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      Hazel

      This couldn’t be happening.

      It couldn’t.

      But it was.

      I stared down at the little plastic test in my hand like it was a bomb about to go off, wondering if maybe, just maybe, I misread the results. Two pink lines filled the small window. Somehow, after years of trying, after tears and pain and resignation, I was pregnant. Two years ago, I would have been crying with joy, bubbling over with excitement to tell my husband we’d conceived. But that was then. That was the bright future I’d envisioned for myself when Quinn and I had gotten married five years earlier.

      This was now. I stood in the bathroom of my sister’s condo, hands shaking, heart pounding, stomach churning. What was I going to do? It had been one time. One night. The only time I’d let my hair down since before my divorce was final. This was how I got to remember my roll in the hay with a sexy cowboy? A permanent reminder of a drunken night.

      My palm slid from where it was pressed against my chest down to my lower belly. I’d always wanted kids, but never thought it would happen. Now that it was, I didn’t know how to feel. This was not how I’d planned for my family to begin. I’d had it all carefully mapped out. Marry my dream guy, start my nurse practitioner practice, get my career off the ground, then have children. I’d done them all in order. Until it came crashing down in the form of changed locks and divorce papers with zero warning from Quinn.

      A knock on the door had me flinching so hard I dropped the pregnancy test. It clattered into the sink as my twin sister, Erin, opened the door. “Are you okay? You’ve been in there a long time.”

      She frowned and locked her gaze on the test. “Oh, no. Really? The cowboy?”

      Taking a deep breath, I nodded, then turned and dropped to my knees in front of the toilet as another wave of what I now recognized as morning sickness hit me.

      Erin held my hair back, palm rubbing between my shoulder blades until I was finished, then I stood on shaky legs and rinsed out my mouth.

      “Are you gonna tell him?”

      I nodded, thinking back to the night I spent with him. I barely remembered the man, just a flash of piercing blue eyes, a crooked smile, and a slow drawl. “I have to find him first.”

    

  





      Hazel

      Three months earlier

      

      “Okay, get out of bed and go shower. You look like a homeless person.” Erin pulled the blankets off me, baring my face to the harsh light of my current reality.

      “Leave me alone. I’m not done wallowing.”

      “Ugh, you smell like a homeless person too. You haven’t left your room in three straight days. If you hadn’t been taking the food I left outside your door, I would have thought this was a recovery mission.”

      I cocked a brow. “Recovery?”

      “Yeah, you know, like maybe you died and I’d find nothing but your stinky corpse under those blankets. Thank God you snore like a buzzsaw too.”

      “I do not snore.”

      “That’s what you think,” she said in her sing-song voice. “Now, come on. It’s Saturday night, and I am taking you on a field trip.”

      “I want to stay here.”

      “Sorry. No can do. I’m the oldest, and I say we’re getting you out of this funk.”

      Anger boiled inside me, mixed with frustration and despair. I’d just lost everything. Three months ago, my marriage imploded. Three weeks ago, we signed the divorce papers. Three days ago, I had to move out of my office and shut down my practice because Quinn no longer thought his wellness center required a nurse practitioner on staff. Thank God I had a sizable nest egg from the sale of our beautiful shared home. If I had to start over, at least I had money.

      “You’re older by five minutes.”

      She shrugged. “Still older. Now get out of bed, drag your nasty ass to the shower, and I want to see you dressed to kill in thirty minutes.”

      Half an hour later, I was clean, polished, and wearing a tight-fitting pair of jeans paired with a white, off the shoulder top.

      “No, no, no. I said dressed to kill, not to go to the grocery store.” Erin rolled her eyes. “Hold on.”

      She stomped into her bedroom and, in moments, returned with a wine red dress that had a neckline so low, I knew I wouldn’t be able to wear a bra with it. “Erin, I’m not wearing that.”

      “Oh, come on. Live a little, will you? You’re not Quinn’s wife anymore. You’re on the fucking prowl. Ready to experience the world. Show off that hot body and remind yourself your worth doesn’t hang on what a man thinks of you.”

      I grabbed the dress with a huff before storming back into my room. I was right. There was no possible way I could wear a bra without it showing. But my boobs were big enough; I needed one if I was going to be even a little comfortable in public. Snagging my prettiest lacy black bra, I put it on and repositioned the dress. The delicate, sexy lace at the band played peek-a-boo with the neckline, but it would do.

      My door opened, and a pair of thigh-high suede boots came flying at my head. “Wear these! They’re perfect,” Erin called.

      I pulled them on, not without massive effort to get them over my shapely calves, and stared at myself in the mirror over my door. Wow. I did look good. My full breasts and hips curved sensually with the soft fabric of the dress. The skirt was short enough I was a little worried I might accidentally flash someone if I wasn’t careful, but Erin was right, the boots were perfect.

      She skidded into the room, her dyed dark hair piled on top of her head in a messy bun, eyes bright and makeup flawless. Of course, she always looked fantastic. Erin made her living as a YouTube personality. She regularly did makeup tutorials while reviewing episodes of reality shows. It was a strange combination, but it somehow totally worked. Currently, she was working her way through episodes of a failed show called Baewatch. I had to admit, my sister was hilarious.

      “Can I do your makeup?” The pure excitement in her voice had me completely unable to deny her.

      “Fine, but nothing crazy. I can’t pull off the looks you do.”

      She looked at me as though I were the stupidest person alive. “We. Have. The. Same. Face.”

      “But not the same personality.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I know what looks good on you.”

      She had a point. “Okay. Then will you tell me where we’re going?”

      Grabbing my hand, she dragged me into her room and sat me down on the chair in front of her vanity. By the time she was done, I looked like me, only…not me. I looked like the person I used to be. Stunning and confident. I wasn’t the woman who’s carefully crafted life plan had been derailed.

      “Perfection. Let’s go. Car’s waiting.”

      “Where are we going?”

      We left the house and slipped into the car she’d ordered. As the driver took off, she turned to me and said, “How do you feel about cowboys?”
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Tristan

      “I sure am glad you came out to see me,” my brother Sam said as we left his hotel suite and headed down the hall.

      “It’s been a while since Clint’s wedding. Mama is missing you something fierce. You didn’t even stay at the house when you came back.”

      He dragged a hand across his jaw. “I know. I just…there’s some stuff I’m not ready to face back home, you know?”

      “Like what?”

      Shoving his hands in his pockets as we waited for the elevator to arrive, he clenched his jaw hard and stared straight ahead. “So. What brought you all the way out here? I doubt it was that you couldn’t go another minute without hanging out with your big brother.”

      I took off my hat and ran my fingers through my hair. “I know I should be thankful for the reality show. Ever coming to us saved our asses, and I get that. But, damn is it hard to have cameras in my face every damn day. They want me to be on the show now. Like really on it. They have a whole storyline they want for me. It’s good money, but Clint and Buck already don’t take me seriously as it is. If I do this shit, they’ll never think I’m enough.”

      “What kind of storyline?”

      I sighed. “They want me to fall in love with a contestant. The ratings were through the roof for Buck and Penny, and she wasn’t even a contestant on the show. I think they’re banking on Ryker Ranch wedding specials for the foreseeable future. You’re smart not to come back, they’ll rope you into one too.”

      He chuckled as the doors opened and we stepped inside. “Doubtful.”

      “That’s what Buck said. He’s getting married in six months.” At least both Clint and Buck were happy and in real relationships. “Next it’s me, then Sera, and if you come home, they’ll figure out a way to construct some love story for you.”

      “They can try. Won’t happen.”

      We stood in the elevator as it descended to the hotel lobby. Only a six-hour drive from Sunrise, I didn’t really understand why he would choose not to come home and see his family when he had two days between his competitions. But Sam always was a little distant from all of us.

      “It’ll be good to kick back and catch up without some big event keeping us distracted. We can blow off some steam.” I stared at myself in the mirrored doors. I looked a lot like him, except my hair was the same straight blond as our mama’s. The rest of them got dad’s dark, curly locks.

      “Yeah, it will.”

      “Thanks for getting me a room on short notice.” God, I felt like a kid suffering from a  case of hero worship, but I’d always looked up to my champion bull rider brother. From the time he started winning at local rodeos when I was little, he’d been my idol.

      He shrugged. “Course. You’re my baby brother. I wasn’t gonna make you sleep in your truck, and I sure as shit wasn’t gonna share a bed with you.”

      After we exited and made our way to the upscale hotel bar, I realized in any other circumstance, we’d be completely out of place in our boots and jeans. But tonight, the five-star hotel was packed with sponsors and bigwigs attached to the bull riding circuit, and everyone wanted a piece of my brother.

      Sam glanced over his shoulder at me as yet another suited man with polished boots approached him. “I have to go talk to this guy. He’s one of my biggest sponsors.”

      Honestly, I didn’t give a rat’s ass if he had to schmooze. Sure, I wanted to hang out with him, but I wanted something normal for a little while more than anything. “I’m good. Go do what you’ve gotta do. I’ll grab a drink and find someone to make my night a little prettier.”

      He laughed and winked. “Stay out of trouble.”

      “Oh, I’m always in trouble, Sammy.”

      As he greeted his sponsor, I made my way to the bar and a whiskey. This place was full of men with money and women who could smell it on them. It wasn’t my kind of bar. Fuck, it wasn’t Sam’s either. But he made a ton off of his sponsors, and I wasn’t going to ruin that for him just because I was a fish out of the damn water.

      “What’ll you have?” the pretty bartender asked, smiling and batting her lashes.

      “Bourbon, neat.”

      “Anything else?”

      I shook my head and ignored her smile. “Just the bourbon. Keep ‘em comin’.”

      The crowded bar was buzzing with the noise of multiple conversations happening at once. But at least I wasn’t on camera or watching everyone move on without me.

      I was three bourbons deep when my brother sat beside me. “You good?”

      Chuckling, I tossed back the last of my drink. “Golden. Want one?”

      Sam shook his head. “Nah, I’m good.” He waved the bartender over, and again she was all smiles and fluttering lashes. “Club soda with a twist of lime, please, ma’am?”

      She blushed and nodded, leaving and returning with his drink almost immediately.

      “You make your sponsor happy?” I asked.

      “Sure did.”

      Holding up my empty glass, I clinked mine with his.

      “How’s Mama doin’?” There was a faraway look in his eyes, and I wondered if he was missing life on the ranch more than he was letting on.

      I shrugged. “Okay, I guess. Ever and Penny are really helping her a lot. ”

      “She still watch?”

      “Every single time she can.”

      “I don’t want to hurt her by not coming home. You know that, right?”

      “Honestly? No. It’s been years. You only stayed two days after Dad died. You’re like a ghost.”

      “I don’t mean to be.”

      “Doesn’t change the fact. We don’t need you on the ranch, but Mama needs you.”

      “I know. Fuck, man. I’m sorry. I’ll do better.”

      I clapped my hand on his shoulder. “Good. Now, let’s find us some company tonight. I didn’t drive all the way up here just to sit in some fancy bar.”

      He laughed. “This isn’t really your kinda place, is it?”

      “It’s not yours either.”

      “There’s a dive bar two blocks from here. Wanna go? They’ve got a mechanical bull.”

      “Fuck yeah, I do.”

    

  





      Hazel

      The warm, heavy air of the Horse & Cow was thick with the scents of hops and fried food. There wasn’t a single thing wrong with it. In fact, I loved everything about the place. This was the kind of bar Quinn would never be caught dead in. It spoke of blue-collar, hard-working, rough and tumble men who weren’t afraid to get their hands dirty.

      “Wow,” I whispered, taking in the wood-paneled walls and the beams supporting the ceiling that looked like whole trees. Bar-height tables were strewn haphazardly throughout the space, seemingly with no rhyme or reason to their placement. And the place was busy already. Cowboys outnumbered the regular guys two to one, drinking beers, laughing together, revving up for the night.

      “Right? I like to come here when I get bored with the usual suspects.” Erin smiled and sauntered to the bar. All eyes were on her leather-clad ass, and I couldn’t help but laugh. She commanded a room without even realizing she was doing it.

      Coming back to my side with two whiskey sours in her hands, she smirked. “You’ve been spotted.”

      I followed her gaze to see two handsome cowboys looking in our direction. One with a slight hint of dark stubble covering his jaw and black curls mostly hidden by his cream-colored hat. He was polished in a way the other wasn’t. His clothing crisper, newer, boots shinier. The other man had me bringing my drink to my lips and taking a long gulp. Electric attraction sparked between us when our eyes met. He was more handsome than any man I’d ever seen in my life. Rugged, chiseled, but beautiful all the same. His hair was long, tied back at the nape of his neck, but the color of warm caramel shot through with gold.

      “I told you we’d find us a couple of cowboys.” Erin nudged my elbow and laughed. “Let’s make them work for it, huh?”

      She clinked her glass with mine and began a slow sway across the floor toward a table on the opposite side of the bar from the two cowboys. I followed, feeling his gaze still on my form.

      “All right,” Erin said after taking a long drink. “We need to make a plan for your life.”

      I let out a loud laugh. “I thought this was about me letting all that go for a while?”

      “It is, but I think we need a plan before we get shit-faced. Agree?”

      She had a point. “Okay. Agree.”

      “So, we’re thirty, divorced…”

      “I’m divorced, you’re still single.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re divorced, that means I’m basically divorced by proxy.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not how it works.”

      “Whatever, let’s focus on the matter at hand. Quinn is a giant douche. He stole everything from you that he could. But maybe it’s a good thing. You’ve got money from your half of the house sale, you can use this as an opportunity to find the right place to start your practice.”

      “But where? Quinn has the chamber of commerce in his back pocket. I doubt I’ll be able to get approval from anyone in town.”

      She shrugged. “Then go somewhere else.”

      “And leave you?” We’d been together since before birth. The thought of moving on without her made my chest tight.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Now, you need another drink before the band gets started.”

      Three more whiskey sours later, Erin was next up to ride the bull, and I was feeling no pain. Quinn who? That was my new motto. I leaned against the post to my left while watching my sister climb up on that mechanical bull like it was second nature.

      She rode it with ease, and I wondered just how many times she’d been here.

      “You gonna give it a go, darlin’?” A sexy, low rumble warmed my blood and sent tingles over my skin. I turned to find the blond-haired cowboy from earlier standing nearby. Standing wasn’t the best word for what he was doing. Smoldering was more fitting.

      “Oh, I don’t think so. It’s not my kind of thing.”

      He smiled, and my heart fluttered in response.  “I don’t know, I think you’d look mighty fine up there.”

      “Nah, she looks fine. I’d fall on my face.”

      “You ever ridden a bull before?” He tipped his beer to his lips and took a long swig. The way his throat moved, Adam’s apple bobbing, drew my gaze.

      “Yep.”

      He nearly choked on his beer. His eyes widened, and a grin twisted his lips. “Bullshit.”

      “No, I’m serious. My Grandad had a small ranch in the Rockies. I spent summers there, well, we spent summers there. I rode horses, bulls, cows, tractors.”

      “You might just be my dream woman.”

      I laughed. “I’m sure you have no trouble finding women. Look at you. You’re a dreamboat.”

      God, these drinks were making me lose my inhibitions.

      “Dreamboat, huh?” The way his eyes lit with mischief spoke of all the naughty things he might do in the dark. Things I was ready to let him do…to me.

      “I said what I said.”

      His chuckle was low and sexy. “Yeah, you did. Can I get you another drink, darlin’?”

      A cheer rang out from the crowd as the band took the stage. Erin had found herself a sexy cowboy to snuggle up to after the bull ride, and it didn’t look like we were going anywhere anytime soon. “Why not?”

      “Whiskey sour?”

      I smirked. “You were paying attention.”

      “It’s hard not to pay attention to someone like you. I’m Tristan, by the way.” He took off his hat and held out his other hand.

      “Hazel.” I shook his offered palm, fighting the shiver of desire at his touch.

      “Pleased to meet ya, Hazel.” He placed his hat back on his head and winked. “Be right back with that drink.”

      I caught Erin’s eye across the bar, and she gave me a very not subtle thumbs up. Tristan’s laugh rumbled from behind me, and I swear, I blushed to the roots of my hair.

      “She seems to approve.”

      “My sister? Yeah, she’s on a mission to get me laid.” Oh. My. God. I really just said that out loud. Covering my mouth with my fingers, I stared at him in horror.

      His expression changed from shock to pure confidence. “I don’t think she’s gonna have any trouble there. Every guy in this place was looking at you the minute you walked through the door.”

      I took another drink, and something in my chest eased. He didn’t proposition me then and there even though I’d basically said I was a sure thing. “Yeah? Even you?”

      “Definitely, darlin’. You’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.”

      “Oh, you’re smooth.”

      He shrugged. “I gotta be. I’m the youngest of four boys. It’s the only way to ever get any attention.”

      I laughed. “Am I supposed to feel bad for you?”

      He took my drink and set it on the table behind me, leaning close enough I could smell his spicy, woodsy cologne. God, I could breathe that in forever and never get enough. “Dance with me?”

      Nodding, I stared into his eyes, memorizing the beautiful blue and knowing I’d never forget those irises.

      He slid his palm down my arm until his fingers linked with mine. Then he tugged me with him onto the dance floor and spun me into his arms as the music changed to a sexy two-step. Tristan pushed me around the floor, his hand tight on my waist, his eyes not leaving mine.

      I didn’t look away from him. I couldn’t. He was everything I needed right now. Tristan was freedom from the shackles Quinn had put me under. Tristan could be the man who helped me remember I was more than Quinn’s wife…ex-wife.

      “What’s going on in your head, darlin’? Your frown is gonna make people think I’m pissing you off.”

      “Do you live around here?” I blurted the question, but that was going to have to be my determining factor. If I was going to have one night with a hot as fuck cowboy, I needed to never run into him again.

      “No. I live—“

      “Don’t tell me. As long as this isn’t your hometown, we’re good.”

      He grinned again. “I don’t live here. Not even close.”

      “Do you have a room nearby?”

      “I do.”

      I bit my lower lip and flicked my gaze to Erin. She winked and nodded, clearly giving me her seal of approval.

      “I never do this,” I whispered.

      He spun me away from him before pulling me tight against his tall form. I felt every single ridge of his chest under my palm. And then, there was the thick bulge of his hard cock pressing to my belly.

      “So, are you gonna proposition me, or do I need to do the asking?”

      My eyes widened. “I…” Could I proposition him?

      His low laugh flowed over me. “Come back to my room. Spend the night with me, Hazel.”

      “One night. That’s all this is. Don’t go falling in love with me.”

      He gripped my chin and stared into my eyes. “Whatever you want, darlin’. It’s yours.”
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Tristan

      Hazel’s skin smelled sweet and felt like silk under my fingers as I played them across the inside of her wrist. How the fuck could a woman’s wrist be sexy? We walked into the elevator, the connection between us crackling like a live wire. The two people inside grinned at us as they exited and passed us. Obviously, we weren’t hiding our intentions very well. I hadn’t even kissed her yet, but my need for her was apparent.

      “What floor is your room on?” she asked.

      I pushed the button for floor eight without answering, and as soon as the doors closed, I turned on her, pressing her against the wall and taking her mouth. Her lips tasted like sugar, but her moan was the thing that did me in. My cock ached behind my fly, desperate for attention from her. When she spread her thighs just enough to let me fit my knee between her legs, I got a little of the friction I needed, but it wasn’t enough.

      “Fuck, darlin’, I want you.” I was breathing heavy, already so worked up I couldn’t stand it.

      “Same. You’re exactly the kind of guy I need right now.”

      “Oh, yeah? And what kind of guy is that?”

      “Hotter than hell, charming, and ready to give me exactly what I need.”

      I smirked. “Seems like you got me all figured out.”

      The doors opened and she pushed me off her, but not before she slid her hand down the front of my jeans and cupped my hard-on through the denim. Shit. I was gonna come in my pants just from the anticipation of getting inside her. That hadn’t happened since I was in high school.

      My lips found hers again as we walked clumsily down the hall, and when we reached my door, I picked her up and pressed her against it, encouraged by her legs wrapping around my waist. Fumbling with the key card, I cursed against her mouth, and she responded by taking my lower lip between her teeth and gently biting down. Goddamn, this woman was made for me.

      We burst through the door as soon as I got it to unlock, and in just a few strides, I had her under me on the bed. Her hair fanned out on the mattress, a beautiful spread of blond that I wanted to feel brushing my chest as she rode me.

      “How does this work?” she asked, big blue eyes taking me in as I stood over her.

      “Well, I spend all night making you scream my name. That’s usually how I do it.”

      She took a shaky breath and nodded. “Sounds about right.”

      Unbuttoning my shirt, I watched her watch me, lust hitting me hard when she pressed her thighs together, those thigh-high boots of hers looking sexy as sin. I let my shirt fall to the floor and then pulled off each of her boots slowly, catching a glimpse of white lacy panties under her dress. Shit. White lace. I loved lace on a woman.

      I ran my lips over her knee, pressing the slightest kiss to the place where her dress was rucked up. “I want to taste your pussy, darlin’. Then I want to fuck it.”

      Her answering moan had my dick jerking in my pants. I slid my palms up her thighs and over her hips before grabbing the scrap of fabric covering her and tugging it down and off her body.

      “You might want to hold on to something,” I growled before sinking one finger inside her tight, slick heat. Her hips bucked, and I smiled while shoving her dress farther up to her waist.

      “Tristan,” she sighed.

      That was one. She’d say my name so much more tonight if I had anything to do with it. I leaned in, kissing the soft skin of her lower belly, the scent of her begging for more. Then I added a second finger and curled them in a come hither motion before spreading her open and taking her clit into my mouth. I worked her until she was a writhing, panting mess, her fingers tangled in my hair and tugging to get me to stop when it became too much.

      “Condom.” It was a harsh pant from her, but she was right. I reached into my back pocket and pulled out a condom as she worked my belt buckle open and unbuttoned my pants.

      “Take off your dress,” I ordered. “I want to see all of you.”

      She scooted back and pulled the fabric over her head as I unzipped my jeans and pulled out my throbbing cock. I still had my fucking boots on, so my jeans got shoved to my knees, and I rolled the condom over my length. “Ready?” I asked.

      “Yes, please. I want you.”

      Kissing her hard, I pressed her down into the mattress and positioned myself at her entrance. The moment I sank inside her, I knew one time wasn’t going to be enough. Not nearly enough. Lucky for me, I had her all night long.
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      “Fuck, what the hell did I do last night?” I blinked as the light streamed in through the crack between the curtains in my hotel room.

      Flashes of full tits bouncing, thick gorgeous thighs wrapped around me, soft skin, and tight wet heat all hit me at once. Was she still here? My girl from last night. The one who rocked my world three damn times.

      “Hazel?” I called, sitting up and immediately lying right back down as pain split my head. I shouldn’t have had that last whiskey. The drive back to Sunrise was gonna be misery.

      The bed smelled like her, sweet and clean, and part of me really wanted to see her again. Carefully, I sat up and gritted my teeth against the pain in my head. A little coffee and a gallon of water, and I’d be right as rain. I got to my feet and padded toward the bathroom, but there was no sign of the beautiful woman who’d chosen to spend the night with me. All I saw was the three condom wrappers we’d tossed on the floor, my discarded clothes, and the lamp we’d managed to break as I fucked her on top of the desk.

      I grinned at that memory. Her fingernails had dug so hard into my back I was sure she left marks. Good. I wanted something to remember her by.

      Sure enough, she was gone. I didn’t know why I was surprised. We’d been clear. One night. No strings. No last names. We were just giving each other what we needed. But I could have used a little more time with her before I had to head home. One night sure could’ve bled into coffee in the morning and sex in the shower.

      My phone rang from the nightstand, making me jump like a snake had just bit me.

      Clint. My oldest brother. And he was probably calling to tell me all about something I fucked up.

      “What, Clint?”

      “Where the hell are you, Tristan? Mama’s about lost her mind.”

      Shit. I hadn’t told them I was comin’ to see Sam because I didn’t want Mama to know. Sure, I was an asshole for doin’ that. But it would have hurt her more to know that he hadn’t invited her. I didn’t know what was happening, what was keeping Sam away from home, but I’d needed this escape from the cameras and the girls just tryin’ to get a roll in the hay with a Ryker.

      “I met up with Sam. We had some drinks. I’ll be home in about six hours.”

      “Fuck, Tristan, you can’t just run off like that. We were all worried.”

      I ran a hand over the back of my neck as heat bloomed in my cheeks. “I’m not a kid. If I want to go to fucking California and hang with Travis, I will, and if I want to drive six hours to visit Sam, I don’t need your permission.”

      “I didn’t say you had to get permission. We just needed you to let us know. You can’t blame us for being worried. You didn’t answer your phone. We’d feel the same about anyone else.”

      Guilt hit me square between the eyes. He was right. I’d been a selfish asshole. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to get away. For at least a little while. The show is making me crazy.”

      “I get it. I do. We’ll figure somethin’ out. Maybe Ever can talk to the network execs, get them to drop the storyline they want for you.”

      “You’d do that?”

      “Course I would.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed and heaved a sigh. “Thanks, man. I know I asked for it, but the shit they want me to do is beyond what I’m prepared for. I don’t do relationships. I thought they’d just want a little flirting.”

      “Always read the fine print, little brother. Always.”

      Rolling my eyes, I laughed. “I’ll hit the shower and then get on the road. Sam won, by the way.”

      “What else is new? Sam always wins.”

      “True.”

      After we hung up. I took a quick shower, though I was hesitant to wash the scent of Hazel off me. A small pang in my chest had me wishing once again for her to still be in my bed. But I pushed that thought away. She was just a one night stand. A girl who used me to get off, and I’d been fine with it—just like all the other times.

      Sam was already gone by the time I was dressed and heading toward my truck. Just like him to leave without sayin’ goodbye. I started the engine and gave one final look at the hotel, somehow still hoping Hazel would walk through the doors so I could see her one more time. Then I pulled out of the parking lot so I could make my way back to the ranch.

    

  





      Tristan

      Present day

      

      “Get your ass up and get movin’ right now,” my brother Clint’s voice pulled me from the sleep I sorely needed.

      “Shit,” I grumbled, rolling off the couch and stumbling over a pair of pink boots strewn across the floor of the living room in the house I used to share with my brother Buck. Not anymore. He was settled down with a woman he loved more than anything, and even though the house got lonely, I told myself I was glad to have it all to myself.

      “What the hell are you doing in here? Whose boots are those?”

      I shook my head, taking in the state of my place. There wasn’t just one pair of boots. There were three. Half-drunk beer bottles lined the mantle, an open pizza box sat on the table, and my bedroom door was wide open, exposing the three women I ended up bringing home with me after a night at The Silver Spur.

      “I didn’t get their names.”

      Clint snorted. “Yeah? Well, it looks like you didn’t get much of anything.”

      “We were just…”

      “Blowin’ off some steam? Yeah, I get it. I did the same thing when I was your age. But then I figured out that there was more to life than partying.”

      Annoyance rushed through my veins, causing me to clench my teeth. “You’re not my dad, Clint. Stop tryin’ to be.”

      My brother swallowed hard and took off his hat, placing it on the small table before locking eyes with me. “No, but I am your brother. It’s been hard around here since Dad died, I get that, but you’ve been dangling off the edge for a while, and none of us are gonna sit back and let you fall.”

      “I’m fine. What’s the big deal?”

      “Wait, are these women guests here?”

      I shrugged, trying to play it off as nothing to worry about, but I knew I’d crossed the line. I never let the guests come home with me. It was rule one. Don’t shit where you eat. “One of them might’ve stumbled into a ditch or worse, into a ranch hand’s bed, and then we’d have a real problem on our hands. I’d rather they sleep it off somewhere safe.” I dragged a hand through my hair and sighed.

      Clint stood up straighter, eyes narrowing. “You think the hands aren’t safe?”

      “I think they’re only human. I know how hard it can be to say no to a pretty pair of…”

      He stopped me with a cocked brow. “Get them out of here before someone sees them. ”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ll take care of it.”

      “If Mama catches you...”

      “She’ll never let me hear the end of it, I know.”

      Both palms pressed to the counter, he sighed. “She just wants you to grow up to be a good man. To be happy.”

      I scoffed. “I’m a grown-ass man.”

      A light chuckle was his first response, and it killed me to know he thought I was ridiculous. I worked my ass off all damn day; there was nothing wrong with playing a little. “You sure are, Tristan. But are you proud of the man you’ve grown up to be?”

      He grabbed his hat and settled it back on his head, giving me a slight nod. “Just…think about it, okay? This,” he said, gesturing to the open bedroom door. “This ain’t somethin’ to be proud of. One of these days, it’s gonna come back to bite you in the ass.”

      I couldn’t meet his gaze. I was too angry. Too annoyed. Too… God, I was too fuckin’ hurt by his opinion of the man I’d become. He left without even looking back, and I leaned against the kitchen counter, staring at the coffee maker with a bitter taste in my mouth.

      Who the hell was he to judge my choices? Just because I wasn’t the marrying kind, that didn’t mean I wasn’t pulling my weight around the ranch. After taking a leak and brushing my teeth, I stood in the doorway to my bedroom and flipped on the light. The three women blinked at the intrusion, and one held her hands over her eyes.

      “Hey, stop that. M’sleeping.” The curly-haired brunette’s words were a sleep-slurred whine.

      “Go on, you three should be sober enough to get back to your cabin. Sun’ll be up soon, work has to be done, and I’m not leaving you here.” Stalking into the living room, I collected their boots and tossed them on the floor inside the bedroom. “Let’s go, ladies.”

      They sat up slowly, frowning, but carefully putting their boots on before filing out of my room and toward the front door.

      The one with the honey-colored hair smiled at me. “Thanks for the rescue last night. You didn’t have to be such a gentleman about it, though. I would’ve liked taking you for a ride.”

      She trailed one finger over my chest and bit her lower lip, but I caught her hand in mine and stopped her. “I don’t let the guests ride me. I also don’t let the guests drunkenly roam the ranch.”

      Opening the door, I glance around in hopes my mama isn’t up yet. The main house is still dark, not a bit of movement in the windows. It was early enough; she should still be sleeping. The three women whispered loudly to each other as they snuck away like the worst spies in history. But, they were gone, and I was ready to work. I had plenty to do. Especially if I was gonna spend tonight with my cousin Travis and Buck. I sensed a bar fight in our future. Or…at least in mine.

      I heard Wildfire before I even got to his pen, stamping his hooves, huffing in pure annoyance. He was telling me exactly how he felt about me being the least bit late to turn him out.  “I know, I know, stop your griping. The nights are getting cold.” I held out a hand, and he let me pet his velvet-soft muzzle. “We’ve come a long way, haven’t we, boy?”

      As if in answer, he sighed and stared at me with dark, chocolate brown eyes. “We gonna try spending some time with the others today? Be nice. No kicking or biting, you hear me? I don’t want to have to separate you. These are your friends, and I’ve had to fight for you every damn day.”

      He lipped my palm, and I pulled out the apple I’d stashed in my pocket. “Don’t tell anyone I gave this to you. They’ll get jealous. Especially Ranger.”

      “Talking to your horse like he’s your best friend. If I weren’t your sister-in-law, I might be swooning right now.” I turned toward the sound of Ever, my brother’s wife. She stood behind me, leaning against the outside wall of our indoor arena where we trained horses, gave riding lessons, and hosted local barrel racing competitions.

      I tipped my hat at her and gave her a wink. “Maybe you chose the wrong brother.” I was only teasing. She and Clint were the perfect match; everyone knew it.

      She laughed and jutted her chin toward Wildfire. “You’re really gonna let him try again?”

      “Course I am. He’s learning to be a good citizen, is all. When he came to us, he was wild and young. He’ll get his shit together. Just gotta give him time.”

      Opening his stall door, I smiled when he let me slip his halter over his head with no trouble. Then I clipped the lead rope onto the ring and clicked my tongue. He followed, relaxed and obedient. Beaming at Ever, I said, “See?”

      Then, the asshole horse shoved his shoulder hard into mine, nearly knocking me down. I stumbled but righted myself, the back of my neck prickling in embarrassment. Ever, to her credit, didn’t laugh out loud, but she couldn’t hide the smile on her lips.

      “Not a word,” I warned.

      “Never.” She snorted as she walked away, and I gave Wildfire a healthy dose of side-eye.

      “Traitor.”

      He huffed.

      After turning him out into the pasture, I watched on for just a few minutes, like a nervous dad dropping his kid off for the first day of school. What if he got into a fight? What if he didn’t fit in? But Wildfire galloped past the small herd of horses before stopping and watching them.

      “Come on, boy. Make some friends.” It had taken so long to get him to this point.

      Then, Midnight and Teddy both approached him. I tensed as I waited, and when they started sniffing him and he didn’t rear back, something in me eased. It didn’t take long before they were running and playing together.

      “Well, he did it. Finally,” Buck said from next to me.

      I’d been so caught up in what my horse was doing, I hadn’t even realized he was there. “Just needed to have faith in him.” My grip on the fence rail relaxed, the ache in my hands finally becoming evident. “It’s obvious he was abused and traumatized in his first home.”

      “We should have seen it sooner. I’m sorry we wanted to get rid of him.”

      I shrugged. “But you didn’t.”

      “You wouldn’t let us.”

      We stood there in silence, watching Wildfire finally integrating with the other horses. He was beautiful, spirited, and had so much potential.

      “Penny might be pregnant.”

      My heart stuttered. “What did you just say?”

      I looked at him, my eyes wide. He was grinning like an idiot. “She told me last night.”

      “Shit, Buck. That’s amazing.”

      Something that looked a lot like terror flashed in his eyes. “I…what if I fuck it all up? What if something happens to her?”

      “You’re not gonna. I’m the fuck up, remember?”

      He gave a nervous laugh.

      “You tell mama yet?”

      Shaking his head, he sighed. “We wanna wait until she gets it confirmed at the doctor. I guess the result on the test was super faint. Could be a false positive.”

      I didn’t even know what that meant, but I wasn’t gonna share anything with anyone. “Well, my lips are sealed until you decide to tell her. She’s gonna lose her mind.”

      “I really thought it’d be Clint and Ever before anyone else.”

      “We all thought it’d be you the way you been sowing your oats all over creation.”

      I punched him in the shoulder. “I always wrap it up.”

      Shrugging, he pushed off the fence and adjusted his hat. “Come on, little brother, there’s a shit ton of work to do before the guests wake up. Let’s get saddled up and move those heifers from pasture eight to seven. You know Clint’s gonna yell at us to do it anyway.”

      Laughing, I followed him into the stable. He was right. There was always work to do.
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Hazel

      I ran my palm over the slight swell of my abdomen. It had been four weeks since I’d found out I was pregnant, and I already had a pretty pronounced bump. Surprising since it was my first, but I knew everyone was different.

      “Wow, you popped already?” Erin asked, standing in my doorway.

      I stared at myself in the mirror and nodded. “Looks like it. Don’t even start with the twins thing. I had an ultrasound last week. One occupant only.”

      “Did you find out the gender?”

      “No. It’s too soon, and I don’t want to anyway.”

      She pouted. “Oh, you’re no fun.”

      “I like a little bit of mystery in my life.”

      Snorting, she gave me a look that said I was full of shit. “I don’t know, Haze, you’ve got more mystery in your life at the moment than anyone I know.”

      My stomach churned. “Tell me about it.”

      “Any luck finding him?”

      “No, but I admit, I haven’t been looking too hard. I mean, what am I going to say to him? Hey, you remember that night you dicked me down so good I came five times?”

      Laughter escaped her, but she tried valiantly to roll it back. “Maybe don’t start there?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I should just leave it alone. I’ve been trying for a month now. Maybe I’m not supposed to find him.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe. Whatever happens, we are going to love this baby so much.” Pushing off the doorframe, she came over and rubbed a palm on my belly. “I’m sorry it happened this way, but I’m so glad you’re getting the baby you wanted.”

      Heart filled with love, I smiled. “Me too.”

      “Okay, I’ve got a video to prep for. I’m starting a new show tonight. Wanna come watch with me? We can take notes together.”

      I grinned. “Sure, why not?”

      After popping a bag of popcorn and pouring herself a glass of wine and me a big cup of water, Erin joined me on the couch and grabbed the remote.

      “Cowboys,” I said as soon as she landed on a show called Saddle Up.

      “How fitting?” Her teasing tone made me laugh.

      As soon as the credits began, I knew we’d chosen something good. Hot cowboys riding toward the camera in the sunset, gratuitous shots of them working the ranch, shirts coming off. God. It was marketed by someone who understood who their target demographic was.

      “Oh, my God, Hazel.” Erin grabbed my knee, but I already knew what she was going to say. It was him. Tristan was on the screen, taking off his white t-shirt and pouring a bucket of water over his head as the credits flashed his name across the screen.

      “It’s him,” I whispered.

      “It’s fucking him.”

      My stomach flipped. “He’s a Ryker? How did I not know that?”

      “Well, it’s not like you’ve ever watched the show. How would you know?”

      “God, I could have at least asked his last name. That would have been the smart thing to do. The responsible thing.”

      “You weren’t trying for responsible that night. Don’t beat yourself up. But, bright side, now we know where to find him.”

      Fear curled in my belly. “And do what? Ask him to marry me and ride off into the sunset together?”

      “No.”

      I sighed, almost wishing I could go back in time and somehow not find out who he was. This meant I had to face him. Tell him we were having a baby. Possibly deal with him rejecting me—rejecting us. “You’re right. I have to tell him what’s going on. Give him the choice to be involved or not.”

      She opened her laptop and began typing furiously.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m booking us a stay at Ryker Ranch. What else?”

      “Erin! You can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “I…I don’t know.”

      “It’s perfect. You can go talk to your baby daddy, and I can do some on-scene research for my next episode. Can you imagine? My subscribers are going to lose their minds when they hear I spent a week with the very cowboys I’m talking about.”

      She smiled and pulled her credit card out of a slot in her phone case. After typing in the number, she beamed at me. “Okay, pack your bags, sis. We’re heading to Sunrise, Montana tomorrow morning. I booked us the last cabin they have. Bonus, we get the jacuzzi tub for two.”

    

  





      Tristan

      Thursday morning, I woke up to Mama banging on the door to the house Buck and I had once shared, her angry voice echoing off the tin roof. “Tristan Nicholas Ryker, get your hungover behind out here right now! I don’t care what you and Travis were up to last night.”

      Hungover was right. I’d really tied one on. My head throbbed, my mouth was as dry as a desert, and if it were possible, I thought I might actually still have been buzzed. But it wasn’t every day your cousin met the love of his life after getting his heart crushed. There wasn’t anything wrong with helping him celebrate with our friend Jack Daniels. Especially when I had the day off today.

      She banged on the door again. “Don’t make me use my key. If you’re in there with some girl, I doubt you want your Mama busting in on you.”

      Pulling on a pair of jeans, I stumbled out of my bedroom and into the living room. “I’m coming, Mama. Keep your shirt on.”

      “Don’t you talk to me that way,” she said as she opened the door, using the key after all. “We have five paying customers waiting for you to take them on a trail ride. You were supposed to be there ten minutes ago.”

      I frowned. “What? No, today’s my day off.”

      “Sorry, son, no it’s not. These people booked this a week ago.”

      I strode to the calendar on the fridge and stared in disbelief at the big red TRAIL RIDE written down for today. “Shit,” I muttered.

      “Don’t you talk like that in front of me, Tristan. Get your butt in gear. They expect a one-hour trail ride, and you’re going to give it to them.”

      I got dressed, popped two aspirin, and ran out to meet the group of tourists who clearly were only here because of Saddle Up’s success. “Hi everyone, I’m Tristan Ryker, and I’ll be your guide today. Excuse me for being late. I was up late saying goodbye to my cousin. He’s a firefighter, and he’s heading back to California to go be a hero.”

      “We saw you on the wedding special. You looked real good, Tristan,” one of them said.

      “Y’all should keep an eye out for another Saddle Up wedding special in the near future.” The four women giggled, and I winked. “So far, two of my brothers have found love because of the show. I wonder when I’ll get a turn.”

      They murmured, all four of them making eyes at me with promises of nights spent trying to be my forever. I bet they didn’t even care I was late now. Of course, the lone guy with them didn’t look impressed. I didn’t care. We got them all saddled and mounted, then I took them out through the ranchlands and back, making them all laugh and telling stories of when I was a kid. I really didn’t mind it, but damn, my head still hurt. I needed coffee and water, and maybe some toast.

      After flirting shamelessly with all four of them, I saw them back to their rented SUV. One passed me her number on a folded up piece of paper. I stuck it in my pocket for later. She was pretty, and she clearly wanted to cross a night with a cowboy off her bucket list.

      Striding back to the main house, I walked inside through the kitchen door, hung my hat, and took off my boots. Mama was mad enough at me already; I wasn’t about to walk on her clean floors with muddy boots. Then I poured myself a cup of hot coffee and collapsed into one of the kitchen chairs.

      “Tristan?” Mama called from the front room.

      “Yeah, Mama, I’m here.”

      “Honey, I need you to come in here a minute.”

      I took a drink of the scalding hot coffee and stood, striding toward the front of the house. “What is it, Mama?”

      She stood with a beautiful woman about my age. Her long blond hair hung down past her shoulders, and my heart stuttered at the crystal blue of her eyes. God, she was pretty. Really damn pretty, and really fucking familiar.

      I smiled. “What can I do for you?” I asked her.

      Mama cleared her throat. “This is Hazel. She and her sister booked a cabin here at Ryker Ranch. But she’s in need of some help.”

      I cocked a brow. “Help? Why?”

      Mama’s gaze traveled down, and mine followed to where Hazel’s hand rested. On a swollen belly. A very real, very pregnant belly.

      Holy shit.
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Hazel

      God, here he was. For as drunk as we’d been, I remembered him pretty damn well. He was the sexiest man I’d ever seen. I stood there like an idiot, unsure what to say in front of his mother. I couldn’t just blurt it out and blindside him even more.

      He swallowed. “What…what can we help you with, ma’am?”

      Ma’am? Did he just…ma’am me? Oh, my God, he didn’t remember me. I could’ve cried. “I just…uh, we’re trying to get to our cabin, but there are a bunch of cows standing on the road. I need some help moving them.”

      “Sure, honey, Tristan can get those pesky heifers moved out of your way. I’m real sorry you won’t get the full ranch experience in your condition, but I sure hope you can get some good relaxation.” Sandra Ryker smiled at me, her blue eyes matching her son’s. I could already feel the pure kindness radiating from her.

      “Just let me get my boots.” Tristan’s words were tight and forced before he turned away and strode out of sight.

      “How far along are you, Hazel, honey?”

      “Eighteen weeks tomorrow.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful. You and your sister are staying here together?”

      “Yes. She does YouTube video reviews of reality shows, and Saddle Up is her latest. She thought we should come check it out for ourselves so she could give an honest review of the show.”

      Sandra smiled. “I think the two of you are gonna love it here. Even if you can’t ride and drive cattle with the rest of them, I’ll be glad to show you what I do around here. And we have a lovely spa. My soon to be daughter-in-law is a massage therapist. I bet you’d like that. My hips ached something fierce when I was pregnant.”

      Oh, I already loved her. She was kind and caring, which reminded me of my own mom.

      Tristan strode into the room, hat and boots on, face stern. “All right, I’m ready.”

      He opened the front door for me and waited until I left the house before following behind me.

      “What the fuck, Hazel?” he said as soon as the door shut. The anger and accusation in his question hurt.

      “What are you yelling at me for?”

      “I’m not yelling. I’m just…” He motioned to my belly. “You’re pregnant.”

      “I am.”

      “How did that happen?”

      “Well, we had sex. Your sperm made friends with my egg and…”

      “I understand the biology of it. But…we used a condom every time.” He practically whispered the last part.

      “Condoms fail.”

      “Not for me, they don’t.”

      I let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, spare me. I’m a nurse. Believe me, I know it happens. And you and I just happened to be in the lucky two percent.”

      His face went pale. The abject terror in his eyes made my stomach churn. I’d prepared for rejection, knew it would be highly likely, but seeing it before it happened was even worse.

      “Look, don’t worry. I came here to tell you, and I’ve done that. I’m fine raising this baby on my own. I just…didn’t want you to go without knowing. You can be involved or not. We’ll be fine either way.” I reached into my bag and pulled out the manila envelope I’d brought if this was the way things went down.

      “What is that?” He assessed me with wary eyes.

      “I had my lawyer draw up papers in case you wanted to relinquish your parental rights.”

      “Excuse me one goddamned minute?” The shock in his question made my heart lurch. “You want me to give up the right to my kid?”

      “What?” Sandra’s surprise from where she’d come up behind Tristan nearly broke my heart. “That…that’s your baby, Tristan?”

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      I locked eyes with him for an instant before he turned around and faced his mother.

      “Mama, I can explain.”

      She cocked a brow. “Explain what? That you got this girl pregnant and didn’t want to tell me?”

      His mouth fell open. I could see his mind working as he searched for something to say.

      “Mrs. Ryker, I promise he wasn’t keeping this from you. He didn’t know.”

      “Oh, no, you call me Mama from here on out.” She rushed up to me and pulled me in a tight hug. “You’re having my first grandbaby.”

      I glanced at Tristan as she crushed me to her, and all he had to offer was an apologetic shrug.

      “Okay, Mama, let her go. We’ve got a lot to talk about.” Tristan took my hand and the connection of our bodies, even that slight bit of contact, sent a thrill skittering across my spine.

      “You’ll come for supper tomorrow, Hazel. Bring your sister too.” Mama wasn’t asking. She demanded exactly what she wanted. All I could do was nod.

      “Mama, I really need to have a conversation with Hazel.” Tristan didn’t release my hand, but his jaw was tense as he waited for her response.

      “All right. I’ll see you tomorrow, Hazel?”

      Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “Of course.” She left, and I turned my focus to Tristan. “I’m sorry, I purposely didn’t say anything until we were out of earshot.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I guess I didn’t want you to feel forced into anything.”

      “Well, if you think I’m not going to be a father to my kid, you’re dead wrong. So you can go ahead and burn those fuckin’ papers right now.”

      “How are we going to make this work? I live six hours away.”

      He shrugged. “You could marry me.”

      It was the most ridiculous thing he could’ve said. “Excuse me?”

      “I want to do the right thing. If you want to, we could get married. You could move here. I’ll support my family.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t realize you were a misogynist.”

      “What? I’m not.”

      “You expect me to just drop everything because I got knocked up? Marry a man I’ve spent all of twelve hours with so you can do the right thing?”

      “I don’t see what’s wrong with me wanting to take care of you.”

      “Exactly.”

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and grunted in displeasure. “Women are so frustrating.”

      “The same could be said for men.” This had been a mistake. I should have just called or sent an email. Hell, I could have looked him up on social media. Not shown up to stay for a week.

      Turning away from him, I strode to the car where Erin was waiting. “Where are you goin’?” he called after me.

      “To move some cows.”

      I yanked open the door and got into the car. As soon as Erin looked at me, I shook my head. “Just drive.”

      She backed away from the house, and I watched Tristan jog around the side of the main lodge until he was out of sight.

      “So, he’s a douchebag then?” Erin asked.

      “He wants me to marry him.”

      She laughed so hard I worried she was going to drive off the road. “Oh, he’s a sweet summer child.”

      “I don’t know, Erin. I think this is a bad idea. Maybe we should find somewhere else to stay? Or we can just go home.”

      Taking the long road toward the private cabin we’d booked, she nodded. “I can’t spend another six hours in the car today, but if you want, we can leave in the morning, okay?”

      After a few deep, calming breaths, I shook my head. “No. You need this for your channel too. It’s not just about me and the baby.”

      Worrying her lower lip between her teeth, she sighed. “It would be really great to get their permission to film some stuff for an episode.”

      I could make this work. For her. She was on the edge of really breaking out as an influencer. I couldn’t take that from her because the man who’d impregnated me wasn’t…what? Who I’d thought he was? Who I’d fantasized about? I didn’t know the answer. Tristan and I didn’t know each other at all. I don’t know what I’d hoped to achieve here today. I’d told myself it was a means to an end. A way for me and this baby to move on with a clean slate. Instead, Tristan wanted to be there for us. Hell, he wanted to marry me.

      “At least we won’t be without eye candy.” Erin whistled low as Tristan and another man rode up on horseback just before the bend in the road.

      The cows stood exactly where they’d been when we attempted to get to our cabin earlier. Big and slow with large gentle eyes, they lumbered along while the two cowboys rode up to them.

      Tristan brought his horse around and came toward where we waited. I rolled down my window as the man approached, a frown on his face. “You two wait until they start movin’, then as soon as there’s room I’ll lead you up to the cabin.”

      I nodded and tried not to make eye contact with the handsome cowboy. “Are they going to be a regular problem?”

      He chuckled. “Cows do what they do, darlin’. You have an issue, call down to the lodge, and me and Buck’ll come rescue you again.”

      I gritted my teeth as Erin chuckled next to me. Rolling up my window, I watched Tristan and Buck get the cows moving. I had to admit, he looked like he was made to ride that horse. His hips moved right along with the saddle, and there wasn’t a trace of unease in his posture. A far cry from the contestants on the show.

      “So, Buck is the one who’s engaged to the massage therapist. Apparently they had a very public break up on the show.” Erin moved the car forward as Tristan led us down the road. “Clint married the network exec who came to pitch the show.”

      “Did you binge the whole season last night after I went to bed?”

      Laughing, she said, “No. I Googled them. The baby of the family is Sera. She just graduated college and is running the riding lessons side of the business. Tristan is twenty-five, chronically single, and he’s the resident horse whisperer. Oh! I bet the guy who was with him at the bar that night was Sam.”

      “Sam?”

      “He’s the elusive one. Sam’s a champion bull rider. He refuses to be on camera. I guess it was a huge deal that he showed up for the wedding special.”

      I wondered what his story was, but I didn’t blame him for wanting privacy. I was thankful we weren’t going to be here during filming. I had no idea how I would handle something like that.

      “So you didn’t look him up?”

      “Sam? I mean, of course I did. Do you know me at all?” She pouted. “His photos were all on bulls, aside from one publicity picture from years ago. He’s just as handsome as the rest of them. Damn genetically blessed ranchers.”

      Tristan dismounted from his horse as we parked in front of our private cabin and got out of the car. After tying the steed to a hitching post at the side of the house, he strode toward us. I didn’t want to talk to him right now. I had experienced just about enough of him at the moment.

      “You two gonna be all right way out here? It’s a long way back to the bunkhouse.” His gaze lowered to my belly and his brows furrowed. “I don’t like the idea of you roaming the ranch in such a delicate condition.”

      “I’m pregnant, not porcelain.”

      “I just mean if you need something, it might take a while for someone to help.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He narrowed his gaze at me. “You might be fine, but you’re my responsibility now.”

      Erin winced. “Oh, you pretty, foolish man. You’ve gone and stepped right in it.”

      Dragging a hand over the back of his neck, he glanced from her to me. “I don’t see what’s so wrong with wanting to take care of her.”

      She sighed. “Of course you don’t.”

      I moved to grab my suitcase, but Tristan stopped me with a gentle hand on my elbow. “Let me get that. Please?”

      I let him. It was heavy.

      Following him up the stairs that led into the cabin, I tried really hard not to look at his ass in those tight jeans, but I was losing the battle with my hormones. I almost crashed into him when he stopped in front of me.

      “Wow, this is prettier than in the pictures.” Erin ran her hand along the back of a cozy-looking sofa in the living room.

      She was right. The all-wood cabin was warm and inviting. A small kitchenette sat nestled into the right corner of the space, and a stone fireplace was the centerpiece of the back wall. There was a bed on the wall opposite the kitchen, with a bathroom to the left. Everything we’d need was here. Maybe I wouldn’t have to leave the cabin and deal with him again for a while.

      He hung his hat on the rack by the door and took my bag over to the chest at the foot of the bed. Then he proceeded to load the fireplace with wood. “It’s startin’ to get cold at nights now. You’ll be needing this tonight.” Bright blue eyes locked on mine. “Supper is at six. Just head back the way you came. I’ll be looking out for you.”

      My belly fluttered with nerves at the rough tone of his voice. “Thank you.”

      Standing, he brushed off his hands and assessed the space once more. Then with a curt nod, he said, “I suppose I’ll be letting you two ladies get settled in. If you need anything, just call.”

      As he passed me, he stopped and leaned close. His lips brushed my ear, and I had to fight a shiver of desire at the memory of what those lips did to my body months ago. “We’ll be havin’ a talk about our situation, Hazel.”

    

  





      Tristan

      What was I doing? I didn't know what to say to her. Hazel had haunted my dreams over the last few months, sure. But being in front of her, facing her, facing an entire future I hadn’t planned on—it was a lot to handle.

      Women never left an impression on me the way Hazel did. I’d always been able to move on without much more than a passing thought. But she was different. And now, she was carrying my child. I couldn't just let her get away. By the look on her face when I proposed marriage—the clumsy ass I am—she really wasn’t here for more than to let me know about her situation. She didn't want anything from me, and I had no idea what the best option would be. Would I even be a good father? Would it be better to let her raise the child without me?

      I've never thought of myself as the kind of guy who’d have a kid and not be part of its life. That wasn’t who I had been raised to be. But, if I was being honest. I really didn't think I’d have a kid at all until I was good and ready to settle down. Hell, I was barely twenty-five.

      I rode back down to the main house, the lodge as we now called it, and saw Mama waiting for me. She was seated in one of the old rocking chairs our dad built for her when she was expecting Clint. But her face was anything but serene and relaxed.

      Shit. I was in so much trouble.

      Hitching Ranger to the post near the house, I stood in front of her, hat in my hands, ready for her to let me have it.

      "Those girls all settled?"

      "Yes, ma'am."

      "So, you mean to tell me you had no idea that girl was pregnant?"

      God, I felt like a little kid caught doing something I shouldn't. "Mama, I hope you know I wouldn't leave a girl in a situation like that."

      Her eyebrows rose nearly into her dark hair streaked with gray. "Do I know that, Tristan? Because you do a lot of things that I never thought you’d do. And one of those is treat women like they are interchangeable."

      That stung. She was right, but that didn't mean it didn’t hurt. Maybe it felt worse because she was right. "It's been months since I've been with anybody, not that I need to tell you."

      “Don’t you lie to me, Tristan Nicholas Ryker. Well just this morning, you were hungover after saying goodbye to Travis again. I know your cousin doesn't come for a visit very often, but you two going out together is always a recipe for disaster.”

      "I said I didn't take anyone home. And I didn’t go home with a girl. My boots stayed squarely under my bed where they belong.”

      She huffed out of breath, as if she was trying to figure out how to deal with me. She rolled her eyes to the sky and whispered, "George, if you’re listenin’, help me out."

      I wondered how many times she spoke to my dad each day.

      “Well," she said, locking eyes with me. I knew this look. This was her don’t-fuck-with-me look that I had feared my entire life. "What are you gonna do?"

      I shrugged. “Marry her.”

      A laugh so loud it spooked my horse escaped her, and it took her a full minute to recover before she collected herself enough to talk. "Marry her? You don't even know her. She'd be insane to marry you."

      "Well, thanks for the vote of confidence, Mama."

      Her gaze softened, that gentle, loving expression I was so used to from her appearing on her face. "Honey, don't ask her that. All that's gonna do is pour salt in the wound."

      The space between my shoulder blades began to itch. "I already did."

      "And how did that go?"

      "She shot me down. I think she hates me." I fiddled with the brim of my hat. It was almost time to trade in this old straw one for my winter hat. "She called me a misogynist."

      Mama smiled. "I already like her."

      “You’re supposed to be on my side, remember?”

      Shaking her head, she sighed. “I’m always on your side, and sometimes that means telling you things you don’t like.”

      “I don’t understand why wanting to take care of them makes me an ass—” I tried to stop myself before swearing in front of Mama, but the damage had been done. She gave me the death glare.

      “You watch your mouth, Tristan Ryker. I won’t have you talking like that in my house.”

      “Technically, we’re outside of the—”

      “Don’t you try to be cute on me. That stopped working when you were four, and you know it.”

      Frustration worked its way through my chest. What in the hell was I gonna do?

      “Please don’t let her go away with that baby. Your baby. I don’t want to go the rest of my life without knowing my grandchild because you’re too stubborn to compromise.”

      The plea in her words made my chest ache. I didn’t want to hurt her. But I didn’t have any control over what Hazel did. “I’ll try, Mama. I promise.”

      “What baby?” Buck asked, coming around the corner toward the house.

      “Mine.”

      His eyes widened. “No shit?”

      “Carlton,” Mama chastised.

      “Sorry, Mama.” Buck’s cheeks went a light pink, and then he caught my eye. “Could use your help with a bit of fence on pasture two. You free?”

      I nodded, and the two of us made our way to the horses. We rode out to pasture two, where the fence was absolutely perfect. “Buck, you got something you need to say to me? You never bring me out for bullshit reasons.”

      “Are you really having a baby with some girl?” His voice was hard and cold.

      “Yeah.”

      “Of course you are. I bet you don’t even remember her name.”

      That stung, but there had to be more going on with him than his desire to tell me, ‘I told you so.’ Buck wasn’t the kind of guy who’d throw my choices back in my face.

      “Her name is Hazel. She’s here with her sister right now, and yes, she’s having my baby.”

      He didn’t say another word. Instead, his jaw went tight, and he nudged his horse with his heels. They took off like a shot and I gave chase, letting the wind whip my face as we caught up easily.  I followed him into the trails, the two of us working up to the crest of a hill where we could look over the ranch.

      We stopped there, looking down at the place our family built. It had grown so much since our sister-in-law showed up with her big ideas to make us into the next hit reality show.

      “Penny’s not pregnant. It was a false positive.”

      My heart lurched with guilt. I hadn’t even asked since he told me she thought she was gonna have a baby. “I’m sorry, man. But, you guys can try again, can’t you?”

      “She said it’s a good thing because it’s too soon anyway.” His brow furrowed. “What if she’s changed her mind about everything?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “She ain’t even sad. She’s relieved.”

      Our horses were at a walk as we slowly rode the trails back toward the pastures. Buck and I had hashed out more than one issue this way, but I didn’t know how to deal with this one. “Maybe she’s just not ready.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “Not even close.”
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Hazel

      My stomach rumbled, hunger making itself known. I needed to eat a lot more frequently than usual. Pregnancy will do that, girl. Hefting myself off the bed where I’d been laying down for a nap, I looked at Erin, hard at work on her computer, taking notes for all the questions she wanted to ask them.

      "It's almost six.” I stated it as though I wasn't desperate for food, but she closed her computer so quickly I knew she felt the same.

      "I wonder if we can just grab ours to go and bring it back here?" she asked.

      I laughed. “Unlikely. Remember, this is the full guest ranch experience. We are supposed to participate. Get to know the ranch. Learn what it means to be a rancher.”

      She sighed. "I don't have a problem with that, but I know it's not going to be easy for you. Maybe you should tell Tristan to keep it on the down low. Nobody has to know he’s the father.”

      Placing my hand protectively over my belly, I knew I’d never be able to hide it. But, there would be less speculation about who the father was. Unless Tristan had already told them? From everything I learned about this family through my sister, they were tightly knit.

      “They probably already know. I mean, it’s pretty weird for a pregnant girl to show up on a dude ranch.”

      “True, and Tristan offering to do the right thing probably didn’t help keep anything under wraps.”

      I flinched at the mention of him wanting to marry me out of obligation. “Why don’t you go to supper? I think I just want to stay here. I’ve had just about enough of Tristan Ryker for today. Tell them I’m not feeling well and needed to rest. Just…bring me back some food?”

      Rolling her eyes, she gave me a look that said I owed her. “You’re lucky I like you.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re gonna have to face him. But…I’ll take one for the team. It’ll be a good chance to get to know the family.” She grabbed the keys and headed for the door.

      "I love you,” I called after her departing form. She answered me with a wave before closing the door behind her. I heard the car's engine rumble to life, and my stomach gave yet another growl.

      Thirty minutes later, there was a knock at my door. Erin must have had her hands full because she never knocked. Getting off the couch where I had deposited myself, I walked to the entrance.

      "That was fast,” I said as the door swung open, but instead of my sister standing there before me, I was face-to-face with Tristan Ryker. He gave me those soulful blue eyes and sexy smirk, and I already began melting.

      "Sorry to disturb you. Your sister said you weren't feeling well. I needed to come check on you."

      I crossed my arms over my chest, very aware that the motion made my already bountiful bosom appear even fuller. "Why? Because you felt obligated? Since you knocked me up and all?"

      He let out an exasperated sigh, mixed with a little bit of a laugh. "Lord Almighty, woman, you nastier than a hornet’s nest when you get going. What's wrong with me being concerned about you?”

      “I didn't come here for your pity. I didn't come here for your hand in marriage. I came here to tell you that we are having a baby. Take it or leave it. But don't give me some false bit of bravado. Don't pretend you want me just because you knocked me up. This isn’t the 1950s, Tristan."

      Shoulders squared, he took a harsh breath. “I never said it was. But the way I was raised, at least, the way I thought my dad would want me to handle something like this, is to do right by you."

      “Do right means something completely different now. You can be in this child's life if you want. I'm not gonna stop you. But I'm also not going to force you into something like a marriage."

      "Can I… Would you mind if I came inside? I brought you some dinner." The gentleness of his question stirred something inside me. It reminded me of our night together. The first time was hard and rough. The second time was reverent and soft and tender and special.

      "I guess so." I backed away from the door, trying hard not to let him see how incredibly hungry I was. From behind his back he pulled out a basket, lovingly packed, likely by Mama. "What's for dinner?"

      "Fried chicken, baked beans, fresh cornbread." He grinned.

      That sounded amazing, but there was not a single green thing to be found on that plate. "So, what do you suggest we do about this baby?"

      I sat down at the table as he placed the basket in the center. He let out a long breath, shoulders slumping. "Well, I suppose we’ll love him or her as best we can. Isn't that all any baby needs?"

      I laughed. "That and diapers, food, shelter, clothing, and don't forget the college education in eighteen years."

      He blanched. "I know all that. But the first and most important thing is love. Every kid needs their parents to love them. I know I can do that."

      Something in me cracked, just a little. He wanted to do this. He wanted to be a father. That was surprising. "I don't live near here. How are we going to deal with that?"

      "I suppose… We can take turns visiting. You come see me, and then I go see you. We’ll figure it out."

      "I suppose so. I'm not marrying you. I've already been married. I don't want to do it again."

      His brow furrowed as he placed a warm plate in front of me and removed the foil covering. Then he took the matching plate for himself and stared down at the food in front of him rather than at me.

      We ate in silence, the food delicious and exactly what I needed. Until, just as he was serving up a brownie for dessert, he stared me straight in the eye and said, “What happened with your marriage?"

      "I don’t want to talk about that. That part of my life is over, no use looking back at it now. I'm ready to move on.” I pushed my last few baked beans around on my plate. “You were supposed to be the man who helped me do that, a one night, no strings attached roll in the hay with the sexiest cowboy I'd ever met. Now, looks like we’re stuck together."

      He smirked. "Being stuck with you is not punishment. Not by a longshot."

      That made my belly flip. I remembered him being charming, but this was ridiculous.

      The brownie was sinful. I practically moaned the moment the rich, warm chocolate hit my tongue. I think Tristan noticed because he licked his lips, and his gaze sparked with fire. There was no way to deny that we had something between us. I just didn't think that something would ever grow into substance, especially after reading all about his exploits online. He had a new girl every night, breaking hearts all over town. Even some of the guests claimed to have had a tryst with him. I'd been with a man who decided fidelity wasn't for him. I never wanted one like that again. The handsome, charming man who could woo the panties off of just about any woman if he wanted. Quinn was that man. Now, Tristan is the same. Exactly my type.

      Tristan stood, packing up the basket and grabbing his hat off the rack before settling it atop his head. "Well, I'm real glad you're all right. I think we need to take this week to get to know each other. You have a problem with that?"

      I didn't. He was right. We were going to have a child. We had to know as much as possible about each other if we can make this work. "So, what does that mean exactly?"

      He smiled. That heart-stopping, sexy, boyish smile of his. And I melted. "It means I'll be your personal ranch hand for the entirety of your visit. See you tomorrow morning, darlin’.”

      He opened the door and left, the scent of him still filling the room. Smoky, woodsy, distinctively Tristan. It was a smell I been trying to forget since our night together. I sighed and laid out across the bed. One hand covering my belly, the other resting on my heart, which was fluttering something fierce. Tristan Ryker didn't understand how much he really affected me.

      I might've acted like I hated him, like I wanted nothing to do with him, but the truth was, I wanted as much of him as he would give me. Even if I knew it would all go down in flames.

    

  





      Tristan

      "So. You got something you want to tell me?" Clint stood outside the stable where I was just finishing up putting away Ranger for the night. My older brother could always read me like a damn book. I told Mama we needed to keep it secret for a while. Just until we were sure we had an answer for how things are going to go. But I don't know why I expected my siblings not to talk to each other. Buck had obviously spilled the beans.

      "We're trying to feel things out and see how they go."

      "It seems to me like you felt things out plenty. By the looks of her, that’s exactly why you’re in this situation in the first place.”

      "I know what you're thinking. Why was I not careful? I was. Every time, we used protection. We weren’t supposed to see each other again. It was a no strings attached arrangement," I muttered.

      Ranger had enough of me talking. Expecting me to give up the sugar cube in my pocket, he head-butted me hard. I patted him on his back, then fished out the treat, and let them have it.

      "That's a pretty big string."

      "Yep. I don't know how this is gonna work. She lives six hours away. But, Clint, God, I haven't been with another woman since her. I haven't been able to bring myself to. I think, if things been different, she and I would've been something."

      He cocked his head and gave me a quizzical look. "I don't understand why you think it can't be something now. She's here, pregnant with your kid. You two are about as linked as people can get."

      "She doesn't want to be an…obligation. She's smart, Clint. Real smart. She's a nurse. But she's been hurt real bad. I understand why she’s skittish."

      "And how do we handle a skittish filly?”

      I snorted. "You do not want her to hear you comparing her to a horse."

      He shrugged. "Then don't tell her I said that. But my question still stands. If we let a skittish horse get away, we go back and get her. Make her see that we're not gonna hurt her. We show her being with us is the best thing for her."

      "I don't know how to show her."

      A little chuckle rumbled from deep in the center of his chest. "Little brother, none of us knew what to do until we had to do it."
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Hazel

      Sunlight streamed in through the open window in the cabin. It woke me gently, but the cold of the early morning made me shiver. Erin was still sound asleep next to me, her hair spilled across the pillow in a tangled rat’s nest. I, unfortunately, couldn't sleep any longer. My bladder demanded attention.

      Getting to my feet, I pattered across the cold wood floor until I found the bathroom. After taking care of my needs, I washed my hands and went to the kitchen in search of my single cup of coffee for the morning. The little kitchenette included a small coffee press, a grinder, and some beans. It was more sophisticated than I expected. But I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I started the kettle boiling on the stove, then, unable to wait any longer, I ground some beans and laughed as Erin jolted upright in bed.

      "Good morning, sleeping beauty. How was your night?”

      She yawned and stretched before getting out of bed and wrapping a blanket around her shoulders. "It was nice. I guess most of the other guests are leaving today. We’re here for the tail end of their season. They’re going to be closed for the next two weeks to get things ready for winter.”

      "Really?" I hadn't realized that. For some reason, I just assumed they'd always be open. "Did you meet the rest of the family?"

      "No. I met the ranch hands. A couple of them. Tucker, Justin, and one guy named Clay. Perfect cowboy name. They’re nice enough. And, I did get to talk to Clint. He's kinda surly."

      "He's the oldest?"

      The kettle started whistling and I took it off the heat. Then I started the brewing process for the coffee. My belly fluttered, a strange sort of bubbly feeling that caused me to press my hand to the outside, willing it to happen again.

      "Are you okay?" She rushed around the room, coming close to me. “Is it the baby?"

      I grinned like an idiot. And then, when that same fluttering happened again, I laughed. "I think I'm feeling the baby move."

      She squealed in delight and pressed her hands to my belly. I laughed again and shook my head. "You're not going to be able to feel it. You won't be able to feel from the outside for a long time."

      "Well, that's not fair. You get to have all the fun."

      “If you think morning sickness sounds like a lot of fun, why don't you go get pregnant?"

      She wrinkled her nose and grabbed two mugs from the cabinet behind me. "No, thanks. I think I'll let you take that one for the team.”

      "You do know this isn't your baby, right?”

      "What's mine is yours. Besides, I'm going to be the best aunt this kid could ever ask for.”

      Smiling, she handed me a cup of coffee.

      A sharp knock on the front door had both of us jumping out of our skin.

      “It's seven in the morning. Who could possibly be at our door?" She frowned but didn’t make a move to answer.

      "I have a feeling I know who." I walked to the door and opened it to see exactly who I thought would be there. Tristan Ryker stood staring at me, his denim jacket and dark felt hat just adding to the sexy smolder he wore almost constantly.

      "Morning, darlin’.” He took off his hat and pressed it to his chest. "Hope I didn't wake you."

      "Nope. We’re making some coffee. Did you want to come in?"

      He nodded, stepping inside and hanging his hat on the rack next to the door almost instinctively. Erin was seated at the table still wrapped in a wool blanket as she nursed her cup of coffee, but Tristan's gaze was locked on me.

      He opened his mouth as if to say something but stopped. Then he looked away and returned his gaze to me. "If you're cold, you should use the fire."

      Cold? I glanced down and saw that my nipples were hard little points pushing against my very thin tank top. Rushing to the couch, I grabbed the other blanket that was on the back and wrapped myself in it just like my sister had done with hers. Tristan's boots clanked on the floor as he strode to the fireplace and began lighting a fire for us.

      "I can do that." I couldn't stop myself. I didn't want him to think I was helpless.

      He shrugged as the fire started blazing. "I'm sure you can. But I'm here, so I'm gonna do it. I'll do whatever you need."

      “Hazel, he said he'll do whatever you need. Right now, you need to ask him about the interviews." Apparently, Erin expected me to get her the interviews rather than her.

      Tristan cocked his eyebrow. "Interviews?"

      “I mentioned Erin has a YouTube channel. She reviews reality TV while she does her makeup. It's a whole big thing. Lots of people do that kind of thing. Some just do regular makeup tutorials. There is this one girl who talks about true crime as she does amazing makeup looks…" I trailed off when I saw his eyes had gone glassy. He didn't need to know a lot about every single YouTube star I knew about. "Anyway, she started watching Saddle Up, and that's how I found you. So her idea was to come here and tell you about…the baby, and she could have some personal experience to share with her subscribers. We thought maybe having a couple interviews with some of you guys would be helpful."

      "I think we could probably do that. I'm sure I have to check with the network. They're weird about that stuff."

      Erin raised her coffee cup in a sort of salute. "Thank you, Tristan. You won't regret it."

      Tristan stared at Erin for a moment, then chuckled. "You're not gonna learn anything sitting there wrapped up in a blanket. Work started an hour ago, and that's for the ones who were late."

      "Work?"

      He laughed. "Yeah, work. That's what you do when you come to a guest ranch. Sure, you can get some relaxation in. But you come here for the experience of working a real ranch. Not for sitting on your ass drinking coffee. So if I were you, and I wanted some interviews, I'd go make sure that every single one of my family members sees you working your butt off, so they decide that they will give you exactly what you want."

      Erin stood, folded her blanket and laid it neatly on the chair, then stomped over to her suitcase. She grabbed a pair of jeans and boots and a long sleeve shirt before heading into the bathroom to change without another word.

      "So what kind of work do I get to do?" I asked.

      "You get to come with me. We’re gonna check the fences."

      "On a horse?"

      He shook his head. "We also use trucks here. You and me are gonna ride in my truck and check all the fence that goes along the edge of our property. If there's any broken, I'll teach you how to fix it."

      "And just how long are we going to spend together in this truck?"

      "All damn day, darlin'."

      That didn’t sound awkward at all.

    

  





      Tristan

      Hazel smelled like flowers and something sweet. In fact, it was the exact same scent I’d been dreaming of since she left my bed months ago. It was fucking torture in the truck. I was already painfully hard behind my fly from the sight of her tight nipples under that shirt this morning and the husky, sexy sound of her voice.

      The weather was cold enough that I had to turn the heater on, but that made her scent fill the cab of the truck, and memories overwhelmed me. Memories of her naked, warm, soft, and tasting like heaven. Shit, I needed to pull myself together.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, and I forced myself to unclench my hands on the steering wheel.

      “Yeah, fine. Just got a lot on my mind.”

      “Me too.”

      “You know, I think about that night all the time.”

      A low throaty laugh escaped her. “Me too. It’s hard to forget with the souvenir you left me.”

      “I expect so.”

      She didn’t say anything else as we drove down the long dirt driveway that led out of the ranch, but I caught myself stealing glances at her. Too many glances. One hand rested on her swollen belly, the other played with a strand of her hair as she stared out the window.

      "It's really beautiful." Something about the way she said that made my chest tight. I wanted her to like the ranch. I needed her to.

      "Yeah, every season changes, but my favorite is winter. It’s cold and still and everything is just…peaceful.”

      “I’ve never spent a winter on a ranch. We only went to visit in the summer."

      "Your grandpa's ranch." She looked at me with surprise in her eyes. "Yeah, I remember things."

      "Does your family all know now? About us…the baby?”

      I swallowed hard, not knowing what the right choice was here. I supposed it was the truth. "They do. Buck overheard me talking with Mama. He told Clint…and I'm sure, by now, Sera knows. I'm actually surprised I haven't seen her yet. She loves babies.”

      “She’s your little sister?”

      "Yep. Although, if you call her my little sister, she won’t be happy with you. Being the only girl, she got treated like the princess she is for years. But she has a lot of big brothers to teach her how to take care of herself. She don’t take kindly to being called little."

      She went quiet again as we drove down the property line, her eyes scanning the fence just like I explained she needed to. I could've been doing this on my horse. Gettin’ in some exercise. Not that I needed exercise after all the work I regularly do. But I wanted to be near her, and I didn't want her doing anything stupid, like trying to keep up with her sister.

      "So, tell me a little bit about you. Aside from what I found out on Google, I don't know anything about you, Tristan.”

      "Well, I guess you need to tell me what Google says about me first."

      She bit her lip, as though she was holding back something she wanted to say but was afraid of. "Google says you are a bit of a player."

      "Define a bit of."

      "I think, well, they say you slept with every girl in town and half the sisters of the ranch hands."

      I laughed out loud. “Wow. It’s true, I’ve had more than my share of single women in this town, but definitely not every single one of them. In fact, I haven't had sex in nearly five months."

      Her eyes went wide, and a little gasp escaped her. "You mean?"

      "You were the last woman I slept with, Hazel. I just didn't want anybody else after you."

      Her breath caught in her throat, the sound louder than it should have been in the car, but hell if I wasn't paying way too much attention to her. "You were only the second guy I'd ever been with. And you’re the only one who has ever successfully gotten me pregnant."

      "Well…lucky me?"

      "I'm older than you, you know?" She wasn't looking at me. Instead, she continued to stare at the fence line like her life depended on it.

      I wanted to stop the truck and make her look at me because we had so much to talk about. Not just about the baby. We needed to talk about that night we were together. The night I realized my brothers were right. Once you find someone you connect with, why would you ever want to let go?

      "How old are you?"

      “Thirty. I'll be thirty-one in a couple of weeks."

      I chuckled. "It's not that much older than me, darlin’. Besides, it doesn't bother me. Do you have a problem with it?"

      She sat up straighter, cheeks turning pink. "It shouldn't matter. I’m not dating you anyway."

      "You might not be dating me, but you're having a baby with me."

      “True.”

      I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, trying to think of what to say next. We didn't have that much time until she was gonna head home. "So, you're a nurse. Don't you have, like patients or something waiting for you?"

      “I’m a nurse practitioner. But I don't have a practice anymore. I lost my space when I got divorced."

      "How did that happen?"

      "It's a long story."

      "I've got nothing better to do."

      "My ex owns a wellness center. He’s a chiropractor. I rented my office space from him, but he never made me a partner, even after we were married. So, when we got divorced, he took it all. I had, well, I had everything, and then I had nothing."

      Anger boiled in me. Who the hell did that to someone? That asshole stole everything from her, and why? Because he was tired of being married to someone like her, a beautiful, gentle woman. "So you didn't want to get divorced?"

      “Not at first. Until I realized he was cheating on me. It blindsided me. But then, I saw the signs that I had been ignoring. Things hadn’t been right between us for quite a few years. It needed to happen. I just wouldn’t admit it."

      "Well, I'm glad that he's out of your life. That leaves room for…other people."

      She smiled then, the curve of her lips lighting up something inside me.

      "And what about you? Anyone ever shatter your heart into a thousand pieces?"

      I swallowed hard. "Not yet. But there's time."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      

  




Hazel

      “I hope it never happens to you. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.” I needed to stop twisting my hair around my finger. I was going to break it off. “I bet you’ve been the breaker of hearts plenty of times, though.”

      He shrugged. “If I was, I’m a real fuckin’ asshole.”

      Looking at him, I couldn’t agree with that. All I saw was a man who was determined to be there for his child without question. There wasn’t a moment’s hesitation once the reality sank in for him. Tristan was all in.

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      I followed his gaze out front and saw a lone horse limping along slowly. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She shouldn’t be out this far. I don’t know how she got out of her paddock.”

      “Do I need to call the vet?” I asked, pulling my phone from my pocket.

      “Nah. I’ll call in first. Poor girl has been dealing with an abscess in her hoof from a puncture wound. She won’t get better if she’s way out here walking all over creation on it.”

      He grabbed his phone from his pocket after pulling to a stop. “Clint, I got Bailey out here way out of bounds. No, I don’t know how she got out of her paddock. Yeah. Okay, great. I’m in the truck with a guest. Yeah, if you could send one of the hands to help bring her in. Thanks.”

      He hung up and sighed. “Bailey, girl, you gotta take it easy until that hoof is healed.”

      “You really love those horses, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I? They’re amazing animals.”

      My heart fluttered, my belly flipping in that bubbly way I noticed this morning. I pressed my palm to my bump and must’ve tensed, because his gaze locked on me.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. It’s the baby moving. Kind of a weird tickle.”

      His fingers flexed and curled into a fist.

      “You won’t be able to feel it yet. But if you want to touch, you can.”

      Reaching out slowly, hesitantly, he placed his palm over the swell. The warmth of his touch made me smile, and as he ran his hand over the place our baby was safely growing, I wondered what this would’ve been like if things had been different for us. If we’d just exchanged contact information, or if we’d met in a different way.

      “I’ve never been around a pregnant woman before. Not like this.”

      “Does it freak you out?”

      He laughed. “The impending fatherhood does. Pregnancy doesn’t. That’s just part of life.”

      “I’m terrified to be a mom,” I admitted.

      “We can be scared together. Okay?”

      Nodding. I placed my hand on top of his. “Tristan?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Can we go back to the house?”

      He smirked. “Technically, we’ve still got a lot of fence to check.”

      “Okay, well, I’m sorry to break it to you, but the pregnant lady needs to pee, and I’d really rather use a bathroom and not the pasture.”

      A ranch hand rode up on a russet-colored horse and waved at us. “Perfect timing. Let’s get you to the lodge. I can finish this on my own. Mama will want to make sure you meet Sera anyway. I’m sure there are plenty of embarrassing stories they can tell you about me too.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      By the time we pulled up to the house, I was equal parts desperate to get inside and sad I wasn’t going to be near him for the rest of the day. Was I really so easily charmed? He opened my door for me and helped me down from the tall truck, his warm hand on mine sending tingles up my arm.

      “You all right?” he asked.

      I pulled my fingers out of his grip and nodded. “Fine. Thanks for the help down. It’s a big truck.”

      “It has to be to cover the kind of ground we have.”

      “At least you’re not one of those guys who has a big ass truck with nothing to haul.”

      He laughed. “It’s rare when I’m not pulling a horse trailer or carrying a full truck bed of hay. One time, my brother took his girl out to the drive-in movie and used his truck for that. I think it was the first time I saw him try to make anything pretty.”

      “That sounds nice, though. A movie under the stars with someone you love.”

      Striking blue irises locked with mine, and for an intense moment, I wondered what it would be like to be someone he loved. Then he blinked and looked away, rubbing his hand over the back of his neck. “Too cold for that now. But we’ve got plenty of things to do for fun around here, I promise.”

      We walked together into the house through the kitchen door, Tristan taking his boots off and leaving them outside, me struggling to bend down and get a good grip on mine. Already my pregnancy was making things more difficult. He placed his palms on my hips to stop me. “Come on, sit down. I’ll help you with your boots.”

      “I can take off my own boots.”

      Smirking, he cocked a brow. “I know you can, but I can help make it easier.”

      I sat on the bench near the door and let him slide my boots from my feet. He looked up at me from under the brim of his hat, and my heart fluttered.

      Standing, he took off his hat and reached over me to place it on the hook. “Bathroom’s down the hall, second door on the left.”

      I rushed as gracefully as possible in the direction of the bathroom, very aware of his gaze on me until I was out of his view. After using the restroom and washing my hands, I stared at myself in the mirror. My eyes were bright and filled with a light I hadn’t seen in them for a long time. I felt…free. I may have gotten myself into a situation that was far from the ideal normal, but I didn’t feel desperate or hopeless. Not like I had in my marriage, not like I had after Quinn asked for a divorce. For the first time, I could do whatever the hell I wanted.

      Walking through the hall slowly on my way back to the kitchen, I let my gaze linger on the multitude of photos lining the walls. Smiling faces, cowboys hard at work, Mama in a wedding dress next to a devastatingly handsome man who must’ve been Tristan’s dad. God, she’d been a staggering beauty. Not that she wasn’t now, but she’d softened over the years, and that intense beauty turned to gentle loveliness. I wondered if that was what having children did.

      “You get lost?” Tristan’s voice caught me off guard, making me jump.

      “Oh! You startled me.”

      He chuckled and came up beside me. “My favorite is this one.” He pointed to a picture of a man who was clearly his dad sitting on a big black stallion with a chubby baby on his lap. The child was wearing the smallest cowboy hat I’d ever seen.

      “Is that you?”

      “Yeah. My first ride.”

      I giggled. “You were a fat little baby.”

      He nudged me with his elbow. “Aren’t all babies fat?”

      “If they’re well-fed, absolutely.”

      I could feel the heat of his body next to mine. It was intoxicating. He turned toward me and reached up as though he was going to touch my face, but he brushed a lock of my hair behind my ear instead. “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I don’t know.” He bit his lower lip and leaned in. “Do you think about that night?”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “It’s kinda hard not to.”

      His palm slid over my belly. “I don’t mean just because of this. Do you lie in bed and remember what it felt like to be with me the way I remember what it was like to touch you?”

      “Stop. I’m not here for…this.”

      Immediately, he stopped touching me, his eyes going hard. “Sorry. Fuck, I’m sorry.” He walked away but turned and came back. “I don’t know how to do this, Hazel. How to forget about the night we had.”

      “You don’t have to forget. But I don’t want that night to be the reason you make this more than it is. One drunken time together doesn’t make a forever.”

      “But what if it’s a start?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not, and you know that.”

      “Tristan? Are you in here?” Mama’s voice filled the hall. “I could use some help with the firewood if you’ve got time. Cold front’s movin’ in, and we’re running low.”

      “Sure, Mama.” He and I came around the corner to find her standing in the living room, bundled in a flannel coat with her curly dark hair held back by a red bandana.

      “Oh, Hazel, I didn’t realize you were here too.” Her smile was warm and bright.

      “We were out checking the fences, but nature called.” I cocked my head toward the bathroom.

      “Sounds about right for a woman in your condition.” She gave her son a stern stare. “Tristan, you should be prepared for that kind of thing. She needs to stick closer to the house.”

      “Sorry, Mama. I thought maybe for the rest of the day she could hang out with Sera and meet the horses.”

      “I’m sure Sera would love that. She’s giving a lesson right now but should be back for lunch in a few minutes. Are you hungry, Hazel? I’ve got all the stuff for BLTs.”

      Truthfully, I was ravenous. “That sounds delicious.”

      “Tristan, go on, now. That wood ain’t gonna chop itself. I’ll bring you some lunch in a bit.”

      Nodding, Tristan strode toward the back door. He stopped and pulled on his boots, then grabbed his hat and put it on. With a tip of his cap and a sexy smile at me, he left.

      “I don’t know if you’ve realized this, honey, but my boy is sweet on you,” Mama said.

      “He’s just caught up in everything that’s happened in the last few days. We barely know each other.”

      She walked to the cupboard and pulled out two mugs before filling a kettle with water and starting it to boil. “So far I’ve been two for two on my boys and their women. I’m not wrong this time either. Just be careful with him. Rykers love hard. But that means sometimes they fall hard too.”

      “No one’s falling. We made a mistake one night, and now we’re linked forever. We’re trying to be friends for the sake of this baby. I don’t want anything else from him.”

      Mama grinned and nodded as she popped two tea bags in the mugs. “We’ll see.”

    

  





      Tristan

      The ax came down hard and split the wood over and over, a mesmerizing rhythm that we’d all perfected from the time we were teens. Sure, we could’ve gotten the house set up with pellet stoves or even a heat pump, but there was something about a roaring fire that just did it for me. Maybe it was how I’d been raised or who my family was. I didn’t know.

      I pulled my shirt over my head and wiped the sweat from my brow before tossing the fabric aside and getting to work on more of the large pile of logs that needed splittin’. A soft little gasp from behind me had me lodging the ax in the woodblock and turning toward the sound.

      Hazel stood with her eyes wide and trained on my shirtless torso. She had a plate in one hand and a bottle of pop in the other. “Mama sent me to bring you some lunch. I didn’t…uh…didn’t realize there’d be a free show with my meal.”

      I laughed. “Is wood chopping considered entertainment where you’re from?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “When the person chopping said wood looks like you, yeah.”

      “Hazel, are you flirting with me?”

      She shook her head, striding forward and handing me the plate. “Just making an observation.”

      “Well, the show’s gonna start again in ten minutes, if you want to stick around.” I bit into the sandwich and waited for her response.

      “Thanks, but I’m meeting your sister in the arena in five. Keep up the good work.”

      Offering her a mock salute, I popped the top on my Coke and took a long swig. “Have fun. Don’t you get any crazy ideas about going on a ride.”

      “I think your mother would hang me up by my toes if I did something like that. If I wasn’t pregnant, I’d be out on the trails right now.”

      If she wasn’t pregnant, I’d never have seen her again. I couldn’t tell her that, but it was the God’s honest truth.

      “You’ll have to come back after the baby. Come for a ride whenever you want.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “We’ll see.” Then she walked away from me, her round ass swaying with each step as she headed toward the stables.

      My dick thickened in my jeans, uncomfortable and heavy as I remembered what it felt like to hold that ass in my palms as I’d driven inside her up against the wall of the hotel room. Shit. I couldn’t keep sporting wood every time she was around. If I did, I’d never survive this week.

      A flash of red hair caught my eye as Penny, Buck’s fiancée, walked by on her way to the spa. Her little dog, Peanut, ran alongside her, happily stopping every few paces to mark his territory. “Hey, Tristan. Buck told me the news. How are you handling it?”

      Handling it? Why did everyone assume I was gonna go off the deep end? “Better than everyone expects, I guess.”

      “Well, that’s good. I’d be a wreck. A baby is a big deal. Life-altering. It would change everything between Buck and me.”

      My gut clenched. She didn’t know Buck had told me what was going on between them. “I suppose, to me, and I think to everyone in our family, a baby is another person to love. No one in our crew will ever have to go through change like that alone.”

      A soft, wistful smile turned up her lips. “Good point. So, is your girl staying here for good?”

      “No. Hazel’s not my girl. We’re doing this together, figuring things out, but it’s not gonna be without complications.”

      “I’m impressed, Tristan. I thought for sure you’d run.”

      “Glad I could surprise you.”

      “Well, I do prenatal massage. Not that I ever get the chance here. We don’t get a lot of pregnant guests. Send her over anytime. She should get at least one while she’s visiting.”

      I offered her a smile and nodded. “I’ll let her know.” Placing another log on the block, I took my stance. “Anything else?”

      “Is she coming to supper tonight?”

      “Yes. She and her sister will be there.”

      “Great. I can’t wait to meet the woman who tamed you.”

      I shook my head, grabbed the ax, and swung it high over my head before bringing the blade down in the center of the wood and splitting it in two. If I hadn’t scared Hazel off, my family might.
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Hazel

      “What do you want with my brother?” Sera Ryker asked as I helped her brush a beautiful horse named Arlo.

      “Want?”

      “Yeah, I mean, you show up here, knocked up and looking for him. Obviously you know who we are, what we do. There’s a lot in it for you. He’s in the public eye. I mean, his fan page on social media has over two million followers. It’s just a little…convenient.”

      My stomach churned. “Excuse me?”

      “Your sister has a YouTube channel. She’s trying to break out, get noticed. Hitching herself to Tristan Ryker after you spent the night with him sounds like a pretty risk-free way for her to get some success.”

      Unease twisted my heart. I didn’t want any of them to think I was using Tristan. “I hadn’t even watched Saddle Up until just before we booked our visit.”

      “How could you not know? Saddle Up is the biggest hit reality show since Survivor.”

      I shrugged. “I don’t watch TV very often, and when I do, it’s usually a cooking show. They calm me down.”

      “You’re serious?”

      “Yeah. I swear, I have no designs on Tristan. All I wanted was to tell him about the baby and give him options.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, her expression the same one I’d seen on Tristan’s face before. “What kind of options?”

      “I brought him papers to terminate his parental rights. If he didn’t want to be involved.”

      Her eyes widened and horror crossed her face. “You what?”

      “I don’t want to tie him to this baby if he doesn’t want to be in his or her life. I was an obligation to my dad. I don’t want my child to be the same to theirs.”

      The look in her eyes changed to sympathy almost immediately. “Tristan would never do that. He might be a manwhore, but he’s not a deadbeat.”

      “I’m realizing that.”

      “Good.” She looked me over, taking in my dirty jeans and boots. “You should probably go wash up. Maybe take a soak in that jacuzzi tub. I have a feeling supper is gonna be an experience.”

      Chuckling, I brushed myself off. “That sounds amazing, but…I don’t have a ride back to the cabin. My sister has the car, and Tristan picked me up today.”

      She jutted her chin behind me, and I turned to see the cowboy in question leaning up against the stable door. “Speak of the devil,” she murmured.

      Tristan sauntered toward us, the spurs on his boots jangling with each step. “Ladies,” he said, tipping his hat. “Was Sera nice to you, Hazel?”

      Before I could answer, Sera interrupted me. “She handled my interrogation like a pro. Passed with flying colors. Take her home so she can get ready for supper, will ya? We worked hard today.”

      “That’s why I’m here, ain’t it?” He trained his gaze on me. “You ready?”

      Nodding, I followed him out of the stables and to his truck. The bed was full of freshly chopped wood, and his hair was damp with sweat. “You chopped all of this today?”

      “Most of it. We’re supposed to get some snow in the next few days.”

      Alarm shot through me. Erin wouldn’t like that. Her car wasn’t built for snow. “Shit.”

      “It’ll be fine. We’re set up to handle pretty much anything around here.”

      “Yeah, but my sister isn’t. We might have to head home earlier than we’d planned.”

      Brow furrowing, he assessed me. “You just got here.”

      “Let’s get through supper tonight, and I’ll talk to her.”

      He didn’t respond with anything other than a curt nod.

      After dropping me off at the cabin, Tristan left, but not before programming his phone number into my contacts. He said it was in case of emergencies, but still, my stupid hormones raised my heart rate.

      I was tired, dirty, and happier than I’d been in a long time. Maybe it was the change of pace or the sense of family around here that did it, but this seemed to be what I’d been looking for, what I’d been trying to create with Quinn. A safe place for everyone to land.

      A bath sounded heavenly, but I was afraid I’d fall asleep and miss supper, or worse, drown. So, I showered and freshened up, feeling like a new woman once I had clean clothes and freshly scrubbed skin. The cabin door opened, revealing a bedraggled version of Erin I’d never seen before.

      “You okay?” I asked, amusement in my tone.

      “Every part of me hurts. Even my teeth hurt.” She was covered in who knew what and missing one of her fake eyelashes.

      “Are you going to be ready for supper with the family at six?”

      She began stripping out of her clothes on her way to the bathroom. I heard the water start in the tub before she returned, wrapped in a towel. “Go on without me. Let me die here.”

      Laughter bubbled out of me. “I guess ranch life isn’t for you?”

      “Hot ranchers? Yes. Working with hot ranchers? No.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

      She shook her head, striding back into the bathroom. The scent of cherries and almonds filled the air as she poured soothing bath salts into the water. “They want to spend time with you anyway, not me.”

      “Okay. I guess, call if you need anything. I have my phone on me.”

      As she shut the door behind her, I grabbed the car keys from where she’d tossed them on the kitchen counter and took a deep breath. I wasn’t afraid of the Rykers, but sitting at a dinner table with every single one of them at the same time was a little daunting. But then the thought of sitting next to Tristan flickered to life in my mind, and calm took the place of the anxiety. Something told me he’d be there for me whether I wanted him to or not. Right now, I wanted him.
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      Tristan

      I was a nervous wreck as I watched Hazel's car approach the lodge. This was the moment she would meet everyone in the world who was important to me. Well, almost everyone. My cousin Travis lives in California, and Sam… Well, he was Sam. I’d cross that bridge when I got to it.

      My chest fluttered with excitement as she parked the car and got out. She wore a pair of tight jeans and a fitted purple top that showed off her pregnant belly. Interestingly, it wasn’t as prominent as I’d first thought when I saw her in the entryway of Mama’s house. She smiled at me, her eyes twinkling with nervous energy as well. This was a big deal for both of us. Whether or not I convinced her to give me a chance, she was going to be part of my family.

      "Hey there, darlin’.” I strode over to her and held out my arm. She looked at my offered elbow and laughed before shaking her head, but she took it in the end.

      “You clean up nice."

      That made me feel good. I may have taken a little extra time getting cleaned up for supper. Shirt was new and ironed, jeans fresh from the laundry, and instead of my ratty old hat, I broke out my fancy occasion one.

      "It's a big night. Wanted to look my best." I looked her up and down once more and leaned close. "You're still the prettiest girl I've ever seen."

      Her cheeks turned pink and a smile twisted her lips. "Still charming, I see."

      "Always."

      I held open the kitchen door for her as she walked through. She moved to sit and take off her boots, but I stopped her. "Don't worry about it now. Those haven’t been in the arena, right?”

      She shook her head.

      “Good. You’re just fine.” I removed my hat, running my hands over my hair before looking at her again.

      "I like it when you don't tie your hair back," she said, her voice husky.

      "I could say the same about you." I remembered how much she liked my hair. When she wrapped it in her fists as she pulled, when she ran her fingers through it as she rode me. And… I was hard again.

      I couldn't sit at the dinner table with a raging hard-on. Excusing myself, I left for a quick trip to the bathroom so I could take care of it in private. After giving my dick a stern talking to, I stared at myself in the mirror and wondered how I got into such a situation. Then I laughed because I knew exactly how. And I didn’t think I would change a thing. If that meant sacrificing the experience I had with her, there was no way.

      When I returned, my whole family was standing in the kitchen talking to Hazel. Ever was as kind as always, taking her right in and making her feel at home. She and Penny had joined forces, it seemed. I hoped our little chat helped with that. To think she didn't like me at first, but now, we had a special kind of friendship. We understood each other. Sera bumped me with her arm and grinned at me.

      "It looks like you were accidentally awesome. Hazel is amazing. Did you know she's a nurse? Dr. McKallister needs some help. He needs a new nurse. Really he wants to retire, but there's not another doctor in the town."

      "What are you saying? You think I should convince her to drop everything and move here? I already tried. She shot me down."

      "You didn't try that. You asked her to marry you. There's a big difference."

      "I don't think it's gonna work. She doesn't want me."

      Sera rolled her eyes and sighed dramatically. "Maybe this isn’t all about you. Maybe she doesn't have to want you. But being around family is gonna be what's best for the baby, and the way she tells it, she doesn’t have a lot of that aside from her sister."

      Maybe she was right. But if she stayed in Sunrise, I wanted her to stay with me.

      When dinner was ready, my brothers and I brought the food to the table while Ever poured the wine for everyone. Wine? Why were we having wine? We were a pretty strict beer and whiskey household. Momma rarely drank. But, my mother made an amazing French dish for all of us to share. Some fancy beef stew by her idol Julia Child. She said the only thing that went with this was wine. I think she wanted to impress Hazel just as much as I did.

      I took my seat next to Hazel, smiling as she laid her napkin over her bump. "It's starting to catch everything. Pretty soon, it will double as a shelf." The way she said it had me laughing.

      "It's the cutest shelf I've ever seen."

      "So, Hazel, tell us about yourself. Where are you from? What do you do?" Ever asked.

      "I'm from a city called Battlement. It's about six hours west of here. It's right on the border. I’m a nurse practitioner, but I'm not practicing right now.” She looked down at her plate. “Between practices at the moment."

      "Oh, I've been there,” Ever said, all of us turning our attention to her.

      Clint stared at her. "Why have you been there? I thought coming to Sunrise was the first time you’d been in Montana."

      Her cheeks went pink. "Actually, Ryker Ranch was the second ranch I visited before we pitched Saddle Up.”

      His face went stony. "You mean you could have ended up in a totally different place? With a totally different guy?”

      She smiled and patted his hand. "Keep your shirt on, cowboy. The minute I stepped onto the grounds and saw it wasn’t right, I turned my heinie right around."

      Clint’s shoulders sagged in relief. "That's right, you did."

      Hazel chuckled and reached for a roll. "So, Ever, is that really how you met Clint? When you pitched the show?"

      Ever's eyes brightened. "Yup. I knew I was in trouble the moment I met him. And I wouldn't change anything.”

      “Where’s your sister, Hazel?" Momma asked.

      Buck snickered. "I'm pretty sure she was a little too assertive and confident about her skills. I bet she’s sittin’ on a bag of ice right about now."

      "Carlton John, you're supposed to watch out for the guests, not let them hurt themselves.”

      He held up his hands. "We tried. But she said she could do it. Insisted she grew up working her granddad's cattle ranch in the Rockies."

      Hazel laughed again, the sound making my heart swell. "When she says worked, she means we rode horses on trails. But she never likes to be told she can't do something. I can attest that she is currently soaking in a hot bath filled with Epsom salts. She should be okay tomorrow."

      "Well, she did the damn thing. I just wish she would’ve listened to us and taken it easier her first time out.”

      “That sounds like her.” Hazel smiled and took a drink of her water.

      I shouldn’t have been staring at her like a fucking lovesick teenager, but here I was, feeling like just that.

      We filled our plates and talked about everything other than the show. The family rule was generally to keep the conversation steered away from work, but we slipped at least once every single time. Buck and Penny were leaving for a weekend away at the cabin the three of us had built over the summer on Kresley Lake. I was jealous, but I also knew how important it was gonna be for the two of them to talk through whatever was going on between them.

      “Clint and I have an announcement,” Ever said.

      Mama’s eyes widened.

      Ever continued. “We’ve decided to use the advance I got for my next book to expand our house. We’re gonna put an addition on it with two extra bedrooms and another bathroom.”

      “Oh?” I could see the wheels turning in Mama’s head. Two more bedrooms meant they’d need to fill those with something, or maybe a little someone.

      Clint cleared his throat. “We’re trying for a baby.”

      “What?” Mama jumped up from her chair and screeched. “Ever. Put that wine down right now. You shouldn’t be drinking. Oh, my stars. Two grandbabies. I’ve been dying for one, and now I’m gonna get two.”

      “Slow down, Mama. They’re not pregnant yet,” Buck said.

      Mama put her hand on her chest and took a few calming breaths. “You’re right. Oh, this is exciting. I wish your daddy was here for this.”

      Instinctively, I took Hazel’s hand. I could see her quietly losing her grip on the situation. My family was too much, too soon. Especially for her and what she was dealing with.

      She pulled her fingers from mine and stood, one hand on her belly. “Thank you all so much for supper. I need to get back to my sister and make sure she’s doing okay.”

      Mama stood as she walked by, grabbing her and hugging her tight. “It means the world that you came here to us, Hazel. No matter what happens with you and my boy, you always have a place with us.”

      She replied with something I couldn’t make out, but Mama nodded and released her. Then, when Sera kicked me hard in the shin from across the table, I got up and chased after the mother of my child.
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Hazel

      My chest was tight as panic clawed at me. This family was so close and clearly loved each other so much. How on earth was I going to be part of their unit if I lived so far away? And what would happen if I fell in love with all of them and couldn’t keep them?

      Tears sprung to my eyes as the baby fluttered in my belly, and I yanked open the back door. Cool night air hit me, the chill already seeping into my bones.

      “Hazel, wait,” Tristan called after me, but I ignored him.

      I just needed a minute to get my head on straight. Rushing out of the house, I raced down the stairs but slipped on a patch of ice that had formed as the evening got colder. Letting out a cry of dismay, I thought of all the things that could happen to the baby if I took a fall. I didn’t know what to do to stop it from happening. But strong arms caught me before I hit the ground, pulling me into Tristan’s broad chest.

      “Whoa, there, darlin’. Where’s the fire?”

      My breaths came in sharp gasps as I let him hold me. “You…you caught me.”

      “Of course I did. I’d never let anything happen to you.” He tilted my face toward his and brushed my hair out of my eyes. “I’m sorry about my family. They can be a lot to get used to.”

      “They’re amazing. I mean it. They’re everything I always wanted. I like to imagine that if my dad hadn’t left before Erin and I were born, maybe we could’ve all been that close.”

      “Your dad left?”

      “Yeah. Mom was six months pregnant when she found out we were twins. That was too much for him. He went out for a pack of smokes and never came back.”

      He tightened his hold on me and dropped his lips to my forehead. “I’m real sorry. Anyone who’d leave his family like that doesn’t deserve to have that kind of happiness.”

      Horror washed over me as tears began to escape my eyes. Oh, no. I couldn’t fall apart in front of him. I’d only known him two days. But the tears were coming. There was no stopping them now. So I buried my face in his warm chest and let out the sobs.

      He whispered soft and tender shushing noises against my hair as he rubbed my back and just let me cry. I pulled away and ran my fingers over the damp patch I left on his shirt.

      “God, I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I’m usually a rock. Nothing makes me cry. I didn’t even cry when my husband left me.”

      Moving his hands from around my back to grip my biceps, he stared hard into my eyes. “Don’t you ever apologize for how you feel. There’s nothing wrong with falling apart every once in a while.”

      I nodded and reached up, cupping his face with my palms. Then I pressed a gentle kiss to his lips and backed away. “Thanks, Tristan.”

      Walking carefully to my car, I looked back at him over my shoulder once. My heart flipped as I caught him watching me with some kind of emotion in his eyes, and I wondered if, in addition to the desire we shared, he was feeling more.

      He didn’t go inside as I drove away, and a pang stabbed my chest once I couldn’t see him in my rearview mirror. I was getting far too attached to these people already.

      When I opened the door, the lights were off, but candles were lit, illuminating the space in a soft, warm glow.

      “Oh, ambiance, I like it,” I teased, guessing Erin was just in full relaxation mode.

      But as I closed the door, a gasp followed by a loud thud had panic making a reappearance. I turned the lights on and armed myself with the pointy end of my keys. “Erin? Are you okay?”

      In the corner, I spotted my sister, wrapped in a sheet with her hair a mess and her cheeks a rosy pink. Next to her was a tall, fit man with tattoos trailing down his side and nothing but his cowboy hat covering his unmentionables. “Who the hell are you?” I asked.

      “Name’s Justin, ma’am,” he said, giving me a nod and thankfully not reaching out his hand for a handshake.

      “Are you two done with your riding lesson? Or should I leave and come back?”

      Justin reached down and collected his clothes as I turned around and walked into the kitchen in search of a cup so I could make myself some tea. I didn’t turn around until I heard the tell-tale sound of boots on the floor.

      “I’m awful sorry for the surprise, ma’am. Family supper usually lasts a spell longer than that.”

      Erin, now wrapped in a robe, snaked an arm around him and pulled him down for a kiss. “Don’t worry, cowboy, she’s fine. Right, Hazel?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, totally fine. I just didn’t expect to see you.”

      “Didn’t you see his horse?”

      He cleared his throat. “I used the hitching post around back. We’re not supposed to tangle with the guests.”

      Winking, I said, “Your secret is safe with me, Justin.”  I glanced at the bed, which was in a serious state of disarray. “Do you two want me to maybe go take a bath or something so you can…continue?”

      Justin shook his head. “I best get goin’. Erin, I’ll call you?”

      She nodded and bit her lower lip as he left with a tip of his hat. As soon as we saw him on horseback leaving the cabin, she spun around to me with her fingers pressed against her mouth. “Oh. My. God. Cowboys.”

      I laughed. “I’m tired. Go on without me. Leave me here to die,” I said, mocking her earlier performance. “Give me a break. You just wanted to get laid.”

      “Are you mad at me? We just sort of, clicked, you know?”

      Oh, I knew. “He is really good looking.”

      She sighed. “Yeah. And he knows exactly how to use his hips. He’s a rodeo cowboy too.”

      “Are you gonna see him again?”

      Nodding, she plopped down on the bed. “He’s taking me on a trail ride tomorrow.”

      “Tristan told me it’s supposed to snow in the next few days.”

      Her expression changed. “Snow?”

      “Yeah. There’s a cold front coming in.”

      “Okay. We’ll need to keep an eye on things. Maybe leave early.”

      I knew her so well. “That’s what I told him. We don’t want to get stuck here, or worse, somewhere on the highway.”

      “I have chains in my trunk, but I just don’t like making long trips in bad weather. It makes me nervous.”

      “Me too.” She had good reason to be uncomfortable. I’d almost lost her when we were sixteen to a car accident during a freak snowstorm. If she wanted to leave, we’d leave.

      “We’ll keep an eye on things. I really can’t stay longer. I’ve got sponsors I need to record spots for.” She frowned. “I should have brought all my stuff. I could have just recorded here.”

      Shrugging, I said, “You couldn’t have known. It’s not a vacation if you bring work with you anyway.”

      “It wasn’t supposed to be a vacation. It was supposed to be you finding your baby daddy and me getting some material for my series on Saddle Up.”

      “True. You are wildly unprepared. What kind of influencer are you?” I teased.

      “Okay, okay. Do you want to tell me about supper?”

      I poured a cup of tea and took a seat at the table as it steeped. “They’re wonderful. All of them. Sera is protective. She gave me the third degree about my intentions with her brother.  But once I explained what happened, she backed off. It was sweet how worried she was about him. And I think Mama is just overflowing with love for anyone who needs it.”

      “That sounds too good to be true.”

      “I know, but it’s real. I can tell. They all just really love each other.”

      She smiled. “I’m a little jealous.”

      “Right? I didn’t think families like this existed outside of TV shows.”

      “Mom tried her best.” Erin’s defensiveness came out instantly. “You can’t say she didn’t.”

      “I never said that. But she’s never been what you could call warm.”

      “No. She was too busy working three jobs to support us. It didn’t mean she didn’t love us.”

      “I know. I know.” Now I felt bad. “If things had been different. If our dad hadn’t left…”

      “She wouldn’t have worked herself to death, and we’d still have her.”

      Anger at our father’s selfishness blossomed in my chest, but I pushed it aside. No use dwelling on the choices of someone I’d never met. “Okay, enough sad talk. The Rykers are great, this baby will have a huge support system, and you took a ride on a ranch hand. Did I miss anything else?”

      She tossed a balled-up napkin at me. “No.” Her laugh was a balm to my soul. “It was a good ride, though.”

      “I know what you mean.”
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      Tristan

      The last two days had been bitter cold, but there hadn’t been a single flurry, and I had to admit, I was relieved. I wasn’t ready for Hazel to go yet, but I knew it had to happen eventually. At least now I had a way to get in touch with her once she was six hours away.

      I hadn’t spent as much time with her as I wanted to. Yesterday our bull, Lucifer, busted through two huge sections of fence, and we had to round up nearly a hundred head of cattle who got loose before anyone realized what had happened. It was a stupid mistake, something we should have been watching for. Lucifer was a problem. We all knew it. Shit like that happened all the time, but that was before Hazel arrived. I needed every second I could get with her.

      “Did you know there’s a pretty girl waiting for you in the lodge?” Sera asked as I put Ranger away for the day.

      My stomach twisted as excitement raced through my veins. “Is there?”

      Nodding, she grinned. “I really like her, Tris. Don’t fuck this up.”

      A shocked laugh escaped me before I could stop it. “Thanks, Sera. Nothing like pressure to motivate a guy.”

      “I only speak the truth. If she doesn’t want a relationship with you, I still want her to be comfortable coming to the ranch and bringing the baby.”

      That was something I’d thought about over the last few days. Mama had made us all attend supper every evening, along with Hazel and her sister Erin. That frustrated me because I wanted time alone with Hazel. We had some serious things to talk about, plans to make before she went home.

      “I’m going to do everything I can to make sure she knows she’s welcome here whenever she wants to come.”

      Sera nodded. “Good.”

      Walking into my mom's house, my palms were sweaty, and I was once again nervous to talk to Hazel. We hadn’t planned this, but I was glad she wanted to see me. I found her sitting at the kitchen table, working on a puzzle that Mama had out for all of us. Ever since we were kids, she’d put a random puzzle out and expect that we would each work on it for a few minutes every time we came inside. We must've done thousands.

      This one was a fifteen hundred piece landscape. A field of wildflowers. Deceptively hard. Hazel stared down at it, not even realizing I was there as I moved in closer.

      "You gotta start with the sky and work your way down. Otherwise, you get lost in the field of flowers." I grabbed a piece of sky blue with just a tiny bit of cloud on the edge and placed it right where it needed to be.

      Hazel looked up at me, something like regret in her eyes. "I haven't done a puzzle since I was a kid. I forgot how much I like them." She cocked her brow. “What happened to you?”

      I’d completely forgotten about the bruise on my jaw. “Horse head-butted me as I was saddling him. I’m used to it. Ranger and I had a fair few arguments growing up. When I was a kid, I always fought my horse for control. He was young too. We were both bullheaded. Now, I end up with a fat lip or a shiner at least once every time we get in a new horse who needs breakin’.”

      “Working with someone new today? Obviously not Ranger.”

      "Yeah, I’ve been working hard with Wildfire to get him ready. Ranger and I have grown up together. But, unfortunately, he’s just not cut out for a full workday anymore. It's time for him to retire and just enjoy his life however he wants."

      Her brows pulled together. "How do you feel about that?"

      I hadn't really thought about it. It was just something that happened. Horses got old. They worked hard and deserved to rest. "Well, it's not like we're sending them off to the farm." I use air quotes on the word farm to make sure she understood my meaning.

      "We had a dog that went to the farm once." She grabbed a puzzle piece and snapped it together with mine. "But Erin and I knew exactly what my mom meant when she said that we took Buddy off to live on a farm."

      "I don't understand why parents do that. Why not just explain to their kids what happened?"

      "It's a lot more complicated than that. You've clearly never spent time with an inquisitive seven-year-old. The questions they ask are endless. Questions even I can't answer, and I'm a nurse."

      That had my heart pounding. There was so much I didn't know about kids. When would I learn? When I do something or say something to mess them up? What if I traumatize our kid by answering the question honestly and scaring the ever-loving shit out of them? Her hand rested on mine and squeezed, pulling me back from my racing thoughts.

      “Hey, there. Your pulse is going a mile a minute. What just happened?"

      I took the seat across from her and looked right into her beautiful blue eyes. “What if I’m a terrible dad?"

      The sweet smile she gave me eased something in my chest. "The fact that you’re even asking that question means you won't be. We're just going to do the best we can.”

      "I know you and your sister are leaving tomorrow. I overheard you guys talking because the snow is finally about to hit."

      A guilty look crossed her face. "I was going to tell you. I just needed to find the right time."

      I nodded, knowing that fighting about this wasn’t going to solve anything. "Have dinner with me tonight. Just you and me, no family, nobody asking us questions," I blurted.

      My words hung in the air between us, and her mouth dropped open for just a moment before she gathered herself. "All right. Where are we going?"

      "There's a little place I know. Bring gloves, because it’s getting cold. I'll pick you up at six."

      She bit her lower lip, but then she smiled. "Are you cooking?"

      "Do you doubt my skills?"

      The dubious expression betrayed her. "Kinda."

      "I'll have you know, I am Sandra Ryker’s son. That means we know how to take care of ourselves, and we know that accounts for the people around us."

      The flicker of interest in her eyes had my cock twitching behind my fly. Goddamn, if she could do this to me with one look, what could she do with time?

      I stood, but not before taking her hand and bringing her knuckles to my lips. I pressed a kiss to the soft skin, and I reveled in the feel of her on my mouth. I wanted all of her on my mouth.

      "Tristan?” The tension in her voice didn’t dull my arousal one bit.

      "Hazel?"

      "Don't be late."

      I winked at her before opening the kitchen door and heading out to my waiting horse. I wouldn't be late for her. I’d never be late.

      

      “Shit,” I muttered as I looked down my body at the muck and grime layer I’d added over the course of a day’s work. I couldn’t go pick up Hazel looking like this. She’d never agree to give me a chance if I smelled like horse shit and looked worse.

      “Shit is right. I thought you trained the horses, not let them school you.” Buck chuckled as soon as I came through the door of my house. He stood at the kitchen counter, a beer bottle in his hand.

      “Don’t you have a house? A fiancée waiting? Why the fuck are you here in mine?”

      Buck laughed and slid his keys across the counter toward me. “Take it easy, little brother. I’m just dropping these off. I forgot I had a spare set in my truck. Found ‘em this morning.”

      Shaking my head, I hung my hat before pulling off my boots. “And you felt like it was so important you needed to let yourself into my house?”

      “Well, someone might have mentioned you had a date tonight with your baby mama. I just wanted to check in, see if you needed any sage words of wisdom.”

      “I know how to seduce a woman.”

      He scoffed. “Sure, that’s obvious. But do you know how to keep one?”

      Pushing off the counter, he snagged his hat and put it on before walking past me and out the door. “You want her to fall in love with you, or just fuck you?” he called over his shoulder.

      “Can’t I have both?”

      He didn’t answer me, and I wasn’t gonna go after him. But his question rolled around in my brain. I’d fucked my share of beautiful women, but I’d never loved anyone. Never wanted a woman as much as I wanted Hazel. Sure, I was dying to get my hands on her again, to taste and touch her, but I needed her around me as much as I needed her in my bed. Hell, I just wanted her in the same room as me.

      I’d been dying to get her alone, to remind her of how good we were together. Because there was no way that had all been inside my head. The two of us were magic. Pure and simple.

      I tugged my shirt off before slipping out of my dirty jeans and tossing everything in the hamper. Even bare, my limbs wore streaks of grime. It had been a hell of a day and I was dog-tired. But there was nothing that would keep me from my chance with Hazel tonight. Sleep was for the weak. That wasn’t me.

      The second I stepped under the spray of the shower, I let out a sigh. The hot water eased my sore muscles, and before long, I was clean and just letting the warmth soak into my bones. I’d go pick Hazel up in an hour, enough time for me to pack us our dinner and get my truck set up with everything we’d need for a night of stargazing.

      The thought of her next to me, snuggled up for warmth as we watched the stars in the clear sky had my cock hard and aching. And what if she let me kiss her again? Really kiss her, like I did that night. “Jesus, Hazel. What are you doing to me?” I muttered, sighing heavily as I took my length in my hand and gave a slow stroke.

      A hiss of pleasure escaped me at the contact. I’d been resisting the urge to fantasize about the woman staying on my ranch, but I had to admit, I wasn’t handling the temptation very well. I was strung tighter than piano wire and I didn’t know how I was gonna go without her if she rejected me this time.

      Memories of her soft skin on mine, the hitch in her breath as I’d filled her that first time, as deep as I could get inside her, hit me hard as I picked up the pace and began sliding my fist over my cock. She’d been slick and hot, even through the condom. I wanted it again. I wanted to feel her bare. Fuck.

      My palm shot out to brace myself on the wall at the end of the tub and I stroked in earnest now, breaths harsh and tense as my orgasm raced up my spine. Flashes of Hazel’s lips parting and back arching as I made her cry my name sent me over the edge. I came so hard my knees buckled, and I was thankful I lived alone because the groan I let out filled the bathroom and echoed off the walls.

      Breathing heavily, I shut off the water and grabbed a towel before I stepped out of the tub. I stood in front of the mirror and wiped the fog off the glass. Jesus Christ, this woman was in my veins.

      A few minutes later, I was dressed—looking sharp if I did say so myself—and packing up a meal for the two of us to share. I was looking forward to spending the night with her and no distractions…until my phone rang and my entire world changed.
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Hazel

      I sat with Mama while we worked on the puzzle together, concern prickling the back of my mind because she wasn’t acting like her normal self.

      "Mama, are you feeling okay?"

      She looked up at me, her eyes tired and face pale. "Oh, honey, I'm just fine. It's just a touch of the flu."

      Unease curled in my chest. Something didn't feel right. She’d slept most of the day, moving slow, breathing heavily. She was a fit woman. But I'd seen her regularly taking her pills, and I couldn't shake the feeling this was something other than a touch of the flu.

      “I’d feel a lot better if you’d let me take your vitals."

      She looked at me as though I were a silly child, but she nodded.

      I sighed. “Thank you. You stay right there. I have a kit in my car. I need to go grab it."

      As fast as I could, I went to my car, grabbed my kit in the trunk, and came back. I took her blood pressure first, and as soon as I got the numbers, I pulled out my cell and dialed 9-1-1.

      "What are you doing?" Mama asked. Her tone was full of frustration and annoyance.

      "Mama, I need you to stay calm. I think you're having a heart attack." I handed her an aspirin and waited as she took it.

      Her eyes widened in pure disbelief. "What are you talking about? My chest doesn’t hurt."

      "A lot of the time symptoms for women are very different from the classic symptoms for men. I need you to trust me. We’re going to take a little trip to the hospital. If I'm wrong, there's nothing to worry about. But if I'm right, I want you to be in the best place you can be."

      I got the emergency workers on the way within minutes, and because I was a medical professional, they let me hang up so I could contact the rest of the family. Of course, Mama didn't want me to bother any of them for a silly little flu, but Tristan was the first one I called. He answered the phone immediately.

      "Hazel? What's going on? Are you okay?

      "I'm fine. But I called 9-1-1. They're on their way. I'm pretty sure your mom is having a heart attack." He didn't say anything else. All I heard was the phone rustling and the sound of feet hitting the ground.

      In moments, every member of the Ryker family was inside the house and standing over their mother. I got her to lay down on the couch and was working at keeping her calm. She was sweating and clammy, and I didn't have any way to treat her. But I was ready to intervene with life-saving measures if I had to.

      Before long, the fire department arrived. They got her hooked up to a monitor and took preventative measures to stop the damage to her heart before they loaded her into the back of the aid car.

      "Does she have heart problems?" I asked Tristan.

      He nodded. “The last five years or so. It's been something she's been trying to manage. But she won’t tell us how bad it really is.”

      “You should follow them. I’ll—”

      Tristan nodded and reached for my hand. "You're part of this family. I can't do this without you.”

      Clint and Ever were already in their car, heading toward the flashing lights, while Buck was on the phone with Penny as he raced to his waiting truck. I couldn't leave Tristan alone. Even if he had his siblings, I could see in his eyes he needed me.

      We followed behind the caravan of Ryker family members, Sera riding with us and crying softly in the backseat. When the ambulance stopped at a football field behind the high school, my heart sank. They were airlifting her. That was not a good sign.

      “What's happening?" Tristan asked, his voice filled with fear.

      “They don't want to take the time to drive to the hospital. The helicopter will be here in a minute.”

      “What does that mean?"

      "I'm not sure. I can't say until I talk to the doctor."

      I opened the door and got out of the truck, Tristan following close behind me. After the paramedics loaded her very still form into the helicopter, one of them looked at me, then to the rest of the Rykers with a grave expression on his face.

      “Where is she going?” I asked when no one spoke.

      "They're taking her to Bozeman. She’ll need a specialist. There’s not one nearby.”

      Tristan sighed, dragging a hand across his face. The three Ryker boys looked at each other, heartbreak written on their features. Shattered was the only word to properly describe them. Without another word, all three of them went back to their trucks. I followed and got in with Tristan, and we rode all the way to Bozeman in absolute silence. I texted Erin to let her know what was happening. But I had nothing else I could do. Helplessness was one of the feelings I hated the most. My stomach churned, and I had to clench my teeth against the chattering of adrenaline racing through me.

      Six hours later, we were in the appropriately named waiting room. I hadn’t been on this side of it in a long time, and it was just as hellish as I remembered. Tristan sat with his head in his hands as he quietly dealt with the torture of waiting. Clint paced, his arms crossed over his chest, face stoic. Ever stared at her phone, probably looking at every possible outcome of a heart attack. She and I were a lot alike, and it was easy for me to imagine what she might be doing. Buck. Poor Buck sat alone, silent, eyes trained on his boots. He was supposed to be with Penny, heading up to the cabin for their romantic weekend away. Instead he was alone, but very much not alone, in an emergency room. I hoped Penny would show up soon. No one should have to go through this without their partner. And just like that, a blur of red hair flashed outside the door, and Penny burst into the room

      “Buck? Oh, my God. What is happening? Is she okay?" Buck sprang to his feet and pulled her into his arms. He didn't say a single word. He just held her close.

      Tristan stared at me, his eyes red-rimmed, on the edge of spilling tears if he’d just let them out. I looked at him, and I saw a man on the verge of breaking. My fingers laced with his, and I squeezed his hand. He faced me, a plea in his voice. "She’s gotta be okay, Hazel. She just has to. Tell me she's gonna be all right."

      I opened my mouth to give him some kind of comfort but stopped when a doctor walked into the room, his face somber, and my heart sick. I knew that face. I was the face of someone about to deliver heartbreaking news. It was a face I'd worn before. All I could do was hold Tristan's hand and wait.
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      Tristan

      I didn't let go of Hazel's hand as the doctor walked in. I needed a connection to someone. Hazel was my someone. Clint and Ever stood while Buck and Penny took a collective step toward the doctor. The man hadn't even said he was there for us. There were two other couples in the waiting room. But I knew. I saw the recognition in his eyes when he found us.

      "Ryker?" His voice was strong steady. His expression didn't leave me much hope.

      Hazel and I stood up and joined my brothers and Sera. Tears streamed down Sera’s cheeks, and I used my free arm to wrap her in a hug.

      "Is she gonna be okay? Please tell me she's okay." She was shaking, and I knew exactly how she felt. Helpless.

      “We’ve got her stabilized. It's lucky you called paramedics when you did. She had a massive cardiac event on the life flight over here. But emergency workers were able to get her stable. Your mother is in pre-op right now. But I’m not going to lie to you and say she’s out of the woods. She needs triple bypass surgery."

      "Surgery?" Clint asked, his voice was strained on that one word alone.

      The doctor nodded. “We’re going to do everything we can for her. As soon as we have news, you’ll receive an update.”

      My brother pulled his phone out of his pocket. “I’ve got to call the ranch hands, let them know they need to keep things going. The snow will be here by morning.”

      Ever grabbed her phone and began dialing. “I’ll let the network know. They were planning on coming to assess the grounds and get things ready for the next season. They need to be on top of this before the news breaks. I've already seen a couple of people taking pictures with their phones. It'll be all over social media by now that the Rykers are at the hospital."

      Anger boiled in my blood. This was a private fucking moment. Our mother was fighting for her life, and people were taking pictures of us?

      Releasing Sera and letting go of Hazel's hand, I went back to my seat and sat down. Stress and anxiety took hold as I rested my head in my hands and took long, shuddering breaths. I couldn't lose another parent. I wasn't ready.

      Soft fingers trailed through my hair. It was a gentle touch, exactly what I needed, and something in me broke open.

      "I'm here. I'm not going anywhere. She's gonna be okay."

      I wanted to believe everything Hazel said.

      "I can't lose my mother." My voice shook.

      "I know. We'll get through this together."

      “What if she doesn’t make it? If she’s not strong enough?”

      "If she doesn't have this surgery, the risk of her repeating this event shortly is very high. Your mom has been living on borrowed time for quite a while. We need to do something now."

      Jaw clenched, I gritted my teeth and worked to control the panic building in my chest. This wasn't some little surgery. This was major, life-threatening, potentially deadly. "Can we see her before…” My words trailed off because I couldn't bring myself to say it.

      Hazel squeezed my hand. "If she's in pre-op, they won’t let you see her. But she is going to come through this. We got her the help she needed in time.”

      Buck stayed silent, his lower lip trembling as he fought to control himself. Penny held his hand, her face buried in his shoulder.

      Clint shoved his hands in his pockets and stared at the doctor. "How long is the surgery?"

      "We're hopeful it won't take longer than a few hours. As soon as she comes out of it, I will personally let you know.”

      As soon as the doctor left, Clint began typing on his phone. After a few tense minutes, he stared at all of us, posture strong but clearly fighting for control over his emotions.“Tucker’s on standby to take over. The guys know we won't be home anytime soon. There’s a lot to prepare for with the storm coming. And somebody has to call Sam. He’ll want to come home.”

      “I already called. He’s catching the first flight he can.” Buck’s voice was tight and raw.

      My heart ached at the thought of Sam coming home and possibly missing seeing Mama. No. I couldn’t think like that. Hazel said she’d be okay. I had to believe that.

      “What do you need?” Hazel asked. “Can I do something?”

      I didn't respond, but I didn't ask her to leave me alone, either. Not until she moved to stand. “I need you here with me.”

      Hearing her say that we’d done everything right offered me a small amount of comfort. It didn’t ease the fear that sat like a rock in my chest, but it helped. My phone began buzzing. Notification after notification. Everything stopped in my world when I realized what had happened. I opened it up and stared in disgust at a photo on Twitter of us all rushing into the hospital, faces stricken. My social media was blowing up because some asshole posted my mother was in the hospital.

      Hazel took my phone from my hands, turned it completely off, and put it in her pocket. "This is the last thing you need right now. Everyone you need to talk to is right here in this room."

      I shook my head. "No. Not everyone. Sam has to get here. He’ll never forgive himself if he doesn’t make it in…”

      I couldn’t make myself finish that sentence.

      Hazel squeezed my hand. “He will.”
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Hazel

      Hours later, most of the Ryker family was dozing off in the waiting room, except for Tristan and I. We couldn't sleep, even though I was exhausted. I knew that any minute, the doctor was going to come walking through that door and let us know what happened. But the fact that he hadn't come through yet, as stressful as it might be, was good news. If he'd returned anywhere before three hours after the surgery was set to start, it would have been with bad news.

      The door opened, and the doctor entered the room, relief evident on his face. Tristan leapt to his feet, his frame buzzing with anxiety. I stood and walked over to where Buck and Clint sat, nodding off with their partners. With gentle hands, I woke them, and we all waited to hear what the doctor was going to say.

      The doctor sighed, then offered a gentle smile. "She came through the surgery like a champ. She's in recovery. It’ll be a little while before you can see her, and you have to come one at a time, but she did great."

      A tear escaped Buck’s eye, and Clint let out a shaky breath before wrapping Ever in his arms. Tristan, who’d tried to be so strong, fell to pieces as absolute and obvious relief washed over him. He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight as his shoulders shook and the tension released from his body.

      "Thank you for being here. You didn’t have to stay,” Tristan whispered against my hair.

      "Where else would I be? I love your mama. It's impossible not to from the moment you meet her."

      He chuckled. "Don't let her hear you saying that. Her ego will get out of control."

      "Tristan, she's gonna have a long recovery. This was a major heart attack and major surgery. I don't know what your doctor’s office is like, but with how busy the ranch is, how busy you are, she's gonna need some help."

      He shook his head, but not in a way that told me no, that wouldn't happen. It was more like an indication that he had no idea how that was going to work. "She won't want some stranger coming into the house.”

      An idea flickered to life in my brain. "What if I stayed?"

      His brow furrowed. "Excuse me? I might be delirious from lack of sleep, but it sounded like you just offered to stay."

      "I'm in between jobs right now. And I'm a nurse. I can help."

      "You'd really do that?"

      I nodded. "Yes. I would really do that."

      "You don't know what this means to me." The adoration in his eyes made me offer him a weak smile.

      "Do you need to check it over with your siblings? Make sure they're okay with it?"

      He huddled with his brothers and sister, chatting with them quietly. They all turned their gaze on me, surprise in their eyes but relief relaxing their bodies. Then Tristan returned to me, pulled me in for another embrace, and said, “They're okay with it. Thank you, Hazel. Thank you so damn much."

      Three hours later, Tristan and I arrived back home at the ranch. We’d both gone in to see Mama, and after assuring the doctor that I would be caring for her, they got me set up with everything I would need for her return home in the next week. My feet ached, my shoulders throbbed, and my hips felt like I had a bowling ball settled between them. I didn't want to go anywhere past the main house. Just the idea of falling into bed next to my sister and then having to explain where I've been sounded like torture. As we pulled around to where my car was parked, Tristan looked at me hesitantly.

      "I don't want to be alone tonight," he said.

      My heart melted. "I don't either."

      He leaned close to me, pressing his forehead to mine, and breathed me in. "Stay with me tonight, darlin'?"

      I nodded, unable to speak. This wasn’t about sex. This was about holding each other together through the aftershocks of trauma. Instead of parking at the lodge, he drove down to another house not too far from the main structures. Then, he killed the engine and got out of the truck. In a few moments, he'd opened my door and had a hand held out for me, ready to help me down. As we walked inside his house, a thrill ran through me at the knowledge that I was getting to see where he lived his life. It was modest, like him, furnished with a careworn sofa, scratched dining room table, and of course, a large flatscreen TV. Tristan was such a guy. Going into his bedroom, he returned in just a few moments and handed me a t-shirt.

      "It might be a little big, but, then again, you do have some company there." He pointed to my belly, and I grinned.

      "I'll just…change in the bathroom. Thank you."

      He licked his lips, then must’ve realized I didn't know where the bathroom was, so he showed me. When I emerged, fully changed and wearing his t-shirt, his delicious smelling t-shirt, my breath caught in my throat at the sight of him clad in nothing but gray sweatpants slung low on his hips.

      "That's what you wear to bed?" I asked.

      He smirked. "Do you have a problem with it?"

      I sighed. What was it about sweatpants? "Not at all. I think I may fall over if I don't find a bed soon."

      "Then, by all means, come, let's get to bed."

      He pulled back the covers for me, and I slid in between them. My eyes were heavy, but the baby was moving, apparently nocturnal. Tristan slid in behind me, his arm wrapping around my waist, palm cradling the place where our child was growing. He pressed a tender kiss to my shoulder. Before whispering, "I think I could get used to having you in my bed."

      I didn't answer, but I felt the same. Instead of acknowledging what he said, I drifted to sleep in his arms.
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      Tristan

      Mama had been home for two weeks, and she was finally back to her feisty self, if moving a lot slower. But thank God Hazel was still here. She had Mama under control, making sure she ate healthier, took better care of herself, rested more. We were all thankful. And we were hopeful. It was because Hazel was quick to recognize the signs of Mama's heart attack that we had many, many years left with her.

      I watched her sitting at the kitchen table, playing Scrabble with my mama. They were both pretty equal matches, and it was entertaining to see them try to one-up each other.

      "So, who's winning?" I asked.

      They both turned to look at me. Neither one had even realized I was there. Hazel’s warm smile made me grin. We hadn't really had much time to be together because I was either at the hospital or working to pick up the slack from Clint and Buck’s shifts at the hospital. But there was something between us. I had no doubt after she spent the night in my bed.

      Once mama came home, Hazel moved into my old bedroom in the lodge, the one right next to Mama’s. She said it would only be for a couple of weeks until Mama didn't need constant care. Then, she’d go back to the cabin, or home. It all depended on how much Mama needed.

      "How you feeling, Mama?" I asked, pressing a kiss to her cheek.

      Mama waved her hand and huffed. "Would you all stop fussing over me? I feel fine. I’m a little sore, but I think that comes from all those people poking and prodding my heart. Hazel says I should make a full recovery."

      "That's right. As long as you follow the diet and exercise routines I have written out for you."

      God, Hazel was perfect. If anyone could get Mama to change, she could. I chuckled. "Well, you might just need to stay forever."

      Mama laughed. "That can be arranged."

      Hazel blushed, then placed her hand on her belly and giggled.

      "What?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "It's just the baby getting stronger. It's starting to tickle."

      The thought of my baby growing inside her made me damn proud. I'd been terrified at first, but now? Now I wanted everything. I was selfish. Greedy. I wanted the family, the house, the goddamn dog. I wanted Hazel.

      "When do you think we might revisit that date we were gonna have?"

      "Date?" Mama asked. "Y'all are gonna go on a date?"

      "We talked about it. The night things changed." Hazel gave me a sidelong glance.

      "I said I'm fine. You two should spend some time together. Hazel, I am officially giving you the rest of the day off. You too, Tristan. Sam can take over for you.”

      Hazel shook her head and laughed. "It doesn’t work like that, and you know it, Mama."

      “What if I get Sera to fill in for you? I don't have to take any medicine. All I have to do is sit here and not stress myself out, right?"

      Hazel’s shoulders slumped in defeat. "I suppose that's true. I guess I could use a little bit of a change of scenery. But only if you promise that if anything happens, you call me immediately."

      "Sera! Come in here, honey.” Mama tossed her head back and screamed my sister's name loud enough that it rattled my eardrums. Sera emerged from her bedroom and made her way over to us.

      "What do you need?” Sera asked.

      "Hazel's gonna explain what's happening, and I need your help. Understand?”

      “Sure, of course. Everything okay?” Sera frowned as she inspected Mama for some sign that she was hurting.

      “Oh, I’m fine, honey. Hazel’s got herself a hot date.”

      The embarrassment on Hazel’s face had me smiling, but there was a hint of excitement in her eyes too. She’d wanted to have that dinner with me just as much as I’d wanted it with her.

      “You ready?” I asked, cocking my elbow and offering her my arm.

      Biting her lip, she assessed Mama. “Are you sure?”

      “Go on. Get out of here. Sera and I will be just fine. If we need anything, we know how to use the phone.”

      When Hazel slipped her palm into the crook of my arm, I grinned from ear to ear.

      We left the house and slowly strolled to my truck, her gaze focused straight ahead, but mine mostly on her. “I know you don’t realize this, but we’re all falling a little in love with you every day.”

      She stopped in her tracks. “Excuse me?”

      “My family. You dropped everything to help Mama. Stayed here when I know there’s a life back home you were trying to put back together. That means so much more to us than you could ever know.”

      Shrugging it off like it wasn’t the biggest deal in the world, she said, “It’s my job. I take care of people.”

      “It’s more than that to us.”

      “I’m glad I could help. Mama is one of the most wonderful people I’ve ever met.”

      She removed her hand from my arm and fiddled with the edge of her coat. I wished she hadn’t taken away the contact.

      “Doc McKallister said she wouldn’t be alive if you hadn’t done what you did. That’s twice now you’ve been given credit for saving her. You can’t brush that under the rug again. You saved her life.”

      “Tristan, stop.” Her cheeks burned pink.

      “Why can’t you just let someone give credit where it’s due?”

      “Because I don’t do it for recognition. I do this job because I can, because I’m good at it, and because if I don’t, who will help?”

      “Exactly.”

      She stayed quiet and glanced at the road, which led to the cabin she and Erin had been staying in. “I think I should go back to the cabin. Mama is independent. Sera is there too. I can come help during the day for another week or so, but I don’t want her to get too reliant on me. I have to go back home soon.”

      “Or you could stay.”

      She sighed. “Tristan, we talked about this.”

      “No, not since the first time. Stay in the cabin until the baby comes. Or better yet, move in with me. I bet I can get Sam to swap with you. He can take the cabin, and you can have his room.” I took her hands and bared every hope I had as I spoke. “Let me take care of you for once. Doc McKallister delivered most of the kids in this town, and he hasn’t dropped one yet. We can work on getting to know each other on a deeper level, figure out where we go from here. And it’d make me feel better if Mama had you close.”

      “Are you serious? You want a pregnant lady living at your house?”

      I grinned. “Well, I did help you make that baby. Seems to me I should get the added benefit of going through all stages of your pregnancy right alongside you.” Threading our fingers, I dropped the teasing act and stared deep into her eyes. “I don’t want to miss it. The kicks, the ultrasounds, picking out names. I want all of it with you, Hazel. And I sure as shit don’t want you finding some other guy to share that with.”

      She shook her head. “There’s no one.”

      “I know. And I’m just lucky that hasn’t happened yet.” My heart beating so hard I thought for sure she could hear it, I licked my bottom lip and said, “What do you think? Can you ride it out here with me? I’ll take care of you, I promise. Once the baby comes, we’ll get you back on your feet.”

      Sighing, she stared down at our joined hands. “This is probably a terrible decision, but I suppose there are worse things I could agree to.”

      I let out a whoop of excitement and pulled her into my arms, her bump pressing against me. “Thank God you said yes. I already talked to Erin, and your stuff is on its way here.”

      “You called my sister?”

      “I might’ve.”

      A little smile turned up the corners of her lips. “Fine. I’ll stay, but I’m not moving in. I’m a grown woman. I can live on my own as long as the cabin is still available.”

      In that moment, I wished we weren’t closed for the season, so the cabin would be booked out. I wanted her with me, not so far out and away from the main house. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      I didn’t like it, but I had originally suggested that very thing, so I let it go. At least she wasn’t leaving me. Not yet.
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Hazel

      The air was bitter cold as winter began curling its icy fingers around the mornings on the ranch. Just because there were no guests, that didn’t mean there wasn’t work to do, and Mama didn’t understand the meaning of take it easy. I started the old Jeep Tristan had given me to use after Erin left and went back inside the cabin. Having a vehicle to use was great, aside from the fact that it took double the time I needed to drive to the main lodge just to warm up.

      By the time I made it to the house, my teeth were still chattering, and bone-deep shivers wracked my body. Even with my own little built-in space heater, I couldn’t keep from trembling this morning. I opened the kitchen door and peeked inside. Two handsome cowboys leaned against the counter, serious expressions on their similar faces, coffee in hand.

      “I think you should go be where you wanna be,” Tristan said as Sam stared down into his mug.

      “It’s not that simple. There’s a lot more involved in something like this.”

      “You want to be happy? Get what makes you happy. We’ve only got a limited number of days, Sam. Why spend them miserable?”

      My heart lurched at those words coming from Tristan. He was so much more than I’d given him credit for. And that scared me.

      “Morning, fellas,” I called, trying not to make it seem like I’d overheard what was clearly a private conversation. “Where’s Mama?”

      Tristan’s entire face lit up in a heart-stopping smile. “Mornin’, darlin’. How’re you two doing?”

      I swear, I blushed to the roots of my hair. “Cold. Temperature really took a nosedive overnight.”

      He strode toward me, gripping my biceps as soon as he could before pulling me against him. Oh, his warm chest and strong arms made me feel so much better. The baby kicked and pushed out, the sensation sending flutters through my belly.

      “What the fuck was that?” he asked, backing away.

      “I’m pretty sure she’s pregnant,” Sam said sarcastically.

      “I know she’s pregnant, asshole. I felt somethin’.”

      My heart leapt. “You did?”

      Eyes wide, he nodded. “Was it…did she?”

      “She?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I have a feeling we’re having a girl.”

      “God help you if you are,” Sam muttered.

      The baby shifted again, and on instinct, my hand shot out to grip his. “Wait. Here.”

      I pressed his palm to my belly, and we waited, and waited, and waited. Then as though the baby knew we were about to give up, a kick. Tristan’s gaze locked with mine, absolute delight in his blue irises. “That is the most amazing thing. That’s our kid?”

      I nodded. “And there’s going to be a lot more movement over the next few weeks.”

      God, the smile on his face had me weak in the knees. He stared at me in wonder. “Does it feel weird?”

      Sam gave me a slight nod of acknowledgment before leaving the two of us alone.

      “It did at first. But now that she’s stronger, it kind of tickles.”

      Both of his hands cradled my bump now, holding the place our child grew with a reverent gentleness that melted my heart. “When can we find out what we’re havin’? Do you need to see a doctor or something? I didn’t even think of that when you agreed to stay.”

      “I made an appointment with Doctor McKallister last week, as soon as I decided to take you up on your offer. I was going to ask you if you wanted to come, actually. He’s going to do the twenty-week anatomy scan. We’ll get a really good look at the baby.”

      “Yeah? You want me there?”

      “Of course. I don’t really want to do this alone. Not if I don’t have to.”

      His eyes flashed with tenderness. “You acted like you did when you first came here.”

      “I was prepared to have you reject us. I’ve never had a man prove he could be there for me like you have already. It’s been me and Erin pretty much on our own since birth.”

      He cupped my chin and turned my face up toward his. “Not anymore. Whether or not you and I are a pair, you’re part of this family. You, this baby, your sister too. We take care of each other, and we’re gonna take care of you.”

      I wrapped my arms around him, hugging him tight and pressing my cheek against his broad chest. The scent of him cloaked me in the safety of a warm blanket on a cold night. Just a touch of spice mixed with the leather and grit of him. It was quickly becoming my favorite combination. Though smelling it on any other man wouldn’t have the same effect. It was pure Tristan.

      “So, when’s this appointment?” he asked as his fingers trailed the length of my back.

      “Friday. Nine-thirty.”

      “Consider me there, darlin’.”

      I already knew he was a charmer, but at the rate I was falling, I almost wished I had a parachute to slow my descent. He could catch me, but if he didn’t, my heart wouldn’t survive.
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      Tristan

      My heart thumped hard against my chest as we waited in the doctor’s office. A few women from town looked at the two of us, whispering under their breath. Yeah, so everyone had been right, and Tristan Ryker knocked some girl up. Except Hazel wasn’t some girl. She was mine. She still hadn’t admitted it yet, but there was no denying the connection we shared.

      Hazel linked our fingers and gave my hand a squeeze before placing her other hand on my bouncing knee. “Hey, it’s okay. This’ll be a breeze.”

      Worry shot through me. “Do you know how many things could be wrong? The heart could be underdeveloped, she could be missing organs or limbs. She could have a congenital birth defect and need surgery while she’s still inside you.”

      Her eyes widened. “What have you been up to, cowboy?”

      Embarrassment rushed through me. “I may have Googled.”

      Shaking her head, she chuckled. “Rule one. Never Google unsupervised. I can tell you from experience, those are all rare things. Yes, sometimes it does happen, but we can’t control that. All we can do is hope. Worrying about something we don’t have any say over isn’t going to help us.”

      “How are you so calm?”

      She shrugged. “Nurse. I’ve had a lot of practice.”

      Something in me eased. She was going to be a great mom. She was strong and smart, fierce and protective. This kid was going to grow up with a warrior by her side.

      “Hazel?” A woman in pink scrubs stood inside an open doorway, a chart in her hand and a gentle smile on her face.

      Hazel stood and I followed, hat in hand, heart racing once again. I placed my palm on her lower back as the nurse led us to a small room with a sterile paper-covered exam table and a few chairs. To the left, there was a machine with a monitor on a rolling cart. I assumed that was the ultrasound. God, this was too fucking real.

      “The doctor will be in shortly. Hazel, have a seat on the table. He’ll want to chat before he gets started.”

      Hazel nodded and did as she was told. In minutes Doc McKallister knocked on the door before entering.

      “Hey there, Hazel, how are you? Good to meet you officially. I’m Doctor McKallister. Sandy has told me you’re caring for her back on the ranch. It’s good to have a nurse practitioner out here.” He held out a hand and shook hers. The man was in his late sixties now, the only doctor we’ve had since before I was born. He delivered Buck, me, and Sera early in his career. Now he’d be delivering my kid.

      “Tristan,” he said. “How you feeling about impending fatherhood?”

      I smiled like a loon. “I can’t wait, sir. I absolutely can’t wait.”

      He gripped my shoulder and grinned. “That’s the answer I hoped to hear from you.” Then he turned his focus back to Hazel. “All right, I just want to get some measurements from you before we get to the fun part.”

      After he examined her, Hazel laid back on the table and pulled up her top, exposing the dome of her belly. My chest felt like it might burst from excitement as Doc squirted some blue jelly onto her abdomen and flicked off the lights with a remote control. Then he placed a handheld wand on her belly, and the screen lit up with a black and white image I couldn’t make heads or tails of at first. Until I saw it. A baby. A real live baby with arms and legs.

      “Here we go,” he said before pushing a button and filling the room with the sound of a rapidly beating heart.

      “Is that…”

      “The heartbeat. Nice and strong.”

      Tears sprang to my goddamned eyes before I knew what was happening, and Hazel grabbed my hand. “Is… Is everything okay? I mean, does she have all her parts?”

      Hazel laughed gently.

      “So, you’ve been on Google?” Doc teased.

      An hour of measurements, pictures, and assurances that everything looked perfect later, Hazel and I walked out of the office, both light on our feet. We had no idea if the baby was a boy or a girl, but I couldn’t have cared less. I just wanted them. Whoever they were.

      With Hazel nestled into my side, we strolled along downtown, getting some fresh air before stopping for a snack at a local coffee shop. The crisp air made her cheeks rosy and eyes bright.

      “I’m real glad you stayed.”

      She smiled and sighed. “Me too. Mama needed some help.”

      “She did. I’ll never forget what you did for her. And me.”

      “But I think I needed you all too. I was looking for something when I came here. I just didn’t know what.”

      A smirk twisted my lips before I could stop myself. “Pretty sure you were looking for your baby daddy.”

      A soft smack on my chest was her response as she chuckled. “Sure, that’s what I was looking for at first. But once I met everyone, fell for you all, I realized this family was what I needed.”

      “You’re what I need.”

      Shaking her head, she stiffened and pulled herself out of my hold. “Don’t say that. I can’t take it if you change your mind.”

      “I’m not gonna change my mind, darlin’. I’ve been thinking about you since the night we met. No one but you.”

      Her brows drew together, and she crossed her arms atop her swollen middle, hidden by her coat. She’d been hurt before. Of course she wasn’t ready for me and what I wanted. If I wasn’t careful with the forever talk, I’d scare her away.

      “Hey, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. I just don’t want to make another mistake, Tristan. I don’t want us to get carried away by everything that’s going on, by the fact that we’re having a baby, and then realize we don’t really want to be together.”

      How could she think I wouldn’t want her? “Not gonna happen.”

      “I’ve heard that before. I thought I had my forever, but I was wrong. He never stopped looking for someone better.”

      I stopped us right then and there, grabbing her shoulders gently as I turned her to face me. “There’s no one better than you, Hazel. You hear me? That asshole you married didn’t deserve you, and I hate that he hurt you, but I can’t say I’m sorry you’re not with him anymore.” Her eyes were shiny with tears she wouldn’t let fall.

      “Tristan…”

      With my thumb, I wiped away one stray tear, and then I pressed a soft kiss to her forehead. “Cmon. Let’s grab a bite before heading back to the ranch. Mama will want to see her grandbaby’s first pictures.”

      She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and nodded.

      The scent of freshly brewed coffee and pastries filled the air as we approached One Horse Coffee Traders. The warm air of the shop enveloped us as we walked inside, old cowboy country music played, and the rustic environment was exactly what tourists expected when they came here.

      “Tristan Ryker, how are you, boy?” Tracy Hartman beamed over the counter, her long dark hair braided over one shoulder. “How’s your mama?”

      I removed my hat and smiled at her. “She’s doing much better. Wanted me to make sure I thanked you for the basket of pastries you sent. That was awful nice of you.”

      “Of course. I wish she’d let me do more to help.”

      Wrapping an arm around Hazel, I pulled her close. “We’re taking good care of her. My Hazel’s a nurse. She’s keeping Mama healthy.”

      Tracy cocked a brow. “Your Hazel, huh? I didn’t know Doc hired a new nurse.”

      “He didn’t. I’m staying at the ranch.” Hazel didn’t pull away from me, but she had to clear her throat before speaking.

      “Oh, well, that’s lucky. It’s good to meet you. I’m Tracy. What can I get you two?”

      After ordering two coffees, decaf with cream for Hazel, black for me, and one of Tracy’s fresh-baked cinnamon buns to share, we headed to a table. I helped her with her coat and knew it the moment every customer in the shop saw her bump. It went silent except for the sound of music playing.

      Hazel’s eyes went wide as she looked around the space and locked gazes with me. I could see the need to bolt rising in her. They were staring, making assumptions. It didn’t bother me that they were clearly all thinking that my behavior had finally caught up with me. But it killed me to know they were judging her.

      “It’s all right, darlin’. We have nothing to hide,” I said under my breath. I pulled out her chair and waited as she sat down. Then I took up my seat across from her and raised my voice. “Let ‘em look. I couldn’t be prouder that you’re havin’ my baby.”

      The crowd went back to their food and drinks, but Hazel’s cheeks were a deep pink. Tracy arrived at the table and placed our coffees in front of us and the warm, gooey cinnamon roll between us, along with two forks.

      “You two are having a baby? Tristan, why didn’t you say anything? This is wonderful,” she said, genuine excitement in her voice. “When are you due, Hazel?”

      “February.”

      “I’ll be sure to get in touch with Sandy about the baby shower.” She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “It’s good to see you happy and settling down. The wild ones always end up being the ones who fall hardest. Trust me, Hazel. I married one.”

      “Oh, we’re not together,” Hazel said quickly.

      Tracy’s face couldn’t hide her shock. “Well, you could have fooled me.”

      “Thanks, Tracy. We’ll let you know about the shower. I’m sure that’d be great, and Mama would love the help.” I looked at Hazel’s concerned expression. “Mind if we took this all to-go?”

      Tracy grabbed our cups and the cinnamon bun, nodded with a sweet smile, and left, returning quickly with paper cups and a box filled with a dozen of her award-winning treats. “I packed up some extra for the rest of you. Give your mama a hug for me, you understand?”

      “Sure do. Thanks, Tracy.”

      We stood, but Tracy took Hazel’s hand. “You couldn’t find a better family than this one, Hazel. Or a better man than Tristan.”

      I took Hazel’s hand and grinned, chest swelling with pride at Tracy’s endorsement. Hazel didn’t pull her fingers from mine. In fact, she held me tighter.

      “Nice to meet you, Tracy,” Hazel said as we left the shop.

      She was silent on the walk back to my truck, and that worried me. As I drove us through the gates of the ranch, I finally broke the tension between us.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “They think I’m a joke. Some girl you knocked up who trapped you.”

      I laughed. “Well, technically…” My voice trailed off. That was the wrong thing to say, and I knew it before the words fully left my mouth. Shit.

      “Take me to my cabin.”

      “Darlin’, that’s not what I meant.”

      “It’s the truth. You didn’t even have to say it. If we hadn’t ended up pregnant, we wouldn’t be here right now. I’d never have seen you again, and we could have moved on with our lives.”

      I parked in front of the cabin and sat with the truck idling. “That’s the last thing I want.”

      “I was silly to get attached to any of you.”

      “Darlin’, stop it.”

      She shook her head and opened the door. “Don’t call me that. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Reaching into her purse, she pulled out the envelope of the ultrasound photos and handed it to me. “Here. For Mama.”

      Then she went inside without looking back at me. I sighed and stared down at the pictures of our baby. I had to prove to her she was more than some girl who trapped me. She was so much more.
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      Hazel

      "So, you're really living with them now?" Erin asked me. Her face was scrunched in confusion as she stared at me through our video call. "I mean, I was surprised when he asked me to send your stuff, but I know you want to help Mrs. Ryker."

      I sighed and sat down on the soft couch in the small cabin. "I don't know, I just think it's the best thing to do. Until the baby is born, anyway. Tristan and I are going to be co-parenting, so it makes sense that we would use this time to get to know each other. Since we did all this kind of backward."

      "Are you falling for him?" Her perfectly applied brows rose in question.

      Alarm shot through me, clutching my throat. “What? No. No, it's nothing like that."

      She grinned and let out a soft chuckle. "Sure. From what I see, it's exactly like that. Has he slept over yet?"

      “Erin, I said it's not like that. We're…friends."

      I said it, but the word felt wrong on my lips. Tristan hadn't so much as kissed me, but we were definitely more than friends

      She snorted. "So you're telling me that the man who gave you the best ride of your life is just your friend?" My sister had a thing for using air quotes when talking to me about Tristan. This time she made them at the word friends, and I rolled my eyes.

      "Not everything is about sex."

      "Maybe not, but this certainly is."

      I shrugged and looked away. “You’re ridiculous.”

      "Okay, then, look me in the eye and say, I do not want to have dirty hot sex with Tristan Ryker."

      Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes then opened them again. Then I stared straight at her. "Fine. I do not want to have dirty hot sex with Tristan Ryker."

      The grin on her lips had my stomach sinking. Somehow, I just walked into a trap. I had no idea what it was, but I was sure I would find out. The low chuckle behind me proved I was correct.

      "Well, darlin', I have to admit that's disappointing."

      My screen went blank as Erin disappeared from the call, leaving me alone with the cowboy I just denied wanting to get down and dirty with. "Traitor,” I muttered at my phone. She set me up. She set me up, and she left me here to scramble and squirm.

      I turned to face him, my cheeks burning, "I'm… I don't know how much of that you heard, but she just likes to wind me up."

      "So, you do want to have…what was it? Dirty, hot, sex with me?" His smirk was deadly. Honestly, I didn't know how women could survive him with their panties intact. Then again, they probably didn’t.

      "That's not what I…” I struggled to put together something coherent that wouldn't get me into trouble or offend him. "We've already done that once before. Look where it got us.”

      His grin grew wider, and he came around the couch to sit next to me

      “Three times."

      "What?" God, was it hot in here?

      “It was three times, and you're already knocked up. I think it's safe to say we can stay out of trouble this time. If you want."

      My breath hitched at the smoldering behind his words, the tension in his posture, and the pure heat in his eyes.

      "What are you suggesting?" I knew what he wanted, what we’d been dancing around as we grew closer. My heart was going a mile a minute. I wanted him to close the distance between us, but I also knew that would muddy the waters of our arrangement. It would make things harder when we had to separate…eventually.

      “I am suggesting we stop avoiding what we both clearly need."

      "What do you think I need, Tristan?"

      He swallowed hard, and I couldn’t help looking in his blazing eyes again. "Well, darlin', I think you need a cowboy to lay you down and fuck you so well you see stars."

      My mouth ran dry.

      Dirty.

      Hot.

      Sex.

      With Tristan.

      "And where would I find myself one of these cowboys?" His jaw ticked and he reached out, grabbing me by the nape and tugging me toward him.

      "Right… Fucking… Here."

      His lips against mine were hard and hungry, the built-up tension between us finally reaching a boiling point. My heart pounded, hammering in my chest with an insistent need for more of him. I opened my mouth, letting him deepen the kiss as his hands explored my curves.

      “God, Hazel, it’s been so hard not to touch you like this.” His harsh breaths and rough voice made me forget all the reasons I should have stopped him.

      “We can’t. It’s a bad idea.”

      Shaking his head, he cupped my face and pressed our foreheads together. “How can it be a bad idea when it feels so good to finally be doing this?”

      I didn’t have an answer. Well, that wasn’t true. I did. He scared me because of how much I wanted him. The last man I wanted tossed me aside after I gave him everything.

      Leaning back, I finally said, “Because you’re a player.”

      “I’m not playing you.”

      God, I didn’t have the strength to resist him when he was right here, looking so good, smelling so good, feeling so good.

      “You haven’t talked to me in three damn days. I’m tired of waiting for you to realize we should be together. And not just because of the baby, Hazel. You and me, we got something special between us. Hell, I didn’t know you were pregnant until you showed up here, but I still thought about driving to Battlement and looking for you. I still had dreams about you every night. Tell me that’s obligation talking.”

      “Tristan,” I sighed.

      “Let me in, darlin’. I promise I’ll take care of you.”

      With those bright blue eyes telling me to trust him, I couldn’t resist anymore. I closed the distance gave in to the need I’d been denying since I arrived here. The first time he kissed me, he’d been claiming me, but now it was my turn. I took his lips with mine and leaned into the connection between us. The groan he let out against my mouth sent a wave of desire crashing into me so strong I would have fallen if I’d been standing.

      I let go of my fear and gave myself what I wanted.

      Him.

      Strong, rough hands slid under my knit sweater, tenderly skimming the swell of my belly before running across my ribs. “I love how soft your skin is. Sweet and smooth.”

      My breath hitched at the whispered words. He could be so sweet when he wanted to. But he could be naughty too.

      “I need more.” I reached down and grabbed the hem of my top before lifting it over my head. Dropping the fabric to the floor, I locked eyes with him and said, “Your turn.”

      That smirk was back, making my nipples pebble with arousal. He was so hot. That wasn’t everything there was to him either. Tristan Ryker wasn’t just a pretty face. He was loyal, strong, capable, and determined. Basically, he was everything I always said I wanted, and he was sexy as sin.

      That blue gaze of his dropped to my full breasts encased in a black bra that did nothing for me, aside from keeping the girls stable. But the look on his face said he was staring at something he wanted more than anything in the world. Impatience curled in my chest, making my fingers itch to touch him again. I wanted skin to skin, to feel the heat of his body against mine. Reaching for him, I slowly unsnapped each pearl button of his blue and green plaid shirt, loving the satisfying pop each one made as the fabric parted.

      “I thought you needed more. You’re taking your sweet time, darlin’.”

      Biting my lower lip, I nodded. “I need all of you, but I like to savor the unwrapping before getting to my present.”

      A low chuckle rumbled from his chest. Then he reached back and unhooked my bra without warning. The silky fabric slid off my shoulders, my breasts falling free from the cups as Tristan helped the garment off of me.

      “Goddamn, you’re more beautiful than you were in my memories. And believe me, I spent a hell of a lot of time remembering.”

      My cheeks burned at the husky desire in his words. “You cheated. I was still helping you out of your shirt.”

      “I don’t give a damn, darlin’. I don’t want to savor anything but the feel of sliding deep inside you for the first time in too fucking long.”

      God, but he had a dirty mouth.

      His palms slid up my waist until they cupped both aching breasts. When his thumbs brushed my nipples, I let out a little moan and thrust my chest closer, begging for him.

      Shirt open to his belt, that tempting display of his broad torso had me clenching my thighs together in anticipation of seeing him hover over me as he drove home.

      Finally, I grabbed his shirt and pulled it open completely. He had to release my breasts to take it off, but I needed him as naked as I was. The firelight flickered over us both, making the planes of his muscles stand out in sharp relief mixed with the shadows. Awestruck, I stared at him, wondering how in the world I ended up here with him.

      “Stand up, darlin’, I want to see all of you.”

      He held my hand as I got off the couch and stood before him. Light touches trailed across my breasts and then down over the evidence of our first time together. He pressed soft kisses to my belly as his fingers slid my leggings down my hips and finally to the floor.

      “Step out,” he ordered.

      I did as he instructed, not even considering arguing. “You’re bossy.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.” A dark look crossed his face. “Take off your panties and go sit on the bed, legs spread, eyes closed.”

      A thrill ran through me as I followed his commands. My whole body hummed in anticipation of whatever it was he planned to do, and when warm skin touched my thighs, I jumped.

      “Shh, darlin’, I’ve got you.” His voice was low and comforting, so soothing and loving. “Don’t open your eyes until I say so.”

      I nodded and murmured something that sounded like a yes. Then, with one palm cupping my belly and the other snaking up my inner thigh, he closed his lips over my nipple and sucked. I cried out, whimpering as tingles built in my core. He hadn’t even touched my pussy yet.

      “Go right ahead and tell me how good it feels. No one can hear you.”

      “Jesus, Tristan.”

      “I fucking love the way you say my name.”

      I jerked as the feel of his fingers sliding over my soaked folds took me by surprise. Then he sank one inside, slowly, teasingly, and, oh, God, it wasn’t enough.

      “More,” I groaned, and the man added a second finger before pressing against my needy clit with his thumb.

      “You’re so wet.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is this all for me?”

      “Yes, you know it is.” He was teasing me. I was going to die right here if he didn’t keep going. “Tristan, please.”

      “Don’t worry, Hazel, I’ll give you everything you want. I promise.” He moved his fingers, slowly in and out, thumb going in smooth circles and only adding to the build of sensation at my core. I was close. So very close.

      Then his mouth was on my clit instead of his thumb, the brush of his stubble on my inner thighs making me cry his name. He continued thrusting his fingers into me while his tongue lapped at my clit. Thighs clenching, I had to grab his hair to keep from bucking off the bed. He groaned against me, and that was it. I fell off the edge and came so hard I had tears in my eyes.

      “Tristan. God, I…wow.” I was a jumble of unintelligible words as I tried to recover from the aftermath of the pleasure he gave me.

      He grinned, his lips still shining with my arousal. When he wiped them with the back of his hand and smirked even deeper, a fresh wave of want hit me.

      “I need you to fuck me now,” I said.

      Eyes darkening with lust, he stood, his erection jutting forward and begging for attention. The clear bead of liquid at the tip made things low in my body tighten. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He crawled toward me as I backed up on the mattress. But before I could lie down, he reached behind me and grabbed a pillow, tucking it under the small of my back. “For support,” he said when I cocked a brow in question. “So it doesn’t hurt your back.”

      Was it possible to fall in love because of a pillow? I think I might have. “You’ve been doing your research. Planning to get lucky?”

      “No. That doesn’t mean I’m not gonna be prepared.”

      With my question distracting him, I circled his thick length in my palm and stroked. His breath caught, and he let out a shuddering moan, dropping his head down.

      “Fuck, that feels good.”

      “When was the last time you came?”

      “Last night,” he admitted.

      “Really?”

      “I fucked my fist in the shower to thoughts of you doing exactly this.”

      “Did you?”

      He nodded. “It’s only you, Hazel. I only think about you.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about you either.”

      “Good,” he whispered, then he crushed his lips to mine, and that heavy cock of his notched itself right where it needed to be, against my pussy.

      But he retreated, expression filled with disappointment.

      “I don’t have a condom,” he murmured as he sat back and raked a hand through the hair that had tumbled into his eyes.

      “Unless you have an STI, we don’t have much to worry about.”

      He shook his head. “No. I haven’t slept with anyone since we were together, and I had a physical two months ago. Healthy as a horse.”

      “Then what are you waiting for, Tristan? You say you want me so badly, prove it. Fuck me like you’re never going to get to do it again.”

      “That better be a joke.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to see you every minute of every damn day. I want to wake up with your warm body next to mine and fall asleep with you in my arms.”

      “That’s sounding a lot like forever talk.”

      “Is that so bad?”

      I bit back the response my heart wanted to give. The one that screamed it was perfect and everything we dreamed of. Because my head was in charge here. We couldn’t be talking about forevers when we had barely known each other a few weeks. “One step at a time, okay? We start with tonight.”

      His lips pressed to mine, and as his tongue parted my mouth and pressed inside, he filled me completely, sheathing himself to the hilt. We moved together slowly, like we were made to be one, and that scared me. It never felt like this with Quinn. Like a dance we knew by heart.

      Tristan and I moved together until another orgasm shook me, making my body quake and my heart race. He stiffened and stared at me as he found his own peak, the pulses of his cock inside me making aftershocks of my orgasm rock through me again.

      “Move in with me,” he said, pulling out of me and collapsing on the bed next to me. “I can’t leave you out here alone like this, especially if I get to have you in bed with me every night.”

      “Tristan—“

      “No, Hazel, I’m serious. I need you. If you won’t come to me, then I’ll move in here.”

      I sighed. “Well, I don’t want to give up that big tub, so… I guess you’d better pack.”

      The grin he gave me had my heart aching with happiness. “Tomorrow. Tonight I plan to keep you awake until the sun rises. We’ve got a lot to make up for.”
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      Tristan

      “You gonna tell her you love her?” Buck asked me as he brushed Teddy before throwing the pad over his back to prepare the saddle.

      “What?” Alarm shot through me. Love was…well, it was something I hadn’t ever admitted before, probably because I hadn’t ever felt that way about a woman.

      Buck let out a soft laugh and shook his head. “Oh, you got it bad, boy. Even if she wasn’t your baby mama, she’d have you on your knees begging.”

      “It wasn’t too long ago I remember you begging Penny to give you a chance.”

      Sitting the saddle on Teddy’s back, he adjusted it until he was sure the placement was right, then went to work on securing the girth and making sure everything was just right. The bitter cold snap wasn’t even close to over, and we had water sources to check for our cattle before we could call it a day and head home for family supper.

      “Best thing I ever did was let go of my pride and admit exactly how I felt. I’d do it again in a heartbeat if I could.”

      I frowned at the distance in his voice. “What’s goin’ on?”

      He shook his head and mounted his horse, taking him out of the stables before I could get an answer.

      “Penny isn’t coming for supper today,” Sera said, approaching with Ranger following on his lead rope.

      “What? Why not?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Buck won’t talk about it, but something is going on.”

      “Shit. I’ve been so preoccupied with my own stuff, I haven’t even noticed.”

      Rolling her eyes, she handed me the rope. “What else is new? I bet you didn’t even realize we all saw you sneaking in from Hazel’s cabin this morning either.”

      My neck heated, uncomfortable embarrassment creeping up in the form of prickles along my nape. “I was just…”

      “Oh, believe me, we all figured out what you were just doing. Look, I want you happy the same as the rest of us, but we want her too. Mama has had too much heartbreak to deal with losing Hazel because you played her. And Hazel…she’s a good woman. She’s different than those…buckle bunnies you spend your time with.”

      I gritted my teeth and fought the urge to tell her to shut the hell up. “I know that.”

      “I hope you do. I’ve known too many guys like you, Tristan. The ones who know they’re good looking and think women owe them something because they’re God’s gift. They just end up hurting us.”

      The flash of pain in her eyes had every single one of my protective instincts standing on end. I remember vividly that night when Buck picked her up from the airport, the bruises on her cheek, her arms, the fragility in her posture. Did she really think I’d hurt Hazel?

      “I’d never raise a hand to her or any woman.”

      “I didn’t say you would. But hurt happens in lots of ways. She’s already been down that road. You start down it again, and she’ll never come back here.”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded and pulled my gloves out of my back pocket before sliding them on. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Ser.” The sarcasm in my tone was hard to disguise.

      “Tristan,” she started, but didn’t finish. What else was she going to say? She meant every damn word. And maybe she was right. Maybe I had moved too quickly with Hazel, and all I was doing was setting her up to have her heart broken again.

      I took off Ranger’s lead and handed it to her, wordlessly telling her to put it away because I wasn’t gonna have this conversation with her now. Then I pulled myself onto the saddle and touched his ribs gently with my spurs. We took off at a trot, leaving my sister behind. I couldn’t talk to her anymore. Not when she was telling me things that I didn’t want to believe were true.

      “Tristan!” Sera called. “I’m sorry.”

      As I rode toward the pasture where I knew I’d find Buck, a flash of blond hair and curvy hips caught my eye. My fuckin’ heart kicked hard in my chest at the sight of Hazel. She was standing near the barn with a mug in her hands, steam curling from the top. The cold had her nose turning pink, but the smile on her face said she didn’t care one bit. That would’ve been the best thing I could’ve ridden up to until I saw who she was smiling at. Sam. He leaned on the fence post near her and grinned like the damn Cheshire Cat.

      She finally looked away from my brother, and her smile faltered just a hair when she saw me. “Hey, there, cowboy. Sam was just telling me some tales about the trouble you boys got up to when you were kids.”

      Sam laughed and took a drink of his coffee, his eyes finding mine with pure amusement in them. Oh, no, he didn’t get to come in here and charm her like that. She was mine.

      “We got into trouble more than we did anything else. If that little one is anything like you, Tristan, we’re gonna have our hands full.”

      “My kid. My hands. Not yours.”

      Hazel’s lips quirked as she tried to fight a smile. “Well, someone’s possessive in the morning.”

      Dismounting, I held out the reins for Sam. “Go on. You’ve been here two weeks and have barely done a damn hour of work a day. Buck’s breaking up the ice in pasture five. He could use some help.”

      The look on my brother’s face was priceless. Like I’d slapped him. But, with a tip of his hat and a soft “Ma’am,” to Hazel, he took the reins and gloves I gave him and slowly strode away with Ranger in tow.

      “What was that all about?” Hazel asked.

      I slipped my arm around her waist and pulled her close. “He was horning in on my territory. I was just protecting what’s mine.”

      She laughed. “Yours?”

      “Yeah, mine. You have a problem with that, darlin’?”

      “You’re wrong about him, but I’ll let it slide. I kind of like this caveman side of you.”

      “Good, because I’m sure there’ll be hell to pay when he comes back, but you’re worth it.”

      She snagged my hat off my head and lifted onto her toes to kiss me. I didn’t have the heart to tell her it was bad luck to take a man’s hat, because all I wanted was for us to stay like this forever. I wanted to keep her, but Sera’s words echoed in my ears, and I wondered if I was going to be the one who ended up hurting Hazel or if she’d hurt me?
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Hazel

      I sat next to Tristan at the table that night for our—their—family supper. I had to remind myself every day that I wasn’t a permanent feature in the Ryker house. It was harder with each moment I spent on the ranch. They were a big, boisterous family, usually filled with laughter and love. I wanted that.

      “Hazel, thank you so much for the meal. It’s the best roast chicken I’ve ever tasted,” Mama said, smiling as she speared a piece of steamed broccoli. I knew she was lying through her teeth, but if she was going to keep that heart healthy, she needed to change her habits. A big part of that was her diet.

      “Sure is, Hazel. I don’t even miss steak anymore,” Clint offered.

      I rolled my eyes. These guys wanted nothing more than a big fatty steak and baked potato with all the fixings. “You can have a steak every once in a while,” I said, casting my gaze at Mama. “Just not three days a week.”

      “Clinton, don’t give her a hard time. She’s right. I just kept on doing what I always did, thinkin’ exercise on this ranch would be enough to keep my heart healthy. I was wrong. I promised myself I wouldn’t be like your daddy.”

      Tristan stiffened beside me, and I instinctively took his hand. “Mama—”

      She held up a hand. “He ignored his symptoms until the day he died after his first bout with the cancer. Ignoring it doesn’t help it get better. It helps it get worse.”

      Ever took another helping of broccoli and smiled. “We’re here to support you, Mama. Whatever changes you need to make, so will we. Right, Clint?”

      Clint took a long breath but nodded. “Right. We’re in this together. All of us.”

      Sera cleared her throat, and everyone at the table looked at her. “If we’re sharing important stuff…I had a call with the producer for the show today.”

      “Oh?” Mama said.

      “I agreed to be a full-time cast member on Saddle Up this coming season. But instead of just a competition, they want to change some of the structure.”

      “What do you mean?” Sam asked.

      “This season, they want it to be all men in the cast.”

      Clint’s brow furrowed and he set down his fork. “Why, exactly?”

      “Since Tristan is…off the market, they don’t have the romance angle they were looking for.”

      That made my heart race, the thought of him playing at being in love with some girl who was just trying to become TV famous. I didn’t want him touching anyone else, looking at anyone else, even if it wasn’t real.

      “What are you getting at, Sera?” Clint asked.

      “They want this spring’s season to be called Saddle Up: Rodeo King, and the winner gets…me.”

      Every single Ryker brother stared at her like she just said she was switching to a vegan diet on a cattle ranch.

      “And you told them hell no?” Buck asked.

      “I said I’d think about it.”

      Mama pursed her lips tight before standing with a plate in her hands and walking to the kitchen.

      “What is wrong with you, Sera? Why would you just drop a bomb like that at the dinner table? The last thing Mama needs is something else to worry about. You prancing around with a bunch of city boys trying to get themselves killed on a bronc isn’t gonna help her.”  Tristan’s admonishment hurt her. I could see it in the flash of guilt in her eyes.

      “Why can’t I do this? You were eager to play it up for the cameras, flirting and teasing every woman on the ranch even when there wasn’t anything rolling. I’m surprised Hazel is the first girl to show up on our doorstep like this.”

      “Sera,” Sam chastised. “You’re way too young—”

      “Oh, don’t act like you have a say in this, Sam. You’ve been checked out of here since before Daddy died. We’ve been here. Working hard. I left for college, but I came back every break and helped. You abandoned us all.”

      “He had his reasons,” Buck said.

      “Sure. Sponsors and fancy hotels.” She snorted. “Forgive me if I don’t bow at your feet, Sam. I’m tired of letting you off the hook for everything. You didn’t come back for longer than a day when Daddy died. When Clint and Ever got married, you were gone so fast we wondered if you’d been here at all. So you don’t get to tell me what I can and can’t do.” Shoving her chair back, she stormed out of the dining room and up the stairs.

      “Well, that went about as well as squattin’ with your spurs on.” Buck stood and grabbed his plate. “She’ll cool down, and we can talk some sense into her in the morning.”

      “Or, you could just let her make up her own mind,” I said, resting my palm on my belly. “She’s a grown woman. If she wants to help out the show by taking this on, she shouldn’t be made to feel like she’s less than you guys.”

      “Hazel, this isn’t something you should be…” Tristan started, then stopped when I let out a sigh.

      “So now I don’t get to have an opinion either?” I stood, my hips hurting from sitting so long.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “It’s exactly what you meant. Don’t worry about it. You guys need to really think about what you’re saying to her by dismissing what she wants to do. It’s no different than Tristan doing the same thing, or you, Buck. A fake romance to avoid a scripted one is the same thing.”

      I carried my plate into the kitchen and found Mama scrubbing dishes by hand, even though there was a perfectly good dishwasher right next to her. So I took up a place next to her,  and the two of us silently washed and dried every single dish we’d used to cook the meal. I wasn’t really mad at them, just frustrated. I’d been that girl. The one who had all her decisions made for her by men. Did I think it was a good idea for someone her age to be taking on such a responsibility? No. But at the same time, I was thirty-one, a grown woman, and I’d made a choice that ended with me knocked up. I couldn’t really offer much advice.

      Mama sighed and handed me a glass dish to dry. “She’s doing this because of me. To make sure we’ve got enough money to pay all my medical bills.”

      “Do you need her to do that?”

      “No. We’re just fine. But the fact that she thinks we aren’t kills me.” The guilt in Mama’s voice broke my heart.

      “Then you need to talk to her and make sure she knows she doesn’t have to. She can’t make up her mind if she doesn’t have all the information.”

      Mama took my hand and squeezed. “You’re gonna be a real good mama, Hazel. I’m so glad you’ll be my grandbaby’s.”

      Tears sprung to my eyes. “Me too.”

      “Tristan can be hard-headed sometimes, but I’m glad he was about you. My boys always go after what they love. Come hell or high water.”

      Love.

      That word had been hovering over us, unspoken, like a storm about to unleash. I just didn’t know what it would do once it happened. Wash us away, or keep us from burning to the ground.

    

  







            17

          

        

      

    

    




      Tristan

      A week had passed since Sera told us she was gonna be the star of the new season of Saddle Up, and the girl hadn’t changed her mind. Even after Mama told her we didn’t need the extra income. I had to admit, I was glad someone else was going to take on the task of flirting for the cameras. My eyes were only on the woman I’d moved in with. Hazel and I seemed to fit together seamlessly. Our daily routines started and ended at the same time, me getting up to start my chores around the ranch, her going to check on Mama, making sure she took her meds and keeping her from doing too much.

      At the end of another cold day of light snow and early dark, I watched Hazel and Mama standing at the sink, low voices murmuring together. God, she fit in here with us so easily. Like she was made to be part of this family. I wondered where we’d go after this, after the baby came. Would she want to return home? Or would she call this home with me?

      “Falling in love looks good on Tristan. I worried he’d never give it a chance.”

      Mama’s words hit me straight in the chest.

      “He doesn’t love me. He barely knows me.”

      “I loved George after five minutes of knowin’ him. I watched that man breaking a horse when I came to visit the ranch, and we locked eyes just before he took a kick to his hand that broke three fingers.”

      Hazel flinched. I’d heard this story too many times to count.

      “You ran to get him a bag of frozen peas while Aunt Raye called Grandaddy in to take him to the doctor.” I finished the story as I walked further into the kitchen.

      “That’s right.” Mama turned toward me and wiped her hands on the towel over her shoulder. “And your dad and I spent the next five minutes leaning against the fence around the corral, icing his hand and falling in love.”

      “He was lucky that horse kicked him.” I let out a low chuckle.  “Never thought I’d say that.”

      Hazel laughed. “It’s a great story. I’m sorry he isn’t here to tell it too.”

      The honesty in her tone made me want to wrap her in my arms and make her see how much I wanted her. How much I loved her.

      Fuck.

      I loved her.

      I’d been ignoring the thoughts, slowly falling with each day, but now it was impossible to ignore what my heart had been telling me, just like a kick from a horse.

      Mama sighed, and Hazel immediately placed a hand on her forearm. “You should go sit down, Mama. I’ll bring you some herbal tea.”

      “I’m feelin’ just fine, Hazel. In fact, I feel better than I have in a long time.”

      Something eased in my chest. “That’s great, Mama.”

      “It’s all because of you, Hazel.”

      Shaking her head, Hazel offered me a pleading glance. She didn’t like this kind of attention. “I really…”

      “Stop being so modest. I’ve got all my kids on the ranch, I’m alive, taking care of myself. I wouldn’t be able to say that if you hadn’t stepped in when you did.” Mama grabbed Hazel by the shoulders and pulled her in for a hug. Then she stepped back and looked from her to me. “Now. Since I’m feeling better, let’s talk a little bit about your baby shower.”

      “I feel weird having a baby shower. I don’t know anyone here.”

      Mama smiled. “You know us. Erin can come down and be with you, and of course, any of your friends.”

      Unease flashed in Hazel’s eyes. I slid my arm around her and tugged her away from Mama. “Have you ever taken a moonlit walk in the snow?”

      “What?”

      “It’s barely snowing outside, so the moon is shining bright. It’s one of the best parts of winter on the ranch. Cmon. Let’s go for a walk, get some fresh air.”

      She nodded and gave me a grateful smile before turning back to Mama. “Can we maybe talk about this over breakfast tomorrow? I’ll come over first thing and make something tasty?”

      Mama’s grin made my heart swell. She already knew exactly why I was changing the course of the conversation, but the fact that Hazel was trying to save her feelings meant the world. “That’d be wonderful. But don’t you worry about waitin’ on me. I’ll have breakfast ready for all my kids. Tristan, I expect you to make sure our girl gets safely to the house tonight. The ground’s gonna freeze.”

      “I promise, Mama. Hazel’s in good hands.”

      She winked. “I know she is.”

      Holding out Hazel’s coat, I waited for her to shrug into the thick, warm fabric before grabbing my hat from the rack and opening the door. As soon as we stepped outside, the cold punched me right in the face, bitter and biting.

      Hazel shivered and pulled her collar up around her throat. “God, you’d think I’d be used to this. I’m not new here.”

      “It’s always a shock to the system when you leave a warm house and step into this.”

      Instinct screamed at me to hold her close, but fuck if I knew if I should. She’d been as close to me as possible. I’d been inside her—recently—but I couldn’t decide whether the woman wanted me to hold her? God, she had me all tore up.

      “Thanks for getting me out of that conversation. I didn’t come here planning to become part of your family. It’s all a little overwhelming.” Her soft voice mixed with the crunch of our boots on the thin layer of new snow.

      “She’s just excited. They all are. This is the first Ryker grandbaby. It’s a big deal.”

      “I guess I just never thought it’d happen, you know?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think I do.”

      “Quinn and I…”

      My gut clenched, and a bitter taste filled my mouth at the thought of her ex. That guy didn’t deserve to have her name on his lips. “Yeah?”

      “We tried for two years. I just…struggled to get pregnant.”

      “That’s not your fault.”

      “I know. I really do. But he blamed me. He said I was broken. Even after the fertility tests and everything came back normal. He had me convinced it was me.” Her voice wobbled. “I’m a nurse practitioner, for God’s sake. I know how this works. My tests came back fine. It was him, but he wouldn’t do something as simple as jizz in a fucking cup. Instead, he made me think I was to blame for everything.”

      “Darlin’, he doesn’t deserve one more second of your time. You’re free of him now, and that counts for everything.”

      She let out a hard laugh. “But the thing is, Tristan, I wouldn’t be if he hadn’t cut me loose. I would have still been there, blaming myself for our empty nursery, wondering how I could fix things. I would have let him cheat on me over and over if he hadn’t told me he wanted a divorce.”

      My teeth clamped together so hard my jaw hurt. “Do you still love him?”

      Shaking her head, she stopped when we reached the broad stretch of fence that separated the main grounds from one of our many pastures. But she didn’t look out across the moonlight covered snowy land. She stared straight at me, her gaze glassy with unshed tears. “No. I don’t think I ever did. Not after… God, not after having this, here with you.”

      Me? Was she saying she loved me? All I knew was I wouldn’t push her. I’d never said that to a single woman in my life. Love was special. It was a word reserved for the person you planned on forever with. I’d seen Clint and Buck both ruined by it, Sera too. I wasn’t going to ruin things before Hazel and I really got started.

      “C’mere, darlin’, you’ve gotta be freezing to death.” I wrapped her in my arms and turned her to face the landscape. “You know, one day I’ll take you out for a ride. When it’s safe for you to get on a horse. You and me’ll go up into the hills and sneak away for some time together at the cabin I’m gonna build.”

      She sighed and leaned back against me. “You’re going to build a cabin?”

      “Yeah. Got a spot all picked out. It’ll be you and me, nothing distracting us except each other.”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      “We can spend all day and night naked if we want. No one will be the wiser. And I, for one, want to spend as many naughty nights with you keeping me warm as I can.”

      A low chuckle escaped her. “What about our kids?”

      Kids? As in more than one? My chest tightened. “Mama will love having them spend the night with her. I bet she’s already planning on giving all our bedrooms away to the next generation.”

      “How many kids do you want, Tristan?”

      I ran my palm over the swell of her belly, not sure how to answer. So, I settled on the truth. “As many as you’re willing to have. If that means one or five, I’ll be happy.”

      “I guess I need to call Erin and tell her she should plan a trip down here for a baby shower.”

      A wide smile spread across my face. “I guess you should.” Pressing a kiss to her hair, I whispered, “You ready to go home so we can make sure you don’t forget what it’s like to get in the saddle and ride hard?”

      Her laugh warmed my soul. It was full and throaty and sexy as hell. “Oh, is that your way of telling me you want me to save a horse and ride a Ryker tonight?”

      “Fuck yes it is, darlin’.” My voice was nothing more than a growl. I was aching for her. “If it’s you doin’ the riding, I want to be ridden hard.”

      “My pleasure.”
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Hazel

      Tristan Ryker, naked in the light of a roaring fire, was a sight to behold. The man was beautiful, there was no argument whatsoever about that, but it was the way he was looking at me that made my heart flutter and my skin prickle with awareness. He looked at me like I was the only woman in the world. Like I wasn’t an obligation or an unwanted complication in his life. God, he looked at me like he loved me.

      Did I want him to love me?

      “Stop,” I whispered.

      “Stop what?”

      “Stop looking at me like I’m the only thing in your world.”

      He dropped to his knees in front of where I sat on the couch, leveling me with his gaze. “You are. You’re everything, darlin’. I’ve never needed someone the way I need you.”

      I wanted it to be true. For all of this to end up with the two of us happy, the fairy tale ending I was promised when I was a kid. But I also knew the darker side of happily ever after. The truth was, those stories weren’t all unicorns and rainbows. They were filled with betrayals and heartache.

      “Stop saying all these swoon-worthy things, Tristan. I’m already here and willing. You don’t have to seduce me.”

      He smirked, one corner of his mouth turning up as he reached out and pushed a lock of hair away from my bare shoulder. “Drop the blanket, gorgeous. I want to see your beautiful body.”

      My heart pounded, and my mouth ran dry as he stroked his already hard length slowly. I released the blanket from my grip in one fluid motion and let it pool around my waist. The warm air, scented lightly with woodsmoke and vanilla, kept me from shivering, but the weight of Tristan’s gaze on me had my nipples harder than bullets.

      “Cold?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “You know I’m not. God, I’m so turned on, and you haven’t even touched me.”

      He swallowed hard as his breath hitched. “Fuck, me too. I can fix that, you know. I want to touch every part of you.”

      “Yes.” I couldn’t manage much more, because as soon as I started to nod, his hands cupped my aching breasts, kneading the full, heavy flesh. I moaned and arched into him as relief flooded me.

      “I didn’t plan on this, Hazel, but I’m so glad it happened. I’m so glad you walked into that bar and gave me the time of day.”

      I couldn’t answer him. This could have gone so many different ways. He could have been the worst man in the world, and instead, he was the best. I was monumentally lucky. “Stop. Talking.” I crushed my lips to his, unwilling to hear any more evidence that he was a man I could love. I hadn’t been divorced more than a year, hadn’t reinvented myself, hadn’t done so many things I promised myself I’d do. I couldn’t fall in love with a cowboy and uproot my life. But I could be with him for the remainder of our time together. We could enjoy each other until our lives changed with the addition of the baby we’d made in one careless night.

      “You said I was gonna get to ride you, Ryker. How am I going to do that if you don’t let me get on?”

      He grinned and nipped my collar bone before sprawling out on the rug in front of the fire. “Climb aboard, darlin’. I’m ready for the ride of my life.”
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      Hazel

      My sister’s face on my tablet’s screen made me smile as I watched another of her videos. This time, she was doing a review of Saddle Up’s wedding special as she put on full glam makeup. Personally, I thought she was gorgeous no matter what she had on her skin.

      “Now, I can tell you guys, I’ve been to Ryker Ranch. The ranch hands are really that hot, and the Rykers themselves are crazy sexy. It’s too bad they’re all taken,” she was saying as she blotted a makeup blender over her cheeks. “Watching the wedding special just made me want to get married so I could have my own party at Winchester Farm. Cowboy boots optional.”

      I laughed and sat back in the bubble bath I’d decided to indulge in. Tristan wasn’t home yet. He’d texted me to let me know they had some escaped cattle he and a few of the hands had to chase down. So, tonight was the perfect chance for a little self-care. The baby stretched and pressed outward as the warm water covered my body.

      Laying my head back on the sloped edge of the tub, I closed my eyes and sighed as my muscles relaxed. Maybe I could stay here forever. Would it really be so bad to leave everything behind and start over here with people who already clearly loved me and my baby? Erin would be fine. She was a grown-up just like me. She had a career, a life, a plan. I needed a place like Sunrise to build my own community, one that wasn’t tainted by Quinn.

      “You in there, darlin’?” Tristan’s voice made my body tighten in a very nice way, the sound sliding over my skin like a caress.

      “Maybe. It depends on who’s asking.”

      “I better be the only cowboy calling you darlin’.”

      Oh, the low growl in his voice made me shiver even in the warm water. “Are you gonna stand outside the door all night?”

      “Am I invited in?”

      “You’re not a vampire, are you?”

      He chuckled and nudged the door open. My breath hitched at the sight of him. Shirt unbuttoned, baring his toned chest and abs, shaggy hair in his face, the shadow of a beard on his jaw. He looked exhausted, but so damn delicious. My fingers itched to feel the heat of his skin and the ridges of those muscles.

      “Smells good in here. Sweet like you.”

      I inhaled the vanilla and amber scent of the bubble bath. “It’s nice. Ever dropped it off for me as a little thank you for taking care of Mama.”

      “You got room in there for me?”

      Did I? Of course. I wasn’t going to turn my sexy cowboy away when he was offering naked time in the tub with me. “You like bubble baths?”

      “I like you. I especially like the outfit you have on.”

      My cheeks burned. “There’s plenty of room. I heard I got the honeymoon cabin.”

      He laughed. “All right, just let me wash off the day in the shower first. You’re too pretty to have a dirty cowboy touching you.”

      I couldn’t hide my smile if I tried. “Maybe I like you dirty.”

      “Oh, I’ll give you what you like. That’s a promise.” He stripped out of the shirt and tossed it in the basket by the window, shoulder muscles rippling and making my thighs clench together. God, I needed to get it together. Pregnancy was making me hornier than a cat in heat.

      Unbuckling his belt, he shoved his Wranglers down and reminded me exactly how little he wore under them. I hadn’t really appreciated the man’s body, not like this. We’d always been in the heat of the moment or shadowed by dim light. Here, he was bold and beautifully on display.

      “Tristan,” I said, having to clear my throat before I could get the words out.

      “Yeah?” He strode toward the shower, his perfectly sculpted ass making me wish he’d hurry the hell up.

      “Why don’t you have any tan lines?”

      Another chuckle. “Can’t get tan lines when you don’t wear anything.”

      My nipples hurt—they fucking hurt from the arousal coursing through me. “So you just walk around naked?”

      “When the weather’s good and I’ve got some space to myself, yeah…I do.”

      I laughed. “Has anyone ever caught you?”

      “Nope. At least, not that I know of.”

      “I guess I’ll have to try and find you this summer. That would be quite the sight to come upon. A naked rancher in all his glory.”

      “It’d be even better if you were with me.”

      He stepped into the shower and made quick work of washing himself, then he joined me in the tub, his hands immediately taking first one foot, then the other, and working the aching muscles until I was completely relaxed. After that, we worked other muscles until we both fell into bed, sated, happy, and definitely falling in love.
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Tristan

      “I’m sorry I was an asshole about Hazel,” I said to Sam as the two of us rode out to check on the cattle in pasture five. They’d been slippery, somehow repeatedly breaking through the fence and finding their way to the frozen creek. Last year we almost lost a heifer to some frozen mud. I didn’t want a repeat.

      “You’re in love. I get it. But you must not see the way she looks at you, or you wouldn’t be jealous.”

      We rode together in the cold air of the bright blue-skied morning. “Fuck. I am. I’m so in love with her I can’t see straight.”

      He let out a low laugh. “I’ve been there. It’s perfect fucking agony.”

      “When? Who?”

      Shaking his head, he said, “Long time ago. It’ll never happen again.”

      “So, when are you heading back to the circuit?”

      He shrugged and sighed. “I’m not.”

      “What?”

      “I can’t keep doing what I’m doing. I haven’t told Mama yet, but I’ve had enough concussions they’re telling me I’ll have permanent damage if I don’t stop. I’m gonna retire.”

      That…that was something I never thought would happen. All of us. Home. Together.

      “Are you okay with that?”

      Popping his collar to protect his neck, he nodded. “Yeah. I’m tired. Tired of being alone all the time, of traveling everywhere, trying to stay on top. Mama’s heart attack really shook me, you know?”

      “It shook us all.”

      “I’ve been a real asshole, not coming home more often.”

      “Yeah, you sure have.”

      He laughed and shot me a look that said I was gonna get it. “You gonna be okay with me bunking with you permanently?”

      “You can stay in that little two-bedroom as long as you want. I’m gonna marry my girl, Sam. Build her a house, give her the life she deserves.”

      “You’re really serious, aren’t you?”

      “I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life.”

      The grin he gave me was so filled with light, I wondered if retiring had taken a weight off his chest none of us knew was there.

      A horse with no rider paced in the distance, stamping his foot, clearly distressed. A gash on his flank had my gut twisting. “Oh, shit, who the hell is that?”

      “That’s Tucker’s horse,” Sam whispered, real fear in his voice.

      “Where is he? Do you see him?”

      “Dammit, no. Why was he out here alone?”

      I pulled my radio from my pocket and called in for help, checking to make sure no one had picked him up already. But nobody had heard from him. He’d likely gone out for an early morning fence check and didn’t think he’d need the help. Cocky.

      “There.” Sam pointed at a stretch of fence that was down, a crumpled dark figure on the ground. Before I could register what he was doing, he bolted, taking his horse as fast as she’d go.

      I caught up just as Sam was moving Tucker’s hat from his face.

      “Tuck. Jesus, Tuck, wake up.” He was frantic, panicked. Tucker’s face was bloodied, and his wrist hung at an unnatural angle. But he blinked, moving slightly even though the barbed wire pulled on his skin. “Don’t move. You got yourself tangled in the fence.”

      “Sammy?” Tucker asked, a strange gentleness in his voice.

      “What were you doing out here alone?”

      I wasn’t sure what the hell was going on right then, but Tucker wasn’t in good shape. He needed to get back to the lodge and to a doctor.  Calling in on my radio, I relayed what we’d found, and Clint was in the truck before the line went silent.

      “Hey, Tucker, Clint’s on his way, okay?” I took one look at his pained expression, the pale, drawn complexion, the blood trailing down his cheek from his temple, and I knew it was bad.

      “What happened?” Sam asked, looking him over closer. “Can you remember?”

      “Horse spooked. Threw me right into the fucking fence.” He coughed, and the sound was heavy and wet.

      Fuck.

      At best, he had broken bones. At worst, he was bleeding internally.

      It took ten minutes for Clint to show up, but Hazel was with him, all business. Serious. Determined to help.

      She was on him without even a second glance at me, getting his vitals, checking for any sign he might have a spinal injury. It was amazing watching her in action. When she was sure he’d be able to safely move into the bed of the truck, we all helped him up and settled him there. Sam rode with him, and I remained behind to bring the horses in. I hoped like hell Tuck’s horse came in on his own. We’d have to call Clare in to see to the injury on his flank.

      By the time I got back, Clint, Tucker, Sam, and Hazel were long gone, leaving me with Ever, Buck, and Sera.

      “Is he gonna be okay?” I asked, handing Buck Sadie’s reins.

      “Not sure. Hazel said it looked like a broken wrist and possibly one of the bones in his forearm. Cut on his head wasn’t so bad. Scalp wounds bleed like a son-of-a-bitch.”

      “Did his horse come in?”

      Sera nodded. “Yep. Clare is already working on stitching him up. Laceration’s not so bad. He scraped himself on the barbed wire too.”

      “Good you two found Tuck when you did,” Buck said. “It’s cold enough he could’ve froze to death.”

      “I know. What was he doing out there alone?”

      “We ride alone all the time. Maybe he just needed to do some thinking?”

      Dismounting, I brought Ranger in and went through the process of removing his saddle and tack before finally giving him a treat and letting him loose in the nearest pasture. “This is why having a rodeo king competition is a bad idea.”

      “Because you think the city boys are gonna get themselves killed?”

      “Yeah. And we’ll end up sued. If Tucker can get hurt like this, a seasoned ranch hand, what’s gonna happen to those guys?”

      “You make a good point,” Ever said, leaning against the fencepost. “But you know the network will have everyone sign a waiver. Just like they did before.”

      “A waiver doesn’t keep anyone alive.” Buck took off his hat and stared down at it. “But if we have ourselves a bonafide rodeo king helping to oversee things, maybe we can make it work.”

      Sera smiled. “Sam?”

      “He told you he’s staying?” I asked.

      “He did.” Buck put his hat back on and looked to Ever, who simply nodded.

      “I’ll pitch it to the network. I think it’s a great idea, and it’ll help ease Sam into retirement.”

      Sera’s grin was wide. “I’m so happy Sam’s staying.”

      “I think we all are,” I said.

      “We all are, what?” Mama’s voice came from around the corner as she approached. Everyone clammed up. This was for Sam to share, not us. “Oh, fine, have your secrets. Clint just called. Tucker’s going to be fine. He broke two ribs and his right wrist. He’ll be out of commission for a few weeks, so that means more work for all of you. You best get started.”

      That was that. Mama walked back toward the house while Ever followed, keeping a close watch on her.

      “Well, at least she’s back to normal,” I said to Buck.

      “You’re tellin’ me.”
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      Tristan

      Two weeks had passed since Tucker’s injury. He hadn’t come back to the ranch. Clint had dropped him off at home with the promise that when he was recovered, his job would be waiting for him. So Sam took up the slack, taking on Tucker’s duties while I focused on rehabbing the three new horses that arrived at Buck and Penny’s. Caring for the neglected animals was a full-time job in and of itself, one which Penny seemed to have taken to during her spare time.

      “This one’s a real beauty. She never should’ve been treated this way.” I brushed my fingers gently over the mare’s pitch-black mane. She huffed and shuffled away. The scars on her once pristine body set a fire in my heart.

      “None of them deserved it.” Sadness flickered in Penny’s eyes.

      “Nope. But now they have you and Buck and the rest of us. They’re gonna make it out the other side and live the rest of their lives knowing safety.”

      After feeding the horse a fresh carrot, we left the stall and strode out of the stable toward the big old farmhouse my brother had bought for them both. Her little dog, Peanut, ran around, jumping up on my legs for attention as we walked. “What’s going on, Penny?”

      “What do you mean?” She tried for surprised but overshot just enough I knew I’d caught her.

      “Buck’s not been himself. You’ve been missing from the ranch except for your shifts at the spa. Something’s wrong.”

      She shrugged. “It’s fine.”

      “He told me about the pregnancy test.”

      Her jaw clenched. “It was nothing.”

      “He said you were happy you weren’t pregnant.”

      Sinking down onto the steps, she dropped her head into her hands. “I was. I am. I’m not ready for us to have a baby. I mean, we’re not even married yet. He asked me, and then…nothing. No date set, no more talk of even just eloping.”

      “Did you tell him this?”

      Her green gaze leveled with mine. “What do you think? Of course I told him. I explained it all. But he was just so hurt that I didn’t want his baby. He couldn’t see past that.”

      I sat down next to her and stared at the land they’d begun to really cultivate. “I think he was excited about taking that step with you. He loves you hard, Penny. Sometimes we’re just so focused on the work that needs doing around the ranch that we can’t see what’s right in front of our faces.  I know the idiot wants to marry you.”

      She sighed. “Me too. I just… I panicked. A baby is…huge.”

      “You’re tellin’ me.”

      Laughing, she shoved me with her shoulder. “It’s not something I want to be thrown into. I want to choose to start a family when I’m ready. Some people do fine when it just happens. I’m not that kind of person. I saw what a toll it took on my sister and her husband. They struggled. Buck and I are still learning each other.”

      “Well, your brother-in-law is an idiot, but I get what you’re saying. I’m just glad to know there isn’t a deeper problem between you two. We all love you, Penny. We want you guys to be happy.”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “I am. I promise. I’ll talk to him about it.”

      The back door opened, and Buck stood in the doorway, expression serious. “Tristan, I’ve been calling you for an hour. You gotta get home. Something’s happened with Hazel.”

      My gut turned to a hard lump. “What? Is it something with the baby?”

      “No. But, I think she’s leaving. She’s packing up her stuff. Did she tell you anything?”

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and swore at the black screen. Damn thing was dead. “I don’t know. I need a new fuckin’ phone. This one keeps dying on me.”

      “You’d better go.”

      Nodding, I ran for my truck and headed down the back road toward the ranch. By the time I got to the cabin, Hazel was hauling her suitcase toward the Jeep we’d given her to drive while she was here. Not that she used it much.

      I jumped out of the still running truck and called out to her. “Hazel, what the hell?”

      Her eyes blazed with anger and fear. “I have to go.”

      “Why?”

      “Jessica, Carly, Danica. Take your pick.”

      Shock hit me hard in the chest. “What?”

      “Every single one of them felt the need to reach out to me after my sister’s latest episode on Ryker Ranch. They sent pictures, Tristan. Pictures of things that didn’t happen long ago.”

      Dread took the place of shock, turning my heart to ice. “I don’t know what you saw—”

      “They were in your house. All three of them. And not long before I came here.”

      Shit. Memories flooded me of the night I spent partying with the three guests I’d found at The Silver Spur. “You don’t understand. Nothing happened.”

      “Bullshit. One of them was topless and straddling you. That’s not nothing.”

      “Darlin’—”

      “Don’t you dare call me darlin’. I knew I was wrong to let myself get so swept up by you. This whole thing was a mistake. You told me you hadn’t been with anyone since our first night together. You lied to me. What else have you lied about?”

      She tossed her suitcase into the back of the Jeep and walked past me, but I caught her by the hand. “Please, listen.”

      Tearing her hand away from mine, she stared hard at me. “I don’t know how you think you can talk your way out of something like this, Tristan. You’re not that charming. Now get out of my way. I should have gone home a long time ago. I’ll leave the Jeep at the rental place. You can pick it up tomorrow. I have a long drive home.”

      “Hazel…what about Mama, my family, the baby shower?” Me…I thought, but left it unsaid.

      “Have the damn shower without me. You’re gonna need some baby stuff anyway. Unless you’ve changed your mind about being a father. In that case, I left the paperwork on the table along with my attorney’s address. The last thing I want you to do is teach my son to be a liar.”

      Son? “It’s a boy?” My voice caught in my throat and I had to force the words free.

      “Yeah. I saw on the ultrasound but didn’t want to spoil it. Congratulations, another Ryker boy to add to the pack. Hopefully, this one will know the difference between the truth and a lie.”

      She got into the Jeep and started the engine, but the thing coughed and spluttered. I’d never been so thankful for our temperamental old hunk of junk. Slamming her hand on the steering wheel, she stared straight ahead and sighed before tears began tracking down her cheeks.

      I opened the passenger door and got in with her. “Hazel, listen to me. Please?”

      “I want to go home. I need some space from you, from all of this.”

      “Fine.” I gritted my teeth and got out of the Jeep before walking around to the back, grabbing her bag, and heading for my truck.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as she got out and followed me.

      “Get in the truck.”

      “What? Why?”

      I opened the passenger door of my truck and waited. “Get in the damn truck, Hazel. You wanna go home. I’m not letting you drive upset for six fuckin’ hours.”

      Her brow furrowed as she pondered my offer, but I knew if she wanted to go home so badly, she’d get in. Sure enough, she did. She took my hand as she climbed in, and my damn heart broke into pieces at the contact. But at least this way I’d have six uninterrupted hours with her. I’d use every minute of that to make her see she was making a mistake.
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Hazel

      I hated how much I didn’t want to hate him. Tristan drove us quietly off the ranch property and onto the long stretch of freeway that would eventually end with us parting ways. I wished so much that things were different. That those women hadn’t seen Erin’s video where she spilled the beans that I was having a baby with Tristan. That he hadn’t lied about being with them.

      Honestly, if he hadn’t given me the whole “I’ve been celibate since you” song and dance, I probably wouldn’t have been so hurt. But he had. He’d lied to my face, just like Quinn. I wanted so badly for him to be a better man. But the truth was, I had a type, and Tristan was exactly it. Handsome, charming, emotionally unavailable, and a liar.

      “You okay? Warm enough?” he asked, reaching for the dial that controlled the temperature in the cab.

      “Fine.” I wasn’t. I was too hot, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of making me more comfortable.

      An hour passed with tight, uneasy conversation between us, then another, and another. We stopped to grab a drink and bite to eat, but aside from that, I shut him down every time he tried to open up some kind of dialogue, replying with one-word answers and refusing to meet his gaze. If I looked into those blue as the sky eyes, I’d break.

      “You were really gonna leave without telling me?” The hurt in his voice made my eyes sting and my throat tight with unshed tears.

      “I tried to call you. You didn’t answer.”

      “My phone died.”

      I shook my head and looked out the window at the wide span of land on the horizon. “It doesn’t matter. You and me, we were a bad idea.”

      “No, we weren’t. We aren’t. You’re the only woman I’ve ever felt this way about, Hazel. Fuck. I wake up thinking about you, fall asleep missing you even when you’re right there next to me. I can barely focus on my work sometimes because you’re the only thing on my mind.”

      My heart fluttered. I wanted to believe him so badly. “Because I’m there. If I wasn’t in the bed with you, it’d be someone else. I’ve been through this before. I can guarantee you, come tomorrow, you’ll have moved on to another girl.”

      He pulled over then, turning on his flashers and staring daggers at me. “I don’t deserve this from you. Not after everything between us. I’ve given you no reason to doubt me. When I say nothing happened between these women and me, I mean it. I picked them up from The Silver Spur, drunk off their asses. They were guests at the ranch, and the last thing I wanted was for them to run off the road or end up stumbling into the stables and getting trampled.”

      “So they just ended up stripping for you and giving you lap dances?”

      “They thought me bringing them home meant they’d get a night with a cowboy. Instead, I shut them down and let them sleep it off on my bed while I took the couch. You’ve got no reason to trust me, I know, but I’ve never lied to you, and I never fucking will.”

      “And the picture?”

      “Look at it again. I can guaran-damn-tee you there’s nothing on my face that says I’m into whatever shit they were doing. Two seconds later, I pushed her off me and made them go to the bedroom. By themselves.”

      I pulled out my phone and inspected the photo. Sure enough, his jaw was clenched, his expression filled with annoyance I’d seen plenty of times since I’d arrived on the ranch.

      “You really mean it, don’t you?” The stubborn streak I fought hard with eased as I looked into his eyes and saw nothing but sincerity.

      “I’m not your ex. Lies and love don’t go together.”

      Breath catching in my throat, I leaned close and let his truth wash over me. “Love?”

      A vulnerable smile spread across his face. “Yeah. Love.” He swallowed and took a deep breath before linking our fingers. “I love you, everything about you, Hazel. I’ve known for a few weeks, but I really think it happened that first night. You took my heart the second you smiled at me. I want you to be mine and for me to be yours forever if you’ll have me.”

      Worrying my lower lip between my teeth, I tried to reason with myself, figure out what I should do. Pretty words had broken my heart before. Was this the same thing? Was Tristan doing this because he didn’t want to lose? Or because he didn’t want to lose me?

      “Look, we’re halfway home either way we go. I can turn around and take you back to the place we’ve begun to make ours, or we can go to your sister’s house. Just tell me what you want.”

      He leaned close and ran his hand up my arm before brushing my hair behind my shoulder. The longing in his words already had me melting, but when he took off his hat and pressed his forehead to mine, all resolve went out the window. Lips lightly brushing my cheek, he took a ragged breath.

      “What do you want, darlin’? Just put me out of my misery.”

      “Take me to Erin’s,” I finally said.

      Backing away, his shoulders sagged, and heartbreak was written in the set of his jaw. But he didn’t fight. He resigned himself to the loss of what we had.

      But then I squeezed his hand. “I have to get the rest of my stuff if I’m staying at Ryker Ranch for the rest of my life.”
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      Tristan

      I kissed her like my life depended on it. Like she was the only thing in my entire world worth anything. Because she was worth everything.

      “Did you really just say what I think you said?” I held her face in my hands and stared into those beautiful eyes. I could still taste her lips on my tongue, sweet and perfect.

      “I love you too, Tristan.”

      I never wanted to let her go. Asking me to separate from her after I finally got her was a torture I hadn't been prepared for. But I knew I had to do it. We had a life to start together.

      "So, is your sister gonna have a problem with me sleeping over tonight?"

      She smirked, a wicked glint in her eyes. "Only if we can’t keep it down." I couldn't help but laugh. "I make no promises, darlin'."

      "Neither do I."

      "Maybe we should stay in a hotel?"

      Shaking her head, she leaned forward and pressed a light kiss to my lips. "No way. This is payback for all the nights I had to listen to her with her boyfriend."

      "Boyfriend? Is that what I am?"

      She took her lower lip between her teeth. God, she didn’t know what that did to me. It made me want to taste it, it, bite it. "No. Boyfriend doesn't seem the right word for you.”

      I chuckled. "Baby, daddy?"

      She sighed. "Nope. While it's true, it doesn't suit you."

      "Well, I know what I'll call you."

      "Really? What's that?"

      "The love of my fucking life."

      Her cheeks turned a deep pink, and she looked down at her fingers where they were intertwined with mine. "All this time, I never really thought you existed. I thought a man like you had to be a fairytale. Because no one proved me wrong. But now I realize I was just looking in the wrong place.”

      "What do you mean?"

      “I should have just turned on the TV.”

      "Well, darlin', I sure hope I was worth the wait."

      Tears swam in her eyes, and I wanted so badly to wipe them away. But then I realized I could. I could make sure she never cried again if she didn't want to. Reaching out, I used the pad of my thumb to dry her cheek, then I kissed her, the swell of emotions inside my own chest threatening to overflow as well.

      "Let's get back on the road, go get your stuff, and then we’ll go home to the ranch and let everyone know you're staying permanently."

      "I hope that'll be okay."

      I laughed. “Are you kidding?"

      "I just think it's two different things. Me staying for a visit to get to know you and me staying forever."

      “Darlin’, I think there's something you’ve been missing. Mama has been planning on you staying forever since the moment you showed up on my doorstep. Hell, she probably already has a horse picked out for you."

      "I get a horse?"

      I nodded and fought the grin that was creeping across my lips at the excitement in her voice. "Ah, so the truth comes out. You’re only with me so you can get yourself a horse."

      Her laugh was pure and genuine, and it warmed my very soul. I wanted to make her laugh every day for the rest of my life.

      "Busted. But the cowboy that comes along with it is a mighty fine bonus."

      I pulled the truck out onto the freeway, heading in the direction of her sister's house, of our future. And when she took my hand in hers, I knew that everything between us was leading up to this moment—to the moment she became mine. "I love you, Hazel. I’ll love you and our baby forever."

      "I love you too. And I know it's not been a very long time, and we don't know each other that well…"

      "We spent more time together than most couples. And Mama will tell you she knows how quickly you can fall in love when you're with the right person." Hazel nodded and licked her lips.

      A flicker of unease flashed in her eyes, and my heart lurched. "What is it? Did I say something?"

      "No. You said the exact right thing. I was going to ask you when… Do you remember when I first showed up on the ranch?"

      I chuckled. "Of course I do. You knocked me right on my ass before I even realized you were pregnant."

      “Well, you asked me something…but I shut you down as quick as I could."

      My heart lurched. I had asked her to marry me. I hadn’t asked. I’d demanded, like a stupid fucking caveman.

      "Is that offer still on the table?"

      "Excuse me? I don't think I heard you right."

      “Will you marry me, Tristan?

      I stared straight ahead. Trying to keep my focus on the road before me, thankful as hell that it wasn’t busy, that I had the entire freeway at my disposal. Because I couldn't believe what she was saying. "Are you serious? I thought you'd never wanted to get married again."

      "That was when I thought that marriage meant something very different than what I've seen and what I've learned from being with you and your family. Marriage between people who really truly love each other is this beautiful thing. It's what I wanted to have, but I had it with the wrong person. I had it with a person who didn't want me for the right reasons, but you, you want me for the perfect reason."

      "The only reason I want you is because of you, Hazel. That's all. That’s everything.”

      She nodded. "Exactly. And that's why I know that I don't want to spend my life questioning whether or not I should marry you. Because it's clear to me that you and me, we’re the forever kind. So, what do you think? Will you marry me?”

      "You know, that’s my line.”

      Her laugh filled the truck. "Not anymore."

      Grinning like a damn fool, I said, “Yes, Hazel, I will marry you. I’ll marry the hell outta you."
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      Sam

      My brothers and I hauled the ten-foot-tall Christmas tree in from the back of Clint’s truck, the smell of spruce and sap sharp in my nose. It was already the first of December. A month past when Mama usually had the house decked out for the holiday.

      Penny and Ever were helping Sera hang a lighted wreath over the big front room window while Mama and Hazel used a needle and thread to make popcorn and cranberry garland for the tree. I couldn’t help but smile. I hadn’t been home for longer than a few days at a time until this year. I usually missed all of this. The preparing, the traditions, the nights spent by the fire watching movies, sharing stories, playing cards at the old kitchen table.

      Fuck, this tree was heavy. The spiky needles poked into my arm even through the thick fabric of my flannel shirt. “All right, boys, let’s get this beast set up.”

      Clint chuckled. “Goin’ soft in your old age, Sammy.”

      “You’re older than me.”

      “Come on, guys, I’m the one trapped at the ass end of this thi—”

      “Tristan Nicholas, I know I didn’t just hear you curse in my house,” Mama interrupted Tristan and the rest of us snickered.

      “Sorry, Mama.”

      We settled the giant tree in front of the window and let the girls dictate whether it was straight or not. After a few tries, we had it locked in, and Mama gave her seal of approval.

      “I think this is the biggest tree we’ve ever had,” Tristan said, sauntering over to his new bride.

      Hazel’s smile had been wide and bright as she watched my brother carry the admittedly heaviest part of the tree, but now that he was sitting beside her, she looked radiant. Her palm rested on her swollen belly, wedding band glinting in the light. I couldn’t believe my baby brother was the second of us to get hitched. He was so damn happy with Hazel. They all were happy. I fought the wave of jealousy that tried to take me under. I gave up my one chance at love a long time ago.

      “Sam, would you bring in some more firewood? And let the ranch hands know I’ve got hot cider ready in the kitchen. They’re all welcome to come get some.”

      My chest tightened. I hadn’t talked to most of them for more than a few minutes at a time since I came home. I liked working on my own. It was why my bull riding days were so right for me. It was just me and the bull, no one else to tell me what to do. “Sure, Mama.”

      I strode through the living room and down the hall until I reached the kitchen. The back door opened and Tucker stepped inside, snow on his shoulders, his hat hiding his eyes. He took off the dark felt Stetson and hung it on the hook, locking gazes with me as he began shrugging out of the heavy coat he wore.

      “Sammy,” he said, brow furrowed.

      “Don’t call me that.”

      I might as well have clocked him. He flinched, the hurt in his eyes making my stomach twist. “Sorry. I just… Mama mentioned the tree was going up today. I brought her something to add.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out an ornament, a beautiful hand-carved stallion that looked like it was running in the wind.

      “She’ll love it.”

      He shrugged. “Had a bit of extra time while I was recovering.”

      Holding out my hand, I waited for him to give the ornament to me, but he looked at my palm like it might hurt him. Then his fingers brushed mine, and the present was there.

      “Tucker!” Mama called, pure joy in her exclamation. Tucker jumped and pulled his hand away, shame coloring his cheeks. God, that hurt.

      “How’s the tree?” he asked.

      “Large,” she admitted. “But perfect. Did Sam tell you the cider is ready?”

      His gaze flicked to mine. “Not yet. I was showing him your new ornament.”

      Her eyes brightened. “Oh, you brought it?”

      Nodding, he waited for me to pass it to her. The smile she gave me when I handed the horse to her made my heart swell. Seeing her happy changed the tone in the entire room.

      “It’s so beautiful, Tucker. You really have a gift.”

      “I’m glad you like it, ma’am. I’ll just let the rest of the hands know the cider is ready for them. I noticed your firewood supply is running a little low. Justin can chop some for you in the morning.”

      “That’d be fine, Tuck.” Mama looked from me to Tucker, then down at her ornament. “I’m gonna put this on the tree.”

      She left the two of us in the kitchen, the silence heavy. I let my gaze land everywhere but him.

      He stepped toward me, one hand outstretched. “Sam—“

      “I have firewood to get. Cider’s in the slow cooker.” I rushed away from him, not able to handle him touching me again. Tucker Weston was more than our most seasoned, loyal, reliable ranch hand.

      He was the man I’d spent one intense summer of discovery with. The one I’ve never been able to get over. The one who broke my heart into jagged shards that had been stabbing me ever since, and the reason I stayed away for so long.

      I’d known seeing Tucker again was going to be hard. I never imagined it would be impossible.
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      Tristan

      “Tristan, you better get your pretty boy behind back to the lodge,” Buck’s voice came over the radio, sending my heart lurching.

      I turned Wildfire around, happy he’d finally started obeying without a fight. “What’s happening? Is something wrong?”

      “Your wife is swearing a blue streak and refuses to go to the clinic. Her water broke about five minutes ago. I’m not equipped to handle delivering a baby.”

      Oh. My. God. It was time. Hazel insisted she’d be able to deliver at home, and the closer we got to her due date, the more worried I’d become. But she’d told me her due date would come and go before our baby arrived. She’d been wrong. Exactly on time. This kid was punctual.

      “Let’s go, boy,” I said, leaning down close to Wildfire’s ear before applying pressure to his ribs with my heels.

      He took off, flying like the stallion he was. But every passing minute felt like a punishment to me as I thought of Hazel in pain without me by her side to help, to share some of the burden. As soon as the stables came into view, I whistled to get Tucker’s attention from where he was cleaning some tack.

      “Can you put him away? I’m…shit…I’m gonna be a dad. The baby is coming.”

      My blood buzzed with nervous energy, and Tucker grinned, reaching for Wildfire even as I dismounted. He’d been back since just before Christmas, fully recovered and ready to go to work full-time. It’d been a long recovery, and to say we were glad to have him return would have been an understatement. Except for Sam. My brother seemed to dislike the steady ranch hand with a passion. I wondered what had happened between them to cause Sam to hate him so much.

      A loud scream filled the air coming from the direction of my house. I ran, heart pounding, mind racing, toward the woman I loved.

      Bursting through the door, I found her pacing in the kitchen, sweat beading her brow, eyes pained.

      “Fuck, Hazel. Are you okay?”

      She gave me a look that could have killed a man. “Do I look okay?”

      “No.”

      Those big blue eyes flashed with hurt.

      “Shit, darlin’, that’s not what I mean. You’re beautiful. So fucking beautiful. I just meant…you look like this hurts.”

      Grimacing, she hunched over, bracing herself on her knees as she breathed long and slow.  I rushed to her side, rubbing her back in soothing circles. “It does. God, it really does.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?”

      “Clint already called Doc McKallister. He’ll be here any min—” Her voice cut off as another pain sliced through her. She gripped my hand and squeezed hard enough to make me wince.

      “Well, looks like things have gone from zero to sixty pretty fast,” Doc said from the open front door. “Hazel, I think we should get you checked out, see where we are?”

      She whimpered and nodded. “I need to push. That’s where we are.”

      He offered a soft smile and looked at me. “Showtime, Tristan. You’re about to be a daddy. I’m just going to give her an exam, and then I’m pretty sure we’ll have a new Ryker in our midst in pretty short order.”

      Shit. This was it. This was the last moment I had before my life changed forever.

      An hour later, I watched my son be born, brought into the world by the most beautiful, bravest, strongest woman I’ve ever known. Hazel cried as she held him to her chest, kissing his wrinkled little forehead and soothing him as he wailed. My whole world was right here in this room. Everything I needed. Everything I wanted.

      Doc excused himself to give the three of us some privacy after making sure Hazel was all right. He assured me he’d deliver the good news to Mama and the rest of the family. Thank fuck for that, because the last thing I wanted to do was leave them.

      “Want to hold him?” Hazel asked.

      My chest was tight, my throat clogged with emotion. Hot tears filled my eyes and blurred my vision. “Yeah.”

      I took him from her arms and smiled down at…fuck…my son.

      “What should we name him?” she asked.

      “George,” I answered immediately. “George Alan Ryker.”

      Her smile sent a warm wave of love through me. “That’s the perfect name.”

      I sat on the bed with her next to me and our baby in my arms. “Welcome home, Georgie. Your mama and I love you so much.”

      Hazel leaned her head against my shoulder, and I pressed a gentle kiss to her temple. “I’m so glad I let my sister talk me into going to that dive bar in search of cowboys.”

      “Me too, darlin’. Me too.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Keep reading for a taste of Sam & Tucker’s story,

        ROPED TIGHT.

        Coming in spring of 2021

        Preorder now

      

      

      
        
        ROPED TIGHT

        A SECOND CHANCE ROMANCE

      

      

      Ten years ago

      

  




Sam

      “Twenty-one. Finally. And a shiny new buckle to add to your growing collection,” my older brother Clint said, raising his beer and waiting for me to do the same. I grinned like an idiot, staring down at the proof that my bull riding career was just getting started. From here, I could go places. I could make something of myself. Make my dad proud.

      “It’s not like we haven’t had our share of beers at the pond.” I chuckled under my breath as I clinked my glass to his.

      “Yeah, but I’m tired of Travis being my only company out here.”

      “Fuck you, Clint. I’m sitting right here.” Travis laughed, giving my brother a slight punch in the shoulder. “Besides, you wouldn’t have gotten half the buckle bunnies you’ve had without me.”

      I nearly spit my beer across the table at the look on Clint’s face. But Travis was right. My cousin was a rodeo cowboy, riding with the best of them. Only, he was married, off-limits to the girls who hung around hoping for a piece of the cowboys who won. Travis wouldn’t give them any part of him. He was loyal, even if his wife wasn’t.

      “Yeah, Clint.” I shouldn’t have pushed him, but it was too easy to watch my brother puff up like he had something to prove.

      “I could get any girl here,” he said, frowning as he finished his beer.

      Here meant The Silver Spur. The only bar close to town, and the place every cowboy, ranch hand, and local girl could be found on a Friday night.

      I’d been dying to come to this place for years. Now, it seemed so much smaller than it had in my head. Sawdust covered the floor in a fine layer, the boot tracks already showing the trail of couples dancing, even this early in the night. A honky tonk band played, the slide guitar reminding me of summer nights at the rodeo, but this place…this was different.

      “Come on, you need a shot, a beer, and a girl,” Clint said, getting up and clapping me on the shoulder. “That’s how you ring in your twenty-first.”

      We’d celebrated at home the day before. Mama made my favorite, spaghetti and meatballs, for dinner, and followed it up with her prize winning chocolate cake. It’d been nice, all being together, but this was what I’d been waiting for. My win tonight was the icing on the cake.

      “Trav, you need another?” I asked. He shook his head and jutted his chin toward the group of women who had just come in. His wife and two of her friends. Sighing, I offered him a slight smile and followed Clint to the bar.

      “Ten bucks says they’ll be fighting before the next band starts.”

      Clint chuckled. “Twenty, if she makes a scene.”

      “What can I get you, boys?” The bartender, an older woman with bleach blond hair and tattoos covering both arms winked at me. “It’s your twenty-one run, Sammy. First shot’s on the house.”

      “Tequila, Frankie,” Clint said.

      She grinned and placed two shot glasses on the bar in front of us, filled them, and handed both of us a lemon wedge. Clint shook his head. “Beer chaser.”

      “Happy birthday, Sam.” Frankie winked and moved on to other customers as Clint and I took up our shots.

      The tequila burned all the way down into my belly, but soon I was just warm and relaxed. I leaned against the bar, watching Clint as he caught the eye of a pretty woman near the stage. “Go on,” I murmured, grabbing my beer and taking a swig. “I’m good. Go get yourself some company. You can take my buckle if you want.”

      He laughed. “I don’t need your buckle to get a woman. I do just fine on my own. Not every girl wants a rodeo king.” He left me standing alone, as he sauntered over to her.

      An easy buzz hummed in my blood as the alcohol spread through my system. Everything took on a hazy glow, softened and heated. The sounds of people laughing mixed with the strain of the fiddle player’s solo, and before long, Clint was dancing with a girl, and--right on schedule--Trav was arguing with his wife.

      Amusement curled my lips as I scanned the space. Cowboys looking for somewhere to put their boots for the night, women looking for trouble, and couples revisiting their youth. A pair of dark eyes made me stop my assessment of the bar. I knew that face. Tucker Weston, the newest ranch hand to join our crew, sat in the corner. He had his hat pulled low, hands wrapped around a beer bottle while a woman smiled and flirted with him. He’d been at the rodeo. I’d seen him roping, he was good, too.

      I couldn’t look away from him as he shook his head. He must’ve turned her down, because her shoulders slumped before she vacated the stool across from him. Why did that make me happy? I didn’t really know the guy. I shouldn’t have cared who he spent his time with. But…I sure as fuck did.
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Travis

      My mouth tastes like ashes. Acrid and bitter. I should be used to it by now. The scent of smoke permanently singes my senses, the heat of flames licks at my skin even in my dreams. But today, as I walk away from the firehouse and settle my dark Stetson on my head, the call we’d spent all night on haunts me. It could have gone so much worse.

      It didn’t.

      But fuck, it could’ve.

      Closing my eyes, I brace myself as the memory of the weight of the little girl in my arms hits me like a kick from a stubborn mare. It hurts. If we’d been a minute later we might’ve lost her. Close to twenty years as a firefighter and shit like this still stays with me.

      “Get some rest, lieutenant. We did good.” Declan Byrne’s British accent catches my attention as he waves from his silver Honda Civic, his face so filled with optimistic hope it makes my teeth ache. Poor guy hasn’t had life knee him in the balls more than a few times yet. It makes me sad to think about him ten years from now, a shadow of the young firefighter with a promising future ahead of him.

      Giving him a slight nod, I shove my hands in the pockets of my jacket and stride toward my truck.

      “Ryker,” Chief Long calls from the firehouse door. “Some of the guys are grabbing a bite before heading home. You want in?”

      Three months here and I haven’t gotten to know these guys beyond our time on shift. I should be making an effort, but I spent my career in Sunrise, Montana, working alongside men I grew up with. This was the change I’d needed, but that didn’t make it easy. “Thanks, man, I gotta get to the stables.”

      He chuckles. “All right, cowboy. Invitation’s open anytime. I don’t know how they did it at your old station, but sometimes we just like to…decompress a little before we take it back to our families, you know? Birdie hates it when I come home with the stress of a bad call on my mind. She’s got enough going on.”

      I clench my palms into fists at the mention of his daughter, of families. “Yeah, well, I got no one to take it home to. Have a good one, chief.”

      I walk away before he can say anything else. I’m not interested in talking it out. My way of dealing has always been, and will always be, on the back of my horse with the quiet of the open air around me. That’s all I need.

      The drive to the ranch where I board my horse is a good thirty minutes away from Silver Lake. I don’t mind the winding roads, but it’s a far cry from the one stoplight town where I grew up. I shake my head to clear away thoughts of that place. It isn’t home anymore—for good reason.

      My phone buzzes from the dock attached to my A/C vent as I pull into the long driveway leading to the entrance of the ranch. A cold pit forms in my stomach as the name Gina flashes on my screen. Shit. I ignore the call and continue until I reach the parking area around the back of the indoor arena.

      But again, the phone buzzes. Gina.

      I answer the call with a lump in my throat and my chest burning as though it were only yesterday that she ripped my heart out.

      “What is it, Gina?” Every ounce of frustration she stirs in me comes through in my harsh tone.

      “Is that really how you talk to your wife?”

      “You’re not my wife anymore.”

      She laughs, a sound that used to make me smile. Now it reminds me of things better left buried. “I’ll always be your wife.”

      “Ex-wife. What do you want?”

      “I want to talk about the house.”

      My gut clenches. I park my truck and kill the engine while my pulse thrums in my ears. “The house?”

      “Yeah. It’s just sitting there. I’m not living in it. You’re off in California. We both own it. I think we should sell it.”

      “You can’t sell my house, Gina.”

      “It’s mine too.”

      Clenching my jaw, I sigh before I run my fingertips across my left hand where my wedding band used to be. “Why do you care so much? Money? Isn’t your rich boyfriend keeping you happy?”

      She scoffs. “If you must know, we broke things off.”

      I don’t offer her my condolences. “Gina, I got somewhere to be. Can we hurry this up?”

      “I need a smaller place, Trav. It’s too hard here. Too many memories.”

      I roll my eyes. Memories of what? Of her nights spent fucking some other chump in my bed while I was on shift? “I’ll get an appraisal. Buy you out if you need me to.”

      A soft sigh fills the line, grating on my nerves. “Thank you. You know, even though things went south between us…I always—"

      “No, Gina.”

      I hang up and toss my phone across the cab. Even now she can get to me. It’s been months since I broke it off, months since I started a new life, but that woman can pull me back into her orbit with a single call whether I want her to or not. The only way to keep from making a mistake with her again is to stay far away. For two weeks after I found out about her and that asshole hotel owner, Dean, I spent every waking minute drunk off my ass feeling sorry for myself. Until I packed up my shit and got out of town, only returning once to say goodbye to my family and sign my divorce papers.

      Tucking my keys in my pocket, I get out of the truck and slam the door a little too hard. The young colt in the paddock near where I’d parked lets out a distressed whinny. “Sorry, little fella. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      I walk to him and wait for him to come to me. He must’ve smelled the peppermint sticks I have in my pocket, because he prances over, ready for some attention. I stroke his neck and pull out a small chunk of peppermint for him, letting him lip at my palm as he tries to take the treat.

      It feels good to be surrounded by the sounds and even the scents of a ranch. It reminds me there’s more to my life than the bad memories Gina caused. The only thing I brought with me from Sunrise was my horse, Ben. He’s been mine since I was eighteen. A graduation gift from my Uncle George and Aunt Sandy. I trained him alongside my cousins at Ryker Ranch until he and I knew each other better than I knew myself. There is nothing on this earth that would make me leave him behind. Even if boarding him costs me an arm and a leg.

      “Hey there, Trav. You don’t have anyone on your schedule today. Coming in to take Ben for a ride?” Turning toward the sound, I catch sight of Kelsey Taylor, trainer, riding instructor, shameless flirt. She’s standing behind me, her jeans tighter than should be healthy, one hand cocked on her hip. She’s pretty, no doubt, but I’m not interested. I’ve made that clear on more than one occasion.

      “Yes, ma’am. He needs it. I can’t let him get fat on me. He’s a ranch horse. He’s used to working.”

      “You know, trail rides are more fun with company.” She bites her lower lip and seduction flashes in her eyes. Jesus, not now. It’s too early in the morning for me to let her down easy…again.

      “I’m more of a loner, Kelsey. Ben and me, we like the quiet and the peace of solo rides.”

      She pouts, twirling her hair. “Fine, but I’ll get you to give me a ride one day, Travis Ryker.”

      My skin prickles with apprehension. She’s not going to let up. Best to ignore her and get to my horse. I tip my hat to her and stride toward Ben’s stall. My spurs jangle with each step, a comforting sound that makes my pulse calm. It’s like a blanket of normal covers me when I’m here. I’ll get Ben saddled, we’ll ride for an hour, maybe two if we feel like it, then I’ll go home and crash.

      Except Ben isn’t in his stall when I get there. He isn’t grazing the paddock. He’s just…gone.

      I look around, frowning as I survey the surroundings. How the hell do you lose a horse?

      Did Hank take him out for something without telling me? Is Ben sick? Shit. Is he hurt? I remember when my cousins had a wild beast that needed breaking kick one of their older horses hard enough the poor thing had needed rehab. God, anything could have happened.

      Taking a deep breath, I stride toward the office where the ranch owner always sits, managing schedules, dealing with calls. “Hank? What the hell’s going on?”

      Hank’s in his chair, feet kicked up on the desk. “Travis, what’s got you in a panic?”

      “My horse ain’t where he’s supposed to be. I pay you good money to keep him. I should be able to find him when I want.”

      He checks the schedule, fingers running down the list of lessons and booked arena time. He won’t find me on that calendar. I ride in the open land, not enclosed in an arena. No need to book space for that. “He’s in Rojo’s stall right now. We had to do some repair work.”

      My chest loosens and my shoulders relax as the weight of anxiety lifts. “Why wasn’t there a note on his door?”

      Hank cocks a brow. “There was. You must’ve missed it.”

      I turn and start for the stall at the far end of the stables, but Hank calls out, “You give any more thought to teaching lessons?”

      I don’t look back, just wave a hand and continue on my path. Ben is standing in the paddock, his pitch black coat shining. Relief washes through my veins and calm overtakes me. A little bit of normal to round out my rough edges. Riding always helps me forget whatever else is going on. It’s the only way I deal.

      “Come on, boy. We got a lot to work through today.”
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Lark

      Pop. Pop. Pop. I hear it clear as day as I ease my Vespa toward the end of the neighborhood street. I know it’s not real. Or at least, it’s not what I think it is. It can’t be. It’s a car backfiring. Not a gun.

      Heart in my throat, I swallow the fear clutching my chest and close my eyes, counting down from ten as I sit at the stop sign. My watch buzzes against my wrist, bringing my focus to the appointment reminder I’d set for myself.

      Shit.

      I am going to be late.

      It’s my first appointment, and I’m already going to start on the wrong foot.

      I signal to turn left, then start across the two lanes on my way to the bike lane. But the sharp blare of a horn has me looking to my right a second time and seeing with absolute clarity the dark blue truck coming toward me. My only choice is to move faster. I can make it. Just a few more—

      The truck’s bumper collides with my back tire and amid the screeching of brakes, the continuous blare of the horn, and my scream, I fall right back into the darkness I’d just clawed myself out of.

      I don’t know what happened between the moment I flew through the air and the instant I hit the ground, all I know is, my whole body hurts. But I’m alive. Pain means I’m still here.

      “Jesus Christ.” A man’s voice fills my ears, muffled from the shock that rattled my brain, but real. “Stay still. I’ll call an ambulance. I’m…fuck…I didn’t see you until it was too late.”

      I blink a few times and take stock of my limbs. Aside from a scrape or two, I think I’m okay. The last thing I want is a ride in an ambulance. Sitting up, I let out a hiss of pain at the rough scratch on my elbow.

      “Stop, you shouldn’t be moving. You could have internal injuries.”

      “I’m fine. Just…a little rattled.” My words stick in my throat, and I can’t continue as a pair of soulful blue eyes lock onto mine. His perfectly chiseled cheekbones and jaw would be considered pretty if it weren’t for the lines around his eyes and the fatigue written all over his face.

      Standing before he can stop me, I tear my gaze from him and focus on the mangled remains of my scooter. My purse is still across my torso, a little worse for wear, but functional, and when I take off my helmet, I have to fight a wave of nausea at the sight of the dent marring one side. If that had been my head, I wouldn’t be here right now.

      “You hit me,” I finally manage.

      “You came out of nowhere.”

      “There was no traffic when I crossed the road.”

      “What the hell do you call me?”

      I don’t know how to answer him, and honestly there’s no use arguing this. “The guy who ruined my Vespa.”

      He reaches out, his fingers brushing my arm. “Let me at least take a look at this.”

      “I’m okay. Dammit, I have someplace to be.”

      I grab my Vespa  and, with more effort than I want to admit, attempt to haul it out of the road. Of course, it weighs a ton. He helps me lift the thing, and I’m frustrated beyond belief that this is how my day is beginning.

      “Can I take you home?” His rough voice makes my belly flutter.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Uh, home. Can I drop you somewhere? Your bike is trashed, I doubt you want to walk it home.”

      His tight jeans and dark brown cowboy boots are such a contrast to the guys I’m used to. This man doesn’t belong here. He’s a transplant, same as me. Except I’ve been here two years now. I should feel more settled. Hell, I should feel a lot of things. Which is why I’ve been through five therapists in the last eighteen months.

      “I have a meeting in Landry. I’m never going to make it now.”

      His brows rise so high I can’t see them beneath the brim of his dark cowboy hat. “That’s a ways away.”

      “You must be new here. There’s nothing in this town. Everything is a ways away.”

      I try to take a step onto the curb, but my head spins and everything blurs for a moment, fading gray around the edges.

      “Whoa.” He grips my arm and steadies me. “Come on, you need to get to a hospital and get checked out.”

      “I don’t want to go to a hospital.” Panic clutches at me, threatening to take hold once again. “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not. I’m not letting you go anywhere until I know you won’t drop dead from internal bleeding.”

      “Who are you, my dad?”

      He grits his teeth, clenching his jaw hard enough a muscle ticks on one side. “I’ll call an ambulance if you won’t let me take you.”

      Shit. I’m sure someone has peeked out their window and seen this little exchange already. Word will get around and before long, everyone in town will know about my accident. Which means eventually, my father will find out too. I might be twenty-one years old, but my dad still treats me like I’m fifteen. He means well, but he holds me tight and I don’t know if he’ll ever let go after everything we’ve been through.

      “Fine, I’ll go to the hospital.”

      He holds out a hand.

      Cocking my head, I take him in fully. He’s clean, groomed, and he doesn’t creep me out. “Are you sure you’re not a serial killer?”

      “Last time I checked I wasn’t.”

      “That’s exactly the kind of thing a serial killer might say.”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, he stares hard at me. “Look, you want to fall over dead on the sidewalk, that’s your choice, but if I leave here without you in the truck with me, I’m calling this in.”

      My head spins again, and all my banged up parts begin making themselves known. Maybe he’s right. Maybe I need to get a doctor to look me over. “Okay.”

      He parks my Vespa in the grass before opening the passenger door of his pickup. Then, after I slide into the seat, the man closes the door for me and strides around to his side. He smells like clean air mixed with the slight hint of something spicy. It’s not at all a bad thing.

      “Lark,” I say when he starts the truck up. “That’s my name.”

      Tipping his hat, he says, “Travis.”

      He pulls into traffic and every jostle of the truck’s cab makes me wince. Dammit, but he’s right. I do need to be seen. But with each mile that passes my anxiety blossoms in my chest. It takes hold and becomes a living thing by the time we’re in the parking lot.

      “You okay? You’re clutching the door handle so hard your knuckles are white.”

      I can’t talk. The last time I saw the inside of a hospital my mom died. The time before that…well…the scar on my right shoulder throbs with the memory.

      “Lark, hey.” He touches me, his warm palm pulling me from the ice-cold adrenaline-fueled haze.

      “I can’t. I can’t go in there.”

      “You’re bleeding. You need to get that looked at.”

      I glance down my arm and sure enough, my left elbow is a mess of blood. He gets out of the truck and opens my door, one hand held out for me to take. I don’t want to do this. I don’t think I can. But Travis coaxes me out of the cab and step by step, we make our way into the emergency room lobby.

      “God love a small town,” he mutters under his breath.

      There’s one other person in the lobby, an intake nurse who immediately pulls me to a chair, gets my birth date, vitals, and everything else she needs.

      In minutes I’m in a hospital bed, hooked up to machines that take my pulse and blood pressure, and Travis is still here.

      “You can go.” I fight the wave of discomfort that rises in my blood. I don’t want to be here. I need to get out of this place.

      “No way. Your pulse is way too high and so’s your BP.” He takes my hand and sits next to the bed. “It’ll get worse if you’re alone. Besides, I got you into this. I need to make sure you get home okay.”

      “I bet you were a boy scout, weren’t you?”

      He chuckles. “Maybe.”

      “Did you make it all the way to Eagle Scout?”

      Shaking his head, he takes off his cowboy hat and places it on the chair next to him. I like his dark curls, but I also really like the way his eyes flash with interest when he looks at me. “Afraid not. But I learned a lot about tying knots.”

      Is he flirting with me in the emergency room? I think so. The amusement in his voice has my cheeks heating and I have to drop my gaze from his. “So you use that in your master serial killer plans?”

      “My knot-tying skills?”

      “Yeah.”

      He shrugs. “Nah, too much trouble. I save the rope for…other purposes.”

      Flashes of what he could do with some rope and a four poster bed hit me before I can stop my mind from going there. Yes, please. I’m not all that experienced, but Travis can show me what he knows. I won’t mind him teaching me. Not one bit.

      The doctor finally comes in, pushing the privacy curtain open and staring down at the chart in her hands.

      She looks me up and down, her shrewd gaze taking in every inch of the sexy cowboy next to me. I’m surprised Travis doesn’t even give her an interested once over. Serena Talbot is one of the most beautiful and intelligent women in this town. I still can’t believe she’s single. She looks like Halle Berry’s long lost sister. “Lark, how are you?”

      “I told him I’m fine, but he insists I need to be seen.”

      Travis straightens in his seat. “I clipped her Vespa and she went flying. She was wearing a helmet, but she could have internal injuries.”

      Doctor Talbot nods and smiles. “She could. And who are you?”

      “Travis Ryker, ma’am.”

      She cocks a brow. “Ma’am? Normally that would piss me right off, but the way you say it is…charming.”

      “Is she gonna be okay?” His tone is serious, no hint of flirting to be found.

      I sigh. “I’m fine. Except for this scrape on my elbow.”

      But she shakes her head and trains her warm brown eyes on me. “You’re a terrible patient, Lark. Let me do my job before I call your dad.”

      That shuts me up. The last thing I need is my father worrying. “Okay, okay. Check me out, patch me up, and get me out of here, will you?”

      She checks my vitals, something the intake nurse already did, but Serena is thorough. “Do you want him to step outside while I examine you?”

      Travis moves to stand but the idea of being here by myself for any length of time has my heart racing.

      “No. I…I don’t want to be alone after you’re done.”

      He takes my hand and squeezes. “I’m right here. It’s gonna be fine. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I stare into his eyes and know he can’t actually guarantee that, but the comfort of being near him, the soothing sound of his deep voice, brings me back to the moment. Taking long, slow breaths, I focus on his irises, pools of blue I could fall into.

      Serena gives me an exam, cleans and bandages my cut, and releases me with a prescription for some heavy-duty Ibuprofen and a warning I might be sore for a few days.

      Travis and I head to the parking lot, his hand on the small of my back in a protective gesture. I don’t hate it. In fact, I want him to keep touching me. But, our time together is over. He’s got no reason to stay with me, and I can’t think of a way to keep him.

      I pull my phone from my purse and start scrolling, searching for our local cab company.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Calling a cab.”

      He chuckles. “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to stay here all day.”

      Grinning, he takes my phone and taps the screen a few times before he hands it back. “You have a ride.”

      “Do I?” Amusement colors my tone.

      “If you want one.”

      “I don’t want to go home.”

      Shrugging, he pulls his keys from his pocket. “We don’t have to. You’ve had a rough morning. You know what always helps fix a bad day?”

      “Sex?”

      He chokes on his laugh. “Well, yeah…sure.” Running a hand over the back of his neck, he stares down at his boots. “I was gonna suggest pie.”

      “Pie first.”

      Those blue eyes find mine, and I have to fight not to suck in a sharp breath at the heat in them. “Pie first.”
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