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      Of all the bars in Montana, I had to walk into hers.

      My hand is still on the worn handle of the door when I see her perched there at the bar, dark hair picking up the pink neon from the margarita light hooked to one corner of the mirror.

      She’s bowed her head gracefully over a half-full highball glass. That specific tilt of her head drives its fist into my heart. She looks like she’s praying.

      What’s she praying about? My newly knocked-out-for-no-reason heart wants to know. I’ve never been a guy who prays much. I’ve thought about it. There are times when I’m on a red-eye heading back across the Atlantic, looking out at that little light blinking on the edge of the wing…

      I have that same feeling now, looking at her.

      She fidgets with the highball glass, spinning it between her fingers. The song Marry Me, which is, bizarrely, a country song I recognize, competes with a replay of a baseball game. The glass goes around, then back the other way.

      Then, down into her drink, so softly that the sound doesn’t register above the background noise, her lips form the word fuck.

      I let go of the door and let it swing shut behind me. It sticks when it shuts, too, but I don’t turn around and force it. This girl, alone at the bar, is too magnetic to turn away from.

      She lifts her head from her drink—what’s she drinking?—and the hairs on the backs of my arms stand up. This mystery woman could be here with someone.

      But her eyes settle on me.

      Big, dark eyes, with a hint of pink just like her hair. One eyebrow arches. It takes an effort to resist turning around and pointing at my chest like an idiot.

      Instead, I take one step, then another, and then another until I can slide onto the barstool next to hers.

      She looks me up and down, totally shameless. “You’re not from here.” Her tone is half-question, like we’ve been in conversation, and the odd familiarity of it strums a string instrument that seems to have taken the place of my ribs.

      “You’ve got that right.” The bartender makes his way over and I order a beer. My brother Beau would be appalled at how plain it is, there in its chilled glass, but Beau is probably drunk in upstate New York, and I’m in Montana. “Do you come here often?”

      She tilts her head back. “Oh, my god. That line is so bad.”

      “I know. I’m fresh out of good ones. I’ve been on a plane.” It sounds stupid, but it’s true.

      “What do you mean? Like, you’ve been on a plane before?” She tips her head back and laughs at her own joke. “I’m sorry. I’ve had one and a half of these.”

      I take in the lime wedge on the edge of the highball glass. “What are you drinking?”

      She makes a face at the drink like it came up to her grandmother at a party and whispered something offensive. “A cosmo.”

      “Out of a highball glass?”

      Those dark eyes narrow. “What are you, the cocktail police? I don’t like martini glasses.” She thrusts her wrists out toward me. “Take me to jail, if that’s what you need to do.”

      “If that’s what I need to do.” A laugh rises in my chest. “You want to be in jail over a martini glass? Sounds desperate.”

      “Do you think so? Because it’s worse than that.” She whispers the last three words in a high-pitched hiss. “It’s way worse than that…stranger.”

      I stick my hand out for her to shake. “Asher Bliss.”

      “Asher Bliss,” she repeats, testing out the words on her tongue. “No, you’re definitely not from here.”

      “I definitely never said I was.”

      “Where are you from, then? Did you fall out of a crop duster?”

      She’s so weird. “A place called Ruby Bay.”

      “Asher Bliss from Ruby Bay. And where’s Ruby Bay?”

      “Upstate New York.”

      “Oooh.” She leans back on the barstool and I start to reach behind her on instinct, then tuck my hand back into my lap. “Very luxurious.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Idea me.” She hiccups. How many drinks did she say she’d had? “I mean, give me an idea.”

      “Well…the lake is nice.” Saying that my home base is a five-star resort feels like overkill for someone who just whispered fuck into an alcoholic drink, but nice is a lame understatement. This is going well.

      “Wow. I’m wowed.” This is delivered so flatly I can see that she’s not wowed.

      “It’s probably not as exciting, considering the bay you’ve got here.”

      “I’ve only got this bay while I’m at the bar. When I’m at home, you can only see a tiny sliver.” She pinches her thumb and forefinger together and squints. “But that doesn’t matter much now, because I’m not going to have a home much longer.”

      “What do you mean? Is the lease up on your rental?”

      “Oh, that’s—” She giggles, and the giggle cascades into a full-on belly laugh. “That’s the best way I’ve ever heard anyone explain it. Kind of, Asher Bliss. In a way, the lease is up on my rental.”

      “And in another way…?”

      “In another way…” She looks me straight in the eye. “In forty-eight hours, I lose the farm. Literally. No. Not literally. I lose the ranch. My ranch. My…dad’s ranch. Which is now mine. But not for very long.”

      I take the first sip of my beer. It’s still cold, and the taste on my tongue reminds me of sitting poolside at Bliss, which reminds me that I am not in Montana—Paulson, Montana, of all places—to meet women at the bar.

      I’m here because my father sent me here ten days before he died.

      He didn’t tell me to go, not right then. He didn’t know he was going to have a heart attack. But he did give me the instructions to come out here. To Montana. To a town I’ve never heard of in my life.

      I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not at first. I was too busy with all the other things that had to be done in the event of his death. None of my brothers had any idea of the extent of that to-do list. He’d been giving it to me in bits and pieces for years—pretty much every time I went overseas, or to California, or anywhere else he had me go.

      “Roman’s got enough on his plate,” he’d say with a wave of his hand. “You handle this, and he’ll run the resort. Everybody’s happy.”

      Roman’s been happy, as far as I know. From what I’ve heard, and what I’ve seen on their social media posts when I bother to check, Roman’s found the love of his life. All of my brothers have, except me, and I don’t know if that’s because the love of my life is waiting for me at Bliss or because she’s somewhere else on this planet.

      A rush of cool like the crisp fall breeze outside brushes against the back of my neck.

      “Why are you going to lose your ranch?”

      She sighs, her head bowing over her cosmo-in-a-highball again. “Would you believe me if I told you my father had the most screwed-up will on the planet?”

      “No. Because my father had the most screwed-up will on the planet. It’s only added to my already bizarre job.”

      “What’s your bizarre job?”

      I take another sip of beer. “Don’t you think we should be on equal footing before I tell you all my secrets?”

      “Oh my god. Do you work for the CIA or something?” She looks over her shoulder at the mostly empty booths. “Did you come here because of the will?”

      “I came here because of a bunch of papers in a folder. That sounds like I work for the CIA, but I work for the family business.”

      “The mob.” Her voice lowers to a definitive whisper.

      “The Bliss Brothers Resort & Club,” I whisper back.

      Her eyes go wide. “You own a resort?”

      “Along with my brothers, yes.”

      “Asher Bliss.” She tests the name one more time, and then something flickers through her eyes. Recognition? It’s gone in a blink. “Bliss.”

      “See? You know my name.”

      She snaps her fingers and points at me, a flush of color coming to her cheeks, and I’d bet all the money in my wallet that this is cosmo number three. “I do know it. But you don’t know mine.”

      “I’d like to.” I’d love to.

      “That’s the thing. If I tell you, I feel like I’ll also have to tell you why I’m really here tonight.”

      Heat sprints down the length of my spine. “You could tell me the secret first and leave it anonymous.”

      She pins me to my seat with her gaze. “But I’m feeling—” The sentence is interrupted by a hiccup. “I’m feeling brave.” She takes a deep breath, like she’s a second away from jumping off the high dive. “I’m Everly Carson. And I’m here to find a husband.”
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      Asher’s eyebrows shoot up at the word husband and an alarm bell goes off in my mind. It sound suspiciously like a muffled version of the one on top of the fire station over on First. It’s the cosmos making that alarm seem far away—more of a dreamy suggestion to put the words back into my own mouth than an urgent warning.

      I wasn’t a hundred percent truthful when I said I’d had one and a half drinks. I’ve had one and a half, plus an additional one and a half. And this current one makes three and a quarter.

      It’s not like I expect a cosmo in a highball glass to solve my problems, which are patently unsolvable by alcohol. If only I could legally marry citrus vodka.

      But all it can do for me now is make this entire situation—Asher, the bar, the fact that I just admitted I need a hasty husband—slightly less mortifying.

      It still makes my cheeks burn that I couldn’t find a way around my father’s will, which is apparently ironclad. And not only is it ironclad, the details are incredibly specific. You would not be surprised to find out that those details are making my life…difficult. To say the least.

      Asher sits up straight on his barstool and takes a deep breath. Moisture flees the inside of my mouth, leaving a dry, sandy sandy wasteland. I pick up cosmo number four to wet my lips and gulp another quarter of it down in the process.

      His gaze travels over the rest of the bar. “You came here to find a husband?”

      I crane my neck and take it all in, trying to see it through his eyes. This turns out to be completely unnecessary because even through my eyes it’s clear that the Riverbend is a bust. One couple nestles in the back booth, four bros huddle around a deck of cards and basket of peanuts at the table by the narrow front window, and Lindsey Barnett, one of my sister’s friends from school, stretches her legs out on a bench seat by a round table somewhere in the middle.

      That’s it.

      If Asher hadn’t walked in…

      “The Riverbend has a view of the bay.” I take another swig of my drink. “It seemed like as good a place as any.”

      The door of the bar opens, letting in a breeze that smells like fallen leaves with a hint of bonfire. For a second a strange quiet settles over the bar. Heads turn toward the open door, one after the other. I hold my breath.

      Greg Owens, the owners and winner of the award for Bartender Who Works The Most Shifts, looks up from where he’s drying glasses with a pristine white cloth. “Can somebody shut that?”

      “I’ve got it.”

      The voice comes from directly behind me and I startle, my body jerking several inches off the barstool. How did he get back there? Now I can hear every creak of the floor underneath the rubber soles of his boots on the way to the door, but before I must have been so caught up in Asher Bliss’s eyes that I didn’t notice his approach. He must have been tucked in one of the back booths near the dart board. Just outside he threshold he pauses to lift his cattleman hat back onto his head. For a moment, his broad shoulders fill the doorframe, the light from the bar casting him into a shadowy silhouette against the backdrop of the street. Then he turns, the moonlight catching on his face, and pulls the door closed behind him.

      Noise rushes back into the Riverbend again, filling the space. Asher turns back around to face me. “Who was that?” He shakes his shoulders and settles back in. “I thought a tumbleweed was going to blow by. That song played in my head.”

      “The Good, The Bad, and the Ugly.” The flute

      “Right.” He considers me. “You don’t know who it is? He has serious lonesome cowboy vibes. And I don’t even know what I’m talking about when it comes to cowboys.”

      A pair of fingers walks a chilly path down my spine. The lonesome cowboy walking out of the bar isn’t exactly a stranger, but he’s not exactly relevant to the issue at hand. The cosmos whisper that I should tell him, just give Asher Bliss enough to get his focus back on me, but I don’t want to.

      The fact is that Asher looks like a solution to my problem.

      Maybe it’s insane, given the thump I felt at the center of my chest when I heard his last name. Curiosity runs its fingernails down my skin, leaving goose bumps in a trail down my arms. It comes in a steady rhythm like waves lapping against the shore of Paulson Bay.

      One Bliss, two Bliss…

      I don’t know where my brain was going with that.

      But Asher came in on a gust of wind that held a hint of summer. I’ve never seen him here before. I’ve never seen him anywhere before. The only thing familiar about him is the depthless blue of his eyes. And if Lonesome Cowboy hadn’t been headed for the door…

      No. He has nothing to do with my situation, even if he has something to do with Asher Bliss walking into this bar tonight. He doesn’t matter.

      “Are you single?”

      Bless you, cosmopolitan martini, for making my mouth work without my permission.

      Asher cocks his head to the side. “Are you avoiding my question?”

      “My question is more important. My question has a timeline.”

      Those blue eyes narrow. “Were you serious before? About losing your house.”

      “I was. Yes. I was completely serious, and I was also serious about needing a husband.” I look him up and down. Every feature of his sends a miniature earthquake through the center of my core from the windblown yet somehow perfect fall of his dark hair to the ocean shock of his blue eyes to his cut chin and oh, god, don’t get me started on the way that his shirt stretches almost erotically over his body.

      And who shows up at the Riverbend in Paulson if they already lead a rich and full life with a wife and several children? Who comes to Montana from a bayside resort in New York if everything is peachy? If my assessment is correct, then Asher Bliss has some space to fill in his life. I don’t even need much of it. I only need some temporary vows and a license on file at the county building.

      Nobody has to know. And even if he has something to with the Lonesome Cowboy Who Shall Not Be Named, what’s that to anyone in Paulson? Nothing. Never the twain shall meet. And even if they shall meet, nobody needs to know about any potential arrangements I might make with a handsome stranger at the Riverbend just in time to avert a family crisis.

      “You okay?”

      I’ve been lost in thought, is where I’ve been, and I drag my gaze up from the general vicinity of Asher’s abs and back to his eyes. “I’m…” I lift my highball glass to my lips one more time only to discover that I’ve been drinking it without realizing and now it’s empty. “I’m fine. I’m good. But I seriously need to know if you’re single.”

      “I am single,” he says solemnly. I believe him.

      “Here’s the deal, Asher Bliss.” A nervous numbness wraps itself around my jaw and settles in on my tongue. When I came to the Riverbend two hours ago, I didn’t actually expect to proposition someone in quite this way. I did have a moment where I pictured myself out on the sidewalk at closing time, frantic, asking people to marry me like Donna in the West Wing trying to trade her vote for President. “I like the looks of you.”

      The sexiest half-smile I’ve ever witnessed curves the corner of his mouth in a delicious arc. “I like the looks of you, too. That’s why I sat down here.”

      “And you could’ve sat pretty much anywhere, so that means something.” I snap my fingers and point at him again, because of course I do. It’s like my brain thinks I can snap away some of the fierce attraction humming at the base of my spine. It does not work. “The bottom line is that I’m in a real…situation.” I clear my throat. “My late father’s will has a wedding clause with a deadline that’s up in two days. If I’m not married, the ranch goes up for auction.”

      “A wedding clause,” he echoes, as if saying it more times will make it make sense. “Do you get the proceeds from the auction?”

      “Does it sound like I get the proceeds from the auction?” I drop my head into my hands, then pick it back up. Face this head on. “No. The local police department does. And my sister and I are out a place to live.”

      “There’s no way around it?”

      “Trust me, I’ve checked.” And checked, and checked, and checked. “The deed won’t transfer to me until thirty days after the county clerk’s office receives a copy of my marriage certificate.”

      His eyebrows go up again. “Why the thirty days?”

      “Because if I file for divorce before then…”

      “The deed is off,” he quips.

      “You did not just make that joke. This is a serious situation.”

      He looks at me, stone-faced. “Sometimes a good pun can alleviate the tension.”

      “There are better ways to alleviate tension.”

      “I didn’t say it was the best way.” Asher blinks.

      “Yeah? What’s the best way?”

      “If I say beating around the bush will you murder me in this bar?”

      “Oh my god.”

      Asher picks up his beer and drains it. “Ask me what you want to ask me, Everly Carson. You’re running out of time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          Asher

        

      

    

    
      Everly bites her lip and I force another breath into my lungs. Tension pulls between us like a rope hitched to my rib cage. The beer cascades over my brain in an alcoholic sheet. Ask me. I don’t know why I want her to ask me. Maybe when the question is out in the open air, we can leave this bizarre moment behind and breathe.

      “What would you say to being my husband? My fake husband.” She curls her hand around the empty highball glass with the lime wedge still hanging from the rim.

      The oxygen goes out of my chest in a whoosh.

      When I walked into this bar, this was the last imaginable scenario. People meet in bars all the time. They take each other home. A tiny percentage of them go on to multiple dates and relationships and marriages. I never thought—I never thought—that this would happen.

      Desperation shines in the pink light reflected in Everly’s eyes.

      It’s wrong.

      It’s wrong to pretend something like this. Certainty circles itself around my spine and hardens into something confident and forthright.

      “I don’t know if that’s the best idea.”

      She purses her red lips, and I want to trace my thumb over that cherry color more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life. “No one would need to know.”

      “Some people would know. And isn’t it too late, anyway? There must be a waiting period. For the license.” In New York, it’s…at least a day. Maybe two days. I can’t remember, and pulling out my phone to Google it seems like the wrong move.

      “There’s no waiting period here. We’d just have to go to the courthouse tomorrow. License, vows, certificate.” Everly ticks the items off like she’s not talking about a real wedding. Now that we’re here, talking about it, my entire body shies away from the thought of getting married like it’s casual. Not even my brothers are married yet, unless they’ve all done it in secret while I’ve been gone.

      And what would my father say?

      I have to swallow a laugh, because as much as I try to pretend he’d be disappointed, he’s the one who’s been building secrets for years. I’ve never asked Roman outright if he knows how many outside investments and properties and connections my father has. I’m not sure I know about them all.

      It nags at me again—the memory of my dad. I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her, he’d said when he’d handed me the folder. The information in the folder itself didn’t give me any insight into what’s out here in Montana. There was no truly detailed information. The most important pieces seemed to be two addresses. One of them is a bank. I’ve looked it up, and the branch is in downtown Paulson. The other is a street address. I still don’t know where it is.

      And even though the beer has gone straight to my head, I don’t buy that everything here is what it seems. I don’t buy that Everly didn’t know who the cowboy who came out of nowhere was.

      But most of all, I want this too badly.

      It’s too easy. It’s too simple. I walked into the bar with a heaviness in my chest that was more than jet lag. How many bars and restaurants and hotels have I walked into alone? How many have I walked into with a woman on my arm who won’t be there by the end of the week? How many times have I sat on a plane in silence because I’ve never felt right about inviting someone to wade knee-deep into my family’s secrets when most of my family doesn’t know about them?

      When I looked at Everly sitting on that stool and cursing into her highball glass, my heart made a foolish wish. The universe handed it right back to me like it was teaching me a lesson. You wanted a wife, Bliss? How about the shape of one but not the substance?

      “Everly.”

      She looks into my eyes, and the dark hope there almost swallows me whole. Of all the bars in Paulson, of all the bars in Montana, of all the bars in the United States, and I had to walk into this one.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Everly smiles, huge and rueful. “Don’t be sorry. I came here to find a husband, right? If I was serious about the whole thing, I’d have gone to a better bar.”

      I fumble blindly in my pocket and come up with a twenty. “I really am sorry.” I thought there was a chance I could go through with a lie this monumental, but there were too many other secrets. I can’t say it out loud. “The idea…”

      “Silly.” She looks back down into her highball glass. “Just a silly game at the bar.”

      We both know this isn’t true. We both have to know it.

      “I’m glad to have met you.” Something wrenches in my chest at the thought of never seeing her again, but how? And why? I’m not staying here for longer than a day or two. You go, you make sure everything’s all right, you come back. Those were the instructions. Those were always the instructions.

      For the last few months, I’ve been avoiding the just come back piece.

      I can’t avoid it anymore.

      It’s late—too late to be dealing with this, and too late to call anyone on the East Coast and explain exactly where I’ve been. I came here because I’m jet-lagged, because it’s morning in Paris, because checking in to the newly renovated Marriott where I booked a room on my personal card seemed unbearable.

      I came here because it was the first result when I searched for a bar.

      Under no circumstances should I be walking out in the grips of a fake engagement.

      I stand up from the barstool.

      Everly’s eyes flick upward at the motion. “Bye, Asher.” There’s such a familiarity in her voice that it stops me short.

      Almost.

      I’m three steps from the door when I hear her footsteps behind me. My body turns against my will, and there she is, one of the napkins from the bar folded in half in her hand. “Listen.” She hesitates, then lets out a big breath and starts again. “Listen, I know—this is crazy, and you have nothing to gain from it, and we don’t know each other. But if you change your mind, call me.”

      I shouldn’t take the napkin.

      I should hold up my hand and gently decline her number.

      I should do what I came here to do, and I should go back to Bliss, where I’m supposed to be.

      The napkin feels sturdier in my hand than I thought it would. It’s high quality for a bar napkin. “Goodnight, Everly.”

      She doesn’t say anything back.
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        * * *

      

      The rental car’s wheel is slick under my hands. It’s such a new model that it doesn’t have many miles on it, but the way the wheel slips beneath my palms makes the whole business of driving on the open roads under the blue Montana morning feel risky.

      Or maybe it’s the fact that I haven’t really slept. The hum of the air conditioner couldn’t soothe my frantic, Everly-drunk brain until the sun was up, and crashing out for a couple of hours doesn’t count. At least, not according to my body and soul.

      The address from my father’s folder is programmed into my phone, and the GPS has taken me out of Paulson and out past rolling fields. Ranches. These are the ranches. This is probably where that cowboy was headed when he left the bar last night.

      The GPS beeps. “Turn left in four hundred feet,” the woman’s voice says, placid as ever. I can see a driveway up ahead. My heart leaps and stutters and wishes I was on a plane back to New York. What did my father send me to check on here? A ranch? What do I know about ranches?

      I make the lefthand turn onto a pressed dirt drive and pass a sign that says Sweetwater Ranch.

      What? I blink twice. That’s what it says.

      The drive dips, going down a low hill, and then it crests another one.

      The house comes into view.

      It’s a farmhouse.

      I shouldn’t be surprised, but it is a farmhouse. White wood siding. Bright red shutters. Weathervane up top, spinning lazily in the breeze.

      A police car out front.

      A…police car out front?

      I wipe a hand across my eyes, my pulse pounding, the throb loud in my ears. The bottom of my right foot aches. I want to throw the car in reverse and get out of here.

      The siding. The weathervane. The policeman’s navy uniform, stark even in the shade of the front porch. The sun cuts down on the roof of the house, bright and blazing.

      I stop the car and snatch the paper with the addresses from the passenger seat.

      The address matches the iron numbers nailed next to the front door.

      The weathervane, the uniform, the numbers.

      And Everly, standing in the doorway, looking like she’s witnessing the end of the world.
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      This is, without a doubt, my life’s finest moment. Finest. Moment. Send the photographers, print that shit out on canvas, and hang it over the mantel.

      “I’m sorry to have woken you.” Kevin Lassiter shifts his weight from foot to foot out on the porch, one hand resting awkwardly on his heavy police belt and the other pinning a folded white sheet of paper to the front of his navy uniform shirt.

      I swallow the sourness on my tongue and resist the urge to pat at my hair. “You didn’t wake me, Kev. It’s all right.”

      His eyebrows go up just enough to let me know he doesn’t believe me, and he’s right not to. I did just wake up. Rolled out of bed in yesterday’s clothes. Did I expect one Kevin Lassiter of the Paulson police department to be on my doorstep? I did not, otherwise I’d have taken the time to brush my hungover teeth.

      The rest of me is hungover, too. It turns out that the outer limit of my tolerance is right around the fifth cosmopolitan. I have a vague memory of Greg putting me into a cab and another one of shouting at my sister, Brooke, when I came through the farmhouse at two in the morning.

      The only saving grace is that she’s not here now to witness this sorry show.

      “Well,” Kev says with a heavy sigh. “I know who you are.”

      “That’s right,” I croak. “You better not have forgotten.” Kevin is obviously here on official business, but it’s so weird that my skin feels tight all over and my head throbs with the cognitive dissonance of seeing a guy like Kevin Lassiter dressed up in a police uniform, much less wearing one because it’s his actual job. He used to sit behind me in science class junior year. We spent most of our time making up vaguely sexual innuendos to take the place of all the boring science-y terms.

      “I didn’t forget, Ms. Carson.”

      I make a face. I can’t help it. Hearing Ms. Carson out of his mouth makes me feel a thousand years old, in comparison to the hundred years old I already felt from the hangover. I have an achy chest and an achy back, too, and I’m willing to admit in the privacy of my own thoughts that getting rejected by Asher Bliss stung. It was an absurd proposition in the first place, and yet…

      Kevin unfolds the paper and clears his throat. “I’ve been asked by the county clerk’s office to inform you, in person, that a scheduled transfer of property is due to take place tomorrow, unless a marriage certificate is supplied to the clerk’s office by five p.m. local time. Any occupants will have seven days to vacate the property after the transfer is complete.”

      “That’s a nice way to put it, Kev. A scheduled transfer of property. It almost sounds like this whole thing isn’t batshit crazy.” Disbelief climbs up my spine like a monkey and wraps its arms around my neck from behind.

      Kevin has the grace to blush, and it deflates the cheap helium balloon of my anger right down into shame.

      “I don’t want to do this either, Mallory.” The softness in his voice is somehow worse than the official tone he used to read the notice. “It’s not like I want you and Brooke to lose—”

      The smooth rumble of a rental car cresting the hill of my drives interrupts him. I have a single shining moment of relief—at least my old buddy Kevin doesn’t have to keep expressing how sorry he feels for me—until my brain kicks into gear. Who’d be driving a rental car down the long driveway toward my house.

      “Uh—” Kevin folds the paper and hands it to me. “Here. This is for your records.”

      I shove it haphazardly in the direction of my pocket without looking. I’m waiting for the sun to get the hell off the windshield of the rental so I can see inside. Waiting, waiting…

      Then it’s gone, and my stomach turns inside out in an internal version of a blush that sweeps across my cheeks like an instant sunburn.

      Asher Bliss.

      I gave him my number, not my address.

      His expression is fierce and he guns the accelerator a little, hustling up the driveway.

      “I’ll be going.” Kevin takes his hand off his belt and tips his hat.

      I shoot him a look. “The hat tip? Really?”

      “Oh, give me a break, Mal.” There’s the Kevin I know.

      He straightens up. “I’ll get my car out of the way of your guest. And…you’re welcome. I was supposed to come closer to five, but I wanted to give you extra time to… you know.”

      “Live in this nightmare.”

      He lifts both hands, palms up. “Your dad was a piece of work.”

      “You can say that again, Officer Lassiter.”

      Asher parks his car behind the police cruiser and his front door pops open without a moment’s hesitation. He shades his eyes with his hand. The poor guy probably can’t believe the disheveled creature standing in front of him is the same sexy vixen who wanted to marry him last night.

      “Everly?”

      I raise my hand. “Yes. It’s me.”

      Asher jogs around the back of the cruiser and Kevin goes around the front, eyeing him with the narrow-eyed suspicion of a hometown Paulson boy, born and bred. I won’t take this opportunity to remind Kev that he was, in fact, born up the other side of the bay in Dayton Greens. Look—it was a long year in science class.

      “I’ll see you around,” Kevin calls, and I hear the warning in his voice. My own heart is flailing around with a warning of its own. It desperately wants me not to notice how ridiculously fine Asher is looking this morning, which is quickly verging on afternoon. His blue eyes lock on mine and he takes the porch steps in one long leap. Drunk Me wasn’t wrong about his abs. Somehow, his button-down gives me an even clearer idea of what they look like. My palms itch to lift the hem of his shirt.

      Now I really wish I’d brushed my teeth. But I lean against the doorframe. Casual. Perfectly casual. “Hey.”

      “What’s going on?” Asher turns to watch the cruiser head back down the driveway. “Was there trouble?”

      I brandish the folded paper. “Just a kindly reminder from the Paulson PD that this property will officially become theirs at five tomorrow.”

      “He came here to evict you?”

      “He came here to give me formal notice that…” I unfold the paper and the words swim in front of my eyes. “…that a scheduled transfer of property is due to take place tomorrow.”

      “And then what?”

      I shrug and stuff the paper back into my pocket. “Then I have a week to get my stuff, including my ass, out of here.”

      He drags his eyes away from mine, and for the first time I notice that he’s got his own folded paper. “Is this your address?” Asher thrusts it into my face too vigorously and I have to grab his wrist and push it back. I can feel his pulse through my fingertips and the throb echoes my own racing heart.

      I drop his wrist and clear my throat, fixing my eyes on the paper. “Yeah. That’s my address. This address.”

      He flips it over and peers down at it like the letters and numbers might rearrange themselves. “My father sent me here. For work.”

      “To my house?” A matchstick that feels curiously like hope flares to life in the center of my chest. “What could your job here possibly be?”

      Asher searches my eyes. I don’t know what he’s hoping to find there. I don’t have any answers about what his father wants with my house. A tingling sets in on the backs of my hands. Maybe I should come clean about exactly who lives next door.

      But…no. That has to be a coincidence. A crazy, rare coincidence. The man standing on my front porch right now has nothing in common with anyone I’ve ever met in Paulson, except for one thing, and honestly, it’s probably just my mind playing tricks on me.

      “My job is to look after my father’s interests. My family’s interests.”

      “Your family from upstate New York has interests in Paulson?”

      His brow furrows, frustration in every line. “Apparently we have interests in a lot of places, but I’m short on details.”

      “Maybe we should call and ask. Your father, I mean.”

      “I would. Trust me, I would. But he’s dead,” he says flatly. “And the only instructions he gave me…” His voice trails off, but disbelief hangs in the air.

      “What?” I’m on the verge of death with the hangover as it is, and now the anticipation might do me in. “What were they?”

      “To make sure everything’s all right, and go back home.”

      There’s a moment of windblown silence, and then a huge laugh throws itself out of my mouth. “Oh, man. Well, I don’t know who your father was, but things are not all right here. Not by a long shot. We’ve talked. You know.”

      He stands up straight and squares his shoulders. “I’m beginning to think I don’t know anything. But I do know this. I’m not letting you lose this ranch.” Asher scans the doorframe, which must not offer a single clue, because a second later those blue eyes blaze into mine. “Let’s get married.”
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      “I don’t think I can stay here.”

      I blink down at Everly through the haze of the situation at hand, which strikes me as more bizarre by the moment.

      We’re married. I’ve got a ring on my finger from a jewelry store over on Main Street. It’s a plain gold band, just like my father wore, and it feels heavier than a boulder.

      “You don’t think you can stay on the sidewalk? Agreed.” I’m not sure why we’re lingering in front of the courthouse. This entire afternoon has put us in the uncanny valley of weddings. Everly slipped her hand into mine on the way out of the courthouse, but now that we’re on the sidewalk, she’s curled the little folder with the marriage certificate against her chest. It was the anticlimax of the century to walk down the hall from the Justice of the Peace to the clerk’s office and file the certificate. Everly’s ranch is hers, for the moment.

      “No. I don’t think I can stay in Paulson.” She looks up and down the street and the hairs on the back of my neck stand up in the afternoon breeze. There’s more to her than meets the eye. I knew it in the bar, and I know it now. “If we slip up…”

      “What, someone might report you to the clerk’s office?”

      Her dark eyes burn into mine. “Exactly.”

      “Don’t you have things to do here? A job? Or…running your ranch?”

      “Brooke handles most of that. She’s got people to help her, and I can do my part from anywhere.”

      “What’s your part?”

      “The finances. Running our website. And some other…side projects.”

      My heart beats so heavily in my chest that I’m worried something will burst. Saying those vows to Everly, fake or not, time-limited or not, was like diving into Ruby Bay in February. I am awake. And as far as I can tell, I’ve met my obligations in Paulson.

      “Is there…somewhere you want to go?”

      Everly bites her lip and looks down at the sidewalk. “Wherever I go, it should be with you.” Her eyes fly back up to mine. “For appearances.”

      “Right. Appearances.” A hot want spools up from the pit of my gut to my lips. A fake wedding does not come with a wedding night.

      It doesn’t.

      And the truth—the awful truth—is that I’ve been avoiding my brothers. I’ve even been avoiding thinking about the fact that I’ve been avoiding my brothers. My phone buzzes in my pocket. That’ll be one of them, wanting to know where I am and when I’m coming back. Over the last couple of weeks, the messages have become more and more urgent.

      But the coward in me knows that heading back to Bliss will be the end. A soft spot behind my breastbone pulses with an ache I’d rather not acknowledge. Montana was the last place my father asked me to go, and from here on out, I’m on my own.

      Not quite on my own. Now, I have a wife.

      “I’ll be honest with you.” Everly’s eyes go wide, and I want to fall into them. “It works out that you can’t stay here, because I can’t stay here either.” I reach out and take her hand. For appearances. “Have you ever wanted to visit upstate New York?”
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        * * *

      

      We’re off like a shot. Back to the ranch, where Everly scrawls a note to her sister and sticks it to the fridge with a magnet shaped like a pepperoni pizza. She packs a suitcase while I book us the next flight out. A ten-minute stop at the Marriott so I can get my stuff, and then we’re gone.

      Everly doesn’t relax until we’re in the air and the flight attendant has come by with refreshments. She lifts her miniature plastic cup of Diet Coke to her lips and drinks. When she’s got it centered back in the tray table cupholder, she flicks her gaze to me.

      “So…we should set some ground rules.”

      With our arms pressed together on the shared arm rest, the last thing I want on the planet is to set ground rules. But she’s right. A sex-fueled free-for-all won’t make it any easier for this arrangement to end after thirty days. And it has to end. Jumping into marriage like this was not on my life agenda, we’re not in love, and thinking someone is the hottest person to walk the face of the earth isn’t an appropriate foundation for a lifelong commitment. “Yes. Ground rules.”

      “No kissing,” Everly offers. “Unless we’re in public, and it makes sense for the scenario. You said you had five brothers, right? They’re going to expect us to…you know.”

      “Be in love?”

      “At least be into each other.” A delicate pink spreads across her cheeks and it’s all I can do not to lean over and press my lips against that rosy color. She shifts her arm so there’s more pressure against mine. Curse the arm rest. Curse it. “Which could be hard. I’m not that into you.”

      “You just like the looks of me.”

      “I did last night in the bar.”

      “And now?” Her dark eyes take me in, tracing me slowly from head to toe. Everywhere she looks, my body lights up in response. When her eyes linger on the front of my pants I clench my jaw and will myself to stay in control. “You don’t play fair.”

      “I’m getting you back,” she says primly. “For rejecting me.”

      “All’s well that ends well,” I counter.

      “It cut deep,” she insists, and I get a flash of what it could have been like if she wasn’t on the verge of losing her home, and if my father hadn’t sent me to do this, and if any of it made sense.

      “If you think that was deep.”

      “Oh my god,” she whispers, eyes dancing. “That was your sex joke?”

      “It was a sex joke.”

      “Keep it to the jokes, Asher Bliss.”

      “No sex, then?”

      “No sex.” Everly shoots me a skeptical look. “No kissing in private, and no sex. This is…this is only…”

      “This is only business,” I tell her.

      “No touching, unless we have to do it in order to prove that we’re in love, and that this marriage is real.” Regret pierces me somewhere near my kidney, sharp and strong. Everly’s eyes make me wish this was real. It’s not. It will never be real. But I wish.

      “Is that all of them?”

      She nods definitively. “That’s all of them.”

      I lean my head back against the headrest. “Good. I think we’re good.”

      “Good,” she echoes.

      No kissing. No sex. No touching.

      But Everly doesn’t move her arm away.

      “No falling in love,” she whispers.

      “None whatsoever,” I agree.
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        * * *

      

      Everly’s shoulders go up around her ears the moment we leave the plane, and they stay there all through luggage claim and the rental car pickup.

      “You don’t have to be nervous. My brothers don’t bite.”

      She shakes her shoulders, but it does nothing to relieve the tension singing over her muscles. “We have to keep up the act. We have to do a really good job, Asher.” Her voice is tight and thin.

      “Even if my brothers did find out about our plan, they wouldn’t—”

      “They can’t find out.” Everly whips around in her seat to stare at me. “Promise me they won’t find out, Asher.”

      “All right. I promise.” I take one hand off the steering wheel, my heart jittery, the beats unsteady. What could my brothers possibly do to derail a fake marriage out of Montana? But her intensity thins out the air in the car until it’s hard to draw a breath. “I promise, Ev. Do you mind if I call you that?”

      “No.” She sags back in the seat and turns her face toward the window. “No. Just…don’t let it slip, Asher. You can’t.”
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        * * *

      

      We go straight to Bliss.

      They’re waiting for me.

      Ten feet from the door, I hear him—Charlie.

      “I’ve tried everything. And if we can’t find him, we’re going to have to go another route. That’s the bottom line. We can’t have a mysterious expense line. It puts our entire livelihood in jeopardy.”

      Beau pipes up. “Alex, what is calm down because this isn’t going to get solved tonight?”

      A stifled laugh—Huck.

      “Can somebody tell me when we’re going to quit discussing this? I’m planning a trip.” Driver.

      “I’m planning to trip balls,” adds Huck. “Just kidding. God, you’re a tough crowd.”

      “Guys, I’m telling you, we just need to give it a few more days.” Roman’s voice is calming, but Charlie’s had enough.

      “I’m done with waiting. I’ve run a thousand miles over this.”

      “We know,” says Huck.

      We step through the door into Roman’s office. I’ve never heard a silence this loud in all my life.

      Finally, Huck speaks up, punching through the quiet like a martini glass shattering on bare cement.

      “Uh, this might be a dumb question, but…who’s that?”

      “Hello to you, too.” I raise Everly’s hand up in mine, holding it tightly, as proud as I possibly can. “I’d like all of you to meet my wife.”
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      I’m looking at four additional sets of Asher’s eyes. At first I think it’s five, and I can’t believe that six people all have the same eyes.

      But then the shock wears off, and I can see that they don’t. There are subtle differences that are easier to pick up at close range, and we are at close range, let me tell you. Close enough to see that one of the brothers has gray eyes with the same stunning intensity as Asher’s.

      My hand feels slick in his and my heart beats somewhere at the base of my mouth. Any of them could know. Any of them. And if they do, if Asher appearing in Paulson really does have something to do with the neighboring ranch, I don’t know what I’ll do. If he finds out…

      I can’t think about that now, when I’m standing in a room full of all his brothers. We’re performing now. Only the pause is so long and heavy I almost moonwalk backward out of the room just to put it out of its misery.

      “Yes. I’m Asher’s wife, Everly Carson. Soon-to-be Carson-Bliss.” Brilliant. Even in this fake fantasy scenario, I’ve ended up with a hyphenated name I don’t walk. Now I’ve done it. At least the silence was a casualty of my word vomit.

      “Soon to be?” The brother who asks holds an oversized martini glass with a turquoise umbrella balanced against the rim. “Ash? Care to explain?”

      “I got married yesterday,” Asher says, and his thumb moves in gentle circles on the back of my hand. I know it’s for the appearances, but it feels so real I could curl up into that feeling and stay there for days. He takes a deep breath. “Everly, I’d like you to meet my brothers. Beau here has the martini glass, as usual. Roman is my oldest brother.” The man behind the desk lifts his hand. “Driver’s in the back corner.”

      “Hey,” says the brother named Driver. I want to know the story behind that name.

      “Next to Driver is Charlie.”

      Charlie gives me a crisp nod, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “We’re twins,” pipes up Beau. “In case you couldn’t tell. It’s a very opposites-attract situation.”

      “No one here is attracted to you,” says Charlie, glancing at Beau at the last possible moment. Beau takes a sip of his drink and grins, but I get the sense his smile is usually a lot wider. Is it me? It’s probably me.

      “And leaning up against the wall there is Huck.”

      Huck detaches himself from the wall and stands up next to Roman’s desk. “Nice to meet you, Everly.” He swings his gaze around to Roman, who looks across at Asher like his older and more irritating. “Are you going to tell him off for this or should I?”

      Roman waves him off. “Tell him off for what? He’s a grown man in a free country.”

      “I call bullshit,” Charlie says.

      From the shock wave that goes through the room at his words, I’m guessing that Charlie wouldn’t normally say that kind of thing to a guest.

      But…I’m not a guest. Not really. I’ve been thinking of myself as one ever since Asher told me about the resort and club on the plane.

      “Charlie…” Beau balances the rim of his glass against his lips. “Don’t be an asshole.”

      “Sorry, you’re right. I should be absolutely calm about the fact that I’ve been trying to find you for weeks, Asher, and you’ve been off the radar. And now you show up here married?”

      “You’re overreacting, Charlie,” Driver says from the back of the room. “They’re here now. That’s what matters.”

      “Yes. They’re here, and we have a problem that needs all of us, not outside interference.”

      “Sorry about him,” says Beau, lifting his chin and smiling at me. “He’s been a little uptight since birth, but especially this summer.”

      “Did you read any of the messages, Asher?” Charlie runs two hands over hair. “We’ve sent hundreds. Maybe a thousand. Did you read any of them? Do you know what you’re walking into with a complete stranger hanging off your arm?”

      “Hey.” The word bursts out of me before I can stop it on a swell of hot indignation that I can’t swallow down. My throat is a tight not. This is not what I was expecting. I was expecting something more along the lines of an early fall vacation with a few stolen beach days, not a bunch of errant rage contained in a small room. “I’m not hanging off his arm. Since when is it illegal to hold your husband’s hand?”

      “It’s not,” says Beau helpfully. The heat in my chest splits into two halves. One wants to stay righteously indignant and the other wants to burst out laughing at how stupid it is to be righteously indignant about my fake husband.

      “For another,” I barrel on before I double over with a fit of the giggles. “Your brother is back, and he’s fine. Shouldn’t that count for something?”

      “It does count for something,” Roman says neutrally. “Of course, we were all very worried, Asher.”

      “He’s downplaying it,” says Huck. “He’s been pissed, too. Charlie’s run several ultramarathons up and down the beach for stress relief.” He puts the last two words in air quotes. “Clearly, it hasn’t been working.”

      “I read some of the messages,” Asher admits, squeezing my hand. “Not all of them.”

      Charlie looks at Roman. “See? He doesn’t give a shit what happens here. He does whatever he pleases, and we’re left to scramble when he doesn’t show up for months on end.”

      My face has gone numb with the sheer awkwardness of standing in what is clearly a family problem to be solved. Asher didn’t mention any kind of tension at Bliss on the plane. He only said that his job in Montana was done, and he had to get back, which is irritating, to say the least. I want to pull my hand away from his and demand to know what this is all about, but I can’t. He’s my husband.

      “I’m sure that’s not true.” Roman’s voice is even, but his eyes narrow when he looks at Asher. “And I’m sure there’s a perfectly good explanation of why he’s been out of contact.”

      Asher shrugs, lifting my hand along with the movement. “I had other things to do.”

      “Other things to do,” Charlie repeats, acid dripping from his voice. “Other things to do, while we pay your salary and try to fix everything without you?”

      “Fix everything?” Asher’s jaw is locked so tight I’m surprised he can get his mouth open to talk. “You think you’re the ones who have been fixing things all these years?”

      “How would we know?” Charlie laughs, the sound bitter and frustrated and exhausted. “You never tell us where you are. You never tell us where you’re going. Nobody knows what you do, Asher, we just pay for your expense card and even that’s privileged information.”

      “He gets privileged information?” asks Beau.

      “Do you think I’d be this pissed if I could have tracked him based on his credit card purchases?” Charlie yells. “No. Because Dad wanted him to have a whole secret life. The rest of us got no such special treatment.”

      “If you wanted special treatment, Charles, all you had to do was be less of a prick.” Asher’s squeezing my hand so tightly now that I have to wiggle my fingers to loosen his grip.

      “I’ve never asked for special treatment. I only want you to pull your weight in this fucking family. Are you even going to do it now, or did you just bring her here to weasel your way into taking more from us?”

      Asher nods. “That’s reasonable. That’s a reasonable thing for you to say. But you know what? If you can’t be civil, there’s no need for me to be here. Let’s go, Everly.”

      He leads me out of the office by the hand. “Nice to meet all of you,” I call over my shoulder.

      “Are you serious?” he says under his breath.

      “We’re supposed to be married. Any woman would want to impress your brothers.”

      “My brothers are assholes.”

      “Beau seemed nice.”

      “Asher.”

      He wheels around and I turn my head to see Charlie standing at the other end of the hallway.

      Charlie stabs a finger in our direction. “I don’t buy this.”

      Asher doesn’t hesitate. He turns to me, takes my face in his hands, and kisses me. Our lips crash together with the kind of raw, desperate passion that I’ve only ever witnessed in the movies—hard and hot and relentless. The air flees my lungs, and I run my hands up the sides of his neck, threading my fingers through his hair. I want more of him. I want all of him. I want—

      He breaks the kiss. “Buy that,” he spits at Charlie.

      Then we’re gone, my lips bruised and my heart racing.
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      “We might run into my brother, but I have to get out and move.”

      Everly stretches her arms above her head, which has the delicious side effect of making her black tank top lift along with the curves of her breasts. “I’m not afraid of your brothers.”

      “I don’t relish the thought of talking to Charlie this morning.”

      “He did seem pretty pissed.”

      We make our way out of the tiny rental house on the club side. The hotel is booked for the weekend so I went with the rental, even though I wanted to get the hell off Bliss property last night. I don’t know what Charlie’s problem is. I get that there is a problem, and that Charlie thinks it’s a big one, but whatever it is can’t possibly be huge enough to sink the Bliss empire entirely. It’s too big a ship.

      But maybe Charlie doesn’t know that.

      I settle into a jog and Everly matches my pace. We go down the hill through the club in the early morning light. The breeze is crisp and the leaves flutter to the pavement one by one in slow motion. It’s not usually this summery in September, but there’s something strange about this year. I knew it the moment the plane touched down in New York. But I can’t complain, because the weather means that Everly is wearing that tank top and those capris and her body is unbelievable. The jeans she wore at the bar were an epiphany, but her ass in these workout pants is a revelation. Especially against the backdrop of the lake. She looks out over the sand. “Nice.”

      “It is nice.”

      I scan the beach for any sign of Charlie, but I don’t see him out here.

      “Why was he so upset?” Everly’s breath has settled into an easy rhythm. She steals a glance at me from the corner of her eye. “Do you really not know?”

      “I had my phone off,” I hedge.

      “For weeks? Nobody on the face of the earth has their phone off for weeks.”

      “Fine. Not for weeks. But I did stop reading the messages after a while.”

      “Why? Aren’t they your brothers?”

      “Yes. Can’t you tell by our shared features?”

      “Oh, I can definitely tell by the shared features,” she says, blushing. “But you never know. Six guys with similar faces and matching eyes could have started a resort based on that, I guess.”

      “They’re really my brothers. And from what I can tell…” Our feet sink in time with each other into the sand, and that same warning scratches at the back of my mind. I don’t really know Everly. I only know that when I look at her, my heart reacts like a bongo drum under a pair of heavy palms. “It has something to do with the trust.”

      “Are you…trust fund babies?”

      I grimace at the sound of that. “Not exactly. The financial structure of the resort is set up with a complicated trust. It means that the resort stays consolidated, even if one of us leaves.”

      “Has one of you ever left?”

      “My brothers would say that it’s me who’s always leaving, but I always come back in the end.”

      “But it makes them suspicious.”

      “I think the wedding is what’s making them suspicious.” The breeze kicks up again, ruffling my hair. “I shouldn’t have said that it was yesterday.”

      “So what if it was yesterday? It’s a free country.” Everly lifts her chin. “Besides, I’m hot. They should be happy for you.”

      I laugh out loud. “They should. You’re right.” I point her in the direction of the jogging trail and we swing onto it. “I just…feel like there’s something waiting in the wings here.”

      Everly stumbles, and my heart whips out of my chest. I catch her arm before she hits the ground and for a moment all of her weight is in my hand. I get an arm around her and sweep her up. “Wow,” she says. “You saved me.”

      “That’s twice now, isn’t it?” I mean it as a joke, but Everly’s mouth presses into a thin line. “Don’t be embarrassed, Ev. Everybody trips up sometimes.”

      Suddenly I become aware of how close I have her held to my body. Close enough to feel every breath. Close enough to feel the heat of her skin. Close enough to…

      She steps back and smooths down her hair, breathless. “Come on, Asher. We should keep running.”
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      “Thanks for sitting down with me.”

      Roman folds his hands on top of his desk and looks across at me.

      I rub my hands over my face. “Let’s not be this way. It’s weird.”

      “Well, you didn’t have to meet with me. After that business with Charlie I thought you’d be across the Atlantic by morning.”

      “Yeah, well.” Pain arcs across my chest. “I don’t have any more items on my agenda at the moment.”

      “No?”

      “No. Dad was the one who sent me on my rounds.”

      Roman considers this. “You don’t think you have enough to keep going?”

      I wave this away. “I can figure it out. I just haven’t yet.” I’ve been dragging out these last few assignments all summer because it seems so final to have nothing left on the list.

      “I’m happy to…take that over for you, if you want.”

      I choke back a laugh. “Choosing my assignments?”

      “Yes.” His eyes on mine are perfectly steady, and I can see that he’s serious. Roman and I are only a year apart. The roles here could easily have been reversed. I could have been the one staying at Bliss while he traveled all over the world, doing dad’s bidding. “You’d have to share some things, but…it could be done.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Are you?” Roman frowns. “You got married yesterday? Was it planned, or did you have a whirlwind romance on the road?”

      “It was a whirlwind romance.” One night at the bar, and one handshake agreement on her front porch. Still, the lie tastes bitter, like lemonade without any sugar. “But it felt like the right thing to do.”

      “Ash…” Roman leans back in his chair. “I have to ask you this, and I hope you’ll be honest.”

      My heart thuds loudly over the sound of my thoughts. “I’ve been honest.” I’ve been lying.

      He nods. “Is there any chance that Everly could be the source of our problem?”

      “The problem with the trust?”

      A sly smile spreads across his face. “So you did read our messages.”

      “Not all of them. But enough to gather that the resort is losing money, and the receiving account is a mystery locked in the trust.”

      “And we have been…completely unable to solve that mystery without you. All of us have to be present to make the request for the document.”

      “Shit.” Guilt claws into my throat. “If I’d known it was like that…”

      Roman raises a hand. “You don’t have to explain it to me.” It’s probably true. We’ve always had an understanding between us. “Charlie, on the other hand…”

      “I don’t know what Charlie’s so worried about. There are other…means.”

      Roman raises his eyebrows. “Oh?”

      “Roman, yes. What do you think I’ve been doing all this time, seducing women in foreign countries?”

      “Everly is from a foreign country?”

      “Everly is from Montana.”

      “And did you meet her in Montana?”

      “Yes.”

      “What other means do we have in Montana?”

      “I don’t know.” With a click, a lock inside my chest releases. “I have no idea, Roman. Dad sent me to an address, and I…I met Everly.” This is close enough to the truth. Isn’t it? “But he’s sent me to lots of different addresses over the years to meet with lots of different people, and it’s always with the same objective in mind—to make sure everything is going smoothly.”

      “What’s everything?”

      “Dad’s made…other investments over the course of his life. Different businesses, different ventures. They all return money to Bliss, as far as I know. Straight into the trust.”

      Roman pats the surface of his desk. “I want to smash my forehead into this. Secret revenues? What was he thinking?”

      “I’d guess he was thinking that he wanted us to always be okay.” A painful lump pushes its way into my throat. Why is it still hitting me so hard that he’s gone? “I thought you knew about all of this.”

      “I know about some of it, obviously. Driver’s got a similar thing going on. I just didn’t know the extent of it.”

      “I’ve kept records, if you want to see them. I don’t have amounts of money, though.”

      “No.” Roman sighs. “I’m assuming that’s all wrapped up in the trust. And if you’ll help us out, we can get access to that information and put this all to rest.” He sticks out his hand to shake. “Deal?”

      “Deal.” We shake, but then Roman tugs me up to hug me across the desk.

      “Don’t be such a stranger, you ass.” He claps a hand on my back and releases me. “Give my regards to your wife.”

      “I will.” I head for the door.

      “Asher?”

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s no way Everly is…” He circles a hand in the air. “Wrapped up in this somehow?”

      If she had a bunch of Bliss money, like Roman seems to think, she wouldn’t have needed me to save her Ranch. Would she have? Doubt creeps in like the drip from a leaky faucet. “No,” I say. “No chance at all.”
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      “Roman is suspicious.”

      I look over the top of the book I’ve been reading out on the porch of the rental house. Reading—I’ve been trying to read it, but in reality I’ve been skimming the same three paragraphs for an hour now, waiting for him to come back from the meeting with his brother. My palms feel cold, even though the day has been positively summery and the porch is pleasant. So pleasant.

      I swing my feet off the wicker ottoman and close the book. “Suspicious of me?”

      “Suspicious of you.”

      That makes abundant sense. “Because I’m probably a gold-digger from Montana? If he thinks that, I can’t blame him.” I hope this comes off as confident and nonchalant, because my heart is ready to leap right out of my throat and fall on the porch between us. I thought it would be easier to keep a secret here in New York.

      I was wrong.

      A stray sunbeam catches in Asher’s eyes, lighting them up like the pure shallow water at the edge of the lake. “How married are we supposed to be?”

      “Fake married,” I say automatically. “Why?”

      “Because I want to…” He makes a sound of frustration. “I want to tell you what’s really going on. And I don’t know if that would be a mistake or not.”

      “How could it be a mistake? It’s like method acting.”

      “Method acting.” A wry smile curves the corner of his mouth in an arc that makes me want to lick the line of his lips. “You have a point.”

      “Do you have a counterpoint?”

      “Is too much intimacy going to make it harder when this is all over?”

      “Of course not.” I grip the book tighter to disguise the fact that my hands are trembling. “I would never expect anything out of this except thirty days of excellent method acting. That doesn’t mean we can’t be…what do you call them?  Right—friends. Give me some details so I don’t slip up and ruin this.”

      Asher sits down in a wicker loveseat on the other side of the porch. “And you won’t tell anyone back in Paulson?”

      I laugh. “I can’t see how anyone in Paulson would care.” This is the biggest lie I’ve told in the last five minutes. At least, I think it is. I have ways of confirming whether it is a lie or not, but I’m too chicken. I’ve been too chicken since I first heard Asher’s last name. “But no, I won’t tell anyone.”

      He looks away from me, down the row of houses. “We’re losing money.”

      “I’ve heard that happens in business. God knows it happens on my ranch.”

      Asher shakes his head. “It’s not a profit and loss situation. We’re not spending too much on catering or having to replace stolen bedsheets.” He gives a wry smile. “Knowing Beau, we might be spending too much on catering, but that wouldn’t make a difference on this scale.”

      My stomach tightens and turns, sloshing around in the cavity of my gut. It’s disgusting. “That sounds like embezzlement.” But how? How could anyone from Paulson have embezzled from the Bliss Resort. Well, once more into the breach. “Is that why you were in Montana?”

      “Couldn’t have been. You didn’t know anything about my family. There’s no connection there.” Somehow, Asher’s eyes are sunlit even though he’s facing into the shade. “There is no connection, right? If you didn’t feel like you could tell me before…”

      “No connection.” Not between my family and the Bliss Resort. And I have no proof of anything else, only a hint. “Honestly.” I press the book harder into my lap.

      “I didn’t realize how bad it was,” Asher says softly. “I knew from the amount of messages that something was up, but my brothers…they don’t know. My dad never told them about the other things he had going on in the background.”

      “Other businesses?”

      “All kinds of other businesses. I figured they were common family knowledge. Otherwise, why would they keep paying my salary even though I stopped reporting back for most of the summer?”

      “Because you’re their brother?”

      He makes a sound in the back of his throat. “Yeah. But we’ve been on opposite sides this whole time, and I was the fucking fool who didn’t know.”

      “Did you…” I am the last person who should be giving advice about this. I got married and left my sister a note, after all. Knowing Brooke, she doesn’t particularly care if I’m gone or not as long as she doesn’t get kicked off the ranch. At least that problem is solved. For the moment. “Did you offer an olive branch?”

      “I told Roman some things. But I couldn’t tell him why I was in Montana, because I still don’t know. I won’t find out until we get access to the documents in the trust.”

      It feels so strangely intimate, this conversation. I wasn’t supposed to see him with his brothers like that, and I did…and now we’re on the front porch of the house we’re living in, discussing family troubles like a real married couple. A shimmering vision of this as reality comes down over my eyes like a curtain. I can picture it. I can see it.

      And I can also see it punctured by the truth like a cheap balloon.

      “He asked me about the wedding. I said it was a whirlwind romance.”

      That makes me laugh, and some of the tension brewing in my gut flies away on the wind. “That’s almost accurate. If only you’d just said whirlwind.”

      Roman smiles, and it strikes me through the heart. He is, without a doubt, the sexiest person I have ever seen. I send up a wish to the sky that I could look at his face without seeing the subtle similarities of someone else I know.

      Someone else I knew.

      I push those thoughts out of my mind. “So what you’re telling me is that we can’t let our guard down for an instant.”

      He sighs. “Yes. I think Roman already finds it odd that we got married two days ago and showed up here in the middle of what they think is a financial catastrophe.”

      “If it’s not really a catastrophe, why don’t you just say that?”

      “I told Roman there was other money, but it’s not hitting their ledgers. He was surprised to hear about it. Which means it’s all going back to the trust. I don’t even think Charlie can see all the figures. He must be seeing some of them, because they disappearing money is being funneled through the trust, but there’s a piece he’s missing. There’s a piece we’re all missing.” His eyes meet mine. “I don’t want them to blame you for it.”

      Warmth settles over my shoulders like a cashmere blanket. “It would be okay, you know. If you let me take the blame. It’ll make more sense when we…part ways.” For some reason, I can’t bring myself to say get divorced, though that’s what we’ll be doing.

      “No.” Asher’s tone is final. “I don’t want to do that.” The warmth curls into a brighter heat. “I only wanted to bring you in on the fact that our…performance…has to be on point.”

      Footsteps on pavement at the other end of the street catch my attention. It’s Charlie, running, jaw set and shoulders tight. A fierce determination like a flame in my chest ignites. “The let’s put on a show.”

      I toss the book onto the other wicker chair and cross the porch to where Asher sits on the loveseat. His pupils widen, huge and dark. “What kind of a show?”

      Bravery blends in with the anxiety making my heart pound. “This kind.”

      By god, I straddle him.

      He sucks in a breath and I settle my weight onto his lap, throwing my arms around his neck. And then I give in. I give in to the urge to bend my head to his, to let my lips linger on his, and to lick that line at the corner of his mouth.

      Asher lets out a low groan. “Christ, Everly.”

      Charlie passes by the front of the house. I see him turn his head, and I press my nose into Asher’s neck.

      I don’t flinch when Charlie’s familiar blue eyes meet mine.

      He looks away, picking up speed.

      “That’s right,” I murmur. “Run away.”

      Asher rests his hands on my waist and turns to see the street. “He’s right to hurry.” He brings his face to mine and presses a gentle kiss to my lips. It sends sparks all down the length of my spine. “We’ve got another meeting to request access to the trust. This’ll all be over soon.”

      He hesitates, like he’s going to add more, but instead he lifts me easily to my feet. My heartbeat thunders in my ears. If anything in that trust points back to me in more explicit detail…

      If anything in that trust points back to another family in Paulson…

      A family that lives next door to mine…

      Asher stands and kisses my forehead. “I’ll be back soon. Enjoy your book.”

      I sit down and pick it up again, but can’t absorb a single word.
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      “I’m sorry, boys.” Bill Henderson, the lawyer who officially administers the trust on behalf of our late father, adjusts his glasses. “I’m sorry. None of you are boys anymore. Old habits.”

      “It’s all right.” Roman sits easily in the chair across the desk from Bill, looking for all the world like this is a regular old meeting with a lawyer and not the most momentous occasion to take place this year. Maybe ever in our lifetimes. His posture holds absolutely none of the constant tension in the room. It feels like sitting in the middle of a broken white noise machine that’s gone accidentally shrill. “What do you have for us, Bill?”

      “Not as much as I would have liked.”

      Charlie leans forward in his seat and puts his face in his hands. Yes, he was a complete tool when Everly and I showed up in Roman’s office, but looking at him now makes me empathize with him. His frustration is carved into the curve of his back. Beau reaches over and pats at him, and Charlie whips his hand away.

      “Don’t despair, son,” says Bill, craning his neck to speak to Charlie. “Only a delay, not a dead end.”

      “What does that mean?” Charlie says from behind his hands.

      “Your request is simple enough. The notary has confirmed that all of you are present and accounted for, and you’ve made a joint application to open the trust for the purpose of reviewing the documentation. You did everything right. You don’t need to do anything else, unless you’re attempting to make changes, in which case the process is slightly more involved.”

      “And the documents are…” Roman’s voice betrays only a tiny hint of the strain of anticipation.

      Bill turns red and sticks a finger into his collar, pulling it away from his neck. “You have to understand—I’m mortified about this.”

      “No need.” Roman holds up a hand. “What happened?”

      “Our storage facility has been reliable for years. Decades. But last spring, it was flooded. You remember the rainstorm that—”

      “We do. We totally remember it,” says Beau. “The documents for the trust were destroyed, then?” He drums his fingers on the arm of his chair.

      “They weren’t destroyed, no. We’ve been making digital backups of our files for, oh, eight, nine years now.”

      “And?” Roman prompts.

      “And they’re having a bit of an outage. It’ll be a couple of days before they’re back online and we can download the documents. I’ll send them to you the moment I have them in a secure email.” The older man looks ill. “I hate to disappoint my clients. I hope you can understand—I’ll be looking into another digital repository as soon as I can, and—”

      “That’s all right, Bill. Give me a call when you’re ready to send the email.” Roman stands up and Bill follows suit. The two of them shake hands, and then the rest of us fall in line. It feels like the end of a middle school basketball game.

      We leave Bill’s office, and my legs feel like they’re filled with cement. Charlie’s face is set on the way to the parking lot and he stalks ahead, practically running to his car.

      “Charlie,” Roman calls. “Stop.”

      “Don’t do it, Roman,” says Beau. “Let him go. You can’t smooth this over with a dick pic.” Beau laughs at his own joke, and it’s so infectious that I can’t help smiling.

      “What are you grinning for?” Charlie snaps at me. “You’re the reason we have another delay. I’m about to stroke out, asshole.”

      “We can all see that,” I shoot back. “You should have sent that in one of your five hundred texts.”

      “Doesn’t five hundred texts communicate a sense of urgency, dick?”

      “Hey,” Huck says. “This is a parking lot, guys. We’re not supposed to murder each other in a parking lot.”

      “I’m not going to murder him,” says Charlie. “We need him. Remember? All six of us, or nothing can get done.” He glares at me, and this time I’ve been home long enough to see past his anger. Charlie hates being the weak link almost as much as I do. The fact that he had to wait for me to figure this out probably kept him awake at night all summer.

      He’s still being an ass, though.

      Roman steps forward and puts a hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “You’ve got to let it go.”

      Beau steps forward and puts a hand on Charlie’s other shoulder. “You’ve got to be one with the wind and sky.”

      Charlie groans. “You’re the worst person ever to exist, and you’re tied with Asher.”

      “No,” says Roman. “We’re not doing this. Dad’s not here anymore to be the peacemaker, and Mom’s not going to do that. She’s finally getting to live her dream, and I don’t want to have to call her and tell her that her remaining family has been wiped out by the dumbest feud in the entire world.”

      “Who’s feuding?” I burst out. “I was doing my job, the same as all of you.”

      “Were you?” asks Driver, with no malice in his voice. “I mean, we’d have no way of knowing that, unless you gave us some proof.”

      “Are you submitting mileage at the end of every trip, Drive?” I counter.

      “I was when Roman went full dictator in June.”

      “Guys.” Roman’s voice is so similar to dad’s that my brain tries to fit them together. “Enough of this. We cannot be at each other's throats for the next two days. We’re almost at the finish line.”

      “Great,” says Charlie. “I’ll be in my office until then. Don’t call me until we have what we need.” He shakes off Roman and Beau’s hands.

      “Not a chance, brother. You can go there now, but we’ll see you tonight at Bellissimo. Everyone is going. Partners, girlfriends, and…” Roman hesitates. “…spouses all invited to attend. We are brothers. We’re going to get through this together.”

      “Yes.” Beau thrusts a fist in the air. “Freedom!” he shouts, his voice echoing through downtown Ruby Bay.

      Huck snorts, Driver snickers, and Charlie rolls his eyes.

      “Sure,” Charlie says. “Spouses.”

      “Knock it off, Charles,” Beau says merrily. “Focus on the food and libations. Take a page from my book.”

      “Your book is a pamphlet.” Charlie climbs into his car, shuts the door, and drives away.

      “So sharp-witted,” Beau says to me. “For what it’s worth, Ash, I think Everly’s nice.”

      “Oh? Have you talked to her?”

      “At least…she’s nice-looking.” He winks at me, then jogs around and hops into Roman’s car. “See you at dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      “Put on something nice. We have a date.”

      Everly’s eyes light up, and my own heart brightens at the sight of it. I should be nervous about this dinner. All things considered, I should have refused to go. I should give Charlie more space and time, and I should wait until this whole trust thing has blown over before I make my way back into the thick of things with my brothers.

      But my fingertips tingle with a ridiculous excitement. A dinner with my brothers means that I’ll have to be close to Everly. I’ll have to hold her hand, and brush my lips against the creamy skin of her temple, and breathe in the scent of her hair.

      “Really? Where at?” She stands in the center of the kitchen, a dishcloth in her hands.

      “Bellissimo. A restaurant downtown. It’s not that fancy, but…we will be performing. All of my brothers and their significant others will be there.”

      A wicked flame scratches to life in her eyes, but she hides it by looking demurely down at her feet. “I don’t know if I’m up for that,” she say softly. “Maybe we should practice.”

      Every speck of my soul bends toward her like I’m light refracted through a prism, and that prism is aimed at Everly.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s against the rules.” My voice is husky. There’s no disguising it.”

      “Hmm. It is against the rules, so long as we’re standing in a private space. We could go out to the porch, and then we would be required to get a practice session in.”

      “What if I don’t want to take you out onto the porch?”

      She lifts one shoulder and I shove my hand in my pocket to keep from tracing the curve of her neck. “Then we’d have to bend the rules.”

      Oh, it’s wrong. It’s so fucking wrong. But I cross the kitchen and wrap one hand around the back of her neck, pulling her in for a kiss. “Just this once,” I murmur into her lips.

      The dishcloth falls to the floor. “This once,” agrees Everly, and then her mouth is on mine and the heat of her body calls to the core of me, and by the time we break apart I’m lightheaded and battling a serious blood flow issue.

      Everly rises on tiptoe and kisses my cheek. “I’ve got to get ready,” she says. “Thanks for the practice.”
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      Bellissimo is the kind of cute Italian restaurant I’ve always wanted to sit in at a big table with lots of friends and family. Basically, one of my dreams in life is to be in a real-life Olive Garden commercial.

      Dinner almost feels like that, just slightly more awkward.

      Charlie is subdued on the other side of the table. He keeps his eyes on his own plate.

      That doesn’t stop Asher from playing the part of the devoted—dare I say obsessed—husband.

      I felt the way his body responded when he kissed in the kitchen, and most of me doesn’t feel guilty about that. I wanted to kiss him. God, I wanted it so badly, and every time he walks into the room I get another chip in the windshield of my self-control.

      Halfway through our entrées, he leans in close. “How’s the food?” The heat of his breath against the shell of my ear makes my nipples peak beneath the little black dress I chose for the occasion, but Asher’s not done. He nips at my earlobe, and I know he feels the resulting shiver underneath his hand, which he’s rested on the small of my back. It’s like he knows I’ve been sitting with perfect posture on the edge of my seat just to invite him to do that.

      “That’s not fair,” I whisper back.

      “It wasn’t fair in the kitchen earlier. Consider this karma.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch Charlie watching us through narrowed eyes. He’s the only one looking—the rest of the brothers are involved in a debate about how many times they’ve been to Bellissimo as a group.

      “It’s, like, twenty times,” Beau argues.

      “It’s not. We used to eat at that other restaurant in Lakeview for special occasions,” says Roman.

      “Not more than we ate here.” Beau sticks his fork into his fettuccini, twirls it around, and savors another bite. “I’m right, and you’re wrong. Back me up, Charles.”

      “You’re right,” Charlie says flatly.

      His girlfriend, a woman named Leta who has a broad smile and pink hair, elbows Charlie in the ribs. “Lighten up, love. We’re all enjoying dinner.”

      “I second that,” calls Roman’s girlfriend Jenny.

      “Third.” Driver sits next to Holiday, who’s pregnant with his baby, as I learned at the beginning of the dinner. I always thought pregnancy glow was a media myth used to sell tabloids, but it’s not. Holiday has proven that. “You’re stressing out the baby, Charlie. Every time you scowl at Driver, she kicks.”

      “She?” Driver needles. “I thought we weren’t making assumptions.”

      “I’m an equal-opportunity assumer,” says Holly. “I’ll say he next time. You can count on it.”

      I wouldn’t mind being pregnant with Asher’s baby.

      The thought floats forward from the back of my mind, translucent and subtle like a jellyfish on an ocean current and stings my heart like I imagine that innocent-looking jellyfish would do.

      If I were pregnant with Asher’s baby, I’d have a place at this table. A real place. Not a place that’s only good for thirty days. Less than thirty days, now.

      “Are you all right?” Asher’s hand on mine alerts me to the fact that I’m crushing my fork in my grip.

      I struggle for breath against a heaviness in my chest that’s caught me totally off-guard. Me? Wanting a baby? Wanting Asher’s baby? It’s no surprise that I wish I could sit at this table every day for the rest of my life, suspicions or not. My mom was in and out of our lives, traveling for work, for as long as I can remember. My father didn’t have siblings, and he didn’t like visiting people anyway. It’s always been me and Brooke, together against the world. Reluctantly together, in Brooke’s case. She wants everything at maximum difficulty so she can prove she doesn’t need anyone or anything.

      In fact, she’ll probably be pissed that I saved the ranch for us instead of letting her muscle through the hardship.

      Is that what I really want—a baby? Or is what I really want to be closer to Asher in a more literal way, my skin against his?

      I breathe in, and I’m filled with his scent. Soap, cologne, and intrigue. He smells like a last-minute ticket to Europe. He smells like an adventure.

      “I’m fine. I’m so fine.” I turn and meet his eyes. “Except for one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      I lean in to his ear and choose my words carefully. Desire threads its way down the front of my belly and between my legs, heating me from the inside out. I need to release this, and I need to do it with Asher. I’ll never be satisfied otherwise. I’ll never get over this otherwise. I need to know. Need. “I need to break the rules.”
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        * * *

      

      Asher shoves open the door to the hotel room and whirls around to close it behind us. The key card falls to the floor with a whisper of sound and then he’s lifting me, pinning me to the door. It’s shockingly cold against the bare skin of my back and I gasp.

      He drags his mouth across my collarbone and slips his fingers beneath the neckline of my dress. “I consider the hotel technically public,” he says, his low voice vibrating in every nerve. “But we both know this is against the rules. Are you sure you want this?”

      “I’m sure.” The ache between my legs is unbearable and I wrap them around his waist, holding on tight. “I’m sure, Asher. Please. Please. I need this from you. I’ve been alone.”

      The word alone sends him into motion again, yanking down the front of my dress and my strapless bra along with it. His mouth connects with my nipple and his tongue swirls around it and I am going to explode. I am actually going to explode, right here against the doorway, and leave nothing but a puff of smoke behind.

      He works his way to the other breast and I brace myself against the door, arching toward him. Bed. We should get to the bed. But then Asher kisses me, so hard and possessive that it hurts, and I never want to leave this space again in my life. Keep me up against this door. I bite at his bottom lip and he responds by pushing back into my mouth, dominant and strong.

      “If I was a better man, I’d take more time,” he growls.

      “Don’t.”

      He shoves the skirt of my dress up to my waist. I feel the moment when he discovers that I’m not wearing any panties.

      His hand hesitates for a split second, and then it dives between us, working frantically at his belt buckle. He’s deft, and his pants fall to the floor along with his boxers in a matter of seconds.

      He’s also huge.

      I hold on for dear life while Asher lines himself up with my opening. I’m wet, soaking with want and need and sadness and relief.

      Then his hands are on my hips, impaling me on his cock, and my body is a firework at its peak, shattering into the blackness of the night sky.

      He fills me, and I am nothing but his skin on mine, his mouth on mine, his eyes drinking me in at every available second. Asher thrusts hard, not holding anything back, and my body rocks against the door in a steady rhythm. Someone outside could hear that we were fucking. They could hear the little noises that escape from the back of my throat. I moan louder. Let them hear. Let them all hear. I’ve waited long enough for this. I’ve waited so long. No man has ever…no man has ever…

      Except Asher.

      The friction against the door musses my hair, I can feel it, and I have never felt so beautiful or so wanted before in my life. Asher’s fingers dig into my thighs as he works me over him.

      His release comes hard, pressing the air out of my lungs against the door.

      Then my feet are on the ground.

      Then he’s turning me.

      “Hands here.” He presses my palms against the door. “Spread your legs.”

      God, I do.

      He pins my hip with one hand and slips the other between my legs, working my clit, stroking my opening, covering his fingers with a mix of our juices. My hips buck against his touch. “Yes,” he growls into my ear. “Come for me. Come on my hand, you filthy thing…”

      Filthy thing turns me from a single firework into a fireworks show. I’m the Fourth of July. Asher’s hand leaves my hip to catch my cry in his palm.

      When it’s over, he holds me close against his chest, bundling me up against him.

      “Asher,” I whisper. “I’m sorry we broke the rules. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Shh.” He kisses the side of my neck. “I’m not sorry. Not in the least.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          Asher

        

      

    

    
      For a few moments, as I swim back up into consciousness from a sleep so deep I feel like I’ve been at the bottom of Ruby Bay, I think I’m back in Montana.

      The sheets remind me of the Marriott, with that particular hotel clean, and I bury my face into the pillow. I’m used to hotels. I live in hotels. I’ve been living in hotels for days and weeks and years, and a hotel room is always a clean slate. Thank god, everything is a clean slate.

      But then I open my eyes.

      It’s not the Marriott after all. It’s Bliss.

      I close them again and stretch out my legs under the covers. At least the bed feels like somewhere I belong, only…

      There’s someone else in it.

      Everly.

      Her breathing is slow and steady, and it comes back to me in a cascade of images—fucking her up against the hotel room door, so desperate to be inside of her that I couldn’t take her to the bed like a gentleman. Fucking her on the bed, only to discover that I didn’t feel more gentlemanly when she was spread out on the coverlet, begging me for more. I only felt gentlemanly when I pulled up the covers over her naked body after she fell asleep.

      My cock jolts to life.

      Her naked body is still under those covers next to me, as far as I know. She could have gotten up in the night and put her dress back on, I suppose, but who in their right mind would do that?

      I turn over carefully and prop my head on my elbow.

      We never closed the curtains last night. I thought about it, but then Everly pulled me back into the bed. “Leave them open. No one can see.” She sounded like she didn’t quite believe it. Like maybe it turned her on to think that someone might see.

      Breaking the rules is so deliciously wrong. Not that anyone looking in would know we were breaking any rules at all. But that doesn’t matter—not to my core, which pulls toward her with a vicious possessiveness that’s completely forbidden.

      Sex was one thing.

      This is different.

      I rub at my eyes to see if it’s only the vestiges of sleep that’s making me feel this way, but the need still pulses at the center of my chest, right along with my heartbeat.

      The need to be near her.

      The need to be with her.

      Oh, shit.

      The sunlight from the open curtains plays gently across her skin, across the curves of her body underneath the sheet. Her hair is a shining spill across the pillow. She could be in a movie—that’s how perfectly it’s arranged itself, as if her post-sex hairdo was the product of several professionals.

      I risk it—putting a hand on her hip to feel the rise and fall of her breath.

      God, it’s torture.

      I remember the way she looked with her head bent over that highball glass in the bar. Something in her called to me then. I thought it was something simple—lust, or attraction, whatever you want to call it.

      This feeling isn’t simple, and that’s what’s torturous about it. I want to know everything there is to know about her. I need it, like I need food and water. But I can’t bring myself to ask for it. There have been so many signs that she has secrets, and if she wanted me to know them, she would have told me already.

      My mind plays the what-if game. What if the secrets were true dealbreakers? What if the secrets destroy this thing we have going on? What if, what if, what if?

      What if I want to defend her from my brothers’ accusations? What if being in love with her means I have to move to Montana, of all places? What if it tears my family apart?

      What about hers?

      I try to wish the heady feelings away so I can think with a clear head.

      The effort fails completely.

      The feelings aren’t something I can dislodge through deep breathing and concentration. They’re real. As real as the grief I feel for my father, who shouldn’t be dead right now. I shouldn’t be done with working for him yet. They’re as real as the loyalty I feel toward my brothers, who can’t seem to piss me off enough to break it. They’re as real as the tug on my heart when I see the sun rise over Ruby Bay.

      I’ve been fooling myself.

      “Hi,” she says softly, and the sound of her voice in the quiet of the room makes me jump out of my skin. I barely manage to stifle the startle that rocks through my body. “Did I scare you?” Everly turns over and heat sprints through my veins.

      “I thought you were asleep.”

      “I was.” She stretches her arms above her head. “You’re still here.”

      “Where else would I go?”

      “Back to the house?”

      “Without my wife?” It should feel like acting to say that, but it doesn’t. It feels frighteningly natural and good. “That would be a dead giveaway, don’t you think?”

      “After last night, I don’t think anyone could deny that we’re married.”

      “Not any of the guests, anyway. I don’t think my brothers followed us to the hotel.”

      “Yeah.” She wrinkles her nose. “That would be weird.”

      “More than weird. It would be gross.”

      Everly rolls closer to me, and relief spills into my lungs. Part of me was tense, I realize now, waiting for her to say that we’re done breaking the rules. Waiting for her to climb out of bed and go back to business as usual. I should want it to be business as usual, but I don’t.

      Because I’m falling for her, head over heels, even though it’s a mistake.

      I know it is, and by majority vote, I don’t care.

      “What are you thinking about?” Her voice, warm and full with sleep, is the best sound I’ve ever heard.

      “You.”

      A smile brighter than high noon spreads lazily across her face, and she closes her eyes. “Say that again.”

      “I’m thinking about you.”

      “Sounds a little dangerous, Asher Bliss.”

      “I know.” I run my fingers through her hair. If there ever were any knots, then uncurl for my fingertips. Even her hair wants me back. “It is dangerous.”

      Her eyes flutter open. “Dangerous enough to stop?”

      I can’t breathe, and then I can. “You tell me.”

      She bites her lip and some expression flashes across her eyes and disappears. “No. Not dangerous enough to stop.”

      You hesitated, I want to say. But then what? Would she admit to the secrets she’s been hiding, or will I be the asshole who was wrong about her?

      I swallow the words.

      “All right.”

      “I think…” She purses her lips, thinking. “I think there are some rules that we have to break in order to survive.”

      That would be ominous as hell if it weren’t for the fact that she delivers the line in a tone that’s just as sleepy and warm as before. My heart picks up the pace, knocking against my ribs, but I don’t want that.

      I want Everly in the sunshine, Everly in my bed, Everly against my skin.

      I roll over and bend my head to her collarbone, then run my tongue along that ridge.

      “Asher,” Everly gasps. “Asher, we shouldn’t…”

      “We just agreed to break the rules.” I plant a line of kisses down between her breasts.

      “Isn’t there somewhere we should be?”

      “We’re supposed to be on our honeymoon, aren’t we? Isn’t a hotel room at a luxury resort the ultimate in method acting?” I curl my tongue around one of her nipples and she arches back against the bed. “Be here with me,” I murmur against her skin.

      “I am here with you.”

      “Mmm…not quite as present.”

      Everly giggles. “What does that mean?”

      “You’re still so…coherent.” I kiss the line of her jaw, then work my way back up to her earlobe. “I’d prefer more moaning out of you, Ms. Carson.”

      “Oh, that’s…that’s very official.”

      Back down her neck. Back down over each nipple. Back down to her navel, with a detour around her belly button.

      I reposition myself on the bed, down between her legs.

      I spread her open.

      Everly shivers.

      She tastes sweet—so fucking sweet. It’s the world’s biggest cliche, but the sweetness that explodes on my tongue reminds me of peaches and cotton candy and doing something illicit behind the bleachers at the high school. Only Everly is all grown woman.

      I suck her clit into my mouth and she moans, breathy and low, and my cock throbs.

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      She mumbles something I can’t understand.

      “What was that, sweet thing?”

      Everly presses her hands above her head, palms flat against the headboard. “Less talk, more action.”

      I give the lady what she wants.
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      “No meeting with your brothers this morning?”

      Asher lifts his head, his face lighting up when he sees me. Oh, god, it feels so good to see that. So good, and so guilty.

      “Not today. Roman thought Charlie might snap if we all sat around talking about the trust.”

      “Nothing new has come in yet, then?”

      “Not yet.”

      We agreed to break the rules in the hotel room, that’s true, but it’s been a dance back at the rental house. Sometimes I can feel Asher hesitating, pulling away like the rules still stand, and then I do the same, and then it’s twenty minutes before he’ll stand close to me again.

      Out on the porch I don’t have to hesitate at all.

      Maybe that’s why he’s out here. A butterfly makes a graceful swoop in my gut at the thought that he’s making it easier for us to be together.

      I take a deep breath of the mid-morning air. “What are you working on?”

      Asher frowns at the screen of his laptop. It’s perched on one of the ottomans for the wicker chairs. “I was trying to get early access to the trust documents. You know, greasing the wheels. I out which company stores the offsite backup and I offered them an incentive. Turns out not even money can speed things up.”

      Closer—I want to get closer. So I do. I put an arm around his shoulder and slide into his lap.

      It’s only when he settles his arm around my waist that it strikes me—this doesn’t feel like method acting. This doesn’t feel like acting at all. Asher rearranges me on his lap and pulls me in closer. No—there’s nothing fake about this.

      I feel a thump, the way I imagine it would feel to time travel.

      What if last night at the hotel wasn’t sexual tension boiled over? What if it was more than that?

      I look automatically at the screen for way too long while my body memorizes his solid muscles beneath mine and the clean, showered smell of him.

      “Everly.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You know you’re looking at an empty screen, right?”

      “It’s…bizarrely empty.” This is the whole truth and nothing but the truth. There’s one single icon on Asher’s whole desktop, and it’s the one for the hard drive. “Are you this anal in other aspects of your life? Because I have to tell you, I’m not opposed to a little clutter.”

      “Uh oh. That sounds like a dealbreaker to me. We’ll have to get a divorce.” Asher laughs, and I can’t help but laugh with him through the painful twist in my heart.

      “Ha, ha. You’re too funny. If I’d known, I’d have put my clothes in the hamper before I came down.”

      “Oh, Ev.” He clicks his tongue. “You’ll never catch a man if you can’t make good decisions.”

      “I’m morally opposed to hampers.”

      “I’m morally opposed to you wearing clothes right now.”

      “Out on the porch?” I put a hand to my chest, pretending to be scandalized. “Asher Bliss, if I thought you wanted me barefoot and naked in front of the whole neighborhood, I’d never have proposed to you.” It hurts, a strange sharp slice, to joke like this, but it also feels…good and real, like it might be if we really were married. If we’d met during any other timeline.

      “No way. I would never want you naked on the front porch. That’s a sight for husbands only.” A rumble of a laugh fills his chest. “I hope you know I’m kidding. You can be naked anywhere you like.”

      “I love that about you.”

      Asher freezes, going still underneath me, and then he sucks in a big breath. “It’s one of my best qualities.”

      My face goes warm, then hot. I feel like I could tip forward into empty space at any second. Is this what people mean when they say falling in love? A literal falling sensation? I’ve never felt anything like it before. It must be real.

      God, that’s frightening. If this is falling in love for real, then I’ve really screwed myself over. I’ve screwed both of us over.

      My body isn’t willing to entertain that idea. My next breath of Asher’s skin sends calm through me like a big swig of chamomile tea, if chamomile tea was laced with desire.

      “I think you have a lot of good qualities,” I say, grasping for anything to talk about.

      Asher reaches forward and snaps the laptop closed. “Patience isn’t one of them. Not today, anyway.”

      “Hmm. Is there anything I can do to help with that?” I let the question settle between us.

      “When you say anything…” Asher’s voice is cautious.

      “I mean anything.”

      A car goes by in front of the house, and on instinct I lean forward and kiss him. He tastes like mint and exhilaration, and I drink it in.

      “It’s different, you know. This is the house.

      “Yes. A rental house. It’s not so different from a hotel. Unless…” I pull back and tap a finger against my lips. “It would kill more time to check into a room, if you want to keep things separated like that.”

      “I don’t want to keep anything separated.”

      I lean down close, so my lips brush his ear. “Then take me inside.”
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        * * *

      

      Asher looks up at me from between my legs, blue eyes playful. “What do you think? Should I stop?”

      I squirm in his hands. “God, no.”

      “Are you sure?” He gives a tentative lick between my legs like he hasn’t been devouring me for five straight minutes. He brought me right to the edge, and now he’s toying with me.

      “This isn’t funny.” I shove my hands against the headboard, but Asher’s hands on my hips don’t give an inch. “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m very funny.” His tongue against the hot core of me lingers for a little longer this time. Just long enough for me to close my eyes and let out a moan. Then he’s gone.

      “I love that sound,” he comments, and the word love is an arrow through my heart.

      “I love it when you do what you came here to do.” I spread my legs another inch to feel the resistance from his hands. “You’re falling down on the job, Mr. Bliss.”

      “I’m laying down. There’s a difference.”

      “Oh, god,” I groan. “You’re not seriously going to—” He cuts me off with a masterful stroke between my legs.

      This time, he doesn’t stop until I come into his mouth.

      Asher is meticulous. He licks up every drop, then sits up on his knees and wipes at his mouth with the back of his hand, eyes dancing. “Go ahead.”

      I struggle to catch my breath. “Go ahead and what?”

      “Register any complaints you have regarding the service you received today.”

      It feels so good to laugh, like I’ve swallowed a glass of pure sunshine. “I have several complaints.” I want to do this with him forever. That’s my first complaint. I want to stay in this bed and have conversations like this until the end of time. “Number one, you’re too far away.”

      Asher clambers up the bed until he’s balanced above me, hips bumping against my hips and thickness between my legs. He kisses the corner of my mouth. “How’s this?”

      “Better. But that wasn’t the only thing.”

      “What else?”

      “You’re still too far away.”

      He puts on an expression of deadly concentration and reaches between us. He lines himself up and enters me with one powerful stroke, knocking the wind out of me. His muscles work while he props himself back up on his elbows, his length throbbing against my most sensitive skin. “How’s this?”

      “Better,” I gasp. “But there’s still…one…”

      “One more thing? Tell me what it is. Tell me, Everly. I’ll do anything to leave you satisfied.”

      “You’re so still,” I cried. “You’re not moving at all, and honestly this should be classified as torture, because I want—”

      Asher pulls back until all that’s left is the thick head of his cock and thrusts back in. I’m so wet and ready and every nerve ending between my legs is on fire with sweet electricity. One, two, three, four strokes and I’m spiraling up toward another release. It should be impossible. I’ve come so hard already today that it should be dangerous to do it again.

      Yet there’s no way in hell I’m going to ask him to stop.

      “Better?”

      I can’t answer. I have no words. I open my mouth to say something, anything, but what comes out is a pleading moan unlike any other sound I’ve made before.

      “Oh, yes,” Asher says. “It’s better.” He puts his head down against the side of my neck, bracing himself as he fucks me, and I’m lost under the power of him. “How long do you think I should keep this up?” he says into my ear.

      “F—forever.” He picks up his pace. “Never…stop.”

      He doesn’t stop.

      Not for a long time.
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      “No,” Everly says into the pillow. “Not now.”

      I take my hand off the small of her back. “Me?”

      “No, not you.” She turns her face toward me. “Put your hand back. Right now.”

      “All right,” I say with a laugh. Every muscle in my body is relaxed. Two hours of sex with Everly is better than any alcoholic drink I’ve ever tasted, and far more effective. I stroke my fingertips over the soft skin at the small of her back, tracing the line where the sheet exposes a hint of her ass.

      “Ugh,” Everly groans, frowning.

      “Is it me?”

      “No, for god’s sake, no.” She opens her eyes, and they’re hazy with satisfaction. “All the touching, the sex…we need this. You especially.”

      “Why me especially?”

      “You’re so on edge when it comes to the trust stuff.” There it is—that flicker in her dark eyes that stays long enough to plant a cold seed of doubt in the pit of my gut and leaves no trace behind. “It’s clear that it’s getting to you from a lack of sex.”

      “I don’t think I’ve suffered from a lack of sex lately.”

      “You need more than you think you do.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes.” She tilts her face up for a kiss, and I give it to her without thinking. It’s not an act. It’s real.

      And I think she knows it.

      “What about you? Do you need more sex than you think?”

      “No, I need exactly as much as I think I do.” A rueful smile plays around the edges of her lips. “I haven’t…been with anyone like this. Not in a long time.”

      I find that hard to believe, because Everly is the most beautiful and intriguing woman on earth. I’ve traveled more places than the average man, so I can say that with confidence. I smooth her hair back from her face and tuck an errant strand behind her ear. My skin hums. We haven’t talked much about Everly’s past. She’s told me about her sister, Brooke, and I know about her father’s will, but she’s never brought up any past partners or boyfriends. Ever.

      This is huge.

      I try to act like it’s not.

      “The guy I was with…we weren’t a good fit. Too close in some ways, too far apart in other ways. One of those things you can’t see clearly until you’re out of it.”

      “I know something about that.” I keep stroking her hair, and she closes her eyes again. It’s so naked, so vulnerable, that it steals he air from my lungs. “Only in my case, I always get out too soon to know if it could have been…anything, or not.”

      “How would you even be with someone, if you travel so much?”

      “There are ways. Most of them involve more traveling. But not many women want a man who’s only on their continent a few times a year, and always headed somewhere new.”

      “I don’t know.” Everly shrugs one shoulder. “It could keep things spicy in the bedroom.”

      “Spicier than just being with someone?” I laugh. “I don’t think so.”

      “You never know.”

      “I know.”

      “You just know everything, don’t you?” she teases, and I bury my face closer to hers. She giggles, light and free, but then the giggle turns into a groan. “Come on.”

      “What are you talking about? Is there something I’m missing?”

      Everly opens her eyes and pushes herself up on one elbow. “The knocking, Asher. Somebody is knocking at the door. And I would really like them to stop and go away.”

      I hear it for the first time then—three heavy knocks, followed by Charlie’s voice floating up from the porch and in through the bedroom window.

      “I know you can hear me,” he shouts. “The documents came. Get out of bed and get your ass to the meeting room.” There’s a grudging pause. “And bring Everly. All spouses are required to be there, too.”
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        * * *

      

      The meeting room is bigger than Roman’s office and has a round table that has seats enough for all of us. We don’t use it often, and I know exactly why—it feels strange and official, like we’re a board of directors instead of six brothers who happen to run a resort.

      It’s even worse today, because it’s the six of us…and Everly.

      She clocks the situation at the same time I do, just inside the doorway to the meeting room. “I need a minute,” she says urgently, hooking her hand through my arm. She steers us right back out into the hallway.

      Beau’s the last one coming down the hall, and we almost run into him, she’s in such a hurry. Part of his drink sloshes out of the oversized martini glass.

      “Whoops,” he says, even though it was Everly’s elbow that made contact with his drink. “You guys coming to the meeting?”

      “Yes. We’ll be there in just a second.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Don’t take too long, Asher. Charlie will drag you in there himself.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      He heads into the meeting room and Everly tugs me away from the door, dark eyes panicked. “I shouldn’t go in there.”

      “You have to go in there.”

      “Spouses included? Asher, we’re not really married.”

      “According to the state of Montana, we are married. If I don’t take you in there with me, the jig is up.”

      She snorts. “I can’t believe you said that.” The worry comes back to her face in an instant. “It’s still not right for me to be in there, and you know it.”

      “What choice do you want me to make, Ev?” There are no clocks in the hallway, but I hear one ticking by nonetheless. It’s loud as hell. “Do you want me to go in there and tell them you didn’t feel comfortable being in the room? They’ll ask questions. I promise you that. And those questions don’t lead anywhere we want to go.”

      She bites her lip. “Maybe we should risk the questions.”

      “For what?” Everly is making little to no sense. “This has nothing to do with you. It’s about our family trust. You don’t even have to pay attention. You can sit at the table and think of England and let all of the information go right back out of your head.” I take her face in my hands. “It’s going to be boring, Everly. Not a big deal. Just a boring business meeting. And you might not be my wife in a few weeks, but you are now. Plus…” Touching her scrambles my brain, and I start to lose track of my thoughts. “Plus, the trust clearly stipulates that spouses have to be in attendance for this. Nobody will want to lie about that, and I can’t ask them to wait three more weeks.”

      “No,” she agrees, and her gaze falls to the floor.

      I kiss her lips, dread curdling in the pit of my gut. We’ve had some awkward moments with my brothers—there’s no arguing that. But nobody has asked Everly to do anything but sit at the table. She does not have to speak. She only has to attend. Nothing about this should scare her to this degree.

      Unless she knows something about what’s in that trust.

      “I’m nervous too,” I admit. “I was the one who made everybody wait this long, so I’m not looking forward to sitting in this meeting either. But it’ll be done soon, and we can go on with our lives. Back to our regularly scheduled programming.” At least for the next three weeks.

      “Okay.”

      I take her hand in mine. Our fingers thread together like we’ve been holding hands for years instead of days, and my shoulders relax in spite of the anxiety throbbing in my skull.

      I’ve been the man behind the curtain for so long that it’s hard to be on the other side.

      But it’s time.

      It’s past time.

      When this meeting is over, my brothers will know more about what I know. They’ll have some insight into what my father worked on for most of his life. We’ll all find out what the hell was going on in Montana.

      “I’ll be right there with you,” I promise Everly. “Sitting right there next to you, struggling to pay attention to what I’m sure will be another dry business presentation by Roman.” This is an utter falsehood. I’ll be hanging on Roman’s every word, along with the rest of my brothers. But Everly’s face has gone pale, and it tugs at a vulnerable part of my heart. I don’t want to see her like this.

      She puts on a brave smile, then turns her face toward mine. “Good,” she says. “Good.”

      We take three steps toward the door.

      “Asher…”

      Charlie sticks his head out into the hallway. “So help me god, if you don’t get in here right now, I’ll…” He shakes his head. “I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      “After,” I tell her. “Tell me after.”
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      “He’s got a document projector,” Beau says from the far end of the meeting room table. “This is next-level, Roman.”

      Roman stands at the front of the room, a portable projector set up on his end of the table. “Laugh it up, Beau.”

      “You don’t think this is overkill?” Beau sips at his drink. I wish I had a drink. What was I thinking, coming here without a drink? I wasn’t thinking, that’s what. I threw myself into the shower, threw some clothes onto my body, and tried one more time to avoid this.

      I just know something is in there about Montana—about my neighbors. And I tried to tell him. I tried to come clean. It was too late.

      Charlie sits closest to the front, arms crossed over his chest, staring at the empty screen.

      “I think,” Roman says evenly, “that we all want to be able to see what’s in these documents. And this is the best way to do that. If you don’t want to look at the screen, you can look at your printed copies.”

      That’s what the portfolios in front of every seat are, then. There’s one for me, which feels like plummeting off the side of the Grand Canyon. I’m still suck in that endless fall. The ground is going to be hard when I hit.

      We won’t know until we get access to the documents in the trust. Asher told me exactly when this would all come crashing down around us, and I didn’t pay attention. I was too busy thinking it would happen earlier, or later, or thinking about nothing at all except his body or his tongue or his eyes…

      I’m in love with a man, and I’ve been lying to him for days.

      “Is everybody ready?” Roman looks around the table at each of his brothers.

      “Yes.” Charlie bites out the word. The other brothers echo him, Beau bringing up the rear.

      “All right.” Roman hits a button on a phone next to the projector. “Bill, are you there?”

      “Right here, Roman.”

      “Bill, I’m here with all of my brothers and Everly Carson, Asher’s wife.”

      “Great. All I need is voice confirmation from each of you, and then you’re free to proceed.” Clearly, someone filled him in about Asher’s wedding, because Bill didn’t miss a beat.

      My mouth goes dry.

      “I’ll start. Roman Bliss here,” Roman says into the phone, his eyes flicking skyward. It’s the first time I’ve seen him do anything to suggest that all of this borders on the absurd. He’s been holding it together all summer, and this is all a bit much.

      I know that feeling.

      “Charlie Bliss,” Charlie snaps.

      “Huck Bliss,” Huck says, leaning back in his chair.

      “Driver Bliss,” Driver calls. “Hey, Bill. How’re you doing?”

      “I’m doing well, Driver,” Bill answers.

      Beau takes a sip of his drink before it’s his turn to answer and it goes down the wrong pipe. He gasps and coughs, pounding his chest, and Charlie glares at him.

      “I take it that’s Beau?” says Bill, a laugh in his voice.

      “Beau Bliss,” chokes Beau. “At your service.”

      It’s my turn, but when I open my mouth, my tongue sticks to the roof. I pry it apart, my face heating. Oh, god, this is the worst. This is the worst.

      “I—”

      I can feel all their eyes on me. Six sets of eyes, all roasting me like a pig on a spit. I cough and raise a delicate hand to my throat. Asher reaches out and pats my arm.

      “Everly Carson-Bliss,” I croak, several beats too late.

      “Asher Bliss,” Asher says quickly.

      “Got it,” says Bill. “I’ll file this along with your other documents. You’re good to go. Enjoy.”

      “Enjoy,” says Charlie under his breath.

      Roman disconnects the call. “Everybody open your portfolios.”

      Charlie snatches his up and flips it open, the cover connecting with the table with a loud snap. His brothers are slower, but not by much.

      I can feel Asher watching me.

      My hands tremble, but I try to force them to be steady while I reach for the blue portfolio with the Bliss Resort logo on the front.

      It’s horrible, to be holding your doom in your hands.

      Horrible.
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        * * *

      

      Roman starts at the beginning, and I’m shocked to discover that Asher was right—this is not a document that gets off to a rip-roaring start.

      Together, with Roman clicking through on the projector, we go through the structure of the trust. Charlie pulls a pen from one of his pockets and scribbles notes in the margin of his copy. Beau sips his drink and reads along from a reclined position, looking for all the world like he’s posted up on a beach chair with some chick lit and a cosmo.

      I would kill for a cosmo right now.

      “And that’s the end of the structuring section,” Roman says. “I’m not sure we’ve learned anything new.”

      “We have,” says Charlie, still writing.

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “I have,” answers Charlie.

      Roman waits another beat. “Moving on.”

      Everyone shifts in their chairs. This is the moment we’ve all been waiting for.

      Roman takes a deep breath and clicks through to the next page.

      There’s a low-key intake of breath in the room, and Beau whistles. “Is that the amount for this section up top there?”

      “It looks like it.”

      The brothers take this in. What do they mean? The words won’t straighten themselves out on my copy of the document, so I have no idea what they’re talking about.

      “Oh my god,” Huck says. “He started a university.”

      “Bliss University. Founded…this year.” Roman’s voice sounds like a hundred questions rolled into one. “I don’t believe it.”

      “Is that where the money was going?” Driver scans the page in front of him. “He wanted to have his own university?”

      “No.” Charlie has stopped writing and stares up at the copy on the screen. “Those accounts don’t intersect with the ones we use to run the resort.”

      “How?” Driver is incredulous.

      “Separate funding,” Asher answers from next to me.

      Charlie whips his head around to look at Asher. “That’s what you do?”

      “Fifty fifty. Part of the time, I check on his investments. The other part, I look for new investment opportunities.”

      “That’s what you’ve always said.”

      “That’s what I’ve always done. I just didn’t share the details.”

      “Why not?” Charlie asks, and then understanding dawns on his face. “Because Dad wanted it to be a secret.”

      “Ouch,” says Beau, a hand on his chest.

      Asher clears his throat. “The resort was the most important thing to him. He wanted the five of you to be able to keep your focus here. And my focus elsewhere.” He leans back in his seat and lets out a low whistle. “I didn’t know about the university, though. That’s a way bigger project than he led me to believe.”

      “You managed his investments without knowing where they were going?” Charlie raises his eyebrows. “Without telling any of us?”

      “It was what he wanted,” insists Asher. “And it was going to come out one day.” Pain twists itself into his voice. “If you want to fight with me about it, could we do it later?”

      I think Charlie’s going to go for the jugular, but after a moment he softens. “Yeah, Ash. We can fight later.”

      “Why’d he wait so long?” grumbles Huck. “I could have been king of the campus.”

      A chuckle rolls through the room. “I think you were king of the campus,” says Roman. “Okay. Next thing.”

      We work through a page that details the revenues from an oil well in Texas. A series of art galleries in Tucson. A women’s shelter in California. The university is by far the biggest project, and the brothers can’t stop whispering about it during the drier parts of the documentation. The amounts and details start to blur together, and the sick anxiety drains out of my gut.

      It’s not in here.

      Asher’s father, whoever he was, created an empire while he was alive. A sprawling, incredible empire, and he gave his sons the gift of simplicity.

      He gave Asher the hardest job of all. But as Roman speaks, I see the tension go out of his shoulders. He’s been working to fund all these projects, and now they’re out in the open. He doesn’t have to keep things from his brothers anymore.

      Envy spikes between my shoulder blades.

      The meeting room chairs are made with some kind of memory foam, but my butt aches anyway. I make it through three additional projects, then half-rise from my seat. “I’ll be right back,” I whisper to Asher. He plants a quick kiss on my cheek. I’ll sneak out to go to the bathroom, and then I’ll linger outside as long as possible. Catch my breath.

      I push my chair back from the table and put a bland smile on my face.

      I’m one step from the door when Roman’s voice comes to an abrupt halt.

      “And this next one…”

      “Oh, shit,” says Beau.

      I whirl around, the back of my neck like ice, lips buzzing with numbness, palms drenched.

      “The Bliss Ranch,” Roman reads. “In Paulson, Montana.”
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      Fireworks.

      Fireworks in my ears, in my brain, in my belly.

      And they’re not pleasant fireworks. They’re fire and ash, falling over every inch of my skin.

      The Bliss Ranch?

      The Bliss Ranch.

      Everly stands frozen at the door to the meeting room, staring at Roman like he just stuck a knife in her back.

      “What the hell?” Charlie looks from the screen to Everly, then to me. “The Bliss Ranch? Out in Montana?”

      It becomes clear in this instant that word has gotten out about the fact that I was in Montana.

      “Charlie, I don’t know anything about a Bliss Ranch.” I put both hands up. “Swear it on our mother.”

      His eyes go back to the screen, then settle back on my face. “Why do I get the sense that you’re telling the truth?”

      “Because I am.”

      “Are you?” Roman asks. “You’re telling the truth? You had no idea there was a Bliss property in the town you just visited last week?”

      “I had no idea. I went out there with an address and a set of vague instructions, and that was it.”

      “What were the instructions?” Roman’s voice is level, but I can tell he’s holding back.

      “To make sure everything was all right, and then get back to Bliss.”

      “That’s what kind of job you have?” Huck is wide-eyed. “You just knock on doors and check on people?”

      “I didn’t knock on the door of a Bliss Ranch. That’s…not where he sent me.”

      “Let me get this straight.” Beau leans his head back against his chair. “Dad sent you to this random town in Montana because he has a ranch there, but he did not send you to the ranch?”

      “No.”

      “Then where did he send you?”

      I glance at Everly, who is as white as a sheet. “A different address.”

      “Asher.” Roman locks eyes with me, and I can’t turn away. “We need a better explanation.”

      “I don’t have a better explanation. I went where I was told. I came back.” A bullshit explanation springs to my tongue—that my father sent me to a town where there is a Bliss Ranch, but it’s owned by an unrelated family and all of this has been a random and coincidental mistake.

      “You were gone all summer.” There’s a new edge to Charlie’s voice, and judging by the information on the screen, I deserve it. “We had all sorts of crazy shit happen here, and you were gone, and now there’s a ranch with our name on it in the middle of nowhere Montana and you’re telling us you had nothing to do with it?”

      “What would I have to do with it?”

      “I don’t know, Ash.” Charlie folds his hands on top of his open portfolio. “You manage a lot of secret investments for dad. At least, that’s what you were doing before he died.”

      “No.” This is getting away from me, and I didn’t even know I needed my hands on the reins. “I managed secret investments that he put in place for the family.” A cold, sinking feeling like cement falling toward the bottom of the lake pulls down at my gut. I straighten my spine. “If you have an accusation to make, Charlie, then make it.”

      “I’m not making accusations. I’m making inferences based on the data that’s right in front of us.” He points at the screen. “Money is going into that account, for that ranch, god knows why. And…” His razor gaze falls to the portfolio in front of him. “Yes. Here’s the chain of accounting. The money comes directly out of the resort funds, passes into the projected accounts from the trust, and flows out to the ranch. Why is that, Asher?”

      “I don’t know.” There are only so many times I can say it. “I don’t know. He didn’t tell me anything.” I wish he would have told me something. I wish he hadn’t put me at odds with the rest of my brothers over this. I wish I could march down the hall to his office right now and demand to know everything.

      But he’s gone, and he’s never going to stand by the window of his office again.

      “You’ve never seen this information before?” Charlie has his teeth deep into the facts now, and there’s no way I can disengage him because I can’t explain it. I have no fucking idea about any of it. Not a one.

      “No. No.” I look at each of my brothers in turn. They all look back at me with the same eyebrows-raised expression.

      “Listen, Ash,” Roman says quietly. “If this was you, if this was a project you set up for yourself, just tell us. There’s no shame in wanting a bit more, even if—”

      “Roman, that’s not what this is. I went out there with a few sheets of paper and an address. I came to the address. And…”

      I can’t do it.

      I can’t tell them about what Everly and I did, because that will make this all seem a thousand times worse.

      “And your wife here asked you for some help,” Charlie says. “Maybe she asked you for a ranch. Maybe you did have a whirlwind romance in Montana, with more on the side.”

      “Charlie—” Roman’s trying.

      “What’s to say he didn’t? What’s to say he didn’t meet her years ago, when the payments started? Nobody would have known. And dad wouldn’t have cared. Look at everything he kept from his.”

      “Good things.” I shouldn’t keep defending this secrecy, because it’s obviously poison. “But these are good things. They make money from us, they’ve created a safety net for us…”

      “A safety net we can’t access,” counters Charlie.

      “A safety net we have to access together,” says Roman.

      “We haven’t read all the documents yet.” Charlie sets his jaw. “How are you going to explain it away if there’s a clause in here saying that Asher has solo access?”

      A silence falls over the table. There is no such clause. There has never been such a clause. But I haven’t seen any of this documentation, either. We were in a haze when we signed the paperwork. Even Charlie didn’t read it.

      “Come clean, Asher.” Charlie looks at me across the table, eyes flat with pain and envy and all the frustration of the summer. “It was you and Everly, wasn’t it? Maybe you made a mistake, taking from the resort instead of the trust, but everybody makes mistakes.” His voice has lost some of its edge. “Even Roman makes mistakes.”

      “Does he ever. Or at least Jenny does.” Beau laughs at his own joke. Nobody else does. “God, you are the worst crowd.”

      “I didn’t do that. I don’t know how you want me to prove it to you, but I didn’t take money from the resort.”

      Charlie nods, then looks down at the table.

      None of my brothers can meet my eyes.

      Not even Roman.

      “Stop,” says Everly miserably. “I can’t take it anymore.”

      Everyone’s heads swivel toward her.

      “Asher didn’t steal from you. At least, he didn’t steal from you for that ranch. Who knows? Maybe he’s a really gutsy thief.” She lets out a choked laugh. “I live next door to the Bliss brothers of Paulson, Montana. There’s another Bliss family there. Maybe your trust got…all tangled up with them, somehow. He had no way of knowing, okay? I didn’t tell him.”

      I am dead. My heart has been shocked into lifelessness.

      Roman shakes his head. “That would be a neat explanation, Everly, but I don’t think that’s what happened. I think you fell in love, and I think you got carried away. I think this was you and Asher.”

      “Except…we’re not in love.”

      Each one of her words connects with my mind like a sledgehammer.

      “I met Asher last week, and I convinced him to marry me to save my own ranch. My father’s will—” A shiver goes through her. “It was unbelievable. Our marriage is fake. It’s going to end in another three weeks. I have proof, and I’ll show it to you if you want to see it.” She goes back to her chair and unhooks her purse from the back. Everly takes out the envelope with our marriage certificate in it. “Signed last week.” She walks it up to Roman and puts it in his hands. “This whole thing is fake. But Asher’s telling the truth.”
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      I have fucked up beyond all reasonable belief.

      The knowledge shakes me, rumbling like the motor of a boat under my feet. I’m unsteady, five seconds away from tumbling overboard, and nobody here would reach out to catch me.

      Not even Asher.

      I thought that by throwing my secret out into the air, it would prove Asher had nothing to do with this. That I had nothing to do with it. But from the look on Asher’s face, that was the wrong move. He’s ashen, and then a horrible red color comes to his cheeks. I’ve embarrassed him in front of his brothers. I’ve betrayed him in front of his brothers.

      If it were me, I wouldn’t come back to this meeting room for the rest of my life. Asher might not have a choice.

      Roman opens the envelope and slides out the certificate. He unfolds it with the infinite care of someone disarming a bomb. His eyes travel slowly over the page. I want to snatch it back, put it back in its envelope, and clutch it to my chest, but I don’t. I keep my hands to myself and focus on staying upright.

      “What are their names?” he asks quietly.

      “Austin and Luke. Bliss,” I add, then immediately regret doing it. It makes it sound fake, and it’s real. I have to make him understand that it’s real. “They’ve lived next to me all our lives. I…dated one of them for a while. It didn’t work out, like everybody thought it would.”

      It didn’t work out, which is why I was in that bar in the first place. Which was why I met Asher in the first place. Which is why we’ve had one glorious week together, even if we spent half of it trying to abide by rules that strike me as idiotic in this moment. I could have had him in my bed for twice as much time.

      I could have made this even worse.

      I can’t bring myself to look at Asher, but I can see him out of the corner of my eye, and it’s killing me softly, the devastated set of his face.

      “What happened, Everly?”

      I take a deep breath. “Like I said, my dad was…not the finest individual. When he died, he left the family ranch to me on the condition that I got married. I didn’t know how to solve that problem. Snare a man by telling him he’d get half a ranch? I couldn’t even offer that. My sister…she deserves to keep it, and she was never going to get married, and I…”

      This whole thing sounds insane.

      It is insane.

      “Asher walked into the bar I was in two days before the deadline.” I force myself to meet Roman’s eyes. “I was buzzed, and I asked him if he’d marry me. A fake, temporary marriage. A Hail Mary to save the ranch. He’s not an idiot. He said no.”

      Beau whistles. “Wow.”

      I press on. “The next morning, he showed up at my house with a sheet of paper that had my address. And…” I look up at the page on the projector. “I guess your dad got it wrong, because he had my address on that printed sheet, but that address up there is the one next door to my ranch. The Bliss Ranch. That’s the right address.”

      I turn to face Asher. “That’s the address you should have gone to. And I should have told you. I knew it couldn’t be a coincidence that somebody with the last name of Bliss had shown up in town, and come so close to that other ranch.” Tears burn at the corners of my eyes and sorrow grips my throat with both hands. I should have been honest with him from the very beginning. Only at the very beginning, it seemed like we’d both get out of this with no harm done. Just a saved ranch and a hasty divorce. “I let you think that setting things right at my ranch was what your dad sent you there to do, and I was wrong. I was so fucking wrong, Asher, and I’m sorry.”

      It’s all I can do to look into his eyes, because I’m worse than Brutus.

      “We’ll look into it,” Roman says. “Guys…”

      Charlie’s the first out of his seat, Beau the last. His twin brother comes around and hauls him out of the seat, nearly spilling his drink.

      “I missed something,” says Beau. “What are we doing?”

      “Giving Asher the room,” says Charlie.

      They’re gone in ten seconds flat, and my trembling, idiotic self is all that’s left to face Asher.

      “Why?” His voice is deadly. It’s a far cry from the funny, playful man I spent he afternoon in bed with. “Why, Everly? What was so damn hard about telling me the truth in the first place?”

      “I—”

      “You made me look like a fucking criminal up here. Like I was stealing from my brothers. They’re not going to forget this, even if the truth comes out in the end.”

      “It’s out,” I say. “It’s all out in the open now.”

      “Yes, and they know I got suckered into a sham marriage by a woman who doesn’t care about me.”

      It’s a hit square in the gut. It knocks the wind out of me and squeezes my stomach with both fists. “No—that’s not—I only said that because I thought it would help. I do care about you. I obviously care about you.”

      “How obvious is it? You could have told me anytime. We’ve been together constantly for days. And you let me walk in here without knowing…” He gets out of his seat, sticks his hands in his pockets, and takes a big step back. “How could you do that? If you have nothing to do with the ranch next door, then why did you do that?”

      “Because I had a crush on you.” The floodgates burst, tears running down my cheeks, but I’m not going to make that ugly sobbing face, I’m not. “I had a big, stupid crush on you, and you looked like a knight in shining armor when you showed up on my doorstep. The soul was fucking weak, Asher. And I didn’t want to risk letting you go.”

      His jaw works. “And now what? We can’t keep this up anymore.” He gestures between us. “I won’t do it. My brothers will have me pegged for a liar. I don’t even know if this story about the other Bliss family is true.”

      “It is true,” I insist. “You’re even related. I know you are.”

      “How? How would you know that?”

      “Because you have the same eyes.” It’s desperate, and I force the words through tears. “They have the same eyes as you. You must be cousins.”

      “My dad didn’t have any siblings.”

      Bricks, tumbling over one another. A long fall and a heavy landing. That’s what fills my chest.

      “Then I don’t…I don’t know…”

      “You let me think you were the reason he sent me there, Ev. I was living up to his expectations. And when I started falling for you, I thought…maybe it was a sign.”

      My heart shatters.

      “Fuck,” Asher whispers, down into his hands.
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      “Here.”

      The three-ring binder falls with a thud onto Roman’s desk.

      He looks up at me from behind his computer. “What’s this?”

      “My travel records. My real credit card statements. It’s everything. Look at it. Do whatever you want with it. It’s proof that I didn’t steal from you.”

      I parked my car in the parking lot three minutes ago and walked straight inside. All I’ve done today is ruin my life a bit more, drive Everly to the airport, and stop at the copy shop in downtown Ruby Bay to pick up the printed version of all these reports. I don’t care if they looked through it, either. Let them look. Let everybody look. Print it out on glossy paper and distribute it to the local news networks, for all I care.

      He sighs. “Roman, I was out of my mind to make that accusation, and I’m sorry for it. Please don’t think—”

      “Just take them. For your own peace of mind. I don’t want you to have a moment of doubt. Another moment of doubt.” I tap the binder. “It’s all there, plus a flash drive with digital copies and passwords to all the websites. You can keep track in real time. I don’t care. It’s up to you.”

      He looks down at the binder, then back up at me. “Where’s Everly?”

      “On a plane to Montana.”

      Roman’s shoulders sag. “You sent her?”

      “I did.” I don’t tell him that I’m gutted by her absence. That driving her to the airport was one of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life. That I’m so angry at her I can hardly breathe. It’s sucking all the life out of the world.

      “You should have told us what happened, Asher.” Roman is sincere—I can hear it in his voice. “We’d be the last to judge. This summer has proven, time and agin, that we all do insane things in the name of love.”

      “I don’t love her.” The lie curdles in my mouth, stinging my lips. “I’m here for the family, okay? Nobody can dispute that now. Even though I was gone. I’m—” I feel like I’m breathing in fire, which is the opposite of how these things are supposed to go. “I’m sorry, Roman. I couldn’t come back. I wasn’t trying to avoid you, and duck all those messages. It just—it was too much to see…” I wave in the general direction of his desk, his office.

      “I know. I understand.”

      “You do?”

      Roman lifts one shoulder and lets it fall, and for the first time since the funeral, I see it—how much weight this has put on those shoulders. He’s the oldest brother. He stood up straight and tall when everything happened, and we took it for granted. I took it for granted. “It wasn’t easy to come sit at this desk. If I’d had the option to be out of the office for several months, I’d have taken it too.”

      “It wasn’t right.”

      “It was what happened. At a certain point, when it’s said and done, debating whether it was right or wrong is pointless.”

      I squint at him across the desk. “That doesn’t sound like you, Roman. Don’t you love debating whether things are right or wrong?”

      “Please. You’ve obviously been gone too long. I don’t like debating at all.” He laughs. “Don’t be a yourself up about it, Ash. We’ve all dealt with this in different ways. It only looks easy because we live next to the beach.”

      “I don’t think it looks that easy.”

      “Come back and live on the beach for a while. You’ll see how effortless I make it look.” Roman threads his hands behind his head, and he looks so much like my dad that I have to look away.

      But then I look back, because this is reality now. And I’m alive in it, even if it feels like my heart has been flattened like the world’s saddest pancake.

      “I might do that.”

      “We’d be glad to have you.”

      “Not Charlie.”

      “Charlie’ll come around.”

      “All right.” I put my hands in my pockets. He’s probably right. Charlie, out of all of us, gets mad the quickest, but I’ve never known him to hold a grudge longer than…well, a few years. Ten at most.

      “You didn’t have to send her away,” Roman says softly, just when I’ve started to turn to the door.

      I freeze, then draw in another jagged breath. “I did. I can’t lose Bliss, or our family. You have to understand that.”

      He sighs. “I do. But you should sit down.”

      I fall into the seat before I think to ask why. “You have bad news?”

      “Not bad news.” He squints at the computer monitor. “Interesting news. And you look like you’ve been awake all night.”

      “Tell me the news.” My head throbs at my temples, and I lean my head into my hand and rub at them with thumb and forefinger. I want a week without news. I want a lifetime without news. Let this be the last piece of news I get from one of my brothers.

      “I sent a private investigator to check out the Bliss Ranch. They corroborated your story. And they found out something else.”

      I pick up my head from my hand, energy coursing through my veins like I’ve been injected with caffeine. Roman’s eyes shine with a new light. “Christ, Roman, spit it out.”

      “Dad had a brother.”

      “No fucking way.”

      Roman lifts both palms skyward. “I know. Did you ever hear anything from him about a blue notebook? A journal of some kind?”

      A movement in the air makes me look toward the doorway.

      Charlie stands on the threshold, eyes wide. “He hasn’t. But I have.”
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      For the first time in years, I march from my driveway to the property line that divides our ranch from the Bliss Ranch and cross over it without any hesitation whatsoever.

      I have something to say to Lucas Bliss, and I’m going to say it now.

      I’ve spent all day on a plane, feeling like I was having a heart attack. The sun on the clouds failed to brighten my mood at all. Everything is bleak, ruined, in ashes. Up in flames, up in smoke. I’m going to have to tell Brooke it’s up to her now. Either she’ll have to get married or we’ll lose the ranch, but either way, I’m not living a lie. Not for another moment.

      My soul recoils at the sight of the big, wide porch on the front of the Bliss farmhouse, but I don’t let it slow me down. I take the steps one at a time, chin up, head held high.

      I knock loud. No fear.

      Then I wait.

      There’s no sound from inside, and my nerve skitters away like a scared mouse. He’s probably not home. I could probably come back another day and—

      Heavy footsteps. “Hang on.”

      The door opens the door, and before he can say a word out of his stupid mouth, I jab a finger into his chest. “You owe me one. That’s all I came here to say.” I turn away, but he catches me by the elbow.

      “Slow down, Everly. What do you mean?”

      “They came looking for you. The other Bliss family.”

      His face is all blank confusion, and then his eyes fly open wide. “The other family? I thought they were a myth.”

      “Yes. There’s another family. All that money—it wasn’t a mistake. One of them came here to find you, and they found me instead.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Is that how Brooke is still over in the ranch?”

      “God, Luke, what’re you doing, stalking us?”

      “You live next door,” he insists. “I’d notice if you moved out.”

      “Keep your eyes on your own ranch.”

      “Well?” He cocks his head to the side. “Is it how she’s still over there, and you’re nowhere to be seen?”

      “That’s how.”

      “Damn.” He nods. “You’re good.”

      “Yeah. I am. But you won’t be seeing us around for long.”

      “Why not?”

      “It didn’t work out.”

      “Ouch,” he says, putting a hand to his chest. “Then you’re not that good.”

      “Screw off.” I am not going to cry. I’m not going to cry in front of Luke Bliss, who broke my heart in college and stayed next door while I picked up the pieces. Not today. “Anyway, mystery solved. That’s where the money came from, and I bet they’ll be coming back to get it from you.”

      “Everly, I never asked for you to—”

      “I know you didn’t.” My heart softens. Nobody asked me to do any of this. I wanted to. “But when they show up, try to keep my name out of your mouth. Okay?”

      He reaches up to tip his hat, only he’s inside, so there’s nothing there. Luke settles for a nod. “Okay.”

      “I’m headed down to the courthouse. Stay off my property.”

      “Will do. Thank you, ma’am.”

      I leave him behind with one finger in the air.
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      There’s a line at the clerk’s office.

      I have never, in all of my life, seen a line at the clerk’s office, and I’ve been here at least…five or six times. This is the first time I’ve had to wait. I thought I would have to wait when I applied for my driver’s license at sixteen, but no. When it didn’t really matter, I walked right up to the counter.

      Waiting is the last thing I want to be doing.

      The county’s website is down, so I couldn’t even search for the forms to fill out for a divorce in advance. Oh, no. This is going to be as mortifying as possible. Maybe nobody noticed when we got married, but they’ll notice this, that’s for sure. I’ll be the talk of Paulson. The woman who got married for a week, just to save her ranch. The woman who traded her body for some cattle and rolling green hills. They’ll never listen to the real details.

      I’d trade my body every day if it meant being with Asher again, but that’s a thing of the past now. I can’t bring myself to blame him. If I’d lied to me the way I lied to him…

      I want to put my hand to my chest to staunch the bleeding that’s surely spilling out onto my shirt, but when I look down to confirm, there’s nothing there. Good. At least when I die of a broken heart, it won’t be messy.

      “This line?” The old man at the front of the line hovers his pen over his third form of the day. “Right here?”

      “Yes, sir. We need your signature.” Her finger stabs down onto the paper and his pen wavers above the line. My heart aches for him, but the ache twists itself into irritation and back again. I’m sure he can feel me standing here, being impatient, and that’s not the best version of myself.

      I don’t know who the best version of myself is. Not anymore.  I thought it was the version of myself who was sitting in that bar, trying anything to get a husband. Including propositioning handsome strangers.

      I have got to stop thinking about that handsome stranger if I’m going to survive the rest of my life on Sweewater Ranch.

      “First and last name?”

      “And middle initial.”

      I rise up on tiptoe, then let myself back down slowly.

      I probably deserve this wait to let myself stew in this disaster of my own making. And it was my own making. All I had to do to head this off was open my mouth and say, oh, Asher Bliss, do you happen to know Austin? He’s got your same eyes and his brother shares some gestures with your brother, Beau, and it doesn’t seem possible that you are unrelated.

      Yet I did not.

      And now everything’s in shambles.

      I still haven’t seen Brooke to give her the news.

      I take a deep breath against the pain and pressure in my chest. I’m ready to start my new life. No more secrets, no more lies. Only the truth, from here on out.

      So help me god.

      The old man shuffles away from the window, and I step up and open my mouth. Shit—what do I say? “I’d like, uh, some paperwork.”

      “Everly. Wait.”

      The clerk looks behind me, and then her face brightens like she’s looking at Ben Affleck. “I’ll give you a minute, hon.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to—”

      The hum starts in the tips of my toes, and I look over the other shoulder. There’s no line behind me. Of course.

      So I have no excuse not to look into Asher’s eyes.

      “How did you get here?’

      He draws me away from the window. “Would you believe me if I said I called in a favor on a private jet?”

      “What, five seconds after you dropped me off at the airport?”

      His eyes catch the fluorescent lights above us and turn it into something that makes my heart skip a beat. “About then, yeah.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Dead seriously.”

      “Well, go away.” My chin quivers, and I clench my teeth together until it stops. “I’m trying to do something here.”

      “Don’t do it.” Asher’s voice is urgent, and that urgency reflects in his eyes. The clerk is pretending to give us a minute, but I can sense her back in her cubicle three feet from the window, hanging on every word.

      I take my phone out of my purse and look at the screen. “I can wait fifteen minutes, if you have something to say.”

      “I do. But…maybe not here.”

      “Where do you want to go, then?” I’ve walked all the way in here, and my car is parked three blocks away. I’m not going to drive anywhere. “Fifteen minutes isn’t a lot of time.” And it’s all the time I can wait. Because if I wait a single minute longer, I might not go through with it, and that will really be a disaster.

      “Out on the sidewalk.” Asher has this planned out, I see now. “I have a spot in mind.”
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      Everly follows me out, and I take deep, calming breaths, trying to get my heart back under control. It took forever to fly here, even by private jet, and I’m sure I broke every speed limit in my rental on the way to downtown Paulson. I didn’t take the chance that she’d be at home. Knowing Everly—and I do know her—she’d go straight to the courthouse.

      I almost missed her.

      I was almost too late.

      In a place like Paulson, there’s no doubt her request would have been expedited, if only so that the lady behind the counter would have the full story from start to finish. She’d even be a bit player. It’s the same as Ruby Bay, only in Montana. No wonder it felt so familiar.

      Outside the courthouse, we stand on the same block of sidewalk that we stood on when we got married all of a week ago. I’m still wearing my wedding band, and Everly is still wearing the engagement ring and band set we got her at the same jewelry store. I forgot to check when I stepped up behind her at the clerk’s window.

      It means something. I know it does.

      “Everly,” I begin again. I wanted to say this all to her when I first saw her, but it’s better this way, in the fall breeze, with no audience and no need to act.

      “Asher,” she intones. I laugh, and her face brightens, dark eyes shining. “You’re laughing at me?”

      “You’re funny. You’re funny, and you’re warm, and you’re smart, and I love having sex with you.” Okay. That was not the speech I had planned, but here we are, off the runway already. “Don’t start the divorce process.”

      She arches one eyebrow and opens her mouth, then snaps it shut again. Opens it, shuts it. Finally, on the third try, she speaks. “What do you mean? I’m doing it. I’m doing it today, Asher. I won’t take advantage of you for another second.”

      “Don’t give up your ranch because of me.” I smile at her, hopeful. I probably look like an idiot, but my chest feels like it’s one needle away from bursting with the wait. It has been agonizing, following her across the country and not being able to say these words. “We’ll need a place to live.”

      “What?”

      “I’m coming with you.” I don’t know how to say it any more plainly than that. “I’m coming here. I’m leaving Bliss behind.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        EVERLY

      

      

      Shock. Shock like jumping into the deep end of the bay, shock like falling from a horse, shock like I felt when Asher first walked into that bar.

      “What?”

      “I want to be with you, and I don’t care if you didn’t tell me about the other Bliss family. I don’t care. They’re nothing to me, and you’re everything, and I don’t want to spend another day without you.”

      Asher steps forward and slips my rings off my finger. I feel surprisingly naked without them, those real fake rings.

      He sinks down to one knee on the sidewalk, and my heart bursts like a flower into bloom.

      Asher takes my hand in his like it’s a precious object and looks up into my eyes. “From the moment I saw you in that bar, I knew you were mine.” He could have said special. He could have said different. But mine rings like a bell in the core of my heart, in the place where every bit of hope I’ve ever harbored has come to rest and planted a beach chair in the sand. “I know it sounds crazy, but I knew it. I knew it in my fucking bones. My—bones. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I whisper.

      “I wanted you then, and I wanted to say yes to you then, but I didn’t because I was foolishly worried that it might turn out to be real. And I’ll admit it. I was afraid of that. Because falling in love…”

      “It’s complicated.” I feel that in my soul. “It’s complicated and it’s risky, and there aren’t as many rules to keep things simple.”

      “Here’s my first rule. If you marry me, you’ll never have to worry about being alone again.”

      “I like the sound of that.” Not more tears. They spill out of the corners of my eyes, silent and happy.

      “Here’s my second rule. I’ll love you with every breath I take until the day I die. I love you that much now, Everly.”

      “That doesn’t sound like a rule.”

      “Think of it as method living.”

      I laugh out loud, throwing my head back so the sun is on my face. “I’ll think of it that way.”

      “Here’s my third rule. We’ll always have truth between us. And sex, and life, and love. And maybe kids. I’ve always wanted kids.”

      “Me, too. But not right now. If I’m going to marry rich, I’m going to travel.”

      “Oh, and here’s my fourth rule. Our official anniversary was a week ago. I want to keep it.”

      I hear something else in his voice. “But?”

      “But I’d like to have another ceremony. We can invite your sister, and even your neighbors, if you want.”

      “Oh, god,” I groan. “Please do not invite your relatives.”

      “Why not? They’re my relatives.”

      It takes a beat for this to sink in. “Really?”

      “Really. They are my real relatives. My dad had a secret brother.”

      My mouth falls open. “Wow. Wow.”

      “Yeah. So, it might be nice to have them for the wedding.”

      “No. I don’t agree.”

      “Okay, that idea’s off the table. Put it out of your mind. But Everly?”

      “Yes?”

      “Will you marry me? Again?”

      I open my eyes wide and scan the street. The sidewalk is nothing special, and the courthouse is the same building it’s been all my life. The wide open sky above us is the most special thing I can see, aside from the man kneeling at my feet in the September sun.

      I want to remember this moment forever. I want to savor this moment forever.

      “Everly?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re just…you’re looking around, like another Bliss brother might come sweep you off your feet.”

      “No. You’re the only one I ever want anywhere near my feet.” I take a deep breath. “Yes, Asher Bliss, I will marry you, again. I love you.”

      He slips the rings back onto my fingers and all of me sighs with sweet relief. Then he’s on his feet, pinning me in his arms and crushing my mouth with a kiss that’s salty with my tears and sweet with his love, and I don’t care if anyone sees.

      Let the world see.

      Let them all look.

      Because this?

      This is real.
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          Everly

        

      

    

    
      “I now pronounce you man and wife!”

      The guests at our tiny wedding ceremony erupt into applause that’s fit for an enormous guest list, Beau loudest of all. That guy has incredible amounts of energy. His girlfriend, Claire, whoops along with him, the two of them making the sound thunderous.

      Asher dips me back and kisses me.

      I have never been so happy. Never, never, never.

      When I saw myself in the mirror this morning, I burst into tears. The gown Asher bought me at a store in downtown Paulson before we flew back to New York is a sophisticated version of the gown I dreamed of as a little girl and knew I would never have—not if my father had anything to say about it. It skims my hips in a fall of white fabric and has a neckline that sweeps down and makes me look like a princess. With a dramatic six-foot veil, I am perfection incarnate.

      Not to brag.

      The only person more perfect is Asher, who could be a tuxedo model. The rest of his brothers come close, but they could never be as attractive as he is. He smolders. I want a thousand pictures of him. A million. I want to wallpaper our house with pictures of him, which would be exceedingly weird for guests.

      Luckily for Asher, I can’t do that yet, because we don’t have a house yet. There’s some news I have to break before we start shopping on the club side of the resort, where all his brothers live. Where we will live.

      He breaks the kiss too soon for my taste, and I pull him back in for another one, audience be damned.

      Or…audience be lucky. We’re so hot.

      At the last possible moment, I stand back up again and thrust my bouquet into the air. Victory is mine.

      We don’t walk back up the aisle. All of us fit at one big table in the garden courtyard at Bliss, and all that’s left to do is step back into the gathering of our family and friends.

      Asher’s brothers. Their girlfriends.

      And my sister, Brooke, who looks more elegant than ever in a burgundy dress with the same cut as mine. She has my dark hair and our mom’s green eyes. “I can’t believe you made me come out here,” she says when I step up next to her after the ceremony.

      “For my wedding. And a vacation. You need one.”

      “I don’t.” She frowns. “I need to work. I love work. I crave work. I—”

      “You’re my sister, and I love you so much, but you don’t get to regret being at my wedding.”

      She shrugs. “I would regret it less if there was a seventh Bliss brother.”

      “Lucky you,” I say. “There is—”

      “Not him.” She holds up a hand.

      “You never know.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t know this.” I take a big breath in. “I’m not coming back to Montana.”

      “Wait—what?”

      “I’m giving the ranch to you, and I’m moving to New York.”

      Brooke claps her hands over her mouth. “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “But—no, stay,” she says, and I don’t believe her for an instant. “You’re sure you want to leave?” She’s so happy that her face can hardly contain it. I don’t have to ask her to know. She’s my sister.

      “Yes. And I think you need a place of your own. This place. I got it for you, and now I want you to have it.”

      “I can see that it’s been a real hardship,” she jokes. “Are you going to let me visit?”

      “Are you ever going to take a vacation?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Well, if you do, you know where to find me.”

      “I’ll donate all your things to charity.”

      “God, Brooke, I’ll come pack first. Don’t touch my stuff.”

      “I’ll touch it if I want to. It’s my house, remember?”

      “Not yet it isn’t. Tread carefully, sister mine, because I could still take this back at any moment, and you’d be—”

      “I hope no one minds.” A voice rings out above the crowd, and all the chatter dies away. “I watched from the crossway on the second floor. The view was much better.”

      “Mom?” Asher says from next to me. “You came?”

      A tiny woman with gorgeous silver hair and a black caftan shot through with silver thread sweeps through the courtyard and kisses Asher on both cheeks. “As if I would miss your wedding. The first wedding of all my sons.” She looks around the gathering. “But not the first grandbaby.”

      “Eagle eyes,” says Driver. Then all of them are talking at once, folding her in their comparatively enormous arms and asking her where she’s been.

      “Oh, everywhere. Nowhere.” She waves them off in a flutter of her hands. “Do you have an extra seat for me at the table? If not, I’m happy to book another cabin and be on my way.”

      “No,” Asher says. “We haven’t seen you in months.”

      “You’re two peas in a pod,” jokes Charlie.

      “Stay,” says Roman, folding his mom into another hug.

      “This is amazing.” Roman’s girlfriend Jenny has sidled up to me. “I’ve never seen her before, but she’s a living legend. Six boys. Can you imagine? And all of them are…” We both look at the brothers together. Jenny waggles her eyebrows. “You know what I mean.”

      Asher takes his mother by the hand and leads her over to me, and for a moment, the rest of the gathering fades away. My heart pounds, aching with every jump. To have a mother at my wedding, even watching from a balcony—it’s a dream come true.

      “Mom, I’d like you to meet Everly, my wife.”

      She takes both of my hands in hers. “Everly. That’s a gorgeous name. These boys all call me mom, but you can call me Carolyn.”

      “Carolyn,” I repeat. “It’s so wonderful to meet you.”

      Asher waits as long as he can stand it. “Mom, there’s something I want you to know.” The words tumble out in a rush. “Dad had a brother. A secret brother that he never told anyone about. He sent me to Montana to check on his ranch, but I never—I haven’t finished the job yet.”

      Carolyn reaches up and pats the side of Asher’s cheek. “I know, Ash.”

      His mouth falls open. “You did? But he told me…he told me he never told you.”

      “Your father was a man, honey. He didn’t need to tell me most things. But I know about his brother. They fought over me once.”

      Asher is speechless.

      “Why do you think he wanted to keep that ranch afloat all those years? It was an apology. For winning.” Her eyes light up. “But he shouldn’t have been sorry. Your father was the right brother all along.”

      “I—have to know more.”

      “Another time. Look. Dinner is arriving. Let’s all sit down and talk, shall we?”

      I follow Carolyn to the table, Asher’s hand in mine, and sit down in my new, big family, all of them laughing and talking at once, tens of summers ahead of us.

      It’s the real thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Austin

        

      

    

    
      I’m too big for this place.

      New York is one long series of buildings, and we’re nowhere near the Big Apple. It closes in on me anyway, pressing against my shoulders. The rental car is too small by half. If I could have, I’d have brought my horse.

      I wish I’d brought my horse.

      I wish none of this had ever been brought to my attention. I could have lived the rest of my life under the wide blue sky, letting that money collect into an account we can never touch. I’d have gone to my grave without another thought about it.

      But what else was I supposed to do, once Luke came riding out onto the field so fast the horse almost threw him? “They exist,” he said, then spit onto the ground like his own saliva was making it hard to talk. “The Bliss brothers. The Bliss family. The other family.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I shouted at him. I was in the middle of herding cattle, and Luke came out there like he’d lost his mind.

      “All that money. That account—”

      It came back to me like a bucket of ice over my head on a hot day. The money. The money I’d never asked for, coming from a man I’d never met. Made me think we owed somebody something. Either that or my dad did, and one day, someone would come for payment.

      I’m not going to let that happen.

      There’s a sign for parking, and I pull the car in. My heart is at steady as can be, but my mind races ahead. Who are these people? All I have is an address.

      I don’t belong here.

      That’s all I know, looking at this massive hotel. But I walk in anyway. The cool of the lobby slaps me in the face like a rain-soaked breeze.

      I make my way through, my boots loud on the shining floors. A lady waits behind the counter in a blue polo shirt. “I’m looking for Roman Bliss,” I tell her. That’s the only name I have.

      “He’ll be in his office.” She’s calm, but her eyes tell a different story. A cowboy doesn’t belong in a hotel lobby any more than he belongs on the floor of a ballroom, but here I am. “It’s that way.”

      She points me to a sign that leads to a narrow hallway, and after that I find a big office. I go from person to person until the last person points wordlessly at an office in the back.

      A man with my eyes sits behind the desk.

      “Just a second, Beau, I’m in the middle of—”

      He looks up. Does a double take. Meets my eyes.

      He has my eyes.

      I clear my throat. “I’m Austin Bliss,” I tell him. “I believe we have some financial matters to discuss.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for falling in love with the Bliss Brothers!

      A lone cowboy rides under the big Montana skies.

      His last name is Bliss.

      And like any man with those Bliss blue eyes and a ranch to his name, he’s in need of a wife.

      The Bliss Brothers series is over…but the Bliss family name is just getting started.

      Order THE COWBOY’S BRIDE: A BLISS RANCH NOVEL and be the first to read about Austin Bliss!
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      Dayton Nash was never allowed to love Summer Sullivan. He went to war to try and forget her.

      But now he’s back in New York.

      And his best friend’s little sister is all grown up…

      ➤ One-click BEFORE SHE WAS MINE today!

      If you loved WISH ON YOU, please consider leaving a review on your favorite site to let other readers know! <3
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      Amelia Wilde is a USA TODAY and Amazon Top 100 bestselling author of steamy contemporary romance and loves it a little too much. She lives in Michigan with her husband and daughters. She spends most of her time typing furiously on an iPad and appreciating the natural splendor of her home state from where she likes it best: inside.

      Need more stories like this one in your life? Sign up for my newsletter here and receive access to subscriber-only previews, giveaways, and more!

      Follow me on BookBub for new release alerts!

      Still can’t get enough? Join my reader’s group on Facebook and enter the party today!

      See you on the other side! <3

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      P.S. There’s more where that came from!

      Are you in the mood for wounded warrior heroes with huge hearts? Read BEFORE SHE WAS MINE free in KU today!

      Do New York billionaires strike your fancy? Read about the irresistibly intriguing men of the Purple Swan, starting with RICH BOSS, free for a limited time!

      And don’t miss my favorite sweet, angsty, hilarious single dad hero in OVER EASY, first in my laugh-out-loud Main Street Single Dads series! Read FREE today!
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