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            CHAPTER 1
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      Frankie sees me coming through the door and turns to the POS screen before I've taken two steps inside the diner.

      I watch her tap the touch screen, and by the time my ass hits the stool, there's a mug of black coffee sliding across the counter toward me.

      Black coffee. Biscuits and gravy. Side of bacon. It’s the same thing I order every time Mav and I come in, which is twice a week, like clockwork.

      "Morning, Holt." She grabs the coffee pot and tops off the trucker sitting two stools down. "No Mav today?"

      "Nope. Carter roped him into helping on a project out in the new llama pasture. Sucker." I place my hat next to me and shake out my hair, then wrap my hands around my mug and grin up at her. “Guess you've got me all to yourself."

      The look she shoots me says you think you’re so smooth, but doesn't fully commit to being annoyed about it. "I’ll try to keep it together."

      She's got her sleek dark hair pulled back in a ponytail that swings when she moves, and she's wearing that Marge's Diner T-shirt that fits her sexy curves just right. There's a pen behind her ear, and I’m sure there are extras in the pocket of her apron, since she loses them constantly.

      She nods toward the chalkboard behind her. "Angie made a Dutch apple pie this morning. Still warm."

      I shake my head. "Naw, I'm good."

      "Mav told me you eat pie. So why not have a slice? Watchin’ your figure or something?" She gives me a flirty smile. I’ve been collecting those like poker chips. I've got an entire mental jar full.

      "Maybe."

      “Well, your figure looks just fine to me.”

      “Oh yeah?” I raise my brow suggestively.

      She chuckles on a sigh, as if half exasperated, half amused.

      "The only way I’ll eat another pile of carbs on top of my usual calorie-bomb breakfast, is if a real pretty woman feeds it to me.” I hold her gaze. “Bite by bite," I add, slowly.

      A blush blooms on the apples of her cheeks, and she swats me with her dishtowel. “You’re incorrigible,” she murmurs. But she’s smiling and shaking her head as she moves down the counter to check on a couple by the window. I watch her go, hips and ponytail swaying.

      Six months. That's how long Frankie's been on the morning shift at Marge's.

      She'd been working here before that—but our paths didn't really cross until she switched to mornings. Some kind of schedule change for her college classes. She's finishing her last year as a finance major, doing the whole thing online while pulling full shifts at the diner. The woman works harder than anyone I know, and I work on a ranch with a group of diehard cowboys.

      When she first started working this shift, she was still with her boyfriend, Trip.

      Pardon me, Trip the third.

      She'd mention him sometimes in passing or he'd pull up in his shiny truck to pick her up, and I'd just watch from the counter and keep my mouth shut.

      Because I like her. And Trip’s a major dick.

      He doesn’t deserve someone like her. She’s smart and kind, remembering everyone's order, handling the morning rush without breaking a sweat. She's funny in a dry, understated way, and she doesn't take handouts. Even with the purest of intentions.

      First week I knew her, I left a twenty under my plate on a ten-dollar tab.

      She caught me in the parking lot, shoved a five into my hand, and said, "Thank you, but no charity donations."

      So yeah…I was into her while she was taken. And I kept it clean, for her. Friendly, not flirty. Or at least, not that flirty. I can’t help myself sometimes.

      Then, about five months ago, Trip stopped showing up. I didn't have to ask why. In a small town, word travels. He'd dumped her and moved on fast. Suspiciously fast, considering he’s already engaged to another woman.

      And the banter between us got a little sharper. The way she rolls her eyes at me now versus how she rolled her eyes at me three months ago is different. There's a special warmth in it. As if I've graduated from annoying regular to annoying regular she might actually like.

      At least, that's what I tell myself when I'm lying in bed at night, trying not to think about her sweet body under mine as I taste every inch of her.

      I huff and take a sip of coffee, reminding myself that an intelligent twenty-two-year-old clawing her way to a degree is not going to end up with a thirty-one-year-old ranch hand with more tattoos than long-term plans.

      But a man can dream.

      Frankie reappears beside me with my plate and sets it down.

      "Thanks, Frankie." I tuck my napkin in my shirt.

      “Enjoy,” she says with a smile, and goes to help some other diners.

      I’m finishing up when the bell above the door jingles. I see Frankie glance toward the front and straighten up, instantly tense.

      I turn slightly on my stool to see the couple that’s just walked in.

      Trip’s leading—hand on the woman's lower back, chin up, scanning the room as if he owns it. He's in a button-down that's trying too hard, sleeves rolled to show off a chunky watch…the kind that screams see how much I can afford to spend to the down home blue-collar people of this town.

      He points to a booth by the window, all big ego energy, and the woman slides in across from him. She's pretty and put-together with blonde hair, nice clothes…an easy confidence that comes from never having worried about money. She reaches over to touch his arm as she settles in, and I see the massive diamond ring sparkling on her finger.

      This must be the brand-new fiancée.

      And Frankie gets to wait on them.

      Angie, the owner, is probably too busy in the back to wait tables. And Jesse, the other waitress, doesn’t come in until 11:30.

      I watch her grab her pad, square her shoulders, and head their way.

      The blonde smiles up at her. "Hi! Could I get the poached eggs? Oh—but are your eggs organic?"

      Frankie doesn't miss a beat. "They're delivered three times a week from the Radcliffe farm down the road. Zeke and Daisy treat their chickens like family. Those hens only get the best feed and live in the most luxurious coups. They even have solar-powered exhaust fans to cool them in hot summers. Can't get much more organic than that."

      “Wonderful! That's so great. I love that."

      Then Trip stretches an arm across the back of the booth, this smug grin spreading across his face like he's posing for one of those god-awful real estate signs he's got plastered all over town—the ones with the old quarterback headshot and the cheesy thumbs-up. Trip Sold It!

      "I'll take the cowboy breakfast," he says with a smirk. As if ordering a plate of eggs, sausage, and grits makes him rugged…or anything close to a real cowboy. "And Frank," he lifts his mug, "coffee?"

      Frank.

      Her pen stalls on the pad for just a fraction of a second, telling me that his old nickname for her stung. Then she recovers, smiles professionally, and grabs a pot of coffee from a nearby station to fill his cup.

      She heads back toward the kitchen and passes me at the counter. Her eyes cut to mine briefly with a look that says I want to pour this coffee in his lap.

      My hand tightens around my mug.

      I've been in bar fights, gotten kicked in the nuts by stubborn mules and tossed by wild horses. I've sat at my mom’s bedside at the care home and held it together through conversations where she called me by my dad's name.

      But watching Frankie stand there and take it from this egotistical poser while his fiancée chirps about organic eggs?

      It gnaws at my insides.

      She's on her way back from entering their ticket in the system, heading for the coffee station, and I intercept her in the middle of the floor near Trip’s table.

      I hook my arm around her waist and pull her close.

      Then I kiss her.

      My mouth covers hers, and she makes a tiny sound of surprise against my lips, and then, god help me, she kisses me back. Her lips are just as soft as they look, and I force myself not to run my tongue along them. Her fingers curl into the front of my shirt and I feel the universe shift.

      Or maybe that’s just my cock.

      I pull back just enough to see her face. Her cheeks are flushed and her eyes are the size of dinner plates.

      "Sorry, babe," I say, my voice husky. "Couldn't wait."

      Her mouth opens, but nothing comes out.

      I grin, brush my thumb across her jaw, and let my eyes fall on Trip.

      He’s staring at us with his coffee mug frozen halfway to his mouth.

      "Hey." I extend my hand and turn on the charm. "I'm Holt Emerson. Frankie's boyfriend."

      “This is your ex?” the fiancée says to Trip. “You didn’t tell me—I didn’t realize…Frank?”

      “It’s just a dumb nickname,” Frankie replies, as Trip shakes my hand, much too firmly.

      Overcompensate much?

      His eyes rake over me, probably noticing the shaggy blonde hair, the scruff, and the tattoos crawling out of my collar and sleeves. I can practically see him judging me.

      "Trip Ashford," he says, flatly. "The third."

      "Nice to meet you, Trip." I hold his gaze, then turn the smile on the fiancée. "And you must be the bride-to-be going by that hefty rock on your hand. Congratulations."

      She sets her water glass down and recovers faster than Trip does. "Whitney," she says, extending her hand to Frankie, who shakes it, and then to me. "And thank you! How long have you two been together?"

      "Feels like forever," I say, and toss a grin at Frankie, who is hopefully not plotting my murder. "Right, Frankie?"

      There's a moment where I can practically hear the gears turning behind her eyes.

      "About two months," she says, and
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