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To my husband, my cowboy.

To my brother, Mike.

With love.
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A cold dapple-gray sky hung over the Double H, hiding the winter sun. Ryder Bennett’s saddle creaked as him, Lane, and Uncle Hank rode across sparse crunchy grass. The range looked a sight better in spring green, but something about the crisp winter air rushing out of the Flint Hills stirred a man’s soul.

That, and any minute, his fiancée would arrive for their three-day Christmas weekend.

His heart leaped like the two-month-old baby calves playing around their bellowing mommas as they circumvented the last herd of the day, looking for sick littl’ns. Curious little things, most of them. But some were too interested in their momma’s milk to pay them any mind.

“All looks well here, don’t you think, Hank? We’d best get back and help Dad.” He, at least, got a nod from Lane, so he reined his ash-gray mount, Jasper, north toward the house, ducked his chin behind his coat collar to ward off the chilly breeze.

“Hey.” Lane’s quick address had Ryder swiveling in his saddle.

Lane nodded toward Uncle Hank, who’d roped a calf and was climbing off Joe. The man was quick, but if he wasn’t careful, he’d wear himself out. Hank tired easy these days. And the fact that Grandpa Harris had died an early death didn’t make anyone feel better about it.

Memories of riding beside Grandpa were never far from Ryder’s mind. Family meant everything. And in a few short months, he’d be expanding that family by one. Then he’d work on having all them grandkids Mom wanted. Schooled at home and raised on the back of a horse.

“Best help Hank.” Lane spurred Scout toward their uncle, dispersing a couple cows in his path. “You’ll see Becka soon enough.”

Ryder huffed and trotted Jasper to catch up with his brother. Was it that obvious? He was all for getting work done—the more the better—but the jittery tremors wouldn’t let him relax.

They’d started dating just before Mattie’s little girl passed on, and they’d gotten engaged a year later. Now, they were six months into their engagement, and the next four months would be the longest wait. He’d marry her right then, that afternoon, but she wanted a spring wedding on the ranch. And far be it from him to get in the way of her dreams.

Ryder swung off Jasper and dug in his saddlebag for meds while Lane secured the calf.

Hank looked on, hands on his hips and trying to catch his breath. “The little guy doesn’t look too sick, but Hannah’d have my neck if I didn’t take care of him.”

That old bitter anger simmered to the surface and scorched Ryder’s neck under his silk scarf. He knelt in the dead grass, caught Lane’s eye over the bleating calf, then removed his gloves to load the syringe. Hank had been talking a lot about his estranged daughter over the last few months. Like he expected her home any day. The girl had been gone near eight years. Did the man know something they didn’t?

And Aaron. Hank wouldn’t let him stop believing she’d return. Poor guy sank his savings into fixing up the bunkhouse for a woman who’d never come home.

Meds given, Lane loosed the calf, who bucked and kicked and rejoined its momma.

Ryder wiped his calf-snotted hands down his jeans, stuffed them back into his gloves, and gathered his supplies. “He looks all right to me, Hank. You won’t have to worry about saving your neck this time.” Or any time.

Hank, hands still on his hips, admired the herds strewn across the valley. “She’ll be pleased with all these babies when she comes home.”

It wouldn’t do to argue with Uncle Hank. The man had lost his wife and his daughter in a year’s time, so Ryder kept his mouth shut and got to his feet. Let the man have his fantasies.

On the way back to Scout, Lane patted Hank on the back and squeezed his shoulder. His brother may be short on words, but his actions spoke volumes.

“I’m well aware you boys think I’m crazy, but I know my daughter and the prayers I’ve prayed. She’ll get here.” Hank hauled himself back to his saddle with a huff. “Won’t be long now.”

Ryder forced a grin and busied himself with packing the med bottle back into his saddlebag. Hannah hadn’t only abandoned Aaron and Hank, she’d left them all.

Back on their horses, they rode for the house. Ryder unzipped his breast pocket and checked the time on his phone. The sooner Trace got home from school and helped finish out the day, the sooner Ryder could wrap up in Becka’s arms.

Man, he wasn’t looking forward to his youngest brother leaving for college next fall. Mattie was already planning the graduation party. But Ryder had dreams of running this ranch by both his brothers’ sides someday. And Trace couldn’t be convinced to stay.

As they rode closer to headquarters, Ryder straightened in the saddle, his heart spurring into high gear. Becka, in her daddy’s four-wheel-drive dually, pulled into the drive and made her way down to the tack barn. She was early. He spurred Jasper into a lope, leaving the other two behind.

Inside the horse pen, he jumped to the ground and threw his reins over the rail. Shady, Hannah’s horse, whinnied and ran up beside Jasper. If it weren’t for Aaron riding him, he’d be fat and out of shape. But the bay gelding looked better than ever.

How many times had Ryder wished Hank would sell the beast? The constant reminder that Hannah wasn’t coming back was bad for Hank. And terrible for Aaron.

Ryder shook thoughts of his cousin out of his head. Nothin’ would put a damper on this day.

Careful not to let his excitement make him forget to close the gate, he stepped through, latched it, and jogged up the gravel lot to the most important lady in the world.

The answer to his prayers.

“Hey, baby.” He yanked off his gloves as he strode over, ready to have her back in his arms, run his fingers through her silky black hair, kiss her fine lips. His spurs chinked out an excited rhythm while his jogging boots crunched on the gravel.

But as he approached, stuffing his gloves into his coat pockets, she didn’t run to him like normal. Slow, steady steps carried her in his direction until she stopped and poked her hands into the pockets of the expensive leather coat that hung to the tops of her expensive boots. He couldn’t deny that her daddy’s money made him nervous.

His love didn’t smile. Almost looked mad.

Stopped in front of her, he took hold of her arms to pull her in close. “You okay?”

She backed out of his grasp and pressed a hand to his chest, her tropical perfume swirling in the breeze around them. “Stop. Please.” When he laid his hand over hers, she slipped hers away, shoved it back into her coat pocket.

His arms hovered in the air, waiting for her to come to him. “Honey, what’s wrong?”

“I came here to tell you something.”

Nine kinds of wrong things loped through his mind. “What is it?” He reached for her again. “Whatever it is, we can—”

“I’m in love with someone else.”

Her blurted words hit his chest like a double hock, knocked him back a step, and erased his smile. The cold world around them quieted as if it held its breath, but inside, rushing blood pounded his ears. He had to have heard her wrong, but the earth shifted beneath his feet, began spinning in a direction it shouldn’t.

“He’s the one I want to be with. I’m choosing him.”

As her words sank past his disbelief, the end of something beautiful edged in with them. The clank of the gate spurred him to breathe. “What are you saying?”

“I came to say goodbye.”

A nervous chuckle sputtered through his lips. But it was short-lived. He ran his tongue over the backs of his teeth. A person didn’t just make an off-the-spur decision like that. Relationships took time. He leveled a glare at her. “How long’s this been going on?”

“A few months now.”

A hot spring bubbled inside him. To keep from throwing words before he thought them through, he ran a hand over his mouth and scratched his beard. She’d been cheating. And he never suspected a thing. Which meant she’d played him. Keeping him in the wings in case her new love didn’t work out? “We’re getting married in four months.”

“I’m getting married, Ryder. But not to you.”

Heat sprang across his temples, breaking him out in a chilly sweat. But his muscles didn’t shake because of the cold. Took everything in him to rein in his voice. “You’re engaged to him? You’ve known this guy a few months, and you’re engaged? To us both?”

“I’ve known him a lot longer than that.”

“And that makes it okay?”

She crossed her arms and didn’t offer any more.

“So I ain’t enough for you. All this ain’t enough.” The heat from his temples spread over his face and burned his eyes. Their perfect life zipped through his hands like a rope with a missed dally and an angry bull on the other end.

But in that moment, when she couldn’t meet his eye, all he could see in her shamed but proud expression was the woman he loved. His heart had prayed for her. Couldn’t be without her. There had to be a way to make her stay.

He shuffled a boot closer, cupped her shoulders, and worked the hurt down. “Becka, whatever’s going on, whatever you’ve done, I’m sure we can work it out.”

She shrugged away. “I don’t want to.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I’m leaving you. And there’s nothing you can say to change my mind.” Black hair and an island fragrance swung as she flipped around and headed for her truck door.

His boots clomped behind her. “You’re going to throw away the last year and a half of our lives?”

“It’s best to figure it out now before we get stuck in a loveless marriage.”

“Loveless? When have I not loved you?”

She whirled back around, her eyes wide. “I don’t love you.”

Her raised voice sliced through the air. Right through his heart. And the earth gave way.

Lips pursed, she wiggled her engagement ring over a perfect manicure and dangled the two-carat diamond in front of her like she couldn’t wait to be rid of it. “Here.”

Somehow, his numb legs held him. He searched her dark eyes that weren’t moist with one single tear. The ring sparkled even under the gray-covered day. But his sinking heart knew that sparkle was failing.

She grabbed his wrist, turned his palm up, and pressed the ring into his skin.

His hand grew heavy with the weight of it as he held it aloft between them. While he’d thought their life perfect, she’d been in another man’s arms. While he’d been working hard to build them a life, she’d already moved on. The gold band with its shiny gem now seemed tainted and dull.

“I have to go.” She spun on her heel, crushing his heart beneath, and headed toward her truck.

“Becka, wait.”

She didn’t. Just climbed into her daddy’s truck and slammed the door. While he stood slack-jawed like a blindsided fool, she backed all the way to the road and left a plume of dust as she drove out of his life.

She’d left their relationship behind months ago. Left him. And he was the last to know.

Lane appeared at Ryder’s side, going still when he saw the ring perched on his open palm. His brother sighed deep. Didn’t say a word. Didn’t need to.

Fingers curled over the ring that had cost him near two months’ wages, Ryder shrugged from his brother’s noncomforting hand on his shoulder, and stalked back to his horse.

“Everything all right, son?” Hank met him at the gate and swung it wide.

“Sure. Everything’s great.” Clenching everything to hold it all in, Ryder stormed back to Jasper and slung himself into the saddle. Once outside the horse pen, he wedged his hat down tight and took off at a gallop across the dead plain. He traveled south over the hill to the big pond. A few strides away, he launched off his horse, stalked to the water’s edge. Growling into the waning day, he chunked the ring across the darkening waters.

It twirled and spun, dull in the sunless day, and disappeared in tiny ripples.

His knees hit the hard-packed dirt of Osage ground that was desperate for moisture and had been made uneven by hundreds of bovine hooves.

What had happened? Why had the bottom dropped out of his life? Why couldn’t he breathe?

Thick clouds closed in. Weighed him down. He sank on his heels, his arms lax on his thighs. “Father, why did You take her from me? I know what I want and what You want ain’t always the same. So You’re gonna have to help me trust that You know what You’re doing.”

Jasper drank from the pond beside him, dragging his reins through the water, but Ryder made no move to rescue the leather.

One more stuttered breath, and he squared his shoulders, stood on shaky legs, and wiped his nose on the cuff of his dirty coat sleeve. His head ached, and he blinked through the pain.

A buzz went through his chest. He scrambled to get his phone out of his breast pocket. Becka had to be calling to say she’d made a mistake and Ryder was who she wanted to be with.

His shoulders sagged, and he swiped Mattie’s call away, halfway considered throwing his phone in after the ring.

Her text lit his screen. “Lane called.”

Good of his brother to alert everyone. To tell of Ryder’s shortcomings. He tapped out his reply. “I won’t be making it tonight.”

“We understand. You’ve been pretty good at listening. I’m here to return the favor.”

All he could manage was a simple thanks before tucking his phone away. One arm over his saddle, he leaned into Jasper. Left his reins dangling on the ground. A breeze shimmered over the pond and stung his eyes. He shivered in the cold that had nothing to do with winter.

Becka didn’t love him.

He wasn’t enough for her.

But if God had brought her to him once, He could do it again.

“Bring her home, Lord. Bring my love home.”

​
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A man prayed for many things. A soaking rain. Tall grass on the prairie. And food on his family’s table. But Ryder Bennett never prayed for love. He’d done that once, and it hadn’t worked out so well. And somewhere at the bottom of the pond was the ring to prove it.

The windows rolled down, he waited in the truck for Wyatt and Lane. Those boys were like a bunch of schoolgirls. Wyatt wanting to look and smell perfect for Mattie, who was now his fiancée. And Lane, well... What was his excuse?

One month away from his would-be first wedding anniversary, Ryder needed a night out with friends. He didn’t care about dressing nice anymore. Left his good boots in the closet. Only twenty-seven, and no need to impress anyone.

He laid on the horn. “Come on, y’all.”

The front door of Hank’s house swung open, spilling artificial light into the golden haze of a perfect March sunset. Wyatt jogged out, leaving Lane to turn out the lights and shut the door. They’d worked hard all week, and Friday night dinner in the big town of Pawhuska couldn’t come soon enough. Especially now, since he did most of the cooking in their new bachelor’s pad, and he wasn’t near as good at it as Mom.

Lane dashed past Wyatt, and they fought to get a grip on the door handle. Schoolgirls? How about little boys who’d never grow up? The first night of warm weather, everyone was feeling spry. Wyatt beat Lane out with an elbow to the chest and climbed into the front passenger seat, while Lane, Ryder’s taller, younger brother, jumped in back. Their laughter and ribbings filled the cab.

“It’s about time.” Ryder started the truck and threw it in reverse.

“At least we look better than you do.” Wyatt wrinkled his nose. “And smell better.”

Ryder slid Wyatt a glance. “I showered and changed my boots, Mom.”

Wyatt’s grin spread. “You need a woman.”

Any smile Ryder wore fell to the wayside. “I’ve had about all the woman I need.”

He adjusted his hat and backed out of the drive, ignoring the sudden quiet and Lane’s nod and, “True that.” Didn’t matter which one Lane was agreeing with, Ryder wouldn’t entertain either opinion. He whipped the truck around and headed out.

An elbow resting on the open window, he kept his focus on the road, the cool wind tickling his neck with his hair that needed cut. It’d been ten months since Wyatt surprised everyone and returned to Osage County, eleven since Hannah proved her daddy right. For a while, Ryder’d held on to hope that Becka’d change her mind. Return to him like he’d prayed. But that hope slipped through his fingers with every passing month. Fifteen months later—and wedding pictures on her social media—he’d let go of the last thread.

Love wasn’t his to have. Or to hold.

Lane reached over the console to turn on the radio. Music blared into the cab and flowed into the night. His brother let out a whoop, lounged back in the seat with an air guitar, and threw his long legs up on the console. Every now and again, Lane let loose. Good to see from the all-too-quiet brother.

Ryder smiled against the wishes of his heart. When Wyatt began to drum on the dash, Ryder gave in and bobbed his head to the beat. Too great a night not to sing along. Wyatt play punched Ryder’s shoulder, and he was lost to the good time, releasing all the bad memories.

Just after seven o’clock, Kihekah Avenue was packed, but he found a parking space near enough to Mattie’s Place. The music cut off with the engine, but the night was far from quiet. With kicks to their steps, cheer in their chests, and pushes and shoves, the three of them ascended the stairwell to the glass entry of Mattie’s beloved pizzeria.

Ryder opened the door for the guys, and garlic and marinara assaulted his nose and made the lion in his gut roar louder. He clapped Wyatt on the back as his friend hurried through, followed by Lane.

At the host stand, Carter shook his shoulder-length black hair from his face and grinned big. “Hey, guys. Welcome in. You know where to go.”

Yeah, they did. Same pushed-together tables. Reserved every Friday. They deposited their hats on the rack, their boots thumping the glossy hardwood floors. The place wasn’t the same without Dakota. No one could fill her little white tennis shoes.

Wyatt checked his phone, grinned, and beelined for the kitchen. A squeal. A giggle. Then silence. Wouldn’t do to imagine the kiss. That only made Ryder miss the ones that weren’t his anymore.

He followed Lane through the noisy, near-to-full restaurant to their regular tables, where Eli, Nancy, Aaron, and Hannah occupied the end flat against the wall, sipping tea and shoving down garlic knots like there was no tomorrow.

Aaron jumped up and met Ryder with a handshake. “About time y’all showed up.”

“Had to wait on these yahoos.”

Hannah agreed, and Nancy laughed. Lane only shrugged and shook Eli’s hand, then Aaron’s.

A waitress brought their usual drinks as they sat in the window by Eli and Nancy. Right off, Ryder sucked down half a glass of the best sweet tea in town.

“And there’s yahoo number two.” Eli waved at Wyatt coming in with Mattie in tow. They joined Aaron and Hannah on their side.

Mattie side-hugged Hannah, her turquoise earrings dancing on her neck. “I took the liberty of ordering several pizzas for tonight. But don’t worry, boys. The pasta’s coming.”

On cue, her entourage of two new waitresses followed her in and lined the table with a variety of pizzas. Everyone dug in, slapping slices on the provided plates. So hungry he’d eat a mule, Ryder didn’t let his make it to a plate. It got folded over and inhaled.

Mattie waited for everyone to serve themselves before filling her own plate. She loved feeding people. Had the want to nurture. Which made her decision not to have any more children break his heart. Had to be killing Wyatt, though he never let on.

The turquoise and diamond engagement ring Wyatt had presented her with at Christmas glowed on her finger. It and his promise ring were the only rings she wore these days, displacing all the others. And the one on Hannah’s finger shone so bright, the Man in the Moon couldn’t miss it.

Becka’s ring couldn’t shine from the bottom of the pond. It’d never see the light of day again. And neither would his heart.

The clanking of a spoon on Aaron’s mason jar of tea got everyone’s attention. An arm around Hannah, he kissed her temple. “Go ahead, darlin’.”

“Friends and family...”

Ryder held his breath with everyone else.

“We’re pregnant.”

Hoots and hollers rose above the normal chatter of restaurant patrons and turned heads. Mattie commented on how hard it was to keep the secret. And Ryder’s insides hurt with the things he’d never have.

He got up and went around the table to embrace his cousin. “I’m happy for you, Han.”

She whispered her thanks in his ear.

He shook Aaron’s hand, drawing him in and patting him on the back. “Congratulations, man.”

When the excitement began to settle, a bright smile lit Mattie’s face, and she danced away from the table. In his peripheral, she hugged someone while he visited with Aaron. Probably another satisfied customer coming to say good night. He laughed at Aaron’s and Eli’s antics, sauntered back to his seat, and pulled another slice of pizza to his plate.

“I’m so glad you could make it.” Mattie stood in front of whoever it was.

An elbow on the table, Ryder covered his mouth and spoke to Lane. “Who’s that?”

Lane scratched at his stubbly chin and shrugged.

“Thank you for the invitation.” A silky voice spurred his curiosity. “I hope it’s okay to bring cake. I didn’t want to come empty-handed.”

“Hannah just announced she’s pregnant, so cake is perfect.”

The girl stepped out from behind Mattie and congratulated Hannah. Ryder’s large bite of pizza went down hard. Heat rose from his collar, and the wish that he’d worn a nicer shirt galloped through his head like a wild horse. He blinked away from the thought and the beautiful blue-eyed gaze of the woman who caused it.

The girl swiveled back to Mattie. “Sorry I’m late. Ethan didn’t want to let me go.”

“Oh, bless his heart. Come sit down. Help yourself to some pizza.”

Ethan? He did an involuntary perusal of her fingers as she set the small cake box on the table and sat in the end chair. Next to his. No ring. A boyfriend? But why wouldn’t she have brought him?

Why’d he care?

Why’d his heart beat like it hadn’t in a great while?

“Everyone, this is Olivia Craig, the owner of the new coffee shop and bakery.”

Polite greetings came from around the table. Ryder shoved another bite in his mouth.

“I hope you guys don’t mind me crashing your party.” Did her crystal-blue gaze settle on him a bit longer than everyone else? Maybe because his lips never formed so much as a hello.

“Oh, I’ve been wanting to meet you.” Nancy sat up straight, her pregnant belly rubbing the table. “The cake you made for Hannah’s wedding was to die for.”

“It’s true.” Eli draped an arm over the back of his wife’s chair. “She almost stabbed my hand with a fork getting to my piece.”

Nancy curled herself into his chest. “Good thing you handed it over willingly.”

“Everything I have is yours, baby.”

Burying his attention in his tea glass to avoid watching the kiss Nancy offered her husband didn’t help Ryder’s heat. If he pressed an ice cube to the back of his neck, would anyone notice?

When pasta bowls were set around the table, he dug in even though his appetite had waned. Anything to keep his focus off the honey-brown tresses that framed the natural beauty of Olivia’s face, the ponytail that bobbed while she talked, the quarter-sized, gold hoop earrings that dangled against her light skin. The gold heart on a chain around her neck.

Hannah and Mattie exchanged a look, then swiveled toward Olivia. “Time for cake.” They spoke at the same time, like they were twins. Those girls and their desserts.

“I’ll get plates.” Mattie planted a kiss on Wyatt and stood.

What was it with all the kissing? Couldn’t people just keep their lips to themselves?

“I’ll help.” He followed Mattie to the bustling kitchen. Just past the domed pizza oven, he took her arm and hurried her into the back room. “What are you doing?”

“Getting plates for Olivia’s dessert. Remember? You came to help?”

He loosed his grip and rounded on her. “I mean, why is she here?”

“Ryder Bennett, don’t be rude. She’s new in town and having trouble making friends since she’s raising a boy who just turned four and taking care of a coffee shop.” She thrust her fists to her hips. “Are you feeling okay? Why is your face so red?”

He scratched at the back of his neck. A kid?

Ethan.

“Oh.” She straightened, that Mattie gleam in her eye. “You like Olivia.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Never again would he feel anything for anybody.

“Okaaaay.” Mattie sucked her smile between her teeth and edged over to the shelf to count out plates.

That familiar, mischievous Mattie Johnson grin set him on edge. “Mattie. Don’t be getting any wild ideas.”

Her lips still stuck together, she widened her eyes and shook her head.

“Mattie?”

“Come on, Ryder.” With a stack of plates in hand, she moved to go around him but stopped at his side and flicked an eyebrow. “Enjoy some cake.”

Cake was not what Mattie wanted him to enjoy.

“Grab clean forks, will you?” She left him standing in the hot kitchen. Or was the heat coming from him? He fanned his shirt collar and plucked up a handful of forks. If he knew his so-called friend, she was headed for a setup.

Nancy was right. Olivia’s cake was good. He nibbled the tasty sweet, laughed, and conversed, the new coffee shop owner’s presence heavy beside him. Could he ignore her?

She giggled, and the way her cheeks dimpled with her smile had him staring. She glanced at him, and those dimples glowed a nice shade of rosy pink. Like the color of the sky just before sunrise. He blinked away, ignoring—no, shoving down—his curiosity, and caught Mattie’s gaze. Her attention flicked to Olivia, to him, then went around the group.

Perfect. A long draw from his tea glass didn’t help the burn now crawling across his skin. Nor the panic at what Mattie might do.

With the plates and mess cleared away, everyone made their way through the empty and cleaned-up restaurant to the front door. Ryder snatched his hat. Ran a hand through his hair, wished he’d kept his appointment for a cut, and shoved the old black American on his head.

Lane brought up the rear, talking to Aaron.

Ryder straddled the fence between bolting out the front door or hanging back with Lane. Whatever Olivia did, he’d do the opposite.

But she ended up standing next to him, talking with Hannah and Mattie.

And blocking the door.

“I’m glad you could come.” Hannah hugged Olivia. “You’re welcome to join us every Friday.”

Olivia beamed.

Ryder glared at his cousin.

“Don’t you agree, Ryder?” Mattie cocked her head.

“Sure.” What was she saying? What was he saying? He curled his fist around the key fob in his pocket.

Wyatt sidled up behind Mattie, wrapped his arms around her shoulders, and kissed her neck beneath her ear. “You ready, Mattie girl?”

Ryder cleared his throat and resettled his hat.

Hannah hugged Nancy, lingered, and swayed in Mattie’s embrace. Then Hannah and Aaron made their exit with goodbyes tossed behind them. Eli and Nancy were close on their heels.

With Lane shoved in front of him, Ryder jogged down the stairs to the street, welcoming the cool night air. Mattie and Wyatt locked up, then followed.

“Ryder, you should walk Olivia to her car. She’s parked way down by the coffee shop.” She slapped Wyatt’s chest. “Don’t you think?”

“Yeah.” Wyatt clued in to Mattie’s subtext. “You oughta. Pawhuska can be dangerous at night. In the dark. All alone.”

Ryder’s words locked up behind his teeth, and he looked to his brother for an assist. Lane removed his phone from his pocket, held it up like he was taking a call, and walked away.

Mattie pushed Wyatt toward her little S10. “I’ll bring Wyatt home later.”

Ryder rolled his eyes at her nonsense. “I ain’t his momma, Mattie.”

“You don’t have to walk with me.” Olivia’s sweet voice was soft toward him as she juggled the cake box, waved at Mattie and Wyatt, and hollered her good night. “It’s not far.”

He had no desire to walk with this woman. No matter how beautiful or how good she smelled.

The temptation to take her permission to walk away almost had him running for the hills. But somewhere in the reflection of the streetlights in those crystal-blue eyes shimmered hope.

There wasn’t any harm in making sure she got home safe, right?

“Nah. I don’t mind.”

“You do.”

“No. I don’t.” He eased his fingers into his front pockets, taking in her wide-legged jeans and sneakers, the V-neck sweater that barely reached her tiny waist. “A lady ought not to walk by herself.”

She rubbed a hoop earring between her fingers and started a slow trek toward her car, one corner of her lip firm between her teeth.

It was a simple thing, falling into step beside Olivia. But that all-too-familiar feeling blooming from his clenched gut said it was more complex.

Like a river with its million tiny droplets all rushing toward some end. Not a one knowing its true destination. Each one merely following the next. Meandering, churning, changing the boundaries of the shore.

If a man wasn’t careful, with each step—each tiny droplet growing into the next—he could be swept away by the currents. The same currents he’d drowned in before.

He’d walk her to her car, but the gestures stopped there. He’d keep his feet planted on the rocky shore.

And never brave the river again.
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Olivia Craig turned on her heel and matched Ryder’s stride. Being walked to her car by a guy who didn’t seem to care to be anywhere near her? Fun times. She should run.

No matter how ruggedly handsome the cowboy was. Or how deep the blue of his eyes. Or how nice he looked in his jeans.

Or that familiar feeling of attraction that awakened desires she wasn’t sure she could feel again.

His annoying hesitation suggested he’d be in a hurry, but she had to slow her pace to match his. The man needed to make up his mind. Was he upset about walking her two blocks, or did he want the night to last forever?

Had his insides tumbled like hers when their eyes met the first time? The second? Wouldn’t know it now. Or by the way he’d kept jerking his gaze away. He’d smiled but not at her. In fact, he’d wiped the smile right off his face each time his eyes met hers.

She thrummed her fingers on the cake box and tried for friendly. “You really don’t have to do this.”

“It’s fine.”

“There’s still time to turn back.”

“It’s fine.”

She ground her shoes to a halt, huffed a laugh at his obligatory attitude. “Is it?”

His boots rasped as he stopped, and his mouth tried to form words like a kid caught in a lie.

“Because you’re not acting like it. You’re acting like a spoiled child upset that a new friend has infiltrated your clique.”

His wide eyes narrowed in the direction his friends and brother had gone.

She followed his gaze. “She’s going to keep trying to set us up, you know.”

“Well, she ain’t gonna have any luck.”

“O-o-oh. Thanks. You’re not such a catch yourself.”

“Whoa.” His strong grip caught her under the arm before she could swivel away. “Now hold on. Not what I meant. I just... I ain’t looking.” But those midnight-blue eyes in the shadow of his hat brim were looking. Deep into hers.

And kept looking.

Dipped to her lips even.

She gathered her senses, jerked away from the warm hand she’d imagined in hers, and scooted in under his nose. The cake box met his shirt, and the smell of soap and laundry detergent seeped into every breath she took. The heat he radiated warmed the cool air between them. “I don’t need you to like me or walk with me. I’m capable of making it on my own. So, go home.”

His eyes softened, and his gaze traveled to the box. “I’ll carry that.” When he took the cake with a gentleness that didn’t match his attitude, his hot fingers brushed hers. Before she could deny the gesture, he tucked the box under his arm. Too busy fighting the fire igniting below her agitation, she didn’t stop him.

Her heels returned to the concrete. She took a safety step away and crossed her arms. “Is that your way of apologizing?”

“No.” He shoved his other hand into his pocket as his back went rigid. “It’s being a gentleman.”

“You?” She expelled a slight chuckle and continued walking. She needed to get home to Ethan and Dad before those dark-blue eyes did whatever it was they were doing to her. Could she pick up the pace? He wasn’t.

She had half a mind to leave that country boy with the box and flee the scene. But her feet kept in line with his.

“But you’re right. I should apologize.”

Of course she was. Still moving painfully slow, they walked the length of the next storefront, but he stayed quiet. They passed in and out of the first two streetlights on their side of Kihekah Avenue. Passed the staircase up to the courthouse. Still nothing.

Well, she’d get it out of him. She flipped around, her ponytail glancing off her cheek, and bounced backward on the balls of her feet. “Well, are you going to?”

“What?”

“Apologize.”

“I just did.”

“You said you should, but you didn’t.”

A deep rut cut between his brows, and his lips pursed. He lifted the dirty old hat from his head and wedged it back on, his frustration kinda entertaining. “All right, then. I apologize.”

“Don’t hurt yourself with the effort.” She shoved his arm, took note of its musculature—and the way it made her cheeks burn—and swiveled around to walk beside him.

Did his strides get longer?

They strolled on. The clear night sky held a few stars. The full moon cast weak light over the town. And the tension, the charge, the static—whatever it was—between them became more uneasy than his adamant dislike of being around her. “How long have you lived in Pawhuska?”

He sucked in a breath like he hadn’t expected to have to talk to her anymore. “I ain’t never lived anywhere else.”

“That must be nice.”

“Have you...” He raised a palm, then shoved his hand back into his pocket. “Moved around a lot?”

“Wow. That took a lot out of you, didn’t it?”

His exhale was audible.

Nice to be able to rattle him. Maybe one day, she’d get him to smile. “Only child military brat. My dad was in the army until I was sixteen. So, yeah. Three different countries, three different states.”

He looked at her like she’d grown a third eye. “What in the world brings you to tiny Pawhuska, Oklahoma?”

A change of direction. A change of scenery. “A change of pace.”

“Owning your own business is a change of pace?”

After the life she’d been through in her short twenty-four years, yes. She’d taken off her wedding ring, moved to Pawhuska, and started a new life. Was this what she was getting? Why would God send her Ryder Bennett? Olivia shrugged, and they continued their slow steps on a short walk.

She’d stopped by to get the cake before going to the restaurant, or she’d have parked closer to Mattie’s Place. Kinda wished she had now.

But then, she wouldn’t have had this oh-so-wonderful conversation with Mr. Standoffish.

When they arrived at her dark-blue car parked all alone at her shop’s storefront, she angled around in front of him. “Well, this is me. You can go now.”

“I’ll make sure you get off okay before I leave.”

She pursed her lips. Great. The grumpy cowboy was going to hang around longer.

He jutted his chin toward her establishment. “So why a coffee shop?”

And continue their conversation? Wasn’t he ready to leave?

Was she glad he wasn’t?

She took lazy steps to the door. Beyond the window, the lamp she left on twenty-four seven illuminated a cozy couch and chairs. Booths lined the wall, and settees claimed the shop’s middle. She ran a hand over the vinyl Prairie Grounds logo adhered to the glass and twisted her heart pendant in the other. Long-ago times played in her mind. A familiar face. One she saw every day in their son’s face. His touch. The skip to her heart every time she remembered.

What was she doing here with Mr. Grumpy Cowpoke when she’d had the best of the best?

What was she so drawn to?

“I’ve worked in coffee shops since I was fifteen. Been baking since I can remember. It’s not just coffee and pastries. It’s a commonality. It brings people together. Allows them to escape the world long enough to enjoy a good visit and a creamy hot drink.” She blinked back the burn in her eyes, forced a smile, and spun around. “Moving around so much, I had to leave good friends a few too many times. So, I opened a business that would bring people together.”

His brows twitched together, perhaps concern, possibly guilt. He approached the window and peered in. “It’s a nice place.”

A cordial comment. One she wouldn’t dare meet with a retort since it may be the only one she got from dear Mr. Bennett. “Do you drink coffee?”

“Every morning.” He leaned a shoulder on the window and met her gaze from under his hat brim. The corner of his mouth kind of twitched. Not good enough.

“Let me guess.” She crossed her arms and rested her chin in the crook between her thumb and forefinger. “Cheap grocery-store variety. Black. And strong.”

“The best kind.”

“I beg to differ.” She gestured toward the shop door, getting caught up in the almost grin creeping to his lips. “I could get you a cup, and you can see for yourself.”

“No.” The grin faltered, and his old dusty boots carried him away from the glass. Like beyond the door was a plague to avoid. Or maybe she was. He swung around to face her. “But thank you. I should go.”

Of course, he’d never stay. Which was fine. Hadn’t she told him she didn’t need him to? “Sure. You have a ranch. I have a coffee shop. Both of us have early mornings. And neither of us wishes to be here.”

His eyes met hers with something like regret. “Right.”

She dug in her pocket for her car key, then held out her hands.

He stared.

“Ryder.” She wiggled her fingers. “The cake.”

“Oh, sorry.” He fumbled the box to her.

She cocked a hip and flashed a smile. “Now that was an apology. Hopefully, you won’t have to practice much.”

The exasperated flick of his gaze toward the night sky struck a chord of guilt. Maybe she should apologize.

Not a chance.

She hopped off the curb. Before she could reach the door handle, Ryder did. He opened her door, avoiding her gaze, a sheepish shine to his eyes. Ignoring the pull to say anything else—and the temptation to prolong the evening with this side of the complicated cowboy—she lowered herself in.

He closed the door, and in the safety of her vehicle, she could breathe. The leftover cake set aside in the passenger seat, she tossed the key fob into the cup holder and pressed the ignition button on the dash.

The car didn’t start.

“Oh no, no, no.” She held the button down longer. The engine whirred a tired and sickly groan but didn’t turn over. Once more, with the same result. She dropped her head against the headrest and closed her eyes. Why, God? Why tonight?

A light rapping on the glass made her jump. She cracked the door open. “I guess you’re not getting rid of me so easily.”

His shoulders sank. “I ain’t trying to get rid of you.”

“Whatever.” She grabbed her phone from her back pocket. “I can get my dad to help. You can go.”

“Pop the hood.” He stepped onto the sidewalk and waited.

It would be better if Dad didn’t have to wake Ethan at this late hour. She deposited her phone beside her key. The door swung wide, she lowered a foot to the concrete and hit the hood latch button. He slid his phone from his front pocket and made a call. After a few mumbled words to someone on the other end, he disconnected, shoved the phone into his pocket, and lifted the hood, all while he maintained his agitated expression. Must be his superpower.

Down the street, a lone truck came alive and drove their direction. Now, wouldn’t driving her down there have been the fastest way to get her to her car? Why hadn’t she thought of that?

Too caught up in his pretty face.

What was his excuse?

Lane parked next to her and popped the truck’s hood with the engine still running. She hopped out, left the door open, and relaxed against the car to watch the boys in the truck’s headlights.

Ryder went to the truck bed and retrieved jumper cables from the toolbox. The boys hooked up the cables in a well-orchestrated performance. It was pretty to see. Two handsome cowboys coming to the aid of a woman in distress.

What would they say if she told them she knew how to jump a car, change a flat, and change her oil? She’d never tell. This was too good.

Once the batteries were joined, Lane left Ryder with his head under the hood, ducked past the lines, and rested his tall figure beside her. “You’ll need to replace your battery soon. There’s an auto parts store out east of town, almost to the highway.”

“I’ll take care of it. Thanks.”

He nodded.

“Your brother’s quite the guy. Where’d he get his personality? The bottom of his boot?”

Lane snorted, cleared his throat, and recovered. “Ryder’s a good guy. He’s just had a rough go, is all.”

What did that mean?

“All right, Olivia.”

She jerked—along with her heart—around to Ryder’s shadowed face peering out from under the hood.

“Crank it.”

At his command, she got back in, applied the brakes, and pressed the ignition button. The car revved to life. Success. Now she could leave this uncomfortable situation.

Lane braced his hands on his knees. “Leave it running for a few minutes to recharge your battery. Then you’ll be good to go.”

“Hey, Lane.” She stopped his retreat.

He shuffled his boots toward her and bent back down.

“What kind of hold does Mattie have over him that he’d walk me to my car when it’s obvious he didn’t want to?”

“She doesn’t.” Lane cracked a grin. “He wanted to.”

Nerves balled in her stomach. Could’ve fooled her.

Lane rejoined his grumpy counterpart, and they unhooked the cables, stowed them away, and shut both hoods. Before he got in the truck, he lifted a hand in a wave that Olivia returned.

Ryder joined her at her car, and the nerves knotted tighter when those dark-blue eyes found hers. He braced a hand on the door like he’d start another conversation, but didn’t.

Time to go. “Thank you for walking me down the dark streets of Pawhuska. Seems it worked out well. I owe you boys a cup of coffee.”

One edge of his lips ticked, but only slightly. He opened his mouth, closed it, and nodded. “You have a good night now.” He swung the door shut, closing her off, and climbed into the truck’s passenger seat. He’d never collect.

Her shoulders slumped. But what had she expected? She backed away from the shop and drove toward the house she shared with Dad and Ethan.

The Bennett boys headed in the other direction, their taillights bright in her rearview.

Almost ten forty-five. Her night’s sleep would be short. So would Ryder’s. Life on a ranch probably started as early as hers did. If not, earlier.

The vision of them sharing a booth in her coffee shop, him with an Americano and her with her favorite mocha vanilla latte, swirled in a fury of steam and evaporated.

That cowboy had been through something. Something that caused him to build a fence around himself.

A fence she recognized.

A fence that didn’t treat him kindly.

It was all well and good anyway. Her life wasn’t her own anymore, and she couldn’t let herself fall for a man who wouldn’t be good for Ethan. Her son deserved—needed—so much more.

So let Ryder keep his fences. Wooden or barbed wire. He could build them tall for all she cared.

But caring could be a problem.
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The bright Sunday morning dimmed behind Ryder’s sunglasses. Wyatt had left early to pick up Mattie for church, so Ryder and Lane rode together. Elbow on the open window, he rubbed his beard, followed the familiar road to town, and let the cool morning air clear his mind.

Not possible.

The feel of her fingers lingered on his. And that cup of coffee tempted. Being that close to her had been dangerous when he couldn’t trust his heart. But she was right. She was capable of making it on her own. What did she need with him when he wasn’t enough?

“Dude, your quiet is annoying even me.” Lane’s low voice broke through Ryder’s brain chatter.

“Got a lot on my mind.”

Walking Olivia to her car hadn’t been as easy as he’d expected. And it hadn’t been the only gesture of the evening, no matter how many times he’d told himself it would be. The first had led to another, then another. Tiny droplets becoming a river.

He wouldn’t fall for the girl. Wouldn’t drown. Not a chance.

“Dad even asked.”

A tremor vibrated his veins. “If Dad wants to know something, he can ask me.”

“He did.”

The tension in Ryder’s shoulders gave way. Had he been so lost in blue eyes and dimples, he hadn’t heard Dad’s question? While working cattle yesterday, he’d dropped everything he tried to pick up, even left a gate open and almost had to re-sort a whole pen of cattle, much to the other cowboys’ dislike. Olivia Craig took too much brainpower.

But why was he thinking of her?

Nosed into a spot at the church building, he cut the engine.

Lane slid his Bible from the dash. “It’s okay to like her.”

“I don’t like her.”

“Then I guess you won’t mind her being at church this morning.”

“What?” Ryder followed his brother’s pointed thumb out the passenger window.

Beyond Pastor Benson’s land yacht was the familiar dark-blue car. His guts got caught between sinking low and rising high. “She’s welcome to go wherever she wants.”

Before he got a snide remark from the grinning king of striking when least expected, Ryder threw his sunglasses to the dash, grabbed his Bible off the console, and shoved open the door.

With a confident step, he strode to the front door, Lane’s boots beating the sidewalk behind him. Might as well get this over with. The girl was in town to stay, and he’d see her everywhere. The ranch could be his only hideout.

The church building’s old wooden door creaked as bad as the floor when they entered. Ryder tugged off his churchgoing hat and placed it on the rack beside several others and above two small coats. One pink. Gretta’s. One a blue fleece. Must be Ethan’s.

Tiny kid. Did he look like his momma? Guess Ryder was fixin’ to find out.

Heat trotted up his cheeks. Maybe he should strip off his wool vest. At least he’d dressed up this morning. Usually did for Sunday meeting, but he’d looked mighty ratty at Mattie’s Place.

Not that it mattered.

Now, if he could keep from sweating through his nice shirt. Might have to borrow one of the older lady’s fans.

Mom headed them off before they could get too far into the building. She gathered him into her arms. “There’re my boys. I miss you guys being at home.”

“Sure miss your cooking.” Lane hugged Mom next, her head under his chin. “Ryder ain’t quite got the hang of it.”

Mom patted Lane’s back like he was still a little boy while winking at Ryder. “Then maybe you should help your brother.”

Ryder smirked. “I ain’t eating what he cooks.”

“Yes.” She pulled back from her middle child and laid a hand on each of their cheeks. “There’s my boys.”

Lane matched Ryder’s smirk. Didn’t take two seconds for them to break out in smiles though.

All three brothers had moved out within a couple months of each other, and a longing for the third child sat underneath the surface of Mom’s words. She’d never say, but Janey Bennett was empty-nesting in a bad way.

“Y’all go on and take a seat. Class is fixin’ to start. Nancy already took Gretta
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