me. “Gallant?”

“Uhh, you know...” I'm stuttering under his intensity. “Like,
chivalrous.”



“Sounds like you’re calling me old. Or old fashioned.”

My mouth opens and closes a couple of times, thinking I’ve offended
him somehow, but then I spot the crinkles at the corners of his eyes.

He’s teasing me.

Dear sweet Jesus. This man is hiding a sense of humor underneath that
gruff exterior.

This isn’t fair.

“Let’s just say that girls like me don’t happen to come across men like
you very often. I mean, especially not men offering to pay for a whole tank
of gas out of the blue.” I gesture between the two of us.

He fixes me with a hard look. One that leaves me swallowing down a
lump in my throat.

“You’re hanging around the wrong men in that case.”

Somehow, I feel like he just told me off and turned me on in the same
breath.

“Don’t I know it.” I offer a small smile. My mind wanders briefly to the
boxes in my back seat and Kayce while I shudder a little on the inside,
considering the current mess I’ve found myself in. All because of his
useless ass. The exact type of wrong man.

I want to ask what his name is, but something tells me that’s not wise.
What do I need to go asking this man’s name for? It’s not like I’'m ever
going to see him again. Unless... unless what? I could always offer to pay
him back for the fuel. But even then, to what end would that be. I’ve still
got nearly a year’s worth of study and placements ahead in my future.

I’m in no position to even be thinking about dating, or doing anything
but putting my head down and working for at least the next twelve months.

This feels like one of those sliding doors moments. In another time, if
we were different people, maybe then I would ask his name, and he’d ask
for mine. A world where I have the job of my dreams, running stables and
taking care of horses all day, and I can buy a whole cart of groceries without
checking my bank balance.

Instead, I’m standing here in the beating sun, as sweat trickles down my
back and my thighs stick together. I’ve got nothing more than a declined
card and a tank full of fuel thanks to the charity of a stranger.

All the while, God's favorite cowboy watches me from where he leans
casually against his truck. A vehicle that’s probably worth more than my
entire annual take home pay.



“I hope it didn’t ruin your visit to Crimson Ridge.” His hazel eyes are
still fixed on me with a keen expression. Even though his gaze might be
glued to my face, I can feel him taking in every inch of my appearance.

My body heats under his perceptive stare.

“How do you know I’'m just visiting?” I tilt my head to one side. For
some reason he’s still standing here talking to me in this grimy gas station,
and I’m making no effort to move toward my car. Not only that, but I can’t
help but feel like he’s definitely, absolutely flirting with me a little.

His attention feels warm and not too forward. This stranger isn’t being
overly direct, but there’s something sparking between us, and I’'m sure it
isn’t just my imagination.

One of his dark eyebrows lifts a little and he nods towards my license
plate. The one that says OLEANDER TOWN AUTO, from the dealer
where I bought it years ago. “We don’t have those kinds of plates here.”

“I could be borrowing a friend’s car.” I tease.

This time, his eyes most definitely drop down my body, and every inch
of me comes alive.

“A friend, hmm?” He mulls the word over. “Is that the kind of friend
that comes with a dick, or without one?”

Well, fuck. Is he asking if I have a boyfriend?

“Uhh. No friend.” I chew my cheek a little. “Boys my age aren’t worth
my time, I find.”

That makes his eyes snap up to mine. Oh, holy hell, I might as well just
wave a big sign that says please fuck me, I'm single, with that kind of
statement.

He rubs a thumb along his jaw, still leaning against the truck, and he
looks so damn good I want to melt. As he shifts his arm, it drags up the hem
of his t-shirt a little, revealing a sliver of tanned skin above his belted jeans.
Am I having heart palpitations? My pulse thuds relentlessly in my ears.

This man is stunning, a little rough around the edges, with a lump at the
bridge of his nose hinting at stories from his past. This cowboy is just my
type, only I’ve never actually met someone like him in the flesh before.
He’s compelling, attractive, enticing in a way that makes my skin prickle
with excitement.

“So, if you’re staying here in town... what are you doing on Friday
night?” His voice is all rumbly, and I feel it right in my chest.

But then I realize what he’s asking. Or maybe, is about to ask.



And I fall back to earth with a jolt.

“Oh, no.” I shake my head, and his expression hardens. “I’m sorry, I
don’t know what I was saying... I really am just passing through.” Jesus,
I’m such a fucking idiot. It took me all of two seconds to lead this guy on,
and now I feel like the world’s biggest cock-tease.

In another time, or life, I could maybe be Layla Birch: carefree woman
who says yes to handsome strangers asking her out on a Friday night.

I could be the woman who gets to enjoy an easy conversation with a
gorgeous man such as this one. Indulging in drinks and stolen glances and
the giddy moment of wondering whether the night might end with being
treated to more intimate pleasures.

Wondering whether there might be the type of goodnight that involves a
brush of lips and sensual glide of hot, seeking tongues.

Instead of all that, I’'m stuck on a hamster wheel of bills to pay, a
qualification to finish, and forever feeling older than my years.

When, by all rights, I should be dating and kissing handsome men with
enthralling eyes and unruly hair.

“Well.” He pushes away from the truck, and suddenly ice solidifies in
the air between us. Those shoulders of his are now tense beneath the thin
cotton of his tee. “Travel safe, then.” And as quick as a flash, he’s fishing
his keys out of his back pocket and is on the move, opening the cab of his
truck without so much as another look in my direction.

I make a start toward him. “Wait, I need to pay you back for the gas.”
God, I’ve fucked this all up.

“Don’t worry about it.” He swings up into the driver’s side and slams
the door.

The giant black truck roars to life as he revs the accelerator, taking off
out of the gas station. Leaving me standing there coated in sweat and shame
and feeling my heart sink into the oil-stained concrete.

My rouL MmoobD only worsens when I plug the stupid hillbilly address into
the map on my phone, and all I can see is a long-ass road finishing in a dead
end. The red pin glares back at me like a big middle finger.



Surely, it can’t be right.

I pinch the screen to zoom out, and this address isn’t even hillbilly
territory. It’s on Mars.

The location is so far out of town I want to cry. It’ll use up a large chunk
of the gas that the handsome stranger just paid for in order for me to drive
out there and back again.

Kayce Wilder can go fuck himself, I bet he wrote the address down
wrong—it would be typical of him—so I decide to get resourceful and go in
search of some local knowledge. Crimson Ridge is small enough, surely
someone will know something, but I certainly won’t be setting foot back
inside the gas station.

So I park my car under the shade of the trees lining the median and
make my way into the cute little cafe next door. The outside is surrounded
by jasmine blossoms winding along the porch, shading the footpath from
the beating sun. The place is quiet, with the lunch rush long gone, and when
I cross the threshold, cool air welcomes me inside. Thank fuck for that. My
shoulders sag with relief.

A girl around my age is behind the counter washing some glasses, so I
make my way over. She’s got long, poker-straight black hair, with bleached
ends. Her tank top is way too tight, but hey, if that’s what gets her tips then
so be it.

Sometimes, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.

I can hardly judge, considering the places I’ve had to work over the
years just to take care of myself.

“Excuse me.” I plaster on my best friendly smile. “Would you be able to
help me with some directions?”

“Sure.” She eyes me and tosses the hand towel over her shoulder.

Loudly chewing gum, she looks me up and down as I approach, which
immediately sets my teeth on edge. Whatever, I don’t need to be her friend.
I just need some fucking confirmation that my trek to the middle of
nowhere isn’t going to be a colossal waste of time.

“This address here, can you tell me if it’s real?” I show her the screen of
my phone, the one with the pin located way off in the middle of nowhere.
“Like, is it legit? I’m trying to find a friend, but I think the address might
have been written down wrong.”

The girl taps at the screen and then gives me an odd look. The kind of
sidelong glance that seems weirdly knowing and curious at the same time. It



makes me feel uncomfortable within an instant, like I’m missing something
and she’s in on a joke that I don’t get.

Her lips curl into more of a sneer than a smile. “You wouldn’t be the
first girl trying to find your way up to his place.” She hands me back my
phone and leans on the counter. Putting her tits right in my face. Like she’s
pissing all over her territory or something.

Fucking hell.

Kayce Wilder. Certified man whore.

“I’m taking it you certainly know how to get there, then?” I’'m about
done with all of this and have half a mind to just toss this girl the boxes
right here in the middle of the cafe and let him come and get them from his
fuck buddy.

She just gives me a coy smile and smacks her gum loudly.

“Might have been there before. But you’re a bit young for him, ain’t
you?”

What? I can’t even with this level of weirdness going on. It’s hot as hell
and I’'m dying for a cold glass of water and feeling just about done with
being the good girl.

“Look, it isn’t like that. Can you just tell me if the address is correct?
That’s all I need to know.” I shove my phone in my pocket and give her a
pleading look. Yep, that’s right. I’'m at the lowest ebb yet, groveling to some
slut who my ex has obviously been fucking. Or maybe is currently fucking.
Or, I don’t know... I just want to get this dealt with so I can get on the road.

“That’s the one. Right at the top of the mountain. It’s a dead end, so you
can’t miss it.” She picks up a dirty glass and runs it under the tap. “Hope
you don’t get lost... if the beasts up there don’t eat you, the wildlife might.”
And with that, she saunters out through the back with a flick of her hair.

For fuck’s sake.

I shove my sunglasses on and stomp back to my car. Cursing Kayce and
his unique brand of uselessness the whole way as I start to follow the
directions on my phone.

The drive takes me away from town, and pretty quickly, I start climbing
what must be Crimson Ridge. I keep glancing at the screen perched on my
thigh, and there’s no other place to go but to follow this one road as it
snakes up into the trees.

If I wasn’t in such a shitty mood, I’m sure this place would be gorgeous.
There’s lush forest rolling across the hillsides, without any signs of houses



or people. Just endless shades of green, punctuated by sheer outcrops of
reddish rock extending in frighteningly sharp drops into the valleys below.

The ridgeline itself forms a long sharp cut into the sky, like a knife lying
on its side, and in the golden light of summer, the exposed rock looks a
bronze kind of color. I can only imagine in autumn when the leaves turn red
and brown and orange out here, it must look spectacular.

As I keep making my way higher and higher, I realize I must be
approaching Devil’s Peak. I start to catch glimpses of the jagged top of an
imposing black outline against the sky. It cuts across the pine trees and
protrudes up into a cloud formation, even on a sweltering day like today
when there is only blue sky as far as the eye can see.

I’ve been driving for about twenty minutes already, and I look down at
my phone and see there’s no service. Just fucking great. Even if I did decide
to bail now and wanted to leave Kayce a scathing voicemail about how I’ve
burned his stack of photo albums, or god-forbid broke down, I’m stuck out
here with no choice but to either carry on or brave a chainsaw-toting
hillbilly and hike the ridiculous distance back to town.

The voice in the back of my head reminds me that I’m too nice and that
he doesn’t deserve my kindness, but even though I’m deeply regretting my
choice to try and help him out with this last favor, I’'m also never going to
change.

This is the type of person I am, for right or wrong.

Just as I think this insanity will never end, with the gravel becoming
chunkier beneath my tires and the road growing narrower, I crest the final
bend and emerge into a clearing amongst the trees.

It’s a small plateau, looking directly out at the view of Devil’s Peak.

My foot almost slams on the brakes as I take it all in with my mouth
hanging open.

But the gravel veers left along a winding driveway, guiding me beneath
a wooden arch with a steer skull hanging from the middle. It snakes a path
leading me toward a yard and large, plain wood barn which looks like it
must be the stables. Sweeping down below the property is a meadow of
wildflowers and long grass, and I can see the elegant, bowed necks of
horses grazing off in the distance. My eyes are darting, bouncing, flitting
everywhere at once as I pull up in front of what can only be described as a
mountain-property wet dream.



It’s wood and stone and has wide-span glass windows overlooking the
view. A porch wraps around the entire length of the building, which sits low
and elongated against a backdrop of pine trees rising steeply behind the
roofline.

This is no rundown old shack hidden away in the hills.

What I'm seeing is a thing of beauty, designed to blend in with the
landscape and not only that but it looks modern as all hell.

As I get out of the car, the scent of hay and wild herbs tickles my nose.
Lazy, chirping crickets in the baking sun greet me. Sweet fucking relief, it’s
a little cooler up here than down in town, with a crisp wind blowing from
the direction of the forested ridge.

How the fuck has Kayce Wilder landed on his feet in a place like this? I
was expecting him to be shacked up in someone’s drafty old farmhouse,
with a stained couch and mice in the walls.

Not a five-star luxury lodge.

Lettering made of iron hangs above the double doors to the barn,
spelling out the letters: D.P.R in bold black set against cedarwood planks.

Devil’s Peak Ranch.

Wide stone steps lead me up to the front door framed by rough pieces of
stacked slate in charcoal and gray, and the woody smell mixed with cut
grass is divine. Someone has taken a lot of care to create this place and I'm
in open-mouthed awe as I reach the imposing front doorstep.

There’s no knocker or doorbell—I’m guessing you don’t need those
way out here—so I raise my fist and bang on the wood.

Before I can even drop my hand, the door is yanked open so hard I
almost fall into the entranceway.

What greets me on the other side is a wild tangle of curly dark hair,
wetted locks that sit against tanned, damp skin, and fearsome hazel eyes.

And the man before me is naked, except for a towel.



CHAPTER 3

£

don’t know how long I stare. But the gorgeous cowboy from town, the
(I very person who paid for my tank of gas, clutches a towel low on his

hips, pinning me with a murderous expression.

Nothing makes sense in my mind.

Why is he here?

What the fuck is going on?

He’s got the door gripped so tight in one hand that I can see white ridges
on his knuckles, and he looks about one second from slamming it in my
face.

We both seem to be caught in some kind of limbo, staring at each other
while our minds try to make sense of this situation. His forehead is creased
in a way that tells me this is not a pleasant surprise. In fact, there’s so much
fuck off energy rolling off his muscled torso that I’'m surprised I haven’t
been bowled backward down the steps.

This must be his house.

Holy fuck. Is this his ranch?

From the hostile reception I’'m guessing he lives out here for a reason.
No visitors.

Especially not the unexpected kind.

My mouth is full of sand, and I'm shrinking beneath his glare.
Meanwhile, he’s all bronzed skin and a thick chest, with a v extending
down below his towel that I definitely should not be tracing with my eyes.

“Layla fucking Birch?!” A slurred shout cuts through the potent tension
hanging between us.



My ex-boyfriend, Kayce, barges past the man in the towel like he owns
the place. Suddenly, I’'m being lifted off the ground in a bear hug and
twirled in the air like I’'m five years old. “What are you doing here,
princess?”

All T want to do is demand to know the same thing. Oh, and this asshole
has definitely been day-drinking. Kayce only ever called me that when he’d
had a few. Probably me and every other girl riding his dick. I stiffen at the
thought of the bitch from the cafe in town.

“Kayce, put me down.” I’'m so flustered by what is happening right now
I feel like I can’t think straight.

“Oh, shit, sorry. My bad.” He drops me and then slings an arm around
my neck, pinning me to his side. My skin crawls with a weird sensation. I
know we dated, and we’ve had sex, for god’s sake, but right now, I want his
hands off my body.

I don’t want him to touch me so openly.

Especially not in front of this other man.

Kayce beams down at me with that blue-eyed charm turned up to
megawatt status. Giving me a look that, for a brief moment in time, used to
make me go all gooey inside, thinking that he was looking at me as if I was
someone special. Only now, it does absolutely nothing for me.

“Dad, this is my girlfriend, Layla.”

My brain and body separate into different dimensions for a moment.

Dad?

I’'m staring slack-jawed, taking in the bare-chested, muscled dream
before me, who is glaring right back with darkness in his eyes and a tic in
his jaw. My eyes keep drifting to the point where he’s still gripping his
towel, and it’s like I’ve stumbled into some kind of cowboy Bermuda
Triangle. Mayday. Mayday. All the dials are spinning, alarms are blaring,
and a crash is imminent. When this wreckage is found, there will be no
Survivors.

Wait. No. “Not girlfriend. Ex.” 1 correct Kayce, strongly emphasizing
the word ex a little louder than necessary. Unwinding myself from beneath
his arm, I take a step to the side and put some breathing room between me
and the younger Wilder man.

His father—holy shit, his father—stares at me with cold indifference.
Gone is the charming cowboy from our brief interaction earlier. It’s like he



murdered that version of the man I swooned over so easily, and dumped his
corpse in the ravine I just drove past.

“We dated briefly.” T offer as a totally unnecessary added explanation.
Words feel clumsy and acidic on my tongue.

“Come in. Man, this is so cool. I can’t believe you’re here. I’ll grab us a
drink.” Kayce moves toward the kitchen and I feel his father’s eyes lasered
on me. I can’t look at him. This is all too much. This day can go fuck itself.
I’d like the ground to swallow me up whole, thank you very much.

“Horses need packing. There’s a group arriving in an hour.” The stony-
faced man barks after his son, still glaring at me. He seems angry at Kayce,
and isn’t moving from the doorway either, effectively barring me from
entering his house.

I’'m trapped right in the middle of something I don’t want to understand.

“Yeah, yeah. I'll get to it later.” Kayce shrugs him off and I cringe. He’s
a dick to his father too, how predictable.

“Later won’t cut it. They should have been sorted out by now. Tonight’s
group booked a twilight ride.”

“I got busy.” Kayce wanders back over and attempts to press a beer into
my hands, but I shake my head and turn it down. All I want to do is leave
his boxes out here on the porch, and get the hell off this mountain.

“Jesus, Kayce.” His father shakes his head and looks like he wants to
chew him out but stops himself. I don’t blame the guy, I know the exact
feeling.

Without another glance my way, he stalks off to the depths of the house,
and I’m left alone with Kayce Wilder, who is double-fisting beers, looking
like the cat who got the cream.

“You COULDN’T HAVE AT LEAST REPLIED to me? I’ve had to drive up a
fucking mountain to track your ass down and bring your shit here, you
know.” T growl, following behind his long strides across the wooden
decking.

He shrugs and doesn’t offer an explanation, or an apology. But that’s
Kayce for you. All effervescence and crooked smiles that have enabled him



to coast through life without any consequences for any goddamn thing.

“So, now you’ve officially met my dad.” Kayce changes the subject and
dumps himself into a chair on the front porch. He readjusts the trucker cap
he’s wearing with one hand, resting one of the beers on his knee.

It’s inviting out here, the wooden porch is wide with a railing along the
edge and there’s a handful of comfortable outdoor armchairs. From the look
of the floor to ceiling ranch sliders further down the far end, the bedrooms
must have access out here too. I’'m sure the mornings and evenings must be
stunning, with the south-facing vantage point getting sun all day long.

But I will not be sitting down.

“He seems nice.” I offer. Shuffling on my feet.

Kayce snorts. “Colton Wilder? Nice? That man is the most miserable
old bastard you’ll ever meet. He never leaves this shithole mountain, and
it’s nothing but fucking work up here from dawn ‘til dusk.” He tips his beer
back.

Ok, so maybe I am smarting more than a little at the way his father
completely blanked me back there. He didn’t say a single word to me. Not
even a polite acknowledgment that we’d only just met down in town?
Maybe the guy is the exact kind of asshole Kayce says he is. It was kind of
rude.

It would be typical, that someone so cold could have a place this
stunning to call home.

“I dunno, it seems pretty up here, though.” I shade my eyes to look out
over the late sun caressing the tall grass in a golden hue, and from here, not
only does Devil’s Peak command the horizon, but I see the infamous
Crimson Ridge that gives the town its name towering like a shard of
reddish-colored rock beyond the dense pine trees.

“Don’t be sucked in. Summer is all soft and warm and flirty right now,
but winter is an icy-hearted bitch who wants nothing more than to steal your
soul.” Kayce rubs his hand over the back of his neck. “It’s months and
months up here with no cell reception, Wi-Fi that drops out every five
fucking minutes, and nothing to do but feel like you’re going to go insane in
the dark before they reopen the roads in between storms.”

No cell reception, even up here in the clearing? I dig my phone out and
see there are still no bars. Well, that at least explains why Kayce was even
more useless than normal in replying to my messages.



“Yeah, and Dad’s piece of shit Wi-Fi hardly works. He doesn’t use
technology because he’s such a grumpy dickhead, and can’t see the benefit
in joining the real world. This place is like a fucking jail or some shit.”

I wrap my arms around myself. “Then why are you here, Kayce?” Why
stay if he hates it so much? I want to kick him in the balls for being such a
spoiled bitch about it. What I would give to land a job in a place as
incredible as this...

“Because I fucked up, princess. I didn’t get a sponsor this season. While
I figure out my next move, Dad is cool with me staying here for the rest of
summer. If I’m really desperate for money, I figure I’ll stick around and
work the winter for him, too.”

“Sounds awesome. Good for you.”

He snorts.

“What isn’t so awesome is how he rides my ass all the time, trying to
make up for being a shitty father when I was a kid. We've never gotten
along. So it’s real fucking peachy, let me tell you.”

Now it makes sense why I didn’t hear him talk about his dad while we
were together. Two and two are now adding up as to why the albums in the
back seat of my car don’t have a single photo featuring him and his father.

“Well, you could stay with your mom?” I don’t even know why I'm
getting into this with him. Kayce Wilder is not my problem. Not my circus
to tangle with anymore.

Those blue eyes are hazed with sadness when they land on me.

“Nah. I’'m not going back there.” He says it with such finality that I
know things really can’t be good if he’d tolerate being here rather than stay
with his own mom.

That right there is a feeling I know intimately well.

Swigging back his beer, he kicks his long legs out. My ex looks like
he’s settling in for the afternoon, and I don’t have time for this self-
indulgent pity party he’s got going on.

I spin on my heel and set off for the steps, calling over my shoulder as I
go.

“Put the beer down, Kayce. I need you to come grab some boxes.”

I’m also about done with his shit... and this whole confusing, gorgeous-
father-1"'m-still-flustered-over situation. I need to get moving, and when I
haul-ass out of here in a cloud of dust, I’ll never have to see either of the
Wilder men, ever again.



CHAPTER 4

FIVE MONTHS LATER

£

“Y our resume looks great, Layla. It would be a pleasure to have you join
us at Shipton Stables for the rest of the winter.”

I close my eyes and mouth a silent thank you toward the roof of
my car while clutching the phone against my ear.

“Are you sure starting at this time of year isn’t a problem for you?
Many people your age are still on holiday this side of the new year, and we
really can’t hold the position if there are any delays. We need to fill it
urgently.” The lady on the other end of the phone is firm, but kind.

I get it, [ really do.

They have a business to run, and finding apprentice veterinary students
to work the winter season must get frustrating at the best of times, with
part-time contracts starting and ending every few months. Not to mention,
we’ve just emerged from the usual fuckery of Christmas and New Year and
all the crap that comes with people picking up casual shifts over the holiday
season. There are plenty of assholes out there who love to call in sick or
never show up for their rostered hours—I know all about having to cover
late notice for those kinds of dickheads.

She’s very, very politely asking me not to fuck her around.

“No, I’m absolutely sure. You can count on me to be there.” Nothing
says eager and broke like already being packed before I even got
confirmation this job would accept me. The few belongings I've been
carting around since last summer are neatly crammed in the trunk of my car,
ready to roll out of this shitty little motel parking lot.



Basically, I was waiting on this call. What she doesn’t need to know is
that the job I had been promised fell through right before Christmas, leaving
me well and truly in the lurch over the holidays.

I’ve had to chew into my meager savings just to scrape through the past
few weeks until I could secure a job—any vet placement would do—on
extremely late notice and at the height of the festive season, no less. So
when Shipton Stables put out an urgent ‘help-wanted’ request online, I
couldn’t care less about the three hour drive to get there. I just needed them
to give me the green light that they’d be happy to take me on.

“Great. Well, in that case, we’ll have paperwork ready for you to fill out
when you arrive, and the first shift we’ll roster you for starts at eight a.m.
the day after tomorrow.”

We chat a little more, going over some basics about my orientation
before hanging up. Tucking my phone against my chest, I flop back in the
driver’s seat with relief.

Thank you Shipton Stables and the kind receptionist lady whose name I
have already forgotten.

I. Have. A. Job.

While I’ve been sitting out here taking the call, icy crystals have already
started to form on my windshield. I quickly turn the ignition and wait for
the warmth to start pouring in. Wiggling my fingers in front of the air vent,
the chill bites more than a little painfully.

New gloves are going to be one of my first purchases.

First, I have one more week to get through before my paycheck from
Shipton arrives, and that should tide over the payments for Evaline. I swipe
open my emails on my phone and hit reply to the conversation I’ve been
having over the past few weeks with the administration office. They’d been
kind enough to give me an extension on December’s payments, but that
means January is going to need to be repaid at double the usual amount.

I tap out a quick one-liner explaining that my new job is confirmed and
that I’ll be able to cover the overdue fees within the coming week. Then, I
email my course supervisor to let him know that I’ve secured my next
veterinary placement, along with forwarding him their business details,
website, and other administrative information they need to register in my
file.

One step closer to being graduated come August, fully qualified, and
securing a permanent position somewhere.



While there’s no requirement for me to complete my work placements
within a set period of time, there is a minimum of twelve months of on-the-
job apprenticeship training required before I can become fully certified. As
of this winter, I’'m in a race against my own life to become a graduated,
qualified veterinarian. And with that comes the security of being able to
finally land a job with a full-time salary, guaranteed hours, insurance, and
medical. I simply don’t have the luxury of taking my time while surviving
on part-time wages and picking up as many bar shifts to supplement my
income as possible, like other students my age.

The financial weight of supporting not only myself, but taking care of
the woman who was a better mother to me than my own, is drowning me
slowly day by day. The home Evaline is in has been the only place able to
meet her needs, but it comes with a price.

I need this job, and just need to survive these next seven months until
the earliest possible moment I can graduate.

As I sit here waiting for my fingertips to thaw, my phone buzzes in my
lap. Without looking at the screen, I answer the call—expecting it to be
Shipton Stables ringing back about some other detail for my impending
arrival.

“Hello.”

“Am I speaking with Miss Birch?” A clipped voice appears on the other
end of the line.

My stomach sinks. This isn’t the woman I was speaking to moments
before.

“Yes, I’'m Layla Birch.” As I reply, I angle the phone so I can see the
number on the screen.

Restricted caller ID.

Fucking brilliant. I mentally chide myself for picking up. Calls like this
terrify me, and I usually send them straight to my voicemail graveyard.
These people only ever call for one reason, and it’s almost always to do
with owing money.

“This is Bonnie Wilton from Gratitude Finance.” My nose wrinkles like
I’ve just stepped in pig shit. Even the name of the company sounds slimy.
Gratitude for what? Being scammed out of money by promises of instant
loans and insanely high interest rates. Ugh, these people are vultures.

Good news is, I’ve never heard of them before, and certainly would
never take out finance with a company like that, so they must have the



wrong person.

“I’m sorry. I think you must have the wrong number.” I can’t be fucked
being polite. I'm freezing and want to get on the road to my new job,
ASAP.

“Is your last known address 3488 Devil’s Peak Road, Miss Birch?”

Why does that sound familiar?

“In the town of Crimson Ridge?” The woman persists.

My stomach hits the floor.

“Uhh. No.” My insides flop like a fish on dry land as I picture Kayce
and the ranch and him sitting on the porch with a beer when I last saw him
over the summer.

“Well, the information I have on file here says you have an outstanding
amount of two thousand, five hundred and eighty with us. And you’ve
missed your last three repayments.” She thinks I’m lying. I can hear it in
her tone.

“That’s not me. I haven’t taken out any finance, I promise.”

“Can you provide me with proof of your permanent address?” She taps
at a keyboard in the background.

Shit. Shit. Shit.

“Unfortunately, I can’t, you see I’ve been—"

“We would need copies of utility bills covering the past six months, or
something to indicate where you have been residing to prove that isn’t your
address.” The woman on the other end of the phone sounds bored. Like
she’s heard it all before and doesn’t give me a chance to even finish
speaking.

My hands are trembling. Did she say two thousand dollars?

“Without being able to provide us with that proof, we need to settle the
amount in full, otherwise our team will have to move to the next stage of
enforcement action.”

I think I’'m going to be sick.

Kayce Wilder is a dead man.

“Can I ask how long ago this finance was taken out?” I mumble.
There’s no way I can pay that, and I shouldn’t have to, but these assholes
don’t care about who or what or where. They’ll come for me and every
dollar I’ve worked so hard for and take everything plus the sky-high interest
they believe they’re owed.



The woman is silent, but I can hear the clack of her keyboard as she
looks up the information.

“You’ve been a client of ours since May last year.”

I quickly do the math. That was about a month before Kayce and I
officially ended things. He’d been sponging off me, staying in my
apartment for almost six weeks by that point, if I remember rightly.

What a piece of shit.

“And how long do I have to make the full payment?” I think I’ve gone
numb. At this point, I’m just going through the motions.

“Because you are already three weeks behind in your repayments, you
have passed our leniency period when we might consider extensions or
requests for other alternative payment structures.” She drones into the
speaker. “We tried to contact you at your primary listed number multiple
times, Miss Birch, but you have been unresponsive.”

Hot tears prick the back of my throat.

“Fine. Just tell me the due date, please.”

Another round of clacking, and I’'m pretty sure I hear a heavy sigh on
the other end of the line. To this woman, I’m just another number in a
computer system. One who they now get to come after like a bully in the
locker room with threats of enforcement and legal action.

I swallow down the tears.

None of this is my fault, nor should this loan even have been allowed to
be registered in my name. What would something like this do for my
future? I’m twenty-five and work every goddamn hour of my life just to
make ends meet, for fuck’s sake. I don’t have a life, I don’t go out, and this
is the shit that gets tossed my way?

Bitterness starts to churn somewhere deep in my gut.

“You must repay the amount in full by January tenth at the latest. We
accept bank transfers and deposits, no credit.”

Barely one week to come up with over two thousand five hundred
dollars? “Fine.”

“I’ve sent a text to this number I’m speaking to you on with my details
and you can contact me on my extension if you need to discuss your case
further.” True to her word, I feel the vibration of her incoming message.

“Ok.”

My mind is reeling.



“Happy holidays, Miss Birch.” The woman deadpans into the phone,
then the line goes dead.

Meanwhile, I’'m left sitting in an icy parking lot, feeling like an elephant
is sitting on my chest.

My FINGERS WRAP around the steering wheel like a vise as I imagine it
being Kayce’s pretty boy neck.

“I want to punch him in his smug fucking face and knee him in the
balls. Actually, scratch that, I want to string him up by his balls and castrate
him like a bull.”

I yell into the unhinged voicemail I’'m leaving my best friend, Sage.
Letting her know where I’'m going, so at least one person in this world
knows where to look for me.

“That douchebag took out a loan in my name without asking, and then
forgot to meet his payments. And, fucking typical, his number is going
straight to nowhere. He is the worst. THE WORST.”

Of course, the line was dead when I tried calling him earlier. Because
he’s living up a mountain in the middle of nowhere, avoiding life and every
goddamn adult responsibility that comes with it.

“No wonder he couldn’t find himself a sponsor and had to drop off the
rodeo circuit. Useless dick.” I thump the steering wheel with my palm.

“So in case you have to look for my body, instead of being on my way
to my new job, I gotta detour back to Crimson Ridge... it’s a fucking tiny
place, in the depths of goddamn winter, because hell will freeze over before
I let him get away with this shit. You will be pleased to know I'm
channeling my inner Sage Maloney and will absolutely claw his eyes out of
his motherfucking skull.”

My best friend is feisty, loud, and would shred Kayce to pieces on my
behalf given half the chance. She’s my ride-or-die, and we grew up as close
as sisters, with her family living next door to Evaline. For as long as I’ve
known that girl, she’s called her Aunt Evie, and we spent our childhood and
teenage years roaming between the two houses like wild creatures. I was
welcomed with open arms, living with utter freedom while we giggled our



way through endless sleepovers and homework dates, bouncing between
her family home and my aunt’s place.

My only option is to march onto that ranch and demand every dollar is
paid while I watch him do it.

Thank god I was more or less having to drive in this direction to reach
Shipton Stables. It’s not exactly enroute, but close enough that a minor
detour into the mountains won’t set me back too much.

Get in, get this shit sorted, and get out.

Maybe after I pluck his eyeballs, I’ll leave my handprint across Kayce’s
jaw while I’'m there for good measure. Or run him over.

“Ok. Bye. I’'ll text you when I’'m done, but I’'ll probably be out of
service when you pick this message up. Wish me luck, Sergeant. Love you.
If I get taken in for grievous bodily harm please front my bail for me, we
both know I just can’t pull off orange with my hair color.” I stab the red
button to end the call and let out a frustrated exhale.

As I drive through the wide boulevard of the town I last visited in the
height of late summer, I can see that the winter season has certainly taken a
firm hold. Lights are on in all the storefronts open at this time of year, and
even though it is currently midday, the sky feels somber and dark, like
someone forgot to remind the sun to get out of bed.

The trees that hung lush with green leaves five months ago are now
bare. Thousands of spindly fingers form twisted patterns against the
ominous-looking sky. Hardly any vehicles line the streets, and there are
certainly no cute girls lounging in the park working on their tans. Only piles
of grit lie mounded up on either side of the road, and an eerie quiet hangs
over the place.

My phone has the address pulled up on screen, but I remember the drive
towards Devil’s Peak like it was yesterday.

I also remember the last time I was here as if it were yesterday, too.

Colton Wilder.

Over the course of the past five months, I’ve replayed our conversation
at the gas station a hundred times. In quiet moments, especially while lying
in bed, always oh-so-fucking-alone, my mind can’t help but keep returning
to that day and raking over every detail with a fine-tooth comb. Did I
completely misread his signals?

Maybe. Possibly. Ugh.



Why is it so hard to get that man out of my mind? Usually, by the time
I’'m done overthinking everything, I’ve convinced myself that I threw
myself at the poor guy, demanded his money, and then came onto him so
strong that he took off speeding down the main street to escape my assault.

Oh, and I then proceeded to follow him to his home, like a stalker.

Yup. That would absolutely account for his ice-king demeanor and
death glare when I knocked on the door.

I should count myself lucky he didn’t march me off his property with a
shotgun between my shoulder blades.

But then again, when I’'m not being so hard on myself, I remember the
warmth of his hazel eyes as they held mine. I can still hear the rumble in his
voice when we joked together. Can clearly picture the veins on his hands as
he raked his fingers through his hair, right before putting his sexy-as-hell
cowboy hat back on.

My heart does a little flutter when I recall the way he told me not to
hang around the wrong type of men, and asked if I was free for an evening.

Quickly followed by the cold indifference he showed me as he blocked
me from entering his house.

My nose wrinkles at the memory of how uncomfortable that felt.

Prick.

As the road winds its way like a snake up the incline, I can see thick
drifts of snow coating the embankments, and the temperature outside
plummets the higher I climb. The drive up the mountain is vastly more
treacherous this time around.

My little car isn’t made for these conditions, nor are the tires I currently
have, but I am a woman possessed.

When I finally make it to the entrance to Devil’s Peak Ranch, I feel like
I can exhale again. Thick purple clouds billow on the horizon and the peak
is painted in a solid lacquer of white. Most of the trees up this high are
covered in a sugary dusting of snow, but the house and yard are clear. For
now, at least. Judging by the clouds, it looks like there’s more snow heading
this way.

Hurling myself out of the vehicle, I slam the door, feeling fired up and
ready to serve both barrels to my asshole ex. Those last few miles were
filled with giving myself a pep talk about all the creative techniques I intend
on using while skinning Kayce alive.



Only, I'm crossing the yard, and it feels a lot emptier than before. Last
time I was here, there were a couple of vehicles, and now there is only the
sight of the big stallion of a truck that presumably belongs to Colton Wilder.

What if Kayce isn’t even here? My shoulders deflate a little and I
immediately start debating whether to turn around with my tail between my
legs.

“You lost or something?” A gruff voice shouts from over by the
entrance to the barn, and I'm halfway toward the steps leading up to the
front door when a familiar figure strides in my direction.

My ex-boyfriend's father is kitted out in a rugged weatherproof jacket,
with a faded ball cap on backward. His hands and side of his face are
smeared in blood, and those hazel eyes of his are burning. But that’s not
what makes my heart stop in my throat. It’s the sight of the bloodied carcass
slung across his shoulders.

A headless deer is slit open right along where the creature’s stomach
should have been, and the smell of copper burns straight up my nose.

Behind him, a bloody trail carves through the snow where it drips onto
the ground.

In my line of work, I’m no stranger to the reality of ranch life. Death is
an ever-present part of vet work and managing livestock and rural living.
But the gruesome sight of him carrying a freshly killed animal feels more
confronting than I was prepared for.

The man before me heaves the body onto the flatbed of his truck and
turns to look at me. He’s coated in crimson, and the smell is even more
overwhelming up close. There’s hot, thick, pooling blood collecting on the
ground from where the head has been severed.

His sharp gaze flicks between me and my shitty little car, and
recognition colors his features.

“Is Kayce here?” My stomach churns.

“Thought you two were broken up.” He tosses a giant knife down
beside the gutted animal. The blade glistens, slick with red as it clatters
against the metal. I find myself unable to look away from the slaughtered
beast laid out right before me.

“We are.” I can’t get into this with him right now. My skin feels prickly
as all hell. I just need this money disaster sorted and can’t wait to get out of
here before that ominous-looking weather rolls in. You don’t need to live on



a mountain to know things are always more extreme, more likely to flip on
a dime, at altitude. “I just... I need to talk to him is all.”

“He knock you up?”

Jesus. What the fuck?

Speechless doesn’t even begin to describe how I’m feeling right now.
Who the hell does this asshole think he is?

I don’t know if this man thinks my silence is agreement or what, but he
strides right up to me and crosses his arms. Giving me the all too familiar
ice-glare from months ago as he looms large and macabre-looking with the
evidence of his kill coating his skin.

“Kayce isn’t here. Try one of the bars in town.” With that, he stomps
past me up the steps and kicks off his boots at the door.

Unbelievable. Un-fucking-believable.

A snowflake lands on the back of my hand, and that cold kiss against
my skin seems to galvanize me into action.

“Whatever,” I mutter and turn back for my car. My teeth are gritted so
tight there’s every chance I’'m going to crack a molar, and I yank the door
open with far more force than necessary.

The giant dickhead watches me from just outside his front door, as if
he’s standing guard to make sure I leave his property.

Gladly. Asshole.

I shove the key in the ignition and chuck the car in reverse, not
bothering to look behind me before I tear out of the yard. Blinding rage
sweeps right down the back of my neck beneath my sweater.

Rounding the first bend, I see the clumps of snow start to drift faster and
harder in my rearview mirror as the ominous outline of Devil’s Peak
disappears behind a cluster of pine trees.

Good fucking riddance. Now, I’ve just got to get back into town and
ransack every inch of Crimson Ridge until I chase down my good-for-
nothing ex.

I’m still smarting from the way that man just spoke to me. The scathing
tone of his voice and immediate assumption about my circumstances has
my hands shaking.

God, I wish that I could have come back with something smart in
response. Instead of standing there gaping at him with nothing to say.

The gravel road curves up ahead, as I make my way deeper into the
forest. Except, when I continue following the path back down the mountain



the car starts to shudder beneath me. My heart is in my throat as it fishtails a
little and I’'m suddenly seeing just how steep the drop off on the side of the
road is, plummeting into the darkness of the ravine below.

The jolting gets worse, and my car gives a groan as I apply the brake
and pull over to the side. With an awful demonic sound, it lurches to a halt
with a relentless knocking. Steam proceeds to billow from under the hood.
There’s a grinding of metal against metal and a heavy clank that absolutely
doesn’t sound good, before everything dies. All the lights on my dash pop
on at the same time.

“No. No. No. Come on, come onnnn.” Praying to whatever patron saint
of motor vehicles exists out there, I try the key in the ignition, but it doesn’t
even turn over. Nothing flickers. I’'m greeted by stubborn silence and the
stench of burnt oil. My Honda sits there as lifeless as the corpse I just
witnessed being dumped in the back of Colton Wilder’s truck.

All the while, thick clumps of snow settle on my windshield so fast, that
within seconds I can’t see the hood of my car any longer.

I’'m so fucked.



CHAPTER 5

Colton
a5

here’s a girl nearly half my age standing in my kitchen with puffy red
T eyes. It looks like she’s either going to try and swing at me, or
crumple like a tissue.

“I just need to arrange a tow truck. Please.” She won’t fucking sit down,
even though I’ve offered her a stool at the kitchen island several times.

Letting out a heavy sigh, I rest both hands on the countertop. Trying to
keep my eyes on her face. Trying not to think about the fact the girl from
the gas station is here.

She’s here and standing in my kitchen.

“No chance of that. Not with this snow coming down.” I grunt.

The girl checks her phone again for what must be the tenth time since I
brought her inside out of the cold. Out of the corner of my eye I can see a
layer of white growing thicker by the second on the porch railing beyond
the window.

Of course, her piece of shit car broke down. I’'m not at all surprised,
more amazed it actually made it up here in the first place.

I’d barely had a chance to hang the deer, shower off the blood, and get
dressed when she reappeared. Banging on the front door, frozen to the bone
from having to walk from wherever she abandoned her car in the snow.
After I was sure that would be the last time I ever saw her.

“Look. I can’t get stuck here. I’ve got to be somewhere tomorrow, and I
need to find Kayce before I leave town.” She’s got a look in her eyes like
the horses do when something has spooked them.

If I didn’t know better, I’d say she’s running from something.



But none of this shit is my problem. Kayce has fucked up again? Big
surprise. That kid never knows when to quit, or how to keep his dick in his
pants. If he isn’t too drunk for either of those things, of course.

The way this girl has shown up twice in the space of several months has
my teeth on edge.

There’s only one reason girls like her come visiting out of the blue,
needing to talk.

“If you could just tow me yourself—"

“Sorry. Even if I could get your vehicle down to the shop, the snow
would be settled by then. Can’t risk getting stuck in town.”

“But... it wouldn’t take long...”

She’s looking at me with those fucking mossy green, pleading eyes, and
bitterness lines my throat. This isn’t my problem.

“Listen, sweetheart. I don’t know what shit you’ve got yourself into
with my son, but I’ve got a business up here and livestock to take care of. If
I take you down the mountain, I won’t be getting back myself until the
roads get cleared, and that could take weeks.”

Her face pales, and I see the way her nostrils flare.

Tough shit. The truth is a bitter pill to swallow sometimes.

“Oh my god. This can’t be happening.” She’s mumbling and her fists
are clenching and unclenching. It’s said more to herself than me. The next
moment, she’s headed off toward the front door. I’'m not exactly sure what
the fuck this girl intends on doing, but it’s turned into a blizzard already out
there in the time it took her to walk back up to the house.

“Hey,” 1 call after her. She’s either not listening, or is ignoring me.

Pinching my brow, I hesitate in the kitchen rather than follow after a girl
I don’t even know. My son’s fuck buddy? Girlfriend? Jesus Christ. She
could be a buckle bunny from his time on the rodeo circuit, for all I know.

Maybe she just needs a moment. Life out here is testing at the best of
times, and right now, I’ve got to figure out what the fuck to do about having
an unexpected house guest stuck under my roof until I can ship her off this
mountain.

Jesus. Kayce really couldn’t have picked a worse time to disappear off
with his buddies in town, could he? In my mind, I’ve already torn the
useless little shit a new one.

I run my fingers through my hair and quickly turn over the mental
checklist of what I’ve got in the house. Supplies are well stocked from my



last run to town, the freezer is full, and I’'m pretty sure at least one of the
spare bedrooms has clean sheets. If not, it doesn’t really matter, she can
sleep in the room Kayce has been using, since they’re obviously still a
thing.

The thought quickly tightens my chest. That girl has haunted me since
the day outside the gas station over summer.

Turns out she’s Kayce’s woman.

I’d shoved aside everything about our interaction months ago, but
seeing her again, unexpectedly, has brought all sorts of memories flooding
back.

The kind that need to stay buried the fuck away.

There’s a sharp howling noise, followed by a crash of the front door
closing. What the fuck? I jog through to the foyer and see the outline of her
shoulders disappearing down the steps into the thick flurries of white
whipping around the yard.

She’s barely got more than a thin sweater and jeans on. Christ, does she
have a death wish or something? Of course, Kayce would go for the crazy
ones.

I grab my jacket plus a spare one from the hooks just inside the door
and hurl myself outside, following after her. “What the hell do you think
you’re doing?” I yell into the wind as I shrug into my coat and boots. But
she keeps heading down the steps like she’s got somewhere to be, and I
have to lengthen my stride to grab her before she does something fucking
stupid.

Catching up to her in the yard, my fingers wrap around her arm, but
when I yank the girl around to look at me, the stricken expression
contorting her features is instantly recognizable. There’s a mask frozen on
her face I know all too well.

Shit.

Hands clamped into fists. Mouth hanging open like she can’t taste
oxygen. There’s a glazed look to her green eyes and even though I'm
standing right here in front of her, she’s not seeing me right now.

That much I know from personal experience.

“Come here,” I mutter and bundle the coat around her shoulders, but
she’s as rigid as a plank, and it’s not due to the cold.

Panic attacks aren’t pretty at the best of times, but in the middle of a
below-freezing snowstorm, having her locked up like this could be deadly.



I’m cursing my son with every unholy thought I can muster as we get
safely back inside, setting her down on the armchair closest to the fire.
Gently pushing her head to drop between her knees, I leave the room for a
moment, going to rifle through the pantry and cupboards. Jesus, this is the
last goddamn thing I need to be doing.

When I return, she hasn’t moved, and her tiny fingers are still cramped
into the shape of claws. She’s making a desperate, gurgling sort of noise
and as much as I’ve got the horses to look in on, and wood to stock, and
storm warnings to check, I can’t leave her hyperventilating like this.

I do my best to soothe her, encouraging her to sit up now and pressing
the paper bag I’ve just grabbed from the kitchen over her nose and mouth
and slowly rub circles on her back.

It’s not a perfect solution by any means, but right now, it’s the best I can
do to triage a crappy situation.

“You gotta breathe nice and slow for me. You’re ok.”

I see the bag inflate just a fraction, then hollow out.

“Slow. Deep breath. Again.”

We sit like that for a long moment. Me talking this stranger through a
panic attack while planning multiple ways to murder my own son.

Her shaky, shallow breaths fill the bag a few more times, deepening one
by one, until I see her fists begin to uncurl just a fraction. That’s enough for
me to toss the bag aside and with my free hand, I take one of hers and then
the other. Massaging the tense muscles, I help her fingers to straighten out.

As I do so, I feel her stiff frame ease slightly beneath my palm. Guiding
her by the shoulder, I press a little, encouraging her to shift her body more
upright.

“Count to four while you breathe in.” Her eyes won’t meet mine, and
I’m not surprised.

It was the same for me. Afterward was always somehow worse.

Confident that she’s somewhat out the other side of it, I get up and head
over to grab a glass of water from the kitchen. While there, I swipe a bag of
gummy worms from the back of the pantry.

Returning to the lounge, I crouch down on my haunches, holding out
the water. “Can you take a sip of that for me?” Nodding, she clutches it in
two hands, bringing it to her mouth, grip more than a little unsteady.

“Good. Now eat these...” Removing the water, I offer an exchange and
hand over two worms, setting the glass down on the coffee table beside her.



“And don’t think about moving.”

A Goop FIFTEEN minutes pass while trying to get a message through to
Kayce. For now, the Wi-Fi appears to still be working. However, the
asshole probably hasn’t charged his phone, so he won’t be checking his
email. Of course, he hasn’t picked up or returned the call I put out to the
radio fitted in his truck. I’d been nagging him about the forecast and the risk
of getting stuck down in town, but of course, he still disappeared earlier
today.

Now, I’ve got an even bigger problem, and she’s sitting in my lounge.

Whatever is going on with this girl, it’s bad enough to send her spiraling
into a panic attack, and I’ve got a really bad fucking feeling about the
trouble she’s got herself into.

There are too many old, familiar sensations buzzing through my veins
right now. Memories of fluorescent lighting and the smell of disinfectant.
Shoes squeaking along hospital corridors and the beep of machinery at all
hours of day and night.

Wanting to crawl out of my own skin all because of a stupid fucking
mistake I’d made at seventeen years old when I thought nothing could ever
touch me.

How wrong I was nine months later when the consequences of one
foolish decision arrived.

Inside my fist the radio crackles, and a familiar, deep voice distorted by
static fills my postage-stamp-sized office just across from the kitchen. The
place where I keep a computer, business shit, paperwork, all the parts of
being a rancher that aren’t my forte, but that I have to deal with all the
same. While the device in my hand might be considered old-fashioned
technology to some, up here in the mountains it’s about the most reliable
thing we’ve got.

It can be the difference between life and death.

“All good up there, old man?”

“Stormand,” I grunt in reply.

“Piss off with that Stormand bullshit, Wilder.”



A wry smile crosses my face hearing his growl. I’ve got young bucks I
call in to help when I need it up here. Storm is about the only person on this
mountain who I’d willingly sit down and crack open a beer with, though.
He’s got a fucked up past like me and doesn’t talk much, and that suits us
both just fine. He’s not a rancher, but he’s the only half-decent farrier who I
trust with my horses, and the guy used to willingly climb on an angry bull
for money back while he still had a pro career. Crazy son of a bitch.

When the roads are clear he comes and shoes the horses for me, keeps
them in good shape with the busy summer season, and in return I help him
out around his property if he ever needs anything.

He’s been up here a long time on his own, too.

However, after the shit he’s been through, I can’t blame him for being
even more reclusive than I am.

“Snow’s already stuck good down here. Must be packed in solid already
at the ranch?”

Storm confirms what I’d feared. If the weather has hit hard for him, then
it’s a bitch of a front that has closed in... fast. He’s at a slightly lower
elevation, but lives across the valley. We’re not exactly neighbors, but
round these parts, our properties are close enough to one another to count.

“Mountain roads are closed. Spoke with Hayes a couple of minutes
ago.” Storm continues on.

Sheriff Cameron Hayes is a good bastard. Another man I’d consider a
friend and someone who I will happily grab a drink with and give the time
of day to. Man works his ass off over winter to make sure the mountain is
cleared as fast as possible, on top of everything required of him on the
Hayes family ranch, and I can always rely on him to keep in touch to let me
know how conditions are looking out there. Especially when we become cut
off from the rest of the world here on Devil’s Peak.

I know he worries about the gruff old assholes like Storm and myself
who live out in these parts on our own. Fucking mother hen that he is.

“Weather should fuck off quick enough, it’s only likely to keep snowing
until tomorrow.”

“You’re all good for supplies over there?” I mean, the man might have
spent a career hanging onto the back of a bull like a goddamn lunatic, but
he’s particularly shit at taking care of himself.

Storm lives hard and fast, and more than once, I’ve wondered if he
gives a damn about anything other than horses and finding his next one-



night stand.

“Aw. Offering to saddle up, ride over here and tuck me in are you,
sunshine?”

“Fuck you very much.”

He chuckles. “Still need a hand with the next cattle round-up?”

“Assuming you can get your ugly ass up here by then... you know I
won’t say no.”

Having the likes of him as an extra pair of hands when I need them
around this place is a godsend, even though the majority of the time I can
manage by myself, some jobs just need a team working the stock. Storm
can handle a horse and knows cattle like it’s in his blood. Plus, the other
guys who help on the days I need it are young. Too fucking young. They
might be good in the saddle, but Jesus, each year they make me feel older,
and each year, they seem to get more baby-faced.

After exchanging a few more words with Storm—neither of us are
exactly talkers, and that’s fine by me—he’s passed on the relevant updates I
need to know from Hayes.

Despite the front bringing this heavy snowfall, it’ll pass quickly, which
means the crews should be able to get a clear run to re-open the mountain.
That should mean a long enough window of time to do a trip into town for
restocking supplies, and also get this girl’s busted vehicle towed to a
mechanic.

Considering where we are, at the very top of the mountain access road,
that could be two weeks away, at best.

I can get her down on horseback tomorrow if she wants to go find
accommodation in Crimson Ridge. That might be the best place for her
while she waits until we can get her car off the mountain, but she won’t be
driving for a while.

As for tonight... well, no one is going anywhere in this whiteout.
Unless they’ve got a death wish.

I tuck the radio handset back in its cradle and return to the lounge. The
girl hasn’t moved, like I instructed. Just stares at the flames dancing in the
fire and looks completely wiped out. But at least she’s had some water and
some sugar and seems warm enough.

“You ok?” I grab a couple more logs from the stack against the wall and
start loading up the fire.



“Maybe. I don’t know.” A bit of a raspy edge colors her voice, sounding
sexy as fuck, and the very, very wrong response my body has is to feel a
rush of blood heading to my dick.

This girl is pale and shaky and has hardly pulled herself together, and
I’m thinking about what that voice would sound like gasping my name in
the dark?

Of course, that’s where my mind goes. Of course it does. Because I’ve
thought about her way too many times over the past few months, and now
I’'m having all my fucked up daydreams, unexpected desires I've never felt
compelled by before now, thrown back in my face.

Willing my self-control to at least put in an appearance—to make some
sort of effort not to outright stare at her—I sit on the concrete mantle that
spans either side of the fire, leaning on my knees. Focus locked on my
hands, I study the creases of my knuckles.

“Want to tell me what that was all about?” My voice is hard. But then, I
don’t know any other way to be, especially not with someone soft and
pretty and so fucking young. She’s got to be close in age to Kayce, and that
puts her in her mid-twenties at the most.

That puts her firmly in the too-young category.

Inwardly, I cringe. What the hell was I thinking that first day I saw her
at the gas station? She seemed so much older and easy to talk to, and I must
have had fucking heat stroke or something for even considering asking this
girl out.

Out of my periphery, I see how she twists her lips and shakes her head
gently. “It’s nothing. Just my whole life exploding in front of my eyes.”

The fire cracks and pops to fill the silence.

“Why the rush to get out of town?” I’'m still not entirely convinced it
hasn’t got anything to do with the fact she’s dating, or has dated, my son.

“My new job starts tomorrow.” She takes another small sip of water.
“I’ve got bills and things owing, and without sounding like the useless idiot
you probably think I am... I promise I work really hard. Just seem to have
shitty luck.”

“Like when your card declines at a gas station.” My eyes sweep over
her and she’s got her gaze fixed on a spot on the floor. It’s a quick look. One
I allow myself under the guise of checking that she’s ok. Nothing more.

I’m allowed to look at a person in need of my help, aren’t I? This is me
being dutiful and caring.



She lets out a resigned sigh. “Exactly like that.”

“Still doesn’t explain why you’re out here hunting for Kayce.” I can’t
help but glance at her stomach again. She doesn’t look pregnant, but if it
looks like a duck and quacks like a duck...

“He and I—” The girl stumbles over her words before trying again. “We
had a joint account, and I needed to withdraw my savings to cover some
unexpected bills, until my next paycheck. But if he’s not here and I can’t get
hold of him, I don’t know what to do.”

My jaw works. I don’t buy it, but that’s none of my concern. There’s no
telling what shit Kayce has got himself into, but I’'m certainly not letting
him screw this girl out of her hard-earned money. At least she’s got a job
and a plan for her future, which is more than I can say for my own kid.

“How much do you need?”

Those green eyes of hers glimmer with tears. Fuck. It’s that bad.

“You don’t have to fix this for him.”

“Let me handle Kayce, and I’ll front you the amount until he’s able to
get his ass back up here and make this right.”

“It’s over two thousand dollars.” She blurts out.

“Will a bank transfer do?”

“You can’t be serious?” This girl is looking at me like I’m a lion, and
she’s just been asked to stick her hand inside my cage.

“Deadly serious. Consider it done, and if you want some free advice,
don’t open a joint account with a useless prick like my son.”

Her eyes nearly hang out of her head.

“Noted.” She dips her chin while still gaping at me.

Cracking my knuckles, I figure it’s best to keep her talking. “What do
you do for work?” What I’m expecting her to say is: admin, or office shit,
or marketing, or something that townie girls like her seem to do. But her
answer surprises me a little.

“I’'m a vet. But I’'m only in training.” The second part is tacked on
hastily. Like she’s quick to point out a perceived flaw.

A vet student on her work placements.

While hearing that puts some parts of this story into context, it still
doesn’t explain the panic attack. From what I wunderstand, their
apprenticeship programs can span a few years of part-time work, nothing to
warrant a dive off the deep end about.

“It’s Layla, isn’t it?”



She nods.

“Help me out here, Layla. You gotta give me more than that. From
where I'm sitting, there seems to be a lot of rushing and stress for
something that shouldn’t be as serious as all that.”

She looks defeated. Slumping a little against the back of the armchair. “I
need to graduate in August, so in order to do that I gotta complete my
apprenticeship hours as fast as possible. If I don’t get to my new job with
Shipton Stables by tomorrow, they’ll give my position away, which means
not only kissing goodbye to the hours I need to complete, but a paycheck I
can’t afford to miss.”

There are layers to what she’s saying, but I can sense how carefully
guarded her walls are.

“Well, I hate to be the bearer of rather obvious news, but you won’t be
in Shipton by tomorrow.” My chin jerks towards the huge window
overlooking the ranch. The vista is solid white beyond the triple-glazed
glass pane.

Her brief moment of composure starts to crumble.

This job is clearly important to her. Or maybe the money is important,
who knows, but I can’t deal with her losing her shit again tonight.

Fuck.

My mouth is moving before I can stop myself.

“What do you need to satisfy the requirements of your apprenticeship?”
I scrub a hand over my jaw.

Her big green eyes, brimming with a sheen of tears, bounce up to meet
mine. “Um, I need a placement where my hours are logged professionally.
Working with a registered business for a minimum of eight weeks. I've
already done all my bookwork by distance learning, so it’s anything that
involves hands-on experience with stock, horses, farm animals...”

Eight weeks.

I turn over that piece of information.

There’s a part of my brain screaming at me, but I ignore it. Because I
can’t for the life of me let this girl be fucked over by crappy circumstances
and whatever else it is that she’s not willing to tell me, yet.

I’m trying to make amends with my shit-head of a son, and make up for
the years when I should have been there for him, but couldn’t be, thanks to
my own crap and his idiot of a mother. But if I can’t make any headway
with him, the least I can do is try to help his maybe girlfriend out.



So, I do the worst thing imaginable, considering the way my cock is
more than interested in the young woman sitting across from me.
I offer her a job.



CHAPTER 6

£

t’s pitch black outside and deathly quiet.

(I The house feels like it resents my presence just as much as its owner
does.

Somehow, I fell into a fitful sleep last night surrounded by eerie howls
of wind and floorboards creaking like the hull of a ship. Eventually waking
up to nothing but silence and my phone screen proclaiming the time.

Four thirty a.m.

Rather than engage in any more futile attempts at sleep, I figured it was
better to find some coffee and get my head around the day to come. Quietly
getting myself dressed in yesterday’s jeans and sweater, before I splashed
some cold water on my face, and made my way to the kitchen with only the
hallway sensor lights casting a dim glow to see by.

Right now, I’'m waiting in the dark for coffee to brew after trying to
rummage around a stranger’s kitchen in order to find things without making
a peep. I’ve found a spot to stand in where the Wi-Fi seems to be strongest,
sending Sage a quick explanation of the chaos my life has become over the
course of the past twenty-four hours. Bless her heart because she had
replied to my voicemail last night, letting me know that she was going to
see Aunt Evie today to check on her for me.

She’s also insisting on sending me every cowboy-related meme she can
find.

At least one of us finds this situation humorous.

Meanwhile, I find it impossible to explain anything about the man who
has so kindly taken me in and offered me work. So... I just... don’t.



For about the fiftieth time, I reopen my banking app and see that the
money Kayce’s father transferred last night has successfully been paid to
the finance company.

Holy fucking shit. I honestly still can’t believe how he just took care of
it, without question. Even if it does leave me squirming a little that I didn’t
exactly tell him the truth, but then again, I don’t need him fighting my
battles with Kayce. As much as I’m still furious with the guy, there’s no
need to spoil his relationship with his dad any further.

The stupid mistakes I made with my ex are most definitely not his
father’s problem.

It’s only a few minutes before I hear heavy footfall approaching and the
overhead lights above the kitchen island flick on. The next moment, Colton
Wilder wanders in, with messy hair and eyes still fogged by sleep. Only, he
doesn’t have a shirt on, and all I see is a broad chest and his jeans with belt
undone at the buckle.

“Shit. Sorry.” He takes me in, looking a little stunned to see anyone
standing in his kitchen, and ducks into the laundry area just off the hallway.
As he re-emerges, he’s busy buttoning a flannel shirt, before rolling the
cuffs to hit midway up his forearms. “I wasn't expecting—” He stops
abruptly and shakes his head. Not bothering to finish explaining his half-
naked appearance, while I’m busy trying to look anywhere but the direction
of his belt still hanging loose at his groin.

For some reason, that sight is winding a curl of heat low in my belly
that has absolutely no right to be there.

This is my ex’s dad I’m staring at, as if I’ve never seen a man before.

It’s not even five in the morning.

What the fuck is wrong with me?

Hearing the coffee stop running, I quickly grab the pot to pour into a
mug from one of the cupboards. Sliding the cup across the counter to him, I
figure he looks like a black coffee kind of cowboy.

“Here.” As I look up, I catch a glimpse of his veined hands threading
the leather through his buckle and I’'m glad for how soft the lighting is in
here because my cheeks heat. I’m managing to make this all sexual and shit,
while the poor man is simply trying to get dressed. After saving my ass last
night and offering me a temporary job, the least I could do is act
appropriately.



Christ, if he’s Kayce’s dad, then that means he’s old enough to be my
father.

Although, this cowboy looks far younger than his years.

No. Nope. Stop it right now.

He accepts my offering, but as he raises the mug to his lips, he pauses
before taking a sip, looking at me over the top with wariness in his
expression. “You didn’t spit in this or something, did you? That’s the kind
of thing Kayce would do when he’s had enough of my shit.”

I gnaw on the inside of my cheek, shaking my head as I turn and reach
up on tiptoes to grab another mug. Putting all my focus into pouring my
own.

“No. Just coffee... I don’t really know how else to say thank you for
everything yesterday, Mr. Wilder.” Considering I have no money, a busted
car, and no way of getting out of here—oh, and add that to the fact he
somehow got me through hyperventilating and feeling like I was on the
cliff’s edge of losing my mind. There are about a thousand things I want to
say, but I don’t know where to start, and honestly, his sternness and
broodiness is kind of intimidating. He’s impossible to read and I don’t know
how he’ll be now that we’ve both had a night to sleep on the events of
yesterday.

Will he want me gone? I’d barely been here two seconds before he
accused me of getting knocked up and coming searching for Kayce like
some kind of gold-digging hussy. I don’t know if I’ve forgiven him for how
crude he was about the whole thing. But then he solved my financial crises
on behalf of his son, and talked me down off the ledge of the worst panic
attack I’ve ever experienced, so right now, I’'m all at sea with this man.

Like I said, I don’t know what to expect once dawn breaks over Devil’s
Peak.

“Christ, call me Colt... none of that Mr. Wilder shit. And don’t mention
it.” Sipping his coffee, a long silence hangs in the kitchen while I secretly
squirrel away the preening feeling that comes with being asked to call him
Colt.

Not Colton.

Not Mr. Wilder.

Just, Colt.

It’s such a ruggedly sexy name, and my knees go a little weak. He’s
doing all sorts of wonderful things to my body simply by standing in his



kitchen nonchalantly sipping coffee at four in the morning.

Colt is intensely attractive, without seeming to know it.

“If T was a bit rude...” He juts his chin in the direction of my belly, and
my already warm cheeks start to flame. One hand reaches for the hem of
my sweater on reflex, tugging it down to make sure it covers my high-
waisted jeans. Ok, at least he realizes he was an asshole about it, even if his
apology skills could use some serious work.

As we stand across the large wooden island from each other, I feel the
words bubbling up. Whether I stay here or not is still to be determined, but I
can’t have him thinking things about me that aren’t even remotely true.

Plus, I’m already doubting he’s actually serious about any of this.

“Can I be very clear about something? I’m not pregnant and Kayce and
I have been over for—well, it was never anything serious.” I set my mug
down on the counter and twist my hands in front of me. I hate confrontation
and this feels like I’'m being the worst kind of imposition. “Look, I
understand completely if you’ve changed your mind—"

“You said you are a worker, didn’t you?” He cuts me off and gives me a
hard stare. Challenging me in the gray light of this kitchen that now feels
about ten times smaller than it did a minute ago.

“Well, yes.”

“As of right now, that’s what I need. A worker. My son isn’t exactly
reliable around the place—but I suspect you’ve seen enough of that yourself
to know what I mean—and I won’t be able to get in any new help on short
notice between the road shutting again and being this close to the start of
the year.”

I shift on my feet. Somehow I still feel like he’s doing me a favor, and
we haven’t even talked about money, and I just don’t know if this is a good
idea.

Especially considering the way I can’t stop staring at his scruffy jaw, or
the honeyed tint to his eyes, or barely restraining myself from watching the
corded muscles flex in his forearm as he lifts his coffee to his lips.

“But, I couldn’t take your money and also take up space in your home.”
It’s too much. What he’s suggesting seems like way more of an imposition
on him.

“You said eight weeks, didn’t you?”

I nod. “That’s the minimum time for a placement to count, in order for
my supervisor to sign me off.”



“In my book, that’s nothing. I’ve had a busted nose that lasted longer.”

“Just—" God, I don’t know how to explain this to him. I desperately
need money, and I need to get certified, but I also usually work extra bar
shifts to pay for Evaline’s care.

“Spit it out.” He’s got that impatience flaring again. I suspect this man
doesn’t have a very long fuse, and for a moment, the girl from the cafe’s
warning comes back to my mind.

You’re a bit young for him, ain’t you?

I hastily swallow a big gulp of coffee.

If the beasts up there don't eat you, the wildlife might.

Oh, shit. What if Kayce and him don’t have a good relationship because
he was abusive? What if this guy is a sadist or likes to prey on women who
wander up this mountain all alone?

I already know he can gut a deer and carry a carcass across his
shoulders like it weighs nothing.

There are a million places to bury a body up here.

Maybe I’ve made a horrible decision and should take him up on the
offer of riding one of the horses down to Crimson Ridge instead. Who
knows when Kayce will get back, and in the meantime, it will just be me all
alone up here with...

He sets his coffee down with a thud, a suddenness which makes me
jump. Spreading both hands wide on the counter, he fixes me with a gaze
that could strip paint.

“Do we have a problem here? Because I’ve got no issue leaving you to
stumble your way back down the mountain in the snow without my help.
I’m busy enough, and ain’t got time to be messed around.”

His dark hair falls in his eyes and I feel about two inches tall beneath
the weight of his threat.

“I’'m not lying about anything.” T wet my lips. Not technically. Just
leaving out vast amounts of information. When you learn the hard way
never to trust anyone, it’s a shitty habit to break.

“Then hurry up, because I don’t have all fucking day.”

God. This man is like riding a bronco. Just when you think you’ve got a
handle on his mood, he flips on you.

“Where 1 was heading, Shipton, I was going to have to pick up extra
hours bartending on top of my job at the stables. It’s what I do to get by



financially, until I’'m qualified and I can apply for full-time veterinarian
positions after graduation.”

He’s quiet, and between the silence filling this kitchen and the way he’s
studying me, I’m feeling wholly unnerved.

“So, like I say, it’s all a lot of bother and a burden on you... and I can’t
ask you to give me that amount of work, or pay.” The words rush out of me
and I want to sink through the floor.

“There’s work needed to be done here from sun up ’til long after
sundown. The way I see it, if you’re here and one of the herd gets into
trouble over the next eight weeks, we’ve got a hope of saving them. I won’t
have to deal with it by putting a bullet between their eyes like every other
year when the snow comes, and the closest vet can’t make it up here
because the roads are shut.”

I’m blinking at him like an owl. He moves around to my side of the
counter and scoops both our mugs up, tipping the dregs into the sink before
sliding them into the dishwasher.

Colt towers over me, folding his arms across his broad chest. “I give
you shit to do. You do it without question, and you do it properly.”

All T can do is nod.

“You do that, I’ll pay you full-time wages, bed and board, plus any
overtime.”

Holy shit.

“But—"

“You got a better fucking offer lined up?”

My heart is thudding triple time inside my chest. There’s got to be a
catch here somewhere, but I can’t go looking a gift horse in the mouth.

His jaw tics. “Didn’t think so.”

With that, he stomps out of the kitchen, and I trail after him like an
obedient puppy.

CoLT WILDER IS SHORT-TEMPERED, growly, and impossible to please.
No wonder he can’t find any fucking help to work this ranch.



After spending a whole day trying to make myself useful, acting as his
personal shadow in an effort to learn the ropes around here, I’ve discovered
that it’s like trying to read a book while the cover and pages are glued
together.

Everything I need to know that would allow me to be more helpful is
locked away behind a surly demeanor and a smattering of occasional
grunts.

But even though I spend most of the day biting my tongue, I can’t help
but feel overwhelmed with the beauty of this place. The air is crisp and
biting, with a thick layer of soft snow covering the ranch several feet deep
in places.

I’'m guessing there are more tasks to do today than usual, with the
snowfall overnight, including things like shoveling the yard, salting it, and
clearing pathways between the house and the stables.

The horses need fed and watered and I’m secretly already in love with a
glossy black mare, Winnie, who has a white spot over one flank. She
searched my jacket pockets with nibbling, velvety lips as soon as I came
near her stall, and I make a mental note to bring treats on my return visits.

From what I understand, I’ll be spending a lot of time here looking after
the twenty or so horses. They’re the lifeblood of the ranch. Providing
transport to the places up here that vehicles can’t reach, along with herding
cattle. Some are mostly used when tourists come during summer to go on
treks and trail rides around the property. Apparently, that is what occupies a
big portion of Colt’s time over the warmer months.

I’m also going to be somewhat of an odd-job laborer, cook, cleaner, and
basically all-round ranch-bitch.

I honestly can’t stop grinning to myself like I’ve won the lottery. If I’'m
getting my vet training hours ticked off, and I’m getting paid the equivalent
of what I’d earn serving drinks in a scummy strip joint at one in the
morning, I’ll happily shovel manure all night long.

Sweat clings to my lower back beneath the multiple layers safeguarding
me against the cold. Shirt, sweater, heavy jacket, the thickest and warmest
items I own bundle me up to keep toasty while working outside. It’s late in
the day, and we’ve barely stopped. I’ve shoveled snow, hay, horse shit, and
now we’re heading down to some of the further paddocks to feed out the
cattle.



Colt drives us down there in his truck, with the powdery snow
apparently not too thick to prevent taking his giant vehicle.

The wide black heads and matching noses of the cattle all turn to greet
us as we draw close to the gate, and I can see their hot breath on the crisp
afternoon air, along with the steam rising off their backs. Their fluffy ear
tips are speckled with white flakes, and a few of them let out bellows,
looking mighty interested in what we have to offer.

They’ve got snow piled on top of their thick coats, a great sign that this
herd is in optimal condition.

“Feed’s over there. I’ll usually handle this on my own, but it doesn't
hurt for you to know the drill.” Colt jumps out of the truck and goes about
firing up the tractor and loading a giant round bale from the stack lined up
outside the fence.

When I see him start to head toward their paddock with the feed, I head
over ahead of the machine and unlatch the gate. The cows are eager to see
him and it makes me smile. He obviously doesn’t have a huge herd here, so
I wonder if he’s got more of a farm-to-table type operation going on. Maybe
organic? This place certainly isn’t massive in comparison to the sizable
ranches in other parts of the country.

I lean on the wooden rail, with clouds of white forming on each breath,
as he feeds out the stock in a wide arc until the bale has been distributed
across the snow. The hay is still tinged with green on the inside and creates
a stark contrast against the thick coat of white covering their paddock. The
animals dig in quickly, enjoying having something to eat until a time when
there’s enough snow melt for their grazing pasture to be exposed once
more.

The sight of Devil’s Peak sits prominent in the backdrop and as I take a
deep inhale through my nose, for just a moment I feel like this might
actually work out ok.

Colt parks up the tractor and trailer unit. I’'m expecting us to carry on
our way, but as he walks toward where I’'m making my way back to the cab
of the truck, he’s got a thundercloud hanging over his expression.

My stomach does a little flip, but not in a good way. This is an oh, shit,
what did I do wrong kind of feeling.

“Latch the fucking gate properly. If you’re going to be here, you need to
be attentive, or there’s going to be hell to pay if you leave a gate open and
my cattle escape during the night.”



I’m standing beside the cab with one hand on the door handle, stunned
at his outburst.

Now I’'m the puppy who’s just been spanked and has no idea what for.

With my heart in the back of my throat, I make my way on numb feet
over to the gate. Something as simple as being told off about a latch
shouldn’t make me embarrassed, because I’ve been on plenty of rural
properties. I know the basics and I’'m not stupid. It’s ranch-life and
livestock 101. Always shut a gate behind you kind of common sense.

I reach the offending gate and see that he’s right, of course the grumpy
prick is. Straight away it’s clear the latch hasn’t caught properly, even
though I was certain it had done so. It’s hanging a little loose, and all it
would take is for a curious beast to nudge against it, and the thing would
pop open. Only, it’s not my fault because the damn gate is heavy, and I see
now how it has gotten caught in the snow and pugged up mud turned to ice
on the ground. Under normal circumstances, I’m sure it closes easily, but in
this weather, it’s clearly got a trick to it—one that I don’t know because I’ve
been here all of five minutes.

Silently, I wrestle with the gate and curse Colton Wilder under my
breath until the latch finally slots firmly in position.

Once I’ve triple-checked the damn thing, I stomp my way back to the
idling truck, doing my best to rein in my desire to breathe fire all over the
insanely hot, brooding cowboy behind the wheel. I need to focus on being a
good worker and keep my eyes on the task at hand.

Job. Money. Apprenticeship hours.

My threesome of needs that this man is so generously providing.

But when I slide into the warm cab, my emotions are immediately rag-
dolled all over the place. It’s full of traces of him in here, and in that
moment, I realize as his scent of leather and hay and something citrusy hits
me, I’m going to need to figure out a way to deal with the fact I’'m up here
all alone with a very off-limits man.

One who infuriates me as much as he sets my pulse racing.



CHAPTER 7
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t’s been a whole fucking week.
(I One spent doing my best to find something—anything—to focus on,

other than the gorgeous girl currently sitting across the kitchen island
from me eating an omelet and sipping her coffee, while she scrolls her
phone.

Wi-Fi has been patchy as usual, and fortunately the power has only
dropped out a couple of times for short periods. I’'ve shown her where to
stack wood both close to the house and inside so neither of us have to go far
to load up the fireplaces. She’s split kindling, neatly arranged supplies, and
even offered to cook our meals. Insisting that it’s the least she can do to
help more.

Meanwhile, when I remember, in between all the other shit there is to do
around this place, I’ve shown her how to run the backup generator in case
we lose power completely and where to get fresh water if pipes freeze.

I also gave her a run-through of our radio system. It’s what we rely on
up here year-round, since cell coverage is non-existent and Wi-Fi barely
works outside of my office. My brief instructions covered how to contact
the ranch vehicles kitted out with a handset, the mountain patrol, and the
sheriff. All those ‘emergency situation’ types of necessities that Layla needs
to know about because god forbid I get myself into serious shit, but ranch
life is tough. All it would take is for one of the cattle to crush me against a
gate or for my horse to roll. Too easily things can go south. Accidents
happen in the blink of an eye.



While we were going over the ways to contact the outside world, I went
to mention Storm, but something halted me. Without any good reason, my
mouth opened and then snapped shut.

I realized at that moment I didn’t want him to know about Layla, or at
least, the asshole inside me doesn’t want her to know about him. I
immediately bristled at the idea she might take an interest in what she
saw... or whatever the equivalent of speaking with someone over a radio
handset might be.

Either way, I didn’t fucking like it, so I conveniently forgot to tell her
about my friend and closest person nearby who should be her first port of
call in case of emergency. She doesn’t need to know anything about
Stormand Lane, nor about the fact he used to be a rodeo star. Doesn’t need
to know about his stupid fucking tattoos that I’ve seen first-hand act as a
pussy magnet everywhere he goes, and certainly doesn’t need to be
anywhere near his charming gruffness.

Nope. For now, she’s got plenty of emergency contacts if required.
Anyways, we had plenty more crap to go over on how things run here on
the ranch.

Fortunately, the girl with green eyes is a quick study and it only took a
day or so before I could leave her the horses. Those idiots all seem to love
her.

Or at least, what she sneaks out to them in her pockets.

They never get enough attention from me usually because I’m too damn
busy, and I see it in their big liquid eyes that they’re gobbling up all the
crooning and petting and brushing they’re getting these days.

Lucky assholes.

I finally had a reply from Kayce, he emailed me one line saying he’ll be
back once the roads are cleared. What a first-class prick. He might be my
own flesh and blood, but I’'m not going to shy away from calling it shit if it
stinks. How this girl ended up with him is beyond me.

She’s stunning, and I can’t seem to stop stealing looks at her, even
though I know I shouldn’t. Which inevitably leads to me barking something
in her general direction, just to try and scare her off because fuck knows
what I would do if she turned around and looked at me the same way.

Kayce is out partying, chasing the next high and likely a warm bed to
fall into, meanwhile this girl is putting in a full day’s work without so much
as a peep. She shows up, gets on with it, and doesn’t have much to say.



Which suits me fine.

I’m so used to my own company that the silence is easy for me.

Being busy is a godsend. It’s the dangerous thoughts about this girl—
those ones that bubble up at times when I least expect them to—that I’'m
most concerned about.

“We’ll take the horses and ride out to check on the furthest paddocks
today now the snow has thinned.” I stand up, and she’s right there, ready to
go. Tidying up quickly after herself and slipping her phone in her back
pocket. I don’t know why kids her age always feel the need to have their
phones on them. It’s not like the damn thing gets service up here anyway.

“I get to ride?” Her green eyes light up, and I have to duck my head.

It’s so fucking hard not to want to touch her when she looks like that.
All flushed and excited and full of vitality for life, the kind that got burned
out of me so long ago, it’s a distant memory.

Maybe it got stubbed out of me like the cigarette butts my grandpa used
to put out on the back of my head right after he wailed on me for just
breathing wrong.

I grumble something resembling an agreement, and head off out the
door. Shoving into my boots and yanking on my hat.

She follows, quietly doing the same with her own work boots, but I feel
her eyes stray to me every so often. I hate that she’s curious about me, even
though I’'m a fucking dickhead. There’s nothing good that can come of
being interested in the darkness that lies beneath the surface of Colt Wilder.

Layla seems to have rebounded well enough after that first night—we
collected her things from her snow-bound car, which I’ll get onto towing
down to the shop once the road is finally clear—and I haven’t wanted to pry
any further as to why things overwhelmed her the way they did.

Jesus, I know well enough the way the mind can be a terrible place to
be.

Right after Kayce was born was when the attacks used to hit the worst.
I’d find myself losing it over the smallest thing. Hearing a loud noise, or
another baby crying, or the thick perfume of lilies delivered to congratulate
new parents who had no business being parents at all.

I never wanted to have kids. Does that make me a terrible person? But
when you’re raised by a man who loved nothing more than to lose himself
in a bottle and then smack his own grandson around just so he could feel



like a big man, well, it changes your perspective on what you want from
life.

The truth is, I was just a kid myself when Kayce’s mom came on the
scene. I wasn’t interested in her bullshit, but she wore me down, and when
you’re seventeen and dealing with years of neglect, there inevitably comes
a moment when you finally let your guard slip.

It was meaningless. Only ever meant to be a one time thing. She told me
she was on birth control, and who fucking knows, she either lied or wasn’t
reliable enough taking it. Either way, despite the fact I've always insisted
on using protection to be certain, it didn’t fucking matter. In the end I was
doubly fucked. The condom broke, and Kayce arrived, and I felt like my
life was over before it even began.

But you’re not supposed to think like that, are you? Everyone expects
you to be happy, and I don’t regret his life, but I had to learn to reconcile
how I imagined mine would be with the reality growing in front of my eyes
week by week.

Then I went and fucked it all up more by convincing myself that my
own kid would be better off without me. I had no one but a messed up
grandfather as a role model. Who was I to be a parent? I hadn’t even turned
eighteen yet, and back then, I could barely afford to buy myself my own
pickup.

Shawn went off to the Midwest, with big dreams of her perfect life as a
new mom and making a fresh start, and instead, she drowned herself in pill
bottles rather than being a parent. We weren’t in contact much so the years
trickled by, as they do, without me suspecting anything.

It wasn’t until Kayce was too old and hated my guts too deeply that I
found out how shit of a job she was doing. Offering to have him come and
live with me did nothing, the kid didn’t even want to know me by that
stage, and I don’t blame him.

So, when I got the call a few months ago that he needed a place to land
and someone to help him out, I couldn’t say no to the person I’d failed so
many times before.

Now? Now, what am I doing? I’m staring at his girl’s ass while walking
into the barn and fighting back the urge to pin her against the stalls while I
sink into her.

“Saddle up Winnie and Peaches. We’ll take the girls out.” I fiddle with
my hat. Lifting it enough to dig my fingers through my hair before shoving



it back on.

“You got it, boss.” Layla scurries off to get them both ready and I can
see multiple sets of ears prick up and follow her as the horses watch her
work.

I grit my teeth, because it’s taking everything in me not to do the same
damn thing.

After I’ve successfully worked out some frustration shoveling hay and
cleaning out a couple of the stalls while Layla’s been busy, I wipe my hands
on my jeans. She’s leading both horses toward me, drawing nearer to where
I’ve kept to myself over by the main doors.

She’s got her plump bottom lip tugged between her teeth, and fuck me,
everything about her is so sexy. How my idiot kid could let a girl like that
go, I have no idea. If I were twenty years younger, she’d have been the girl
of my fucking dreams.

Hell, she is right now.

Only problem is, I’'m old enough to be her father, and I can’t cross that
line. Kayce and I are on tenuous ground. If I even think about going there
with this girl, I’'1l ruin any hope of ever reconciling with my son.

But there’s no harm in spending time with her. I just have to keep my
shit together.

“We’ll need to go as far round the perimeters as we can get, depending
on the snow.”

“Ok.” She’s got that breathy fucking rasp in her voice again as she
gazes up at me. Her long, coppery hair is in two loose braids today, and my
mind is going to very bad places now that I’m seeing her up close like this.

The kind of dirty places where her hair is wrapped in my fist.

What was that about keeping my shit together?

“You might be a horse doctor, but now's the time to see if you’re a fair
rider.”

She gives me a coy smile. “I can hold my own.”

“Good. Need a hand?” I reach around and stroke the warm neck of
Peaches. She’s a gentle horse and careful whenever we take guests out for
trail rides over the summer. But this girl is short, and I have no idea whether
she’s ridden a horse of this size before.

“Maybe the first time.” She’s got a little flush high on her cheeks. I hate
myself for constantly cataloging all these little details.



This feels like the day at the gas station all over again. It’s too easy to
slip into being like this with her. When it’s just the two of us, and talking to
her feels as smooth as honey.

Which is why I’ve tried to leave her alone as much as fucking possible
this past week.

She shifts around to grab the reins in one hand and hold the saddle with
another. I’'m moving behind her, and all of a sudden, it’s clear this was an
insane idea. Her jeans are tight over her ass, those perfect thighs are right in
front of me, and our hips are barely a breath apart as she lifts a foot into the
stirrup.

I reach down and my bulk covers her back. We’re so close my lips are
right at her ear and I feel the way her breath hitches when I clasp my fingers
around the top of her boot.

“Go easy on me, ok?” Layla breathes.

I don’t know what comes over me, but as I help swing her up into the
saddle, the words are out of my mouth before I can stop them.

“I promise, I can be gentle.”

WE spenD the day going around the outermost paddocks on the ranch,
checking for any needed repairs and storm damage. Layla is more than
comfortable on her horse, and that at least settles me a little, knowing she’ll
be fine to do more jobs unsupervised, now that I’ve seen she’s competent
and can ride in these conditions.

I decide it’s safest to retreat into my shell after giving myself the biggest
fucking talking to of my life.

Why I can’t seem to keep it together in her presence is ridiculous.

She’s just a hot little cunt parading around in front of me, that’s all it is.

We finish up the day separately, I leave her to the barn, and I deal with
other crap on my list that needs my attention. My evening check-in with the
roading crew by radio lets me know the road is cleared nearly halfway up
the mountain, and the team should be done all the way to the ranch within
the week.



I drag myself through the shower quickly and then throw on a clean pair
of jeans and a tee. I’d usually wear a lot less than this, but seeing as I’'m
battling my self-control with a gorgeous young girl in my house, wearing
clothes seems like a prudent decision.

Real fucking mature.

Not like my dick is half-hard the minute I walk into the kitchen, and she
flashes a smile at me over her shoulder.

After we’ve both eaten—her on her phone and me keeping my eyes
trained on the meal in front of me—she stretches and makes a move to clear
both our empty dishes.

“Sit your ass down. I’ve got these.” I reach over to grab hers.

“It’s fine, I don’t mind.” Layla tries to clutch the plate while perched on
her stool at the kitchen island. I’ve got a dining table, it just never gets used.
This has always been the place I prefer to sit and eat and Layla seems to
feel the same way.

“You cooked.”

She lets out a little laugh and finally relents, allowing me to yank the
plate away from her. “The things you don’t realize until you see the
alternative.”

I’m not sure I know what she means, but I’m not about to ask either.

“I’ll leave you to the horses tomorrow while I head down and sort out
that busted fence in the western paddock.” As I rinse the dishes and stack
the dishwasher, I’'m aware she’s moving around behind me but I focus my
eyes firmly on the sink and the current task keeping my hands busy.

“I can handle that.” She sounds tired, and suddenly, I’m a little worried
I’ve been pushing her too hard. Kayce tells me all the time I’m a miserable
old bastard, which is about right.

“You sure?” I turn around and rest my back against the sink. My eyes
fall on her, and oh, fuck I really wish I had stayed exactly as I was. She’s
stretching up on tiptoes to reach for a cup from the cupboard, and her
cropped sweater has ridden up, showing off the perfect rounded curve of
her hips and ass, a strip of soft, pale skin above the waistband, jeans
suctioned tight in the exact spot where her pussy is. Her back arches and her
long braids hang down, and my filthy fucking brain devours the sight of her.

I’m more screwed than I thought because she turns and looks at me over
one shoulder, catching me in the act of openly watching.



“Could you grab one of the tall glasses for me, please?” She twists
herself and flattens her back against the counter.

I swallow heavily.

“Of course.” Why is my throat so scratchy?

Crossing to the spot where she stands, I step into her small frame. Layla
doesn’t move, and I don’t want her to. I keep my eyes on hers and reach up,
which leans my body so close I can smell the jasmine and pear scent of her
shampoo. There’s a heat and tension thick in the air between us, and not for
the first time today, I’'m forgetting the reasons why I shouldn’t be looking at
her like this.

My fingers close around the cool, smooth glass, and I pluck it down for
her.

“Thanks.” Her voice is barely a whisper and I see her eyes flicker to my
lips for just a second.

My dick jerks.

Blood rushes south in a way that it has absolutely no fucking business
even daring to.

Fuck. I’m such an asshole. She’s my son’s territory, or at the very least,
is meant to be with a guy his age, her age, and that reminder compels me to
step back rather than grab her chin and taste those pouty fucking lips like I
want to.

I’m a piece of shit for even looking at her.

What the hell am I even doing getting so close? This was a mistake.

If I'm ever going to have a relationship with my son, or have any
chance of helping him make better choices with his life, I can’t give into
whatever this thing is that hovers in the shadows between us.

She’s too young for me. I should know better.

There’s this thing called loneliness, and I really need to take the
opportunity to find someone else the next time the roads are clear to get rid
of this tension with. To fuck the past few months of filthy fantasies I’ve
been having about this girl out of my system.

Because the very soft and feminine-looking young woman standing
before me, looking back at me with big eyes, is not where I need to be
sticking my dick.



CHAPTER 8

£

y earbuds blast something with a heavy beat that makes working in

here even more enjoyable. I’'m almost happiest when I’m alone and

left to do my own thing, which I always thought was a flaw about
myself for a long time.

Doing things on my own has always felt more comfortable. Girlfriends
would try to take me shopping with them when I was in my teens, and I
never felt like I fit in. I’d go back later on my own and that’s when I would
find the things I wanted, by myself.

I guess that makes me a little bit faulty in their eyes? Why I never really
found a group of girls to become friendly with. Like I was separate from the
pack somehow.

Suppose it’s also why Kayce and I were never going to work—his
possible lack of being able to keep his tongue out of other girls' mouths
aside—because he lives for the glow of people. It energizes him.

Whereas I needed an entire week to recover after a single night out. I'd
enjoy myself, absolutely, but it was afterward that I’d gladly crawl inside
my shell and stay there, not leaving my apartment unless absolutely
necessary. Or until my next shift arrived.

Out here on the ranch, it’s all too easy to slip into the fantasy of what
life would be like. Being with someone who understands what it’s like...
who craves space and solitude, but also wants to enjoy being alone,
together.

My nostrils flare, I can’t allow myself to think like that, even for a
second.



But holy shit, Colt could give a girl a break. This morning I caught a
glimpse of him wandering around shirtless on his way to the laundry. I
don’t mind that he forgets, I can’t imagine it’s easy for a man like him to go
changing habits he’s been set in for so many years.

However, it’s a lot of rugged man to withstand being around. Especially
when my pulse triples each time I catch sight of him halfway dressed.

He didn’t notice me sitting in the lounge with my coffee and Kindle
while I warmed up in front of the fire. And my greedy fucking eyes ate up
every inch of his muscled torso.

Colt isn’t super cut like those health and fitness bros with eight packs
that look airbrushed. He’s broad-chested, with the sexiest indentations on
his stomach showing the outline of his abs... and then there’s that v I want
to lick, dipping below his jeans.

He’s got muscles honed by years of working hard and definitely could
toss a girl like me around with ease.

But he’s off limits.

I don’t know what happened between him and Kayce, but he obviously
sees me as his son’s property. I saw the same war in his eyes last night in
the kitchen before he pulled away. An expression that said he feels the
intensity between us too, but nothing can happen.

There is no Colt for me... or dreams of being his lover... or even
playing the role of forbidden fruit. The kind of temptation he knows he
shouldn’t touch but can’t help himself.

He’s too honorable, and I'm too much of a good girl.

But, fuck, if I didn’t wish there was another time and place for us where
the invisible lines keeping us from giving in to that electric pull didn’t exist.

“Feeling better today, Ollie?” I smooth over the nose of the sweetest,
most docile of the horses. She’s the one they use for novice riders over
summer because absolutely nothing can mess with her calm. Yesterday, I
noticed her favoring one leg, so I wanted to get a good look to make sure
there wasn’t any infection or injury to be concerned about. The farrier Colt
uses has left plenty of notes from his last visit, which I’ve been flicking
through to make sure there aren’t any past issues that might indicate a more
serious situation I need to keep an eye on.

Ollie simply bats her long eyelashes my way, gives a snort, and walks
up and down the barn perfectly for me as I study her gait.



“Nothing to worry about, huh?” I run a hand over her shoulder. “Looks
like a good night’s sleep and a few extra treats this morning has got you
feeling brand new.”

Now that I know Ollie isn’t in need of any urgent treatment, tidying the
barn today is my goal, and it’s physical enough that I can keep the
distraction of thinking dirty thoughts about my ex-boyfriend’s father at bay.
While the Wi-Fi doesn’t work out here—to be honest, it only works in
about two spots inside the house on a good day—I’ve been able to take
some videos on my phone of the other horses being goofy, and with any
luck, the internet will be strong enough for me to upload a couple of things
to my Instagram when I check in on messages from Sage later tonight.

Guilt gnaws at me that I haven’t found the right way to explain my
situation here. Which is one hundred percent me being caught in my own
head about it all. Surely I can just casually mention that I’'m working for
Kayce’s father without revealing my decidedly non-innocent thoughts I’ve
been having about him?

I’m so busy getting in the groove of sweeping up that I don’t notice
anything behind me until I feel one of my braids lift off my back. Whipping
around, I’'m expecting to see Colt’s dark features, only, my face falls as my
eyes meet with an unfamiliar sight.

A man with short, crew cut brown hair is smiling at me with white
teeth, and hungry eyes.

“What’s this we have here?” His breath smells like cigarettes, and I rear
back in shock.

My eyes dart around the barn, and I pull my earbuds out.

“Who are you?” And where the fuck is Colt.

“Old Colton, eh? Thought he always went out of town to find himself a
hot, young piece of ass.” The smug look on his face widens as he leans up
against the stall. His blue eyes are icicles, and he’s busy looking me up and
down like a slab of meat. “Obviously, this winter, he’s decided to ship in a
perky young thing to bounce up and down on his cock at night.”

Oh my god. This guy is crude and gross, and I feel violated after twenty
seconds in his presence. He looks to be maybe thirty, and probably turns
girl’s heads wherever he goes. But his personality is foul. Is this one of the
supposed beasts who lives up the mountain? Because he sure as shit seems
like one.



“What do you want?” My grip tightens on the handle of my broom. If I
really needed to, I could smack this guy in the balls with it if he tries
anything. What I would give right now for cell phone reception and the
ability to shoot a quick text to Colt to find out where he is or how far away
he might be from the house.

“Name’s Henrik. I’m just calling in for a welfare check with the snow
and all. Usually, we don’t worry too much about old man Wilder, but now I
know there’s a pretty young thing like you running around up here, I might
just have to drop by more frequently.” He lets out a laugh. “Make sure
you’re being fed right.” He raises his eyebrows suggestively, and I fight the
urge to gag.

Ugh. This guy is a sleaze and makes me want to go take a shower.

“I’m working the ranch this winter as an employee, and I’d be more
than happy to find Mr. Wilder if you need to speak with him.” I"d like to
shove this broom so far up his ass, it comes out his nose. How dare he talk
to me like I’'m some kind of winter fuck-bunny shipped in to occupy his
time.

“Well, if you’re not Colton’s property, then I’d love to take you out on a
ride sometime. See how good you look in a saddle.”

Ew. Not in a million years, jerk off.

“No, thanks.”

“Aw, come on, I’ll take you out to the Ridge. Show you a real good
time.”

“Well, I’'m not interested, so if you don’t want to talk to Mr. Wilder,
then I’d better get on here, and I’m sure you’ve got other properties to carry
on to with your welfare checks...” I jerk my head in the direction of the
open barn doors.

The horses stamp, and one of them lets out a low whinny.

Even they’ve had enough of this guy.

“You sure, girlie? How can I help change your mind?”

“Give me one fucking reason why I shouldn’t beat your skull in for
harassing my staff, Pierson.” Colt’s growl echoes through the barn like
thunder.

A flutter of butterfly wings kicks up in my stomach at the sound of his
voice.

Colt easily has a head on this guy, and it’s clear who would win in a
scrap between them. But whoever this dickhead is, he doesn’t get the



message that it’s time to leave.

“Just making conversation is all. This sweet little thing was about to
give me her number.”

“No, she fucking wasn’t.” Colt has put himself directly between the
man and where I’m standing, and my pathetic little heart is doing skips and
jumps at the way he’s protecting me.

It’s ok, I still have my feminist card tucked in my back pocket. Having
fought, and won, plenty of battles like this on my own in the past, this sure
as hell feels nice to have someone standing up for me for a change.

“In fact, she was pretty clear when she turned you down the first time,
or were you too busy sucking yourself off to hear her.”

My cowboy protector is bristling. I’m sure he’s grown at least a foot in
height.

Pierson raises both hands. “Jeez, whatever. Girls like her are probably
lesbian and shit anyway.”

Oh my god. If Colt doesn’t kick this guy's ass, I will.

“Get the hell off my property. You want to do a welfare check in the
future? Pick up the radio instead, or so help me, I’ll put a bullet in both your
knees.”

Colt stalks after the man, making sure he’s saddled on his horse and
escorted well past the boundary while I hang back in the yard, watching
after his broad shoulders.

When he seems satisfied the asshole is long gone, he finally comes back
over to me. With eyes like a midwinter’s night, tension billows off him.

“He touch you?” Colt’s jaw tics furiously. Stopping a foot or so in front
of where I’m hovering just outside the barn, he folds his arms and looks me
over with an intensity that sucks all the air from the space between us.

My hesitation possibly just signed the man’s death warrant.

Colt advances on me, and I’m hastily backing up until my spine collides
with the wood exterior beside the double doors.

“Answer the fucking question, Layla.”

“Not really.” I can’t even breathe with how murderous this man looks.
“He grabbed my braid is all.” I twist the end of my hair between my fingers
to show him it’s fine and I’m fine and suddenly I feel like the whole thing
has been blown out of proportion.

“I’m ok. I’ve dealt with bigger creeps than him.” I try to show him how
easily I’d like to just laugh it off. Because it’s the truth. Guys at the bars



I’ve worked in have done much worse, attempting to grope me and try it on
when they’re wasted, when they think they own the bar and my body
because they’ve been buying rounds and filling my tip jar all night.

“Anyone tries to come at you again, you tell me.” Colt’s fists clench and
unclench as he grits his teeth, but he steps back and heads for the house. I’'m
left clutching my stupid little broom, and my mind is trying to catch up with
what just happened.

He’s mad at me, and I don’t understand why.

DINNER IS A SILENT AFFAIR.

Colt wolfs down his food in record time and yet waits for me to finish
eating before he pushes his stool out. The man eats about three times as fast
as me, I swear, but always sits quietly, respectfully, until I’'m done. He
clears up our plates, but still hasn’t spoken a word since that moment
outside the barn earlier.

I can’t help but feel like I did something wrong today, even though I
know I did everything I needed to do jobs-wise, and obviously the run-in
with that creep wasn’t my fault.

But even still. The silence tonight feels charged.

So when he grabs a beer and heads for the lounge without even looking
at me, I admit defeat and head off to my room. At least the internet has
worked long enough for me to stack my Kindle with my favorite smut, and
I’m hanging out for a long hot shower.

SAGE:

Hellooooo, my mountain goddess. Are you all good? Please
confirm proof of life ASAP or I'll be forced to don snow shoes
and come trek through the Montana wilderness to find your
corpse.

PS. My delicate skin will hate you forever if you make me come
down there and get chapped and wind-bitten.
I'm alive, Sergeant.

Smell like horse shit, mind you.



Oh good. | know nothing makes you happier.

Boned any hot cowboys?
Who says ‘boned’ these days?

Oh, I'm sorry.

Let me grab my urban dick-tionary
Fucked

Shagged

Rode like a bronco

... Take your pick.
*eye roll emoji*

Rude.
Also, suspicious.

Are you avoiding my question with your overuse of that
particular emoji?

No. | haven't.

Criminal, really. Your tits deserve some lovin’.
Is your boss hot?

I’m picturing older... skillful with more than just a rope and a
horse, if you know what | mean.

I subpENLY FIND my heart in the back of my throat. So far, I’ve neatly side-
stepped the exact details of my snow-bound employment. Sage knows I was
coming up this mountain in search of Kayce, but for whatever reason, the
actual words to the effect of hey, bestie I’'m stuck here working for my ex
boyfriend’s insanely hot father who totally flirted with me when we first met
have yet to come out of me.

But the truth is going to come out sooner or later about this entire
scenario, and as I chew my lip, it quickly becomes apparent that it will look
a million times more damning if I don’t tell her.

Oh, god. I’'m really doing this...

Nope. Stop that right now.



I haven’t had a chance to give you all the details, but the ranch
is owned by Kayce’s dad.

DoTs BOUNCE ON THE SCREEN, and my thoughts race in time with the tiny
fluttering icons.

And?

Points for being a property owner, business owner, and
cowboy.

Tri-fucking-fecta.

Perfect opportunity for hot revenge sex for all the shit that
douchebag has put you through.

Daddy has obviously got his shit together... unlike Kayce.

I love you, but | am not even dignifying that with a response.

Off to shower.

Bye, Sarge.

YOU DIDN'T ANSWER MY QUESTION?!

I LEAVE my best friend on read and swipe out of our message thread. There
is no stopping Sage once she’s on a mission to dig for information on my
love life, and I’'m sensing immediate danger by letting her get a sniff of
blood in the water with the circumstances I’ve currently found myself in.

While I might, eventually, one day tell her the whole ridiculous tale, for
now, it is far better for my own sanity if I don’t start entertaining
conversations about Colt.

There is already far too much going on in my imagination when it
comes to the off-limits cowboy in this house.

Wanton thoughts and daydreams. Certain lingering fantasies.

Holy shit, my body heats and pussy clenches at the memory of the vivid
sex dream I had about him last night. My submissive side and breeding kink
is alive and well, it would seem.

Blowing out a breath, I plug my phone into its charger then reach up to
tug my hair out. Crossing the room while wrestling both braids loose, I
untangle them with my fingers before scooping the chaos of curls back up
into a top knot. Winter, tiredness, and being all out of sorts means there is



absolutely no chance I can be bothered trying to wash my hair tonight, it’ll
have to last another day of the dry shampoo treatment.

My ensuite is pretty much an all-in-one tiled square, with a deeply
inviting bath recessed into the wall at one end, and an open glass partition
creating a wall to contain the shower on the other. The third wall has a
toilet, vanity, and big mirror.

I’ve never had such a nice bathroom in my life.

On my list to ask Colt tomorrow, if he’s in a talking mood, is whether or
not I’m allowed to run the bath. I’m hesitant to use it without knowing his
rules about conserving water during winter storms up here. Reaching into
the shower, I flip the water on and quickly get undressed. The stream from
the detachable head pummels my aching muscles, and I groan at how good
it feels to wash off the day of sweat and horses and the run-in with Henrik
slimeball Pierson.

God, no one has ever protected me the way Colt did, and I think he
somehow altered my brain chemistry. I’ve never been attracted to the idea
of being someone’s possession before, but the way he guarded me and
threatened that prick... fuck. It was super hot, and even just thinking about
it again now, I can feel the slickness between my thighs. There’s a tension
winding low in my core. What is a girl to do in the face of so much
testosterone?

Especially when no good can come of allowing these thoughts to spill
over into reality. I need to keep this job, and I need to not fuck things up
between him and Kayce.

I slap the shower off and get out. More than a little turned on.

Why is it so hard to stop thinking about him when I know I shouldn’t?
It’s like my pussy has been hijacked by a cowboy twice my age, and she
refuses to calm the hell down.

I wrap myself in a giant man-sized fluffy towel and pad over to my
suitcase lying open on the floor. For whatever reason, I still haven’t
unpacked my things. I'm in limbo where instinct and past experience tells
me I should be ready to hit the road at any second.

To be prepared for the moment the roads are clear and my boss decides
I’m not worth the hassle of keeping around.

In spite of all my anxieties and misgivings, my room is warm and cozy,
overlooking the porch and snow-covered vista that glows with a luminous



white sheen. A quarter moon hangs low in the sky, casting an eerie silver
glint across one side of Devil’s Peak.

Slipping into my comfiest sleep shorts and soft cotton cami, I toss the
covers back and go to climb into bed, realizing with a groan as my ass hits
the mattress that my Kindle isn’t on the bedside table. After a quick scan
around the room, it hits me. I remember leaving it down in the lounge this
morning.

Fuck’s sake. Tilting my chin to the ceiling, a gurgled noise of frustration
comes out. I’m so tired, and cannot be bothered having to get redressed just
to go a few feet down the hall to the lounge.

I creep over to my door and open it a crack, listening for where Colt is
in the house. But everything outside my door is dark and blanketed in a
heavy silence.

He must have gone to bed while I was in the shower because I can’t
hear anything and none of the lights are on. So I creep quietly down to the
lounge on bare feet.

When I get there, I spot my Kindle lying on the coffee table straight
away and snatch it up, preparing to spin on my heel. Only, goosebumps
erupt across my bare skin when it dawns on me that I’'m being watched.

Looking up, I see Colt sitting in one of the large armchairs beside the
glowing embers of the fire. With knees splayed wide, he fills out the leather
seat like it’s a throne.

His handsome features are lovingly stroked by the long shadows of the
room. As he takes a long swig from his beer, my entire body clenches, all
while his hooded eyes remain locked on my figure.

“You gave me a fright.” My voice comes out more than a little breathy.

He shifts his knees a little wider but doesn’t say anything. Just rubs his
thumb along the neck of the amber bottle as he rests it on one thigh.

“Is everything ok?” The air swirls with tension. He’s sitting down here
with only the dark for company, and I can’t help but feel like I’ve intruded
on something.

My bare toes curl into the carpet, and instantly, I’'m very, very aware of
my appearance. The way these tiny shorts barely cover my ass or my pussy.
How my thin-strapped cami scoops low and shows off an expanse of
cleavage. The way my nipples are hard and rub against the wafer-thin fabric
every time I shift my weight.



“How old are you, Layla?” His voice is deep and alluring and tortured
all at once.

“Twenty-five.” I hear myself say the words barely above a whisper.

He studies me in silence, and I can’t move. Or maybe I don’t want to.
Did that please him to hear my age, or make him madder with me? Does it
piss him off that I’'m young in years, even though I feel like I’ve lived more
in my two decades than most people do in a lifetime?

There’s a part of me that wants to hide, because Colton Wilder is a force
of nature that shouldn’t be messed with. But there’s a more dangerous and
demanding part calling to me from the deep.

I want this man to see me.

Burnt orange embers smolder in the fireplace while Colt takes another
long drink from his beer, and I feel my body ache and plead for attention.

Through the darkness he’s fixated on me, arresting me with that stern
gaze. He’s looking at me with the kind of voracious appetite that only
means one thing.

This man desires what he sees.

Would he ever cross that invisible line to take what he wants? I don’t
know, but one thing I’m certain of, is that the longer I stand here, the more
we’re both tiptoeing toward the edge of something forbidden.

My chest rises and falls, breasts feeling heavy and full as his eyes
continue to roam freely, dragging across my body, leaving a trail of
crackling sparks beneath my skin in their wake.

“Go to bed, Layla.”

There’s a warning in his voice that makes me shudder, like he can’t be
held accountable for what might happen if I don’t obey his order.

And his words echo after me, long after I've retreated down the hall.
Long after I've closed my bedroom door with my heart in my mouth and
my Kindle clutched to my chest.

His burning stare is still imprinted on my skin as I lean heavily against
the doorway, panting into the darkness. When I squeeze my eyes shut, I
wish it was his hands and body on me instead of just his gaze.

I’d give anything for it to be so much more.



CHAPTER 9
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here’s a satisfying thunk and splintering noise as I bring the ax head
down.
Sweat beads at my temples, even though it’s below freezing, and I
haul the next log to be split onto the block in front of me.

I’ve been at this for an hour. Nightfall is closing in, and the longer I
spend here, the closer it inches toward another endless, cold night. Each
time the wood gives way below the metal head, I can’t help but picture it
being that fucker Pierson’s neck.

God-fucking-damnit, now that one of them knows Layla is here, I'm
going to have them both sniffing around whenever they think I’ve turned
my back.

Men who like to use their good looks to prey on unsuspecting victims.
There’s more than enough evidence of the sick shit they do to women
unlucky enough to fall into their grasp. Yet, the Pierson brothers have never
been charged.

The thought that he’d dared set foot up here on the fucking pretense of a
welfare check makes my blood boil. What’s worse is that I know he’ll be
back, and there’s nothing I can do when those two sick fucks are so deeply
embedded in every part of Crimson Ridge, pretending to be good people,
like a cancer on this fucking community.

Just like he was.

Maybe Hayes was right. Maybe I should report them for the shit they’ve
been responsible for up here over the years. The kinds of issues, damage,
and spates of vandalism that I’ve never been able to confidently prove who



was responsible for over the years, but I’ve always known it was Henrik
and Alton Pierson.

Yet, even though I’ve known... guilt has stopped me from ever seeing it
through and finally doing something about it. My connection to them makes
it all so goddamn complicated.

All T want to do is make amends for my grandfather’s sins, but these
assholes make it impossible to do so, or to move on.

I bring the ax down again and the two bits of wood fly in opposite
directions, before I bend down and toss them over onto the stack beside me
that has grown much larger than I need it to be today.

Part of me knows I'm hiding out here.

The worst part of me nearly wrestled free of its leash last night.

Seeing her walk in wearing next to nothing was a temptation I nearly
gave into. With her curves and smooth skin and wide green eyes looking
back at me as if she fucking liked what she saw. The girl doesn’t know shit
about me. If she did, Layla would run a mile and I’d never see another
glimpse of her silky head of hair ever again.

There’s a reason I’ve been stuck on this mountain for years on my own.

Women I come across enjoy a fuck, an orgasm, and then they move on
with their lives. They take one look after the glow has worn off from the sex
and decide they want more than to be stuck with someone like me.

I don’t blame them.

Just as I place the next round of wood in front of me and swing the ax in
the air, I hear it.

A shout. Layla.

“Colt.” Her voice is high-pitched. Frightened.

The ax clatters to the ground as I grab my jacket and head in the
direction of her voice.

“Colt.” She’s yelling louder, swinging off the back of Peaches as I
round the corner of the barn.

“Layla?” I shrug my jacket on, and my eyes are all over her, looking for
injury. Her eyes are hanging out of her head, but she’s moving ok, rushing
toward me. That’s when I notice the blood on her hands.

“Where are you hurt?” My instinct is to grab her face, but I stop myself,
instead I grip Layla’s shoulders as soon as I’m next to her.

The girl is trembling.

“Layla, talk to me.”



“It’s the herd. Some are hurt.” There’s tears in her eyes.

“How bad?” My mind is already running back over all the fences I
checked and trying to remember if there’s something that I missed.

“I don’t know. There’s blood, and I was trying to keep one of them from
making it worse—I needed to get supplies, and I couldn’t call you.” Her
words come out a mile a minute.

“Get the kit. Whatever you need. We’ll take the truck.”

She swallows, nods, then heads to grab the equipment.

As 1 secure Peaches, I'm trying to figure out how I’ve got bleeding
cattle in the middle of winter when I was only just down there earlier
feeding out, and everything seemed fine.

My jaw is clenched so tight I'm pretty sure I hear a pop as Layla
reappears with the kit, and she tosses it all in the back tray of the truck. I’ve
already got the ignition running, and as soon as she’s in her seat I take off in
a spray of gravel across the yard.

“I’m sorry—" Her fingers twist in her lap and they’re coated in thick,
sticky red smears.

“Not your fault.”

If T hadn’t spent so long splitting wood trying to get my head on
straight, I would have been there.

“There’s at least three of them hurt that I could see.” We bump over
ridges in the track as I steer us towards the paddock. It’s almost dark now,
the headlights bouncing over the fence below us in the dwindling light.

“You did the right thing coming to get me.” My fingers tighten on the
wheel.

Up ahead, I can see the shadowy outlines of the cattle, and we pull up to
the gate with a skid. Layla is out of the cab before I can say a word.

As I pull the truck closer, the sweep of headlights reveals tracks of
bright red in the thick layer of snow coating the ground.

Layla rushes toward where she’s got three of the cattle penned together
using some temporary rolled-up fencing that I keep lying around down
here. At least she had the sense to keep them contained, otherwise fuck
knows how long we’d be out here in the dark trying to find them.

From how much blood is lying around, it could have been fatal if we
hadn’t gotten to them before morning.

“I couldn’t see any others, but there might be.” She lifts the box with
supplies out of the back of the truck behind me and I reach under the seat to



grab us each a headtorch. Then I fetch the spare halter and rope I keep in
the back of the truck.

“Here.” I hand her one of the flashlights, and flick my own onto high
beam so I can get a good look at the cattle.

The three are already lying down, which will at least make my job
easier, and as I approach one of them lets out a snort followed by a low
noise of protest.

“Easy, girls.” I keep my voice low as I walk around the edge of the
temporary pen Layla created. She’s got them in a kind of half-circle, using
the paddock fence on one side to keep them together.

As I squat down and adjust my light I can see the stains of copper and
brighter red across the snow beneath them.

Each has what looks like a shallow gash across their flanks, just at the
height of one of the fence posts. Shallow enough that it looks like a
protruding nail has done the damage where they’ve maybe rubbed up
against it, but it’s hard to tell and the amount of blood is possibly making
everything look worse than it is.

Of course it's suspicious they’ve all been injured in the same manner.
My spine stiffens knowing, but not wanting to admit out loud, what the
obvious explanation for this bloodstained situation is.

“I’ll get the first one restrained, you separate the other two with a bit
more of that fencing.” I direct Layla and she’s doing exactly as I ask. The
first one I manage to fix the halter on and put my weight down to hobble
her on the ground, doesn’t put up much of a struggle. This small herd is
used to being handled and being around people. They’re not exactly tame,
but they don’t scare easily either.

Layla brings what she needs over, and quietly sets to work while I force
my weight down on the heifer. She kneels in the snow and examines the
laceration.

“I don't think I need to shave it. I think it just needs to be cleaned.
Maybe antibiotics just to be sure.” Layla digs around in the kit, searching
for what she needs, but I can see her hands are shaking. Either from the cold
or the shock or both.

“Do what you think is best.” I trust her judgment. From what I can see
it’s just a small gash and while I’m still trying to figure out what caused it,
that is going to have to wait until we’ve dealt with these animals first.



Layla works quickly, despite the cold and the darkness settling in. Our
breaths fog up in the icy air and the rumbling beast beneath me lets out the
occasional soft bellow.

We repeat the same process for the second animal. With Layla making
speedy work of cleaning up the wound and making sure nothing is
embedded that might cause further infection.

It’s the last one we get to that seems to be putting up more of a fight.
Once I’ve wrestled them beneath me, making sure they’re secured, Layla
starts to examine the site where the blood is oozing from and sucks in a
breath.

“This one is worse than the others.” She presses carefully around the
edges.

“How bad?”

“She’ll be ok, but needs stitches.” Layla sounds calm, but I can see it’s
only on the surface.

“Ok.”

“Colt—" She starts to falter. In the bone chilling wind here in a paddock
under the cold eye of Devil’s Peak, this is the last place I want her to have
to be right now, but this is the reality out here and she’s going to have to
face it.

“Layla.” I adjust my position and lean closer to her. “Get it done.”

Her green eyes flicker up to mine, and the glow of our head lights
illuminates the plumes of white from each of our breaths where we’re
hunched close together.

“I’ve never done this before... like this. In a proper holding pen, or
chute in the daylight, yes. But not in the dark when I might fuck it up.”

“Do you care about this animal, Layla?”

She breathes a little harder. “Of course I do.”

“Then I know you can do it. Because you care enough to do the job
properly.”

“But—"

“Did I hire you for nothing? No. You’re the one with the fancy vet
schooling, and I’'m just a cowboy who can hold this heifer down while you
stitch her up. Unless you want me to go back up to the house and get my
rifle and put her out of her misery.”

Her face contorts, and I see her nostrils flare slightly. She reaches for
the needle and suture thread, but her hands are still trembling.



Without thinking, I grab hold of her fingers in my free hand and squeeze
tight. She’s so fucking soft under my touch, and I almost groan at the feel of
her beneath my rough hands.

“I don’t want to disappoint you,” she murmurs.

Little does this girl know, she could never.

“You won’t. Now, just take a deep breath for me, baby.”

Her eyes search mine, but she does as I say. Taking a long, shaky inhale.

“And out.” She blows a white plume into the space between us.

I stroke her palm with my thumb, and then guide her hands over to the
wound.

“Just focus on one stitch at a time. I’m right here, and I’'m not going
anywhere.”



CHAPTER 10

£

t’s well after sundown by the time we make it back to the house. Even

(I though it’s not late, it feels like we were down in the paddock for hours.
Colt orders me to go shower and warm up. I don’t fight him.

The after-effects of the adrenaline, shock, and worry have sapped my
energy, and I spend a lot longer under the warm spray thawing out than I
normally would.

When I get back to the kitchen, I’m surprised to see Colt is also freshly
showered, and not only that but he’s rustled up dinner for two from
somewhere.

“Don’t get too excited.” He says gruffly as the steaming hot stew is slid
in front of me. “Just leftovers from the freezer.”

My stomach lets out a loud rumble.

“I’d have been happy with Ramen, but this smells amazing.” I dig my
spoon in and the taste is pretty much heaven. Colt is obviously a damn good
cook because the beef is tender and seasoned to perfection.

The man across from me looks horrified.

“You don’t like Ramen?” I slurp stew off my spoon.

“That’s not food.”

Noted. Cowboy mountain man won'’t be joining me for a bowl of instant
noodles any time this century. I hide my smile in my dinner and we both
start to inhale our meals. Today has been a lot, and my body feels like it’s
been run over by a truck and trailer.

“Beer?” He offers after standing and starting to rummage inside the
fridge and I nod with a mouthful.



Colt settles down with a drink for himself across the other side of the
island and passes one—already opened—to me. As he leans back to take a
swig with head tilted, I watch on, captivated. His salt and pepper stubble
and strong throat bobs when he works down a swallow.

God, he’s nice to look at.

I take a few more bites of food, and maybe it’s the alcohol working fast
and helping me to feel a little looser, but there’s something I can’t quite
work out. There aren’t any photos of family or a woman or anything
personal in this entire place that I’ve seen—and I’ve definitely done my
share of snooping when I’ve had the chance.

“Tell me this, Colton Wilder. Why maintain such a big place if it’s just
you up here lording it over Devil’s Peak?” I smirk a little over the top of my
beer.

He glances up at me, and doesn’t exactly smile, but I see his lips twitch.

I have to shift a little in my seat because that tiny flicker in his
expression makes my pussy clench.

“It’s not exactly a pretty bedtime story.” His tone is light, but the creases
around his eyes tell me this is territory he doesn’t easily venture into.

“I don’t mean to pry. You don’t have to share if you don’t want to.”

Colt runs his tongue over the front of his teeth.

“An exchange is fair.” He tips the lip of the bottle, pointing the neck at
me. “Answer one question for me first, Layla.”

My eyebrows shoot up into my hairline. What does he want to know?

“Okayyy...” I take the bait. Apparently I have no self-control when it
comes to wanting to please this man.

“I’ve been sitting here wondering... what does a twenty-five-year-old
need to pay for so desperately, that she’s rushing like a bull at a gate to
finish her vet certification, and work night shifts in grungy bars on the
side?” He sits back and crosses one arm across his chest, dangling the neck
of his beer between thumb and forefinger with the other.

I pick at the hem of my sleeve for a moment.

He waits for me to start talking.

Blowing out a long exhale, I shift around on my stool.

“My mom had me when she was young—too young.” I hesitate,
ducking a glance his way and see that he’s waiting for me to carry on. “I
guess she felt like her youth was taken away, so spent mine chasing after



what she thought she missed out on. I never met my dad, and the procession
of guys she dated came and went with the seasons.”

Colt is studying me quietly as I talk, his hazel eyes watch me take a big
sip of my beer before I continue.

“My aunt was the one who would pick me up after school, make sure
I’d eaten, run me to dance classes and weekend recitals. She would let me
stay with her for weeks, sometimes months at a time. I love her so much,
and it always felt like I was on holiday when I was with her. Looking back,
at the time, I was too young to think anything of it, but one day, I came
home from school, and the guy sitting on my mom’s couch was looking at
me with the same eyes he used to give her when they first met.”

It’s hard not to move around more in my seat under the intensity of
Colt’s gaze.

“That’s the last day I lived with my mom.”

“Your aunt took you in?”

I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “Evaline made sure I didn’t go
back there again.”

This is the hard part. The bit that always makes me choke up when I try
to find adequate words to explain it.

“Except, by the time I finished high school, she’d already started
forgetting things. Getting muddled up easily, you know.” T scratch at the
label on the beer. “They called it early-onset dementia, and it took my aunt
away before I knew which way was up.”

Colt clears his throat, and I reluctantly meet his eyes. I don’t want his
pity or his charity, but I hope he understands why this is so important to me.

“You pay for her care, I take it.”

My lips thin as I nod again.

The clock on the wall ticks and we both sit there for a long moment.

“Now you’ve heard my happy bedtime story, let’s hear yours.”

Now it’s Colt’s turn to take a long swig of his beer.

“There’s not a lot to tell. My parents died in a car crash when I was a
kid, too young to even remember them, and it was left up to my grandfather
to take me on.”

“Here at the ranch?”

Colt makes a noise of agreement.

“Grew up right here. Or survived growing up here, I should say.”



My throat tightens as I see the tension in the jaw of the man across from
me, having to revisit memories I’m presuming he’d rather leave locked
away.

“He might have owned this ranch, but he was a mean son of a bitch, the
kind who liked to take his anger out on whoever was closest. When I was
old enough to understand why our cattle always ended up broken, I started
to pick fights with him. At least that way he’d take it out on me rather than
innocent animals.”

Colt chews over his thoughts for a moment.

“I was fourteen when I put my first bullet through a heifer’s forehead.
She was due to calve anyday and so badly injured she’d never have
survived.”

The backs of my eyes sting. I want to crawl into his lap and hold him.

“When that man hung himself, the real devil of Devil’s Peak was finally
gone. Kayce had only just been born, and I spent the day knocking down
the rotten old farmhouse that used to stand on this very spot instead of
going to the sick bastard’s funeral.”

My chest aches just listening to him. But I don’t want him to stop
talking. I feel like there’s a chance I’'m the only person in the world Colt has
ever spoken to about this.

I’m unsure what kind of spell has descended on this kitchen tonight, but
it’s as if we’re suspended, dangling out of time.

He chuckles darkly to himself over the top of his beer. “Spent nearly
thirty years taking this place from a broken, run-down piece of shit, and
erasing that fucker’s legacy. Hopefully, one day, when I move on, this place
will be sold to some savvy person who will come along and make way
more money than I ever have off this ranch.”

“You didn’t build it for you?” I’m heartbroken for him, but at the same
time I think I just fell head over heels for this man and everything he has
worked so tirelessly to achieve.

Colt shakes his head. His unruly dark locks falling across his eyes make
him look younger. It’s only when you see the flecks of silver in his beard
that it gives away his age.

“Figured this place was always going to be a tourism opportunity, not a
ranch that could compete with the big boys. So I built something that could
be good for that. I dunno, accommodation for rich folk who like to chopper
in and prance around on horses for the weekend or some shit.”



“Like a dude ranch?”

Colt shudders and scrunches his face up. “I swear if anyone calls this
place that in my vicinity, I’ll have a fucking aneurysm.”

He gestures for me to pass over my empty bowl. I’'m guessing our little
heart-to-heart has come to a conclusion, but I pick it up before he can try to
do my dishes for me. While I kind of like how easily we seem to split
chores around here, tonight feels like the kind of night when we can each
clear up after ourselves.

“I’ve got it.” I flash a small smile, then duck my head.

When [ cross to the other side and join him beside the counter, my
attention is drawn to peer out through the dark in the direction of the cattle.
His broad shoulders fill the space in front of the sink as he rinses out the
containers that must have had the stew in them, as well as his own bowl.

“They’ll be ok. You did an excellent job out there.”

My stomach does a little somersault at the unexpected compliment.
Standing beside his large frame, I can’t help but be drawn in by the look of
his soft t-shirt that looks like a second skin on him. My fingers itch to reach
out and touch the well-worn cotton.

“Only because you talked me off the ledge... again.” It’s the truth. I
wasn’t sure I could do any of what I did tonight if it wasn’t for his steady
presence grounding me. Suturing livestock while indoors with all the
equipment to hold an animal still during broad daylight is one thing. Being
covered in blood and out in the snow and in pitch black is another.

His jaw tics.

My blood starts to heat, the alcohol settling comfortably in my veins.

“I like how you talk to me.”

He silently scrubs at the containers in the sink. My eyes don’t want to
stay off the way the map of veins on the back of his hands glisten,
highlighted by the water.

“Thank you for trusting me.” I’'m standing too close, I know I am. But
he’s not moving away either, and the heat between our bodies draws me in.

My thighs squeeze as that all too familiar ache starts to rise.

I know what I heard out there tonight.

Whether he meant to say it, or perhaps it just slipped out by accident in
the heat of the moment, I don’t know.

But I want to hear him say it again.

“I liked how you spoke to me, tonight.”



Colt goes still.

“It must be hard up here dealing with things like that on your own.” I’'m
being way too fucking bold, but after hearing a little of his life and the beer
and the warm glow I’m coated in, surely there might be a chance he’s
feeling the same way I am.

His big paw reaches over to take my bowl from my hands, but I shake
my head. “It’s ok. Let me.”

I reach into the sink beside him, and our bodies fit together side by side.
He stiffens slightly, but doesn’t move away. As I feel my hip press against
his thigh my heart kicks into overdrive.

Suddenly, the kitchen feels like a furnace, and my pulse hammers in my
throat as I watch his hands rest on the edge of the sink. He’s letting me get
close. Too close. His scent and heat fold around me like a blanket I want to
burrow under and stay wrapped up in.

Warm water rushes over my hands as I clean off the bowl, and then turn
the faucet off. Without it, the kitchen is so quiet, all I can hear is blood
rushing in my ears and the faint howl of the icy wind whipping past the
windows.

Colt is standing in front of the dishwasher and I angle my body toward
his, still gripping onto my stupid bowl like it’s the only thing stopping me
from putting my hands all over this man.

“Does it get lonely up here?” My whisper sneaks out as my head tilts
back and I’m consumed by his darkened gaze. His pupils are the deepest
crevasse imaginable, as he looms over me.

Reaching out, he takes the dish from my hands, placing it on the bench
beside my hip.

Oh my god.

There’s a force drawing our bodies together that I can’t fight as he shifts
his weight and plants one hand on the other side of my body. Caging me in
against the sink.

His eyes drop to my mouth and my chest is rising and falling faster with
every second we’re locked in this forbidden moment. I feel him—his
power, his masculinity, his damn intoxicating scent of leather and raindrops.
There’s a flood of wetness between my thighs, and my underwear has
surely gone up in flames.

My tongue swipes over my bottom lip.

Colt latches onto the movement with a fierce, hawk-like gaze.



Just as his jaw flexes, as he lingers with precision on that spot where my
lips are parted, a burst of noise crashes through from his office just off the
kitchen. The radio explodes into life, making me jump, and Colt’s head
whips in the direction of the intrusive sound.

That’s when a familiar voice crackles down the line, making my
stomach plunge through the floor.

“Yo, Dap? ARE You THERE?” Kayce’s voice is tinny but unmistakable on
the other end of the radio handset.

About three things happen at once. Colt jerks away from me like he’s
just burned himself on a hot stove. I spin around and double over the edge
of the sink, gasping for air. The world rushes in like a freight train.

Holy shit.

Holy shit.

Holy shit.

Whatever was just about to happen between us was most definitely
going to happen, and I’m immediately scolding myself for being so
forward.

I shouldn’t have put Colt in that position.

He should have moved away.

We’re both being reckless with how close we keep getting to the
precipice—one that neither of us can come back from if we plunge over the
edge.

Guilt thunders through me. Not because I still feel anything for Kayce.
My concern is entirely for Colt. I'm flirting with him and pushing him, and
that’s the thanks I give the man. Someone who not only provided me with a
job, solved my disaster with the finance company, and on top of all that, has
given me a temporary roof over my head.

What the hell was I thinking?

I slide everything into the dishwasher and turn it on. Behind me, I hear
Colt’s low voice as he talks to his son over the handset. I’'m guessing the
vehicle Kayce has taken down to town has a linked-up radio unit like the
one I’ve seen installed in the cab of Colt’s truck.



“You’ve got a place to stay?”

The line crackles, and I can’t quite make out Kayce’s reply. When I dare
to peek at where Colt is standing in his small office, I see his broad back
and he’s got one hand dug into his hair. He’s illuminated by the glow of the
small lamp, light spilling through the open doorway. With his other hand, he
fists the radio handset close to his mouth.

“Road’s going to be clear in about a week.”

There’s more muffled chatter from the other end.

I really want to know what Kayce is saying, so I carefully make my way
closer and linger out of sight in the hallway with my back pressed to the
wall.

“... Got something to take care of down here.” My ex’s voice floats out
into the hall.

Colt lets out a heavy sigh. “Could have given me some fucking notice at
least.”

“Yeah I feel bad. Are you gonna be alright dealing with everything for
another week on your own?”

There’s a pause, and Colt coughs a little. “I’ve got help.”

My heart skips a beat.

“Fuck, that’s lucky. Is it Storm, or one of the other guys from down the
Peak?”

Holy shit. Is he going to tell him I’m here?

“Not exactly.”

Kayce lets out a laugh that makes the static go crazy. “Don’t tell me
you’ve got a chick up there?”

I clap my hand over my mouth.

“It’s not like that.” Colt grinds his words.

“Yeah, sure, Dad. It’s about time you found someone. Though I can’t
imagine who would put up with your bullshit.” Kayce has definitely been
drinking. Even through the radio I can hear the buzz in his voice.

“Kayce—” I don’t know if Colt is aware I might be able to hear their
conversation or what, but he tries to cut in, only it’s no use.

“Have I met her before? Is she hot?”

I think I’m going to die.

“Kayce.” He snaps down the radio line. “It’s Layla.”

There’s silence and only a faint hum of static.

“My Layla?”



No. Not your Layla, dickhead. I want to burst in there and scream at
them both. But I’m rooted to the spot.

“What the fuck’s going on, Dad?” He sounds pissed. Even though he
has absolutely zero right to be. If anything I should be the one clawing his
eyes out right now and demanding every cent he owes me, and now by
extension, his father.

“Are you fucking my girl?” Kayce is drunk and mouthing off, and I'm
stuck here in this hallway in a maze of indecision.

But Colt reacts faster than me. “It’s not like that. She needed help, and I
gave her a job. End of story. The kid turned up here looking for you the
night of the snow, and her car broke down.”

“So, what? You tucked her into your bed?”

“Watch yourself, son.” Colt sounds like he’s about to hurl the radio set
at the wall.

“Then explain to me why the fuck you’ve got my girlfriend up there
with you.”

Jesus. This is a nightmare. Between the man I nearly threw myself at a
few minutes ago calling me a kid, and my ex-boyfriend being a drunk,
jealous asshole, I don’t know what to do. Should I intervene? Would I be
helping if I just try to talk to Kayce myself?

Does Colt really just see me as that? Some little girl who he’s just
tolerating?

“I’m not getting into this with you. Nothing weird is going on. I’ve got
a fucking business to run, and you’re not here to help me. So sue me for
helping your girl out when you should have been here to look after her.”
I’ve heard pissed-off Colt make an appearance before, but this is on a whole
other level.

There’s more crackling down the line, and for a moment, I don’t know
if Kayce has hung up.

“Ok. Look, I fucked up, alright. But I gotta sort some shit out, and I’ll
be back as soon as the road is clear.”

“Good.” I hear Colt shuffle some papers around. “I know I’ve got a lot
to make up for, Kayce.”

“It’s ok, Dad. We’re cool.”

There’s a heavy sigh in the room next to me.

“Stay safe, alright?”

“Always do. Tell Layla I’ll be there soon.”



“Sure.”

Is there resignation in his voice? Something indecipherable, perhaps.

I hear them start to say their goodbyes, and that’s when I get the fuck
out of there, making a quiet beeline to my bedroom. Hearing them talk just
reinforced everything I’d tried to ignore. This is a man trying to do right by
his son, and I’'m in the middle messing everything up.

Colt’s right. He’s got a business to take care of, and I now understand a
little more about the vision he’s built—the hard earned legacy he’s crafted
here—from the ground up.

I can’t be the one that comes between him and his own son, and I refuse
to be a distraction.

My goal here is to get through the rest of my weeks in this job. Get my
reference to send to my supervisor, and move on.

No more inappropriate midnight run-ins with Colt Wilder.



CHAPTER 11

£

t’s been almost a week since our near miss in the kitchen, and I’ve been
(I so good.
Until today, that is.

I swear, it’s like Colt knew I was feeling proud of myself for staying
well away from him and keeping myself occupied like the good little ranch
hand I’m here to be.

The barn has been my safe-space to spend as much time in as possible
with the horses, distracting my mind that wants to wander to thoughts of the
cowboy sleeping just down the hall. I’ve been posting videos and photos of
the horses, who are funny and sweet as all hell and seem to adore having
my undivided attention heaped on them. Meanwhile, Sage is doing her best
to flood my inbox daily with as many riding related puns as possible.

At night I’ve perfected the art of making dinner then excusing myself to
go and read before Colt has even sat down to eat.

If he’s got thoughts about my disappearing acts, he’s keeping them to
himself.

Mind you, the man has hardly been around. So I suppose we’re
approaching this whole awkward tension between us in much the same way.

But now, we’ve taken the horses to head out to some remote part of the
property together and it’s the first real time we’ve spent around each other
since that night when I definitely flirted a little too hard with the line in the
sand.

Apparently the road will be clear tomorrow, and the weather has been
settled all week. The sun has been shining the last few days, which means



the snow has steadily melted little by little.

“You don’t say much, do you?” Colt turns in his saddle. His black
cowboy hat affixed on his head making him look as dashing as ever against
the crisp blue sky overhead.

I give him an arched eyebrow. This man is telling me I don’t talk much?
The pot is busy throwing stones at the kettle from inside his glass castle.

My silence becomes an intentionally stubborn thing. Which makes him
shake his head and look away, but not before I glimpse, spot the moment a
tug threatens at the corners of his lips.

Colt readjusts himself in his saddle, and I have to drag my eyes away
from the way his jeans hug his ass to perfection.

He’s your ex-boyfriend’s father—and your boss—I remind myself for
the hundredth time.

This man is so far off-limits he might as well be galloping across the
surface of the moon.

Except, in my head at night there’s a sordid little fantasy world where
he and I are drawn together in the dark. Which is exactly where those
thoughts have to remain.

“Here will do.” He slows the horses to a stop and hops off. I follow suit,
still a little unsure of what we’re doing out here among the pine trees and
banks of snow still thick around the trunks at ground level. We’ve finished
up with mending holes in fences and checking on the perimeter at the far
reaches of the ranch, and instead of heading back as I expected us to, we’ve
ended up here.

I’'m even less sure why we needed to bring his rifle for this.

Uncertainty sits like a lead weight in my stomach.

What I want to be doing is hiding in the barn, grooming the horses and
listening to them munch their feed. Not be out here in the wild with a wolf I
can’t seem to resist no matter how hard I try.

My only line of defense has been to avoid him.

Which I certainly can’t do all the way out here.

“There’s a target over there.” Colt points towards a shape hidden
amongst the trees. When I shield my eyes and squint, I can see faded rings
of paint on it, and the wooden stand is riddled with holes.

“I don’t think I need to learn this.” I’m stroking Peaches’ neck and
trying to find an excuse to head back up to the other end of the property.
Far, far away from Colton Wilder.



“Yes. You do.” He grunts. Starting to load the rifle.

My palms are more than a little clammy.

“Get over here.” He’s trudging off toward a mound in the snow.

I don’t want to follow him.

“Layla.”

“I’ll just watch.” It’s not like I need to know how to use a gun anyway.

Colt fixes me with one of his death glares. “Layla.” He repeats my
name, and it’s so full of venom, I shiver.

“Fine.” Grumbling under my breath, I make my way to where he’s
standing.

The next thing I know is I’'m on my belly, lying in the snow, and I’ve
got a rifle in my hands while Colt stands over me. I’ve tried three shots, and
each time, I’ve missed completely.

I’m hopeless.

My toes are numb.

He’s going to think I’m a failure.

I drop my head and blow out a breath. “I told you. There’s no point
teaching me this.”

Colt looks down at me with something that definitely looks like disdain.

Maybe it’s better this way. Having him hate my guts is going to make it
a lot easier to keep my feelings tucked away out of sight over the next few
weeks until I finish working here.

“You’re not even trying.”

“Well, I don’t need this particular skill in order to do my job, do I?”

Colt drops down onto his haunches and grabs my chin. Yanking me to
face him, which makes me yelp. His grip is rough and demanding, and it
honestly shocks me a little to feel his touch.

Sparks fly beneath my skin where he’s pinching my face.

“You see that point out there, with the big trees and the rock?”

My eyes flicker to the side, in the direction he’s indicating. I nod when I
catch a glimpse of where he’s alluding to. It looks like it would make a
gorgeous scenic lookout, with a stunning spot to watch Devil’s Peak from at
sundown.

“Round here, that’s known as the Ridge. If one of those assholes tries to
tell you he wants to take you out there, you’ll know he only wants one
thing.”

I’'m struggling to see what this has to do with shooting a gun.



“Do it again.” He pushes my face back towards the target.

“I can’t.”

Behind me, I can hear Colt’s teeth grinding. I’m expecting him to storm
back off toward his horse and leave me here to wallow in my feelings of
inadequacy. But then the snow crunches beneath his heavy weight and the
next moment he’s lying beside me.

Oh, god. I can’t handle having him this close. The scent that is so
perfectly him captures me with the swirl of leather and masculinity.

He positions himself with his arms wrapping my body from behind.

[ feel like I’m going to crawl out of my skin.

My body is a traitorous little bitch, who starts to preen and swoon and
heat up as his weight shifts at my back.

Colt’s mouth is so close to my ear, I can feel his breath brush the fine
hairs around my face. I’m instantly a puddle. All my efforts of the past
week have flown straight out the window leaving me right back there in the
dark of the kitchen with him staring at my lips.

“If you’re out here on your own, or if something happens to me, I have
to know you can look out for yourself, Layla.” His lips graze the shell of
my ear, leaving a swarm of butterflies taking flight low in my belly.

He repositions my hold on the rifle, making small adjustments to my
stance. Talking me through the small details like breathing, finding my
target, and remembering to breathe again.

“Find the sweet spot, and take your aim.”

I line the target up. Painfully aware with every shaky breath that Colt is
so close to me. Then I squeeze.

The shot goes off.

I hit the target.

“Good girl.” Colt’s rich voice and warm lips are right at my ear.

This man is going to be the death of me.

“I don’t know what you think I need to protect myself from,” I murmur.
Soaking up his closeness and the way he feels lying here with me like this.
As if our bodies just know intuitively how to fit together in the most natural
way.

He shifts, disappearing from my side, and I wince at the loss of his heat
and weight covering me.

“It isn’t what... it’s who.” Colt straightens up and does that sexy thing
where he runs his fingers through his hair before putting his hat back on,



and then his hazel eyes hold mine.
“If anyone tries to touch you ever again, don’t hesitate to use that gun
on them.”

I BARELY MAKE it through the rest of the afternoon in one piece.

By the time we’ve ridden back to the yard, every jolt and shift of the
horse beneath me has stoked a fire in my core that refuses to be ignored.

My clit throbs, and I’'m so turned on I hastily throw together a meal.
Leaving it simmering on the stove, I scribble a note letting Colt know to
help himself when he comes in from wherever he’s disappeared off to on
the ranch.

I can’t be around him tonight.

The way he pressed himself against me and got so close was like he
purposely wanted to push me just to prove a point.

It was as if he wanted to punish me in some way. Or put me through a
test.

Lo and behold, I'm a slut for my ex’s father, and I failed that class.
Miserably.

Having a shower and hiding out in my bedroom seems like the only
options left for me at this stage. I run the water to let it heat. Huffing and
yanking at my jeans, socks and sweater, I strip down in the bathroom as
steam begins to swirl.

Grumbling to myself, I kick all the offending clothes to land in a heap in
the corner.

My entire body feels like a raw nerve ending.

As I step beneath the sluicing water, I let out a shuddering sigh. The
thudding on my skin has my eyes dropping closed and I just stand there
letting it wash over me from head to toe. I should probably be doing my
usual hair care routine, or exfoliating thanks to the dry-ass winter climate,
or making sure to hurry up and not spend too long in here.

But right now, I can’t bring myself to do anything because all I see is his
face.



There’s nothing but the lingering scent and heat of him damn near
imprinted in my brain. Even though there is no possible way that I could be
detecting his presence, it still feels like he’s right here beside me.

Seeping through every crack in my defenses and infiltrating my sanity.

I’m a fucking mess.

My eyes flutter open and I grab a handful of body wash from the pump
dispenser. Being more than a little forceful with the way I slam down on the
top. Why, of all things, did he have to insist on teaching me to shoot a gun?
Why would he demand I learn how to do that and act like he was studying
me for weaknesses the whole time?

It feels like he’s just trying to find a reason to kick me off his mountain
or something.

To prove that I really am just a waste of space and a girl who needs to
be sent packing. Worse still, on top of all that tumultuous emotion, is that he
views me as belonging to Kayce.

Trying to prevent my mind from imagining what he’s doing right now is
impossible. Is he in his own bedroom, doing the same as I am? Would he
dare come and confront me and ask me why I've snuck off without talking
tonight.

Would Colton Wilder walk into this shower and take advantage of the
fact he has a young woman under his roof?

Oh, god. Just the thought of that makes my thighs clench and the pulse
in my clit intensifies. All of a sudden, I hear it. I hear the sound of the door
click, and the brief draft of cool air hits my skin as someone—him—enters
the bathroom.

There’s a moment when I spin around, wide-eyed and ask him what he’s
doing in here...

But that tiny, frail protest is eaten up when he advances on me. Closing
in with his bulk and his strength, he’s got me trapped between his body and
the wall.

One hand shoots out to brace against the tiles in front of me, and the
tumbling roll of water from the shower flows over my front. My nipples are
hard and sensitive as the shower teases each tight bud.

His hands are on me. At my back, he’s solid, immovable, leaning over
me and roaming those rough palms down to seek out that hidden space.
Fondling the soft swell between my thighs.



My fingers dip down, as I lean up against the tiles. Screwing my eyes
shut, I feel the slippery wetness that has been building all day in his
presence.

We both know we shouldn’t be in here like this. He hasn’t said a word,
because he knows this is crossing a line. One that we absolutely cannot step
over.

That’s when, just as my middle finger presses forward, parting my
pussy lips, sliding over my clit, I hear his voice, rumbling in my ear. “No
one needs to know.”

The roar of blood fills my awareness, and my nails scratch against the
wall.

A whimper falls from my lips as I work my finger to rub firm circles
over the bundle of nerves.

“Shhh. That’s it. This is just our little secret.” I hear Colt’s voice and
imagine it’s his thick finger playing with my soaking wet pussy.

Heat floods me from head to toe and has absolutely nothing to do with
the water pouring down. I’'m teetering on the brink as I bite down on my lip.
Trying to be the good girl for him that he wants. He’s coaxing me to be
quiet for him. Not to let anyone hear that he’s in my shower with me,
getting me off.

My breathing grows more and more labored, and my forehead drops
against the smooth surface of the tiles. A quiver builds in my thighs as I feel
the wave cresting. My finger rubs frantically, circling my clit in just the way
I know is going to get me there.

God, the ache is exquisite and unbearable.

I need to get there.

Right. Fucking. Now.

Bright sparks flood behind my eyes and I feel the moment everything
clenches, chased by the wave breaking over me. Silent gasps, with my
mouth hanging open accompany the slow, circling touch as I continue to
work over the swollen bud. Drawing out the rolling pleasure.

All the while, the ghost of the man hovering over me stays there.

But when I open my eyes, it’s just me in this lonely shower.

I’m alone.

And I hate that I can’t do anything about it.



CHAPTER 12

Coit
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here’s a special place in hell reserved just for men like me. Someone
who should know better than to fuck his fist every night thinking
about the hot young cunt just down the hallway.

The girl who belongs to my son.

Now, here I am, trapped in the confines of my truck cab as we make our
way down the mountain for the first time since Layla barged into my life
two weeks ago.

Her busted car is hitched on a trailer so we can drop it at the mechanic
in town, and it’s going to be a massive day of picking up all the supplies
we’ll need.

The road is likely to be cleared long enough to get everything done, but
there’s no telling when the next storm front might move in.

Besides, at this time of year, the road to Devil’s Peak lives up to its
name. Conditions are less than ideal after a heavy snowstorm, and there’s
always the risk of rockfall or slips with trees coming down.

My usual rule at this time of year is that it’s safer to stay put and I don’t
intend to hang around down here in town any longer than I need to.

At least having two of us to get everything done will make it a quicker
ordeal than usual. Thank fuck, because it’s not like my own damn kid is
going to make himself useful, from what I can tell. I haven’t heard from
him since the night he called up on the radio. I’'m going to presume he’ll
drag his sorry ass up the mountain once he’s sobered up. We’ll probably get
back tonight and find him propped up on the couch.



I can’t say I’ve missed not having to deal with his crap lying around.
Layla is like a mouse, I hardly notice her at times, even more so since she’s
hidden out in her room all week.

She says she’s got a good book, but I know she’s avoiding me.

Which has been a blessing and torture all at the same time.

Things got way too close for comfort that night, when all I wanted to do
was drag her into my bed.

So now I’m just the fucking idiot who can’t stop thinking about shit I
have no right to. The squeeze of her tight little pussy wrapping around my
cock as I pump her full. Watching my seed spill out of her. Hearing her
breathy moans when I suck on her perfect tits.

Fuck, definitely straight to hell. I scrub my hand over my mouth.

This girl is a walking temptation for me, and I’'m dreading the thought
of what tomorrow’s bonfire is going to be like. It’s why I couldn’t put off
teaching her to fire a gun any longer. If there’s going to be any hope of her
surviving the next six weeks up here when I can’t keep an eye on the girl
every minute of the day, she’s going to have to be able to deal with any
jerk-offs who come sniffing around. The Pierson brothers are my biggest
concern.

Something tells me they’re not going to stop until they add Layla to
their trophy collection of unsuspecting victims.

“Where to first, cowboy?” Layla smiles across the cab at me as we
reach the outskirts of town. Her brightness only amplifies the scowl I’'m
wearing.

She’s a ray of fucking sunshine, and I’'m the thundercloud about to
unleash all hell at any moment. My temper is already frayed just coming
down here.

The place is full of vehicles and noise and people.

It’s exhausting, and I can’t be fucked dealing with idiots.

“I’ll drop you at the store while I unhitch your car round at the
mechanic’s.”

“You don’t need me to come? I mean, it is my car, after all.”

No. I really, really don’t need those grease monkeys leering at her ass or
trying to chat her up in front of me.

“You start getting all the things on that list. It’ll be quicker if we split
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up.



She twists her lips and studies the hardware supplies we need to collect.
“What if I don’t know what something is?”

“You’re a smart girl, aren’t you?”

That makes her cheeks turn a little pink, and she looks like a fucking
wet dream whenever I compliment her. Christ, I must be sick because I
keep doing this to myself.

Right now, she’s in the passenger seat of my truck, and all I want to do
is drag her into my lap and unzip her jeans.

My cock twitches, and I’ve never been more relieved to pull up outside
the hardware store in my life.

“I’ll be back soon as I unload the trailer. Just grab a cart and start
loading, anything you can’t find I'll help with when I join you.”

“Got it.” She bites her lip and slips out the door.

As she rounds the hood of the truck, I watch the way her ass fills those
high-cut jeans to perfection, and the cropped sweater she’s got on skims the
waistband showing off all her curves before she shrugs into her coat.

Fuck.

I roll my window down. “Layla,” I call after her, and she spins around.

“Did I forget something?” She frowns and slips her phone into her back
pocket.

Shit. I absolutely did not think this through, but I’m sure as hell not
going to let her walk in there like that.

“Come here.” I hop out the door quickly and look down at her, before
casting a quick glance up and down the empty sidewalk.

“You’ll need this.” I take my hat off and drop it on her head. It’s a little
big for her, and even though she looks gorgeous in anything, fuck me, the
sight of her wearing my jet-black hat sends a rush of blood to my dick.

She reaches up to touch the brim, readjusting it slightly on her head, and
her green eyes sparkle.

Which is why I don’t even bother trying to explain why I just did what I
did, yet still hop back in the cab feeling like a fucking king.

Even if she’s not my girl, I can at least lay a claim on her so no asshole
around town dares to look twice her way.



TurNs ouT, having two people to tackle the list of supplies and picking up
hardware and groceries makes it a fucking breeze. Especially when that
person is the girl beside me loading the last of the bags and boxes into the
truck.

We’re done a good couple of hours earlier than I expected, and while
the sun has already dipped behind Crimson Ridge, the forecast for tonight is
clear. It should stay above freezing, too, which means the road will be fine
for my truck to get back up the mountain.

Laughter and a couple of squeals pierce the fading light. Layla glances
up as a group of young girls spill out of a car down the street and file into
the bar.

The Loaded Hog is the only place in town to get a meal and a drink, and
from the looks of it, business is doing well tonight.

I shove my hand through my hair. Of course, it’s a Saturday.

This is the kind of shit girls her age want to be doing. Not loading horse
feed and wire into the back of my truck after dark.

Not having me work her to the bone seven days a week.

“You want to go in?” I nod in the direction of the music and lights
twinkling from the beer garden out front.

Layla looks over and then back at me, shaking her head the way she
does.

“No, we can get back.”

I lean up against the truck.

“Don’t you want to go out with people your own age? You know, to
enjoy a drink or something?” What am I even offering? To drop her here
and come back and pick her up like I’'m her chaperone or some shit?

She worries her bottom lip. “God, no. I’ve been there and done that.
I’ve always worked in bars since my early teens. There was always an after-
after party to go to where I made enough bad decisions for one lifetime.
That was how I met Kayce.” Her eyes fall and she sounds a little self-
conscious to even bring his name up.

My jaw clenches at the reminder of their connection.

“That night was probably the last time I went out, actually. The old
crowd I used to run with convinced me to go with them to someone’s stupid
birthday party, for old time’s sake, and then one too many shots later...”
She stops abruptly there.



Which is fucking fine by me, because hearing about how the girl I
currently cannot stop imagining in my bed, fell into the arms of my son, is
hideous.

And is probably the exact reason I decide to try and erase that image, by
suggesting the worst idea possible.

“Well, I’'m starved and there’s no way I’'m waiting on cooking dinner
when we get home.” I lock the truck and start heading for the bar, leaving
her to have to jog behind me just to catch up.

“Don’t we need to go... the roads being icy and all that?” She jerks her
thumb in the direction of Devil’s Peak.

“Not tonight. It’ll be fine.” I hold the door open for her and a flood of
music and raucous chatter mixed with the sour tinge of beer greets us.

“You’re sure?” She looks curious but wary, hesitancy in her body
language.

That’s when it registers and can’t help but feel like a dick. This girl is
probably counting every dollar, and here I am forcing her into a bar when
she probably doesn’t even want to spend an extra dime until she’s got her
car fixed.

“Get inside. I’'m paying.”

Her lips tip up, and she ducks under my arm, but then turns around,
almost bumping into me.

“Wait, here.” She tugs my hat off. “I’'m sorry, I forgot I had it on all
day.”

I fix her with a stern look. If there’s any place she needs to be wearing
that, it’s inside this bar. Every part of me demands to sit it right back on her
silky copper curls and order her to leave it on. But instead, I fist it with a
grunt. Because the words I want to say and what I’m actually allowed to say
aren’t fucking compatible.

I don’t wait to see the bemused look she gives me. Instead, I grab her by
the wrist and tug her behind my back, heading straight for the safety of the
booths. It’s busy, but not too crushed yet since the night is still young.
Fortunately, I don’t spot anyone I know other than a few vaguely familiar
faces. But that’s the added bonus of life up the mountain, I keep to myself
and it suits me just fine.

At least I won’t have to face introducing her to the likes of Storm or any
of the Hayes brothers. Those pretty motherfuckers.



Layla is giving me an odd look as I reluctantly let go of her arm,
gesturing to slide into the booth. I take up the other side. Opposite each
other, seems good in theory, but also makes it damn near impossible not to
stare at her.

She keeps whatever it is she’s thinking to herself.

There’s a group of young bucks around a bar leaner nearby and I can
already tell they’re looking at her. She’s fresh meat and easily the prettiest
thing any of them will have seen since winter began.

Two minutes ago, this girl was wearing my hat. My eyes drop to where
it sits on the empty length of the booth seat beside my thigh. Clearly, letting
her take the damn thing off was a mistake because these fresh-faced
cowpokes can’t stop staring her way.

Maybe this was a stupid goddamn idea after all.

There are already menus on the table and after a few moments a server
comes over, who must be all of eighteen with bleached curls and bright red
lipstick.

“What can I get you?” The girl eyes Layla with open curiosity before
giving me a look that lingers a little too long.

“You’ll know what’s good here... can you order for me?” Layla’s green
eyes meet mine, and she pushes her menu my way.

I don’t know what fucking caveman part of my brain lights up at that
request, but it feels damn good. Like she trusts my judgment or some shit.

Once I’ve ordered and food eventually arrives, we’ve both got burgers
and fries, and I’ve got a beer in hand. Layla’s been quiet, but she seems
happy to people-watch while we sit here and finish our meal. I suppose I
should be better at talking, but the music has gotten louder the longer we’ve
sat down and more bodies have arrived, filling the floor. Some are dancing
and it’s turned into a Saturday night feel.

Do I even fucking remember the last time I did anything like this?

Being twenty-something years old feels like a lifetime ago.

“I can’t help but notice, it looks like you’re planning for a party, Mr.
Wilder.” The girl across from me rolls her lips together.

Fuck, it’s impossible not to stare at her mouth.

“How so?” Clearing my throat, I shift my weight.

“Well, that’s an awful lot of BBQ for me to try and eat on my own.” Her
head cocks to one side, green eyes sliding up to meet mine briefly, before
flitting away.



Oh, right. The bonfire.

“Got some guys coming up to the ranch tomorrow.”

“Really?”

This isn’t a conversation I’m prepared to have. Every year when I host
this, it’s just me up that mountain. Thinking about what all those cocky sons
of bitches are going to get ideas about when they get one glimpse of her
green eyes, her pretty mouth...

Christ. My teeth clench and I fist my hat.

“I’ll go settle up.” Sliding out of the booth, my every concern for what
lies ahead tomorrow is confirmed. I immediately feel the room full of eyes
land on Layla as she slips out and follows behind me. My fingers itch to
grab hold of her, to feel the soft underside of her wrist beneath my callouses
again, but once earlier was risky enough to set tongues wagging around this
place.

Just as I’'m digging my wallet out, a voice slides up alongside my
shoulder.

“Long time, no see, handsome.”



CHAPTER 13

£

t the sound of the female voice ahead of me, I glance up from my
A phone. I’d been scrolling through a few of the comments left on my

latest video of me and Peaches from the other day in the barn. It’s fun
posting the horses, and I’ve always liked sharing a bit of a diary of my work
with animals across my different vet placements.

A long time ago, I’d probably have sent a quick check-in text to my
mom in a moment like this, not that she ever used to reply to them, but after
going full no contact when I hit my twenties, it has honestly made a world
of difference to my mental health.

Sad. But it's true.

I can see notifications from Sage, and there are a handful of comments
on my latest photos on my Instagram I managed to upload when the internet
was reasonably solid last night.

One girl has asked where the ranch was and just as I’'m in the middle of
typing a reply to let her know where Devil’s Peak Ranch is located, that’s
when the voice distracts me.

Colt had been all sorts of brooding and quiet during our meal, even
though it was his idea to come here and eat in the first place. Not to mention
how abruptly he avoided my question about why we’d just loaded his truck
with enough BBQ meat to feed an army. So, when he said he’d go settle the
bill, I was kind of relieved.

Too much time spent sitting two feet away from Colt Wilder is enough
to have my ovaries misbehaving like little sluts.

I also cannot understand why he keeps insisting I wear his hat today.



There are rules about cowboy’s hats and the fact my ex-boyfriend’s
father gave me his... well, I can’t let myself read too much into it. My
horny mind is already up to no good.

Wear the hat, ride the cowboy, and all that.

But then again, it carries his scent, and I feel like I’ve been harboring a
naughty little secret around town this entire day. That I’'m the girl wearing
this cowboy’s hat even though he’s absolutely off-limits.

Does he not know? I mean, he is kind of a hermit and doesn’t use the
internet or social media...

However, that train of thought is derailed by the urge to claw the eyes
out of the woman who currently has her tits shoved in his face. She’s not a
lot older than me, but must be at least in her early thirties, and everything
about her screams that this woman is ready to walk out of here with a man
on her arm tonight.

She’s got an amazing figure, and that body-con dress wrapped around
her shows off every flawless inch. Olympic volleyball players have got
nothing on this woman. Tall, statuesque, leggy. Absolutely everything I am
not.

I’m busy trying to watch Colt’s reaction to the six-foot model fawning
all over him in a way that is far too friendly to have just met five seconds
ago, while also wanting to vanish into the crowd like smoke.

I have no right to be jealous.

He’s my ex’s father for Christ’s sake. My boss.

If anything, I should be over the moon for him at the prospect of
meeting someone here tonight.

And that’s when it slams into me.

Is that the whole reason we’re here? Why he was so insistent about
coming to have a meal before leaving town in the first place? It feels like a
Rubix cube has started to slot various matching colored pieces together in
my mind... oh, my god. He was planning to meet up with a woman while
the roads were clear and I’ve been so caught up in my obsession with him
that I couldn’t even see it.

Before I know what I’'m doing, I spin on my heel.

Right into the broad chest of a tanned, dark-eyed, cool drink of water.

There’s no denying this guy is very nice to look at. But he is certainly
not the cowboy I want to be in the arms of, so I make a polite face and try
to excuse myself past him.



“I’ve just spent half an hour trying to work up the courage to ask you if
you’d like a dance.” He flashes a dimpled smile at me.

My eyes flit sideways to find Colt still waiting to pay. The woman is
still talking to him, and the line of the bodies between him and the bar is
thick. He’s going to be there for a while.

“Have you now?” I tuck my phone into the back pocket of my jeans and
give him a look up and down.

Maybe I’'m feeling petty. But if Colt came here to chat up women, then
why the hell can’t I say yes to a dance?

“Did I ruin my chances by waiting too long, or did I completely fuck up
by not waiting long enough?”

Oh, he’s cute enough alright. Pretty close to my age from what I can
tell, maybe a year or two older. His clean-shaven, perfect jawline look
might make some girls go all whimpery, and the cologne he wears is
pleasant, but it still doesn’t do anything for me.

“How about you let me decide after a dance.” I give him a small smile,
not trying to be flirty or coy, but going for a strong, friendly kind of vibe.
This isn’t going to lead to anything, but a dance might help take my mind
off worrying about whether I’'m going to spend tonight listening to that
woman scream Colt’s name as he fucks her brains out just down the hall.

“Sounds fair. But take a shot with me first?” He winks and plucks a
glass filled with clear liquid off the leaner beside us.

Shooting my more than a little jealous gaze back to Colt, all I can see is
the woman’s hand placed on his arm. That’s the final push I need to be a
whole lot of reckless for once. I toss the shot, and reach for another.
Chasing the burn straight down with a second.

“Atta girl.” The guy laughs as I cough, and my eyes water.

Holy crap. I literally did the one thing in all my years bartending I never
usually do. No accepting drinks from unknown men.

Fuck it. Maybe having my memory obliterated tonight might be a nice
relief from all this longing for the man I simply cannot have. Colt is on the
other side of the room. It’s not like this young cowboy can cart me off while
comatose and draped over one shoulder without his noticing.

Do I want to dance? Do I want to get drunk? I don’t even know.

Before I can change my mind about the proposition of a dance, he’s got
a firm hand around my waist and one of my hands wrapped in his warm



palm. We’re moving among the other couples all dancing to the country
music blaring and I can’t help but feel my skin prickling.

Is he watching me?

My dance partner is pretty good and I’m kind of enjoying this little
opportunity to focus on something other than money and work and not
fantasizing about my boss slash ex’s dad. But the sensation only intensifies
the longer the song goes on, and as we turn, I feel the air rush out of my
lungs.

Colt’s eyes are possessive, watching me from the same spot I left him,
and I can see that he’s in the process of shoving his card back into his
wallet. If he had a shotgun hidden over there, I wouldn’t be surprised.

Fucking hell, I'm single. It’s like I have to keep reminding myself that
I’m not doing anything wrong. I’m allowed to dance with someone, and
there’s nothing preventing me from saying yes to this guy.

But his hands don’t feel right on my body.

His scent is pleasant, but it doesn’t cause a mad fluttering in my chest
like I get whenever I’m encased in the rich scent of rain and leather
belonging to the man currently committing murder with his eyes.

The song peaks and winds to a close and the vodka hums sweetly
beneath my skin. I’'m pretty sure I hear the guy with his hands around my
waist ask if I’d like to go grab a drink with him at the bar, but I don’t even
get a chance to put words together.

Colt grabs me by the hip, and looks like he’s about to smack the other
man in the mouth. As he hauls me out of the guy's reach, his expression is
furious.

“That’s enough. We’re fucking leaving.”

Propelling me through the crowd, his bark is at my back, and I have to
fight the urge to laugh out loud at the irony.

The attitude of Colton Wilder is something else. Manhandling me, like
I’m some kind of disobedient dog.

My fists clench, and I’m too busy calculating the odds of me being able
to successfully connect my fist with his jaw to notice anything else as we
leave the bar.



CHAPTER 14

£

‘’m tipsy, exhausted, and pissed off. Better yet, there’s a man-sized
bullmastiff beside me who looks set to snap the steering wheel in two.
While my fists are balled in my lap, I’ve run through a mental
checklist of every scathing insult I can imagine hurling at the man
occupying the driver’s seat.

The silence between us is as gritty as the rough road beneath our tires
for the entire trip back up Devil’s Peak.

Colt slams us to a halt when we arrive in the yard, leaving the
headlights on so that we can unload the perishable supplies. I’'m really
fucking hoping he doesn’t intend on forcing me to get all the hardware and
other crap out of the back of the truck while it’s cold and dark.

But I wouldn’t put it past him, in his current mood.

Colton Wilder: alpha asshole. He’s acting like I’m the problem here, as
if I’'m running around inviting attention left, right, and center. When all I
want is for one single shred of it from him.

Although, I'm so angry with him for embarrassing me like that, I’ll
gladly go another week without seeing him. Hell, he can spend the next six
weeks out of my sight for all that I care.

“Kayce.” He bellows as he carries a box of groceries through the back
door.

Oh, fuck.

Between the long day, and the shots, I had totally forgotten that Kayce
was coming back up the mountain today.



Well, that’s going to make it extremely fucking easy to steer clear of
Colt. Even though I don’t want to have to spend time with my douchebag
ex, he’ll be a good buffer between us for my remaining weeks here.

As I reach in and drag out the final box containing the fresh produce we
picked up today, I glance around the empty yard. It’s only Colt’s truck that I
can see parked out here, and I furrow my brow trying to put my finger on
what looks out of place with this scene.

If Kayce was back, he’d have a vehicle here... wouldn’t he?

I make my way inside and I can hear Colt crashing around inside his
tiny office. The box he carried in has been dumped on the island in the
kitchen, so I roll my eyes and start putting things away in the fridge and
pantry. He obviously expects me to do this part, I guess since I’'m the one
who insisted on doing the majority of cooking for us these days anyway.

He can go back out in the cold and unload whatever else he thinks needs
taken care of tonight.

I’m done.

Ready for this day to be over and to crawl into my big, lonely bed.

Colt is still in his office, and I glance at the stack of supplies, waiting to
be put away in the kitchen.

Whatever. He wants to hide out there tonight? I’ll get this job done and
be gone to bed any minute.

I run my fingers through my hair a couple of times to shake it loose,
along with an attempt to dislodge all memories of just how damn good it
felt to wear his hat earlier and get back to storing the groceries.

While I’m in here, I hear Colt head outside and turn off the truck, before
he stomps back in, barging through the kitchen without looking at me. I
nearly have to jump out of his way as he reaches up into one of the high
cupboards and drags down a bottle of whiskey. He roughly splashes some
into a glass, picks it up, but then slams it back down on the bench. Without
even touching the damn thing, or taking a sip, Colt disappears again, empty-
handed.

Jesus. This man is as bull-headed and temperamental as they come.

My nostrils flare.

It’s not often that I lose my temper, but right now, Colt is acting more
like a four-year-old than a man in his forties. Not that I know for certain
how old he is, but I’'m guessing he’s somewhere around that age—having
pieced together Kayce’s birthdate and knowing the two of us were born in



the same year—I can only assume that Colt must have been pretty young
himself, maybe seventeen, eighteen at the most, by the time his son came
along.

Which is what spurs me on to do the most thoroughly passive-
aggressive tidy-up of this kitchen it has probably ever seen. Including
tipping out his untouched drink abandoned on the counter. By the time I’'m
finished, the fridge has been cleaned, there’s not a single dish left
unwashed, and every surface has been polished.

I’ll earn every fucking dollar of my paycheck, and when I’m gone, this
man will never have to worry about seeing me again.

When I flip the lights off in the kitchen, I see the glow of the fire
illuminating the lounge. Of course, Colt is in there, sitting with his head
lowered and his forearms resting over his knees in what must be his favorite
night-time-brooding chair.

I curse my body for the way it remembers how he looked at me the last
time I crept in here late at night.

“Kayce isn’t here.” He says, talking to the floor but aiming his words at
me. There’s an ugly sneer in his voice.

Logically, I knew that. It was pretty obvious, but I had been too busy
rage-cleaning to bother looking around for his drunken ass. He’s not who I
want to be seeing.

“He’s not coming back anytime soon, Layla. Sent a message to say he’s
got some things to take care of in town.”

“Fine,” I bite out. At this point, I’m tired and beyond caring. The money
shit with Kayce isn’t time-urgent, it’s really his father he owes it to now
anyway.

“Thought you’d want to know.” Colt tilts his head up to look at me.
There’s a curl to his top lip, like he’s waiting for some kind of reaction.

“Ok.” I shrug. Ignoring the way his dark hair falls across his eyes.

“Guessing you want to go back down there.” He narrows his eyes. “To
him.”

Oh, for fuck’s sake. We’re back on this bullshit again?

That puts a fire under me. I cross the open plan space and get right up
close, folding my arms. “Like I told you. There’s nothing between me and
Kayce. I’'m not his girl. I’'m not his property. What I am is someone who is
here to do the job I was hired for. So I’d really appreciate it if you quit
jumping to conclusions about me and my life.”



My pulse thunders in my ears.

Colt cracks his knuckles as he looks up at me.

I realize I’'m almost standing between his knees, but I’m not backing
down. He’s got to understand this once and for all, that I’'m not Kayce’s girl
and I’m not going to be made to feel like it’s my fault every time another
man looks at me.

“He says otherwise. Says you’re his.” There’s a warning and an ugly
snarl in his voice.

“Well, I hate to say it, since he’s your son and all, but he’s an idiot, and
he’s probably got about ten girls he calls his. I’'m sure as hell not one of
them.”

The man in front of me is wound so tight, I think something in his jaw is
going to break.

“That guy with his hands all over you at the bar sure as hell thought you
were his.”

I roll my eyes. A burning log lets out a loud pop as we remain locked in
this standoff.

“No more than that woman wanted you to be hers. She seemed awfully
friendly.”

Colt launches out of his seat and I have to crane my neck just to hold his
fierce stare. I’'m frozen, and he’s impossibly close. His scent washes over
me, and a tingling sensation spreads right through to my fingertips.

“I don’t give a fuck about random women who try to talk to me in a bar,
Layla.”

He looms over me, and oh, god. My core tightens at the way he says my
name. The insinuation is right there, screaming loud and clear into the
silence of the darkened room.

He doesn’t care about receiving attention from a woman in a bar,
because there’s someone else he does want it from.

“Kayce is my son.” His voice is a strangled whisper.

There’s a wild fluttering in my throat where my pulse should be. Every
inch of skin beneath my sweater and my jeans feels electrified.

“I’m supposed to do right by him.” He pauses, and his eyes drop to my
mouth. “I’m trying my fucking best to do right by him.”

“You are.” My throat is so damn tight, and I feel the way his eyes bore
into me. Warmth seeps low in my belly and my clit throbs.



“Then tell me why every night is a battle, Layla. Tell me why I have to
damn near lock my own door.”

“Why would you—"

His gritty noise cuts me off. “Because I’'m in so much trouble when it
comes to you. Tell me why the fuck I’'m spending every night talking
myself out of visiting the bedroom just down the hall of the most gorgeous
woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, just to see how she tastes.”

My breathing is heavy and shallow as my chest heaves. Those shots
from earlier are still making themselves known in my veins. “Is that my
lips, or somewhere else, cowboy?”

Colt lets out a groan mixed with a growl, and my breathy words are
hardly out of me before his hand dives into my hair.

“Fuck it.”

His mouth crashes against mine.

Oh, my god...

My pulse races up the back of my throat as he sinks into me, consuming
my mouth, with his tongue swirling heat right through my body. He’s so
overpowering, as his hand slips into my curls and the other fists the
waistband of my jeans to hold me steady. Warmth pools low at the junction
of my thighs. It’s all I can do to moan as I’m kissing him back before I even
have a chance to realize I’ve made the conscious decision to do so.

Holy fuck.

Colt tastes like the crisp night air and glow of the fire rolled into one. I
can’t breathe as he holds me against him, and everything feels so fucking
good. His body is so solid and powerful pressing against me.

I want more. I need more.

My body is so damn hungry for his, I want his mouth on me. To taste
me everywhere like he threatened to. I want him to own me and keep me in
his bed, and I don’t want to resurface, ever.

“Fuck. Layla. I can’t stop this. I can’t fucking fight it,” he says the
words against my mouth, like it’s paining him, before slipping his tongue
past the seam of my lips again. The stubble of his beard drags across my
skin, and I can feel the slickness of my pussy soaking my panties.

“Tell me to stop.” He kisses and nibbles my bottom lip, and I whimper
with each gentle tug.

“Please don’t.” I cling to his strong forearms. Letting out a tiny gasp
when his grip on my hair tightens against my scalp.



The hand he’s been using to hold me by my hip now slides to the front
of my jeans. I moan into his mouth with a pleading noise as he pops the
button on my fly. Keeping my bottom lip tugged between his teeth, he
yanks the material open. My spine bows under the force, and my core
clenches in anticipation.

Colt spins me around so that my back is against his torso, and his hot
mouth sucks down on the sensitive spot right behind my ear.

“Oh, god.” I’'m moaning at how good it is to finally have his lips and
hands and body on me. All I can do is arch my neck to give him more
access, and he works the zipper of my fly down. The metallic noise sends a
flurry of goosebumps across my skin, and my nipples are hardened points
rubbing against the lace of my bra beneath my sweater.

He runs his teeth across the curve of my shoulder, licking and sucking,
and biting a dizzying path. The rigid length of his erection rubs up against
me through his jeans. The feel of him is too much, too spellbinding, and
nowhere near fucking enough all at the same time.

“Jesus. Fuck.” His hand shoves down the front of my jeans, and his
fingers graze the spot just over my clit, pressing against me through the
drenched, silky material of my panties.

“You’re so fucking wet.” Colt sounds angry. His mouth is hot at my ear,
and he starts to rub me over the soaked fabric. My breath falters while he
keeps massaging my pussy, and sucks my earlobe into his mouth.

His other hand is hungry, sliding up inside my sweater, blazing a trail
across each inch of my bare skin he touches for the first time before
grabbing a handful of my aching breast. Kneading and squeezing and
pinching my tightly furled nipple.

“Please. Don’t stop.” I'm begging and whimpering as he teases me,
feeling like I’'m going to explode. The ache is unbearable, and my hips start
chasing his touch in search of relief.

I’m so high on this man right now, I just want everything and I want it
immediately.

“Touch me.” Properly. Silently, I’'m willing him to cross that forbidden
line for us. To slip inside my panties and let me feel the roughness of his
fingers sink against the most intimate part of me, like I've been craving for
this man to do ever since I first laid eyes on him.

Colt grinds against my lower back. His cock is rigid and thrusts against
me as he grips and rubs the fabric covering that tiny bundle of nerves. The



way he’s expertly massaging my swollen, needy bud has me melting in his
arms.

“This is all for me?” He grunts against my neck. I feel his fingers slide
down further, hard and low inside my jeans, cupping the drenched material
against my entrance.

I whimper and nod. “All for you. Only you.”

Colt curses. In that moment, it’s like something shifts inside him. It’s as
if reality bursts through the front door with a flurry of ice coating the two of
us, and he tears himself away. Yanking his hand out, he pushes himself off.
Backing away from me while panting.

Meanwhile, I’'m left with a chill sweeping through me right down to my
toes.

“Fuck.” When I turn to face him, one hand is shoved in his hair, and his
wild eyes sear into me with longing. “No. We can’t do this.”

I take a step nearer, but he scrubs his other hand down over his mouth
and shakes his head. Warning me not to come closer.

“Why not?”

When his desperate stare meets mine, Colt’s features show the strain of
everything about our circumstances.

The lines in his face show the intricate mess of unwritten rules we just
bulldozed through, and shouldn’t have.

“I’m sorry. Is it me? Something I—" Faltering a little, words abandon
me. Maybe I’'m the problem here. Perhaps I’'m not what he wants after all.

That brings Colt rushing back to me, at least. Fisting the hem of my
sweater, it’s like he can’t bring himself to risk touching me again, but can’t
fully let go either.

“Look at you, baby.” He lets out a low growl. “Jesus Christ. The things
I want to do to you.”

My cheeks are flushed and my lips still tingle from the force of his
kisses. The scratch of his beard feels as though it has imprinted itself,
indelibly left a mark on my memory. In the flicker of the low flames I see
the creases deepen around his hooded eyes. My fingers itch to reach out and
stroke those fine lines, to press at them in an effort to smooth them away. To
maybe be that person who can help ease the burden of what he carries
alone.

“But we shouldn’t.” My eyelids squeeze shut. This cannot be
happening. It’s so fucking unfair I want to run out into the frozen night,



drop to my knees, and scream until my lungs burn.

“But we can’t,” he echoes.

I feel his knuckle tilt my chin up, and the pad of his thumb rubs over my
puffy bottom lip.

“Layla... look at me.” His voice is low as he speaks my name. When I
open my eyes, all I see through my damp lashes is his own battle raging
beneath the surface. That sight makes it worse. Makes it so much more
fucking unbearable to know that he wants this as desperately as I do.

“You’re perfect and beautiful, but right now, I need you to do as I say,
baby.”

I hate how much I love hearing him call me that.

“Go to bed. Don’t stop. Don’t pause. I need you to do that for me.”

He knows he can ask this of me, and of course I’'ll be good for him.
Because he knows I want to please him and if I don’t obey him right now
he’ll never forgive himself for giving in to this thing between us.

I want to be so fucking good for him.

My face cracks as I duck my chin away from his touch, and I wrap my
arms around myself. His stiff grip relents, with his hand dropping away
from my sweater. Unbuttoned jeans hanging loose over my hips are a
taunting reminder of what nearly unfolded in the shadows and firelight.

Reluctantly, I head away from him and toward my room. Just as he
asked.

As I reach the doorway to my bedroom, I can’t help myself, sneaking a
long look back down the hall. When I do, all I see is the sight of his broad
frame. Colt stands in the gloom gripping the mantelpiece above the fire
with two hands and his head dropped down between his shoulders.

My tortured cowboy.



CHAPTER 15
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he snow is falling again, and my resolve is seconds from burning to
ash.
As of this moment, I know the way Layla tastes and the tiny noises
of pleasure she makes as I fuck her mouth with my tongue.

What I want is to learn every single sound she makes when she’s falling
apart beneath me, and my cock is buried inside that sweet little cunt of hers.

Jesus. Fuck. Her scent is still on my fingers, and she’s consumed every
single thought I’ve had since last night.

Everything moved so fast.

How the hell can I justify my actions? One minute I’m arguing with her
about whether or not she’s still involved with my son, and the next minute
I’m trying to rip her jeans off and eat her pussy till she screams.

What kind of a fucking father am I, if I can’t keep my hands off what
doesn’t belong to me? Off my son’s girl?

Layla is the most stunning woman I've ever come across. Our
connection goes beyond just being drawn to her magnetic pull on my body.
Spending time enjoying her company is just so damn easy... and that might
be the most terrifying part to all of this.

She’s also the only person I’ve ever felt such an intense attraction to.
I’'m insane for this girl. My dick is permanently hard whenever she’s
around, and it’s becoming impossible to find reasons to remove myself
from her presence twenty-four hours a day.

Especially when we’re in the depths of the longest, coldest nights of
winter. When I’m battling myself at every turn because all the ways I want



Layla is utter madness.

When all I really want to do is let myself into her room and give her the
kind of goodnight kiss that lasts ‘til sunrise.

I brace myself on my knuckles. Staring at my craggy features in the
bathroom mirror.

What the fuck does a pretty young thing like her see in a grumpy old
asshole like me, anyway? I’ve got grays in my beard, and silver starting to
streak a little on one temple. My hands are rough from working this
goddamn ranch for thirty years, and my soul is in even worse shape.

She could have anything... and anyone in life.

Yet, the way she melted into me and wanted me last night was the most
exquisite torture.

“You’re a real piece of shit, Wilder.” Glaring at my reflection, I wish I
could punch myself in the jaw for being so reckless.

When I got home and saw the single line Kayce had emailed me, I just
about got in the truck and took off back down to town, with my only plan
being to kick his ass. Not because I care about the fact he’s not working or
spends his time drinking or whatever the fuck it is he’s doing to waste his
life. No, the reason I lost my shit was because I knew.

I knew if he didn’t return, if he wasn’t here, keeping my hands off Layla
would be impossible. If I’'m stuck up here buried in the snow with only her
to tempt me every day, that’s going to be an enormous fucking problem.

At least if Kayce was around, I thought it would be ok. That I could
make it through the next six weeks without my cock trying to get inside her
at every opportunity.

Christ, I’'m so fucked.

Before, it was just this unspoken thing between us, where we’d both
fallen into a pattern, pretending we didn’t feel the attraction that day we met
at the gas station.

I shoved that interaction in a box and tried to throw away the key the
second I found out who she was and that she just so cruelly happened to be
Kayce’s ex.

There wasn’t any other option. Because a father trying to make amends
is not trying very fucking hard if he’s got his tongue down the throat of his
son’s girlfriend. Even if she considers things long over between them, it’s
obvious Kayce is still hung up on her.



Yet, here I am, spending most of my day imagining what her cunt tastes
like.

I stab my fingers into my hair and look down. My cock is tenting my
briefs just at the thought of Layla, as per goddamn usual. If I don’t take care
of this, it is only going to make for an extremely awkward day ahead.

Not to mention we’ve got the bonfire tonight, which means that
between the annual winter round up of the cattle happening today, the BBQ
I’m set to host later on, the ranch is going to be swarming with pricks
sniffing around the property all day and night.

My teeth grind, as I shove off the sink. Flipping the shower on and
stepping out of my briefs. There’s already a dark patch on the navy-blue
cotton where my dick has been leaking.

I step under the spray and rest a forearm up against the tiled wall. My
other hand pumps some body wash from the bottle on the recessed shelf and
I wrap my fist around my rigid length.

My eyes squeeze shut as I stroke myself from root to tip. It’s a well-
trodden path I’'m on, one that is coated in the dark shame that comes with
knowing I’'m fantasizing about a girl far too young for me.

The whole time my fist slides up and down my cock, all I see is Layla
on her knees between my thighs.

She’s looking up at me with those big doe eyes of hers glowing with the
shades of green the forest turns in spring.

Her pouty little mouth is right there, and as I collar her slender neck, she
darts her tongue out to lick at my tip.

My chest tightens, and my dick jerks in my hand.

As my grip works up and down, it’s her lips that struggle to close
around me, but she’s determined to take every inch. Her tongue glides,
swirls, traces underneath my length.

She’s such a good fucking girl for me, taking me deeper and deeper,
until I’'m tapping the back of her throat as she swallows around my tip. I
squeeze and massage her throat each time and feel her moan with pleasure
beneath my palm.

I’'m pumping faster. Tingling builds low in my spine. My stomach
clenches, and the vision I have of her is so visceral as she bobs up and
down. I even watch, entirely captivated, as her cheeks hollow.

My balls tighten.

Holy fuck.



My hand strokes harder, my release loading, her soft moans still ringing
in my ears from last night, as if she’s right here in the shower with me. She
looks so pretty, taking all of me. Hums around my length. Sucks me harder,
and all I can imagine is the sight of filling all her holes, leaving no part of
her unclaimed.

The filthiness of that image, of my release spilling out after fucking her
bare, is what finally does me in.

A grunt bursts out of my chest, and thick ropes of cum shoot forward to
paint the tiles in front of me as my cock jerks with the force of my climax.

I feel like I just ran a mile. My head spins, heart thunders, it’s too good
and almost too much at the same time.

Apparently, my self-restraint is non-existent, because even though I
collect myself and hose the streaks of evidence pointing to my shameful
obsession off the shower wall, I can already sense that it’s not enough to
satisfy my interest. It’s bad enough that she’s technically my employee, and
here I am, forty-two years old, acting like a horny teenager.

This shit has got to end.

Throwing the extra layer of her past with my son into the mix makes me
feel like a real asshole considering the depraved sorts of ideas occupying
my mind.

Dangerous goddamn ideas that I’ve never experienced in my entire life,
but when it comes to Layla, they’ve risen to the surface unbidden.

As much as I don’t want to, I have to face reality today. The spillover of
me losing control like I did last night makes resignation sit heavy in my gut,
knowing that I’'m going to have to put in a really big fucking apology. Most
of the early hours of this morning were spent laying awake worrying that
she was going to have disappeared under the cover of darkness. Lying in
bed, my hearing was attuned to every goddamn creak in the house—could
have sworn the front door clicked shut about three times.

I wouldn’t have blamed her. Seeing the crushed look on her face as soon
as I stopped things between us was nearly enough to have me going back on
my word. I’d rather stab myself in the eye than be the person who causes
her to have tears in hers again. She deserves so much goddamn better.

Better than I can offer her.

And that’s the entire dilemma I’m in... I want her to have the moon and
the stars and the sun itself, but I don’t want anyone else to be the one giving
it to her because I am a selfish, old bastard.



When it comes to Layla, it turns out I’m possessive as all hell and
barely keeping that side of me on a leash. That girl would flee this mountain
and never return if she knew the messed up way I can’t stand the thought of
anyone else even looking at her... the ways I can’t stop myself from
fantasizing about claiming her.

Which only reminds me of the shit show that today is likely to be, not to
mention tonight.

Any minute now, there will be a bunch of randy bastards crawling all
over my ranch. Most of them are good kids at heart, but they are all at an
age where they have nothing better to do than chase after something pretty.
Putting the girl currently under my roof and my care, firmly as the cherry
on top of Devil’s Peak.

My fingers itch with the need to shove the barrel of my shotgun
between their teeth until they get the picture.

None of them are going to lay a fucking hand on her, or I’'ll cut them off
and send them down the mountain bleeding out.

I’ve barely got my jeans belted and my shirt buttoned when I hear noise
coming from outside.

Trucks pull into my yard, and the tightness in my chest strangles me like
a vise. Looks like this morning, I’'m going to have threatened half the
mountain with murder before I’ve even had my coffee.



CHAPTER 16

£

don’t usually sit out here in the mornings. Most of the days fill up too

fast for me to sneak a moment to sink into one of these ridiculously

comfortable outdoor armchairs and take in the vast beauty that is
Devil’s Peak, wrapped in her cloak of snow like a winter queen.

Of course, it was no surprise that I hardly slept last night and have been
up since long before the first purple streaks of dawn caressed the wide
horizon stretching out in front of me.

This ranch is breathtaking, achingly beautiful, yet I feel like I’'m
drowning under ten feet of water. There’s hardly a scrap of oxygen reaching
my lungs. Life is cruel and unfair, and the worst part is that I care about
Colton Wilder too much to hurt him by forcing something he refuses to act
on.

I don’t know where that leaves us for the next six weeks that I will be
working out the remainder of my placement. But for a solid hour last night,
I spent my time going back and forth between packing and then unpacking
my small, ratty suitcase. I almost gave up on trying to make this situation
work, figuring it was for the best if I were to cut my losses and contemplate
finding a new job elsewhere.

Then, I realized my only option for leaving was to either steal a horse,
or his truck, and both would inevitably lead me back to him... So I’m once
again stranded on the top of this mountain with snow gently drifting down
from the sky above and the insanity of it all keeps laughing in my face.

Fat, puffy snowflakes coat the wooden railing in front of me like
mounded sugar. Kayce really wasn't joking when he said the roads might be



closed most of the winter.

Out here on the porch, the Wi-Fi occasionally musters enough strength
to work. This morning is one of those days. Scrolling through my posts I've
shared of the horses and a couple of quick videos around the ranch, I see
they’ve been picking up a little more attention than normal for my account.

Knowing how many other people are swooning over the horses being
complete fools makes me smile.

I love getting to show off their individual personalities. They really are
a bunch of starlets in their own right. It’s something I secretly wish the
ranch could promote more, but I’'m guessing since Colt is allergic to the
internet, that job would fall to Kayce and, well, he simply doesn’t give a
shit.

SAGE:

Any update on the *hot cowboy you won't talk about* situation?
| know there is SOMEONE.
My third eye is tingling, bitch.

I suck IN A BREATH. All I can do right now is pretend that there is, in fact, a
cowboy in the picture. Keeping it unspecific as all hell is my last line of
defense against my best friend who is a bloodhound on the scent. I'm
resigned to the fact I’m just going to have to work overtime to throw Sage
off the trail, because, as much as I desperately want to spill my guts and tell
her every little detail about how insane last night was, I am most definitely
going to need to lie to her. No good can come of letting her know what
happened between me and Colt in the dark and the firelight.

Butterflies start to riot on fluttery wings in my stomach, and I find
myself absently running my fingertips over my lips. Is it possible they are
still tingling from the scrape of his beard and force of his hot mouth
devouring mine?

There’s nothing really to tell...

Dots erupt quickly on screen as Sage types frantically.

OMG.
BITCH.



| KNEW IT.

We met at a bar last night. Yes, we kissed. But sorry to
disappoint, | don’t know that there will be anything more than
that.

He’s busy, I'm busy up here at the ranch.
How’s Evaline been lately?

Oh, good. Deflecting to the ONE TOPIC you know | won'’t side
step.

Very uncouth of you. Dirty tricks, freckles.

Maybe those cowboys have been teaching you a thing or two
after all.

Aunt Evie is a delight, as always, and obliged me with an hour
of puzzle time the other day. She’s doing fine, babe.

Thank you.

I miss you both so fucking much, you know that right?

Well, of course you do, I'm the whole package.

And whatever, you can’t be missing my ass that much. Tell that
to the tonsils you were exploring last night.

Don’t think you can avoid giving me more details. | expect a
play by play.

As I wrap my fingers around the warmth of my coffee and try to figure out
what to reply, I hear crunching gravel beneath heavy tires and around half a
dozen trucks not dissimilar to Colts pull into the yard. My moment of
peaceful ‘figuring out what the fuck is happening in my life’ is broken, and
I’m assaulted by every good-looking cowboy in Crimson Ridge.

I knew there was something happening here on the ranch today, but it
would seem that Colt has neglected to inform me it would involve a bevy of
sharp-eyed men poured into tight jeans. At first, I watch them with
curiosity, like a flock of playful wolf cubs, some roll out of their trucks,
teasing each other and joking around. A few shove at each other's shoulders
in that roughhousing way guys always seem to want to do with their
buddies.

They haven’t noticed me yet. Stretching and exhaling long plumes of
white into the crisp wintery air as they shake themselves out after however



long it has taken to drive here. I’'m guessing they’re locals, judging by their
familiarity with the ranch, they’ve got an air about them that says they’ve
been here a hundred times before.

My eyes catch on one man who seems much older than the others. He’s
come on his own and wears a tan colored hat slung low, shadowing his face
while leaning against the grill of his truck. Observing the group, he stands
quietly with folded arms.

What I do see is an expanse of ink. A large, tattooed rose and script
climbing up his neck from beneath the fleece-lined collar of his jacket. His
body language is so different from the others. Stern and composed,
reminding me of Colt in many ways.

Before I can thoroughly analyze how this particular cowboy seems to be
so at odds with the others who have just arrived, one of them spots me, and
the atmosphere switches immediately. It’s still playful between the younger
guys, only now the snowy air has become charged. They each eye me
sharply, enjoying the prospect of what they all presumably see as easy prey
to chase. I’'m not surprised, considering each of these pups looks like they
could feature on a billboard advertising toothpaste or men’s underwear.

They’re cocky and gorgeous, and don’t they all know it.

Except, just like the man I danced with briefly last night—oh, god, I
still can’t wrap my head around the events of last night—they do nothing
for me, and all I want to do is laugh into my coffee at their boyish
eagerness.

There’s only one cowboy who turns me into a panting mess and he’s
currently missing in action.

My thighs clench as a memory of his tongue against mine drifts in,
followed quickly by a pool of heat low in my stomach when I feel the ghost
of his teeth tugging against my bottom lip.

A long, drawn-out sip from my mug hides my blushes.

“Heard rumor the view up here had dramatically improved this winter.”
One of the guys leans casually on the railing at the bottom of the steps.
Tipping the edge of his cowboy hat in my direction, I almost snort at the
cliché move, but he seems sincere about offering those country boy
manners in my direction.

“I bet a hog in a dress would look good if you’ve only had this crowd to
look at all winter.” I gesture around the group of them with a smile. While I
don’t want to come across as flirty with these guys, I also want to hold my



own up here. Even in school, I always found it easier to be ‘one of the guys’
rather than make friends with other girls. But this is no playground. Behind
those wide grins and fitted wranglers are cowboys with much hungrier
appetites indeed.

They’re all frisky-eyed and cocksure of themselves, gathering by the
railing at the bottom of the steps.

Of course, they’re being utterly charming, even if they’re each weighing
their chances.

Only the solemn, tattooed, brooding one hangs back. My eyes flick over
him quickly a second time, appraising the way he leans against his truck.
Arms still folded. Heavy black combat-style work boots crossed at the
ankle. As I sip my coffee, I see him bring a thumb up to rub his jaw, hints of
a chunky silver ring and leather cuff peek out from beneath the sleeve of his
jacket as he does so.

“You working here for the winter season, or what?” My attention is
drawn back to the guys closest to the porch. I see the wheels spinning
behind all of their eyes, as they race each other to some sort of imaginary
start line. They’re jockeying for position and attempting to establish if I’'m
fair game for them to pursue.

“Yup.” I pop the p and stare them all down with my best don’t mess with
me expression. “I’m here on a vet placement for a couple of months.”

“Hope the old bastard isn’t riding you too hard.” One of them quips,
giving me a wink, while his mate standing beside him thumps his shoulder.

“How original.” I tilt my head and raise my eyebrows.

The first guy laughs and gives me an apologetic look. “Ignore him, he
wouldn’t know how to have a conversation that doesn’t involve his fist
being wrapped around his dick.”

“All I’'m saying is that if the lady decides she’d rather not get locked up
in this place surrounded by ten feet of snow... I have a spare seat in my
truck ready and waiting to whisk you outta here. Your chariot awaits.” With
cowboy hat grasped in one hand, he puts on a fake bow, then flicks his
friend in the nuts. Everything promptly erupts into shoves and some kind of
play-scuffle in the middle of the yard.

“Thanks, but I'm good.” I call out before taking another sip of my
coffee. “I'm Layla, by the way.”

“Pleasure to meet you, lovely Layla. Are you joining us with the cattle
this morning?” Country-boy-manners sports a dimple to go with his pearly



white smile.

“Oh, I’m not sure. I’ve got plenty of jobs I need to get done up here.”
That part is the truth, I don’t know what else might be on my agenda today
other than following the usual routine. Colt hasn’t mentioned anything to
me.

“Well, even if we don’t have the pleasure of a lady joining us on the
round up today, hopefully we’ll see you at the bonfire later tonight?” The
one leaning on the rail sounds a little too keen and my gut twists into a
tangle. There’s absolutely no reason for me to be worried about him taking
an interest, but I don’t want to give Colt the wrong idea, either.

Especially after we established last night that he is clearly not pleased
with the thought of any man coming near me. His son, or otherwise.

My mouth opens, but I don’t get a chance to answer, because the door
crashes open. There’s a hurricane of messy dark hair, and a set of glaring
hazel eyes taking in every single one of the cowboys gathered in the yard.
The snarl on his upper lip already fixed in place as if they are all dead meat.

I swear a smile plays on the lips of the tattooed one, barely visible
beneath the dipped brim of his hat.

“Told you pricks to get the horses and meet me down there.” Colt barks
as he aggressively stomps into his work boots. “Does no one fucking listen
around this place? I’m not paying you to stand around talking.”

More than one of the guys gives a knowing look my way, but they’re
obviously well-versed in avoiding the wrath of Colton Wilder.

There’s a shuffle and some murmuring, and some of the group move off
toward the barn. Others head for a handful of the vehicles. They must be
making use of the horses to round up the cattle today. Mr. Pearly Whites
gives me another little touch to the edge of his hat as he swings into the cab
of his truck.

Their engines roar into life, and one by one, they jolt off over the muddy
track in the direction of the far paddocks where the cattle are located. A
chorus of voices drift on the snowy air as the others head toward the barn.
Meanwhile, flakes of powdery snow silently fall thicker and faster. It has
barely started sticking yet, but I imagine if conditions carry on this way by
tomorrow, the mountain road will become even more treacherous, perhaps
even impassable.

I begin to wonder if we might get cut off from town again, barely five
minutes after the crew managed to open the road all the way up to the ranch



entrance.

Colt hasn’t left to join the others. He’s thumping around, looking for
something in his truck, and I guess this is the moment when we have to face
each other in the cold light of day.

I take a steadying breath, and walk down toward his parked vehicle.
Why do I feel like I’'m having to coach myself through this? Nothing to
worry about, we can both be professional. I’'m just checking in with my
boss.

Totally professional. Not at all like this is the man I begged to touch me
and make me come not even twelve hours ago. The man who left my pussy
tingling and whose bulging cock I can’t stop daydreaming about.

My stomach is a riot of fluttering wings as I approach the hood, my
coffee still clutched in my hands. Something about this feels like trying to
coax a feral dog out of hiding.

He could come gently, or might need a muzzle.

“Uhh, do you need me to help with the cattle round up today?” I try to
keep my voice cheery. Like I would sound every morning when I slide him
a cup of coffee across the kitchen island, or offer to fix us both breakfast.

Not like a girl who can’t stop thinking about his tongue pressing into
my mouth or what he said last night.

Then tell me why I’m spending every night talking myself out of visiting
the bedroom just down the hall.

“No.” He doesn’t even look my way. Just continues to ransack the cab
of his vehicle looking for god knows what.

Okayyy...

“Are you sure you don’t need more help? I honestly don’t mind?”

Colt slams his palm into the outer panel of the truck so hard I’m certain
there must be a dent left in the metal. The force of the noise makes me
jump.

“Christ, Layla. Just do your fucking job.” He pins me with a glare that is
all too familiar by now, but no less intimidating. “And if I catch you trying
to sneak off and get out of doing your duties by leaving the stables today,
I’1l put you over my damn knee.”



“So TtHis 1s something Colt puts on for you boys every year?” I’m sitting on
the flipped-down tailgate of someone’s truck, watching the flames dance in
the huge bonfire set up by the cowboys earlier this evening. Plumes of
orange sparks soar into the inky black sky as logs crack and spit out bursts
of heat.

“You betcha. Every year around this time. We pitch in and help him out
with the midwinter check on the full herd, and in return he throws a BBQ
and bonfire. It doubles as a thank you for the mountain road crew.” The
polite cowboy I met this morning stands with an elbow propped on the side
of the truck and has a beer in hand. Turns out his name is Brett and he
works across a few different ranches around Crimson Ridge.

What has surprised me the most about this bonfire tonight is that this is
evidently a thing Colt puts on annually, purely out of the goodness of his
heart. Considering he’s ready to march people off his property at gunpoint
and threatens to kneecap them like some kind of cowboy gangster, I’'m
struggling to believe what I’m hearing.

There are new layers I’m discovering to Colton Wilder every day, it
would seem.

“Are there no other women on Devil’s Peak, or what?” I glance around
the gathering of men—some of whom I recognize from earlier, and others I
assume must be the roading crew who have shown up. But it is decidedly an
all-sausage affair, and I’'m sure they are all more than conscious that I’m the
only female present.

I certainly am.

“WEell, there hasn’t been a woman around up here before, so wives and
girlfriends never bothered coming along. I guess it just became a routine
after a while.”

Clumps of snowflakes continue to drift down, one lands on my face,
instantly melting against my cheek.

It’s more than a little magical.

And there’s never been a woman here. Before me.

I can’t let myself fixate on that detail, it doesn’t mean anything. In fact,
all it proves is that Colt keeps his women elsewhere, and they don’t feature
in his life beyond the bedroom.

Oh, god. I promised myself I wouldn’t think of Colt and his bed and
agonizingly long, snowy nights in that house, knowing he’s just a couple of
doors away from mine.



Especially not after how much of an asshole he was earlier.

You can bet I spent the entire day doing every single one of my jobs to
absolute perfection. There’s not a patch left un-mucked or unattended to.
Each stall is completely spotless. I'll be sure to fill all the horses in
tomorrow on how much of a grouchy dickhead their owner is. I’'m pretty
sure they’re all on my side by now, anyway.

The tack room is gleaming, the chicken’s coop has never looked better,
and I’ve stacked wood like a woman possessed.

It was only once I knew I’d ticked off everything without a shadow of a
doubt that I followed the smell of BBQ and woodsmoke to join the
gathering. Colt can’t accuse me of not doing my job, and I’'m certainly not
going to sit up in that house all on my own.

The way I’ve worked today, I’ve earned a drink and some company to
chat to. The generous second helping of whiskey I’ve poured myself is
giving me a perfect glowy feeling all over.

All the while, as I sit here chatting with Brett and sip on my drink, I can
feel his eyes on me. Even though I can’t see Colt through the darkness, I
know he’s here, but he’s being too much of an asshole to approach me, or
talk to me today.

We make small talk. Chatting about Brett’s life in Crimson Ridge. That
he’s lived here, or thereabouts his whole life. I explain a little about myself,
but in all honesty talking about my upbringing usually makes people
uncomfortable, so I’'m an expert at keeping on asking other people
questions about themselves.

Deflecting attention is something I’ve grown accomplished in.

Shitty mom I cut out of my life and Aunt who raised me but has
advanced dementia and doesn’t recognize me anymore aren’t usually the
topics strangers want to get into while enjoying a few drinks and casual
conversation. Plus, I kind of like getting to pretend my life isn’t a
trainwreck. Certainly, up here at the ranch, it is easy to forget.

An orange glow throws enough light to illuminate the immediate circle
around the bonfire. Other than that, it’s all heavy shadows and silhouettes,
making it impossible to see anyone’s faces as we gather out here in the
SNOW.

Eyelids drooping, limbs growing heavy, Brett’s voice cuts through my
daydream.

“You all good there, Layla?”



God, this drink is hitting me hard and that’s when I scrunch my brows
with realization. I’ve been so determined to work my ass off, I haven’t
eaten anything all day. Between the lack of sleep, full day of work, and
freezing cold, I’'m more of a lightweight than usual.

Actually, I’'m probably way more drunk than I intended to be.

“Yeah, I’ll be back in a sec. Gonna grab a bite to eat.” I hop off the
tailgate and figure I’ll fix myself some food up at the house.

I’m sure there are some leftovers to toss in the microwave, that’ll soak
some of this liquor up nicely. Besides, as much as it has been nice chatting
and all, the man I would really love to be snuggled up next to in the flatbed
of a truck won’t come near me.

Everyone’s vehicles are parked in a circular pattern spread out around
the fire, so I weave my way between a couple of them. Just as I wander
between the two parked furthest from the fire, I sense a figure up ahead in
the darkness.

A waft of stale cigarette smoke hits me, and my stomach sours.

Whoever this is, he’s blocking the way, and I’m either going to have to
squeeze past or double back on myself.

The way he just stands there makes the hairs on the back of my neck
stand up.

“Layla, isn’t it?” The shadowy outline of the man readjusts his stance,
leaning up against the passenger door.

“Uh. Hi.” I don’t want to be rude in case this is one of Colt’s friends,
but it feels weird that he’s over here hanging around alone. Maybe he’s just
taking a piss.

“Headed off by yourself in the dark?”

Something in this man’s energy is setting off alarm bells in my tipsy
brain.

“Nowhere, I was just—” I go to step backward, but he closes the
distance like a viper. His hand wraps around my elbow.

“Ah, no need to run off, now.”

I do not want this man touching me.

“Take your hand off me, please.” I try to keep my voice calm. Years of
dealing with drunks in the bars I’ve worked at kicks in on reflex. Just be
firm with them, but not dramatic. Don’t provoke them, but stand your
ground. Remove yourself as safely as possible. The bartender’s handbook



for dealing with grubby men who think that because they’re at a strip club,
it means they can lay hands on the women working there.

Right now, I don’t have a burly bouncer to intervene. Not that they ever
paid too much attention to the lowly barbacks, they were mostly far too
focused on the girls working the stage or the customers on the main floor.

“Don’t be like that, we’re just talking.”

“No. You’re talking, and I’m leaving.”

“Why don’t you have a drink with me over here?”

Bile forms in the back of my throat.

“No thanks.”

“You seemed happy enough to have a drink with Brett at his truck,
surely it won’t hurt to do the same for me.”

All T can see is the outline of his head, but I can’t make out any features.
It’s pitch black and the snow trickling down from the heavy skies overhead
ensures there’s no moonlight to see by.

“Listen. I’m not interested.” I yank my elbow, but he tightens his grip.

“Come on, girlie. It’ll warm you up. I promise you’ll enjoy yourself
much better once you’ve had a drink with me.”

Yeah, one that’s probably been roofied, judging by the way this guy is
acting. I don’t really give a shit anymore if this is supposedly a friend of the
other men here, I’d rather not stick around to see what he’s like when he’s
really friendly.

“I said, no,” I growl.

“Layla?” One of the other cowboys from earlier, whose voice I sort of
recognize, comes up behind me. One part of me is relieved, while the other
is spitting mad that this dickhead doesn’t have the word ‘no’ in his
vocabulary, or understand its meaning.

That’s when I hear the unmistakable sound of a gun being cocked.

“Get up to the house, Layla.” Colt’s tone drips with cold aggression.

He’s disguised in the shadows when I turn toward the direction of his
voice, but I can sense the tension rolling off him, bouncing between the
sides of the vehicles we’re all crowded in between.

At first, I’m relieved as all hell when I hear his voice. Then as I tug my
arm out of the dickhead’s grip and step back, I get slapped around by Colt’s
next statement.

“You shouldn’t even fucking be down here. Let alone wandering around
drunk in the dark.”



Excuse me?

My fists clench by my sides as I fight back the urge to start hurling
insults at him.

He’s barking orders before my whiskey-soaked brain can come up with
anything to say. “Grange, I’'m gonna need you to go on up to the house and
make sure Layla gets safely inside. If you so much as take a glance her way
while you do so, you’ll be picking lead shot out of your balls for the
foreseeable future, you understand?”

“Colt—" I don’t know what I want to try and say, but this feels like the
moment back at the Loaded Hog when I danced with that guy all over
again. Another scenario when I’'m the one being chastised for something
that isn’t my fault.

Grange—the only man in this situation who actually seems concerned
for me—mutters something in agreement. I find myself stomping away,
leaving the tense standoff without so much as a backward glance, with
alcohol diluting my blood, using my phone as a flashlight.

“You don’t have to coddle me.” I snap as the man traipses after me,
keeping a respectful distance.

“And risk the hell I’ll have at the hands of Wilder if I don’t do exactly
as he asked? No, thank you.”

“He’s such a controlling asshole.” I grind my teeth. Talking to myself
more than the man behind me. “I’m fine now, see?” I sneer as I slap a hand
on the wooden railing, giving him an exaggerated bow to show that I’ve
safely made it to the house as instructed.

“He might be that, but with good reason.” Grange gives me a
sympathetic look, then dips his hat. “I’ll just wait here ’til you’re safely
indoors, Miss Layla.”

“Fine.” My eye roll is unnecessary, but the whiskey and confrontation
have jumbled me into a mess. Apparently, the way I’'m choosing to handle
this situation is to be petty.

As I stomp my way up the steps and head inside, making sure to lock
the doors behind me, I sure as hell hope Colton Wilder doesn’t have a key
to get in and ends up having to sleep out in the barn with the horses tonight.



[ JOLT AWAKE.

A sickening clench in my gut makes itself known straight away,
wondering if something startled me from sleep, or if I’ve woken up for no
good reason at all. Lying still, I strain my ears for a hint of anything that
might be the reason I find my heart fluttering madly in my throat.

The room around me is so dark I can’t see my hand in front of my face,
yet it feels like it’s swimming a little all the same.

Events from the day before, and what happened immediately before I
got into bed, come flooding into my mind. God, was it really only yesterday
that I sat out on the porch with my coffee?

Not just that, but was it truly only one night ago that things escalated
wildly out of control with the man whose house I’m sleeping in?

Christ, the man did me a favor by getting me away from that creepy
guy, but the way he went about doing it somehow made my hackles prickle
and my defenses sit up.

It felt like the moment when he accused me of getting knocked up by
Kayce all over again.

Colton Wilder certainly has a way with words.

Lying there in the dark, I gnaw on the inside of my cheek for a while.
Did the sound of him coming back to the house wake me up? I reach over
and fumble around, slapping a hand in the direction of the bedside table,
before successfully tapping my phone’s screen. Numbers glare at me
through the dark, telling me it’s two in the morning, and while I don’t know
how these bonfire nights usually go, I don’t exactly picture Colt as being
the type to indulge in benders around the campfire lasting through the night.

That’s more Kayce’s style, and the two Wilder men couldn’t be more
different in that regard.

God, I need to stop comparing them.

Now that I’ve had a little bit of sleep, I wince at the thought that maybe
I locked Colt out of his own house in the midst of my drunk, petulant state
of mind.

Guilt weighs heavily on my chest. Cowboys rough it in all conditions,
and that man is as tough as nails, but shit. What if he’s trapped outdoors in
below-freezing temperatures, and I’m the heartless, sulky bitch who barred
him from coming inside?

I slip out from under the warm covers, tugging the loose blanket from
the foot of my bed to wrap around me as I go. Crossing the carpet, the



sliding door off my bedroom overlooks the dark porch. When I crack the
curtain, I can’t see shit, but there’s still an orange glow of embers off in the
distance where the fire has burned down.

There’s one way I can know if he’s back for certain, so I creep out into
the hallway. The low sensor lights pop on, letting me see just enough to
make out the room my eyes are immediately drawn to. It’s a space in the
house I’'m hyper-aware of at all times, whether his door is open or closed,
whether he’s in there or not.

Straight away, I can see that his bedroom door is standing wide open.
No lights come from within either.

Crap.

Now, I really feel the churn of guilt.

There’s still just enough alcohol in my bloodstream that I don’t stop and
think. I just move. Perhaps it’s the late hour, or the instinctive fear of
something gone terribly wrong, or call it fucking intuition. I can’t simply
crawl back into bed without checking, without confirming with my own
eyes. So I wrap myself tighter in the blanket and set off through the house.

Scanning around, there’s no sign of life in the office or kitchen. The fire
in the lounge has burned right down overnight, and I spot that his hat and
jacket are missing from the hooks.

God, what if he’s frozen to death out there, or something worse
happened with whoever that guy was? Guns and alcohol and angry men are
not a good combination.

But I haven’t heard any gunshots.

I don’t think.

Oh, my god. What if that’s what woke me up?

My heart is wedged in the back of my throat as I unlock the front door
and prepare to step out into the bracing chill. Even from where I’'m standing
in here, it’s obviously quiet outside, there’s no wind, and I can make out the
silhouette of puffy snowflakes fluttering down just beyond the edge of the
porch.

The glow of the bonfire is all I can see, and I wonder if maybe Colt is
still down there? I’m not dressed to be outside at all, but even so I twist the
handle and hover just a moment.

What’s my end game here? I’m hardly intending to venture out into the
elements, but I find myself peering with all my might through the glass
panel beside the door to see if I can make out any sight of him.



I slowly ease the front door open on silent hinges before a deep voice
startles me.
“Where do you plan on going, dressed like that?”



CHAPTER 17

£

he dark rumble hidden in the shadows makes me jump a mile. As I
T spook at the sound of Colt’s voice, the door slams shut, sounding like
a thunderclap going off in this quiet space.

“Hoping one of them is still there?”

Holy shit. He sounds... I don’t know. Aggressive isn’t the word.
Territorial perhaps? Like I imagine a wolf guarding their pack would bear
glistening fangs in warning.

Either way, a flurry of goosebumps runs along my arms that has nothing
to do with the witching hour, or the cold lingering outside.

Tugging my blanket tighter around my shoulders, I step in the direction
of Colt’s words. This is the part where I shouldn’t engage, I should take my
ass straight back to my bedroom. This little excursion confirms what I
needed to see for myself, and I’ve determined he is inside and safe and not
frozen solid somewhere out in the snowfall.

Though I can’t seem to rationalize what I should do, with what my feet
actually do. Which is carry me closer to where he’s sitting.

Colt is over by the giant bay window of the lounge. He’s seated on a
dining chair, looking out over the endless blackness outside. The blinds
hang open, and the inky starless sky filled with a million swirling
snowflakes consumes the entire vantage point.

He doesn’t flinch as I step toward him. Gaze remaining trained on that
window with his broad shoulders that seem to fill half the room. I see he’s
still wearing his hat, with a coat slung over the back of the chair, but that’s



when my eyes tick down and catch on the glint of metal. There’s a shotgun
laid across his lap.

Jesus.

“Planning on sneaking out in the middle of the night?” He’s not even
bothering to look my way, just tilts the glass clenched in his hand up against
his lips. Staring out into the night like there’s something he’s expecting to
see at any moment. Something he’s lying in wait for. “Might be unwise,
considering it’s well below freezing by now.”

I shuffle on my feet and realize that I really did just roll out of bed
without thinking. Beneath this blanket, I’'m only wearing what I had fallen
asleep in: a thin oversized t-shirt, knee-high socks, and underwear.

When my brain is completely sober and not so strung out, she has got a
heck of a lot of explaining to do in the morning.

“I heard a noise.” Darting my tongue out to wet my lips, I try to get a
read on his energy. It’s challenging with him at the best of times, and we
still haven’t properly cleared the air after last night. “I was—"

“Sure you did.” Cutting me off, he drawls those words, lifting the
whiskey to take another sip, while his other hand rests over the long barrel.

Heat prickles across my chest. The insinuations are thick in the air
tonight, and I’'m done with Colton Wilder’s bullshit. Why this man keeps
circling back to this same old tune is beyond me. Even if all this is just an
act and his way of trying to convince himself he shouldn’t want me, the
thinly veiled accusations still sting. It doesn’t matter that none of it is true.
He doesn’t need to push his own crap and whatever skeletons might lurk in
his past onto me.

“That’s honestly what you believe? You really think I wanted to be with
any of them?” Rounding on him, I step in between his spot on the chair and
the windows. Inserting myself directly in his line of sight.

It might be the middle of the night, and there’s almost nothing
illuminating this room except for the embers glowing in the fireplace, but I
see the way his eyes sharpen on mine.

I don’t wait for his answer.

“Oh, of course. Because I'm just a slut who will open her knees for
anyone, right?”

My nostrils flare. The words I've been biting back ever since he first
accused me of wanting to take off down the mountain, to chase after his
son, start flowing.



“Because I’m just some stupid girl who wants it wherever I can get it,
and I don’t care who gets me off?”

I step right up to his spread knees. Heat and liquid courage courses
through my veins giving me the freedom to unleash all the thoughts I’ve
had bottled up and am now ready to hurl his way.

Yes, I want to be good for him and listen to him and please him, but I
also have a fucking spine, and he should know after what happened last
night that I’m just as tangled up in this thing between us as he seems to be.

“I’ll tell you right now, all the nights I had guys offering to buy me
drinks at the bars I worked in, and who begged to come home with me, and
offered to be my Daddy... I never once said yes to any of them. Even the
ones who got handsy. Even the ones who threatened me if I didn’t say yes.”

His gaze is thunderous, tension pulses in his jaw.

“Especially not assholes who corner me in the dark and refuse to let go
of my arm like that jerk earlier.” I’'m aware of how close we are, with me
standing between his knees, but this is the dance we do, and I can’t seem to
want to hold myself back from being drawn to him.

There’s a force that is Colton Wilder, and I’'m completely at his mercy.

“You want to know why I’m sitting here?” His voice rumbles through
the air. Gravelly and heavy with the late hour and touch of alcohol.

I nod. Clenching my fists tight on the edges of the blanket. “Yes.”

“The thought of one of them sneaking back up here, after liking what
they saw a little too much, is more than I can handle.” He pokes his tongue
against the side of his cheek, moving the weight of his focus up and down
my body. “The pretty young thing who they only see as a notch in their belt
and an opportunity to steal.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

Colt makes a warning noise. “There’s shit from the past that you don’t
know about, Layla. So, believe me when I say, there are men who would
absolutely try and take the most valuable thing up here. By force if
necessary.”

I suck in a breath. “I’m not valuable.”

The man in front of me shifts and knocks back the last of his drink
before setting the glass down on the floor beside his chair. With his big paw,
he reaches out to rub the hem of the blanket, keeping his darkened gaze on
mine.



“You don’t get it, do you? Every single fucking asshole with a pulse
around here wants you.”

It’s like the air instantly crackles to life the moment his fingers connect
with the soft wool. He hasn’t touched me, but the proximity and nearness of
him sends an ache pulsing through my core.

“That doesn’t mean I’'m anything special.”

He clutches the blanket tighter in his fist. “Layla.” His voice is thick and
acts like a line straight to my pussy when he says my name. “They only see
one thing when they look at you.” Colt’s lips curl in a snarl.

I wish there was a way to prove beyond a doubt that I don’t care what
they see. But this man won’t take what he wants, and I won’t force him to
do something he’ll regret. Wretched tension and longing bind the two of us
together in the shadows.

Unwrapping one hand from my blanket, I reach out and nudge the brim
of his hat up with my forefinger. Tipping it back, allowing myself to melt
underneath the heavy intensity of his stare, I exhale. “I’m not looking their
way, cowboy. There’s only one man I’m interested in, and he’s one I can’t
have. So, what does that make me... a pathetic slut, or a masochist?”

He squeezes his eyes shut for a moment, before letting out the sexiest
groan, the sound reaching out and humming in my blood.

Liquid fire pours down into my toes as I finally breathe life into the
words we’ve both been feeling and can’t seem to find a way to express. I’'m
back in that place where I know I’m being too brazen in talking to him like
this, but the truth is clamoring to burst out of me.

I don’t want Colt to remain under any kind of illusion. How badly I
want him to know... that I’'m completely and utterly disinterested in anyone
but him.

The foolish, pining mess that I am for this man.

Maybe, just maybe, there’s a way we can play in the shadows while
they linger around us, just a little longer. Before dawn creeps in and things
have to go back to how they were before.

“Do you like what you see?” I drag my bottom lip between my teeth.
Giddy, fluttering hope occupies my chest.

Colt sucks in a sharp breath. A warning, maybe. “You know the answer
to that.”

That gruff tone and those glittering, darkened eyes combine to send a
throb intensifying between my legs. His hand is so close to touching my



thigh, the skin tingles with each agonizing second of lingering proximity.

“What if you didn’t have to cross a line, but could still take what you
want? What we both want?” I bite my lip harder. There’s no mistaking the
fact he hasn’t let go of the blanket. He wants me to stay right here, so close
he must be able to hear my pulse thumping in my throat.

“Layla.” The rough way he exhales my name sends an explosion of
butterfly wings in my stomach. “I’ve spent my whole life being selfish, I
can’t...”

“But you want to?”

“Yes. When it comes to you... so badly, I don’t think you want to
know.”

My stupid little heart does a kick, and my stomach swoops, and I turn a
blind eye to all signs warning me to beware the dangerous cliff edge I'm
inching toward.

Fuck it, this is insanity, and I’m lost in this forbidden moment, buried
beneath the snow and the time of night when things can so easily be hidden
away.

“I heard a saying once...” My fingers unclench from the blanket,
allowing it to fall open and reveal my figure. Reaching out, I lift his hat off
his head, setting it on my own, not missing the flare that catches light
behind his honeyed eyes.

“You touch a man’s hat, you’re either planning to fight them or fuck
them. So, which do you want with me, cowboy?” Colt takes in my
appearance, giving my scantily clad form a long look. I don’t know if it’s
too dark for him to see my hard nipples through the thin material of my
shirt, but every inch of my skin incinerates as his eyes roam freely.

“Plan on fighting?”

He makes a gravely noise in the back of his throat. Another warning.

“You willingly placed your hat on my head... so, is the real reason you
gave me yours in town the other day, the second option?”

He sinks fingers into his hair, mussing those curls up more and
goddamn my knees go weak. “I’m not a good man, Layla. Don’t say shit
like that when you’re out here at night... dressed in...” Colt drops his hand
to scrub over his mouth. “Fuck, when you’re walking around tempting me.”

Every part of him is coiled tight.

I’'m a fool for him.



“You know some of the bars where I worked...” I let go of the blanket
completely, allowing it to flutter to the floor around my ankles. “We were
hired as entertainers.”

He doesn’t just look at me, he consumes every inch of my body. As if
this is the first and last time he’ll get the chance to properly lay eyes on me
ever again.

“Were you a stripper?” The question barely gets past his gritted teeth.
It’s obvious he hates the idea, but is too curious to stop himself from
demanding the answer. His fingers ball into fists on top of his knees,
fidgeting as if it’s taking everything not to reach forward and grab the backs
of my bare thighs before he settles on clutching the edge of the seat on
either side of his hips.

My eyelashes flutter. I’'m recreating in my mind all the times I observed
this exact scene play out while I poured drinks for hour upon hour. “No,” 1
admit, “But I learned a thing or two watching the other girls who did
perform.”

There’s a flicker of relief in the hard lines of his face, only for the
briefest moment, before it vanishes and is once again replaced with a stern
glare.

“You should go back to bed. You’re going to freeze wearing only that.”

I reach for the gun and try to gently move it off his lap. Hoping to god
he’s not going to turn it on me and march me out of here for taking things
this far.

“I’'m warm enough.” It’s the truth. Right now, my skin feels like it’s
burning up.

Colt’s fingers tense around the barrel of the shotgun before I can lift it.
“We can’t do this, baby.” His voice drops to a whisper. Even though he’s
saying one thing—those words laced with grit and sex and in that deep
voice I dream about—he leans over to place the gun on the floor beside the
chair.

I swallow heavily, plucking up even more courage at that tiny indication
that he’s joining me in this game.

“Nothing is going to happen. Just pretend with me... this is exactly how
it would be if you walked into a random bar one night when I was working.
Imagine we’re just two strangers. Imagine what it would be like if you paid
for a private dance.”

He tenses up instantly. “I’d fucking drag you out of there.”




There’s a coy smile that dances on my lips. I devour the way he’s so
possessive, his hair all tousled around his face, his jaw flexing.

“Ah, but you can’t.” I tease. “Remember, the clients aren’t allowed to
touch. You’re only allowed to look.”

“That’s a big goddamn ask.” Based on the way his eyes keep flicking up
to where his hat rests on my head, then back down to my bare thighs before
fixing on my mouth, this is almost too much for him.

Well, fuck. It feels nearly too much for me, too, but I can’t walk away
from him. Not tonight.

“It’s ok. We don’t have to do anything else, but this.”

He sucks in a ragged breath as I hook my arms around the back of his
neck, and ease forward to straddle his lap. Everything feels so heightened,
from the scratch of his jeans against my skin, to the heat radiating off his
chest, to the scent of him that I want to nuzzle into.

“Jesus. Layla.” He’s looking down at the spot where my shirt has ridden
up, exposing my soft thighs and lace covered pussy. One hand scrubs over
his mouth as his gaze bounces back to meet mine.

“I love it when you look at me, Daddy.”

A storm explodes in his eyes.

“Do you like it when I call you that?”

“Fuuuuck.” He groans and tips his head back. Giving me a long, hooded
stare that makes my clit throb. “I don’t want to say.”

I nibble on my lip, and let my fingers run through the short hairs on the
back of his neck. “You’re so sexy when you make that noise.”

We’re both breathing heavily in the darkness, and desire blooms the
longer I spend straddling him. My pussy is soaked, resting above the bulge
in his jeans. Beneath me, he’s rock hard, and it would only take the
smallest, teensiest roll of my hips to give my body the friction it begs for.

“God, I want to fuck you so bad. I want to be buried inside your cunt
this entire winter.”

My teeth catch my bottom lip as a whimper escapes me. Sweet Jesus,
this man can talk dirty and I’m going to be putty in his hands knowing
that’s what he’s keeping hidden away behind his broody exterior.

“Is this what you’re wearing all the time underneath your jeans out on
the ranch? These slutty little knee-high socks?”

“Maybe.” Cocking my head to one side, I study him for a long moment
and then lean forward until my aching nipples brush against his chest, lips



ghosting against his ear. “Or maybe not, and I like knowing you’ll be asking
yourself that question every time you watch me work.”

He curses under his breath.

God, my pulse is flying with the headiness of being this close to him.
Pulling back, I peek at him from beneath a curtain of lashes. “Should I
leave them on?”

“Yes.” His gruff command makes me shiver.

“What else do you want?”

“Christ. Layla. You’re killing me.”

“It’s ok... you’re not touching. All you’re doing is watching.” I slide
my arms off his shoulders, and bring them to the hem of my shirt. His eyes
track my every movement as I toy with the edge of the fabric, lifting it just
a little.

Colt doesn’t know what to do with his hands. He’s trying so fucking
hard not to touch me, and part of me just wants to grab his big palms and
place them on me somewhere, anywhere, will do. But in this game where
we’re bending the rules to the point where they might shatter, I have to
behave. As much as I really want him to pick me up and throw me down on
the floor and rail me senseless.

He swallows heavily, the strong line of his throat bobs as his eyes stay
transfixed on the spot where my pussy is. “I’m going to hell.”

“I’ll be right there with you.” T breathe. “What do you want to see
next?” My fingers inch the hem of my shirt higher, and with the other hand,
I tease the lace at the waistband of my underwear, pushing it down ever so
slightly.

Colt’s nostrils flare as he fights a silent battle with himself, watching my
hands like a hawk the entire time.

“Show me those perfect fucking tits.” His cock jerks beneath me when
he finally speaks, his voice husky with desire.

A shudder of pleasure rolls through me, and I hook the thin cotton up to
rest over the tops of my breasts. I hitch in a breath, exposing myself fully
for the first time. They hang full and heavy with need, and I want him to rip
free of his self-restraint, to paw me, and play with them so goddamn bad. If
he would only lean forward, close that small distance and take one into his
hot, wet mouth.

“Fucking hell.” That delicious noise he makes when he’s turned on
makes my pussy clench.



I allow my fingers to roam over my soft flesh, caressing and teasing and
stroking, while my nipples turn to diamonds. The little moans coming out
of me are breathy and desperate as I cup and pinch both of them beneath
Colt’s fearsome gaze.

God, I could die from the way he’s studying every needy motion of my
fingers.

The thick hardness of him presses up into me between the layers of his
jeans and my barely there scrap of lace. It would take almost nothing for
him to unzip and tug the soaked fabric to one side and thrust up into me.

My face must say it all because he makes a strained noise.

“I’m barely hanging on to decency here. There’s too much filthy shit
going through my mind for you to be looking at my cock like that.”

I whimper and tug harder on my nipples. Fixating on his mouth as he
turns my body molten, dirty-talking me into a soaked mess.

“What else do you want?” As I keep pressing him to tell me every illicit
detail, my words are shaky, raspy, and don’t even sound like myself when I
finally manage to speak.

Colt shifts his hips beneath me as he readjusts himself in the chair.
“Baby, I want to fuck you so badly. I want these tiny lace panties balled up
inside my sheets every morning, and I want your sweet cum all over my
tongue.”

His words wash over me, leaving me panting.

Holy fuck. I'm clenching and damn near ready to lay myself down right
here on the floor at his boots and beg.

“Mmmm, god.” A tug on my nipples. “I want that too.” A roll of my
hips. “What else?” Grinding myself down on the firmness of his jeans
works my desire tighter.

“I want to slide my tongue inside your sweet little cunt while you’re
asleep. Have your body fall apart while you’re still dreaming, then shove
inside you.” He hisses as my hips shift over the head of his cock. “I’d fill
your pussy up so fucking deep you’d never be able to forget me.”

With how swollen my clit is, the friction sends electric sparks flying
down to my toes. I’m perched in his lap, with my soaking wet core rubbing
over him, and my fingers teasing my sensitive tits. It’s going to take next to
nothing for me to fall apart if I actually touch myself in front of him.

But I don’t know that he’ll let it get that far, if how rapidly he pulled
away last night is anything to go by. This could all end any second now, the



moment Colt’s conscience comes crashing in. How long will he allow us to
stay trapped within this carnal bubble?

Will he halt this madness before we tumble over the edge, swallowed up
by this illicit moment? Right now, only the snow falling outside bears
witness to the dangerous game we’re playing.

“Layla, baby. That’s it, keep making a mess of me,” he murmurs, eyes
transfixed on the place where I’'m pressing down over his length. Through
the dim light, I can see the tension in his neck and the strain on his face
with each shift of my hips.

“Do you want to look?” I whisper, skating one hand down the soft swell
of my stomach, until I play along the outline of lace. Letting my fingers rest
over the top of my aching clit for a second before sliding over to the edge.
Just low enough that if I hook the side, I can tug them and reveal exactly
how needy I am for this man.

“Fuck.” His hand lifts, and then hovers in the space between us, before
he drags it over his mouth with a dark groan. “I don’t know. I don’t fucking
know, baby. If you let me see your cunt, I’'m going to want inside you. I’'m
going to want to eat you until you’re begging me to stop. But I know I
won’t be able to stop. There’s no going back for me once that happens and
I’m not going to be able to keep myself from fucking you in every one of
your sweet little holes.”

Well, holy shit. The moan that drops out of me is pornographic.

The mouth on this man. He coats me from head to toe in a dizzying,
wanton kind of temptation—the kind that screams and demands absolutely
everything he just promised.

“It’s yours if you want to look. I won’t tell anyone.” I rub a little harder
over the outside of the lace. My eyelashes flutter as the liquid heat settles
low in my stomach. I’m not even sure I can feel my toes anymore.

“God, you’re the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.” Colt’s intense
stare at the spot where I’'m working myself smolders like the embers of that
bonfire still burning outside. His praise glows hot and carnal straight
through me and sets a fire in my veins.

Another whimper escapes me, every thick inch of him feels tempting
and sinful beneath his jeans.

“Slide your fingers inside from the top, baby. Don’t show me or I'm
going to lose my goddamn mind.” He growls and my stomach caves as the
vibrations roll through my body. I do as he says, slipping beneath the



waistband and dipping my finger through the slickness to make contact with
my clit.

“Jesus. You’re fucking soaking wet, aren’t you?” He sounds almost
angry, as I nod and my breath hitches as I finally make contact with the
aching, swollen bud.

“That’s it. Rub that spot in nice slow circles for me.”

My mouth hangs open as pleasure rapidly gathers momentum and my
pulse thunders in my ears.

“You like that middle finger?”

“Mmmfuck. Yes. God. I'm so close already.” I whine. My hips are
rolling and my fingers pinch my nipple and all I can focus on is the hunger
written all over Colt’s face. Every tiny, desperate movement beneath my
panties is in response to this man’s attention as I work myself and the crest
of the wave draws nearer.

“Fuck. Fffuuuck. That’s it. Just like that, eyes on me while you give it to
me like a good fucking girl.”

His rough words and coaxing do me in. I fall apart with a moan as my
orgasm curls up from my toes and sweeps me away.

“Fuck. Baby. ’'m gonna come.”

Beneath my pussy, I feel his hips jerk. His cock pulses where he’s
pressed tightly against me as his own release takes hold. Colt’s eyes
squeeze shut, lips curling into a grimace of pleasure, and we’re both
breathing hard, mouths only inches away from each other in the darkness.

Holy shit. I’ve never felt anything that intense before, and this man
didn’t even touch me.

We both sit there, allowing our hearts to stop galloping, and the
headiness of the moment drapes over me like the softest blanket. All I want
to do is burrow into his chest and beg for him to take me to his bed. The
need to have his strong arms wrapped around me is almost overwhelming
as I fumble my way back into my body.

I don’t want this moment to end, but it has to.

That was all this was ever going to be.

A brief moment when we could suspend reality and indulge in
something we both know can’t happen.

I let the hem of my shirt fall and pull my hand from my underwear,
feeling the wetness of my cum drag up against my overheated skin.



Even though this was our midnight bargain, I’'m desperate for more of
his rough kisses. To have him steal my breath and kidnap me to that illicit
place where all I want to do is submit and worship and be filled by him. My
eyes bounce between his lips, his strong brow, his molten eyes. I see the
moment that hazel gaze drops to my mouth, before he takes a deep inhale
through his nose.

His self-restraint wins out, and my stupid heart squeezes with longing.

“Layla.” There’s a heaviness and weariness to his tone. “You’re a
goddamn dream, and I don’t ever want to wake up, but you’re gonna have
to do what you did for me last night. You’re gonna have to, because I’m not
a good man and I just don’t trust myself right now.”

I nod. Slowly. Shakily. Still foggy and high after my orgasm. “Ok,” 1
whisper, and ease back off him. Biting on the inside of my cheek.

My legs are unsteady as all hell, but I bend down to scoop up the long-
forgotten blanket and bundle it against my chest, taking one last look at the
man I’m torn in two by.

There’s an ocean of desire staring back at me as our eyes lock, but I
can’t push this any further. It has already gone too far and there’s every
chance Colt already hates himself for letting this temptation lure him in,
even if he didn’t do anything more than watch me.

I’m the first to drop my gaze. Taking his hat off, I place it over his knee
before ducking my head.

Once again, I’m the one to walk away, because he asked me to, because
I want to please this man against all my better judgment and hope that
things could be somehow different between us.

As I crawl into my bed with a tightness in my throat, my pulse thrums
in my neck when I hear his heavy footfall follow not long behind me. For a
tortuous second, I swear his footsteps pause right outside my door, before
disappearing, fading away in the direction of the lounge.

Resuming his guard over me while I sleep, as I lie burrowed beneath the
sheets covered in my own arousal, with a burning in my chest for wanting a
man that I simply cannot have.



CHAPTER 18
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’m so fucked.
That girl is going to be the death of me.
Every time I turn around or close my eyes, she’s there.

And I can’t stand myself for all the tiny details and moments that make
me want her. How she looks at me with big doe eyes and nibbles her lip
when she doesn’t think I’'m looking. Every curve of hers is hugged by those
goddamn jeans I want to peel slowly off her body, and the way the cropped
part of her top rides up when she has to reach for something. How she hums
to herself while brushing the horses and murmurs to them with that raspy
little purr in her voice.

The one that goes straight to my dick.

What’s worse, is I know the exact shade of forest green her eyes turn
when her hot little cunt grinds in my lap, and rolling climax drags her
under.

All around us, the world has turned white. The snow is piling thicker
day by day as we’ve danced around each other for the past week. Avoiding
the girl under my roof has been the only way to keep my sanity in all of
this. It might be the least mature thing I’ve ever done in my life, but acting
like ships in the night has been a hell of a lot easier than trying to have a
conversation. So I’ve stayed wrapped in silence, coming and going when I
know she won’t be there.

What the fuck am I supposed to say to Layla after what happened
between us?



There were so many lines crossed that night, and I should have been the
one to put a stop to it the moment she wandered in, wearing next to nothing.
But that selfish, jealous, asshole part of me took everything she offered and
didn’t make any effort to say no.

Jesus, I'm nearly twice her age. All it took was one flutter of those
eyelashes, and I was convinced to lose my morals within seconds. Ready to
damn near risk it all just for a taste.

Not that I think I had any to begin with where the beautiful girl living
under my roof is concerned.

We both pass through the house in a strange routine, one where each of
us is painfully aware of where the other is and what they’re doing. Like the
faint footfall I can hear from my room as she pads down the hallway for a
glass of water late at night. Or the dinner she leaves out wrapped up for me
on the bench when I’ve stayed out after dark doing shit I really don’t need
to be doing. Even though we’re sleeping just down the hall from one
another, and working the same few acres of this ranch, neither of us dares to
encroach on the other’s space.

Or maybe Layla is just so sick of my bullshit, that she’s come to her
senses, and this is how it will be until she leaves this mountain.

The moment she takes her sweet scent and soft presence and leaves me
for good.

What it comes down to is that I want her. There’s nothing complicated
about that, only the longing and twisted loathing of myself for desiring her.
I fucking hate the circumstances we’ve been tangled in, and if [ was a worse
person, I’d have said fuck it, and given into this thing between us back on
day one.

Even though I shouldn’t want Layla, there’s no way I can turn off the
flood of desire that courses through my veins all day long. Just thinking
about her is misery and agony and pleasure all mixed up, churning,
whirring around in my brain.

I’m a piece of shit father is what I am.

Unfortunately, for my sanity, today is a job that requires both of us. I
even put a call out on the radio to some of the guys who might have been
able to come give me a hand checking the cattle, but none could get here in
the current conditions. I don’t blame them considering the forecast for later
today is for a whiteout.



No one needs to be risking their neck, not when I’ve got someone right
here who is more than fucking capable of riding out with me.

It’s just that I’ve been putting off the inevitable of having to spend time
together.

Right now, I’m radioing the final person who might have a chance of
getting up here, but deep in my chest, I already know he won’t be able to.

"Oh good, this isn't you calling me from jail then?" Storm’s familiar
chuckle comes over the radio.

“Don’t start with me, Stormand.” My fist grips the handset. “Not in the
mood.”

“Well, after watching you threaten Pierson off with your shotgun the
other night, I thought this might at least be a thank you call, seeing as I
made sure those two fucked off down the mountain.”

I suck in a deep breath. “Yeah, thanks. Didn’t need to be getting my ass
locked up for taking matters into my own hands.”

“Are you finally gonna file a report with Hayes? File that trespass order
we’ve talked about a hundred times? You’ve got more than enough cause.”

“You know exactly why I can't.”

“Colt, you gave them an offer of equity, even though you shouldn’t have
even given them two minutes of your time, and those two shit-for-brains
assholes spat in your face. You don’t owe them anything, and you sure as
hell don’t need to atone for the sins of that asshole. He’s long dead and
buried, and you can’t keep carrying guilt because of what he did. You’re
just as much of a survivor as the others.”

“Didn’t know you were giving out free therapy sessions on the side
there, Storm.”

I hear him laugh through the crackling of the line. “So if you’re not in
cuffs with the sheriff, and you’re not wanting to talk about why you should
be getting those pricks put away, to what do I owe the pleasure of this
neighborly chit-chat?”

Pinching my brow, I ignore his taunting. “Don’t suppose you could
make it up here before this next front rolls in.”

He’s silent on the other end for a moment. No doubt checking the
conditions outside.

“You know as well as I do, I’d be there any time of day or night if you
needed... but this one looks like she’s gonna be a real bitch.”

Storm’s right. I know he is.



“Yeah, don’t worry. I’ll handle it.”

There’s a static-filled silence.

“What about the girl?”

“Mind your business.”

“Just saying, she couldn't stop looking for you around the bonfire.” My
gut twists. Storm is too goddamn perceptive for his own good at times.
“Also, couldn’t help but notice that you might have been ready to shove that
shotgun down someone else's throat, too, even before Pierson turned up. All
for letting her sit pretty on his tailgate and get a little friendly.”

“You didn’t see fuck all.”

His laughter echoes through with a tinny crackle. “Sure, old man.
You’re absolutely right. I didn’t see a thing.”

HEADING INTO THE BARN, my heart bucks around in my chest like a bronc
trying to unseat its rider. After talking with Storm over the radio, I’'m keyed
up, hoping like hell it was only the fact he knows me so well after all this
time that gave him any clue there might be something more between me
and Layla.

Something more than has any right to exist.

The scent of cedar and hay alongside the soft snorts of the horses greets
me. All their curious sets of eyes peek out and follow me, giving me the
exact looks that tell me they know my secrets.

Of course, it doesn’t take long until I find the gorgeous girl who is
mucking out the furthest stall. A pink flush coats her cheeks, and her
headphones are in as she works.

Which means I get to stand here like a fucking pervert watching her
bend over, just so I don’t give her a heart attack creeping up from behind.

My cock thickens the moment I’m near her, like some damn automatic
response to her presence. I’ve spent the better part of the day fighting off
the need to see her and the rest of it willing away an erection just at the
memory of her grinding in my lap.

When she had me shooting cum in my jeans like some sort of randy
teenager.



Now, I’ve got a front-row seat to all her curves and softness.

Layla doesn’t hear me approach, too caught up in what she’s doing, and
the music she’s listening to drowns out the scuff of my boots against the
ground. So I knock on the wooden framework, as if I need to fucking
announce myself at my own ranch.

She jerks up and spins around, snatching one of her earbuds in the
process of doing so. Her lips drop open a little as she takes in the sight of
me and my breath catches in my chest. A giant hand reaches in to squeeze a
tight fist around all my vital organs at the moment our eyes lock on one
another for the first time in a week.

This is the power Layla Birch has over me. What this girl does to me,
without even so much as trying, every single time. I’'m so fucking fucked.

“Hey,” she says softly, her lips roll together while plucking the other
earbud out, too. “Is everything ok?” I see the way a tiny crease furrows her
brow, but she hesitates to step any closer.

Damn it. This is my fault. The fact that in her mind there has to
automatically be something wrong to warrant me coming and seeking her
out is telling enough.

“No, no. Nothing’s wrong.” I wrap my palm around the back of my
neck. Feeling prickly and clammy all over. Like my tongue is too damn big
for my own mouth. “Just need you to come down with me to help check the
cattle before this front sets in.”

“Ok.” Her eyes drop, and she sets the shovel aside.

“We’ll need to take the horses. Snow’s coming down thick out there.”

“Sure.” Layla edges past me, keeping herself as far away as possible as
she passes through the opening to the stall.

I hate the way her eyes stay fixed on the floor and that I'm the asshole
who has made this such a difficult thing to endure. All I want to do is reach
out and catch her hand as she scoots past, to hook her pinky finger and tug
her into my chest.

But I do the rational, sane thing and don’t maul the girl half my age
right here in the middle of the barn. Because I’'m a gentleman.

A. Real. Fucking. Gentleman.

Between the two of us, we saddle up our horses, side by side. In a
silence that aches in my bones, only the little whinnies and snorts and
munching sounds of the other horses in their stalls surrounds us. Outside,



there’s an insistent howling and swirling as the conditions continue to
deteriorate.

As much as I'd love to put this off, or just go on my own, the reality is
that I need Layla to come with me so we can get the cattle checked and fed
before it’s too dangerous. I don’t need either of us to be caught out by
thickening snowfall while down in the far paddocks.

Up here, it could be life or death if you don’t respect the laws of Mother
Nature.

She’s up on her horse, rugged up for the elements without so much as a
peep, and I follow suit.

“Layla—" I venture.

“Let’s just go. I’m sure the weather is only going to get worse.” She
shuts me down efficiently and I get the sense she’s retreated into herself.

There are a thousand things I want to say, but instead, I grind my teeth
and take the lead. Once we’re both out of the barn, the biting cold and
whipping snow feel like razors against my skin. I turn in my saddle to catch
a quick glance at Layla and silently confirm she’s right behind me. All T get
is a dip of her chin, but not her eyes.

I can’t fucking stand it.

My mind is anywhere but focused, which is going to be a massive
problem if I can’t keep it together for the time it takes us to get down there
and get shit done promptly.

As we make our way through the deepening snow, I’'m quietly
calculating how much more time we’ve got together up here: just over five
weeks. Out of that, it’s going to be at least another two before the mountain
will be reopened again, given how thick and fast this storm has come in.

Burying my face in the collar of my jacket, I blow out a long breath.
This is exactly what I’'m used to—silence and being alone on top of the
godforsaken mountain, working my ass off day in and day out. So I just
need to suck it up and get the fuck over whatever this obsession is that
keeps festering away inside me.

Layla is here to do a job. I’'m going to make sure she gets her hours
signed off, and at least I can sleep at night knowing I’ve helped the girl out.

Somehow, in five weeks’ time I can try to rid my house of the wisps of
jasmine and pear after she’s taken all her things and left an old man like me
buried in the snow with my misery.



As we reach the cattle, they’re already lined up, waiting close to the
gate. Snow coats their ears and flanks, and plumes of white stream from
their wide noses. Layla doesn’t even have to ask, just heads straight for the
gateway while I head over to load up the tractor with a large bale.

Everything is white as far as I can see, and there’s a threatening sky, full
of heavy-set ominous clouds rolling toward us.

Devil’s Peak has retreated out of sight, completely obscured by the
weight of the storm approaching.

I slide off and hitch the horse, making fast work of the usual routine.
With Layla to man the gate and check round the cattle while I'm feeding
out, it doesn’t take us long to be done. Thank fuck, because the snow is
damn well pelting down by the time I’ve gotten myself back in the icy cold
saddle.

“Let’s get the fuck out of here.” I reach forward and give Winnie a pat
on the neck, dusting some of the snow off her mane. Her haunches flinch,
and she snorts, clearly unimpressed with the need to be out here in the first
place.

“Layla. We gotta move.” I glance up at the sky again and see that the
front is bearing down on us. Snow whips around my face, and the cold
stings every exposed part of flesh. It’s deteriorating quicker than the
forecast suggested, and that makes my gut churn.

While we have a lot of easy-to-identify markers to help make our way
back to the yard, I don’t like the idea of risking being in a total whiteout.
Shit can go sideways real quick, and I’m not taking any chances.

I have to squint against the force of the wind, and clumps of white
determined to haze my vision. She’s on her horse, but not moving away
from the gate.

“Layla.” My bark in her direction is loud, even to my own ears. While I
don’t want to sound pissed off, now isn’t the time for any of us to be
fucking around. And even though I deserve every second of her silent
treatment, there’s also a time and place for her to be pissed off at me.

That’s when I see her slide off her goddamn horse and go back over
toward the gate. She’s fumbling around with the latch, and I can barely
make out a faint, blurry outline of her from where I am.

Jesus. We’re both going to get caught out down here with no shelter and
every possibility that neither of us will make it back to the barn or the house
in one piece.



Growling under my breath, I urge Winnie back in their direction, and
my heart pounds. I’ve never been particularly worried about myself up here,
I can handle my own, but knowing that she could get hurt—lingering in a
blizzard, when we need to fucking move—my teeth are grinding themselves
to dust at the mere thought.

I need to get her to safety, but I don’t understand why she’s not listening
to me.

“Layla. For fuck’s sake.” I’'m outright shouting now. Against the wind
and the force of the snow falling and trying to drown out the thundering
sound of my own pulse in my ears as I hit the ground.

Crunching over ice and powder, I’'m jogging in her direction, with all
sorts of curses and threats on my tongue, when I realize what she’s doing.

Layla is tugging and hauling on the gate that’s become lodged in the
pugged-up, frozen mud, and she’s trying with all her might to get the latch
to slot securely in place.

I feel my stomach drop down into the soles of my boots.

She’s following my fucking orders from when I tore strips off her that
first day.

Right now, I don’t know who to be more furious at. Myself for being
such a goddamn asshole, or Layla for being too proud to ask for help.

Reaching out, I try to grab her upper arm and drag her off. “Fuck. Layla,
leave it. We need to go.”

“No.” She fights against my hold. Shrugging me off with gritted teeth.

“I said leave it.”

“NO. I’ve almost got it.” Her small frame tries to wrestle to lift the gate,
as the freezing wind slices right to the bone.

“You’re going to get both of us fucking killed.” I don’t care about any
sort of self-imposed boundaries I’ve tried to put in place about getting close
to her again. Right now, it is about getting to safety, so I do the only thing I
can do considering the circumstances.

My arm snakes around her stomach, and I haul her away. Dragging
Layla back into my body and toward the horses. She’s fighting me and
hitting at my arms like a woman possessed.

“It isn’t secured.” Her gloved hands try to wrench my grip off her waist,
but I’ve got her clamped against me like a steel bar. “They might get out.”
Layla’s furious voice resonates straight through her layers of clothes and
into my own chest as her small frame thrashes beneath my hold.



Clumps of snow layer her eyelashes and stick to her mouth, and a part
of me wants to wither up and die inside that this girl is trying to be good for
me. She’s trying so damn hard to be perfect, for bullshit I growled at her
about weeks ago. Is there any worse fucking feeling in the world than this?
The only reason I said what I said that day was because I felt like I was
losing my mind, being trapped together in the front seat of my truck and
unable to reach for her the way I wanted to.

“The gate can fucking wait. Now get on the damn horse.” I keep her
trapped against my chest, fighting against the snow and the cold seeping
through my bones. Meanwhile, my blood is a raging inferno running
through every inch of my skin.

Layla makes a strangled noise, crushed against my front. “Why do 1
care so much what you think of me?” She spits against the wind. “All 1
seem to do is want to try not to disappoint you, and yet it’s never enough.”

“You are enough.” My voice comes out cracked as I shove her in the
direction of the horse. I want her with me, tucked against me, and in the
face of a storm rolling in thick and fast, I’m losing the will to resist.

“No. I’m not. I'm not enough for you. I never will be.”

This isn’t about the ranch or a fucking gate anymore.

“We’ll fix it tomorrow,” I grunt. Not giving her a choice. Being rough
and forceful and manhandling every inch of her in order to throw her up to
the front of the saddle, quickly tying the other horse to pony behind us,
before swinging up directly behind her. It isn’t ideal, two people on one
horse is damn hard on an animal. But it’s a straight shot back to the barn,
and I don’t like the idea of Layla spiraling out here where I can’t physically
hold her tight.

She’s still determined to fight me. Trying to growl and slam an elbow
into my gut in an effort to get back down.

“You just want me to suffer.” She squirms and moves against me, and
blood rushes to my groin. We’re in the middle of a whiteout, and I’m stuck
somewhere between crippling panic like I’ve never known before for this
girl’s safety and the overwhelming need to wrap my fingers around her
neck and crush her mouth against my own while we freeze to death out
here.

“Fuck you. Fuck this place. As soon as I can, I’m leaving.” She snarls
and tenses in my arms. Her entire body is rigid with anger and the cold, and



I’m the sick asshole who is soaking up every moment of being so close, in
spite of the insanity of our circumstances.

Yeah, and I’'m hard as stone against the thickness of my pants. There
might be a whole lot of winter layers in the way, but my cock reacts,
thickening with each jostle of our bodies against one another.

I’m angry at myself. I'm angry at the universe for cursing me with the
knowledge that Layla exists. I’'m angry with my shitty son for treating her
so poorly that she’d even look twice my way.

Leaning forward, I make sure my mouth is right against her ear. “Maybe
all you are to me is the punishment I’ve been long overdue for being
selfish.” T grit out. “Maybe I’'m the biggest asshole you’ll ever meet who
wants you to suffer exactly like I am.”

“Well, you got your wish.” Her coldness matches the bleak winter
landscape of this mountaintop, and I should be relieved. I shouldn’t be
cursing to myself, while gripping the reins tighter, urging the horse to move
faster. There are so many reasons for me to be overjoyed that the beautiful
girl pressed against my torso has woken the fuck up and realized what an
irredeemable bastard I am.

But instead of all that, something is stirring in my gut like a damn
hurricane.

There’s a tingling beneath my skin that won’t go away. It buzzes and
hums with every moment we draw closer to the peak of the barn, cedar
planks and iron lettering partially obscured by white, barely standing out
against the sky thrashing with snow and wild wind.

We reach the entrance, and I launch myself off the back of Winnie
before we’ve stopped moving. We’re still covered in snow, and flurries
eddy around my boots from the open doors. These horses need warmth and
to be fed and the tiny girl glares down at me from her position high on the
front of the saddle, shaking. Not with cold, but with a desperate kind of
anger and rejection.

The grim line of her plump mouth sends a sucker punch straight to my
ribs.

I grab the reins of both horses and lead them further inside. Layla’s eyes
bore into my skull from where she’s seated.

“You’re right. You are too old for me. Bitterness has consumed you and
shriveled up whatever used to beat inside your chest.” She sneers in my
direction. “You’re going to rot up here hoping that tomorrow you might



wake up, and you’ll suddenly be free of the guilt you’ve been carrying
around.”

That’s right, baby. See me for what I really am.

There’s no denying that I deserve all of her frustration and more.

I reach up to roughly grab her, lifting her by the waist and setting her on
both feet, and she shoves against my chest. “Don’t touch me.”

There’s nothing but the sound of heavy breathing between us, and the
gentle clip of hooves and chuff of breath as the horses settle in their stalls.

“Get inside the house, Layla.” My throat tightens, and my jaw works
overtime not to do the very thing that can’t be undone if I cross that line.
Reluctantly, I let go of her hips and tug my gloves off one by one. Studying
every facet of her face as if it’s the last time I might see this girl look my
way.

Her green eyes are nearly glowing, with wisps of hair plastered against
her wet cheeks from the melted snow. Those pouty lips of hers are stung a
deep shade of dusky rose by the freezing temperatures, and my brain
immediately connects that color with the sight of her hardened nipples.

“I’ll deal with the horses. Go.” I turn away—no, wrench myself away
from her and start making work on Winnie’s tack. Trying to focus entirely
on the horse in front of me, and not be lured into looking over to where
Layla is still standing.

Fixating on getting these horses cared for is about the only thing
holding me together right now.

I want her.

I want her so badly it aches.

Yet, she’s not mine to hold, or whisper to, or soak up her smiles.

It’s the most fucked up thing I could have ever done to let myself get
even a taste of her. It’ll torment me for an eternity, and maybe that’s the
devil’s bargain I've been cursed to endure living here on this mountain.

Alone.

I’ve had one taste of forbidden fruit, and now I’ll be trapped in my own
private hell with the faintest dream of her whimpering into my mouth and
melting for me as I rubbed over her soaking wet panties.

Fucking fuck.

For a moment, I run my palm over the horse’s long neck. Gathering
myself, with head bowed to somewhere and somehow find it in myself to
do the right thing. To be a good father. To not fuck up this girl’s life because



I’m being a selfish bastard. To take a last, deep inhale before I go over to
the other stall and repeat this process.

I give her a final pat before straightening up and turning around.

But I don’t even get five paces before I realize Layla is still here. She’s
standing in the middle of the barn with a bridle in hand and her eyes narrow
on me. Behind her, I see that she’s finished up while I’ve been lost in my
head, and the horse in the stall behind her has already been taken care of.

“Thought I gave you an instruction.” I grind each syllable like it’s
personally offended me.

She cocks her head ever so slightly to one side. “This is my job.”
Stating it with that same ice queen tone as before.

It slices like a motherfucker, but I can’t help silently urging her to
continue being like this. To forget about anything she might have found
interesting in me and move on with her life.

“The job was to go inside.” Get warm. Get dry. Get away from me and
my fucked up obsession. LLeave me out here to drown in my vat of longing
surrounded by the sweet notes of hay and self-hatred.

“No. You don’t get to ignore me for a whole week and then yell at me.”
She glares back. Green eyes glowing with emotion. “You freeze me out
every time. You did it that day I first came here. As soon as you found out
who I was, you turned to ice. It’s the same thing now, and I know you’ll do
it again.”

“Well, that’s who I am. Sorry, sweetheart, but I can’t change.” The snarl
is out of me before I can halt it.

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. You’ve chosen to be that way, and
you can choose differently.”

My heart pounds in an erratic rhythm. “I don’t know what you want
from me, Layla.” How else am I supposed to survive this? To deny this
thing between us that shouldn’t happen? How the fuck am I supposed to
survive her?

I stride over, fully intending to swipe the bridle from her hands, but
Layla tries to pre-empt me. She attempts to turn around and head for the
tack room herself, and I shoot a hand out to catch her elbow.

“Leave it.” I hear myself hiss the words through a clenched jaw. “Just

»

go.
Layla spins towards me, and our bodies collide. I'm still holding her

arm and even though she’s glaring at me, there’s no attempt to try and shake



me off this time.

“I said,” she thumps the heel of her palm against my shoulder, but the
action is soft. Too soft. The way her hand sits over my chest is more like a
caress. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”

We’re tangled together in the middle of this storm, and instead of
shoving me away, her fingers curl against the shell of my jacket.

Layla’s big eyes hover on my mouth, tongue darting out to wet her
bottom lip.

She swallows heavily, and her hand moves between us to grip the v of
my collar.

“Please.” Her throaty rasp is hardly more than a whisper.

I lift the bridle from her other hand, and there's a soft thud as the leather
drops to the floor, and I've officially lost my mind because my fingers reach
out to slide into the hair at the base of her neck. Tightening my hold, I yank
her head back ever so slightly, and a tiny gasp rushes past her lips.

“Please, Colt.”

Hearing her say my name in that breathy little voice, fuck. I'm going
straight to hell. That moment is when the last tenuous thread of my resolve
snaps.

With one hand still fisted in her soft curls, I crash my mouth against
hers.



CHAPTER 19
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devour every little whimper Layla makes against my mouth.
(I Madness roams freely through my veins as I dive into the gorgeous

girl in my arms with every selfish desire to take and take and fucking
take, running wild. There’s no holding back as my tongue presses past the
seam of her lips, invading and demanding. But she softens and opens for me
like the good fucking girl she is and tangles her tongue with my own.

The soft, sweet noises she’s making are a nectar I could feast on for
eternity.

My grip is punishing and must be stinging her scalp, but right now, I’'m
not necessarily in control. I’'m stealing her breath and devouring her lips,
and the way she moans and presses up against me is going to echo in my
brain for a lifetime.

She winds her arms tight around the back of my neck. Digging her nails
into my nape... and she kisses me back without any restraint.

Fuck. Yes.

I pinch her lower lip between my teeth and tug on it, dragging a moan
out of her that has my cock jerking. I’ve been hard for this girl all week
long, so it’s no surprise that I’m leaking inside my pants just from a single
taste of her.

When I draw back a fraction, Layla stares at me with a glazed look in
her eyes. She’s flushed and panting, and her lips are that deep, dusky, rose
color that drives me insane.

“You don’t want me to touch you?”



“No.” She bites down on that bottom lip of hers so hard it might bruise.
Her eyes are hooded, and there’s a dark tinge of conifer green coloring her
gaze as lust takes over.

“How badly do you not want me to touch you, baby?”

Layla lifts her hips, arching against me. “So bad.”

“You don’t want me to taste you?”

Her tiny moan is filled with need. “No.” It’s a barely-there prayer that
means the complete opposite of what is coming out of her mouth.

I back her up until her shoulders slam against the wooden stall. It’s not
exactly warm in here, but my skin is on fire and there are far too many
layers of clothes standing in the way of what I want.

My hands glide up beneath her jacket, seeking out the waistband of her
jeans, as I drop my lips to kiss along her jaw. “I wouldn’t want to go against
your wishes. If you’re telling me you don’t want me to put my tongue
inside you, or to lick your cunt until you’re screaming, then I’d better not.”

“You wouldn’t.” She exhales a shaky breath before sliding her nails
higher up the back of my neck, tipping my hat onto the floor. Layla hums
and digs her fingers tighter into my hair to hold me against the column of
her neck.

God, I'm obsessed with having her fingers roam over me. I’ll never
wear that goddamn hat again if it means having her tugging on my hair and
guiding me to rasp my mouth and beard all over her slender throat.

As my fingers find the button above her fly, her hips chase my every
move. She tilts to give me better access, and I suck down on the sensitive
spot below her ear. With each hot glide of my mouth over her pulse, I feel
her blood quickening beneath that impossibly soft skin. It matches the
furious thudding of my own heart, a thief determined to break its way out of
my ribcage.

“Baby, I want to taste you.” Kiss. “Fuck you.” Lick. “Consume you.”
Bite.

“Colt. Oh, god.” She shudders with each word. Then the sweetest and
horniest noise escapes from her as I start working her pants down over her
hips.

“This is just to take the edge off.” I brush my lips over hers and suck her
bottom lip until she’s writhing with desire. It’s too fucking cold out here to
get her undressed properly. “I’m not leaving this spot until I’ve tasted your
sweet little cunt.”



Resting my forehead against hers, I brace one arm on the wall above her
head and finally—fucking finally—dare take a glance down at the sight of
her exposed to me for the first time. My breath shudders as we both look
down, following the path of my other hand. She’s so unbelievably soft, and
pink, and glistening wet. Jesus. My thumb glides over her pussy lips,
caressing and dipping into the slickness between her thighs. It’s like every
fucking fantasy I’ve had about this girl has come to life.

The sensation of having her, feeling her bare like this, is almost too
much. My eyes drop closed for a moment as a dark groan escapes me.

She presses her plush lips against the stubble on my throat, her tongue
darts out and laps at my skin with a whimper. “Yes. Holy shit. Colt.”

I feel drunk on the way she keeps saying my name.

“Fuck, you’re so fucking wet.” My dick aches as my thumb slides
further in and swipes over her swollen clit. When I brush against the
pouting little bud, stroking her pussy, Layla jerks a little. “Why are you so
wet?” It comes out like a gritty curse.

This is surely my own personal hell. Because it was bad enough when I
knew she wanted to kiss me back. It was pure torture seeing her look at me
and fall apart while grinding in my lap. But now this? Now I know exactly
how swollen and dripping her sweet little cunt is beneath me? Well, that
singular glimpse is going to goddamn destroy me.

Her teeth graze my skin, panting breaths fan across my neck, a wildness
clings to her energy. She’s so tightly wound, I need her coming apart on my
tongue right fucking now. That way I can get us inside and take my time,
but this moment right here isn’t about anything but chasing a release we’ve
both been building toward for weeks.

Months, if I’'m being honest with myself.

Fuck it all, because honesty feels a lot like doing the right thing, and if I
scratch at that thought too long, I’'m going to remember exactly why this is
a terrible idea.

So I do the thing I shouldn’t do, and lower myself down on my knees in
front of her. Grabbing hold of her hips. Painfully fucking aware of how soft
and perfect Layla is compared to my calloused, weather-beaten hands.

“Last chance, baby.” I gaze up at her, hovering my mouth so close to her
pussy, it’s taking all my willpower not to feast on her without hearing the
words that are going to spell my final damnation in this.



The scent of her arousal washes over me, and she’s so damn sweet. It’s
a heady thing knowing that she’s wet and needy and aching for this just as
badly as I am. The fact that we’re both in this torture together feels like a
secret kind of fantasy. One we can both disappear into, suspending time just
for this moment.

“I want you, so fucking badly. But I’ve never—I usually can’t—Not
like this.”

Jesus. I’'m torn right now. Do I hate that no one has ever treated this girl
the way she deserves, or do I love that I get to be the one to ruin her for
anyone else who might come after me?

I’'m enough of an asshole that it’s definitely the latter.

“You’re going to shatter on my tongue. Then we’re going to go inside,
and I’m going to take my time worshiping this pussy.” Dragging my mouth
over her inner thigh allows me to greedily soak up the way she whimpers
with pleasure, feeling the rasp of my beard.

“You don’t have to.”

I nip at the soft swell of flesh with my teeth, drawing a gasp out of her,
before soothing the spot with my tongue.

“This is exactly where I want to be. I’ve been dreaming about having
my mouth on your pussy for months.” I growl against the inside of her
thigh. That’s not a lie either. Since that first day, I’ve had dreams about her,
and as much as I tried to fight them, wiping Layla from my mind was
impossible. Confirming just how much of a terrible person I am, because
once I knew who she was, it only got filthier, more depraved, more focused
on filling and marking and spending my release inside her.

Her whimper fills the air.

“Fuck, Layla. Tell me to stop.” I blow gently over her pussy. “Baby,
please just tell me to stop.”

She shakes her head. Mouth flushed, lips swollen, her cheeks pink from
both the cold and being flooded with arousal.

“I can’t. I want more.” She begs, and my dick kicks at the desperate
sound. “Please.”

My teeth and beard graze her inner thigh again. “What do you want
more of?”

“Everything. You. Your mouth. Oh, god.” Layla pushes her fingers into
my hair, and it’s that touch of her fingertips that drags us both over the line
we shouldn’t be crossing.



I part her pussy lips with my thumbs and close my mouth over her clit.
There’s not much room to move with her pants only just pulled down over
her luscious thighs, but I intend to explore every inch of this girl tonight.
This is just the start of all the things I’m going to do to her.

All the ways I’m going to pleasure her.

Layla bucks against my mouth as I suck down. She’s moaning and
begging and tugging on my hair like a goddamn angel above me. The
filthiest kind. One that doesn’t mind getting her halo dirty down here in the
darkness with me.

She tastes so fucking sweet, with her arousal coating my mouth and
soaking my face. I lap at her and run my tongue through her seam, keeping
her spread open so I can fasten down on the part of her that draws out the
horniest little noises. My cock is begging to burst out of my own jeans,
leaving me damn near humping the air as I drag my tongue up and swirl
around her bud.

“Fuck. Oh. God.” She starts shuddering above me, and I keep my eyes
on her as I do it again. And again.

“Eyes on me, angel.” I hum against her clit, then nip at her pussy lips
when she doesn’t immediately meet my gaze. Demanding her attention
because I'm fucking addicted to watching this girl come already.

When her hooded, lust-filled eyes open, she can’t help but let her
eyelids flutter under the weight of her orgasm bearing down. Sucking on
her clit, working her with my tongue, my fingers dig tighter, branding
themselves into her hips. Helping to hold her upright as the force of her
climax comes racing up to claim her.

“Colt. Oh, fuck. Oh, yes.”

I go in for the kill.

“I’'m—I’m coming. I’'m coming.” She chants, and her eyes hold mine in
the most erotic fucking sight I’ve ever seen as her mouth hangs open and
her body convulses above me. Layla’s fingers remain clenched in my hair
with the effort to hold herself up, and I know right then I’'m more fucked
than I thought.

Because I’m going to want this every day.

I’'m going to want her out here, surrounded by the scent of cedar and
leather, and I’m not going to be able to resist watching her come for me
pushed up against this wooden wall looking like a goddess.



Giving her one final long lick, I ease backward and tug her pants up.
Settling them loosely over her hips, before placing an open-mouthed kiss on
the damp fabric covering her heat and perfect wetness. Jesus, the way this
girl just fell apart on my tongue has got my dick so hard I have to adjust
myself as I push up to my feet. My balls are throbbing—aching with the
need to come.

But we can’t do any more than this out here, we’ll both freeze, no
matter how good it feels to be lost to the dizziness of this stolen moment.

Layla’s still floating somewhere on the waves of her orgasm, and it’s the
most beautiful damn thing I’ve ever seen. I brush some loose curls behind
an ear before tilting her chin up with one knuckle, and she damn near purrs.
I’m fucking ravenous for her, and it’s taking everything in my self-control
not to start ripping her clothes off right here and to shove her down in the
hay.

Bracing one forearm high above her head, I lean down, seeking her out.
Pressing a heated kiss against her lips until tiny fingers grip the front of my
jacket. That’s my cue to grab the backs of her thighs, lifting so she can
circle her legs around me.

She flings her arms around my neck and dives against my mouth, harder
and more demanding this time. Moaning as she melts and swirls her tongue,
sampling her own sweetness there.

“You’ve wrecked me.” I nibble at the sides of her lips and over her jaw.
“Now I know what your cum on my tongue tastes like, I’m never going to
get enough of this.” My fingers knead her ass as I hold her tight and start
walking us in the direction of the house.

“Then we’re a match.” She trails hot, wet kisses up the side of my neck
in return, and Christ, it feels too addicting. “Because I want to be ruined by
you, Colton Wilder.”

I groan as she sucks on my pulse point. Hearing her say shit like that is
simultaneously the best thing, and the worst fucking thing, considering our
circumstances.

“I’m not good for you.” I rasp against her ear. My blood hums, writhing
and darting around like a wild creature ready to be set loose from its cage.

Layla feathers more kisses along my jaw, making my dick throb in
anticipation of where we’re heading. This forbidden moment is rushing up
with the force of a hurricane to consume the two of us.



The perfect girl in my arms pauses to speak against my mouth, firmly
tugging on my hair so hard I let out a growl.

“Good is not what I need.” She sucks on my bottom lip as we make it to
the front door, snow flurries dancing all around, wind howling in both our
ears. “What I need is you.”



CHAPTER 20
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e barely make it inside the door before Colt has me pinned
against the wall.
His mouth is a searing brand against mine, and I chase his
tongue with desperate noises I didn’t know I could make. We tear
at each other’s clothes, tugging on zippers and buttons, and bump into one
another with the effort to shed the winter layers we’re both wearing.

I feel like I’'m burning up inside my skin.

Jackets thud to the floor one after the other, and my sweater is tugged
over my head, leaving me in my bra and jeans still unbuttoned from out in
the barn when Colt made me fall apart like no one else has done before.

I’ve never had a man make me come like that.

The sight of Colton Wilder on his knees with blazing eyes staring up at
me while his tongue ran perfect circles over my clit will forever be
embedded in my memory.

No man has ever looked at me with anything approaching such
intensity.

My fingers yank at the hem of his shirt impatiently, I don’t want to try
and navigate buttons. I just want it off. I want this man naked right fucking
now.

Colt senses my urgency and undoes the top couple of buttons with
expert hands, before reaching behind his head and tugging everything off in
one pull. Leaving his hair ruffled and wild and so achingly sexy.



“Jesus. You’re so fucking gorgeous.” Colt brushes the backs of his
knuckles over the swell of my breasts and down my stomach. Goosebumps
and flutters follow in the wake of his touch.

I move my palms to hover over his bare torso and pause. I’ve seen him
half naked like this before, when he’s forgotten his shirt and wandered
around in the gray light of morning. Yet, this moment somehow seems like
I’m overstepping by finally putting my hands on him.

Why is my mouth so dry? I hastily work down a swallow. My eyes
bounce everywhere. From his sculpted shoulders, to his chest, down to the
muscled outlines ridging his stomach. He’s so fucking hot I can’t even
breathe.

“Can I touch you?” It comes out as a throaty whisper. God, I want to
climb all over him. But I’'m nervous as all hell.

The solid, powerful figure in front of me is a man, and I’ve clearly only
ever wasted my time with boys.

Colt rests his palms up against the wall on either side of my head.
Caging me in with his strength and warm scent. “You can have whatever
you want, sweetheart.”

His words glide over me like silk. Drawing me into him, like we’re
magnets, unable to remain apart. My fingers find every groove and dip and
defined line, tracing over Colt’s warm skin with a fever running through my
veins.

I’m pretty sure I whimper because he’s here and not running from this
—us. And Colt’s body is absolutely worth worshiping.

Holy shit.

“Fuck.” His voice is husky as my fingers glide closer to the muscled v
leading to his waistband. We’re both breathing heavily, looking down at the
path I’'m tracing. One that leads right to the bulge where his cock stands
hard and insistent against his fly.

I nibble my bottom lip. Fully aware that we’re right at the brink of no
return. The moment when my stupid moral compass decides to make itself
known. “How does this work? We shouldn’t ... we shouldn’t be doing
this?”

Colt’s stomach caves a little under the brush of my fingernails,
following the dusting of dark hair leading below his pants.

“I’'m a selfish asshole. Don’t you think I know... that I shouldn’t be
anywhere near you right now?” He lets one hand drop and runs the length



of my arm with the rough touch I'm ready to plead for more of.
Immediately. “But I’m going insane with the need to have you, angel. So
you tell me what you want. I'll take whatever fucking crumbs you’re
willing to throw on the floor.”

My heart thunders in my ears as he reaches for my unbuttoned pants.

“The storm—the roads.” I falter.

Colt’s fingers hook below the loose waistband, tugging them down to
expose the lace edging of my panties. “It’ll be at least two weeks before
they reopen,” he murmurs.

My mind is spinning with pleasure and need and poor decisions. That
means at least a couple more weeks stuck up here all alone with Colt and no
way anyone can get in, or out.

“So we’ve got two weeks?” I drag my teeth over my bottom lip. My
eyes flit up to meet his and the racing sensation in my chest intensifies.

His pupils are fully blown, and the sizzling lust in the air between our
bodies is matched by the crackling in the giant fireplace. Neither of us
needs to say it out loud, but we both know. We both understand what that
means.

The clock is ticking until Kayce returns, and whatever this forbidden
thing is between us has to end. It has to, because I can’t stay here, and he
won’t risk further ruining his relationship with his son.

“Two weeks.” Colt’s jaw flexes.

“Two weeks.”

I nod slowly in return. Repeating his words.

Hazel eyes slide down my body. Leaving a burning trail in their wake,
roaming hot and hungry across the softness of my aching breasts and swell
of my stomach.

I take in a shuddering breath.

He leans closer, hovering his lips over mine while circling the front of
my neck with one strong hand. “I expect you in my bed every night.” His
fingers squeeze lightly over my throat, and my eyelashes flutter. “If that’s
all I get, I won’t settle for anything less than having all of you.”

A needy, whimpering noise rises up my throat beneath his firm hold.

This man has me quivering with desire under the possessiveness of his
grip and his desire.

“That had better be a yes, Layla.” Another squeeze punctuates his
words.



I wet my lips and nod. “Yes.”

That one small word seems to be the final straw for Colt. He hauls my
body against his in a way that I don’t think I’ll ever get over, lifting me so
effortlessly and carrying us both across to the lounge.

My horny brain is entirely hung up on the feel of his heated skin pressed
up against mine, the way his scent winds a coil around me and wraps me
up, how his muscles are so firm beneath my trembling fingers.

He’s so steady and sure, while I feel soft, melted, reduced to a puddle.

Colt is so goddamn capable. What would it be like to have a man like
this take care of me? It’s a dangerous thought—one that I quickly push
aside. This is sex, only. Don’t go getting it twisted, Layla.

I’m tumbled down over the end of the couch, and my instinct is to try
and push myself upright. But Colt takes command and presses a firm palm
beneath my shoulder blades, tipping my body forward to greet the couch,
exposing my ass in the air.

Holy shit.

This man is trying to kill me.

My already flushed cheeks turn into an inferno as I feel his presence
right behind me, peeling my jeans off my legs with so much careful
precision, it feels as though he’s unwrapping me. Once they hit the floor, he
lowers to his knees again, staring at every single curve and stretch mark
from up close.

“Goddamn woman, that ass of yours has been tempting me since you
first stepped foot on this mountain.”

His voice is gravel and velvet and makes my toes curl.

“Colt...” My voice is muffled against the cushions and I try to squirm
away from his scrutiny. It feels so wrong, and yet, at the same time, hearing
how he appreciates my body is messing with my brain chemistry.

“Unless the rest of that sentence is please eat my cunt until I forget my
own name, I don’t want to hear another word.” His fingers glide just along
the crease below my ass, tracing the sensitive skin at the top of my thigh,
before hooking beneath the edge of the fabric seated against my skin.

Tugging my soaked panties roughly to one side, he lets out a low, gritty
sound.

I make a strangled noise of protest.

“You—You don’t have to. You’ve already had to do that once.”



“Had to?” Colt’s so close I feel his rough words against my exposed
pussy. He makes a disapproving noise, then bites my ass so hard I squeal.
“Did some fuck-face with a small dick make you feel like you owed him if
he ate your pussy one single time? Like you had to make it up to him even
though he never made you come?”

Oh my god. Every inch of my skin has gone up in flames. I can’t handle
this. Colt is staring at the most intimate part of me, pointing out what idiots
I’ve let myself fall into bed with up until this moment. His own son
included.

“I’1l tell you now, I intend on spending as much time as possible licking
this sweet little pussy of yours. And I'll gladly spend all night with my head
between your thighs without you touching me once.”

I whine and jerk against the couch as he bites me again. A fragment, a
spark of an idea flares to life inside me when I think about him leaving
bruises on my skin. There’s a hint of something, a faint tingling sensation
that races through my veins... I hope to god when these two weeks end I’1l
be covered in his marks.

“There is no having to do anything, I’ve been craving this, Layla. I’ll
eat you for every meal. You are goddamn beautiful and the sweetest fucking
thing I’ve ever tasted. So, let me take care of you until you’re shaking and
soaking my face like a good girl.”

There’s no more talking or wondering. Colt’s wicked mouth is on me,
leaving me a quivering mess, gasping and whining as he sets to work. He
presses his tongue into me, then alternates that by sliding two fingers inside,
and I’m hopelessly at his mercy.

I’m quaking, so close to coming another time—something I didn’t know
my body could do in such quick succession. There’s not much I can do
except dig my fingernails into the cushions below my head and let out a
string of ungodly noises. Each flick and suck of his skilled tongue, along
with the scratch of his beard against my sensitive skin, drags more
whimpers and moans to the surface. The hardened buds of my nipples drag
against the inside of my bra as they’re pressed into the couch.

My legs shake when he spears his tongue inside again, humming against
my pussy, seeming to love the way I’m losing it above him.

Fuck, this man has already ruined me, and I haven’t even caught a
glimpse of his cock.



This time, he draws back, right as I’'m dangling on the precipice of
falling apart. Leaving me lying there breathless and with my pulse
pounding between my legs.

Warm arms band around my middle, drawing me upright, so that my
back is against his broad chest. Colt seeks my lips out, tilting my head,
devouring every drop of my soft moans. Forcing me to taste just how
thoroughly coated in me his mouth is.

“I expect you to be right here and completely naked by the time I get
back, angel.”

He growls, nips at my jaw, then his heat and his strong arms—the only
thing keeping me upright at this point—are gone. Leaving me a panting
mess, awkwardly standing in the middle of the lounge.

I flutter around in place, trying not to collapse and to get my bearings.
Working my way around the couch, I end up somewhere close to the
fireplace. Without knowing what else to do, I toss a few fresh logs to build
the flames back up.

God, I’m so not good at this.

When Colt saunters back into the room, his big hands are working on
unfastening his jeans. Hazel eyes drag down my body in a leisurely sweep,
while his tongue pokes against the side of his mouth. The corner of his lip
tilts up, and the sight of him looking like some sort of sex-god, cowboy
rogue, is entirely too much for me to handle.

“I—Uhh—" Apparently, he tongue-fucked all my brain cells out of me,
because all I can do is stare at his groin.

He’s in total command.

I feel painfully naive.

What I do notice, other than the way his corded muscles in his forearm
flex as he unzips his fly, is a foil packet peeking out from one of his hands
that he must have gone to find.

Of course, the sluttiest part of me kicks up a silent protest, demanding to
feel this man bare. I’'m on birth control. I’m all clear. I will happily drop to
my knees and politely whimper my request to feel his cock pulse and
unload inside me. But knowing that he’s already had one run-in with an
unwanted pregnancy in life, who could blame him for always using a
condom.

Colt prowls towards me from across the room. “I won’t ever say no to
fucking you while still wearing clothes, angel, but right now, I'm greedy



enough to want to see every perfect inch of you.”

Oh, right. Getting naked... for him.

“Ok,” 1 breathe out. Insanely turned on and more than a little shaky, I
retreat a step as he closes in.

Reaching behind me, I unhook my bra, letting it drop to the floor.
Another step and I’'m backed up against the wall. This feels even more
sensual, the fact he’s demanding that I undress for him, while drinking in
the sight of me. Colt has slowed everything right down, and it’s only
ramping up how needy I am to have him.

He sucks in a ragged breath as my nipples tighten even more under the
weight of his gaze.

“And those soaking wet panties.”

Each frantic thud of my heart is in the back of my throat. Biting down
on my lower lip, I hook my thumbs under the lace and lower them to the
floor. While the man in front of me palms himself through the front of his
briefs. His pants hang loose around his hips, revealing that trail of dark hair
below his navel and muscled v disappearing below the waistband.

With every agonizing second, he devours the sight of me. It’s like
nothing I’ve ever experienced before. Until now, I’ve only ever had sex
with the lights off, fumbling around in a bed, covered up by sheets. No man
has ever taken the time to watch my body like this.

I can’t decide if I want to be swallowed up by the floor, or lay myself
spread out for him and let him drink his fill all day long.

“Christ.” There’s a deep rumble that comes out of his chest. “How the
fuck am I supposed to get anything done around here for the next two
weeks?” Colt is right in front of me now. Reaching to grasp my chin
between thumb and forefinger, his molten gaze brands me just like the
proximity of his body does against my nakedness.

He drags his thumb over my bottom lip, then presses down. God, I
crumble beneath the possessiveness of that tiny action. Forget being naked
while he’s still half-dressed. All this man needs to do is grip my chin and
tug on my lip, and I’m ready to kiss his boots and plead for his cock.

Colt must read my mind, because the lines around his eyes crease a
little, and there’s a renewed heat behind his hazel stare. I can’t help but
shiver the longer he crowds me like this and doesn’t give me what I want so
badly.

“Cold, baby?” His voice is raspy.



I shake my head. “God, no.”

Amber flecks spark and glow brighter around the inner ring of his eyes.
It’s an honest answer, too. There’s so much heat pouring off his bare chest, I
feel like it’s about a hundred degrees in here. My pussy is screaming for
him, and my blood is racing in time with the force of the storm outside.

A low rumble fills the space between us. “I’'m going to try and take it
slow with you, sweetheart... if I do something to hurt you, promise me
you’ll tell me.” Colt’s hands move down to where his erection strains
against the front of his briefs, and my greedy eyes track every second.

The moment he pushes down the waistband and his cock springs free, I
let out a soft whimper.

Jesus. Fuck.

I knew Colt had a big dick, but this... he’s thick and long and the
smooth length is veined. I’'m salivating at the size of him, while my pussy is
already clenching in anticipation of whether or not this man is going to split
me in half.

“Holy shit.” The whisper falls out of me.

He makes quick work of ripping the foil and rolling the condom over
his massive cock. All the while, I’'m squirming and staring and going out of
my head with the anticipation of having him inside me.

I don’t want to go slow anymore. I want this man to pound into me and
have me screaming this mountain down.

“Hold on tight, angel.” Colt reaches behind my thighs, hooking me
around his waist and my arms around his neck. My back is shoved up
against the wall, and I’'m pretty sure if it wasn’t below freezing outside, this
is exactly how things would have ended up in the barn.

Then he’s nudging at my core. With his jeans slung low on his hips,
fisting the fat head with one hand, he guides himself against my entrance.
It’s impossible to take my eyes off the spot where our bodies are about to
join together in the most carnal way.

He presses forward, notching the tip just inside, and I gasp at the
stretch. I’m soaking wet and so fucking turned on after having his tongue in
my pussy, that he slides forward easily. Stilling and holding there, with just
the head breaching me.

“Fuuuuck.” 1T dig my fingernails into the back of his neck. My pussy
walls are already fluttering, adjusting, welcoming this man inside me for the
first time. The sight of him, hard and slowly pressing forward has my eyes



nearly rolling back in my skull. He’s so fucking big, it pinches a little, in a
good way, but even still, I've never experienced anything like the size of
this man.

“God. Colt. I don’t know if it’s going to fit.”

Colt makes the sexiest groaning sound ever. One that vibrates straight
through into my chest.

“It’ll fit, baby.” He bends his head and sucks my earlobe into his hot
mouth, sinking a little deeper as he does so. “We’ll make it fit.” The
pleasure of how good his lips feel, while my body adjusts to him, nearly
undoes me completely.

“Breathe for me. Just like that.” The gravel in his voice and scrape of
his beard against my throat is intoxicating. “Relax, I’'m not even halfway in
yet.”

“Oh, god.” T whimper. Melting against him as he keeps licking and
sucking down on the sensitive spot beneath my ear.

He keeps working me like that, rough hands hold me tight, as his velvet
words pour against my overheated skin and my body welcomes him deeper
and deeper.

I’m only vaguely aware that I’'m moaning and tugging on his hair, my
hips starting to shift of their own accord. Waves of sensation and pleasure
roll through me in endless succession with each new shove forward. Colt
works himself in and out with pulsing thrusts, each time sinking further
inside my pussy.

“That’s it, baby. Look at you, taking me so well.” His praise coats me
from head to toe as I arch into him. Everything feels tingly, and I’'m
floating, gliding as my almost-orgasm from before dances back into reach.

Colt groans as his hips finally meet mine. “Jesus. Fuck.”

“Oh, god.” I feel so full. Forget ruining me, this man is going to imprint
himself upon my body in a way I’m never going to be able to forget.

“Are you ok?” His lips move against my neck. I can feel the strain in
every muscle of his shoulders as he’s holding himself still. Letting me
stretch around him.

“Please. It’s so good. You feel so good.” Fuck me senseless, please,
because a thought has already begun to dangle on the edge of my lust-
soaked mind... I don’t think two weeks is going to be enough with this
man.

“You have no idea.”



His voice draws me out of getting lost inside my own head. Shifting his
hips back, sliding almost all the way out, I’'m then treated to the most
insane, incredible sensation as he punches forward. Both of us groan while
pleasure shoots through me, making my toes curl. And that’s when he really
fucks me. Time slows down, and there’s nothing but the slap of our bodies
together, the filthy sound of my wetness, and the desperate noises I make
while clinging to him.

I don’t stand a chance against how good this feels, with my climax
thundering toward me.

“That’s it, beautiful. Let go for me.” Colt slides his thumb down
between us, finding my clit and rubbing firm circles. Moaning and
clenching around him, I’'m dragged beneath the wave almost immediately.
He expertly captures my mouth with his own and soaks up every ounce of
my climax, every whimpering noise.

He fucks me straight through my orgasm, maybe into another, I don’t
even know, but the drag of his cock against my walls is drugging. Colt
slams into me until I feel him tense, his thrusts start to lose their rhythm,
and his grip grows punishing.

“Fuck. Fuuuck. Angel.” He grunts a delicious, dark noise that I want to
curl into and wrap myself in, then I feel his cock swell, and he buries
himself deep. Colt’s erratic breaths and biting kisses are matched by his
release sweeping through as he fills the condom.

I’m officially lost to this man. Clinging to his neck, with our hearts
hammering between us, gladly buried beneath the drifts of snow trapping us
here together.



CHAPTER 21
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“ C tay right there, baby... keep that pussy warm for me.” Colt hits me
with the sexiest fucking look, and even though it’s all ice and snow
outside, I melt as quick as a popsicle on hot pavement. Sinking back

on my elbows, the soft blanket I’m bundled in beside the fire cushions my

body.

He kneels before me, reaching to toss another couple of pieces of wood
on the embers, before leaning one powerful arm on either side of my hips
and brushing his mouth over mine.

I’m struggling to not straight up whimper every time his beard drags
across my skin. The rough glide is so damn sensual, my thighs squeeze
together, knowing exactly how good that same kiss is when his mouth is in
other places.

“You’re not done?” I tease.

“Not even fucking close.” He nips at my puffy bottom lip, and when he
pulls back, I can see that he’s already thickening, nearly hard again, with a
prominent bulge in the front of his briefs.

Holy fucking shit.

We haven’t yet managed to leave the lounge. After fucking me senseless
up against the wall, he laid me out in front of the fire with my legs thrown
over his shoulders and had me coming on his tongue. Again.

If T thought I was in trouble with fantasizing about this man, now that
I’ve had a glimpse of what he can do to my body, I might be a lost cause for
eternity.



We might’ve agreed to two weeks of allowing this intensity between us
to play out, but there’s a spark burning deep inside my chest that already
knows I won’t ever find another man to compete with the cowboy currently
striding half-naked out of the room.

God, his body is incredible.

I’m left gaping after him, unashamedly eating up every flexed indent
along his spine as his muscles do their thing. A small laugh dances on my
lips because he’s still wearing his jeans. Something about knowing this man
was too busy giving me orgasm after orgasm to get fully undressed is
immensely fucking hot.

As Colt disappears off into the kitchen, my stomach decides to let out a
grumbled protest. What is the time even? It’s so hard to tell with how dark
it is outside and the storm raging around the ranch feels like being stuck
inside a snow globe being shaken around.

For whatever reason—one that I’'m not prepared to examine too closely
—1I don’t feel ready to be separated from him just yet. So, I bundle my
naked self up in the blanket and tiptoe across the lounge. There’s a trail of
clothes strewn along the path we obviously took once we made it inside.
Each discarded item of clothing I come across serves as a replayed memory
—moments that cause my cheeks to heat pop back up in wickedly vivid
detail.

Colt’s flannel shirt lies in a crumpled pile on the floor in the hallway,
and I can’t resist the temptation to put it on. If I’m only going to get a
momentary glimpse of indulging in everything Colton Wilder, then screw it,
I’ll steal all his clothes for the next two weeks. He wants me in his bed
every night? Surely, I’m at liberty to enjoy spending as much time wrapped
in his scent and potent masculinity as possible.

Once I’ve shimmied into the fabric—which, holy fuck, smells so
insanely good my pussy is already perking up with joy—I follow him into
the kitchen. There’s something heating in the microwave, and my taste buds
are doing little cartwheels in anticipation.

I must make a noise to that effect because my rugged cowboy glances
over his shoulder at me.

Then does a double-take at my appearance.

A five-alarm fire explodes across his eyes as he rakes over every inch of
my body, tracing the length of his shirt down to my bare legs.



“Well, there goes my plan to keep you naked, but can’t say I’m going to
protest, mind you. That’s a hot fucking sight... it’s gonna be hard to forget
seeing you freshly fucked and wearing my shirt anytime soon.” Colt grabs
the steaming container and swipes up a couple of forks, joining me around
where I’m standing on the other side of the kitchen island. “Can I convince
you to wear either nothing or only that for the next two weeks?”

Cocking my head to one side, I give him a smirk. “Not unless you want
me losing a limb to frostbite while I’'m taking care of the horses. Can’t
imagine that would look too good on my resume.”

He shakes his head, and instead of heading back to the lounge like I’'m
anticipating, he drops the food onto the table and reaches for me. With one
fluid motion, that is far too smooth for my sanity, he hoists me up so that
I’'m seated on the countertop.

“I suppose I can make allowances for outdoor activities.” He’s got an
amber sparkle in his irises, and those crinkles around his eyes make their
appearance as they tend to do when he’s teasing me. Just like that very first
day we met at the gas station.

Jesus. Do not go falling head over heels for this man over his eyes.

The way my heart is fluttering around and has grown wings inside my
chest, I don’t want to dare admit it might already be too late.

Colt steps between my knees, picking up the heated bowl of leftovers to
hold in one big hand. It’s only lazy macaroni I made yesterday, but day two
cheesy carbs have never looked so appetizing.

Especially when there’s a bare-chested cowboy between my legs
handing me a fork and sharing a meal with me out of the same bowl.

It’s kind of cute and insanely sexy all at the same time.

“Aren’t you cold?” I stab some pasta and gesture at his nakedness. Not
that I’'m complaining, but it’s a whiteout beyond the kitchen windows, and
even though it’s toasty warm in here, I don’t want him catching a chill
because we’ve been too insane for each other to worry about clothes.

He digs around the bowl with his own fork and shakes his head. “No.
Especially not when I’'m about fifteen minutes from being buried inside that
sweet little pussy of yours again.” Popping the mouthful, he chews his
pasta, looking particularly sinful as he does so.

Goddammit, I can’t stop the creeping blush spreading up from my chest.

“You’re going to kill me. Flaunting that and a filthy mouth, Mr.
Wilder.” Twisting my lips, I lean forward and spear some more macaroni.



Colt makes a rough noise.

Apparently, we’ve both just had the same visceral reaction to those
words that just slipped out.

I have to concentrate hard on eating and not imagining being on my
knees addressing him as Mr. Wilder.

“Says the beautiful girl sitting in my kitchen with a body like that.” He
pointedly takes in my figure as he echoes my words.

Well, shit. If I didn’t already want this man to do wicked things to me
all night long, he’s just guaranteed that I might beg him to.

“You know, I'm rather impressed...” I point my fork at his
handsomeness, in hopes of distracting myself from the way my body is
heating up the longer he stands this close. With his jeans scraping the
sensitive insides of my knees, I’'m pretty sure this is just another round of
foreplay that he’s calculated to perfection. “Turns out you do know how to
form proper sentences after all.”

Popping another mouthful, he chews it while raking his gaze over me.
Purposely taking his fucking time as I begin to squirm beneath his lingering
stare.

“And here I thought you were a quiet little thing, until my tongue is in
your pussy, and you’re suddenly very vocal.”

“Oh, my god.” I blush so fucking hard and swat at his muscly arm. God
damn, this man is carved from granite. “Says the man who didn’t say a
single word to me for an entire week, but miraculously becomes the king of
dirty talk.” All I can do is peek at him from beneath my lashes.

Colt’s lips tug at the corners, and his eyes dance with honeyed flecks
swimming amongst the hazel. He looks so boyish and charming it makes
my pathetic little heart swoon.

“The king, hmm?” He sets the bowl aside, then reaches for my chin,
grasping it between his thumb and forefinger, before leaning down and
brushing his lips against mine.

Sweet Jesus. My heart is officially plummeting like one of those
freebasers. Only, I have no parachute strapped to me and the rocks below
are rushing in at light speed.

“I like the idea of you being my queen,” he murmurs against my lips.
“One who loves to rub her pussy all over my face and shatter around my
cock like a fucking dream come true.”



There are no words. My brain has gone blank. All I’m capable of at this
point is staring back with what I’'m certain are big cartoon hearts in my
eyes.

If I’ve got any hope of surviving this, I need to firmly ignore that first
part about being his queen. He doesn’t mean that. This is just sex. A release
for both of us after so much tension and longing.

I can’t go forgetting who I am and who this man is and that our time
together is painfully finite.

“Are we done eating?” There’s a ragged noise as I clear my throat, but
I’m basically just in a trance. Ready and willing to worship at the altar of
Colt Wilder—sex god and rugged fantasy made flesh.

“Food? Yes.” He lets go of my chin, sliding firm hands underneath my
ass, effortlessly lifting me, and I have to throw my arms around his neck to
steady myself. “You? No. I’m nowhere near satisfied, angel.”

He ignores my squeal and carries me through the house, clinging to
him, inhaling big hits of his woodsy scent like a woman possessed. It’s only
when we get to his bedroom that things tumble into focus all over again.

This is real. This is happening.

He actually wants this... with me.

Seeing the inside of his bedroom for the first time feels so natural, yet at
the same time I can’t hide the grin that threatens to overtake my face.
There’s hardly time to glimpse more than a quick look at the neatly made
bed with stone-colored soft coverings and white sheets I want to sprawl in,
preferably while being spooned by this gorgeous man. Big sliding doors out
onto the porch. No clutter. But we’re already in his ensuite bathroom before
I can really absorb it all.

When Colt sets me on my feet, there’s something I know I definitely
want. My fingers snag the waistband of his jeans before he can move away
in the direction of the tiled walk-in shower.

“Since you’ve taken such good care of me...” I’'m channeling every
ounce of confidence I can muster as my fingers work his button and fly.
Biting down on my lower lip, my gaze holds his hooded expression. “Now
it’s my turn.”

I’m back in that moment we had together when I was in his lap, and
there was silent tension rolling around us like a forcefield. Colt wants this.
His pupils grow with lust as he watches me, but something also tells me
he’s not used to someone willingly taking care of him in this way.



“You want to get on your knees for me, angel?” His voice is thick with
longing and so fucking sexy.

Nodding, I ease his jeans down past his hips, and he takes over to kick
them off, then shucks his briefs. When I sink down in front of him, the sight
of his cock is enough to have my thighs clench in renewed anticipation.

In this light and at this angle, impressive feels like barely enough of an
adequate description to do him justice.

I’ve definitely never been with a man this blessed in the dick department
before.

My eyes must say all of that, or maybe I accidentally blurted it out loud,
but the man standing before me clears his throat. One calloused palm glides
along my jaw, guiding me to look up at him.

“Need a towel for your knees, baby?”

God, this man. I nod and wait in place as he grabs the world's biggest
and fluffiest-looking man-towel so I can kneel on it rather than the hard
tiles.

As he stands back in front of me, his hard length bobs with a glistening
bead at the tip, and that’s when I see it. My brows furrow a little, and my
fingers lightly trace the markings on reflex. Silvery lines and puckered,
stretched skin extend down his right thigh. It looks like a series of old
wounds. Ones that have long since healed, but must have happened as a
child, and from the looks of them were never properly taken care of. As I
glance a little closer, I see some similar markings on his left thigh.
Interspersed with scar tissue is what appears to be old burn marks, too.

“Part of my not-so-pleasant bedtime story.” He gathers my hair on top
of my head and watches me as I take in the pain of his past.

No words can make any of it better, but I want to show him how sorry I
am for what he’s been through. While ensuring he’s under no illusion that
I’m bothered by the sight of his scars at all. He’s gorgeous, and these are a
part of him, and he’s so fucking strong and secure and deserves to be utterly
worshipped.

Leaning forward, I place a kiss over the largest area of puckered skin
that sits on the front of his thigh. Then, feather more kisses, tracking down
along the path of whatever wounds and awful things happened to him so
long ago.

Colt’s fingertips brush against my scalp; he keeps hold of my hair, but
it’s not rough or tugging. Just commanding enough that it sends a shudder



through me.

Then there’s no more waiting for this, I’'m desperate for a taste of this
man. As I wrap my fingers around the base, his thick cock jerks in my grip.

I run my tongue to trace his veined length, before swirling around the
head. Tasting the saltiness of him while his musky scent wraps around me.
As I work to take him deeper, I realize there’s a faint hint of me on him too,
and holy shit, that makes my clit throb.

God, this is every desire come to life, and I pretty quickly lose myself in
the way I’'m wrapping my lips around the velvety feel of him and sucking
down.

Hollowing my cheeks, I dip further forward, focusing on relaxing and
breathing through my nose and anything possible to navigate the fact that
this man is so fucking huge.

I’'m turned on as all hell. Having his cock filling my mouth perfectly
and gliding across my tongue is stirring up a wildfire low in my stomach.
My pussy clenches and hums, knowing just how mind-altering it is to have
him stretching me and filling me, and thrusting deep inside.

Well, fuck. I’'m a mess of saliva pooling around the corners of my
mouth within seconds, and I can’t help but moan around his length.

Which leaves Colt shuddering and murmuring all sorts of praise above
me. He tells me how beautiful I look, how well I’m taking him, how my
mouth is every dirty fucking fantasy he’s ever had.

I might be on my knees for him right now, but I feel adored in a way
I’ve never experienced before.

“Fuck. Layla. I can’t hold back with you.” My eyes water, but tip up to
meet his fierce gaze above me. Digging my fingers into his thighs, I hum
around his cock and guide him to do what we both want right now.

He lets out a rough noise. “Tell me if it’s too much... fffuuck.” Slowly,
his hips start to pump forward, and his eyes drop closed.

Yes. God, yes. Seeing this man swept up in the throes of pleasure all
because of me is officially my new favorite thing in the world.

One of his hands leaves my hair, and wraps around the front of my
throat, collaring me and massaging over the column of my neck each time
he thrusts forward.

Holy shit. Holy shit.

An avalanche of sparks and heat rushes through me as my clit pulses
with an intensified rhythm. This is the side of him I know I’ll crave. That



powerful, in-command kind of dominance that leaves me feeling cared for
while under his control.

I want to relieve that ache so badly, but I’'m hanging on to his powerful
thighs, allowing Colt to chase his pleasure and floating on the headiness of
this moment.

“Look at you, angel. Your mouth wrapped around my cock like you
were made just for me. Look how well you take me. Taking everything.”
With each thrust forward, he hits the back of my throat, and I swallow
around his tip, soaking up each time he lets out a deep, resonant groan at
how good that feels.

“I bet you want to play with that pretty little pussy of yours, don’t you?
You’re squirming and looking so goddamn perfect. I bet you’re already
soaking.”

I’m pleading with my eyes. Yes. That’s exactly what I want.

The noise that comes out of me with my mouth full of his dick is slutty
and desperate.

“Maybe next time, but right now, I need to fuck you and be buried deep
inside your cunt when you fall apart for me.”

Well, in that case...

He draws out on a wet pop, sliding the hand up from my neck to swipe
at my puffy lips. The look on his face is so fierce, filled with something that
I could only describe as raw, unfiltered desire.

It’s addictive to think that this man has the most gorgeous hazel eyes,
capable of looking at me like that.

For a moment, I wonder what he sees in mine. But I can’t go letting my
heart get tangled in this. Right now, it’s racing at a frantic pace, and I’'m
prepared to chase the high of this next orgasm while being filled over and
over by this man.

“Get in the shower. Face the wall.” He presses down on my bottom lip
again. All firm commanding energy, the kind that sucks the air out of my
lungs.

“Ok,” I breathe out, probably sounding exactly as dazed as I feel.

I slip out of his shirt, and get up on more than shaky legs. Making my
way to the shower, which is a replica of my own, I turn on the water. Steam
starts to billow and as I do exactly as he said, my palms brace against the
wet tiles.



This is so much like the fantasies I’ve had while on my own; a shudder
of anticipation rolls through me. Waiting for him naked like this feels
thrilling.

His presence sweeps in behind me as the warm water sluices over my
skin, and he tucks my hair over one shoulder. Plush lips and the scrape of
his beard slide along the curve of my neck and trail a hot, wet line up my
skin to suck down on my thundering pulse point.

Does this man have any clue of how gone I am for him? I hope to God I
don’t blurt out something like confessing my undying love, because there
was every chance I might have done so earlier when he was sucking on my
clit until I whimpered his name over and over and over.

“I’m gonna be between these pretty thighs all night.” He rasps against
my ear, as his body fits in behind mine, angling me just how he wants. Colt
guides himself to my soaked entrance, rubbing the rigid head of him
sheathed in a new condom through my slickness before he presses the tip
in.

“Oh, god. Oh, god.” I moan. Arching my spine and spinning out of my
head already at that stretch that feels so fucking incredible.

“Squeeze me just like that, my perfect girl.” Colt presses forward, and I
can’t help the whimpers tumbling past my lips. I’'m begging and pleading
and wanting him to fuck me senseless. But he’s going so torturously slow.
“Christ, you’re so fucking tight.”

Colt fills me and withdraws right to the tip, keeping me pressed against
the shower wall, with my spine curved so he can sink so deep I’'m seeing
stars instantly. There’s a spot he hits that has my body clenching and
gripping him in ecstasy, one that I didn’t know was even possible for it to
feel this good.

“Give it to me, angel. Then I’m going to have you in my bed, and
you’re going to give me one more.”

“Fuck, I’'m so close.” My toes curl, and my clit throbs, and I’m panting
—spiraling toward the edge of this next climax with each pump of his hips
against my ass.

His hands roam in tender caresses, over every inch of my soft flesh.
Colt maps my body, tracing the crease at the tops of my thighs and over the
swell of my stomach. Finding my aching full breasts, he pinches my nipples
until ’'m crying out with pleasure. All the while, that wicked mouth



unleashes a torrent of dirty talk in time with each slow, deep thrust of his
cock. Combining to unravel me into a million fractured pieces.

As the warmth of the shower beats down, he slides one hand over my
pussy, and finally—finally gives me the relief I’ve been aching for.

“That’s it. I can feel you squeezing the life out of me, angel. I know
you’re close. You’re doing so well.” Colt talks me through it, dipping a
finger through my pussy lips to rub firm circles over my swollen clit, and
I’'m flying, soaring. White-hot sparks travel up from my toes, and the
warmth of his voice right at my ear takes me over the crest. This time, my
climax thunders through me, and I’'m a whimpering, shaking mess.

“Such a good girl for me.”

His praise is right there, sliding over my heated skin, flowing with the
ease and fluidity of the shower as he keeps pumping slow glides in and out
of my channel. Massaging my clit, he guides me down from somewhere
way up in the midst of the clouds high above the ranch somewhere.

I don’t even think I’'m fully back to earth when I feel the shower cut off,
and Colt pulls out of me. Wrapping me in a towel, I'm tugged into his bed.
He hasn’t come yet, but exactly as promised, proceeds to spend the rest of
the night between my thighs.

Leaving my heart fluttering a wild, pathetic rhythm that answers only to
the name of this cowboy.



CHAPTER 22

£

aking up, there’s no hiding the smile that immediately finds itself
at home on my lips. I feel like I must have spent the whole night
grinning because my cheeks are sore.
Actually, make that, my entire body feels sore... but in a
deliciously, filthy way.

Colt certainly made true on his promises of not getting much sleep.

With teeth dragging across my bottom lip, I brush my touch over the
imprint of his fingers left on my hips. After the shower, he tugged me down
on top of him once we’d finally made it to the bedroom.

“Ride me, angel. Give me one more.”

Holy shit. The man dragged yet another orgasm out of me, when I was
certain there was no fucking way my body could possibly reach one more
climax. Only, this time when it claimed me, the sensation was slow and
rolling and languid, picking me up and spiriting me away as he let go with
his own release.

I’m more than a little groggy with the lack of sleep. It feels like his
hands were on me, and his giant cock was buried inside me only a few
moments ago, yet as I turn my head, stretching like a cat beneath the thick
blanket, my hulking cowboy has vanished.

There’s only the hypnotizing scent of him, and the unfamiliar feel of his
soft bed linen to cradle me this morning.

If it could even still be considered morning.



My head pops up off the pillow, scanning the room and listening for any
hint of where Colt might be.

But everything is peacefully quiet, with no wind howling or creaking
sounds roaming through the house like I've become accustomed to
whenever there’s a storm front whipping across Devil’s Peak.

Wriggling around, I move to toss the covers aside and go in search of
something to wear—because I am most definitely still completely naked
and in the bed of my ex-boyfriend's father—when my eyes fall on the sight
of my phone on the bedside table, a note tucked beneath it.

I don’t remember where I left my cell last night. Colt must have fetched
it for me, and my heart does backflips and cartwheels that he didn’t want to
wake me, but that he’s gone to the effort of leaving this right here for me to
find easily.

Do not go reading anything into it, Layla.

The attempt at sternly talking to myself does nothing to deter my silly
little heart from giggling and skipping circles inside my chest.

His handwriting is kind of scrawling, but easily legible. Black ballpoint
on a lined sheet torn from a spiral notebook with the top of the page all
ragged where he’s ripped it out.

It’s so very... him.

‘Gone to take care of the stock. Consider this an official day off,
especially since your demanding boss kept you up all night.’

Forget trying to keep my cool. Colton Wilder flirting with me over cute
handwritten notes left beside my pillow in the morning... that’s my
goddamn weak spot, right there.

I check the time. Shit, it’s already 10 a.m.

No wonder he needed to go take care of things around the ranch. Here
I’ve been lazing in bed, while he’s gone off braving the snow and cold. Part
of me feels insanely guilty, but after the way last night took such an
unexpected turn, maybe this is his way of giving himself a little space. An
opportunity to gain a clear head.

God, I hope he’s not having second thoughts. My stomach quickly knots
itself at the idea he might be wanting some time to think and come to the
inevitable conclusion that falling into bed together was a massive fucking
mistake.

Sucking in a deep breath through my nose, I decide now is not the time
to start overanalyzing. Last night was the best fucking sex I’ve ever had.



Even if it was a one-time-only thing—the mere thought of which just about
makes me whimper like a pathetic fool—there’s no denying our chemistry.

Everything was perfect and scandalously hot.

A girl can only dream of being indulged so expertly by a cowboy sex
god.

Once I’ve found a towel and padded back to my own room, I make
quick work of showering, pulling on some leggings that do wonderful
things for my ass paired with a cropped sweater I can always count on to
make me feel cute as hell. Taming my wild hair is out of the question, so I
settle on a stylishly messy bun.

Glancing at myself in the mirror, I can hardly believe how far and fast
things have changed since last night. My cheeks heat at the thought of
seeing Colt for the first time... but even though I’'m nervous, there’s also
excitement zooming around behind my ribs.

I’m all giddy over a certain cowboy who is nearly twice my age and my
ex-boyfriend’s father.

Holy shit, who am I, and what did I do with Layla Birch—good girl
ranch hand?

As the promise of coffee and food lures me toward the kitchen, I can
hear the sizzling of a pan and there’s a mouth-watering smell of bacon
drifting to greet me.

But, the moment I spy his broad shoulders from the back, my nerves
kick up.

How does this work? Am I allowed to go up to him and kiss him? Do
we kiss? Outside of sex and getting naked and being out of our minds for
each other, how do I treat this cowboy?

Colt turns around with the pan, and his expression doesn’t really tell me
anything. Last night, when we shared our bowl of reheated macaroni and he
stood right there at the kitchen island between my knees, he was flirty and
more seductive than can be good for my health.

Here, now, in the mid-morning light, he’s standing on the far side of the
bench looking like he wants to melt the cup of coffee in front of him with
the powers of the mind.

“Hey.” I wander over to the pot he’s already made. While my eyes feel
like they’re hanging out of my head, in desperate need of said caffeine, I’'m
also more than a little uncertain of how we do this part. Busying myself



with pouring a mug, a glance confirms that he already has his own, so I
retreat around the other side of the counter and slide onto the closest stool.

This man is unreadable at the best of times, and while I’'m not going to
tolerate poor behavior from him, I also have compassion for the fact that
what we did would be a lot for him to process.

Fuck my life for being such a goddamn empath all the time.

There’s no turning that sucker off.

“Thanks for letting me sleep... I could have come and given you a
hand.” I fiddle with the cuff of my sweater as I watch him fix a plate. An
empty one sits beside the sink; his own breakfast already eaten.

“It was only feeding out, easy enough to do on my own.” He doesn’t
really look at me, and I’m shifting around uncomfortably in my chair.

I could have sworn the note he left beside the bed for me was playful, a
little flirtatious even. So why is he looking like he wants to hurl the frying
pan across the kitchen?

Maybe I read it all wrong between us.

“Colt... if you need...” I barely get the words out before he cuts me off.

“Layla.” My plate gets slid across to me, loaded with bacon and a
couple of fried eggs, and smelling all kinds of delicious. Except, the man in
question hovers and then leans forward, bracing himself on the countertop
with his fists.

Goddammit, at this rate, I’'m going to crawl out of my skin.

This is it.

This is the moment he tells me it was all a bad idea, a terrible idea even,
and that he’s going to pack me off on a horse down the mountain.

“We’re going to have to have a real fucking adult conversation.” His
jaw flexes a couple of times.

Oh god. I feel shaky. I knew in my logical mind that there was every
chance this might happen.

“It’s ok, Colt.” Resting my mug on the counter, I keep my fingers
wrapped around it, even just to give myself something to hold onto. Warmth
seeps through my fingertips as I try to find adequate words.

But there are none. So, I blurt out what I probably—most definitely—
should not be saying. “Last night was amazing. Incredible. I just thought...
fuck... that maybe this might have been fun for more than just that once,
but I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable, so...”



My words die in my throat when the cowboy in front of me advances so
fast I'm left a little dizzy.

Within a heartbeat he’s standing right beside my stool, spinning me
around to face him. Colt is so close that I’'m consumed by his scent and heat
and brawn that fills every morsel of my awareness. His flannel shirt is
rolled up his arms, revealing those corded muscles and network of veins. It
takes so much fucking willpower not to grab the hem of the fabric and tug
his body against mine.

“What the fuck are you talking about?” He looks at me with flashing
eyes, and in those honeyed depths, for a second, I see a dash of a deeper
emotion. Concern? Surely not.

“I just—uhh—I’m assuming you were about to say how terrible this
whole idea was?”

“Layla... Fuck...” Colt shakes his head while scrubbing a hand over his
stubble. “No, angel, what I’m trying to say here is that we’ve got a supplies
issue.” His brows pinch together.

My pulse intensifies. Relief and some other weird sensation pours into
my veins at hearing him call me angel and that he’s almost touching me
again.

“A supplies issue?” It’s my turn to look bewildered.

That’s when Colt erases any thought from my mind. He makes a soft
noise in the back of his throat, then runs the knuckle of his forefinger over
my cheek. Using that same hand, he glides down, tracing over my skin,
before tipping my chin up to meet his stare. With one fist braced on the
back of my stool, he lowers his mouth to meet mine and steals me away in a
soft, divine kiss. One that feels warm, comforting, with a faint hint of coffee
on his wetted lips. As he treats me to such an exquisite moment, the tingling
scratch of his beard sends a wave of arousal straight through me.

I’m instantly transported to all the places his mouth, and that beard,
made their acquaintance with other parts of my body last night. Then again
in the early hours of this morning.

“That should have been the first fucking thing I did when you walked in
here, I’'m sorry. I’'m completely shit at this.” He brushes his lips over mine
again before drawing back.

Excuse me while I collect myself. This man has got me busy dissolving
into a puddle on the kitchen floor.

“You’re not shit at this.” I somehow remember how to form words.



“No—Yes—I am, Layla. I’ve spent the past couple of hours in my own
fucking head, then seeing you walk in here looking too gorgeous for words
made me realize that we need to have a serious conversation.”

I blush profusely, and somehow attempt to keep my cool.

“About?”

“There’s something I didn’t really think to factor in.”

“And that is...” Tilting my head to one side, I wonder what on earth
he’s about to say.

“Protection.” Colt practically chews the word and spits it out.

I have to bite the inside of my cheek to stop from laughing out loud. He
looks so fucking serious right now, and while I get it, I really do, it
shouldn’t be quite as dramatic as he’s making this out to be.

“You’re saying that...”

“Layla, trust me when I say that I’m going to struggle to keep my hands
off you these next couple of weeks... and I haven’t got anywhere near the
number of condoms for all the ways I plan on taking care of you, sweet
girl.”

A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth as I flutter my eyelashes over
my coffee in his direction. “And that’s what you’re all twisted up about in
here?”

“Call me old fashioned, or just too damn polite for my own good, but
don’t you think it’s fairly important to talk about?” He crosses his arms and
gives me a stern look, the exact kind that leaves my clit pulsing.

“No, I do... and I truly appreciate it. I just can’t say that was what I
expected we’d be discussing over breakfast.”

“Well, in my eyes, it sure as hell is a serious chat we need to be having.
Not while it’s in the heat of the moment, and I’'m two seconds away from
getting my mouth on your pussy.”

I have to take a hasty gulp of my coffee, with my cheeks flaming at the
words mouth and pussy coming from this man, never mind the fact that I
most definitely am ready for more of that kind of treatment. Preferably as
soon as possible.

“Ok, cowboy...” He wants an adult conversation, then I’'m more than
happy to lay it all out on the line to prove to him just how much I want this.
How much I want him, even if it’s only for the short amount of time I’ll be
able to enjoy having him. “I’m on birth control, and I’m all clear, just so



you know. I got tested before winter... and, well... you’re the only person
I’ve been with since then.”

He still looks pained, and closes his eyes as he clears his throat. “I
wanted to ignore it this morning when I pulled open the drawer in the
bathroom and saw I only had a couple of condoms left.” Opening his
gorgeous eyes again, he holds my gaze and shakes his head a little ruefully.
“Little did I know the last time we were in town, that should have been one
of the supplies I restocked. But I wasn’t exactly expecting to be doing
anything but fucking my fist in the shower every time I thought about you.”

Rolling my lips together, I peek at him from beneath my lashes. “You
think about me when you touch yourself, cowboy?” God, that is the sexiest
fucking admission I’ve ever heard.

“Only you have that kind of power over me, Layla.” Colt pauses for a
moment, then steps into me again, and I hope to god he’s feeling the same
magnetic pull to be touching constantly as I’'m being tortured by. “You have
for a long time now. Longer than I want to admit, because I really shouldn’t
have been looking at you that way, but I couldn’t fucking fight it.”

Colt’s heat and scent wash through me, and I nearly goddamn whimper
as his knee slides between my thighs. He’s got a hunger in his hazel stare
that is enough to make me forget about food and coffee. To forget about
anything other than begging him to get me naked again, spread me out on
the counter, and have me for breakfast.

“Well, how’s this... you’re the only person I’ve thought about, too.”

His chest makes that seductive, rumbly noise, like a storm rolling in,
and he grabs hold of my chin. Trapping me exactly where he wants me.

I’ll gladly stay pinned here. Hell, this man could hog-tie me right on this
spot on the kitchen floor, do whatever he wants to me, and I’d say thank
you.

Lowering his head, he speaks against my lips. “Fuck, that’s hot. I think
I’m gonna need you to show me what that looks like.” Then his tongue
slides against mine, invading my mouth and commanding me with the kind
of kiss I’ll be left dreaming about for years to come.

I whimper into his mouth, because it’s honest to god the only thing I can
do. My blood turns to white-hot sparks flying through my veins, and every
nerve ending dances with joy at the way he presses against my body.

God, I want his weight on top of me. I’ve only had one night of this
man, and already I’m craving the sensation of being pinned beneath his



bulk and strength.

Things start to build, he sinks deeper into my mouth, exploring hands
begin to fist and squeeze the soft material at my hips, my waist, the swell of
my thighs. Just as I think we’re definitely going to follow the road of desire
to its inevitable climax, Colt pauses and makes a primal noise, something
part growl and part groan against my mouth.

“Holy shit. Angel, I gotta go finish up the crap I’ve got left to do.” He
rests his forehead against mine, surely able to hear my frantic pulse
fluttering in my throat. “As much as I can’t think of anything fucking worse
than walking away from you right now, I have to go.”

Swallowing heavily and trying not to sound completely porn star
worthy, I tuck a stray curl behind my ear and collect my sanity for a second.
“I can help, if you need. Let me get dressed and I’ll come give you a hand.”

Colt gives me a crooked smile that melts my brain. “No, you stay right
here.” He brushes his thumb across my kiss bitten lips. “You’ve more than
earned a day off. Rest up, eat your breakfast—that has now gone cold,
might I add.”

I glare at him. “Whose fault is that? Mr. Condoms and Important Sex-
Talk.”

He grunts a short laugh. “I plead innocence. Besides, I want you naked
and in my bath when I get back... and I’'m sure you’ll keep yourself busy
reading one of your horny books.”

There’s a spluttering noise that comes out of me, and I damn near fall
off my stool. Absolutely no way did this man just say those words.

But Colt’s hazel eyes glow with boyish mischief. “Oh, don’t think I
don’t know what you’ve got on that innocent-looking little device of
yours.”

“What do you know about the types of books I read?” I'm incredulous,
but have absolutely no right to be. He’s correct. My Kindle is brimming
with the most deliciously smutty books imaginable.

“Oh, I'm sorry... reading serious literature over there every night, are
you, angel?”

Shaking my head, I nibble on my bottom lip. “You really never cease to
amaze me, cowboy. I thought you preferred to stay cut off from society up
here on your mountain.”

“I know a thing or two. The guys, they talk about what their women are
reading.” He’s mighty pleased with himself. Smug Colt is next-level sexy.



Damn him, he makes cockiness look so, so ruggedly good.

“Bet they do.” Rolling my eyes, I give him a poke in his muscled chest.

That earns me a searing look and a squeeze of my hip, but he steps
away, readying himself to venture back out into the snowy vista blanketing
the ranch.

“Oh, wait. If I'm not allowed to come help, then you have to take this
out to the horses.” I hop up and grab a couple of carrots from the stash I’ve
been keeping. “You’ll need to apologize to my friends that I’m not around
to give them their dose of attention today... you can explain exactly why
I’m not there.”

As I hand him the carrots, Colt cocks his head to one side before his
gaze drops appreciatively down my body. “I think they already had a pretty
good preview as to why, last night.”

The tips of my ears heat.

He runs his tongue over his bottom lip.

“Remember what I said. I’ll be back in a few hours.” Glancing at the
carrots I’ve pressed into his big palm, Colt shakes his head before turning
and heading out the door.

Leaving me to a day spent swirled up in mountain-retreat-luxury. The
kind of snowed-in dream I could have only ever dared to imagine. Some
kind of faraway wish, the kind girls like me only get to sigh over wistfully
in movies. As I reheat my breakfast, stoke up the fire, and float around this
beautiful home, I can’t help the smile that keeps creeping across my lips.

This man might live alone in the middle of nowhere, but his taste is
immaculate. Everything from the sleek black finish on his truck, to the
finely laid stonework wrapping the fireplace, to the flannel shirts that
compliment the flecks of amber in his eyes.

His life is a work of art. This ranch is a giant, awe-inspiring canvas.

And somehow, for the briefest of moments, I’ve managed to steal just
the tiniest slice of this paradise and the man who comes with it.



CHAPTER 23
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team puffs in two plumes to greet me and big, glossy eyes fix me with
S a reproachful stare.
Even the horses know I’m a terrible fucking person.

I shouldn’t be doing this. There are a litany of reasons why I’'m the
world’s worst father and an even worse boss, but holy shit, as much as the
word ‘shouldn’t’ keeps resounding in my brain like a goddamn siren...
absolutely nothing about being with Layla feels wrong.

Embedded in the core of my bones, I only feel a kind of warmth and
contentment with her in my arms that assholes like me aren’t supposed to
know about.

We aren’t the kind of men who get to enjoy soft kisses or whispered
words. We’re not supposed to know how the supple glide of delicate skin
feels beneath our roughened touch.

Holding out the end of the carrot for Peaches, I rub her neck as her
velvety lips and whiskers brush my palm. Thieving the treat on offer, she
immediately nudges at my shoulder to demand more.

That’s how I fucking feel too. Like I want to march straight back into
that kitchen and demand so much more from the girl I’ve already taken
from over and over since last night.

“I goddamn know it, ok,” muttering as my fingers stroke the long nose
in front of me. The horses give me their huffs of disapproval. All of them
are just as fucking grumpy as I am that it’s only my presence they’ve got for
company today.



But I’'ve got to somehow keep my sanity and not lose myself to this
incessant need to dive into Layla Birch. At least being out on the ranch,
among the piled snow and icy winds, there’s not much time for letting my
thoughts drift.

I needed to be busy. Needed to keep my hands occupied with something
that didn’t involve tearing her clothes off and pressing bruises into her hips.

So, putting myself on ice for the day is about the best option I’ve got,
until later, that is.

Because I know the moment I set foot inside that house again, there’s no
stopping what comes next. I’'m too fucking far gone, having already lost the
battle with myself to keep my hands off her.

Now I know how she tastes, how she moans when my cock hits that
deep spot inside her sweet cunt. Fuck, her whimpering little noises are my
absolute undoing. The way her body responds to me is like a bloom
unfurling after the darkness of winter, and that shit is addicting.

I drop my forehead against the warm, earthy scent of Peaches’ neck in
an effort to collect my thoughts. She nibbles the seam along the shoulder of
my jacket while I’'m there because she’s never going to pass up the
opportunity to tug and pull at me. Demanding in no uncertain terms to have
her new best fucking friend come out and groom her and croon over her and
make her feel special.

When the irony is that I’'m no fucking better than any of these horses.
Just waiting for the moment her lips curve into a smile against my
collarbone and those tender fingers slide into my hair at the back of my
neck.

Although, somewhere in amongst all the insanity of what we’re doing,
I’'m painfully aware of my responsibility to put an end date on this.

Two weeks.

Two fucking weeks.

A timeline like that... feels like a precious gift, and a goddamned cursed
chalice, all rolled into one.

Get it out of my system. Find a way to fuck away all the longing and
wanting of this girl who can’t be mine without completely destroying
someone else—someone who is deeply important in my life—even if we
aren’t exactly on solid ground yet. What a fitting bargain for the likes of
me, who has wound up living out my days on Devil’s Peak.



Even though she’s a drug I keep chasing, and I’m already imagining all
the filthy fucking ways I can have her over the next two weeks before it
ends, it has to be this way.

Turning my attention to the horse’s stalls, I’m immediately drifting back
to that moment in the kitchen, replaying our conversation from earlier.
Goddamn, when I was feeding out the cattle this morning, before heading
back to cook breakfast for her, there was no avoiding getting lost in my own
bullshit inside my head.

Of all the situations, I didn’t anticipate this being the thing I’d nearly
lose my damn mind over.

I’ve never fucked anyone without a condom.

In all my years, I've always been careful to avoid a repeat of my past
misfortune. After the way things turned out with Kayce, my trust was
destroyed, and no matter who or what the women since then were to me—
some stuck around for a short while, others were just sex and a release and
nothing more—I stuck to that rule hard and fucking fast.

There was no way I was about to tempt the same mistake twice in this
lifetime.

Now, the longer I'm out here, shoveling, sweeping, and finding an
unending list of things to do that might just keep me busy for another few
hours, I’ve mulled it over. Torn the situation apart, put it back together,
reconfigured it fifty different ways and I’'m still not entirely certain it’s the
decision I should make.

But fuck... it feels right with her.

She wants this, and if I allow myself to stop and breathe life into the
words clambering up my throat with the determination of a bull rider
hanging on for dear life. I want this, too.

A heavy exhale gusts out of me.

Jesus.

Scrubbing a palm over my face, my eyes scrunch closed. All the
depraved fucking thoughts I’ve been keeping at bay since that day at the gas
station are lined up, ready to bust through the crack in the dam. My mind is
splintering with need and selfish wants that should be kept firmly in the
category of no fucking way.

But it’s only pure, unfiltered desire that runs a course through my veins.
I want to feel her bare and to have her wrapped around me so fucking bad. I
want to fuck her and watch the expression on her face as she tumbles over



the edge while my release spills inside her. To pull back and see the
dripping evidence of where I’ve been. To feel the slickness coat my fingers
and her channel as I push my cum back inside.

Layla is the only person I've ever felt this way about. I knew it from
before the moment I first touched her, before we kissed that night. Not
because I want to get the girl pregnant. Christ, no, that’s the furthest thing
from my mind, and it sends an unbelievable dose of relief through me to
know she feels the same way.

No, it’s nothing remotely connected to that. If I had to put a word to it,
it’s the sense of ownership. There’s something feral and fucking primal in
knowing I’ll have marked her in a way that I haven’t ever done before, and
holy shit, if that doesn’t trigger a beast inside me that has no right to be
there.

A wild creature has come roaring to life, and I’ve got no hope of taming
it without feeding into the insistent desire, that primal goddamn urge, it
hungers for.

Now, here I am, ready to risk it all for the girl with big green eyes I
can’t help but see whenever my head hits the pillow. When I look out over
the forested slopes, I'm constantly comparing those mossy flecks around
the innermost rim where her pupils meet that verdant coloring. Whenever I
walk into the barn and catch a hit of her fragrance drifting toward me,
there’s no denying the hook that tugs from deep behind my ribs, dragging
me to be near her.

To put it bluntly, I’'m screwed. And don’t I know it.

After a good couple of hours, I’m still berating myself. Even as I finish
up with the horses and their long necks crane to watch me through curious
eyes as I exit the big wooden doors. Even as I readjust my cap backward,
lifting it to dig my hands through my hair for the hundredth time before
shoving it back down on my head. Even as I kick my boots off and hang my
jacket when I reach the house.

This is madness, and I’d be out of my fucking mind to even consider
this.

Which is why I head straight for the bathroom, where I just know I’ll
find my good fucking girl, exactly where I told her to be waiting for me.



SURE ENOUGH, the moment I walk through the doorway, feeling the gentle
wave of humid warmth, I catch the first sight of her in that oversized tub
and know I never had a goddamn chance of denying this.

Every feral instinct roars to life, and all I want to do is fuck and fuck
and fuck. To fill her up and hold her against me while feeling her fluttering
heartbeat find a rhythm with my own.

“Hey.” She’s lying back with her curls piled on top of her head, looking
like temptation and heaven and everything good that I should never be
allowed. Flush sits high on her cheeks, and her eyes are hooded, relaxed,
gazing at me with a softness in her expression that I’ll be replaying forever
in my mind’s eye.

My dick is hard as a rock, leaking, just at the sight of her.

The water is fairly deep in that sunken tub, but I can still enjoy every
gorgeous inch of Layla. Her peaked nipples sit just at the water’s surface,
and my eyes feast on the sight of her floating like a mermaid, ready to
tempt me willingly into the depths.

“Looks cozy in there.” There’s absolutely plenty of room for the two of
us.

She hums. Nods and relaxes against the lip of the tub. “Was everything
ok after the storm?” Those stunning green eyes suck me in, two deep pools
I want to see looking back at me every single day.

“The cattle are fine, just hungry bastards. The horses told me to fuck
off, and won’t answer to anyone but you... traitors.” I tuck my hands in my
pockets and rest my ass on the vanity, hooking one ankle over the other.
Content to lean back and simply enjoy watching this girl for a moment.

“Will they be sending you an official complaint?” Her lips curve into a
coy grin. Cute and alluring, and my dick is screaming at me to get naked
and dive into her.

“Something like that. Apparently, I’'m shit at grooming, do a terrible job
at cleaning up their stalls, and not even promises of extra treats tomorrow
was enough to satisfy those miserable bastards.”

“Well, when you speak so highly of them... I can’t imagine why.” Her
eyes glimmer in the dim light.



“They’ll survive. How was your day off?”

I love that she’s not shying away from allowing me to enjoy her body
on display beneath the gently rippling water. Layla doesn’t try to cover
herself, and damn, it’s sexy as all hell.

“Restful... my boss did keep me up pretty late last night.” Her teeth
catch her bottom lip.

“Sounds like an asshole to me.”

“Oh, you have no idea. He’s extremely demanding, too.” Her blush
turns a deeper shade, and those perfect nipples stiffen as water laps around
the tight buds.

Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

“What a dick.”

“At least he’s got one or two redeeming qualities.”

“Yeah?” My eyes rake another full sweep over her figure and I lap up
the way she’s starting to squirm beneath the weight of my gaze. Especially
when I linger on the spot at the junction of her thighs hidden deeper below
the water level. “What might those be?”

“WEell, for one... he’s pretty skilled with his hands.”

My eyebrows raise, and I’m fighting back the urge to cross the tiles and
show her just how fucking skilled my hands want to be right about now.

“Sounds promising. What else?”

“I don’t know if I should say.” That husky edge to her voice appears.
The one that has my dick jerking to attention whenever this girl talks in a
way that is part innocent, part seductress, and wholly, Layla.

“Maybe he wants to know.”

Her teeth sink into the plumpness of her bottom lip as her sooty
eyelashes flutter a little. Good, she’s just as turned on as I am.

“Well, he walks in wearing this backward cap, and that is definitely a
highly favorable quality.”

I have to fight the smirk that threatens to escape. “You got a thing for
my hats, baby?”

Layla nods at me, eyes going a little glassy as the tension and heat
builds between us.

“A cowboy in a cap? That’s sexy. Hit me with the backward cap?
You’ve got me wherever you want me.” With a hard swallow she keeps on
squirming and squeezing her thighs together. I’'m about two seconds from
relieving that ache I know is building there. “Now you know all my secrets,



Mr. Wilder. What are you planning on doing about it?” She sounds all
breathy and that’s the moment I make my move.

Pushing off the vanity, I cross over to the bath and sit on the wide edge.
It’s tiled and built into one side of the bathroom with an ample ledge
surrounding the tub. I’ve never been more fucking pleased it was designed
with this particular feature.

My flannel sleeves are already partly rolled up my forearms, but I fold
them a couple of inches higher to hit my elbow.

“You hungry, angel?” My voice drops low as I watch her lips part and
her eyes trace the movement of my hands.

Layla drags her gaze up to meet mine, stares at me for a long second,
then nods.

“You want to get out of that bath and eat?”

She shakes her head.

“Comfortable?” 1 ask, dipping my fingertips just below the surface,
swirling the water a little.

She shakes her head. “Not with you all the way over there.”

“How about I make you more comfortable, then? Would you like that?”

“Please.” It’s barely a whisper that floats off her lips and echoes around
the damp tiles.

I slip my hand below the water, keeping her locked in my gaze. Layla’s
breathing shallows, her chest rising and falling with little panting breaths
that tell me just how horny she is.

When I glide up the soft swell of her thigh, starting from the sensitive
spot inside her knee, she jerks a fraction. A tiny whimper escapes, and I’'m
already planning my next move.

Can I fuck her right here in the bath? Sounds like a goddamn perfect
idea.

My hand slides higher, and the moment I reach the softness of her
pussy, I'm fighting back the urge to groan. She’s so fucking aroused,
dripping and ready for my touch, just like I hoped. Slick and slippery and
already swollen with desire.

“I guess I need to wear my cap backward more often if this is how wet
your sweet little cunt gets.” With my other hand, I hook below her knee,
sliding a palm down the slope and curve of her calf, until I catch her ankle.
Keeping my eyes locked on hers, I gently ease her foot out of the water and
hook her leg over the edge of the bath to rest across my thigh, opening her



right up for me. My fingers slide through her slit and dip into her entrance,
before dragging up to circle around the pouting bud that’s waiting for my
attention.

As soon as I brush over that bundle of nerves, Layla bucks beneath my
touch and lets out the sweetest, horniest noise. One that is going to become
my mission to have her making again once my cock is buried inside her.

“Tell me what you want from me, angel.” I rub firm circles over her clit
and devour the way her pupils dilate, pleasure starting to wash through her
veins.

“I want you. I need you inside me.”

Wrapping my grip tighter around her ankle, I press into that pleasurable
spot below her calf that I know will have her melting. A shift of my other
hand is all it takes, I sink two fingers inside her slick pussy, and her eyes
flutter closed on a moan.

“You gotta tell me the truth, baby. You talked a mighty big game this
morning in the kitchen, but you’ve had all day to think about this, just like I
have. Now, I need to hear you use your words.”

She’s so silky and wet, and her tight channel sucks my fingers deeper
with every moment I work a little harder inside. I want my girl draped over
me and burying her teeth in my neck while I fill her up. I want to be able to
see every perfect fucking expression playing on her face as she squeezes the
life out of my cock.

As much as I’m desperate for this, I won’t do anything unless she tells
me in no uncertain terms. The words need to come from her lips.

“Colt...” Her whine hitches in her throat as I start scissoring my fingers,
working her and getting her ready to take me. She’s so fucking tight, her
pussy is like a velvety glove around my digits, but I don’t want to dare risk
hurting her.

I add a third finger and she arches for me like a goddamn dream. Those
nipples are dusky pink and lovely, stiffened to tight, furled peaks.

“Play with your tits, show me how you love them being teased.”

Without hesitation, she pinches and plucks at them. My balls throb
watching her, feeling her grip my fingers tighter.

“I’m not going to give you what you want until you tell me. I gotta hear
you say it, but not because you think it’s what I’'m wanting. I’ll give you
anything you need, as long as it’s the truth.” I start fucking in and out with
my fingers, her body rocking, cradled by the water’s buoyancy.



Layla devastates me with a hooded stare, pouty lips, and nothing more
than the slightest rasp in her sultry voice.

“I want to feel you with nothing between us. Please let me know what
it’s like to have all of you. I haven’t stopped thinking about it all day.”

“You want to be dripping with me, angel?”

Her cunt tightens around my fingers immediately, and a soft moan fills
the air.

“Yes. Oh god, yes. I want that.”

“You gotta be specific. Tell me exactly what you want.”

Layla is right on edge. Her fingers work her nipples relentlessly, pussy
walls fluttering around my fingers. Shallow, panting breaths laced with
needy little noises rise up.

Goddamn, this girl is a vision.

“Please don’t use a condom. You don’t need to when you’re with me.”
She whimpers and bucks her hips against me. “Fuck me bare, cowboy. I
want to feel all of you. I want to feel the way you fill me with your cum.”

Jesus Christ. I’'m nearly choking as the filthiest words tumble out of this
beautiful girl, and I’'m fucking done for. Her back bows as I work my thumb
over her clit and plunge in and out of her, hungry for the way she unravels
perfectly. Moaning and shaking and clamping down on my hand, she
pinches her hardened nipples.

I hold her leg, insisting that she stays open for me even when she tries
to wriggle out of my grasp and draw her legs together, massaging her
through the come down. Or maybe not even that, I’'m too fucking greedy
and don’t give her much of a chance to land—before I fully realize it, I’'m
already working this beautiful girl harder, that precious next climax firmly
set in my sights.

But I have to drag myself off her. If I’'m going to do this, I’ve at least
got to get rid of my clothes. My dick is a steel bar, ready to feel every soft
undulation of her silky channel wrapped around me.

With teeth gritted, I pull my hand away, but not before sucking down on
the taste of my perfect girl and enjoying every second that she soaks up the
sight.

“You want me raw inside you? So fucking sweet when you’re begging,
angel.”

Layla arches her back and the warm water laps around all her curves,
forming shimmering, iridescent dress fitted to her nakedness. A transparent



swirl of steam and droplets runs over wet skin, caressing the swell of her
stomach, the crease at the tops of her thighs, the fullness of her breasts.

“Are you getting in, Daddy?” She flutters those eyelashes my way, and
there’s every possibility I'm going to struggle to last long. This girl has got
me ready to blow in my jeans, for the second time in my adult life.

“Don’t even think about moving; of course I’m getting in there with
you.” Reaching up, I flip off the cap and then fumble my way through the
top few buttons before dragging my shirt up over my head. Why couldn’t
this have been summer time? It’d be much more goddamn convenient if I
could have us both wearing next to fucking nothing all day long. There are
always far too many layers of clothes between us, and I’'m inwardly cursing
the fact I can’t insist on Layla wearing dresses or skirts or something that is
much better suited to all the places I want to take her on this ranch and sink
inside her.

If I only get two weeks of memories with this girl, I’'m going to make
sure I’ve had her in every single place possible.

Christ, it hits me square in the chest that I already know one particular
place I want to steal Layla away to and hide out for a short while. Problem
is, I doubt we’ll have enough time to get there.

Ditching my jeans and briefs, I stand over the bath and fist my cock for
a moment. What kind of heaven is this, where I can slide into that water
with her and feel her and be with her in the kind of way I never should be
allowed.

Even though it might be a fever dream, I’'m going to take it in both
hands anyway. Damn whatever miserable, lonely future lies in store for me.
This is a moment in time I'll forever have, and she’s the girl who is
willingly giving it to me.

Fuck, I definitely do not deserve someone as perfect as Layla.

“Get in here, cowboy,” she purrs at me and shifts around, which means I
fucking do as she says without another second’s hesitation.

The water’s still warm, and besides, my skin feels overheated just being
near. Our limbs tangle as I ease in, guiding her to straddle my thighs, and
my cock juts up between us. Layla dives against my mouth with fingers
threading into my hair, that small action causes my mind to go blank.

It’s her and only her that consumes me as she makes those sweet little
noises into my mouth. Soft curves fitting against me like our bodies had
been mapped out somewhere in the goddamn universe an eon ago.



Kissing Layla is a privilege I don’t plan on ever taking for granted.

Why is it that the person who feels so fucking right to be with, is
someone [ cannot have? Someone who I’m unable to keep. A beautiful
creature being gifted my way for such a painfully short time. Leaving
nothing but a stolen, snowbound secret between us.

“Colt...” Her soaked pussy rocks against my length, and it’s so close
and intimate and searingly hot right here, locked together. Water sloshes
quietly, cradling our bodies in time with a rhythm that seems unbelievable,
considering it’s been barely twenty-four hours since we first crossed that
invisible line.

It feels like I’ve already known this girl for a lifetime longer than
anything as simple as a single night tangled up in bedsheets.

“You want it? It’s all yours.” With one hand, my fingers dig into the
swell of her hip, with the other I stroke tendrils of damp hair back off her
forehead. Cupping her jaw, I trace across the dusting of freckles high on her
cheeks with my thumb. “Take it from me. Fuck yourself down on me, and
show me just how much you want this. Because I’ve been dreaming about
having you for far too long.” Might as well confess it all. At least that way,
she can know without any doubt that this isn’t a hasty decision on my part.
“Right now, I feel like I'm in a dream... one that any second now is going
to come crashing to a halt in a painful moment if I wake up and discover
this isn’t real.”

Layla grinds harder against me, a hazy shade of emerald-green dancing
in her eyes as they blow out with the pleasure of how good it feels rubbing
her pussy all over my length. “You’ve dreamt about this?” Those puffy lips
have deepened to the perfect rose color from the scrape of my beard.

Definitely. Too often for my own sanity. “More than I should probably
admit, baby.”

“You wanted me?” A little moan slips out as she shifts her hips, and the
head of my cock nudges her clit.

She likes hearing me tell her, and I’'m nothing but a slave to doing
whatever the fuck makes this girl happy.

“Layla, if I told you all the ways I’ve had to deal with keeping my
hands to myself...” We both groan as she reaches down and wraps her hand
around me, stroking my dick and tapping it repeatedly against that bundle
of nerves.



Jesus. My hand cupping her jaw slides down to fit perfectly around the
front of her neck. I’'ve got her pinned by the hip and the column of her
throat, and I’'m going to goddamn fall apart if I don’t get inside her right
fucking now.

“I’'m so close.” She whimpers, and like a damn artwork seated in my
lap, lifts herself and guides me to her entrance.

My entire body lights up as I feel everything. Heat and slickness and
delicate fucking skin. I have to focus on breathing through my nose in an
effort not to start rutting up into her, because this right here is like nothing
else. Tensing my fingers against her flesh, I watch pleasure wash through
that captivating green gaze.

“Oh god... keep doing that.” Her lips part.

“You like my hand round your pretty little neck, baby?” My grip isn’t
tight, I’'m not restricting her airflow, but she moans as my fingers wrap a
firmer hold.

“Mmmhmm. God, yes.”

Where her drenched core presses against my tip is so fucking hot. She’s
so unbelievably wet, so ready to take me, and the sensation of her entrance
welcoming in the crown of my dick makes my eyes want to roll into the
back of my head.

“Oh, fuck. Oh, god.” Layla breathes hard. Pulse fluttering beneath my
fingertips like a hummingbird taking flight.

“Fffuuuck. Angel, that’s it.” Months upon months of obsession, of
insane thoughts about filling her sweet cunt, finally break loose and roar
into my consciousness.

I grunt and my balls draw up tight, already primed and ready to unload.
Ready to spend inside her with that one goal in mind that doesn’t make any
sense, considering my past, but is brought to life by Layla.

A desperate need for ownership.

Marking. Claiming. Breeding.

As she lowers herself, her walls stretch around my length and the
rippling sensation of her velvet heat molding to me feels like a flood, a
torrent of primal obsession racing straight to my cock. My eyes bounce
between devouring the expression on her face, and the place where her soft
pink cunt swallows every inch, where my bare dick disappears deep inside
her.



Pleasure flares and builds down low in my spine. Hissing noises come
out of both of us, and Layla fucks herself down on me with a steady rocking
of her hips as she slides lower to settle her weight fully.

“Fuck, oh my god...”

“I know, baby.” My fingers flex slightly.

Her eyes drop closed as she feels it, too. She’s so full and at this angle
she’s nearly fully impaled, sunk all the way to the hilt.

“God. You’re so big.”

“That’s it, angel. You’re doing so well. Look at you stuffed full, taking
all of me.” As if she was goddamn made just for my cock to nestle inside
her and rock together like this. Wrapped in the steam, my drifting
consciousness is only dimly aware of how easy it is to lose hours when I’'m
with her.

“Colt—" She part-whispers, part-whines, and that’s when I feel every
muscle tighten. Her slick channel squeezes around me and I'm barely
hanging on.

My fingers dig tight into her hip. This girl has already got me seeing
stars.

“Christ. I’'m not gonna last long like this. God, you feel too fucking
good.”

“Please. I’m so close. Please come inside me.”

“Fuck.” This is every filthy imagining wrapped around me, and I tug
her down to my mouth, keeping my fingers tight on the column of her
throat as she sinks against my lips. “Ride me. Fuck me like I know you
want to take it—hard and fast, angel; we can go slow after, because I’'m
nowhere near done with you.”

Her lips hover over mine as she pants against my mouth. “You’re so
deep... oh god... oh god.”

“Just like that. Holy shit.” It feels like being squeezed by the tightest fist
imaginable. Those luscious thighs work over me, hips rolling beneath my
grip.

“Colt—fuck—come with me.”

“Don’t worry, baby. I’m right there with you.” Trapping her bottom lip
between my teeth, my hand snakes to fit between our wet bodies and seek
out the pouting bud of her clit.

She cries into my mouth with unrestrained pleasure, and I feel every
fucking thing. I’m buried so deep inside her and I couldn’t care less that this




time everything is brief and desperate, because I intend on fucking every
single part of this girl and marking her up. Over and over.

Whimpers and moans float between us as it’s coming. My climax builds
and loads, ready to pulse forward, in unison with the force of her grip on
my length. A grunt wrenches from somewhere deep in my chest as searing
waves of heat flash and spark, and a surge like nothing I've felt before
rockets through my belly.

“Ffffuck. Fuck.”

Layla falls apart on a shuddering roll of ecstasy. Sobbing out mumbled
words while pinched in the brutal hold I’ve got on her bottom lip. “Oh god.
I’m coming. I’'m coming.”

“Angel. Oh, fuck. Unnghhh.” I’'m lost to the driving need that flies
through me. My balls draw up and my cock swells, and a torrential
sensation pours through my groin. Tight. Desperate. Hungry. The most
incredible feeling of release takes over as I fill her up.

My dick pulses, and somewhere along the way, Layla has buried her
face into my neck. Her teeth sink into me as her cunt keeps squeezing and I
can’t seem to stop coming. Goddamn. The girl in my lap who shouldn’t be
there. Who I shouldn’t have my hands wrapped around. Who I shouldn’t
have allowed myself to be inside. Who is now pumped full of my cum, my
seed, and moaning my name.

There’s nothing but pounding blood in my ears and my heart trying to
escape my chest as we float in the forbidden moment of all of it. Me. Her.
Us. The knowledge that we’ve already crossed the line, but we’ve now
gone too far, well past the point of no return. Yet, a path connects us in a
way that I’ve never had with anyone else before.

An immediate sensation roars in, demanding my attention, even in my
out-of-body state.

I don’t want anyone else to know Layla like this.

She belongs to me.

I can’t let her go.

Even though I have to.

A curse that I’ve been given and have to damn well learn to survive,
now that I’ve allowed myself one sip and gotten drunk off the poisoned
chalice of knowing what it’s like to claim her.

“Come here, angel.” My throat feels raw. Like I’ve bellowed myself
hoarse, and for a brief moment, I wonder if the deafening pounding in my



ears was me actually roaring out loud just now.

“Mmm... god... that’s the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever experienced.”
Layla sounds drowsy after her orgasms and so goddamn precious. Her plush
lips and little darting laps of her tongue trail a hot, wet line up the side of
my throat. Feathering kisses across my jaw until our mouths seal together.

My cock certainly isn’t interested in taking a break, because the moment
our tongues meet and slide forward in another round of sensual connection,
it rears to life once more. All the blood in my body flows back south, and I
feel my length kick in response to the way she rubs her sweetness all over
me.

She moans as I suck on her tongue.

“I wanna be deep inside your cunt all night long.” Roaming my palms
along the length of her spine, I reach down to cup her ass. So fucking pliant
and soft, and even though she’s still impaled on me, I feel the way her back
bows and chases after my touch as I knead her rounded flesh.

“That’s all I want.” She gasps and tightens around me as I toy with her
ass. Spreading and parting her, but not playing with her, yet. Just enjoying
the sensation of seeing how perfectly we meld together.

“You want more, angel? Want to be filled up again? Want more of my
cum dripping out of you?”

A shudder of pleasure runs through her in response. As she shifts
slightly, I can feel the welling of sticky release sliding between our bodies
pressed against each other. I’m struck by the thought that next time I want
to watch. I want to see what it looks like for this girl to be coated in the
evidence of me, and the urge to swipe it up and push it back inside that tight
channel is a damn headrush.

I have no idea what this beast is, or where the hell it has come from, but
it’s feral for my girl.

“Yes. Please.” Layla nods against my throat, and I don’t know what the
fuck I’'m going to do after these two weeks are up.

But for right now, I sink deep, and much like the storm and snowfall
that has isolated us up the top of this mountain, I disappear into her
pleasurable depths until morning breaks over Devil’s Peak Ranch.

My lips find her ear, and the words flow as easy as silk.

“Anything you want.”



CHAPTER 24

£

« E xcuse me? Is that any way to treat your favorite person?”
Winnie snorts and gives me another insistent nudge, demanding
more attention and scratches behind her ear, so I indulge her, of
course.

“I’m trying to clean up. You’re not helping with your constant
neediness, you know.”

She gives absolutely zero fucks and explores my pockets like she’s
some sort of raccoon bandit with grabby hands, not a thousand-pound horse
with all the subtlety of a brick wall.

“Your boss isn’t going to be happy if I’'m not done soon.” That’s only
partially true. I don’t think Colt could care less if I was back late because of
the barn or the horses. However, he most certainly will come and drag me
inside if I'm not done by the time he returns from the work he’s been
attending to. While I’ve been getting things done up here around the stables
and the yard, he’s been down on the far boundary mending fences.

My pussy clenches in anticipation of seeing him after going our separate
ways for the day. Not that it’s been all that long. The man had me coming
on his tongue and moaning his name in the small hours of this morning.

It’s been a week of nothing but indulging our curiosity in one another,
and holy shit, a girl could get used to being at the mercy of Colton Wilder.

My cowboy fucks like a god and treats me like a princess, and I’m so
painfully fucking aware that our time together is coming to an end.

I’ve officially fallen for my ex-boyfriend’s father, and it’s the cruelest
reality that the mountain road is liable to be reopened any day from now



onwards—we’ve had a run of clear, warmer weather, and by all accounts,
the roading crew is making excellent time with no setbacks to report.

I’ve sent up a quiet prayer every damn day that something might swoop
in to impede their steady progress.

Hello, it’s me, Layla... again. Any chance of sending another storm
front through on short notice so I can continue to be stuck in a snowy
paradise with a man twice my age and his giant dick?

“Fuck them and their efficiency,” I mutter out loud, and Winnie makes a
noise of agreement. Or maybe she’s being a judgy bitch. I don’t know, but
these horses have seen far too much of my half-nakedness in the past week.
So it could go either way, really.

Colt likes to surprise me out here, and it’s the biggest turn-on ever when
he unexpectedly catches me working in the stalls.

We’ve managed to fuck on just about every surface. Having a sexy as
hell cowboy bending me over while growling in my ear that I take his cock
so well and look so pretty full of his cum? My cheeks heat just thinking
about how much that makes me needy for him all over again.

Turns out, when you both have a kink that you’ve never previously
explored with someone else... there are a lot of reasons to keep indulging in
that fantasy with one another.

“Stay still, angel.” Our foreheads drop together, damp with sweat,
coming down after the haze of frenzied fucking on the kitchen counter. He
presses my knees as wide as they can go, reaching between us to swipe up
the welling evidence of him at my entrance. With sucked-in breaths mixed
with fluttering heartbeats, we both stare, transfixed and insanely turned on
as he pushes those two thick fingers back inside.

“Fuck. Daddy. That’s so hot.” My pussy clenches, ripples in response to
my rugged cowboy pressing into me, still sensitive and desperate for more.

“Christ. Look at you. Stretched around my knuckles. Leaking cum,”
Colt murmurs hotly.

His cock is already halfway hard.

I’m halfway to begging him to pump me full of his seed again.

I have to shake myself of the daze threatening to tempt me back into
memories of him using my body in the way we both get off on.

Can I be addicted so fast, so soon?

It’s a dangerous thought, because I know even allowing myself a single
thread of that kind of thinking is going to weave a noose of bad-fucking-



news.

This thing between us could be over any day now, and my stupid heart
squeezes at the notion of not being bundled in Colt’s arms at every
opportunity.

I’m not a complete idiot. I agreed to this, knowing the risk of allowing
things to happen while we were snow-bound up here on top of this
mountain together. As much as it pains me to admit, I strolled into this
arrangement with my eyes wide open to the reality that Colt will never
choose me over his son, and I care about him too deeply to ever expect him
to.

As much as I want to be selfish, that’s just not how I’m wired, and like
some sort of good girl martyr, I’'m not going to come between him and
Kayce. I know what it’s like to have an absent parent, and even though
Kayce is a fully-grown, partially functioning adult, he and Colt deserve to
be able to have a relationship in the long term.

Holy hell, but if I don’t have it in the worst possible way for this rugged
man.

The butterflies currently kicking up in my belly are a lovely little
reminder that my feelings have taken on a very treacherous shade. Where
I’m not just at risk of being swept up in this man, the danger is I’ve already
drifted far out to sea, no longer in sight of the horizon, with nothing but a
will to keep treading water and hold my head above the surface.

All T want is to stop and allow myself to sink, to fall, to be surrounded
by his warmth and scent and capable arms.

I’ll gladly drown in a single drop of him.

Checking the time on my phone, I know it’ll easily be another hour
before Colt is likely to get back. It’s not yet that point in the afternoon when
the daylight vanishes like water down a drain, and the weather lately has
held resolutely blue-skied and brimming with sunshine.

Something I should be grateful for, rather than ice and wind and
atrocious conditions for the cattle to have to endure out on the ranch. But
my heart pouts at this feast of spring-like weather all the same.

Colt will most likely take every minute of daylight he’s given to get
these jobs done out on the furthest reaches of the property, so I might as
well make myself useful until the time when we can heat up dinner together
and lose hour upon hour exploring each other in front of the fire.



There are a few jobs I’ve been meaning to get to around the back of the
barn. We’ve got a stockpile of extra wood and kindling located back there
and I keep intending to do a big restock of firewood close to the house.
Ever the gentleman, Colt had told me not to worry about it and leave it to
him, but I’'m a big girl and I can handle lugging some wood around.

Heading out the main doors I take a hard right and follow the side of the
barn that is furthest from the main high-use areas. In all honesty, I never see
Colt coming around here either; it’s a place where an odd assortment of
ranch debris lives. A graveyard of wood and wire and the kinds of
occasionally useful things on a working ranch that need to be put
somewhere in anticipation of a rainy day.

The snow around this side hasn’t melted fully. It’s shaded nearly all day
back here in a strip between the barn and the tall stand of pines, with the
left-over remnants of the last storm banked up in places. Back when I first
arrived, this was one of the locations Colt showed me to get supplies from if
needed, so I’m careful to pick my way toward where I know the wood is
stockpiled at the far end, not wanting to twist my ankle on something
hidden beneath the layers of ice and snow.

As I reach the stack of cut logs, I spy the wheelbarrow that I’1l be able
to pile up and run a load to the house with. If I start with the kindling and
then tackle the larger-sized pieces, that should be a reasonable amount. No
one wants to discover wood supplies have dwindled when it’s pitch black
and the weather has turned to shit.

One less job for Colt to have to worry about. That man has got more
than enough on his hands around this place at the best of times. The sun is
still hovering low in the sky, it’s the perfect opportunity to get this done.

Swiping the residual snow and ice off the wheelbarrow, I set it beside
me and turn to the wall of wood. It’s heaped taller than me, and the smallest
pieces have been carefully layered at the top. Of course, the cowboy up here
on his own most of the time has stacked everything perfectly—only he’s
done so to match his own reach.

Which is much too high for me.

This is going to require some fucking ingenuity, because call it laziness
or sheer stubbornness, but I’'m not trudging all the way back to the barn to
find myself a stepladder.

There’s a round of wood hanging on the edge of the pile that I'm sure I
can knock down, if I stretch. It’ll do perfectly to balance on as a temporary



height boost until I get through the topmost layer of kindling and firewood.
Once I’ve removed that, the next one down is still over my head, but at least
I’ll be able to reach that from where I’m standing on the ground.

Looking like an absolute fool—and terribly mindful that I don’t want to
risk bringing down an avalanche of wood on my head—I strain upward to
catch the edge of the log. I'll only need to bump it. The thing is hanging out
over the front of the stack, and won’t need much of a nudge for gravity to
do all the hard work for me.

My fingers graze the bark, and it shifts a little but could be stuck thanks
to all the ice back here. It’s fucking cold and shaded around this side of the
barn, but I’'m determined to get this shit done. My toes already feel a little
numb in my boots as I reach again and let out a curse as my fingers bump
the piece of wood but it only dislodges a fraction.

“Come on, asshole,” I grumble, and this time spring upward a little,
swiping at the edge, which has the desired effect. The log loosens and
tumbles to the ground. I’m not intending to catch it, so I let it fall with a
crash, feeling mighty satisfied that I’ve now got myself a thick, heavy-set
round of wood to use as a step stool.

Only as it hits the layer of compacted snow with a thud, my stomach
lurches. Instead of the noise I’'m expecting to hear, there’s a slick sound and
a clatter. Heavy-cast metal leaps upward from where it had been partially
hidden beneath the blanket of white. Sharp layered teeth made of steel snap
together.

A fucking bear trap.

Right in front of the wood pile and only a matter of inches from where I
currently stand, now trembling.

Everything feels too confusing. My mind tries to piece things together
in a flurry. Colt never mentioned bears or traps or anything of the sort up
here on the ranch. Bear traps are illegal, aren’t they? He certainly wouldn’t
take the trouble of showing me where this supply of wood was located and
forget to point out something as dangerous as this.

If I’d stepped a foot to the side—If I’d stretched and lunged for that
piece of wood only a tiny fraction to my right—it would be my leg
currently mangled in those powerful, flesh-ripping teeth.

My hand flies up to cover my mouth as I suppress a cry. I’m chilled to
the bone, too stunned to move. Too terrified to take a step or shift my
weight. What if there are more of them hidden beneath the snow out here?



As my wide eyes survey the layer of white all around me, the plummeting
realization lurches in my stomach that I’'m essentially standing in what
could be a minefield.

It’s impossible to tell what might lurk beneath the surface of the
innocent-looking white blanket stretching out in all directions.

“Layla, you out here?” The sound of Colt’s voice drifts from near the
entrance to the barn. Oh, god. I don’t know what to do. Fear has frozen me
to the spot, like the icicles clinging to the pine trees behind me.

“Colt—" I croak out his name. Fuck, why do I feel like bursting into
tears? I don’t even think as I call for him, but it’s only when he approaches
round the side of the barn that my panic morphs into a different emotion
entirely.

What if he gets hurt? I can’t be the one responsible for him getting hurt.

“Wait. WAIT.” My hands fly out, sounding like a woman possessed
even to my own ears as I yell at him. “Don’t move.”

“Layla?” He strides toward me, and blood pounds in my ears as I have
an instant meltdown watching his boots hit the fresh snow one after the
other. Crunching footsteps that I’'m certain are going to end in bloodshed
with every step nearer.

“Stop... Stop walking. Don’t come any closer.” Tears prick the back of
my eyes. I’m not good at any of this, and I’'m so confused and shocked and
don’t fucking know how to handle this situation.

Thankfully, he stops and gives me a look from behind dark, furrowed
brows.

“What’s going on?”

“The snow. There are traps. Fuck. I don’t want you to get injured.
Please don’t come closer.” I’m an incoherent stream of babbling words.

My voice is too high-pitched and panicky, and Colt closes the distance
between us, almost jogging, before I can stop him. “Layla, are you ok?”
He’s moving faster than I can do anything to change his mind, with concern
written all over his face, and I’'m urging him to stand still. Just fucking stop.
Don’t keep walking over here because I have no idea what I’ll do if there’s
another set of those brutal steel teeth that snap up out of nowhere.

“What happened to you? Baby, show me where you’re hurt.” He’s on
me before I can do anything about it. His big hands cup my face while all
the blood drains from my limbs.



“Don’t move. Don’t step anywhere. Just stay still.” My fists grip the
front of his jacket like I’'m clinging onto him for dear life, and right now,
he’s the only thing holding me upright.

“You get hurt?” He repeats again, voice gruff but soft in his way that he
always is. Always so endlessly caring as his hazel gaze, alert and filled with
concern, flickers over my body.

“Traps.” I stammer. “Under the snow.”

“Traps?”

“Right there. I don’t know how many.” Each knuckle turns white under
the force of how tight I’m clinging to his jacket, because I can’t handle the
thought of him stepping to one side. I’m certain that if I don’t anchor him in
place with every ounce of strength I’ve got, he’s going to end up mangled
and bloody and broken.

“Where?” His voice is so fucking steady. Sure and certain, and with an
even tone that reaches into my brain and works some kind of magic because
the grip of panic I’d been locked in seconds ago loosens its constrictive
hold.

How is he able to talk me down off the ledge so effortlessly, every
single time?

“By the wood. Please don’t move your feet. Please stand still.” God, the
way my voice sounds so shaky when he’s the picture of calm. How the fuck
does he do all this on his own? He’s as rock solid as this mountain, and I’'m
nothing more than a snowflake ready to melt at the first sign of inclement
conditions.

Colt tugs me against his chest, wrapping one palm around to nestle
between my shoulder blades, while the other strokes my hair. He smells like
the horses and the open plains and sweat from his day’s work. My knees
just about buckle as that scent rolls through me, soothing and comforting as
if it’s his goddamn superpower.

“You’re ok.” The rumble of his voice comes through beneath my ear.
“You left perfect tracks in the snow, baby. All we’re going to do is walk
exactly where you stepped before, ok? I’m going to go first, and you follow
right behind me and that’s all we’re going to do. I’ve got you.”

I’ve got you.

Words 1 can honestly say, hand on my shaken-up heart, I don’t think
I’ve ever had spoken to me before.



For my entire life, I’ve had to go it alone. Other than my brief time
living with Evaline, and the way my aunt took care of me to the best of her
abilities, I’ve never had anyone tell me it’s going to be ok with that
sonorous voice and steadfast energy. As he speaks, the words don't just flow
out of Colt’s mouth, his voice radiates off him like a fire emitting warmth
and light and sustenance.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I nod against his broad chest. It takes
everything in me to block out the three little words swimming around my
brain. Words threatening to blurt out an entirely inappropriate confession of
how deeply I’ve fallen for the man currently holding me and calming me.

“Let’s get you out of the cold. Just step right inside my footprints.
That’s all you gotta do.”

Something tugs behind my ribs and hooks me to him. Doing exactly as
he says, we follow the track I cut through the snow when I first came
around here. Daylight has all but vacated and made way for nightfall, with
only a blackish-purple hue stretching over Devil’s Peak as we reach the
house.

Just like the night after stitching up the livestock, he tells me to go
shower and quietly takes charge of organizing some food for us. I should be
fucking stronger and should shrug this whole thing off, but the shock and
cold have eaten away at my reserves of energy. Besides, I get the feeling
this man would simply pick me up and toss me in the shower by force if I
didn’t listen to him.

When I return to the kitchen, he’s not at the island like I expected. Our
plates have been heated and there are a couple of beers already opened, but
then I hear him coming out of his office in the hallway.

Stopping in front of me, he takes my chin in between thumb and
forefinger and studies my eyes. There’s a solemness in his gaze, and I don’t
really know what to fucking say. How many times is too many times before
a man like Colt realizes what a goddamn headcase I am and is relieved to be
rid of me? Why do I seem to crumble in his presence? Or is it just a
sequence of ridiculous occurrences, each of which he’s been right there for.

Now I’'m going to be forever stuck—the knowledge chafing my brain
like sandpaper—knowing what it feels like to have someone who sticks by
you even when you’re falling apart at the seams.

What a cruel and unusual punishment.

“Feeling better?” His voice is low.



I nod. Once again, enjoying the roughness of his hands and the
closeness of him too much for my own good. “Thank you...” I trail off.
There’s every chance I'll start crying again, and I don’t want that.

“Let’s get some food in you.” Dipping his head, he places a gentle kiss
on my lips, then ushers me toward the source of another incredible-smelling
dinner he’s reheated. Colton Wilder is my perfect man, and I’ve never
fucking hated our circumstances more than in this moment.

After we’ve sat and eaten in silence for a while, Colt clears his throat.
“There are cameras around the place, not that I ever have the need to use
them much. But I keep some going over by the barn for the security of the
horses, and around the yard, the front of the house... just a couple of spots
where anyone coming and going can be captured on camera.”

He scratches at his beard, not looking at me, studying the beer label on
his bottle real fucking hard instead.

“There aren’t any unusual footprints or tracks in the snow I’ve noticed.
It hasn’t snowed fresh in over a week. So whoever has been up here and
laid that trap did so long before the last storm came through. Fuck knows
why, or what for, but my gut is telling me it has something to do with
whatever happened to the stock that day.”

I fiddle with the hem of my sweater. What is he saying?

“While you were in the shower, I ran back through the older records.
The cameras out there sense movement and detect when there’s been
something or someone pass by. A lot of it was just wildlife, but...”

“Someone has been up here?” I gasp. Not sure whether I’'m more
freaked out by the idea that there’s been an intruder on the property, or that
there’s every chance whoever it was might have seen something between
me and Colt during that time.

Oh, god. I suddenly feel like my stomach has flopped. It can’t have been
Kayce—he wouldn’t be fucking with the ranch or the stock—but what if
this person who has been here saw us together? What if they were to tell
him?

What a nightmare scenario. For my ex-boyfriend to find out about me
and his father through a goddamn stranger spilling secrets to him in a bar
down in Crimson Ridge.

“Not just someone.” Colt grinds his molars. “The footage is blurry, it’s
nighttime when the cameras caught the movement, but I know it’s them.”



“Who?” But even as the words come out of my mouth, I already can tell
what the answer will be.

“Those Pierson assholes. I’ve every right to fucking shoot them on-site.
Should’ve done it with Alton, the older one, the night of the bonfire.”

The dots start connecting. “The stock were hurt right after that day one
of them turned up in the barn.”

Colt dips his chin. “Right after Henrik was poking around. Then the
snow stuck that night of the bonfire, and hasn’t cleared until these past
couple of days. So whoever laid that trap did so probably the night we were
all down at the fire, and whatever happened to the cattle was probably
retaliation for being threatened. Those two fuck faces deserve to be in jail,
and yet they’re out here creeping around the ranch causing shit.”

“But you’ve got them on camera, right? You could take the evidence to
the sheriff of what they’ve done?”

He shakes his head and digs a hand through his hair, making it stand on
end. “No. All I’ve got is grainy fucking shadows of two figures dressed in
black and a gut hunch that has never let me down.”

“But why would they do any of it... what makes you a target up here?”
There’s an uneasy feeling building in my chest. One that tells me this has
everything to do with the way Colt sat up guarding the property—and me—
that night with a shotgun in hand.

“They’re bad people. Damaged fucking kids who only want to pass that
poison on to others. That’s all they want to do in return is hurt, because
they’re hurting.”

“I don’t understand. That trap could have seriously maimed someone.”
You. I want to shout it at him from across this countertop. It was obviously
set there with the intention of injuring whoever went out to collect firewood
from that pile next. No prizes for guessing that it was Colt they were
targeting.

“Layla.” His voice is soft, but it’s a warning to drop the subject.

“Why? Why don’t you get on the radio right now? Even if you don’t
have the evidence it was them, you should at least be reporting that there’s
been someone trespassing and creating god knows what dangers on the
ranch.” I’m bristling on his behalf. The thought that anyone could come and
disrespect him and his property and his livelihood, not to mention that they
intentionally hurt his cattle, is making my blood boil.

He takes a long swig from his beer, while I stew in my seat.



“Colt. I'm serious. What are you protecting them for?”

That triggers a response. His hazel gaze lands on me, and there’s a
ferocity that sparks right there. Bright embers glow beneath his heavy brow.
“You think I’m protecting them? Those assholes are exactly the kind of
predators who like to drug girls and film them when they’re out of their
head, while they do whatever they want to them. They get away with it
because they always manage to make it appear as though whoever they
preyed on wanted it. Hayes has tried to catch them in the act before, but
nothing has ever stuck to them. There’s never been enough indisputable
evidence.”

I’'m so confused and lost and angry on his behalf. I don’t understand
what this has to do with the ranch and the man sitting across from me isn’t
being forthcoming.

“Then why not report them?”

His shoulders roll back, and he shakes his head. “Just... fuck... there’s
history there, and even if I got on that radio to track down someone at this
hour of the night to put in a report about trespassing, absolutely nothing can
be done about it.”

My lips press together as I watch him closely. “You’ve had shit like this
happen before, haven’t you?”

Colt holds my eyes, and there’s an expression on his face I can’t read.

“The important thing is that you didn’t get hurt.” His throat works down
a heavy swallow as he looks me over, then pushes up to his feet, collecting
our empty dishes.

As I help with tidying up after the two of us, I keep mulling over what
secrets still roll around Devil’s Peak and this ranch. What burden is Colton
Wilder still carrying? As we settle into bed together, he tugs me against his
chest, holding me tightly in his strong arms. I drift off to sleep listening to
the thump of his heartbeat beneath my ear, with a wishfulness filling my
mind that he didn’t have to continue facing whatever it is that he carries
alone.

Even though my time on this ranch is coming to an end, I hate that he’ll
be left here and that he won’t have anyone to be steady for him, like he has
been for me.



CHAPTER 25

Coit
&

’m dreading the call that is going to come in any day now.

In fact, at any minute that handset tucked in the cradle below my
truck’s stereo could potentially crackle to life with the words I do not
want to hear.

There’s likely to be a cheery fucking asshole on the other end of the
line, letting me know that the mountain road is cleared and that they’ll be
arriving at the entrance to the ranch, reuniting us with the rest of the world.

I’ve never felt more animosity toward the men and women who work to
keep these mountain roads safe and passable. For the first time in all the
years I’ve been living on top of Devil’s Peak, I don’t want them to arrive
with their beaming smiles and friendly jokes and motherfucking helpful
attitudes.

Not once have I ever felt this much longing to be hidden away and kept
isolated from anyone and anything outside this ranch.

One more day. One more hour. That’s what I keep begging to some
fucking unknown entity as I let my whispers fly on the icy wind.

Layla is so close to slipping through my fingers, and I can’t believe that
the most desperately short two weeks of my life are coming to a close. I
know time like the veins mapped out on the back of my hand. I’ve nursed
broken bones and burns and been left with scar tissue that needed the best
part of a year to heal properly. I’ve endured nine months of waiting for a
child to be born—all while torn to shreds by the conflicting emotions his
arrival would bring. I’ve hit my knees wishing for time to speed up, wishing
for death to come calling, when there seemed to be no end in sight to the



beatings or trauma, being a kid frightened half to death by the monster left
in charge of my life.

Time is an asshole of the highest order, and we’re close fucking
acquaintances.

This fraction of a moment has disappeared as fast as the sun sets behind
the Peak on a mid-winter’s night. For only the briefest of glances, I got to
bask in the brilliance of this girl, and now I have to go back to enduring the
longest, coldest, most fucking soul-destroying darkness. Alone.

Even worse than that? She’ll still be right here.

The girl of my dreams will be in a bedroom just down the hall from me,
with her sweet scent still embedded in my pillowcase because there’s no
way I’ll be able to bring myself to wash it. Every time I roll over, all I’ll see
is the lingering outline of her coppery curls fanned across my sheets. She’ll
be everywhere, and I won’t be able to go near her.

A rock lodges in my throat knowing that the second we receive that
impending update from the roading crew, Kayce will arrive back, and I
don’t know how I’m going to get through the coming weeks with him here
at the ranch—having both of them in the same place—until Layla ups and
disappears once her contracted time is over.

I’m not going to stand in the way of her future, because it’s one that is
radiant and filled with possibility. She deserves to have everything she’s
ever dreamed of, and it certainly doesn’t look like wasting her life away in a
place such as Devil’s Peak.

Could we tell him? Sure. However, we both know Kayce is miles too
immature to handle something like this. She knows it. Don’t I fucking know
it.

And I’ve got so much to make up for that I cannot put my own
selfishness ahead of my kid’s life. Goddamn, I would be the world’s
shittiest person and most fucked up human being if I didn’t care about him
enough to put our relationship as father and son above my own desires.

Maybe in another life.

Maybe sometime in the future, there’s a miracle that this girl won’t have
gotten married and settled down with some nice guy her own age, and an
old, gruff asshole like me could have a hope in hell of finding her again
years from now.

But that’s never going to damn well happen, and I know it.



That girl is too special, too brilliant, and too fucking beautiful. She’ll
have someone proposing to her and sweeping her off her feet and buying
her every horse she could ever want within minutes of leaving this place.

I swear to god I hear a molar crack beneath the force of my clenched
jaw.

“You want me to feed them today, cowboy? Let me ride that big ol’
tractor of yours?” Layla gives my shoulder a playful nudge from her spot in
the passenger seat and pokes her tongue out at me when I jolt back to earth.

I’ve spent the whole drive down to the cattle wrapped up in my own
head with my fists strangling the steering wheel, and it’s her teasing that
grounds me back to the present moment. I mean, she’s been quiet, too,
maybe even thinking along the same lines as me. There are moments lately
when I catch her staring off into the distance, lost in thought, or chewing
hard on her bottom lip in that way she does when something is bothering
her. But then she spots me and quickly shakes off whatever shadow has
been hanging around and kills me with that sparkling green gaze.

A part of me secretly hopes that she’s as tangled up in conflicted
thoughts about our situation as I am, while another part of me wants her to
head down that mountain and never give me a second thought.

That part of me is pretty goddamn tiny, though. In fact, it has just about
withered away to nothing. The bulldog residing in my chest wants to snarl
at any motherfucker who even dares breathe the same air as her for the rest
of her life.

You know, the completely sane, normal reaction to having a girl half my
age, who I absolutely cannot keep.

“Be my guest. I’ll happily wait right here in the warm with this heater
blasting.” I flex my hands around the wheel, not missing the way her eyes
snag on the place where my fingers curl. She’s commented, more than one
time, on liking my hands. God knows why; they’re rough and cut up and
been weather-beaten after all the years up here wrestling livestock and
mending fences.

Fuck it, if she’s gonna eye fuck me in this truck, I’ll be a greedy
dickhead and savor every last second before that final grain of sand trickles
through the hourglass.

She twists her lips, cocking her head to one side. “Nope. Actually, that
sounds like a much better idea. You go do your thing, while I hug this air
vent, and enjoy the sight of your ass in those jeans.”



I’m defenseless against this girl. So, of course, I shake my head and hop
out, leaving her looking mighty smug curled up on the passenger side.
Would this be quicker with two of us feeding out the cattle? Probably.

But right now, I’ll let her watch me work and know she’s keeping warm.
Apparently, I’'m an old fucking fool and have developed an addiction to
having her eyes on me.

It takes me no time to load up, distribute feed for the herd, give them a
check over—especially keeping an eye out for any injuries or hint that the
Piersons have been back up here messing with my stock—making good
time to jog my way back to the warmth of the cab.

When I open the door, the sound of static and a metallic voice makes
my stomach plummet to the icy ground beneath my boots.

Layla’s got the radio handset in one fist, and her wide eyes meet mine.

“Actually, Sheriff Hayes, Colt’s just here...” She speaks into the radio
and holds it out for me to take over the conversation.

“Hayes.” I bite out. Damn near crushing the plastic in my hand as I slam
the truck door shut behind me.

“Bad fucking news, Colt.”

My stomach flips.

“Talk to me.”

“I was just telling your ranch hand. Rock fall. It’s worse than a couple
of years back when that part of the valley gave out.”

My mind immediately leaps back to the last time the road was nearly
entirely wiped off the face of the mountain thanks to heavy snowfall and
subsequent melt bringing down a landslide.

“What are you saying?”

“We’ve gotta source diggers and shit. Heavy machinery. I'm fucking
sorry, man, hate to do this to you up there... but we can’t get any further
until all this rock is shifted and we can make sure the road is stable.”

A drum beat thunders inside my chest. Probably shouldn’t be feeling
fucking giddy about the prospect of half the mountain sliding down the
valley, but here we are.

“Your crew ok? No one got caught up in it?” It’s taking everything for
me to keep my voice level and not sound like I’'m over the goddamn moon
right now.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Layla watching me while I talk,
and she’s twisting her fingers in her lap, no doubt piecing together this



conversation because she’s quick as a whip this girl.

“Yeah, they’re all fine. It happened overnight, and we only discovered it
this afternoon once we got past the hairpin bend. I wish we could get to you
faster, but this’ll set us back another week I’'m guessing.”

One. More. Week.

My eyes meet Layla’s, and she’s giving me an expression that I can’t
read. Is she happy to hear that? Fuck. I don’t think I could handle it if there
was an alternative answer. She’d better be fucking happy to hear that
because as of this second, the selfish bastard inside me is crowing like
every Christmas in my miserable life has come at once.

“It’ll be fine. The ranch is well stocked, my deep freeze is full, you
know I’ve always got enough to get through the entire goddamn winter if
needed.”

“Yeah, well, I still wanted to check in. Anything urgent, like a medical
emergency or shit like that, you get on the radio and don’t be a stubborn
fucker, you hear me?”

“Got it. You’ll be the first to know if I put an ax through my foot or one
of the cattle breaks my ribs.”

“Don’t fucking joke with me, Wilder. I worry about your ass enough
without you getting clever and thinking you’ve got a sense of humor all of a
sudden.”

“I promise, it’s all good up here.” As I say those words, I can’t help but
hold Layla’s eyes. She’s the good up here, and I’'m so fucking relieved
we’ve just stolen another momentary glimpse of time together. Or, at the
least, I’ve managed to hoard this girl to myself for another week.

Another fucking week.

As 1 finish up with Hayes, my heart is thumping in the back of my
throat. Setting the handset back in the cradle, I feel like I’'m going to crawl
out of my skin.

Do I even know a life where things aren’t always hard? Horns and
hooves. Metal gates and wooden fence posts. Bullets and knives.

And then there’s her.

Layla is a constant reminder that softness and beauty exist. Wrapped up
in feather-soft cotton and lace and the delicate fragrance of jasmine flowers.

Heat flashes up my spine, and the air inside this cab becomes
electrified, like static, causing all my fine hairs to stand on end.



As I watch her tongue dart out to wet that bottom lip, she swallows
beneath my gaze, a little cautiously, or like she’s turned the fuck on. Holy
shit, I’'m hoping it’s the latter because I’'m ravenous for this girl, and
waiting until we’re back at the house isn’t feeling like an option.

Turning to angle my body toward hers, I brace one hand on the dash and
the other on the headrest beside her ear.

“Anything you wanna say after hearing all that, sweetheart?”

She flushes, pink decorates her cheeks, and pupils dilate as we sit here,
while warmth blasts from the truck heaters, keeping the chill from outside
at bay.

“They won’t be able to open the road for another week?” She says it
slowly. Sensuality in every little form of those words as they dip across her
tongue.

“Nope. That ok with you?”

Teeth catching her bottom lip, Layla nods in reply.

“There’s somewhere I want to show you tomorrow—a place I want to
take you.” I’ve imagined being able to go there, but it’s at the far ridgeline
of the ranch and the past two weeks went by so fast I just never got time to
plan the trek. But now that I’ve been given a golden opportunity, I’m not
going to miss out on this moment.

“Like the Ridge?” She’s teasing, but sounds a little breathy, and I’'m
glad I’m not the only one feeling worked up right now.

I grunt. “Much better than the damn Ridge.” Or at least I hope she
thinks so when she sees it.

“Is it on the ranch?” She shifts in her seat, squirming a little.

Leaning a little closer, I nod. “We’ll need to take the horses. Pack to
stay overnight. Feeling up for a little adventure with me, angel?”

Layla’s eyes bounce between my mouth and my gaze. My dick perks up
at the hunger in her expression. A dangerous idea forms, one of saying fuck
it all, and hiding her away in the place I would spend all my time if I could.

She adjusts herself in the passenger seat, then leans forward, reaching
out to rub a forefinger along the rim of my hat. “Sounds like the full
cowboy treatment.” There’s a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth as I
let her flutter those long eyelashes at me. “You know... the first day I saw
you, I wondered what it would be like to get the cowboy treatment in the
backseat of your truck.”



My cock is immediately rock hard at the sound of that. This beautiful
creature wants to fool around with me in the backseat? I’ve officially died
and gone to heaven if that’s the case.

“Is that so?” My tongue pokes against the inside of my cheek. Fuck
being in heaven, this girl could tempt me into the flames of hell.

Nudging the brim of my hat up, Layla gets a real damn shimmer in her
eyes, stealing it off my head before she settles it over her silky tresses.

Oh, it’s fucking on.

“Mmm. I haven’t had the full ranch experience, yet. Wouldn’t want to
leave without a chance to see what the view’s like from back there.”

A groan escapes me. “How fucking wet are you right now?”

Layla squeezes her thighs together and licks her lips. “Why don’t you
come over here and find out for yourself?”

“You wanna get dirty in my truck, sweetheart? If you’re gonna sit there
wearing my hat, teasing me with promises of getting inside your sweet cunt,
then you better damn well show me.”

Layla makes a soft little noise and unbuttons her jeans, shoving her
hand down the front of her panties as my greedy eyes devour the way she
writhes in my passenger seat.

“That’s it. Drag your fingers through your soaked pussy. You're
drenched, aren’t you?”

My girl lets out a tiny whimper as her fingers find her clit, and I click
my tongue. “No relieving that ache, not yet. Be a good girl and let me see.”
She pulls her hand back out, and I can see the sheen coating her delicate
fingertips. Shit. My dick throbs, and I want to snatch her hand and suck
down on her sweetness, but my girl is keen to play, and I know what will
get her even more riled up.

“Taste yourself,” I command. And ever the fucking good girl she is, her
fingers pop into her mouth and she hums out a horny little noise. Flushed
lips form an O around her knuckles, and I’'m imagining that exact
expression when her soft little tongue swirls along my length. Damn, I love
the way my girl chokes on my cock like a dream, made intensely and
maddeningly hotter anytime she does because I know just how soaked she
gets, without fail, whenever my dick is in her mouth.

“Fuck, baby. Look at you. Dripping all over my seat because you’re
desperate for me to fill you up.”

She whimpers around her fingers.



“Maybe I'll keep you on edge. Make you wait.” I have zero intention of
doing that, but it’s fun to toy with her. She gets extra fucking turned on
whenever I get growly like this.

But today, it seems, Layla has other games in mind. She hits me with a
sultry gaze, then starts climbing into the back. Giving me the most enticing
fucking view of her ass as she does so. “I guess I’ll have to show you what
you’re missing, hmm?”

At first I don’t move—can’t for whatever reason. I’m still caught in a
snare of disbelief that we’ve been given more time, while also feeling like
I’'m going to suddenly wake up and this will all be ripped away from me.

There’s a stunning girl, panting and wet for me, in the backseat of my
truck, and my blood turns to fire.

Giving her a stern look, one that tells her in no uncertain terms that I’'m
not planning on missing a single part of this, I climb in after her—because
that’s what I do. I follow this girl wherever she fucking goes, and I don’t
want her venturing anywhere without me. I can’t think about it too much—
about what comes after all of this because I’'m going to drive myself insane
if I allow that floodgate to open.

So, for now, I'm shoving it all to one side, like an absolute fool.

“Please, I want to feel you inside me... please.” As she begs, I take in
the image before me. One hand wedged down the front of her jeans, back
braced against the door, my hat perched on her head, and it’s the hottest
fucking sight I've ever seen. I’'m leaking, throbbing in anticipation of
getting inside her, but it’s too goddamn cold out here to strip naked, even
with the heat blasting.

Wrapping a palm around each of her thighs, I kneel, kind of hunched
over in front of her. Devouring every single movement of her fingers
beneath the fabric, every moan dripping past her lips. “Baby, how’s this
going to work out here? As much as it kills me to say this because holy
fuck, I want to, I can’t strip you out of those jeans.”

She bites her lip.

“I know...”

Pulling her hand away, she tugs the waistband looser, shimmying the
material over the swell of her hips. “You know I love how deep you get
when you’re behind me. Imagine how good it’1l feel.”

The backseat of my truck has become hotter than the surface of the sun.




“Jesus, I want you naked and in my lap... want you riding me so
fucking bad right now, so I can suck on your tits while you come all over
my cock.”

“Well, I want to be bent over in the back seat while you fuck me so
good I forget my name, cowboy.”

“Christ, sweetheart.” Heart thundering, my neck heats, and I scrub a
hand over my jaw. “Such filthy fucking words for such a pretty little
mouth.”

“Please.”

Mossy green eyes mixed with that sultry word, that moment of pleading
with me, well, that flips a goddamn switch. Hearing her say those words
and give permission for this is too fucking tempting. She’s too tempting for
me. Even though there’s absolutely no way I should be allowed this girl, or
to be given the gift of her playfulness and sweetness and submission. She
gives it to me anyway, and fuck if that doesn’t light a fuse inside my chest.

Words are coming out before I’m able to stop them.

“You want my cock filling you up and a mouthful of that leather seat
while I rail you from behind?”

“Oh god. Oh god. Yes.” Layla twists around, my hat knocks off her
head and lands in the footwell as she repositions herself. She’s on her knees,
ass facing me, looking like a filthy dream brought to life with her jeans
stretched tight part way down her thighs.

“Do you want to be a dirty little cowboy cum slut for me?” My knuckle
traces up the center of her. Finding the drenched patch on her panties and
rubbing over the spot, before my fingers slip under the edge.

She whines louder as I make contact. Her oh-so-goddamn delicate, bare
skin waiting just for me. Back arching, giving my fingers easier access to
her pussy, my dream girl makes all the sounds that have my dick aching and
my balls throbbing in response.

“Fuck. Yes. Use me. Please.”

Holy shit, what is it about this girl that drives me into this caveman
state?

“Is it too much?” My voice drops low and husky, checking in for a
moment, as [ palm her ass, squeezing her flesh with my other hand.

It’s too easy to feel out of control, but I only want to say or do
something that leaves her knowing exactly how much she’s adored.
Because every word I say to her, or every moment I sink inside her—no



matter how hard or demanding and filthy that might be in the heat of the
moment—it’s only ever with the intent of worshiping her.

“No. It’s perfect.” Twisting her head to look back at me over one
shoulder, she gives me her eyes. “It’s so fucking hot—you’re so fucking hot
when you talk like that.” She squirms and tries to fuck herself backward
onto my fingers playing with her beneath those soaked panties, and I’'m so
close to losing it already with this girl.

“Good. Because if you’re going to taunt me like this, begging to be
railed right here and now, I’m gonna eat this sweet little ass first until
you’re shaking.”

Roughly tugging the silky fabric to one side reveals how flushed and
wet she is at the apex of her thighs. Layla’s head drops against the seat as I
spread her out like a goddamn feast. Every inch of her is on display just for
me, and there’s a roaring in my blood as I lower my head and soak up every
quiver, every tiny noise of need. My nose roams along her crease, and my
girl jumps a little when she feels me there.

I haven’t done much more than tease her occasionally over the past two
weeks, more intent on being inside her pussy every chance I’ve had, but
there’s no hiding the way Layla isn’t shying away from letting me pleasure
her like this. Fuck, it’s so sexy.

“You’re goddamn perfect, angel. This sweet little ass of yours has been
tempting me for weeks. You gonna let me own all your pretty little holes?”

She makes a strangled noise, gasping and desperate, that turns into a
sultry moan as my mouth explores her ass. Feeling how responsive she is to
me only drives everything into more of a frenzy. I'm consumed by the need
to make her legs tremble and have her pussy dripping so that when I shove
my cock inside her, she’ll be seconds away from coming apart.

Swirling my tongue over the bundle of nerves, I lick and suck and
devour every choked-out noise coming out of her. God, it’s the filthiest,
most fucking perfect thing, and the thought of getting to have more of Layla
when I’d been resigned to giving her up, makes my head spin.

“Colt—oh, fuck—" She’s quivering and bucking beneath my tongue as
I press harder against that little rosebud hole, exploring, worshipping,
feasting on her like a man starved.

She pushes back, ever so slightly toward my face. “That feels—god,
that feels so good.”



Just as I suspected, my perfect girl likes it a little dirty. The whine in her
voice goes straight to my dick, and I can’t hold out any longer. I’'m just
about ready to explode if I don’t feel her wrapped around me.

Pulling back, I give her ass cheek a nip, a warning not to move, then
I’m fumbling with my belt and to free myself from my jeans. Every inch of
skin feels alive and overheated. Someone has turned all my senses up to full
volume, and the blood currently rushing around my body—mostly in the
direction of my straining cock—is like jet fuel. Racing and raring and eager
to pound into her so hard she’ll be screaming my name.

Sliding her panties to one side, Layla’s body is already more than ready
to take me. Her entrance is so warm and soft and allows me to push forward
on a wet glide.

Fuck. Fuck. It’s already too good. Her silky channel is even tighter than
usual because of her jeans trapping her thighs together, and I have to shove
my way inside. We’re both frantic, and this is going to go down as one of
the hottest fucking moments of my life.

“Mmmmfuck... just like that.” Her fingers claw against the seat. The
way her head tilts to one side, allows me to see the deep blush covering her
cheek, matching the darkened shade of her full lips. She’s so perfect.

“You look so good taking me, baby.” My voice is a growl, and I can’t
fucking help it. “Like you were made for me.” Goddamn, her pink, swollen
cunt grips my dick and swallows me inch by inch as I feed her my length.

She wraps around me like a vise, and I’'m seeing spots and stars and the
fucking Milky Way as I start pumping in and out of her.

“I want to see you dripping baby. To see your pretty little holes all filled
with me. Do you like that idea?”

“God. I do.” Layla moans and whimpers louder. “After...” Her face
screws up with unrestrained desire as my cock hits that sweet spot. She lets
out a soft cry. “After... I want you to push it back inside... please, please.”

Christ. My balls draw up.

“Fuck, you’re such a good girl for me.”

She knows we both get off on that, and I’'m lost in the mist of pleasure
that claims us. Driving and pounding into her over and over as the truck
rocks, my windows fog up, and I’m numb to anything else. Nothing exists
right now outside of this cramped backseat except how good it always feels
being with her.



Our joint climax builds and my balls tighten. Tingling races through my
spine, and I manage to wedge one hand beneath the front of her panties as I
hold her hip in a punishing grasp with the other. It only takes the first brush
over her clit to feel her tighten around me and those flutters I’'m addicted to
start to ripple. As I circle that pouting bud, Layla falls apart beneath me.

“Coltohfuckohmygod.” Shaking and moaning, her pussy milks me so
damn hard, I’'m tugged over the precipice right alongside my girl.

The rhythm of my thrusts falters, my cock jerks, and I’m unloading,
pumping forward, spilling deep inside. I’ll never fucking get over this
feeling. Of nothing being between us. How my release fills her. How each
slide of my dick is coated in the evidence of where I’ve marked her up, my
seed painting her inner walls.

Holy shit.

Chest rising and falling rapidly, I don’t know if I can even see straight
for a moment. My hips thrust languid strokes against her ass until I bury
myself to the hilt and hold myself there. Sweat dampens my brow and I fall
forward, feathering kisses along the back and side of Layla’s neck. She
turns, gives me her mouth and we’re both panting.

There are some very specific words that threaten to fall past my lips that
I have to swallow back down. Because all I want to do is confess everything
to this beautiful girl, and now is not the fucking time. Truth be told, there
have been a hundred little moments I’ve felt this urge lately, only, the
situation is intensified right here as I’m buried deep inside her.

Layla hums against my mouth, and it’s the sweetest little purr of
pleasure.

“How was that for the backseat experience?” I move to suck her earlobe
between my lips and relish the shudder that rolls through her.

“Extremely fucking hot, cowboy.”

“I like the look of you, full of my cum in the back of my truck.” My
teeth nip her ear, and I draw out. Holding her hips in place, I watch on as
the evidence of me starts to well at her entrance. Layla rests her head
against the seat, looking so fucking soft and satiated and blissed out of her
mind. The feral thing inside me is roaring like a goddamn wild creature that
I’m the one who gave her that.

“Stay still for me, angel.” Swiping my fingers through the cum leaking
out of her, I press two fingers back inside, and Layla lets out a whimper.



Her spine bows, and she pushes against me. Yeah, she fucking loves when I
do this, and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

“Look at you. Loving being filled up and desperate for more.” The husk
in my voice sounds strange to my own ears. Repeating the process, each
time I collect more and press back inside her swollen entrance. It’s too easy
to get lost in the fantasy of simply fisting my dick, fitting myself at her
core, and pulsing into her again.

Based on the way Layla is shuddering and moaning softly, chasing my
touch, I’d say she’s feeling exactly the same way.

As I push my fingers past the second knuckle, coated in my release, her
green eyes watch my face.

“You want to taste us, angel?” I’'m slowly finger fucking my cum back
into her and as soon as I say those words, Layla nods. My good girl opens
her mouth and sticks out her tongue.

Her eyes glaze over as she feels me draw out, then push back in again,
swiping up the slickness. Then I brace myself to lean over her back, slip
those fingers past her soft lips, and allow her to swirl her tongue around.
Cleaning me up, moaning softly as she does so.

“Goddamn, angel. You’re not making it easy to do anything but wanna
stay right here.”

She gently nips my fingers, making a sweet little contented noise.

And even though I’m still floating, still coming back down, we can’t
keep lingering. The sun has well and truly set, and we both need to get
inside into the warm. There’s plenty of time between now and morning to
have her all over again while spread out in my sheets.

Fixing her panties back in place and slipping her jeans back up over her
ass to sit loosely over her hips, I pull her up and against me seated sideways
across my lap.

“Are you ok? Was that ok?” I just want to hold her and kiss her softly
for a moment. Even though I know we should get moving, she’s still so
pliant, and it always feels like a gift I don’t deserve to get this side all to
myself.

Layla’s smile is a little dreamy looking and it makes my chest squeeze.
She reaches up to thread her fingers through my hair and nods, “That was
amazing.”

Resting our foreheads together, my heart clatters around behind my ribs.
So fucking lost to her. “Bath and food when we get back?”



“Sounds perfect.”
Yeah. It fucking does.



CHAPTER 26

£

’ve been unashamedly staring at my ex-boyfriend’s father’s ass for the

better part of the last hour.

Holy shit, that man fills out a pair of wranglers to perfection.

The trail we’ve steadily climbed higher and higher along while on
horseback is rocky, narrow, and snakes its way up a ridged outcrop located
at the far reaches of the ranch. Much to my delight, I’ve been fortunate
enough to occupy the second rider position while Colt has led the way for
us.

Although I suspect Peaches knows exactly where she’s going from the
way her ears pricked up, and she has hardly needed any guiding. In fact,
I’ve pretty much just been a passenger princess for this entire ride. With all
the trail riding clients Colt has visit the ranch each summer, she must have
frequented this track many times over the years I would imagine.

A girl can only dream of mornings spent like this. Blue skies overhead,
a crisp, spring tinge to the air, and a gorgeous cowboy to soak up every
moment with. Watching his broad shoulders, skill with his horse, seeing this
man in his element—all of it is a blessing I don’t intend on taking for
granted.

Our destination is a mystery, but I was told to pack for a night away
from the house. Wherever we’re headed to I'm hoping, at the very least,
there will be a fire I can huddle around. I’m certain Colton Wilder is fully
immune to the cold, but my toes go numb the moment I so much as look at
the snow, and I’m not built for roughing it cowboy-style while lying on a
bed of dirt under the stars.



Maybe that’s his plan all along—force me to have to cling to him for
warmth. Not that I would mind that one little bit, thank you very much.

As the horses crest the final rocky outcrop, my eyes grow wide. What
comes into my line of sight is beyond anything I could have imagined.
There’s a panoramic view overlooking the pointed tips of pine trees coating
the mountain, while Devil’s Peak sits on the far horizon. She prominently
guards the main plateau of the ranch and I can make out tiny dark spots of
the cattle happily grazing hundreds of feet below this elevated ridgeline.

That’s when I spot the sweetest little A-frame cabin, a single-room type
of accommodation that could probably sleep a maximum of four people
comfortably from the look of it. Tucked in a perfect clearing, pretty as a
picture nestled amongst pines and conifers and doused in enough sunshine
to have the scene take on a sparkling quality. It’s a breathtaking sight, with
a few snow drifts still settled in shaded patches, giving the whole scene a
sprinkling of winter wonderland dusted over the top.

A small stall for the horses sits just behind the lodgings, and as I try
take it all in, the sound of bubbling water catches my attention. Just off to
the side of the cabin a small stream runs through rock and alpine grasses.

I haven’t even noticed Colt hop off his horse. It’s only when his warm
palm finds my thigh that I look down at him, all hazel eyes and dark,
scruffy curls peeking out at me from beneath the black rim of his hat.

“What is this place?” My mouth hangs open. It’s simple and gorgeous
and immediately feels like Colt, even though I can’t explain why I get that
sensation tingling through my awareness, but this place has his energy.
Much more so than the big fancy house down at the main part of the ranch.

His eyes most definitely have a cocky twinkle in them when he taps my
jean-clad thigh again, encouraging me to swing my leg over and hop down.

“This is the cabin where trail riders come and stay during summer.
Bring ‘em up here for a night or two and let them get a taste of this part of
the ranch. There’s a few more tracks the horses are familiar heading further
in that direction.” Gesturing his chin towards the trees, Colt runs one palm
down Peaches’ nose as she nuzzles him with a snort. I can only guess there
must be more stunning vistas to explore if this, right here, is anything to go
by.

“It’s beautiful.” I’m turning in place, a touch giddy and entirely
overwhelmed by everything my senses are trying to digest all at once.
“Wait... how is there a running stream up here at this time of year?”



Colt takes the reins of both horses, leading them in the direction of the
stall.

“Stick your hand in.” Is all he calls over his shoulder.

It’s a weird fucking instruction, but I’'m bemused enough to do as he
says. Tugging off my glove, I crouch down beside the edge of the babbling
creek, and as I get closer, I can already feel it, without having to touch the
surface. On closer inspection, I can see steam drifting in little clouds and
wisps off the surface. Sure enough, as I gingerly reach my fingertips to
scoop the gleaming, clear water, there isn’t an icy bite to it that would be
expected for this time of year and this altitude. Instead, the creek is as
pleasantly warm as dipping into a bath.

“That’s crazy.” Muttering out loud more to myself than anything, I
plunge my whole hand in. It feels incredible, and the further beneath the
surface I dip my fingers, the warmer it feels.

“Now you know why this place is called Devil’s Peak.” Colt wanders
back over to where I’'m crouched down. “The whole mountain is filled with
natural heated springs, and the groundwater here pours out hot as hell all
year round. No matter how cold it gets, that creek runs like it’s got a fire lit
beneath it. Damn good for the stock, too. Full of minerals and shit that
keeps them healthy when they drink it.”

Shaking my head, I can’t help but grin. “That’s really cool.”

Colt’s face looks even younger at this elevation, lighter somehow.

“Do you come here much?” I stand up and automatically lean into him,
no better than one of the horses, tucking against that broad chest, circling
my arms around his waist, and my eyes flutter closed when he
automatically wraps me up tight in response.

God, I’'m so fucking weak for this man.

“Over summer I’m here just about once a week, depending on the
groups booked in for trail rides, but it’s not the same when there’s other
people around. Usually I’'ll try to steal away on my own for a couple of
nights here and there. Mostly spend time splitting all the wood that needs to
be stacked ready for the colder months, but really it’s just an excuse to be
alone with my thoughts.”

“You like it here.”

I feel him nod above me, followed by a rumbly sort of noise, an
agreement that comes out of him right beneath my ear.



“I lived in this cabin for a long time. Before the main house was
finished, this was where I came after I knocked down the shithole that used
to be my grandfather’s house. Built this place, then spent a long time
figuring out what the fuck I was going to do with my life.” He flexes his
fingers against my spine, keeping me tucked close and I could gladly just
stay here wrapped in the leathery, spiced scent of him and the deep
resonance of his voice.

“I loved the land too much to leave after he was finally gone. But back
then, I was an angry shit and had started to resent this all because of the
bastard I’d been cursed to live with. Being up here helped give me back
what I loved most about the ranch after losing sight of what it meant to care
for the land. This spot, right here, was where I hid for a long time.”

Colt takes a deep inhale of the mountain air, while I draw in a deep,
soul-quenching dose of him.

“After everything with my grandfather, then Kayce’s birth. I didn’t have
anyone, or anywhere, and this place sort of spoke to me, so I stayed. At
first, I judged myself for doing what I needed to do to cope, but then
realized it wasn’t hiding... being out here was just a part of my process to
go through until I found what my soul needed to feel whole again.”

This is my favorite version of Colton Wilder. I decide it right there on
the spot. We’ve only been here all of ten minutes, and I can already tell this
is my cowboy’s true heart’s home.

Therefore, it might just have become mine. Even if I can’t stay here
with him.

“To be honest...” He clears his throat. “This little patch of dirt saved my
life.”

I can’t even begin to imagine what his past was like, but being here and
having this peaceful, wild location must have been deeply healing for him.

“Well, in that case, I love it even more than I did five seconds ago.” I tilt
my head back and give him a grin.

If this is Colt’s happy place, then it has just leapt to the top of my list of
favorite places to be in this entire world.



A cozy FIRE lights up the cabin in an orange glow as it pops and snaps,
emitting a delicious heat. We spent all afternoon checking over the exterior
of the cabin for any repairs needed after the recent buffeting of storms and
heavy snowfall. Even though I’m sure there was much more I could have
done to be helpful, Colt waved me off.

Supposedly, that’s why we’ve come up here. Maintenance.

Ever the pragmatic man he is, Colt tells me it’s all part of his shuffle of
jobs that need to be done regularly on the ranch over winter. Although, I’'m
certain it’s more than that. He alluded as much last night in his truck, that he
wanted to show me this place... and I’m clinging tight to that warm, gooey,
ridiculous feeling occupying front and center in my chest.

Colt wanted to bring me here. To a place that holds such special
meaning for him.

Knowing that, feels like I’ve been given a little peek behind the curtain
of his carefully guarded heart.

Earlier in the day, he seemed happy enough to fuss around with a
mental checklist of little details. Fastidious things like fixing down roofing
tin and testing the wooden boards for rot. Stuff that I am very much clueless
about and felt like I was only getting in his way if I tried to assist. My
contribution was mostly just occasionally passing a hammer or a few extra
nails, while I spent most of the time enjoying the view.

Both the muscular cowboy kind, and the mountain vista kind.

I’m guessing since Colt built the damn place with his bare hands, he’s
got a bit of a love affair going on with this cabin.

Well, if it isn’t the biggest turn-on ever to know how endlessly capable
the man currently at my back can be. We’ve already heated up and eaten the
meal we packed to bring, making sure the horses were fed, watered, and
warm for the night before coming inside ourselves. Colt has kept me tucked
between his outstretched legs, and now there’s just the glow of the flames
and a contented feeling wrapping around us.

I love that being together like this is effortless. There’s no need or urge
to fill the silence. It’s not awkward or uncomfortable. It’s just enjoying each
other’s company and small touches, like how his thumb absently strokes my
upper arm, while appreciating the peacefulness up here.

Although I’'m sure this rosy-hued scene will turn a more heated shade
before too long. The more time I sit with my back pressed against his strong
torso, the more I enjoy the steady rise and fall of his chest behind me. A



growing torrent of warmth hums to life in my veins with each soft glide of
his thumb.

“Layla... I’'ve got something for you.” Colt’s voice is relaxed and rich
as honey when he breaks the silence. I stretch a little, then twist around so I
can sit facing him, our legs kind of tangle with one another’s when I do so.

“You brought dessert?” I tease. Curiously watching him lean back on
his elbows onto the small couch behind him. We’re both on the floor, using
a pile of cushions and blankets for comfort in order to be closer to the fire,
and even though there is a loft with beds, I much prefer this idea. It’s a little
nest-like, and the prospect that we might just end up fucking and spooning
and sleeping in front of the fire feels mighty appealing right now.

Heat zaps up my spine.

Oh, yup, I’m definitely turned on by that idea.

“Well, for starters, you are dessert...” He wets his lips and devours me
with hungry, hazel eyes. “But no, I wanted to give you something.”

All of a sudden, that heated look he just hit me with morphs, and Colt
runs his tongue over his teeth. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s a little
hesitant, rubbing one hand up the back of his neck, and I swear to god, right
before my eyes, a faint blush appears on his cheekbones. Sweet Jesus, I’'m
instantly the horniest girl alive, sitting tangled between the thighs of a
rugged cowboy who is looking all sorts of gorgeous and flushed.

Sounding gruff and gritty, he shifts his weight. “It’s a gift. Either an
early one, or a late one, or fuck, I don’t know.” With a shrug, he adds. “You
arrived after Christmas, and you’ll be gone before March, so I wanted you
to have it.”

I’'m blinking fast as Colt reaches one arm toward the end of the couch.
Fisting his jet-black hat, this startling, gorgeous man nonchalantly leans
forward, placing it on my head.

My brain vacates this plane of existence.

He stares at me with an expression I can’t decipher, and leans forward,
elbows on knees while rubbing a strand of my loose hair between his thumb
and forefinger. All the while, studying me, like he’s committing every inch
of this scene to be stored away in his memory. Me seated between his thighs
in a simple sweater and leggings. My curls over one shoulder. Fire dancing
behind me. His hat seated on my head.

“But...” My hands fly up to the brim. I'm trying to form words of
protest. “This is yours. You can’t give me your hat? You don’t need to be



giving me anything.”

He clicks his tongue at me. “Like I say... whichever way you want to
look at it, take it either as a late present, or an early one, since you’ll be
gone before your birthday.”

“How do you know—"

“Bosses gotta have their employees' records, don’t they?” Colt tugs on
my hair gently, a curve playing on his lips.

“I couldn’t.”

“Trust me. It looks much better on you, angel. Besides, I hear you quite
like me in a backward cap.”

Is that the sound of my heart exploding?

“Collt, seriously, you can’t give me this.”

The cowboy staring me down isn’t in the mood to discuss the matter. He
shakes his head and heaves himself up off the floor. Towering over me, he
extends a hand and effortlessly hoists me to my feet leaving me swaying
before him.

I’m breathless and awe struck and utterly confused. Trying to read
meaning into whatever this gesture is and at the same time, willing myself
to not read any meaning into it at all.

I don’t know if my sanity would survive finding the answer.

But Colt sweeps all of that away when he tilts my chin and dazzles me
with a sinfully hot stare. “Now for dessert...” His thumb sweeps over my
bottom lip. “We’re going outside.”
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“Two TRUTHS AND A LIE, COWBOY.”

Steam swirls to cloak our naked bodies, and the warmth of the water
currently caressing my skin is absolutely to die for.

A girl could get far too used to this.

Colt had me damn near screeching when he showed me where we were
headed. I accused him of being intent on murdering me and leaving my
body out here among the trees, but no, in fact, there is a natural hot spring
only a few short yards from the cabin. Another of the magical features of
Devil’s Peak I have since discovered.



I’m still wearing his hat—only natural, of course, after the way he ate
up every second of me quickly shedding my clothes at the water’s edge—
and now we’re playing a game that is very much leading us on a fast track
straight to the dessert portion of tonight’s little cabin adventure.

“You’re thinking too hard,” I mumble at him, splashing a little water
teasingly in his direction. Colt is spending more time looking at my breasts
than entertaining my game, and I’m being a shameless flirt, enjoying every
second of his attention far too much for my own health.

“You’ll have to go again. Help me understand the game, angel.” He tilts
his head to one side, eyes still fixed on the stiffened peaks of my nipples
just below the water’s surface. Goosebumps pepper my arms, not from the
cold, but from being insanely turned on while trapped in his gaze.

Holy fuck, it’s hard to resist climbing him like a tree, floating just out of
arm’s reach, with his hair wetted and water droplets caressing his beard and
throat. I want to slide my arms around his neck and lick up every single one
of those glistening beads coating his skin.

“Fine.” Huffing out a breath, I give him a coy look. “I can’t stand egg
whites on their own... I’ve traveled to London... I broke my tailbone
falling off a horse when I was seven.”

“Too easy.” Colt’s eyes glitter, reflecting the scattered light of the
lantern he brought out here. Overhead, the sky is pitch black, punctuated
only by a brilliant carpet of stars. There’s almost no moonlight to see by,
with only a tiny silver crescent dangling close to the shadowed outline of
the Peak.

“Oh, am I that transparent?” I flutter my eyelashes. “Didn’t want to
make it difficult for you, especially since I know you’re still catching up to
speed, old man.”

He growls out something and lunges for my ankle below the water. I
roll my lips together with a tiny squeal and tuck my legs up on the rock
ledge I’m perched on.

“I see the way you leave your whites every time I cook eggs sunny side
up. You’ve never been to London. So how’d you ass off a horse and crack
your spine?”

“How’d you know I haven’t been to London?” I feign incredulity.
Placing a hand on my chest.

Giving me what amounts to the Colt equivalent of an eye roll, he shakes
his head. “You and I are cut from the same cloth. We didn’t have parents



giving us the opportunity to travel overseas.”

He’s absolutely right, but I don’t want to delve into our past hurts right
now. “It is on my list of places I want to go someday...”

“Where else would you go if you had the chance to travel? And don’t
think I’m going to let you off without telling me about the horse thing
either.” He adds.

“Top of my list? Ireland, for that wild coast they have... wander around
some Scottish castles... spend a summer exploring cute little Mediterranean
fishing villages... lots of dream places really. I have a folder of photos I've
saved, whenever I see somewhere beautiful online, I add them in there.
Maybe one day I'll get the chance to visit in person.”

Colt studies me. Listens. It’s as if he’s entirely uninterested in anything
outside of what I have to say. “And the horse story?” His voice is all rumbly
and low.

“Ahh... that one’s kind of embarrassing, really. You’ll definitely judge
me, cowboy.” I hide behind my fingers.

But his strong hands find mine, our bodies float closer together,
wrapped up in the warmth and rising steam of the hot spring. He tugs my
fingers away from my face and guides me to cling around him. God, he
feels so nice to touch. I’'m constantly in awe of how strong and sturdy he is,
like every muscle has been finely honed over so many years of being
Colton Wilder.

“Can’t be worse than me getting kicked in the ribs by one of the mares
when I was about five and didn’t know better than to try and pretend to
milk her like one of the cows.” He chuckles.

“You didn’t,” I snort, and his eyes twinkle in reply.

“I did. Learned pretty quickly that you don’t milk the horses.” He
nudges our noses together, then draws back. Taking the last of my brain
cells with him as he does so. “Ok... broken spine?”

“Broken tailbone.” T correct. “My Aunt was the one who arranged for
m