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            Chapter 1

         
         Cupid: In skydiving parlance, slang for altitude expressed in hundreds of feet above ground level.
         

         
         
            Wednesday, December 16

            The Silver Feather Ranch, Cupid, Texas

         

         “You gotta be shi—”

         
         “Remington Dewayne Lockhart! Watch your language!” At thirty-five, his stepmother, Vivi, was just three years older than Remington,
            but she lectured him as if he were the same age as her twin toddlers.
         

         
         Vivi clapped her palms over the ears of Remington’s half brother, Rory, who was sitting in her lap. “Reed,” she called to
            Rory’s twin halfway across the den stacking blocks. “Cover your ears, son.”
         

         
         Reed looked up, wide-eyed.

         
         “Ears.” Vivi nodded and gave him a pointed look. “Now.”

         
         Like a well-trained puppy, the boy plastered his palms over his ears.

         
         “I swear I think you Lockhart men just enjoy testing the limit of my patience,” Vivi muttered.

         
         “Do you think making a big deal over curse words might draw more attention to them?” Remington drawled, leaning one shoulder
            against the doorjamb that led from the foyer to the den.
         

         
         “Swear jar.” Vivi snapped her fingers at the bookcase where a glass mason jar sat. Dollar sign stickers and the symbols %$#@^
            decorated the jar.
         

         
         “Hey.” Remington raised both palms. “I didn’t say it. You cut me off at the knees.”

         
         “The intent was there.” Vivi got to her feet, rested her fisted hands on her hips.

         
         “Wicked stepmother,” he said affectionately. “To my way of thinking, my foul mouth is all your fault for springing Aria Alzate
            on me.”
         

         
         “Your father and the US Army are to blame for your foul mouth, not me.” Vivi retrieved the swear jar and shoved it under his
            nose. “Five dollars.”
         

         
         “Five dollars? Highway robbery,” Remington grumbled, but he got out his wallet and opened it up. “I only have twenties.”

         
         “I’ll take one.” Vivi leaned over to pluck the twenty from his wallet. “You’ll cuss around my boys again. Consider your next
            three curse words prepaid.”
         

         
         “No doubt I will, especially since you blindsided me with Aria. Low blow, Vivi, low blow.”

         
         Vivi fluffed her shoulder-length blond hair and grinned. “I do try my best.”

         
         His stepmother ran a cowboy wedding venue on the Silver Feather Ranch, and Aria worked for her as a wedding planner. Because of Aria’s connection to Austin, where she’d lived for a time, she’d managed to get a write-up in Texas Monthly. Vivi’s business had exploded as people sought them out for authentic cowboy weddings, and Aria, rising to the occasion,
            dazzled. They had so much work they’d upped their prices and started turning away business.
         

         
         Much as he disliked Aria, the woman was pretty good at her job. Remington valued hard work, and he admired that about her,
            if nothing else.
         

         
         “Would you have agreed to drive cargo to a wedding in North Central Texas if you’d known Aria was part of that cargo?” Vivi
            asked.
         

         
         “Hells to the no.”

         
         “Exactly.” Vivi held up two fingers. “You only have two curse words’ credit now.”

         
         “Hell isn’t a curse word, it’s a place, and you just put me in a vehicle with it for the next eight hours.”

         
         Vivi waggled her index finger. “You have one prepaid swear word left.”

         
         Tempted to give her all the money he had in his wallet so he could swear up a blue streak, Remington reached for the cash,
            but his toddler half brothers watched him with mesmerized eyes.
         

         
         “I’m no more thrilled to get stuck in that paramilitary black SUV with you than you are to have me there,” said a tart female
            voice from the other entryway into the den, this one from the dining room.
         

         
         He stared across the room, his gaze clashing with the woman standing there. Their eyes narrowed at each other like gunslingers squaring off on the dusty streets of Tombstone. 

         
         Looking at Aria Alzate, knowing what was ahead of him for the next several days, Remington made a brash forecast. Thrown together
            for several days in forced proximity, they would either learn to get along or tear each other from limb to limb.
         

         
         Remington’s money was on the latter. He groaned and briefly closed his eyes. “You could have warned me that she was in the
            next room, Vivi.”
         

         
         “Look,” Vivi said, “I know you two get along like cats and dogs, but I need you both to play nice and get this done. Got it?”

         
         Remington opened his eyes and studied the stunning woman standing in the doorway.

         
         Aria Alzate was a major pain in the ass, but she was sure pretty to look at. Slim and trim, but curvy in all the right places,
            she studied him through lowered eyelids thick with long dark lashes. Her father, Armand, was Mescalero Apache, and she’d inherited
            his straight black hair and high cheekbones, while also inheriting a pale creamy complexion from her Irish mother, Bridget.
         

         
         She was an interesting contrast of dark and light.

         
         Remington had known her his entire life, although he hadn’t seen her much in the twelve years he’d been in the Army, most
            of those spent as a paratrooper. On the few occasions she’d been home when he’d returned on leave, they’d made a point never
            to be in the same room alone together. They’d always rubbed each other the wrong way, and they literally had nothing in common.
         

         
         Aria was impulsive, rebellious, quirky, and something of a busybody. Everything Remington was not. They’d grown up together
            on the Silver Feather in an arid, isolated stretch of Trans-Pecos nestled in the shadow of the Davis Mountains. Her family
            had worked for the Lockharts. Her father had been the ranch foreman until he’d retired, and his son Archer took over. Her
            mother had been their housekeeper.
         

         
         In those terrible times, after his mother, Lucy, died when Remington was ten, Bridget acted as a surrogate mother to him and
            his three brothers, Ridge, Ranger, and Rhett.
         

         
         At the moment, Remington was living on the Silver Feather because his paternal grandfather, Cyril, had left the four oldest
            Lockhart grandsons—this was before Dad had Rory and Reed with Vivi—two-acre parcels of land on each quadrant of the hundred-thousand-acre
            spread.
         

         
         Nice of him, but as with everything involving his father’s family, there was a catch. None of the four brothers could sell
            their places without approval from the entire family. And Remington’s father would never grant his permission.
         

         
         So, knowing he had few options with the land, he had a house built on his property while living in a fifth wheel trailer.
            His contractors had just finished building the house, giving him something to occupy his mind while he recovered from his
            injuries and adjusted to civilian life. But things still felt alien. He’d been away for twelve years. Living in a third world
            country had shown him a whole other way of being. And he wasn’t really sure who he was anymore, now that he was no longer
            an Army Ranger.
         

         
         Besides, Aria reminded him too much of who he used to be. The wild kid he’d worked so hard to shed.

         
         Yes, he and Aria found themselves forever tied, and not just because of their pasts, but also since his three brothers had
            all married her three sisters. He might as well get used to having her around. It was a weird family dynamic, especially when
            everyone seemed to expect him and Aria to get together too, just because the others had all gotten together.
         

         
         Yeah, over his dead body. The woman was sexy, but she was a bona fide flake. She acted first and thought . . . Well, Aria
            didn’t think, did she? Neither before, during, or after jumping in with both feet.
         

         
         “Why can’t she drive herself?” Remington asked, feeling a bit petulant. He wasn’t proud of it, but neither was he ashamed.

         
         Aria drilled down on her glare.

         
         “One,” Vivi said, “it’s a long drive in the winter with a potential ice storm brewing. Two, she’s got a lot of stuff to haul,
            and three, she needs help to set things up once she gets there—”
         

         
         “It’s okay, Vivi, you don’t have to make excuses for me,” Aria interrupted.

         
         “Excuses?” Remington lifted an eyebrow. What had the harum-scarum woman done now?

         
         “My doctor says I can’t drive, okay?” Aria folded her arms over her chest and jutted out her cute little chin. “If it wasn’t
            for that, you can bet your sweet booty I’d drive myself.”
         

         
         “You think my booty is sweet?” he drawled, intentionally provoking her.

         
         Aria made vomiting noises.

         
         “Stop it, you two.” Vivi sounded exasperated. “This wedding is important.” She turned to Remington. “Besides being one of Aria’s best friends, the bride, Olivia Schebly, is the daughter of Twilight’s mayor. If we do a good job, we’ll have an ‘in’ with Texas politicians.” 

         
         “A lot’s on the line then,” Remington said.

         
         Vivi nodded and turned back to Aria. “So, follow the checklist. Got it?”

         
         “I’ve got it right here.” Aria tapped her temple with an index finger. “Olivia is my bestie. I won’t disappoint either of
            you.”
         

         
         “Write it down, please.” Vivi’s expression brooked no argument.

         
         “I don’t need—”

         
         Vivi interrupted her. “Write it down. I know you have a good memory, but considering recent events, write it down.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am.” Aria rolled her eyes.

         
         Without missing a beat, Vivi reached down and took a piece of carpet fuzz out of her son’s mouth. “Let Remington rub off on
            you. He’s a great planner.”
         

         
         “Eww, I don’t want Mr. By-the-Book rubbing off on me.” Aria pantomimed dusting herself off.
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” Remington said. “I have no intention of getting close enough to you to rub off.”

         
         “Good.” Aria tossed her head, and her long straight hair swished like a curtain. “I hate being boxed in. I follow my muse.”

         
         “You can plan and still find inspiration,” Remington said.

         
         “Maybe I can.” She put a palm across her heart. “But can you?”

         
         “You’re ironic, you know that.”

         
         She narrowed her eyes and widened her stance. “How so?”

         
         “A wedding planner who doesn’t plan.” He snorted. “How does that even work?”

         
         “I plan. Just not in the dead boring, extreme minutiae way that you do.”

         
         “Why can’t you drive yourself?” Remington changed the subject. He didn’t want to get into what his first and last serious
            girlfriend had called his “intractable” ways.
         

         
         “Not that it’s any of your business,” Aria sassed, “but I suffered a concussion two days ago—”

         
         Alarm shot through him. Concussion? That wasn’t good.

         
         Remington had suffered one helluva concussion two years ago in Afghanistan, and he’d had lingering health issues for months.
            He knew firsthand just how serious a concussion could be. While he disapproved of the scatterbrained woman, he didn’t want
            bad things happening to her.
         

         
         “Are you okay?” he asked.

         
         “It’s a mild concussion, I’m fine. I have a slight headache.” Aria kneaded her temple. “But no biggie. Still, to be on the
            safe side, my doctor forbade me from driving for ten days.”
         

         
         Remington shifted his gaze to Vivi. “Should she even be doing this?”

         
         “Dr. Kemper says she’s fine to work, just not to drive and especially not to overdo it. As long as she gets plenty of sleep
            and keeps hydrated, she’ll be fine,” Vivi said. “That’s why she’s adding an extra day to her schedule.”
         

         
         Remington eyed Aria. “How did you get a concussion?”

         
         Aria looked embarrassed. “I . . . um . . .” She dropped her gaze and fiddled with the hem of her sweater. “I fell out of the
            hayloft.”
         

         
         “What were you doing in the hay—” It hit him then that she might not have been alone in the hayloft. Aria dated a lot. “Oh,”
            he said. “Oh.”
         

         
         She fluttered her eyelashes at him and offered up a knowing smirk. “Sometimes I get a little too adventuresome.”

         
         “A little?” He arched his eyebrows. It sounded irresponsible to him. Falling out of a hayloft.

         
         She shrugged and stabbed him with a piercing stare as if daring him to judge her. “What can I say? I like to have fun. Unlike
            some people in this room.”
         

         
         “There’s fun and there’s just plain foolishness. What’s wrong with having sex in a bed like anyone else?”

         
         Aria hooted. “You thought I was having sex in the hayloft?”

         
         “That’s what you implied.” He scowled. She loved to poke fun at him.

         
         “No, that’s what you inferred.”

         
         “What were you doing in the hayloft?”

         
         “Hanging Christmas decorations.”

         
         “In a hayloft?”

         
         “It was for ambience.”

         
         “In the horse barn?”

         
         “Don’t be dopey. It was in the wedding reception barn.”

         
         That didn’t make it any better. People needed to consider the consequences of their actions and plan ahead. If she climbed up in the hayloft to string lights, she should have had help, and a backup plan in case she fell out and concussed herself. 

         
         “No one else can drive her?” Remington shifted his gaze back to Vivi.

         
         “Hello!” Aria waved a hand. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m standing right here.”

         
         Oh, he’d noticed plenty. That was part of the problem. Annoying she might be, but he found her hot as a firecracker, and that
            vexed him to no end.
         

         
         “Duke’s out of town,” Vivi said. “Ridge and Kaia’s third baby is on the way any day, Rhett is running the Christmas toy drive—”

         
         “How about your brother?” Remington asked. Archer seemed the prime candidate to drive her to Twilight, at least in his book.

         
         “Archer has his hands full with the ranch, and Casey doesn’t want him traipsing off for five days just before Christmas.”

         
         “Maybe a ranch hand then?”

         
         “We give the ranch hands two weeks off at Christmas in case you’ve forgotten,” Vivi said. “That’s why Archer is so busy.”

         
         “There’s absolutely no one else?”

         
         “Everyone’s eyeball deep in work. While you, Mr. Dark and Broody, have been moping around your new house feeling sorry for
            yourself ever since you got discharged from the Army.”
         

         
         Things were a lot more complicated than that, but Remington wouldn’t get into the lingering effects of PTSD with Vivi.

         
         “Don’t think you’re alone in hating this,” Aria said. “I’ve already gone through all the other possible chauffeurs. I even thought about calling an Uber from El Paso to take me, but the cost is beyond astronomical.” 

         
         “Dammit,” Remington muttered.

         
         “Curse again and you’ll need to cough up more money.” Vivi rubbed her thumb and forefinger together. “You’ve maxed your twenty.”

         
         Okay, he was dragging his feet and grasping at straws. A knot of dismay settled in his gut. He didn’t want to do this, but
            he was a former Army Ranger. He knew how to suck it up and get the job done whenever he got a rotten assignment.
         

         
         And Vivi was right about one thing. He’d been in a dark cloud mood ever since he’d received the medical discharge for losing
            the ring finger and pinky of his left hand in a parachuting mishap.
         

         
         His hand had healed, but in his head, he was still struggling. For the past twelve years the Army ruled his world. Now he
            was clueless about his future.
         

         
         “Well?” Vivi’s tone irritated him, and if he didn’t like his stepmother as much as he did, Remington would have walked off.
            But Vivi had corralled his old man, who could be a humdinger, tamed Duke as much as was humanly possible, and brought a softness
            to the family that hadn’t been there since his mother died.
         

         
         “Fine.” He sighed. “I’ll drive her.”

         
         “You can hang out in Twilight until after the wedding.” Vivi nodded. “Then drive her back?”

         
         “Yes, yes.” He grunted and rolled his eyes. He would do it. He would drive her, but first, he needed to formulate some kind
            of plan to keep his sanity around the harum-scarum Miss Alzate.
         

         
         “Don’t worry,” Aria said. “I’ll make it fun.”

         
         “That’s what I’m afraid of,” he muttered.

         
         “Are you always such a sourpuss?” Aria clicked her tongue.

         
         “Pretty much.”

         
         “I know how to cure that.”

         
         “I have no desire for a cure,” he said. “And I have ground rules.”

         
         Aria groaned and dropped dramatically onto the couch, clutching her chest as if he’d just stabbed her through the heart. “I’m
            not a fan of rules.”
         

         
         He caught a flash of her thigh in thin black leggings as the hem of her red-and-green plaid wool skirt rode up, and he felt
            an odd heat bolt through his body.
         

         
         Stop that, Lockhart.

         
         “Do you want me to drive you or not?” He stuffed his hands into his pockets and intensified his glower.

         
         “As if I have a choice.”

         
         “Good, I’m glad we agree.” He nodded but kept his scowl in place just in case she didn’t get how serious he was about this.

         
         Vivi was watching them, a bemused smile on her face. Haha. At least someone found entertainment in this farce.

         
         “I’m going to let you two sort out the details,” Vivi said, gathering a twin in each arm and balancing them on her hips. The
            boys peered at Remington and Aria over their mother’s shoulder as she waltzed out the door.
         

         
         “We need a plan,” Remington said after Vivi disappeared.

         
         Aria blew out her breath through pursed lips. “Here’s the plan. We get in your SUV and drive northeast.”

         
         “Not so fast. First, I’ve got to check the weather.” He pulled his phone from his back pocket. “I want to get ahead of this ice storm.” 

         
         “Then get on it.” Aria snapped her fingers. “Chop-chop, time’s a-wastin’. It’s almost nine.”

         
         “Second rule,” he said. “No side trips. We’re driving straight to Twilight, no delays, no detours, no jacking around.”

         
         “Okay, okay.” She held up both palms, the many bracelets at her wrist jangling merrily. “But Vivi built an extra day into
            the schedule just in case something comes up.”
         

         
         He ignored that. “Third rule, no Christmas music.”

         
         “No Christmas music! Who are you, the Marquis de Sade?”

         
         “Who’s that?” Remington asked. “If the guy hates Christmas music, then yes, I’m the Marquis de Sade.”

         
         “He was a famous sexual sadist.”

         
         “Then no! I am not the Marquis de Sade.”

         
         “Figures,” she mumbled. “So, does that mean I can listen to Christmas music?”
         

         
         “On your own device where I don’t have to hear it. That’s why they make earbuds.”

         
         “You are such a grinch.”

         
         “Thank you. I consider that a compliment.” He nodded. He’d never been a fan of Christmas. At least not since his mom had died.

         
         “His heart is two sizes too small,” Aria muttered.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Forget it. How many rules are there?” Aria scrambled to her feet, landing gracefully on the spiky heels of her ankle boots.
            “Because I’ve got a really short attention span—”
         

         
         “Rule four. No putting your feet on my dashboard. I hate it when people put their feet on my dash,” he said.

         
         “Good grief, you’re such a fussy old man.”

         
         “Five,” he went on, laying out his plan. “Keep conversations to a minimum.”

         
         “No Christmas music, no talking—what? Am I just supposed to sit there like a silent lump?”

         
         “That would be nice.”

         
         “You’re impossible.”

         
         “Look, I’ve been through some stuff, okay? I don’t like idle chitchat. Or cheerful music—”

         
         “Or cheerful anything, apparently.”

         
         “Right. The less cheer, the better.”

         
         “I get that you’re a war hero and all that . . .” Her gaze went to his missing fingers.

         
         Self-consciously, he tucked his left hand into his right armpit. No one talked about his injury to his face and that’s just
            the way he wanted it.
         

         
         “But I don’t like when people try to micromanage me,” she said.

         
         “I don’t think this will work.” He shook his head. “At all.”

         
         “Me either.”

         
         “Vivi!” they called in unison, simultaneously rushing for the door.

         
         They made contact at the threshold, Remington’s big shoulder plowing into hers. He was so much bigger than her that the impact
            of their bodies knocked her off her cute little boots. Her arms windmilled in the air, and she teetered.
         

         
         Adrenaline shot through Remington, and he grabbed her just before she fell, holding her securely in the crook of his elbow. The last thing she needed was concussion number two. What the hell was wrong with him? 

         
         “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he apologized, alarm tightening his chest. “I didn’t mean to do that.”

         
         Her long dark silky hair trailed down the back of his arm, and she peered up into his face. Her eyes widened and her lips
            pursed, and that adrenaline in his veins turned to pure testosterone.
         

         
         Creamed cow chips, what in the hell was this? He was not having a sexual reaction to Aria Alzate. No way, no how, no, no,
            no.
         

         
         NO.

         
         “It’s okay,” she said, her voice softening. “Not your fault. I charged for the door like a galloping rhino.”

         
         “There is nothing rhino-like about you,” he murmured, shocked to hear how raspy his voice sounded.

         
         “I think you’re right,” she said, still in his arms and breathing as hard as he was. It was not his imagination.

         
         “I am?” Remington blinked. “About what?”

         
         “A plan. We do need one.”

         
         He gulped, nodded, righted her, and stepped away. “And what’s your plan?”

         
         “We stay away from each other as much as possible.”

         
         “Agreed,” he said, his mouth suddenly dry as the Chihuahuan Desert. “I like that plan very much.”

         
         “Once we hit Twilight, you go your way and I’ll go mine. We meet back up on Monday after the wedding, drive home together,
            and we never speak of this experience again.”
         

         
         “I’m on the same page. Absolutely.”

         
         “Deal?” She stuck out her palm and the charm bracelet at her wrist jangled. The charm bracelet was as disorganized as she was. It held too many charms, and they were an eclectic mix of metals—copper, gold, silver, bronze, even some glass and plastic. But oddly, the charms were cohesive in their messiness. 

         
         A lot like Aria herself.

         
         “Deal.” Remington sank his hand into hers.

         
         The instant their skin touched, static electricity snapped through them with a charge so strong the air literally crackled.
            Simultaneously, they both dropped their hands and jumped back.
         

         
         “Wow,” she said, her eyes growing wider. “Static electricity is a humdinger this time of year.”

         
         “For sure.”

         
         “Well.” She brushed her palms together, as if by doing so she could discharge the feeling and sent her charm bracelets jangling
            again. “We better get your SUV loaded and get on the road.”
         

         
         He nodded. “The sooner the better.”

         
         “Yes.” She sounded breathless. “The sooner we get this party started, the sooner we get it over.”

         
         “I couldn’t agree with you more.”

         
         “I’ll round up the supplies,” she said.

         
         “I’ll gas up the SUV.”

         
         With a curt nod, she turned in one direction and he turned in the other, his pulse thumping the way it did every time he jumped
            from an airplane.
         

         
         His reaction to her was weird.

         
         Too weird.

         
         And unwanted. Remington knew one thing with unshakable certainty. It was going to be a very long trip.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Apparent wind: The wind perceived by an observer.
         

         
         Aria waited beside the open garage door, ticking off the labeled boxes against the wedding checklist that Vivi had sent to
            her phone app. She went through the motions on automatic pilot, doing what needed doing because inside her head, she felt
            dazed . . .
         

         
         No, not dazed.

         
         Dazzled.

         
         By Remington Lockhart.

         
         No way. How was that even possible? This dizzy, light-headed giddiness must be due to her concussion. Yes, okay, he was a
            giant chunk of hotness, but beyond that, she had zero reason for dazzlement.
         

         
         Chemistry, what a deviling thing. But why? They’d never had chemistry before.

         
         The sweat gathering between her breasts, the hot snap of awareness that had crackled between them when he’d touched her was from the knock on the head she’d suffered when she tumbled from the hayloft. 

         
         Yep, this wild affliction, that dried her mouth and quickened her pulse, had to be from the concussion. Because, c’mon, how
            could Remington of all people turn her on? She’d known him her entire life.
         

         
         Except she’d barely seen him over the past twelve years. And had probably spoken fewer than a dozen words to him in the three
            months he’d been back home.
         

         
         He kept to his side of the Silver Feather Ranch, far from the main Lockhart mansion, the cowboy chapel, and wedding reception
            barn that were her domain.
         

         
         The third Lockhart brother had absolutely nothing to do with her symptoms, other than being in the right place at the right
            time.
         

         
         Or maybe it was the wrong place at the wrong time.

         
         Whatevs.

         
         This wasn’t happening for like nine gazillion reasons. Primary among them, the fact that her meddlesome, matchmaking sisters
            bought into some wack-a-doodle love legend.
         

         
         According to family mythology, whenever the women in her family kissed their soul mates, they heard a soft but distinct humming
            at the base of their brain, signaling they’d found The One.
         

         
         Total hooey, of course. Even if a tiny part of her thrilled to the concept of fated love. She might be a romantic, but she
            wasn’t delusional. She heard the humming in her head when she played Bruno Mars too loudly through her earbuds.
         

         
         Perhaps the talented Mr. Mars was her soul mate. She told that joke to her sisters every time they brought up The Humming, as the fam had dubbed it. 

         
         To Aria, it sounded like a horror movie title . . . The Conjuring, The Shining, The Humming . . . run for your lives.
         

         
         Although, if she were being honest, Aria had to admit things had worked out pretty well for her three sisters marrying the
            three other Lockhart brothers.
         

         
         Still, she considered their marital bliss was not because of the goofball love legend but despite it.

         
         For, surely, it did not mean that Remington was Aria’s destiny just because Kaia had hooked up with Ridge, the oldest Lockhart
            brother and Kaia’s longtime crush. Or that Ember fell hard for Ranger, the second Lockhart brother and Ember’s very best friend.
            Or Tara had entered into a marriage of convenience-turned-love-match with the fourth brother, sexy single dad, Rhett.
         

         
         Seriously, how cuckoo was it to assume she and the final single Lockhart brother should hook up? In fact, the odds against
            such a matchup were astronomical. Plus, scientifically, there was absolutely no way that kissing could trigger humming in
            the brain.
         

         
         None. Zero. Zipola.
         

         
         If her sisters heard a humming, and they claimed it with the fervor of new religious converts, the sound was one hundred percent psychological. A reaction to the fairy-tale seeds that Granny Blue had planted in their heads from the time they were babies. Although that romantic part of her—the wedding planner part of her that spent her days with couples in love—longed to believe that a simple kiss could rock her world. 

         
         Briefly, she toyed with the idea of kissing Remington.

         
         Shuddered.

         
         Nopers, nope, nope, nope.
         

         
         Not doing that. Not going there. Not even in her wildest fantasies. Good grief. She and Remington could barely say a civil
            word to each other in the best of circumstances.
         

         
         Kiss him?

         
         No way in hell-o, Jell-O.

         
         But every time her big family got together the topic inevitably came up. As if her pairing with Remington was a foregone conclusion.
            And lately the teasing had gotten worse, now that he was out of the military and moved into his brand-new house on the far
            west side of the massive Silver Feather Ranch.
         

         
         The conspiracy to shove them together had gotten so aggressive, Aria avoided family gatherings like the plague.

         
         Remington pulled his SUV to a stop where Aria stood in the driveway. He’d just come from fueling the vehicle at the farm tank
            on the far side of the massive horse barn, and the faint odor of gasoline burned her nose.
         

         
         He got out and adjusted the brim of his Stetson, tugging the cowboy hat down lower over his brow. He wore a shearling sheepskin
            jacket, faded Wranglers, and dark mirrored sunglasses. Beard scruff ringed his jaw. Was he trying to grow a beard or just
            too lazy to shave every day . . . or even every week?
         

         
         The man looked like what he was.

         
         A complete badass.

         
         Without a word—Lord, was he ever the strong, silent type—Remington started loading boxes into the back of his Escalade.
         

         
         Her gaze dropped to his left hand.

         
         To the missing fingers. The injury was healing, but still red and raw-looking. She could see the seams of the scars running
            across the top of his hand.
         

         
         Aria’s breath caught in her lungs. She didn’t know the full story. Some kind of incident when he’d parachuted from a plane
            in enemy territory.
         

         
         Besides losing his fingers, he’d broken bones and suffered a concussion—apparently one a lot worse than hers. In the aftermath
            of his trauma, the phrase “lucky to be alive” echoed throughout the town.
         

         
         Even now, six months after the incident, Aria felt a hard punch of empathy for him. She had a vivid imagination, and if she
            let herself dwell on the suffering of others, she absorbed it like a sponge, felt the pain as if it were her own.
         

         
         That ability—or handicap, depending on how you looked at it—to commiserate deeply with others was why she strove to keep her
            world light and positive. Happy, happy, joy, joy. Unicorns and rainbows and kittens in baskets.
         

         
         That was why she loved weddings and Christmas music and babies. Such things kept her from latching on to the dark side of
            life and sinking into the muck, which she could do so easily if she let herself.
         

         
         Remington had sunk into that muck. Was still wallowing in it according to the persistent scowl on his face.

         
         “Aria.” His voice came out a gravelly growl, and he stuck his left hand in his pocket as if he’d caught her staring at his savaged digits. 

         
         “Huh?” She blinked and realized she’d been woolgathering.

         
         “Are you going to stand there all day?”

         
         “What?”

         
         He nodded at the back of his Escalade stuffed with boxes of supplies for a Christmas wedding. “I’m done loading up. Unless
            there’s something else.”
         

         
         “Oh.” Her mouth dropped open. “Oh well, yes. No, nothing else.”

         
         He grunted and climbed in behind the wheel.

         
         Um, okay, Mr. Blunt and Curt. Let’s do this thing.

         
         She hopped into the passenger seat. The vehicle smelled of him. An enticing masculine scent that made her think of untamed
            horses, powerful engines and long winter nights by a hot crackling fire.
         

         
         “Buckle up.”

         
         “Aye, aye, Captain.” She lowered her voice to sound more like a man and saluted him.

         
         He did not look amused. In fact, he looked downright peevish. “Aye, aye is the Navy. I was in the Army.”

         
         “Does it matter?”

         
         Remington snorted and looked at her as if she were the dumbest thing to crawl out from under a rock. With a shake of his head,
            he muttered, “Does it matter?”
         

         
         “Jeesh, don’t get your skivvies in a twist. I was just joking.”

         
         “And never salute me.”

         
         “I want to ask why not, but I really don’t want to get my head bitten off.” Aria stretched her face into an expression that said, I-will-just-tiptoe-on-these-eggshells. 

         
         “You aren’t military.” He shook his head. “Only people in the military may salute. And that’s only if one of them is an officer.”

         
         “What if I do salute you? Will the salute police come to arrest me?”

         
         “You have no respect.” He gave her the side-eye as he drove out of the driveway and onto the dirt road that would lead them
            off the hundred-thousand acre spread that encompassed two counties. Eventually.
         

         
         “And you, sir, have no sense of humor.”

         
         He said nothing, just scowled at the road as if it were the enemy.

         
         Okay, so that’s how this was going down. Fine. Good. Great. Let him be a chunk of granite. She didn’t care.

         
         Aria took out her phone, went down the checklist again, checking off everything. She might be on the flighty side by nature,
            but she took her job seriously. Satisfied that she’d gotten all the supplies she needed, she hazarded another glance over
            at Remington.
         

         
         He sat ramrod straight, hands clamped on the steering wheel and his eyes trained on the road. His jaw muscle clenched so hard
            the muscle just below his right ear twitched.
         

         
         Wow. She’d bet anything he ground his teeth in his sleep. He might look gruff and tough, but it was all a front. She saw past
            it. He was a bundle of repressed nerves.
         

         
         Aria scrolled down Vivi’s checklist, thumbed in a new heading. Centered and bolded the text in all caps and started her own
            loosely structured checklist that suited her unstructured style.
         

         
         
            THE CHRISTMAS PLAN

            
               	Pull this wedding off without a hitch.

               	Enjoy the process.

               	Remember that trying to fix other people never works. Stay in your own lane.

               	It is Christmas. Smile!

               	Charm the Grinch right out of Remington Lockhart.

            

         

         There.

         
         That was as planny as Aria ever intended to get.

         
          

         Remington might as well carve the words “No good deed goes unpunished” on his tombstone because every blasted time he let
            himself get coerced into helping someone, he paid a heavy price.
         

         
         His ruined hand a case in point.

         
         And today wasn’t shaping up to be any different.

         
         He’d rather help a rattlesnake cross five lanes of traffic than drive Aria to Twilight, and yet here he was, doing it anyway.

         
         At the moment, she was chattering on—as if he was the least bit interested—about the upcoming wedding she and Vivi had planned.

         
         Okay sure, she was very easy on the eyes, but Aria grated on his nerves. He’d always known she was a flake, but since coming home, he’d seen just how frivolous she was—spoiled, pampered, protected. Living it up while people he knew, men and women he loved, had died in the line of duty, all so she could exist in her cushy little world. Didn’t she get that? 

         
         And she’d saluted him, for crying out loud!

         
         Be kind, Lockhart. She didn’t know it was wrong.

         
         Remington shook his head. His entire family thought she was wonderful and the perfect match for him, but he knew better. Her
            kooky, crazy, annoyingly positive attitude was one big joke. It had to be. No one could be that upbeat all the time, and it
            rankled him to listen to her blabber on about foolish things.
         

         
         “Guess what the opening song is for the first dance between bride and groom?” she blathered.

         
         He shook his head. Who cared?

         
         “C’mon, c’mon guess.”

         
         “I have no idea.” And I don’t want to know.

         
         “‘Uptown Funk.’”

         
         “Um . . . okay.”

         
         “You think that’s a romantic choice?”

         
         He shrugged, hunched his shoulder over the steering wheel, locked his gaze on the stripes disappearing down the road.

         
         “Don’t get me wrong, I adore ‘Uptown Funk,’ but is it first-dance-as-husband-and-wife material? It’s all wrong, but I’m not
            sure how to broach picking a better tune with Olivia though.”
         

         
         “Are you close with her?”

         
         “So close! Or at least we were until she hooked up with Ben and got too busy falling in love.”

         
         “How do you know Olivia?” he asked.

         
         “We were roommates at Sul Ross.”

         
         Another mile marker coming up. Ah, just five hundred more miles . . . If he’d survived three tours in the sandbox, he could
            surely survive eight hours with the chatterbox. Right?
         

         
         “What song would you pick if it were you?” she asked.

         
         “Huh?” He grunted.

         
         “For the first dance with your wife at your wedding reception?”

         
         He shook his head, quelled an eye roll. “Moot point. I’m never getting married.”

         
         “Not ever?”

         
         “No plans for it.”

         
         “You don’t have a girlfriend?”

         
         “I’ve only been back stateside since June and half of that I spent in a hospital. Some of us don’t move as fast as you.”

         
         Aria threw back her head and laughed, not the least bit offended. “Touché.”

         
         She didn’t speak for a moment, and he thought, finally, at last, she’d run out of things to say, but then she went and spoiled
            the silence.
         

         
         “So, let’s say you got a girlfriend and things progressed and you asked her to marry you and for some insane reason, she said
            yes, and then she asks you what song you want to play for the first dance and—”
         

         
         “I’m not playing ‘what if’ games. There’s no point to it.”

         
         “Why not? What else you got to do for the next eight hours?” She grinned.

         
         “Drive. Vivi asked me to drive you and I’m driving. I did not agree to fantasize about ‘what if’ scenarios. But since you seem inclined to play, how about this one? What if I never ever got married? What then?” 

         
         “That would be very sad,” she said, her tone softening. “You’re too awesome not to have love in your life.”

         
         He heard something akin to pity in her voice, but the undercurrent was less disapproving than that. Say what you would about
            Aria, she did her best not to judge people. He liked that about her. Rigidity was one of his personal character flaws. He
            was working on himself, but change wasn’t easy.
         

         
         “Back to ‘Uptown Funk.’ Your song would be . . .”

         
         “I don’t dance.”

         
         “But you’d learn, wouldn’t you? To dance with your wife at your wedding.”

         
         “I know how to dance. I just don’t do it.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “Not my style.”

         
         “Not even if your future wife begged you to dance with her?”

         
         He let out a long loud breath. “Okay, I’ll dance with my wife at the wedding reception if she insists.”

         
         “You romantic devil, you! I can see why the ladies are beating a path to your door.” She kicked off her shoes and started
            to put her feet on the dash.
         

         
         He darted a don’t-you-dare frown at her.

         
         “Oopsy,” she said, and lowered her legs. “I forgot about the dash thingy. Anyhoo, my pick for the first dance with my husband
            would be . . .” She paused for dramatic effect.
         

         
         In a flash, Remington saw her wearing a silky, chic wedding gown and dancing with some bozo she’d just married. A fiery pulse of emotion burned from his head to his stomach, and he had no earthly idea why. 

         
         “‘Grow Old with Me,’” she said. “Mary Chapin Carpenter.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Why do you say it like that? As if it’s a bad choice.”

         
         “I don’t see you as the sentimental type.” Or the type to grow old with any one person.

         
         “What do you see me as?”

         
         Forever young. “The kind who has several husbands and then ends up the queen of the nursing home in your nineties.”

         
         “Remington Dewayne Lockhart.” Her mouth dropped open, and she gave a little gasp. Then she leaned over to swat his shoulder.
            “What do you take me for?”
         

         
         At her touch, he tensed instantly.

         
         “Well?”

         
         “A party girl,” he said, answering honestly.

         
         “I might be a party girl now,” she said. “I’m only twenty-six. But one day, when I meet the right guy, I’ll settle down, and
            we’ll live happily ever after and have a dozen kids, and I’ll be the fun mom.”
         

         
         He felt it again, that hot kick of emotion, and finally, he identified the feeling. Jealousy. Good grief almighty, why would
            he be jealous of Aria?
         

         
         Um, because she knows how to enjoy life and you don’t.

         
         “So, back to the wedding song. You never told me which song you would choose for the first dance.”

         
         “Cripes, you’re like a pit bull with a bone. You won’t let this go, will you?”

         
         “We have seven hours and fifty minutes to fill. What do you think?”

         
         “‘Crazy Love.’”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “Van Morrison. ‘Crazy Love.’ That’s what I’d want to dance to.”

         
         “I’ve planned over fifty weddings and I’ve never heard of that song.”

         
         “Yes, you have.”

         
         “No, I haven’t.”

         
         “You have. You probably just never knew the title or the artist. It’s on my phone.” He picked up his phone from the console
            and tossed it to her. “Cue it up.”
         

         
         “For someone who says he won’t dance at his own wedding, you seem awfully prepared with the music.”

         
         “I’m prepared for everything, sweetheart.”

         
         Sweetheart.

         
         The word hung in the SUV’s cab like a cold side of beef in a freezer locker. Why had he said that? He hadn’t meant to say
            that. He was being sarcastic. Right? That’s why he’d said it. He hadn’t meant it as a term of endearment. Had she taken it
            that way? Remington cringed and cast a quick glance her way.
         

         
         She seemed oblivious. People probably called her sweetheart all the time, and it sailed right over her head. Instead, she
            was futzing with his phone.
         

         
         “What’s your open code?”

         
         “Here.” He stuck out his right hand so that she could scan his fingerprint and unlock the phone.

         
         “You could just give me the number.”

         
         “I could stick hot pokers in my eyes, too, but I won’t.”

         
         “Whew, okey dokey. I get it. You do not trust me.”

         
         “Don’t take it personally. I don’t trust anybody.”

         
         “Then how come you haven’t upgraded to a facial recognition phone?”

         
         “Money. I don’t squander it.”

         
         “Duly noted.” She grinned. “Which finger is it?”

         
         “Thumb.”

         
         She took hold of his wrist with one hand and rolled his thumb over the phone screen. At the feel of her soft fingers closing
            over him, Remington felt a distinctive tightening below his belt, just as he had in the driveway at home.
         

         
         “Ta-da. I’m in. I see you have the same music app I do.” She poked around on his phone and in a few seconds, Van Morrison
            was singing “Crazy Love” as they bulleted north toward Twilight.
         

         
         “You’re right, I have heard this song.”

         
         “Told you.”

         
         “The lyrics are very sweet,” she said. “And you called me sentimental.” She reached over to tickle his ribs lightly.

         
         “Don’t,” he snapped. Not because he was mad at her, but rather the way his body reacted alarmed him. He did not want to get
            an erection.
         

         
         “Just joking.” Wilting like a flower in the desert heat, she retreated, sliding closer to the door and hunching her shoulders.

         
         Instantly, he regretted barking at her, but he wouldn’t apologize. If he apologized, she’d drift back over, and he needed
            no more rib tickles.
         

         
         He said nothing.

         
         She said nothing.

         
         Van Morrison sang about crazy love.

         
         Aria closed his phone and set it on the console between them. She tucked her legs underneath her—gosh, the woman was limber as a pretzel—reached for her purse, took out her cell phone and earbuds. She peered out the window, head bobbing in time to music he couldn’t hear. 

         
         Great. This was perfect. No more idle chitchat. No more goofy “what if” scenarios. If the next seven plus hours passed like
            this, he had it made.
         

         
         She uttered not a word. Kept staring out the window.

         
         All he could see of her was the back of her head. Sleek, glossy black hair fell in a straight curtain down the middle of her
            back. His hand itched to run his fingers through the thick, silky strands.
         

         
         Eyes on the road, Sergeant.

         
         No, not a sergeant, not anymore. Those days were over.

         
         The roads were fairly empty on a Tuesday morning in the Trans-Pecos. A few 18-wheelers, some farmer pulling a tractor on a
            trailer, and a little red sports car zipping by them with a blonde at the wheel.
         

         
         Remington monitored that one. She was driving too fast and changing lanes over the yellow line and blasting around those 18-wheelers.

         
         “Put your eyes back in your head, Clark Griswold.”

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “National Lampoon’s Vacation.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “Christie Brinkley in the convertible and Chevy Chase drooling over her.”

         
         Remington tossed a frown at Aria. “I was not drooling over her. She’s driving like a maniac. I was trying to make sure she
            didn’t hit us.”
         

         
         “It’s okay to drool over a pretty woman. Perfectly acceptable. You can’t help who turns you on.”

         
         “I’m not drooling!”

         
         “And I’m not judging.”

         
         He wasn’t winning this. “Okay, fine, believe whatever you want.”

         
         That put a stopper in the conversation.

         
         They traveled for several more minutes, but it felt like hours and hours. The traffic thickened the farther north they drove.
            After a while, the silence grated on his nerves, which wasn’t like Remington at all. Normally, he loved silence.
         

         
         Hermit.

         
         That was his calling. To live alone, be alone as much as possible. He really wasn’t that good with people unless he was ordering
            them around. And ordering Aria around was about as successful as herding cats.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Blowout: The abrupt failure of a canopy panel or cell.
         

         
         Thirty minutes passed without her saying a word. Hot damn! Apparently, she’d gotten the message. Good for her.

         
         Remington peeked over at the passenger seat.

         
         Her eyes were closed, and she had her head thrown back against the seat, and she was mouthing the lyrics to some song. He
            watched her lips, figured out she was silently singing, “All I Want for Christmas Is You.”
         

         
         Not really sure why, he reached over and touched her shoulder.

         
         She yanked out her earbuds, sat up straight, and batted her eyelashes at him. “Yeah?”

         
         “I’ve got a question for you.”

         
         “Oh! The mighty chunk of granite speaks!”

         
         Remington rolled his eyes. “Never mind.”

         
         “No, no, don’t retreat. Fire away. All questions accepted.”

         
         “Since you’re not much for plans, how come you’re a wedding planner?” It was a question he’d pondered for some time.

         
         “Aww, but you see,” she said, gleefully rubbing her palms together. “Not being much of a planner makes me good at planning
            weddings.”
         

         
         “How can that be?”

         
         “Spontaneity gives me freedom. If something isn’t working, I don’t stick with it just because it’s part of the plan. I can
            pivot at the drop of a hat.”
         

         
         “But a plan gives you structure. That’s the point of it. You make a plan, plot your course, and if you don’t deviate, you
            achieve your goal.”
         

         
         “In the most boring way possible.”

         
         “Meaning?” He lifted one eyebrow, honestly surprised by how much her philosophy fascinated him.

         
         “A plan is just a suggestion. Something you stick up there until something better comes along. And something better always
            comes along if you give it the time and space to develop. Too much planning keeps you hidebound.”
         

         
         “I don’t agree.”

         
         “I know.” She sounded as if she was speaking to a toddler who insisted he wanted a red Popsicle when there were only orange
            ones in the freezer.
         

         
         “You say it as if that’s a bad thing.”

         
         She shrugged and fingered one of the charms on her bracelet. It was a heart-shaped copper charm. “Not bad. Just mentioning
            that your approach—make a plan and stick to it come hell or high water—hamstrings creativity.”
         

         
         “In what way?”

         
         She flourished her hand. “Take this drive for instance.”

         
         “What about it?”

         
         “You programmed the fastest route into your GPS, and you follow it like the gospel all the way up the boring highway to Twilight.”

         
         “It’s practical to stick to the highway.”

         
         “And boring.”

         
         “Side roads take longer.”

         
         “And I really don’t have to be there until tomorrow afternoon.”

         
         “Then why did we leave today?”

         
         “To make time for spontaneity.”

         
         “I could have been doing stuff today.”

         
         “What stuff? You’re unemployed.”

         
         “I’m helping Ridge around the ranch,” he said.

         
         “That’s what he’s got my brother, Archer, for and the ranch hands. You have been sitting around brooding ever since they discharged
            you from the Army. That’s how you ended up chauffeuring me around. You have nothing else to do.”
         

         
         Point taken. But he wouldn’t tell her that.

         
         “You want me to throw my travel plan out the window?”

         
         She pressed her palms together as if she was saying a heartfelt prayer. “Please.”

         
         “Just take off down any road headed northeast?” The idea churned his gut.

         
         “Yeah.” She perked up. “Let’s do it. Take the next exit.”

         
         He tried, he really did, to jump right off the highway, but he clenched his hands on the steering wheel and just kept barreling
            straight ahead.
         

         
         “Ha.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I knew you couldn’t do it.”

         
         “Stop pigeonholing me.”

         
         “Stop being a cliché.”

         
         “There’s danger involved in willy-nilly ignoring your plans.”

         
         “Granted. That’s why it’s called an adventure. You’re a military man. You should be used to danger.”

         
         His gaze dropped to his left hand resting on the steering wheel. Yeah, and deviating from the plan was how he’d lost his fingers.
            It wasn’t his day to jump, but he’d volunteered when another paratrooper got sick. If he’d kept his gloomy ass on the ground,
            he’d still have an intact hand.
         

         
         But no, he had to be a hero.

         
         He wouldn’t get into all that with Aria. One, it was none of her business, and two, well, he just wasn’t ready to talk about
            it with anyone outside his injured war veterans support group.
         

         
         “It’s okay,” she said. “It’s too much for you.”

         
         That irritated him. “Taking another route is not too much for me.”

         
         “I get that stepping outside your comfort zone is a big—”

         
         Remington swerved suddenly, taking the exit ramp with a spur-of-the-moment jerk of the wheel. Son of a carpetbagger, why had
            he let her goad him into veering off course?
         

         
         “Whoa!” Aria giggled and clung tightly to the grab bar above her head. “Woo-hoo, adventure here we come!”

         
         Ten miles down the road, Aria regretted hounding Remington into taking the highway bypass.

         
         They’d stopped dead in the middle of the road, a line of cars at a standstill in front of them.

         
         Oopsy, her bad.

         
         “This is what happens,” Remington grumbled, and tugged his Stetson lower over his brows as if the cowboy hat had magical powers
            to make the cars in front of them move. “When you don’t stick to your plan.”
         

         
         “There could have been a traffic jam on the freeway just as easily as here,” Aria pointed out sensibly.

         
         “But we aren’t on the freeway, are we? I can’t even check the traffic report because there’s no cell reception out here in
            Bumfu—”
         

         
         “Please.” Aria laid her palms over her ears. “Must you curse?”

         
         “I don’t have to, but it’s a stress reliever.”

         
         “Well, it upsets me. So, if you could skip the cussing, I’d
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