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  Prologue


Bennet Caldwell didn’t know why he was at the wedding. 
Yet, he lingered, leaning against the corral’s railing, away from the crowd. Sure, he had worked with Shane off and on for the last six months, but it made little sense why the guy wanted him there for his wedding. Weren’t weddings for family? 
Since Josie had asked Jordan to take Bennet on, Shane had only come to the job a few times. According to the gossip mill, there was a good reason the guy hadn’t been working much, and now, seeing his ranch and his new wife, he understood a little more.
This small town of Hope Lake confused Bennet. Everyone seemed to know everyone, greeting people in town like family. Well, how Bennet would assume family greeted each other. 
He wouldn’t know, but the idea sounded nice.
“Hey,” a sweet voice called to him, and he pulled his eyes off the wedding party taking photos to focus on a country-girl dream coming toward him.
Lyla O’Neil. 
He sighed as he straightened, pulling down on his dress shirt and tipping his cowboy hat to the gal. She wore her long, strawberry-blond hair down tonight, and it flowed in the glow of the setting sun. Her dress was simple and cute, modest and girly, but it was the pink cowboy boots she wore with it that made his heart skip a beat.
“Hey.” His voice choked slightly, and he cleared it. “I didn’t know you’d be here.” He motioned to the fence next to him as if it were a seat.
Lyla smiled and settled against it, looking every inch like she belonged there on the ranch in the light of a beautiful sunset. It was quite a difference from how he usually saw her—hair pulled up, dirt-smudged face, in jeans and an oversized flannel—while helping him load up the supplies that Jordan had sent him to the hardware store for.
Lyla watched him from the corner of her eye, though she also watched the wedding photo drama. “Small town obligations when you’re a store owner.”
He turned completely toward her, wondering at the listlessness in her voice. “You don’t approve?”
“Well, my mom always tells me this town will swallow me whole and never let me go.” She lifted a slim shoulder, shivering slightly as a light breeze blew, bringing the scent of horse, a calming fragrance for Bennet.
He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over her. “Are you afraid of being swallowed whole?”
She glanced up, her eyes wide and then crinkling at the edges. Her laughter filled the air with the perfect sound of spring, like the music he pictured blue bonnets making in the wind. 
At this moment, he knew why he had come to the wedding.
“I’d like to see it try,” Lyla said, turning to him, the freckles across her cheeks flickering in the orange of the sunset. 
Her smile was contagious, and he couldn’t wipe the silly grin off his face. How could one gal seem so innocent and sweet while being so ready to take on the world?
“So, you’re not planning on sticking around?” Bennet shifted his weight, toeing the dirt at his feet, feeling unable to look at her…afraid she’d see the longing in his eyes.
“I have the store to think about now, but let’s just say staying is not in my plans…” She hesitated as she gazed into the distance. “Though I’ve learned that plans shift as much as the colors in a sunset.”
He followed her gaze across the valley as the oranges and pinks darkened into purples and reds. This ranch surely had the best views he’d seen. 
A loud cheer came from the wedding party as the DJ turned on the music. The wedding party made their way to the temporary dance floor Bennet had helped to construct. The soft glow from the strung, looping lights lent the perfect touch, just like Jordan had said. 
“Guess the party’s about to start.”
She nudged him. “You don’t like to party?”
He shrugged, feeling his brow furrow as he watched Shane lead his new wife onto the platform, twirling her in his arms. “Do you think that’s real?”
Lyla turned to him, the playful smile gone, her eyes searching his. “What? You mean their love? Forever?”
“Yeah, I guess. I don’t know.” He shrugged and looked away, not sure what he was saying or why he had asked the girl he’d been crushing on since the first time he set foot in the hardware store about love being real.
“I knew them…before, you know. I was just a kid. In fact, Addie and Caitlin babysat me.” She giggled. “It’s funny to think about that now.”
“I didn’t realize you were that much younger.” Bennet spun back to her.
“Oh, calling me old now, huh?” She thrust her hand on her hip in mock upset, then laughed. “Five years makes a lot of difference when someone is sixteen and you are only eleven.”
“Yeah…a lot changes in those years.” Bennet swallowed, pushing memories away, letting them fade with the sunset.
“Anyway…” Lyla motioned with her head for him to walk with her toward the others, who were gathering on the dance floor. “Even then, when I knew nothing of love, I saw the way Addie was with Shane. So, yeah,” she knocked into him slightly and didn’t completely draw away. “I think it’s real.”
“I don’t even know what it’d be like to know someone that long…” he murmured, his cheeks warming when she stopped to stare at him.
She opened her mouth and then closed it, her lips thinning slightly as if her thoughts had her concentrating hard. “Well, there’s one thing you can count on in life, Benny-boy, and that’s change.” The song shifted to a fast-paced, newer pop song he’d heard on the radio. “I love this song. Come on!” 
Lyla waved him to follow as she skipped the last few feet to the platform, joining a group of ladies, including the bride, dancing in a circle and singing the song. Bennet shook his head. There was no way he was joining that.
What she made him want to do, though, was hope for a change in the right direction. A chance at love, like he saw in Shane and Addie, Jordan and Caitlin, Josie and Cody. Maybe, just maybe, Lyla was right. 
He’d hope on that chance.






  
  ONE


Even when nothing in life goes right, you can always rely on your horse to do what it does best. 
Bennet had trained his horse to be the one thing in life he could rely on, and Eli hadn’t let him down yet. The horse shifted under him, his barrel chest expanding beneath Bennet’s legs and releasing as he blew out and shook his massive head.
“Easy does it, boy,” Bennet said, sliding a hand down the strong neck before grasping the reins again.
The rope in his other hand was a comfortable weight, one of safety and expectation. Ropes behaved in the same way each time, changing only depending on the hand that threw them.
Roping was the one thing that gave Bennet the feeling of stability. 
He had Josie and her camp to thank for that. If it hadn’t been for the time he spent at Camp Hope the summer after that horrific event, he would never have found an escape from fear.
With the bellow of the steer in the adjacent chute, Bennet shook his head to clear it and focused on the present. His heart thundered in expectation, his senses narrowed, blocking out the scent of popcorn and dust, tuning out the sound of the crowd, his vision tunneling to only the horse under him, the rope in his hand, and the steer.
He met eyes with the chute boss, gave a brief nod, and sat forward, toes pressing in the stirrups, knees gripping Eli. 
The gate on the adjacent chute clanked open, releasing the steer, eager to run. As it shot past, the line in front of Bennet dropped, and Eli launched from his haunches after his prey. 
Everything slowed down during the event. Most competitions took him under fifteen seconds, well, if he didn’t mess up. Time seemed to have its own rules during those seconds.
Each pounding hoof resonated in him, taking him closer, matching his rhythm as his wrist spun. Once. Twice. Three times.
Eli stretched his neck as he came abreast of the steer, who squealed and launched forward faster with a burst of fear. 
Bennet released the rope, letting it slide from his grasp, feeling the friction and watching it fly until the loop landed solidly, vibrating through the line as Bennet squeezed his fingers into a fist again.
Eli, trained as he was, immediately responded to the tightening of the reins, squatting his haunches and coming to a sliding stop. Bennet wrapped the rope on the pommel, holding Eli steady, keeping the rope taut as the steer, now hooked, spun.
The steer bellowed, his body twisting, unable to stop as fast as the hold on his head. For a moment, a trace of guilt shot through Bennet, but he knew what the steer did not. It would only be trapped for a matter of seconds before Bennet freed it from the rope’s constraint.
The buzzer sounded.
Bennet flipped the lasso, looping it off the steer, who pranced away indignantly, turning his head to blow through his nose toward Bennet. Slowly, his senses returned as he drew in his rope, coiling it in practiced fashion.
The dust filled his nose as the scent of horse sweat soothed his adrenaline-pounding heart. The crowd’s roar returned last.
He cocked a smile, tipped his hat at the judges and the crowd, then held Eli to a saunter out of the arena. The urge to race out pulsed through him, but he wouldn’t let the crowd see his fear, nor his urgency.
Crowds made him itch, like someone watching too closely. He didn’t know why. Or maybe he did…and didn’t want to remember.
Rodeoing was more than just a skill; it was a performance. The crowd knew him for his quiet stoicism, and he had to play that part up.
His time was announced, and a shuddering warmth went through him. It might not be the best of the rodeo, but it was his personal best. Something that meant more to him than the roaring of the crowd.
He sat back in the saddle when he saw the fans gathering at the cool-down arena. Eli obediently stopped, knowing Bennet’s cues. This was something Bennet never understood—the crowds of strangers wanting to congratulate him, asking for autographs, watching him with a mixture of awe and envy.
There was no avoiding it, though, so he tapped Eli gently on the sides with his heels and continued toward the throng. He made them wait while he cooled down Eli. His horse’s health was more important than the fans’ impatience.
Plus, it would thin the crowd.
He kept glancing back at the group of boys eagerly waiting for him. One of them looked up at him with a calm seriousness, just like little Micah, the boy he’d been mentoring at Camp Hope.
“You ever feel like you’re being watched, Bennet?” Micah had asked him last week, eyes darting to the woods behind the cabins. 
Bennet had laughed it off—but that hollow feeling in his gut hadn’t left him since. He knew all too well what it felt like to sense the boogeyman around every corner.
Once Eli’s breath came slow and deep, Bennet stopped him in front of the boys, who eagerly reached for the chance to touch Eli. 
His horse nudged them, blowing puffs onto their small, dirty hands, and acting like a spoiled prince, allowing them to scratch him behind the ears and rub his sweaty neck.
“How’d he get so fast?” one boy asked.
“Consistent training and good care.” He tipped his hat up to see the boy better. “You always take care of your horse, even before you take care of yourself.”
The boy nodded gravely, reaching out to scratch Eli behind his ears again.
“Where’d you learn to rope?” another boy asked, bravely reaching out to touch the rope coiled around the horn.
“At a camp up in the mountains,” Bennet answered.
The questions were almost always the same, and he found the practiced answers that would appease them and not get too deep into his personal life.
“Are you married?” An older girl, probably late teens, twirled her hair around her finger, her brazenness stopping him short.
It wasn’t the first time he’d been asked that, but usually the girls were shy and younger. This one wasn’t either. He swallowed.
“You’ve embarrassed him.” Her friend nudged the girl who never took her eyes off him.
Bennet’s cheeks burned. He tugged on his hat, lowering it to hide his flaming cheeks, and adjusted his rope. Girls like this one were ones to watch out for; he had learned that much.
He cleared his throat. “I’ve got to get Eli settled.” He tipped his hat to the group, clicked his tongue as he nudged Eli forward and adjusted the reins to turn him toward the stables.
It was best to leave that question hanging.
He hadn’t lived a long time but had enough experience to know people in general couldn’t be trusted, with brazen, flirting girls being even less so.
The stables were busy as contestants cared for their horses, either saddling them up or pulling tack off. Rodeos were always busy, always easy to slip through the throng and find peace amidst the chaos.
He swung out of the saddle, giving Eli a good rub on the neck and behind his ears. “You did great today, as always.” 
He led his horse through the crowd to his stall for the event. The routine of unsaddling and brushing him out lent the calm that Bennet craved. Routine did that. It made him feel safe.
As he dumped a bucket of grain into Eli’s feeder, his phone buzzed in his pocket. Bennet’s brow furrowed while pulling it out to see who texted. 
He didn’t have friends. Didn’t need them. Probably didn’t even need a phone, but there was always some reason.
Jordan knew he was out of town this weekend, so it wouldn’t be him. He didn’t expect Bennet at work until Monday morning.
The number wasn’t in his contacts, and it wasn’t local to Hope Lake. He clicked on the message, a flicker of warning tightening in his chest.
Jordan wouldn’t just hand out his number, would he?
He glanced around the stables, backing until Eli was at his back, then turned to his phone to read the text:
Hey, Bennet. Hope you don’t mind, I got your number from Jordan. I had something I wanted to talk to you about. Could you stop by the hardware store when you get back to town?
Bennet read through it a few times, trying to place the message. Then the phone vibrated in his hand again, a new message instantly popping onto the screen.
This is Lyla, by the way.
Hardware store. Lyla.
Images flitted through his mind, spurting between the pony-tailed redhead in overalls to the essence of a cowgirl in a dress and boots as if his mind couldn’t decide which way he preferred to envision the girl.
His heart thundered. 
She had something to talk to him about. 
He licked his lips, resting against Eli as he happily ate, utterly ignorant of the whirlwind going on inside of his owner’s mind.
His body flooded with jittery sensations, and he pushed off his horse, gave him an absentminded pat, and set off down the long aisle. The need to move overwhelmed everything else as questions flooded him.
Why would Lyla want to talk to him?
If she’d wanted to go out, surely she would have just asked that in a text—easier that way. Most people did things that way, less risk.
He had learned to seize opportunities as they arose. It’s what led to his current situation, rodeo, and Hope Lake. Why stop now?
He’d already lost his heart and ability to trust years ago…there was nothing else to lose.
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Lyla swiped a loose strand behind her ear, pressing her lips together while watching Bennet from the large front window in her hardware store. HER store.
Grandpa had always teased that one day it would be hers, but she never paid it too much attention. Yet, when he was diagnosed with emphysema and could no longer run the store he’d spent his entire life building, he called…
How could she have told him that returning to Hope Lake was the last thing she wanted to do?
So she came, and now the hardware store was hers.
Her hands still shook at the memory of signing the papers as Grandpa proudly handed over O’Neil’s Hardware to her. She’d be lying if she denied that a part of her thrummed in excitement.
She had recently graduated with her business degree, and now she had a business of her very own—a family legacy to continue.
On the other hand, signing those papers trapped her to a smalltown life she didn’t want. She craved the vibrance of a city, going out dancing with friends, staring up at tall buildings, and getting lost in a crowd. Plus, her mom was there and her best friend.
This battle of desires warred within her until Bennet Caldwell gave her the idea of an alternative she had never before pondered. The best of both worlds—owning a business, giving life to her Grandpa’s dream, and living her exciting life in the city.
All she needed was a competent person to take over the daily management of O’Neil’s Hardware.
Josie had convinced Bennet to stay in town, to work with Jordan. Over the last several months, Lyla had gotten to know him, felt him out. 
He was young, trainable, and personable, yet not so overly talkative that it made a person uncomfortable. Hope Lake had a lot of those. Some things just didn’t need to be shared.
Bennet wasn’t like that. He wouldn’t detain customers with stories. Yet, she had a feeling he would make them feel welcome and content as they left.
He was strong, but not intimidating looking like Jordan, with soft brown eyes that made a person feel like they were right where they belonged. Plus, he was a cowboy. Cowboys knew their way around construction and hard work.
He seemed perfect enough that she waited until she thought the timing was just as perfect. She begged Caitlin to get his number for her, ignoring the innuendos. 
Now he was here, and it was time to be transparent…well, at least plant the seeds.
At this moment, before he entered the store, he had been stopped by Mrs. Fields. He helped the older lady into her car, carefully setting her groceries in the back seat. 
Lyla’s hand froze as she went to set another can of spray paint on the shelf, unable to take her eyes off the scene. Bennet had a quiet smile, the kind that made people feel comfortable…and talkative. Mrs. Fields certainly felt talkative.
A couple of times, his eyes flicked towards her store, as if he could feel her watching. She knew the window reflected, hiding her spying. Still, her cheeks heated, and she glanced away, busying herself with stocking the shelves.
She didn’t look up until the bell over the door rang. Even then, she made herself stay focused as she placed the last two cans of WD40 on the shelf, wiped her hands on her overalls. Only then did she chance looking up.
By that time, he was there, standing at the end of the aisle, his lips quirked with that mysterious smile of his, not the quiet one, but the one that pulled his lips slightly higher on the left side. That smile always made her heart race, feeling like there was some secret he had but wouldn’t share.
“Hey,” she said as nonchalantly as possible. “Thanks for coming.”
“Do people normally ignore your requests?” He took a step back to lean against the counter, looking as relaxed as if he stood on his own porch.
If she looked closer, though, she saw his eye twitch just slightly, and his knuckles were white where he gripped the counter. Her own lips quirked at the sight of his telltale signs. So, he’s not as confident as he seems.
“Well,” she said, trying to remember his question, and as she did, her quirk turned into a genuine smile. “Not often.”
“I didn’t think so,” he said, the chuckle sincere and unrestrained. “So?”
“So?” she repeated as she pushed the cart back to the rear of the store where her stockroom was.
He waited for her at the entrance to the back, as if not wanting to tread on uncertain territory.
“Come on back.” She waved him in while she took a few more supplies from her inventory, noting what she was low on, and filled the cart with items needed from the shelf.
“It’s big back here,” he said, glancing around the large storage room. He glanced at the back door, and her gaze followed. It was locked—but the deadbolt looked like it hadn’t quite caught.
Bennet didn’t say anything. He simply walked over to the door and slid the bolt all the way in place before returning to her.
“Got to have everything on hand for the town, you know?” She motioned for him to follow her back out to the front. 
Without asking what he could do, he began taking items from the cart and placing them behind the ones already on the shelves. “You wanted to talk to me about something, or just wanted to hang out?” 
She noticed he kept his eyes averted while asking, and for a moment she wished she wasn’t asking him what she was…that it was just time spent with him that she wanted.
“Can’t a girl have it all?” she teased.
He looked at her then, his brown eyes slightly widening with a gleam of innocence that made her heart clutch. She tore her gaze away before she lost her nerve.
“I…know you might not be able to…” She hesitated, pressed her lips together, then looked straight at him. “I need help in the store, and you seem to know your way around…”
He watched her, his eyes flicking from her eyes to her mouth to her hand, which still gripped a roll of duct tape, and back to her eyes. “Whatever you need. Do you have a project you need finished? Broken shelves?” He glanced around the store. “Something needs fixing?”
“Oh,” she said. “No. I mean, sure, things are always breaking, but I meant, you know, running the store.”
Bennet froze. In fact, he went so still she watched his chest closely to make sure he continued to breathe. “I see.”
“I know you’re working with Jordan…but, I mean, that’s not always steady work…and…well…” She set the can down and wrung her hands. “I need a break.”
Bennet turned back to her, his eyes seeming to search hers. He pushed back the brim of his hat as if to see her better. “This is a lot for one person to do on her own.”
“It is,” she said, turning away as her eyes smarted and filled. What was wrong with her? Sure, she was tired; she hadn’t had a full day off since she started. Even on the days the store was closed, she was busy with running inventory. Making orders. Catching up on bookkeeping.
“Did your grandfather run it all on his own?” Bennet asked, setting the last items in their places on the shelf.
“Well, my grandma always did the behind-the-scenes stuff, and I would help some summers. Every once in a while, he had a high school kid in here.” She sighed. “My grandma is busy taking care of my grandpa; I don’t want to ask anything of her.”
“Of course,” Bennet said. When she didn’t look up at him, he touched her shoulder gently. “Of course I will help you.”
Relief washed through her so fast and strong that she threw herself at him, wrapping her arms around him. “Thank you.”
His hand touched her shoulder tentatively before his fingers spread across her ribs, and he held her back. “Happy to help.”
She let go of him, letting her hands trail to his arms, surprised at the strength and solidness of the muscle he had hidden under his shirt. He wasn’t a large guy like Jordan or Shane, but somehow that made him less intimidating, more…safe.
Heat bloomed in her cheeks, and she turned away again, fidgeting with the duct tape and zip ties, straightening them so they all faced the same direction.
She shifted the conversation until she could regain her composure. “You still mentoring that kid up at Camp Hope? Micah, right?”
Bennet stiffened slightly, eyeing her with wariness. “Yeah. He’s...a good kid. Little hypervigilant, but he’s good. How did you know?”
The distraction had calmed her, and she met his eyes. “You told me about him a while back…when I asked if you had plans for the weekend.”
“Oh,” Bennet nodded, and the wariness faded. “That’s right.”
“Do you work with him every Saturday?” She chewed her lip, caught herself, and forced a smile instead.
“Just when I have time. It’s not a routine…yet.” 
Lyla cocked her head, wondering at that, as if he expected or needed the routine. She tucked that information away for later. “Will Jordan be able to let you go? Are you willing to…you know…?”
Bennet shrugged. “Why don’t you start by telling me what you need, and I’ll talk to Jordan to see how we can make it work?”
“And you’re sure? I mean, I’m sure this is the last thing you expected.” She searched Bennet’s eyes, looking for any signs that he didn’t really want to do this. 
“Well,” he chuckled, “you’re right about that, but I like the feel of the place, and if it will help you,” he shrugged, “why not? It’s not like I have much of a life beyond work.”
“Hmm,” she said, grasping the handle of the cart and eyeing him from the corners of her eyes. “You seem pretty busy to me, working for Jordan, volunteering at Camp Hope, and didn’t you just get back from a rodeo?”
Bennet tugged on his hat and scuffed his boot along the worn linoleum floor. “Yeah, well, I guess there’s all that, too.” He looked up and met her eyes. “If I can fit it in, and I’m sure I can, I’d love to help.”
Lyla allowed the smile she’d been too fearful to show. “I really would appreciate it. Let me put this away, then we can look at the calendar?”
“Sure,” he said, going back to straightening bottles of superglue, and she warmed, watching him turn all the labels forward and lining them up in the same meticulous way she did.
The bell over the door rang sharply while she was in the back putting the cart away. Her first thought was fear that she had scared Bennet away, but the soft murmur of his welcome to the customer instantly put that at ease.
When she came back into the store, though, she paused. Something about Bennet’s posture stole that ease. He stood against the counter, watching the man browsing the aisles with narrowed eyes, his hands gripping the edge of the counter.
Lyla swept her gaze from Bennet to the guy, pulling things off the shelf only to put them back and move down the aisle a bit more. She didn’t recognize him, but Hope Lake was a vacation town. It wasn’t unusual to get people from the Airbnbs coming in for supplies.
She made her way to Bennet, meeting his eye briefly before he refocused his attention on the customer. “You okay?”
His shoulders shook as if a shiver passed through him, but he turned toward her, pushing a smile to his lips. “Sure. You?”
“Of course.” She smiled, stood next to him, and addressed the customer. “Is there anything I can help you find, sir?”
It might have been her imagination, but it sure felt like Bennet scooted closer to her, close enough that his body heat warmed her skin. 
“Nah,” the customer said, plastering a rather large fake smile on his face. “Just browsing.”
Bennet stayed by her side until the man approached the counter, and she went behind it to ring him up. He put down a package of zip ties, a roll of duct tape, and some fire starters.
“Will that do you?”
“For now, thanks,” the man said, glancing from her to Bennet to out the window to the town. “Quite a small town you guys got here.”
“Yes, it is,” Lyla said politely before giving him his total.
The man gave a low whistle. “Steep prices too.”
“Takes more to keep a store open in such a small town.” She met his eyes with an innocent smile. “Hope Town is about forty-five minutes down the highway, if you’d rather something with a little more convenient pricing.”
“No, no,” the man said, shaking his head. “Just stating is all.”
Bennet remained quiet—but stiff and coiled as if he was ready to spring into action if needed. 
The man paid, his arm stretching out, showing a tattoo of a snake on the inside of his upper arm. “Do you have any recommendations for where to take kids?”
“You’ve got little ones? What ages?” Lyla asked, not quite successfully keeping the surprise from her voice. She looked out the window as if she would see them waiting.
“He’s meeting me here…he’s about seven.” The man’s brow furrowed before he pushed on another fake smile.
“Most people like taking the kids out on the lake, kayaking, or swimming. We also have a local park just behind us here. There are hiking trails.” Bennet’s intensity distracted Lyla, but she tried to give the guy her attention as he took his items.
“Thanks, I’m sure I’ll need more things before we leave the area.” He dipped his head as he made his way out the door, smiling with a nod at Bennet.
“We’re open every day from 7 to 5 except Sunday and Mondays,” Lyla said automatically, watching Bennet’s eyes narrow.
The moment the guy left the store, she turned toward Bennet. “What in the world was that?”
“What?” Bennet said, but he didn’t turn toward her until the man had left sight of the window.
“You…the way you acted with that customer…” She shook her head. “You gonna glare at every out-of-towner that comes into the store while you’re working here?”
A half-smile lifted the left side of his lips. “Only the ones that appear… suspicious.” He leaned over the counter, closing the distance between them. “Didn’t that guy seem
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