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      A one-night fling won’t change anything, right?

      

      After suffering a terrible loss, fighter pilot Zane North walks away from his military career and returns home to start a new life—one he’s determined to control. Instead, he’s confronted by his sister-in-law’s unpredictable best friend, the one woman he can’t ignore.

      

      Hayden Henry, an up-and-coming designer, has devoted herself to her job. She’s had her heart crushed before and isn’t looking to give love another try. Still, she’s always been intrigued by quiet, sexy Zane. So when he rescues her at her best friend’s wedding, she succumbs to one night with the irresistible pilot. But afterward, she realizes her heart isn’t her own anymore. Worse, their impulsive fling has life-altering consequences.

      

      Following Hayden’s baby bombshell, Zane proves steadfast and dependable, so she cautiously lets him into her heart. But she soon realizes his is locked up tight. As she’s contemplating a life without him, a reminder from his past crushes Zane’s hard-won control. Will he keep his feelings safely in lockdown or will he dare to embrace his unexpected love for Hayden?
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      Hayden Henry didn’t usually get caught up in romantic or fanciful thoughts, but watching her best friend dance with her groom forced her to admit true love was indeed possible.

      For others.

      Not for her.

      She’d tried twice. Given a relationship everything she had twice. Gotten her heart annihilated twice.

      That didn’t stop her from being over-the-moon happy for Sierra and Cole. They were perfect for each other, and their late-January wedding and reception had turned out to be a joyous, undeniable celebration of two souls who were meant to be together. The Honeysuckle Inn, an adorable venue an hour south of Nashville, provided the ideal combination of historical beauty and intimate coziness to enhance their big day.

      After finishing the ice water she’d picked up at the bar, Hayden made her way over to two of her fellow bridesmaids, Mackenzie and Kennedy, whose eyes were also locked on the newlyweds.

      “They make it look easy,” Hayden said.

      “I’m so happy for my little sister,” Kennedy said, and Hayden did a double take when she noticed tears welling in Kennedy’s eyes.

      “Happy tears?” Hayden asked in shock, because Sierra’s older sister had never been one to display her emotions willingly.

      “Pregnant tears. Dammit, I’m ready for this baby to be here!” She laughed as a single drop cascaded down her cheek.

      “You’re getting close but still too early,” Mackenzie said warmly, her eyes lit up. “Less than two months?”

      “March eleventh. Eternity.” Kennedy wiped her eyes, then settled her hands on her belly.

      Hayden checked the urge to touch Kennedy’s belly at the same time she checked the envy that surged through her.

      Foolish girl. Babies are for other people too.

      Her hormones had been playing games lately, making her think she wanted a baby, ignoring logic. Logic said it took two people to make a baby for a reason, particularly because babies and kids were a lot of work, and it was best to share that with another human.

      Did people raise kids on their own all the time? Sure. Look at Eliza with Calvin. That woman was a shero for sure. But Hayden’s life was overflowing as it was. Most days she could barely handle her beloved double workload, and she couldn’t fathom having a baby on top of that.

      She’d make do with spoiling her friends’ babies—Kennedy’s in a few weeks and Lena’s now—as often as she could. It wouldn’t be long before there were others, what with all the weddings and engagements in her circle. They were at that age where people added to their lives, hooked up with a happily ever after, then went forth and made babies.

      As the bride and groom’s first dance wound down, Hayden yanked herself out of her musings and returned her gaze to the lovely couple on the dance floor, not having to fake her smile. The clinking of silverware on glasses began in earnest, and Cole had his lips on Sierra’s almost instantly, making the crowd laugh.

      Hayden snapped to attention and scanned the room for her dance partner for the upcoming bridal party dance.

      Her heart rate kicked up at the mere thought of Zane North, and then she spotted him across the way and sucked in a breath. Literally gasped. Everything in her that was female stood at attention, because he was that delectable.

      He made eye contact from the other side of the dance floor, and she swore the impact of those eyes on hers made her shaky inside. And he was still a good forty feet away, for God’s sake.

      Pasting a laid-back smile on her face, she started toward the dance floor to meet him halfway, keeping her eyes on him, fighting to tamp down her shakiness.

      This wasn’t like her at all. She wasn’t shy around men, didn’t hesitate to flirt with the hottest one in a room, did not physically react like this—ever.

      Except to Zane.

      She’d had the same reaction when she’d first laid eyes on him at Mackenzie and Drake’s wedding last fall in Malta. Then again last night at the rehearsal dinner at Gabe’s vacation home here on Dragonfly Lake. It had been an informal affair—a buffet-style barbecue instead of round tables of eight where she would’ve been assigned to sit right next to him. She’d been relieved and disappointed at the same time. Because something about Zane North set her off-kilter.

      This evening, during the meal, she’d spent a span at Zane’s side, every one of her senses tuned in to him, but the wedding party was a rowdy one that had kept the whole group entertained, and one-on-one conversation hadn’t been necessary or possible.

      So far, she’d spoken to him a handful of times, exchanged pleasantries and small talk, and found him to be quiet, with such a serious outlook that she’d worked to make him smile…and then basked in the reward when she’d succeeded.

      And still, her insides quivered as they approached each other on the hardwood floor while the DJ chattered then introduced the wedding party and started their song.

      As Zane, with his short sandy-brown hair, penetrating blue eyes, and rigid square jaw, held out his hand to her, he formally said, “At your service.” Only the twitch of one corner of his lips gave any hint of lightheartedness.

      “My hero,” she said flirtatiously as she took his hand, ran her other one up the lapel of his tux, and moved her body inches from his.

      “I hope you require a guy to do more than just show up in order to be your hero,” Zane said, a sparkle in his eye that could make a girl swoon—even a modern, liberated girl who didn’t believe in swooning.

      “I’m easy,” she said as his large hands settled at her waist, his warmth penetrating the fine fabric of her silver gown. “Wait. That didn’t come out right.”

      “You’re easy to be with.” The teasing tone was gone from his voice, as if his words were sincere.

      “You don’t seem like a guy who gets nervous about dancing with a girl.” The smile she shot up at him maintained a lightness, because that was her go-to mode. Fun, flirty, and out for a good time that did not necessarily require a man.

      “Only the pretty ones.”

      “Are you flirting, Lieutenant North?”

      “Just Zane.” His reply was subdued, as if he was still adjusting to life outside of the military.

      “I heard you’re no longer in the Navy,” she said, itching to learn more about him.

      “You heard right. I almost didn’t make it back to town in time for rehearsal last night.”

      “How long were you in?”

      “I went to the Naval Academy out of high school.”

      “And now you’re…?”

      “Thirty.”

      He was Drake’s twin, so she should’ve known that. But when she compared the two—she glanced around to find Zane’s fraternal twin, dancing with his wife, Mackenzie—from the outside, it seemed the two men had nothing in common, especially not their age. Zane was so serious, almost restrained. Drake, who she’d gotten to know well over the past few months, was…not. Zane seemed older than he was. Drake seemed determined to never fully grow up.

      “It must be weird to be out,” she said.

      That elicited a half grin. “Weird is one word for it.”

      “What do you plan to do?”

      “I’m still working out some details. What about you?”

      “Me?” She wasn’t nearly done learning about him, but from his deflection, she sensed he didn’t want to talk about himself.

      Naturally, that made her twice as curious.

      “Did I hear you own a store or something?” he persisted.

      “I do. Henry Interiors on Hale Street. I’m an interior designer too, so I’m forever trying to balance between running the store and building my design clientele.”

      “Ambitious,” he said. She thought she detected a hint of admiration in his tone, but when she peered up at him, his expression betrayed nothing of his thoughts or feelings.

      “I like keeping busy and I love what I do.” Still determined to get something more out of him, something personal, some hint about who this reticent but gorgeous man was, she flipped it on him. “Did you love what you did? In the Navy? You’re a pilot, right?”

      “That’s right. I loved parts of it.”

      “But you must have not loved more parts than you loved. Otherwise you’d still be there?”

      “This is getting deep for a wedding dance,” he said, and this time when he flashed a half smile, it was more calculated than genuine.

      “We can go back to the shallows.”

      There was a lot going on beneath this guy’s surface, and it made Hayden so darn curious. But they were only companions tonight, not on an actual date, and though she might run into him periodically through the family her BFF had married into, she’d have little reason to get closer to him.

      Something about that made her sad, but she shook it off.

      The man was delicious to look at—and hell’s bells, the biceps she’d brushed against beneath the tux sleeves were hard and substantial and made her long for a glimpse. She’d totally be open to pursuing him for a night of bicep discovery and more…if only there wasn’t that tie between her and his family now. Sleeping with her best friend’s brother-in-law could only end up one way—awkward. Besides, it’d been so long since she’d been with a guy that she probably wouldn’t know what to do.

      With a deep but imperceptible—she hoped—breath, she pulled herself mentally out of this man’s orbit and took in the couples around them, her eyes flitting from one in-love twosome to the next. They were surrounded—Sierra and Cole, Drake and Mackenzie, Gabe and Lexie, Mason and Eliza, Kennedy and Hunter, and Jackson and Asia. Every last couple in the wedding party was married, and up till now, Hayden had told herself that didn’t bother her.

      But it sort of did.

      Rolling her eyes at herself, she looked beyond the dance floor and spotted her dad, with his charcoal-gray hair and kind eyes. He stood alone, halfway between the bar and the cluster of dinner tables, holding a cocktail glass, watching the dancing, and something in Hayden’s chest constricted at the sight of him. He looked…lonely. She knew that feeling more than she’d admit out loud.

      “Something made you frown,” Zane said, surprising her because she hadn’t realized he was watching her.

      “My dad just moved back to Nashville,” she said, nodding toward the man in question. “He’d never acknowledge it, but I think he’s having a hard time.”

      “With living here?”

      She shook her head. “He’s happy to be back—he says he likes being close to me and my brothers—but he retired recently. That’s hard enough, but I’m pretty sure he’s used work to keep from missing my mom. It’s been six years since she died.”

      “And now he finds himself with an unsure future,” Zane said.

      Something in his tone caught Hayden’s attention and made her think he could be speaking about himself as well.

      “Does he have friends here?” Zane asked.

      “He does but I don’t think he’s stayed in touch with them. He moved to Texas after my mom died—got a transfer from his company, saying he needed a change. He’s buried himself in his job to the exclusion of everything else.”

      “Could you encourage him to see his old friends?”

      As her dad spotted her, she waved her fingers at him and smiled, then said, slowly, thoughtfully, “I could do more than encourage him. His birthday’s coming up in a couple of months. He’ll be seventy. I could throw him a party and invite everyone he’s ever known.”

      With a quiet chuckle, Zane said, “Or a small party with a few of his closest friends.”

      “No reason to think small,” she said, her mind spinning, plotting, committing to the idea. “Seventy’s a big deal, and my dad deserves it.” It would give him something to look forward to, reintroduce him to his old circles, and be a way for everyone who loved him to honor him on his milestone birthday.

      “You said you have brothers. They could help, right?”

      She scrunched up her face in consideration. “Seth might. Cash, no. Holden, who knows? But they’re boys, and party planning isn’t really their thing. I’ll be better off doing it myself, and maybe Sierra will help me.”

      “Is your dad a social guy? Will he appreciate it?”

      “He and my mom were always social. They have a billion friends in the area. I think he’s just…still not used to being alone. He’s the kind of man who needs a partner.” Hayden sifted mentally through her parents’ friends, the people she’d known her whole life, thinking surely there must be some single or widowed women he could spend time with.

      A loud, feminine cackle reached them from behind Hayden. She turned toward the sound to find Zane’s aunt Liz, his mom, Faye, and the ladies’ other BFF, Geraldine, in a huddle at the edge of the dance floor.

      “How old is your mom?” she asked Zane.

      “Sixty-five, I think?”

      “Totally age appropriate. She’s not involved with anyone, is she?”

      “A man?” His furrowed brow told her he’d not considered such a thing, and he shook his head. “I don’t think she’s been with anyone since my dad died, and that was sixteen years ago.”

      “Maybe she’s due,” Hayden pressed, “for some happiness and companionship?”

      “What exactly are you getting at?”

      “She and my dad…both single, alone, in need of companionship…”

      “You think setting them up is the answer?”

      “You don’t?”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’ve been away for a long time.”

      “Maybe she could use a little nudge. I know my dad could.”

      “A nudge named Hayden?” His hint of a grin was back, and she felt the reward deep inside.

      “I’m always up for a sidekick,” she said. “We can introduce them after we’re done dancing.”

      Her lightness faded when he shook his head, went back to being Mr. Serious, and said, “I’m not one for interfering in other people’s lives. I’ll leave that to you.” He said it as if he didn’t approve, and she frowned at his stoic tone.

      This guy had the tough outer shell of a walnut. He might be tempting to look at, to fantasize about getting to know better, but with his recent major life change and his uber-serious outlook, there was nothing easy about him.

      She’d joked about herself being easy, but really, she kind of was—not in the promiscuous sense but in the way that she didn’t take life too seriously. She was an incurable optimist, liked having fun, and thrived on bringing joy to others, whether it was by helping them create a perfect-for-them “nest” or introducing them to someone they could share happy times with.

      She glanced at her dad, still alone, then angled enough to see Zane’s mom again. Everything Hayden knew about Faye North said she was a kind, capable woman, a strong woman—she had to be to raise five boys, most of whom were loving, well-adjusted humans.

      The more she thought about it, the more she believed her dad and Faye North could bring some happy moments to each other.

      “I guess the mission is mine alone then,” she finally said, forcing a nonchalant smile up at him, ignoring the hitch in her heartbeat when he gazed intently down at her for a solid two seconds.

      Obviously, she and Zane North had nothing in common except, she could swear, maybe an attraction. Didn’t matter. She could be friendly to him, dance with him, and not let his grumpiness get to her. Not let his holy hotness get to her.

      And she could introduce her beloved dad to an awesome lady who just happened to be Zane’s mom. She didn’t need Zane’s approval.

      As the song wound down to the last few notes, she closed her eyes for a moment and inhaled the essence of this sexy man regretfully, knowing he and she were not destined to get any closer.

      It’d been fun while it lasted, she thought, then said, lightly, “Thank you for the dance, kind sir,” shot him a friendly smile, and made her way toward her dear father.
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      Nearly an hour had passed since Zane and Hayden’s dance, and Zane was still hot and bothered.

      Or maybe again was a better word than still, because his means of cooling off after having Hayden Henry in his arms for approximately four minutes had been to escape outside to the brisk January night air and freeze his nuts off.

      He’d spent a good quarter of an hour on the inn’s wraparound porch, gazing over the partially frozen expanse of Dragonfly Lake. It was desolate and deserted and reminded him of the times on the carrier when he’d steal a few moments of blessed solitude on the stern, staring out at the vast, monotonous sea. Minus the frozen nuts.

      When he’d come back in, he’d kept his distance from the dance floor, mainly because he was acutely aware that Hayden was still on it, sometimes with a group of women and other times with one of a parade of men, each of whom Zane had the inexplicable urge to punch the charming grin off his face. Fighting had always been more Cole’s MO than his, but then Zane had been all sorts of fucked up ever since he’d taken that final flight off the boat—the one where he’d had to let someone else control the plane because his time in the Navy was over.

      He swallowed down the uneasiness that thought brought with it and found an out-of-the-way spot against the back wall, far from the bar, far from the dance floor—yet he could still see Hayden’s brunette updo bouncing around the floor and catch flashes of her wholehearted smile as she laughed with her friends. He couldn’t deny he was enjoying that view.

      Though she was apparently driven and motivated professionally—a turn-on in itself—she also had a carefree spirit that was foreign to him but still drew him in. As she raised both arms and swung her intriguing hips, she seemed to be fully in the moment, loving her life.

      He could use a good dose of loving his life. He’d almost forgotten what that felt like.

      As one song ended and the next started, the DJ announced it was time for a line dance, which drew a throng to the floor and expanded Zane’s circle of peace—until he spotted Drake, Mason, and Gabe heading his way.

      “The longer you stand back here and leer at Hayden, the closer you verge into creeper territory,” Drake said with a wide grin as he settled against the wall to Zane’s left.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be line dancing with your wife?” Zane shot back.

      “She’s doing okay without me.” Drake gestured to the front row of dancers, where Mackenzie was in the middle of the other bridesmaids, the bride, and several other women. “We’d rather catch up with our wayward brother.”

      “There’s literally nothing to catch up on,” Zane said. “I’ve been home barely over twenty-four hours. Nothing’s changed since then.”

      “I guess we’re all still reeling from your bombshell,” Gabe said, not unkindly, just matter-of-factly, which was what kept Zane from becoming defensive. “Why didn’t you tell us ahead of time you were coming home for good?”

      “I wasn’t sure it would actually happen until my ass was on that plane coming home.”

      “Were you afraid you would change your mind or they would?” Mason asked perceptively.

      “Both. The military does love to jack with a person’s plans.”

      There’d been days, though—good days when his landing grades were an OK-3 or he’d gotten an attaboy from the air boss—when Zane had nearly weakened, reverted to his original life plan, and decided not to resign. It had always been his plan to stay in until retirement, and the idea of derailing from that, still, to this day, left him twitchy. But resigning was the right decision. He knew that in his bones.

      Gabe leaned against the wall on Zane’s right, his eyes skimming over the dance floor and resting on Lexie while he spoke. “How long have you been thinking about resigning?”

      “I started right after Mom’s heart attack.” He’d mostly been able to talk himself out of it back then—until Andre Weber’s death.

      “That was over a year ago.” Gabe stated the obvious as Cole ambled up to them.

      “Had to finish out my commitment.” Unfortunately, that had given him plenty of time to waffle, and waffle he had.

      “What made you quit?” Drake asked.

      It wasn’t a topic Zane wanted to get into, here, now, or anytime with anyone, but he needed to get them all off his back about it for good.

      “The Navy’s not the right place for me anymore,” he oversimplified.

      “What are you planning to do instead?” Gabe asked.

      “I’m hoping to work for the family business,” he answered, glancing around for anything that might distract his brothers, because this was not the time or place he wanted to discuss this subject.

      “North Brothers Sports?” Cole asked as if it was the most off-the-wall thing he’d ever heard.

      “Is there another family business I don’t know about?” Zane snapped.

      “What do you have in mind with NBS?” Gabe asked Zane, shooting a chill the hell out look at Cole.

      “You could fly our corporate jet,” Mason said. “We contract with a company but I can hook you up with them.”

      “I’m not interested in being your chauffeur,” Zane said without hesitation. “I’d like to discuss possibilities, but not here, not tonight.”

      “Fair enough,” Mason said and finished the last of his beer.

      The truth was, Zane didn’t know where he’d fit in the company. What he did know were three things:

      One, the Navy had soured him on flying.

      Two, he had no interest in being a glorified taxi driver for his CEO oldest brother or the rest of upper management.

      Three, he believed he owed it to the company, to his family, to do his part in helping NBS operate and flourish.

      NBS was a hell of a legacy, built from nothing by his dad and uncle. Mason and the rest of their brothers and cousins had helped guide it from a local company to a national contender in the sporting goods industry.

      Zane was grateful as hell for the company and his family’s dedication, because, as one of Harry North’s sons, he’d benefited financially—handsomely. To the tune of a seven-digit bank account balance. Between that and the nest egg he’d managed to save for himself with his salary from the past decade, he had the luxury of not having to jump into any job right away. He’d be fine financially if he took several years to figure it out.

      But he sure as hell wouldn’t be fine mentally.

      “You’ve got time to figure things out,” Gabe said in his well-intended, encouraging way. Some things never changed. “You need to relax. Decompress. You need some recovery time.”

      “Perfect opportunity to distract yourself with a certain brunette. You two seemed close on the dance floor.” Drake held his beer up and pointed it casually toward the line dancers.

      “A distraction is the last thing I need,” Zane said.

      “How ’bout a beer then?” Cole suggested, adding with a laugh, “My treat.” He garnered the attention of one of the waitstaff who was collecting empty glasses from the tables.

      The server, a good-looking woman who couldn’t be more than about twenty-two, made her way toward them with a wide smile as she took in the five North brothers, and Zane supposed they made quite a sight. They weren’t small guys, any of them, and none of them had ever had a problem attracting women. It only took him an instant to recognize there was less preening and posturing than in the past among his brothers, and it hit him—again—all these assholes had found their “true love.”

      Their mom’s phrase, not his.

      “What can I do for y’all?” the server asked.

      “My brother here needs a drink. What do you want, Zane? Beer? Whiskey? Shot?”

      “Sprite please,” Zane said without hesitation, and he could feel the confusion among his brothers.

      “Sprite with what?” Drake said.

      “Ice,” was Zane’s response. “You ready for another?” He pointed at Drake’s bottle.

      “Can we get a round of the best Macallan you’ve got?” Mason asked.

      “Sure thing. I’ll see what he has.” The server nodded toward the bartender.

      “And the Sprite for me,” Zane repeated.

      As the server hurried off to the bar, Zane’s brothers eyed him with varying amounts of confusion.

      “You don’t drink anymore?” Drake asked.

      “I thought Navy pilots played as hard as they worked,” Cole added.

      “Most of them do.” Zane shrugged. “I just quit doing stuff that could alter my judgment. Too much at stake on a daily basis.”

      “Makes sense,” Gabe said, “when you’re flying billion-dollar planes every day.”

      “One celebratory drink won’t hurt tonight,” Mason said. “None of us has to drive—or fly—anywhere.”

      “Did you find a room?” Cole asked.

      “I found a couch.” Zane nodded at Gabe, who’d offered the couch in the lower-level family room of his four-bedroom vacation home here on the lake. Zane had wavered too long, arrived to town too late to get in on one of the rooms in the inn, and all the bedrooms in Gabe’s place were spoken for as well. Zane hadn’t been too concerned. Had figured he could just make the hour-long drive back to their mom’s in the city tonight and have the place to himself, as she and the rest of the wedding party were staying at the lake.

      The blond server returned with a bottle of scotch, five glasses, and what looked to be a Sprite on ice. She poured the amber liquid into the first four glasses, then met Zane’s gaze with a questioning brow arch.

      He nodded his acquiescence, silently acknowledging that he’d initially refused the liquor out of habit and that there was cause for celebration. Cole’s nuptials, for one. He truly liked Sierra, or what he knew of her so far. Being home, for two. Though he might not be able to see his future exactly at the moment, he was confident he no longer had any business flying million-dollar jets for the Navy.

      When they all had their glasses with a finger of scotch, Zane double-fisting with his Sprite, Mason raised his. “To Cole, the star of the show.”

      “That’d be my hot wife,” Cole said with a laugh. “To all my douchebag brothers.”

      “To moments worth celebrating,” Gabe added.

      Zane was next in the round robin, and all four sets of eyes were locked on him.

      “To family,” he said with a nod, meaning it.

      “To hookups that turn into more,” Drake said with a nudge to Zane’s forearm, and Zane’s four whipped brothers laughed and howled in agreement.

      They clinked their glasses and swigged their liquor, and Zane had to admit Mason had good taste in scotch.

      The line dance had ended at some point, and the crowd on the dance floor had shrunk. Before he could check himself, Zane realized he was scanning the room for Hayden.

      “I don’t believe it,” he said when he spotted their mom across the way, next to Hayden—and her dad.

      Mason and Gabe had gone off to meet their wives, but Drake and Cole were apparently still within earshot, because they both looked at him, then followed his gaze toward the trio.

      “What? Hayden talking to Mom?” Drake asked.

      “She’s trying to set up Mom with her dad.”

      “Set up our mom?” Drake asked, his brows shooting up as if the idea had promise.

      Cole’s response was a slow grin and a head shake. “Hayden’s a steamroller.”

      “I get that sense,” Zane muttered.

      “She got her sights set on you?” Drake asked, his amusement clear.

      “No.” Zane’s answer was immediate if not accurate. She’d made it pretty clear she was interested, with the periodic glances his way, the flirty looks, the private but brief smiles he could swear were just for him.

      Was he that out of practice? Reading her all wrong?

      It’d be better that way. But he didn’t think he was.

      He watched as a couple came up to Hayden, the woman pulling her into a hug and acting as if they hadn’t seen each other in a long time. He also didn’t miss that his mom pulled Hayden’s dad out of the way, closer to her, presumably so they could continue to talk—and she kept her hand on Mr. Henry’s forearm for several seconds.

      “Hayden’s got a good heart,” Cole said. “According to Sierra, she’s been hurt pretty badly in the past, so she isn’t looking. Matter of fact, it’s a joke between them that Sierra would set her up with one of my brothers or cousins.”

      “See?” Drake said. “Might as well be you.”

      “Hayden said no every time. Emphatically.” Cole shrugged as if Zane was shit out of luck. “Sorry, man.”

      Zane let out a scoff. “Hear me when I say I’m in no position to handle a woman in my life. Casual, serious, or otherwise.”

      “Hey, I get it,” Cole said. “Major life changes tend to fuck with the head.”

      “Precisely. I don’t even know where I’m going to live, other than with Mom for a while. Feels like I’m a clueless eighteen-year-old again.”

      “Except when we were eighteen, we thought we knew every damn thing,” Drake said.

      What he left unspoken was that Zane’s actions as an eighteen-year-old had harmed their twin closeness. Though all of it was buried, not spoken of, the tension between them still existed, still kept a pronounced distance between them, and Zane knew that was on him.

      “Let us know if we can do anything,” Cole said, the middle North brother catching Zane off guard yet again with his genuine concern and caring. It blew the mind what finding the right woman had done for their black sheep brother.

      “Thanks,” Zane said. “Better go get your bride.”

      “Don’t have to tell me twice.” Cole placed his empty whiskey glass on a passing server’s tray, then headed for the woman in white.

      “I’ll let you hold up the wall,” Drake said. “I’ve got a woman to see to.”

      Zane leaned back to do exactly that, his eyes doing the seek-out-Hayden thing, which had apparently become a habit in the past hour and a half. The surge in his heart rate when he found her was immediately counteracted when it registered she was on the dance floor again, with another guy. This time, his cousin Connor—biggest ladies’ man alive now that Drake was out of commission.

      Zane might not want to get involved with Hayden, but he sure as hell couldn’t deny that the sight of her in his cousin’s arms did not sit well. Not at all.
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      It was nearly one a.m. when Hayden walked out into the frigid January night—minus a coat—after the reception.

      Though she’d gone out of her way to buy a coat that worked with her bridesmaid’s gown, she’d apparently left it somewhere earlier in the chaos, maybe in Sierra’s room, maybe at Gabe’s gorgeous vacation rental. She wasn’t worried about it. It would turn up later, and in a few minutes, she’d have the heater in her SUV going full blast and warming her.

      As she opened the driver’s door, she realized she was smiling, still riding the high of her BFF’s special day. There’d been so much love in that reception hall, nothing but good feelings all around, and it was impossible for her to hold on to any kind of sadness or loneliness just because she was dateless. Besides, her dad and Faye North seemed to have hit it off and even danced together; that gave her all kinds of hope.

      The Honeysuckle Inn was more than a century old and had two parking lots, one for overnight guests and one farther out for people attending events. The event lot was mostly deserted as Hayden made her way to her vehicle—there were only two other cars, neither of which she recognized. Most likely those drivers were spending the night somewhere, because the last of the guests had left around midnight, when they’d had to shut down.

      Twenty more feet, she counted in her head, anticipating both the heater and removing her four-inch heels. She unlocked her Santa Fe, climbed in, making sure the long gown was clear of the door, and shut herself inside. She exhaled as she took in the silence, then hurried to shove the key in and get the heater going.

      Except nothing happened when she turned the key.

      She tried it again. Four times. Because maybe those first three were a fluke or someone was playing a joke on her?

      But no.

      Hell’s bells. Now what?

      She grabbed her bag and dug out her phone, then googled why her car might not start. She tested the lights, which worked, then tried the ignition again. Still nothing. According to her good friend Google, it could be the starter or ignition. Bottom line, did it matter? She was pretty sure the jumper cables her dad had bought her eons ago were in her assistant Elena’s car, and even if she did have them, there was no one around to give her a jump.

      Plus…one a.m. The world, at least this small town, was asleep, and she was exhausted. She’d been on the go since before seven that morning, spending a couple of hours in Henry Interiors, reassuring herself everything was in order for a potentially busy retail Saturday without her, before she’d headed out to the bridal luncheon and the bridesmaids’ spa appointments.

      She and Sierra had always been each other’s go-to in emergencies like this, but no way was Hayden bothering the bride tonight. She’d better be deeply involved in some wedding-night aerobics by now.

      All three of Hayden’s brothers lived here in Dragonfly Lake, but she hated to call them for help. Seth had left the wedding a couple of hours ago and was likely asleep. If she called any of them, she’d never hear the end of it, and while she could take a lot of crap from her brothers—all of them older—Uber was easier.

      She swiped to the screen with the Uber app, opened it, had to look up the inn’s address, then entered it and…

      No Ubers available in her area?

      What the…?

      Dragonfly Lake was tiny, but it was only an hour from Nashville. That was practically a suburb these days, wasn’t it?

      She went to the App Store and typed in ride service and was about to download another app she’d heard of when a man appeared at her driver’s-side window and nearly scared the pee out of her. She let out a non-graceful gasp-scream kind of thing and pressed her hand to her racing heart as recognition dawned.

      “Zane,” she said, also in a gasp, even though he likely couldn’t hear her on the other side of the door. She leaned her head against the headrest for a moment as she took a personal inventory and made sure she hadn’t in fact peed herself, then slid the window down a few inches.

      “Problems?” he asked, leaning close to the open window, his breath clouding in the cold air and further steaming up the glass.

      “What are you doing here?” She glanced around the lot again to see if he was with his brothers, but it was still deserted, still just the two other cars.

      Zane pointed over his shoulder at one of them, a black sporty-looking thing. “My rental. I couldn’t tell it was you in here, but it didn’t seem normal for any woman to get in by herself and sit for so long without the engine and heat running. Not in this cold.”

      She filled him in on the situation, then said, “Apparently there’s no Uber this far out.”

      “You’re not staying at the inn?”

      “I have an early appointment with a potentially big potential client.”

      “That’s a lot of potential,” he said with a half grin. “I don’t have jumper cables but I can give you a ride.”

      “Back to Nashville? It’s an hour from here.”

      He let out a gravelly laugh, as if he hadn’t done it for a while. “I know how far it is.”

      Hayden studied his handsome, hard-angled face, looking for a hint of whether his offer was genuine or one of those where he felt obligated to offer but was dreading a yes. In total Zane style, his face told her nothing.

      “And then you’re going to drive back here?” she said. “That would be dumb.”

      “Not driving back here. I neglected to make arrangements in advance due, in part, to not knowing for sure whether I would be Stateside in time for the wedding. As of yesterday, all the rooms were full, so Gabe offered me a spare couch in his rental house. But I can crash at my mom’s in the city. I’d be happy to drive you home, unless you’d rather sit here and debate for the rest of the night, in which case, could you at least let me in out of the wind?”

      The mere suggestion of spending the night together sent a flash of heat through her, idiot that she was, since he’d said that as a joke.

      She snapped out of it and made a decision. Though she didn’t love having him go out of his way, at this point, it seemed like the best option.

      And the opportunity to stretch out her time with Zane, such as it was, for one more hour was definitely appealing. Maybe she could crack that tough outer shell and get to know him better.

      “I’ll take you up on the offer. If you’re sure.”

      Zane stood there in the moonlight, looking like a dream in that tux, his eyes burning into her as he took a second and a half to answer. “I’m sure.”

      Without giving him time
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