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* * *

She was so vulnerable standing there. I knew she struggled. I wanted to protect her.

There was a weird, boiling sort of energy bubbling up inside of me. My bear. I could feel my throat constricting, my mouth watering, and my palms sweating with the coming change. I got off my bike and started walking, trying to keep the animal at bay.

As I approached, I could see the sunlight glancing off the curve of her cheek. Her lips were parted slightly in awe, and I could just see the tips of her glistening teeth.

She narrowed her eyes in a smile. When she heard my boots in the dirt, she turned toward me, opening her mouth, on the verge of saying something...

Before I even knew what was happening, I kissed her.

The moment our lips touched, my pulse slowed, and my bear was stilled. More than that, though, I became aware of Olivia’s reaction to the kiss. She squealed at first, and her lips drew defensively tight.

Then, she sighed, relaxing, and threw her arms around my neck.

I wasn’t just kissing her. I was kissing the sky above us, the valley below us, the mustangs, the wide open road. I was kissing Relampago Ranch. I was kissing her pain.

Somehow, I knew she felt the same. And somehow, I knew that nothing would be the same between us after this kiss.

* * *
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Chapter 1: Jensen

––––––––

The Las Mesas courthouse wasn’t an impressive building, but it sure was familiar. In the past four years, I’d spent more hours there than at my parents’ house, which probably says a lot about me as a person. My current visit was because I’d violated my probation after getting a DWI. A DWI that I got when I got pulled over on my bike after drinking two beers. Two.

I could easily have drank more that night, but I’d felt like being responsible, and I’d stopped at two. The fact that I got bitch-slapped by the great ol’ State of New Mexico anyway was just...what’s the word? Ironic.

Hi, I’m Jensen Jacobson, and I’m a badass. At least, that’s what I’d call someone like me. Judge Wilder, on the other hand, had different ideas.

“Career criminal,” were the words he used to describe me and my deviant behavior.

I just rolled my eyes.

Judge Wilder stared me down from across the table. A man about sixty, he had poor eyesight and gray eyebrows above the rims of his glasses. He also had a wide, jowly face, which gave him a permanent frown. In all the time I’d spent getting to know him in our own special way, I’d never seen him smile.

“I got in a fight at a bar. That hardly makes me a career criminal,” I said. My knuckles were barely even bruised.

“But you still violated your probation,” he said, tilting his chin down to look at me over his glasses. The look he gave me said, You criminal.

“People get into bar fights all the time. It’s not like it’s wrong.”

“It’s not about right or wrong,” Judge Wilder said. “It’s about—”

“Civic responsibility,” I boomed in my best impression of the judge. I was tempted to continue the familiar speech (Every American citizen participates and has the responsibility to blah blah blah. Something like that), but he fixed me with a glare that made me change my mind.

“It’s that bear biker gang you hang out with,” he said, pointing a fat finger at my leather cut.

“Grizzly Riders Motorcycle club,” I corrected. “And actually, our club president is responsible as shit. He’s got a daughter who’s actually, like, a nice girl.”

Judge Wilder snorted. “What does your club president think about grown men solving problems with violence?”

I was tempted to remind Judge Wilder about my past. You know violence was practically my birthright, I almost said. Instead, I stretched. “I do whatever I want,” I said. “Because—”

“I missed out on so much as a kid,” Judge Wilder finished for me. And he was a pretty good mimic, I had to admit. He even grinned in the same crooked way that I’d adopted, after getting the scar on the left side of my face.

Unamused, I wasn’t even tempted to smile. I sighed impatiently. “So what’s my sentence, then? Community service? Last time I had to clear brush along the highway. That was a pretty chill gig.” I banged my fist on the table. Let’s get this over with.

For a minute, Judge Wilder didn’t respond, but his grin widened. Suddenly, I got scared. Like I said, he never smiled.

“Actual—leeeeeey,” he drawled, “I have something new in mind.”

I actually gulped.

Chapter 2: Olivia

––––––––

I noticed that the bougainvillea were dying.

“Great,” I muttered. It was just one more thing at the ranch that needed attention, and I hadn’t even had my morning coffee yet.

Mentally, I pushed my landscaping worries to the back of my mind, because I had bigger fish to fry. I was getting ready to receive a pregnant horse that I’d agreed to board for free.

I knew I was crazy. My one ranch hand, Eddie, knew I was crazy. But when I watched that animal hoarder’s house being raided on the news and spotted a horse from the helicopter footage, I expected animal control to call me first. And they did. And even though I could barely afford to keep Relampago Ranch out of the red, I couldn’t say no to just one more horse. It was my attitude about everything. Just one more horse. Especially a pregnant horse.

The best I could hope for was a little extra publicity for the ranch, since stories about the raid had been playing on the news for the past week. The public didn’t care about one pregnant horse, though. Crates and crates of puppies had been recovered, and they needed homes. Next to those sweet, black-nosed faces, an old mare was simply forgettable at best.

I heard gravel crunching under heavy tires and glanced out the kitchen window. A truck was rolling in, pulling a horse trailer. For some silly reason, I’d been hoping for one news van. Just one. But that hope quickly dissipated when I saw that one truck, that one lonely trailer.

I twisted my brown hair into a bun and clipped it to the back of my head before walking outside.

A tan, middle-aged man with a blonde moustache hopped down from the driver’s side. “How ya doin’, Olivia?”

It was Greg’s second visit this month from animal control. Last time, he’d delivered Thunder, a stallion with aggression problems. If his visits didn’t make my stomach clench with dread, I probably could’ve found him likeable.

“I’m all right,” I said. I nodded at the trailer. “So that’s her, right?”

“Yup.”

“She got a name?”

“Nope. So I suppose that privilege falls to you, lady.”

Greg followed me as I strolled to the trailer with my arms crossed. When I peeked inside, I was greeted by the round, black eye of a chestnut mare. I rose on my toes to get a look at her belly and let out a low whistle.

“Yeah,” Greg piped up from behind me, reading my mind. “The vet estimates she’ll be due in the next week.”

Thanks a lot, I thought begrudgingly. Then, I said, “At least she’s mellow. Not like the stallion you brought two weeks ago.”

Greg smiled a twitchy, nervous smile. “You are really doing God’s work, you know.”

“Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “I didn’t sign up to run a charity when I inherited this ranch. But what can you do? So many horses need help.” I shrugged helplessly.

Greg and I exchanged sparse, friendly banter for a few seconds. Then, I called Eddie to help us unload the mare. She trudged out tentatively like an elephant.

“Easy girl. Easy,” Eddie murmured. Poor kid. He deserved a raise for the work I was about to put him through with a pregnant horse on the ranch. I just couldn’t afford to give him what he deserved.

Eddie led the mare around the paddock so she could stretch her legs. I said goodbye to Greg and watched him get back into his truck.

Then, I secretly started panicking.

What am I doing? I asked myself. This isn’t just one more horse, but two. Of course, animal control would send their state-appointed vet, so I didn’t have to worry about that. But I did have to worry about feed, bedding, labor, keeping vigil...on top of everything else that needed to be done at the ranch.

We can get through this, I found myself thinking. Eddie, the horses, and I. Somehow, we’d make it work. We had no other choice.

The dying bougainvillea by the gate rattled in the dry wind, like cackling witches. Then, my phone rang. I raised my eyebrows when I saw the words “Uncle Michael” flashing across the screen. As a judge, he was usually too busy to check in with his silly, horse-crazy niece.

“Olivia!” he bellowed when I answered. “Do you need any help on the ranch?”

“Yes. We’re dying out here,” I said. I felt my eyebrows cinching together. I was immediately suspicious.

“Because I have a guy who needs—”

“I can’t afford to pay him,” I said.

Uncle Michael brightened on the other end. “No, you see, he’s willing to work for free.”

I had to let that sink in for a minute. My eyes immediately raced across the yard to the paddock, where young Eddie looked comically small next to the gigantic, pregnant mare.

“Are you serious?” I spat out.

“Am I a humorous man, Olivia?” Uncle Michael said.

I was so relieved, I wanted to laugh. “Wow,” I managed to say. “God is real after all.”

Hearing those words, Uncle Michael laughed, too. But his laugh sounded ominous for some reason. “Yes. God works in mysterious ways, doesn’t he?”

Chapter 3: Jensen

––––––––

After memorizing the directions Judge Wilder gave me, I slapped on my helmet and shades, hopped on my Harley, and hit the interstate.

I kept feeling my phone vibrating in my pocket. In the back of my head, I knew that it was probably one of my Grizzly Rider brothers calling me, trying to figure out how my hearing had gone. I wondered what they’d think when I finally told them what I’d been assigned for my community service sentence.

Horses, I grumbled to myself. Why did it have to be girly shit like horses?

Wind pelleted my face as I pointed my bike out of our small town of Las Mesas. The buildings thinned out around me, giving way to boring, empty desert. I had no idea what was waiting for me up ahead, only that I was supposed to report to a horse ranch out in the middle of nowhere.

Finally, I saw it. There was a wooden sign posted on a gate, the name of the ranch branded across the surface in angry, scorched letters: Relampago Ranch.

It honestly wasn’t much to look at. A flat, main house painted a coppery red, wooden fence posts, dead flora. Everything was dusty and depressing.

Of course, this would be my punishment.

I steered off of the paved highway and onto a dry, dirt road leading toward the main house. The road ended in a roughly round-shaped driveway. There were two cars parked there, a beige Buick and a rust-colored Chevy truck.

I caught a glimpse of some curtains flickering in a window, perhaps from someone peeking out after hearing the angry rumble of my engine. By the time I shut it off, the front door was swinging open.

A woman stepped out, and I was immediately taken aback by how young she was. When Judge Wilder told me he was sending me to a ranch owned by an Olivia Price, I imagined some leathery, sun-roughened woman with small, squinting eyes and freckled arms.

Instead, what greeted me was a smooth-faced woman in denim shorts and a simple white V-neck tee shirt. Her thick, brown hair was bound in a ponytail at the back of her head.

She stopped on the bottom step of her front porch and shaded her eyes against the sun. I got the distinct impression that she was frowning at me under the shadow of her hand.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

I could sense her eyes scanning me from head to toe, with my black leather cut and tattooed arms, my scarred face, and my scowl.

I adopted my sweetest face, which wasn’t all that sweet to begin with, I was sure. “I’m the new ranch hand, reporting for duty.”

The woman raised her eyebrows. “Uncle Michael sent you?”

Uncle Michael? I chuckled. “Yeah, lady. He sure did.” I took one step toward her and stuck out my hand. “You must be Olivia Price?”

The woman stared at me like I was a stray dog and she wasn’t sure if I had fleas. She hesitated for a few seconds too long before finally stepping down from the porch to shake my hand.

“Yes. I am. What’s your name?”

I squeezed her hand, noting how small and soft they were. She had bourgeois, middle class hands for someone who owned a ranch, and her eyes were blue.

Hmm, I thought. I kind of had a thing for dark-haired girls with pale eyes.

“I’m Jensen Jacobson,” I said.

“Jensen Jacobson,” she repeated. Her pink lips twisted into an amused smile, and for a second I got a glimpse of what she might have looked like as a little girl, carefree and sweet, her face fresh with youth and laughter.

Pretty, I caught myself thinking. Then, I mentally stomped on that thought like a cigarette butt.

Slowly, her smile faded. “So, how are you networked with Michael Wilder?”

Huh?

“He didn’t tell you?” I said.

“He told me he was sending someone to—” Olivia began.

Suddenly, there was a loud commotion coming from the back of the house. Olivia’s head snapped up as she turned her ear toward the noise. Then, without saying a word, she broke into a trot.

With nothing else to do, I followed after her.

We came around the corner of the house. There was a fenced-in enclosure, beyond which was another largish building, which I assumed to be the stables. The noise was coming from the enclosure gate, where it looked like a skinny, blonde kid was struggling with the lead of a freaked-out horse.

“Eddie, what are you doing?” Olivia shrieked. Instead of going around to the gate, she hopped up and over the fence with surprising agility and sprinted across the pen.

“I don’t know!” Eddie called back. He kept trying to hold onto the horse’s reins in both hands while she flailed her head back and forth, digging her hooves into the dirt trying to back away from him. “I opened the gate to put her in the stable, and she just flipped out!”

Olivia slowed down to approach the horse. The horse released a high shriek and tossed her head. Her eyes rolled, flashing the whites.

My attention went from the horse’s crazed eyes, down the taut lines of her reins, to Eddie’s fists, gripped tight as he struggled for control. The more she fought, the tighter he wound her reins, transferring his panic to her.

Somehow, it all clicked in my brain. I could suddenly understand what was happening. There was just too much tension.

“Hey!” I said. I climbed over the fence and followed Olivia’s path across the enclosure.

Olivia and Eddie only turned for a second, barely flicking a glance at me before returning their joint attention to the horse. I slowed to a walk when I got closer to the horse, so I wouldn’t startle her.

“You mind if I give it a shot?” I said.

Olivia placed her hands on her hips and gave me a second look, appearing surprised. “Well...why not?” she said, her tone suggesting that she didn’t expect much. She gestured impatiently at me. “Just be careful.”

I nodded to Eddie, holding my hands out for the reins. He kept staring at Olivia, as if he were waiting for her to change her mind. Then, with some reluctance, he passed the reins to me.

The moment I had them in my hands, I dropped them, releasing the horse.

She immediately calmed down.

The silence of Olivia’s and Eddie’s shock was so palpable, it snapped in the air.

“How did you do that?” Olivia finally said.

I raised my hands, giving the signal that we should back away. The three of us retreated to the edge of the enclosure, leaning against the fence as we watched the horse serenely lower her nose to sniff a patch of weeds. She took a few steps forward, the loose ends of her reins dragging behind her.

“How did you do that?” Olivia repeated, this time sounding almost accusing.

I actually wasn’t sure. I just found that I could understand how the horse was feeling, just by looking at her. Maybe it was because I’d spent some times around horses...in my bear form. My brothers and I had crossed paths with a herd of wild horses more than once during our midnight runs. But I knew that answer wouldn’t satisfy Olivia Price, who was becoming more and more Type A in my eyes the more time I spent in her presence.

Obviously, I couldn’t exactly tell her that I was a bear shifter, either.

“I spent a lot of time with animals when I was a kid,” I finally said with a shrug.

“Did your parents own a farm or something?” Olivia asked.

I glanced quickly at Eddie, who was staring intently at me with his arms crossed as he waited for an answer.

“In a manner of speaking, I guess,” I said. When Olivia and Eddie exchanged smirks, I asked, “What?”

“They weren’t hoarders, were they?” Eddie said, verging on laughter. 

Olivia’s tone was more serious. “That mare came from a hoarding situation.” She jutted her chin out toward the center of the enclosure. “She’s also pregnant.”

“Whoa. Shit.”

Olivia chuckled. “I know, right? Well, Mr. Horse Whisperer, do you think you can manage to get her into her stall?”

“I sure can try.”

Olivia and Eddie hung back to watch while I approached the horse once more. Her ears flicked up when she spotted me, but otherwise her nose was still low to the ground. Murmuring softly, I picked up the ends of her reins and held them in a loose grip.

“Come on,” I said, walking forward. It wasn’t a command, but a suggestion. I turned my back to her and began walking away. Just as I predicted, she simply began following me. All she needed was a gentle hand.

Eddie hurried over to open the gate, and I led the horse right through the opening toward the stables. Once inside, I was surprised to find that almost all the stalls were empty. There were two rows of them on either side of the barn, which was enough space to board over a dozen horses. The only other presence in the structure was a black stallion in a center stall on the left side.

“Put her there,” Olivia said, pointing to the largest stall.

Spoken like a woman used to being the boss, I thought. I had to admit that I kind of liked that.

Following her orders, I guided the horse into the stall, watched her walk in all by herself, and gently closed the gate behind her, shutting her in. Once that latch was in place, I heard Olivia clapping behind me.

When I turned around, I found her smiling.

“I gotta say, I didn’t expect much from you at first,” she said. “I was actually thinking about turning you down, even though we could use all the free help we can get. But I guess you can stay.”

I smirked. “Gee. Thanks a lot.”

Olivia just rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

At that moment, I decided I wouldn’t tell Olivia how I was acquainted with “Uncle Michael” after all. Let her find out for herself, I thought. It’ll be more interesting that way.

Chapter 4: Olivia

––––––––

Since we were already in the barn, I decided to show Jensen where he’d be staying. There was a small bedroom next to the tack room. Originally, it had been intended for stable hands, but it had been years since an actual stable hand had stayed there.

I found myself apologizing in advance as I showed it to Jensen.

“I would have you staying in the main house, but Eddie’s got one of the spare bedrooms, and my office is in the—”

“It’s okay, I understand,” Jensen said.

He stepped past me to walk into the room and examined the pine bed, the shelf, and the framed black-and-white photograph of King’s Ransom, a champion thoroughbred my dad had trained back when Relampago Ranch was making a profit.

I was ashamed to say that I missed those days. My dad and I had different ideas when it came to running the ranch. He’d cared more about making money. All I cared about was helping horses. But in the end, you couldn’t help horses without money, and unfortunately, Dad had really been struggling to keep the ranch afloat in the months before his death.

I’d had no idea. I’d been happy as a clam, living on the east coast with a successful career, oblivious to what was going on at my childhood home. Imagining him being so stressed and unhappy during his final days was absolutely heartbreaking.

“This is great,” Jensen said, and I shook myself out of my thoughts.

He sank down on the edge of the bed and bounced up and down a few times, testing the mattress.

I opened my mouth, wanting to ask him again how he knew my uncle, and why he was willing to work for free. But I thought better of it. Maybe he just needs a place to stay, I thought. You never knew what kind of hardships people went through. I didn’t want to embarrass him by asking, so I just kept my mouth shut.

“I noticed there was another horse,” Jensen said.

“Oh yeah,” I said, brightening. “Come with me. I’ll introduce you to him.”

Jensen followed me out of his bedroom.

I could smell the barn everywhere we went, the scent of straw, wood, and the heady, sharp aroma that could only be described as horse. I hoped Jensen wouldn’t be too turned off having to sleep there. But at the same time...it was free.

“This is Thunder,” I said, once we reached his stall.

At the sound of his name, Thunder snorted and turned his head toward us. A beautiful, black Arabian, he was massive, powerful, and quick. It was just too bad that his temperament was so aggressive and disagreeable.

Jensen rested a heavy, tattooed forearm on top of the gate, observing our troubled stallion with a neutral impression. “Thunder and lightning,” he said, looking amused.

“Sorry, what?” I said.

Jensen turned his attention to me, his eyebrows raised. I felt something twitch in my stomach when he looked at me. Why hadn’t I ever noticed how blue his eyes were?

“Thunder?” he said, eyebrows rising higher. “Lightning? Relámpago?”

I shook my head.

“Relámpago means lightning in Spanish,” he explained. “Damn, girl. Are you sure you’re from New Mexico?”

“I guess so, technically. But I went to private school in New England. That’s where I grew up,” I said.

“Ah. Figures,” Jensen said, turning his gaze back to Thunder.

I planted my hands on my hips. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

The corner of Jensen’s mouth—on the scarred side of his face—rose in a smirk. “You have that rich girl look about you.” He gestured to me without looking away from the horse. “Your hands are soft, like you haven’t worked a day in your life.”

I gasped, so offended I could barely speak.

What nerve! I thought. A well of intense dislike opened up inside of me, threatening to overflow.

“I work really hard, actually,” I said, and I immediately felt childish afterwards. But for some reason, I kept going. It felt too good to stop. “And I’d rather look like a rich girl than a felon.”

Jensen finally looked directly at me. His mouth parted slightly.

I blinked quickly. Shit. “I’m sorry. Shouldn’t have said that,” I said in a rush. “I guess I’ve been a little stressed out lately.”

“What’s a pretty little thing like you got to be stressed about?” Jensen said teasingly. But he smiled, and I supposed that meant he forgave me for my insensitive comment.

“Anyways,” I said, redirecting, “Thunder is a fitting name for him. He’s got some aggression issues.”

Jensen’s expression softened. “Think he was abused?”

I shrugged and shook my head. “It’s possible. His past is a mystery, though. He went through a bunch of owners. I guess none of them could handle his spirit. The older they get, the harder they are to train—”

“That’s not true,” Jensen said.

I laughed. “What, you’re an expert on training horses now?” I felt that well of dislike opening up again. I hated it when men acted like they were the experts on everything.

“I just know animals,” he said, completely serious.

I decided not to argue. “I guess I could show you the rest of the property, though there’s not much to look at,” I said instead.

“Sounds good.” He tapped his knuckles on Thunder’s stall gate twice and hitched himself off.

I took one last peek at the pregnant mare as we passed her stall on the way out. She was standing close to the opposite wall with her hindquarters facing toward us, but she seemed content enough. Satisfied that she was safe for the time being, I led the way outside.

The moment I took my first step out of the barn, I could sense that something was off. Eddie, who had left me and Jensen alone in the barn several minutes back, was racing across the yard toward us.

He skidded to a stop and bent over to catch his breath. “Blaine’s here,” he said simply.

I put my hand on my head. I usually didn’t like to cuss, but—

“Fuck,” I muttered.

“Who’s Blaine?” Jensen piped up.

I turned to look at him. Eddie gave me a questioning look, and I waved him off.

“Blaine,” I said, and I chuckled helplessly. “Blaine’s trouble.”

* * *

I cannot deal with this, I thought to myself. Not today.

I told Jensen he was free to go. “You can report here tomorrow morning at six a.m.,” I said, barely looking at him as Eddie tugged my wrist back toward the main house. Jensen said something I didn’t quite catch, but I brushed it off.

At that moment, I had bigger fish to fry.

Right away, I spotted Blaine Erikson’s gleaming, red pick-up parked in the exact center of my circular driveway. He would park it there, I grumbled to myself. Ignoring the obvious grab for attention, I pivoted on my heel and scanned the yard for his annoyingly blonde head.

“There he is,” Eddie said, pointing him out.

He was standing at the far side of the yard, hands on his hips with his head bent over the dying bougainvillea. He struck an impressive figure from behind, especially with
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