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      Evie Martin headed down into Summit Springs, the winding road from the ranch one of her favorite drives. Not that she was really focused on it today. She had a million things to do and not enough damn time to do them.

      She chuckled. That was a good problem to have, right? Business was booming in the lead-up to the summer season. Usually the spring shoulder season was pretty slow, but the weather had been warm this year so trail rides were on the uptick, and she had two glamping excursions coming in on Saturday.

      Now she needed some of her seasonal hands to come in early. Especially if her meeting with M&M Outfitters this morning proved to be a good one.

      She had been working with Liz and Lupe for three years now—trail rides, glamping with frigging yurts, even an old-fashioned cookout with a chuck wagon and all.

      A chuck wagon.

      She owned a motherfucking chuck wagon. Her grampy was rolling in his grave. Her daddy thought it was the funniest thing ever, from his Winnebago in wherever the hell her folks were traveling. Evie never knew, because they still preferred to drop a postcard rather than call.

      But this was reality in the twenty-first century. A ranch had to diversify to survive. And the barrel horse breeding she was passionate about was taking off, but the glamping was funding it, dammit.

      She took the last curve a little too fast, whooping when the truck tried to take off on her. Lord, she needed to pay attention. Sliding into town like that semi from that old Wolf Creek Pass song was a bad idea. She hummed it, wishing she had it on her playlist now. Her grampy had loved that song.

      She hit her favorite bump going fifty-eight, which sent her ass flying like she was fixin’ to take off into orbit. She hooted again, the sound ringing out, and if it jostled the hell out of her when she landed, so be it.

      Grinning, Evie slowed down as she made the left onto Main, her dash clock showing she had ten minutes before had to be at her meeting, which was enough time to get the coffee.

      Lupe liked it sweet and creamy, Liz wanted an extra shot of espresso, and Evie needed something with ice.

      She parked at the little lot the city had put in midway through downtown, then headed for Caffeine Ivy’s.

      “Morning, Kathleen,” she called as she walked in, her favorite barista behind the counter.

      “Morning, Evie. What can I get you today?” Kathleen gave her a little wave from where she was foaming some kind of milk behind the bar.

      “Caramel sweet cream in a large, a double shot almond milk latte in a large, and an extra-large iced coffee with a shot of that brown sugar stuff.”

      “Ah, meeting with Liz and Lupe, huh?” Kathleen got to work, and she grinned. It was good to be a local.

      “Yes, ma’am.” She didn’t look hard, but she did love how Miss Kathleen was put together.

      “Here we go.” Kathleen had the coffees on the counter right about the time the bell over the door jingled and two women appeared in the doorway.

      “Oh, it smells good in here.” Lupe bustled in, Liz following at a slower pace, her longer legs making it easy to keep up.

      “Morning, ladies. Anyone want pastry with their coffee?” Evie asked. “I see some of those frozen turnovers that come from Denver.”

      “Apple?”

      Kathleen shook her head. “Cherry and lemon custard.”

      “Cherry for me!” Lemon custard meant yellow goo on her boobs. No bueno.

      “Lemon for me,” Liz said.

      “Cherry. Lemon doesn’t go with the caramel.” Lupe plopped down at a booth.

      Evie carried over the sweets, then leaned so she didn’t have to get back up again to fetch the drinks.

      “How’s that kidney healing?” Liz saw everything, including how she was moving a little slow and not twisting too much. Evil bitch. Evie adored her.

      “It feels better than it looks.” She’d pissed blood for a week and a half after the new mare kicked her, but it was the cost of doing business. “She’s settling in.”

      “Good deal. She’s spirited.”

      “Lord, yes.” Evie grinned. “What can I say? I like a sassy girl.”

      “Listen to you,” Lupe cackled, and then Kathleen had finished warming up the food, so Evie grabbed the plates, sitting down across from the owners of the M&M.

      “So, what’s on the agenda today, folks?” Evie asked. She would take notes on her phone if she needed to. She was sure they would do business as well as catch up on the social, or they would have texted.

      “We’ve had a lot of calls and questions through the website for trail rides, glamping excursions, cart rides and hayrides and sleigh rides and shit.” Liz shook her head and grinned. “I want to actually partner with you, honey, not just refer. We need to come up with something more scheduled, something we can create packages with—sort of like with the hotels. I’m hoping you’ll let us do that with you.”

      Lupe nodded. “That means the hotels are suggesting one service, you’re not having to deal with overbooking, and we can be like one-stop shopping.”

      Evie was listening, but she wanted to know what the actual deal was, on paper.

      “Okay. I like the idea of you guys handling the booking and scheduling, and me providing the experience. But what are we talking about in the way of percentages?”

      “We talked about it, and I was thinking twenty percent if we recruit and book and everything, ten percent if you send them to us and they book, plus you get a commission on anyone you send to us and they book more than one event.”

      “Sounds good. And we negotiate on anything they want that has all the bells and whistles. Rafting, glamping, horses.”

      “Yep.” Liz grinned. “We’ll look at who does what and split the income by cost and labor.”

      “I can work with that. We’d draw up something?”

      “We’ll put Gregory on it.”

      Gregory had been a legal eagle in town as long as anyone could remember. He was a contract whiz, and an outdoor sports enthusiast in his own right.

      “Yeah? Works for me, for sure.” Hell, she loved that idea—less paperwork, less computer shit, more working with the horses. She wanted to really be able to have the freedom to hire people to help and do her favorite parts.

      “Good deal. We really love the horses, but we have like, one wrangler, and he’s mostly doing petting zoos and pony rides. It’s a lot, and you have all the infrastructure.” Liz was all about making things easier on her people, and on hiring folks who had talent. Evie knew that, so she felt pretty honored that they wanted to do this with her.

      “Right, and I’m full-service.” The mounts at the M&M were more for kiddie-rides, not for trail rides.

      “You are. This way we can take care of the fairs and stuff with the kids, and you can do the serious horse work.”

      “And if I need someone to come up and help with the glamping…”

      “We can provide labor and guides.” Liz smiled widely. “I mean, we always have kids who want work.”

      “Rock on.” Evie’s heart pounded, and she found herself nodding. She wasn’t fixin’ to lose the ranch or anything, but…

      But she was tying ends together with string some months, especially in the winter. Having a more steady income, from the sounds of it year-round, would be a huge boost to her saggy bits.

      Yeah. And not having to find people who wanted sleigh rides or a hay wagon or a chuck wagon for that matter. M&M would have a way easier time with that. She could stop running ads online and getting calls from total weirdos who wanted to know if she dressed up like Mrs. Claus.

      “We’ll have to take pictures of your offerings for the website. You’ve got the campsites and yurts, right?”

      “Campsites, yurts. A chuck wagon.”

      Lupe blinked. “Like ding-ding-ding soup’s on?”

      “Yes. I even have a driver I can call in. He looks like that guy who was in all the westerns. The one with the wild eye.” She grinned. The eye was fake. Normally Zeke wore a regular glass one. But he could do it up right.

      “No shit?” Liz’s eyes lit up. “We could have the best Halloween party ever.”

      Lupe began to chuckle. “You’ve hit her soft spot, honey.”

      “I did? Who knew?” Evie snorted. “I’m down, though. Hay wagon. Chuck wagon. Headless Horseman if you want one. And I can always set it up at a campsite without the driver too.”

      “Oh my God.” Liz rolled her eyes in bliss. “Yessss on the Headless Horseman.”

      Lupe cracked up. “Dress her up like a scary old broad and let her jump out of the bushes, and she’ll be your friend forever.”

      “She is a scary old broad.”

      Liz waved her cup in the air, cackling like a witch. “I am! Just ask the kids at work.”

      “I’m in.” Evie loved the idea of doing a to-do at the ranch. Hell, she’d always wanted to be more of a part of the community, but she did so much by herself up there, and it was hard to get the time. With a partnership like this with Liz and Lupe and their hot and cold running team of locals and college kids, she could make it a going thing and not a paltry bit of income every summer.

      “You’re looking very entrepreneurial,” Lupe said. “I know that gleam. Liz gets it.”

      “Oh, like you don’t want to do cookies and apple cider and expand the kids’ petting zoo,” Liz said.

      “I want everything. I’m a mean old lesbian who wants to run the universe with my knitting skills and my empowering lemon Bundt.”

      “You already do, baby, and you know it.” Liz patted Lupe’s hand. “Let’s meet again next month about the Halloween thing, get that ball rolling well before fall. Right now I’ll get with Gregory and let him know what we want. That way he can draft it up. You good if he calls you about it?”

      Evie finished up her turnover. “I am. I’m happy to do business with you, ladies. Real pleased.”

      “Just think, you might be able to hire some people to help.”

      She made a shocked face. “Never say it.”

      “It could happen, Evie. You never know.”

      “I know. I have hope.” In fact, she did now, for the first time in a while, as far as the employees. She would have to run numbers, but damn. She might be able to handle this, finally.

      She might be able to run a ranch.
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      “All right, folks. Time to stop for a snack.” Evie pulled Shamrock up at the front of the line, and stopped the flow of riders. She had a family of three and a couple on their twenty-fifth anniversary today. “So, remember, we make some space between the horses, right? Then we swing the right leg around the back, and drop on the left side. Anyone need a hand?”

      She had a feeling it would be during mounting back up that someone would need a leg up, after they stiffened up during snack break.

      “Me?” Little Cierra was ten, and Sarge was the biggest animal she’d ever seen. Thank God he was a good old boy.

      “You got it.” She hopped down, making sure not to startle anyone. The people mostly. She chose her trail horses for their good temperament. Then she went to hold up her hands to Cierra. “Okay, foot in the stirrup firmly. Swing the leg on the other side from me gently back as you stand up in the stirrup…”

      Cierra followed instructions and landed right in her arms. “My legs feel so funny!”

      “I bet they do. You’re using muscles you usually don’t work too much.” Evie put her on the ground. “Walk around a little and get rid of the spaghetti legs.”

      “Psghetti legs!” She laughed and her father scooped her up.

      “My spaghetti girl!”

      Evie laughed, then moved to set up the snack station. She had Milo from M&M Outfitters in the rear, and he’d led the pack horse. It was a good arrangement, and she liked the kid a lot. She hoped to do way more of this kind of work with Liz and Lupe.

      “It’s a beautiful day, huh, Evie?” Milo tossed her a package of snacks before he grabbed a bunch of waters.

      “Yeah. It’s a good day to be out on a ride.” She winked at him, then laid out the little blanket that they always put the food down on.

      “Look at this! Fancy!” One of the sweet ladies who were celebrating their anniversary beamed at her.

      “Thank you. I think it’s totally worth it to enjoy the view and have some food and drink.” She grinned as she laid out cheese and crackers and grapes. Bottles of mustard. It was a fun little spread.

      “Oh, man. It’s good to be on the ground a minute.” Cierra’s mom, whose name was Laura, stretched her back. “I mean, I haven’t done this since I was a kid, and it shows.”

      “It’s a workout. Who wants what to drink?”

      “Is there juice?” Cierra asked.

      “There is, but you have to promise me to drink some water too. It’s high and dry up here.”

      “Okay, Miss Evie. I promise.” She was a little sweetheart, so eager to please.

      “Good job.” She glanced at the older ladies. “You walking off the sore?”

      “Just for a moment. Is there anywhere to go to the bathroom?”

      “Let me show you. There’s not facilities, but there are some fine bushes.” When they stared at her, she laughed. “No, there’s a pit toilet. Come on.” She walked them to the little hut, which was also there for glampers.

      “Oh, thank God. I’m not—there’s no way, you know?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I know.” She got it. This wasn’t rough and tumble. This was fancy.

      The client beamed at her, and she left them both to it. Cierra was chattering at Milo when she got back, and the parents were taking pictures over along the creek, where the rocks gleamed with moss and the sunlight turned them a gorgeous array of green and brown colors.

      She loved the early summer out here. It suited her to the ground—cool nights, warm days, the wildflowers blooming in reds and yellows and purples as they begged for bees. She’d never known anywhere more beautiful.

      “So pretty here,” one of the ladies said as she came back and sat down on a pillow Milo had laid out. “I can see why you would want to stay.”

      “Mmm. It can get rough in the winter, but even then it’s pretty. Work, but pretty.”

      “Everything good is work, right? I always tell myself that when the poo hits the fan.”

      God, how cute was that?

      “Who would poo on a fan?” Cierra asked.

      “No one with a lick of sense, sweetheart, but there are a ton of folks without that.” That woman didn’t even hesitate.

      Impressive.

      Her wife leaned over, whispered. “We have three grandbabies.”

      “Ah.” Evie nodded sagely, but hell, she had no kids or grandkids. A lot of nieces and nephews. Like, a lot. Twenty-nine, in fact. So she guessed she qualified as being good with kids…

      “Do you have a lot of family, Evie dear? Someone to spend time with?” Brenda was a nosy rosy, but she was so kind, she made it sound like interest.

      “I do. My folks are off on their retirement wander, and I have three sisters, a brother, and one cousin who came to live with us when I was six, so she might as well be my sister.” She shook her head. “They have, uh, lots of kids. Lots.”

      “Are they local?” Rina seemed to be as nosy as her wife, and Evie laughed.

      “My brother’s in Seattle, and I have one sister in Connecticut. The rest are all over Colorado.”

      “Ah, well, then you get to see them.”

      Evie nodded, even though really, she saw them maybe twice a year. “We all get busy, but yes. I get to spoil my littles.”

      She loved that part—birthdays and Thanksgivings—and if she wished she had her own plus one for the parties? She’d figured out years ago that relationshipping wasn’t her strong suit. Evie’d had her one and only, and she’d ridden away like the proverbial cowboy in the song, the call of the rodeo stronger than anything else in the world.

      Including Evie.

      Whatever.

      She had known better than to fall for a painted-up, sequined barrel racer that ran on speed and Aqua Net.

      “This cheese is so good,” Kyle said. He was Cierra’s dad, and he’d been pretty quiet, but he seemed like a good guy.

      “It’s local.” And Evie winked at Milo as she started into the product spiel for the Summit Springs Creamery. Christa and James ran a good show.

      “Oh, love—” Brenda took Rina’s hand. “I want to go see that too!”

      “We will, then.”

      “It’s so cool,” Milo put in. “They let you comb cheese.”

      “Like with a comb?” Cierra asked.

      Evie grinned. This was why she loved her life. “Sort of yes. A huge one.”

      “Whoa.”

      “Neat, huh?”

      “We might have to go comb cheese.” Kyle poked his wife.

      “I would love that.”

      Score. She would have to email the creamery and see if these folks booked a tour. She got paid in cheese.

      “I have brochures down at the ranch. I’ll give y’all one.”

      “Cowboys say y’all, Momma.”

      “They do, huh?”

      They all chatted and laughed until the snacks were gone and the sun was telling her it was time to move on. “Okay, last call for bathroom breaks. It’s time to mount up.”

      “Are we going back the way we came?” Cierra asked, and she shook her head.

      “I’m going to take us through the meadow. The flowers are beautiful.”

      “Oh, I love flowers!” Cierra bounced, getting it out of her system like her mom had told her to before she got on a horse.

      “I do too. Your mom can take a ton of pictures.” Evie had rules about kids and phones and horses.

      “I so can.”

      “Cool! I need to pee.” She held up her hand, and Evie took it, laughing. “Me too, kiddo. Let’s do this.” She took Cierra’s hand, and there was only a little of the ew gross exclamation about the toilet before they were back to the horses and mounting up.

      She did love when a ride went right. Milo gave the ladies a leg up while she lifted Cierra to the saddle, and Kyle managed to mount like a bit of a pro.

      They headed back to the meadow, the path they took clear enough that nothing would get trampled.

      This was a lovely start to what she hoped would be her best season yet.
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      “Hey. I—Evie, if you’re there, can we talk?”

      “Evie, I know I have no right to call, but I need to talk to you.”

      “Oh, this is Cheyenne, Evie. I’m sorry. I’ll stop bothering you. Could you at least text me and tell me to fuck off so I can stop wondering if you’ll call back? Please?”

      Evie stared at her phone, the list of calls from Cheyenne DeLongh stretching out to six, total. Jesus, that was a fucking blast from the past mindfuck. All this while she was on one half-day trail ride?

      “Evie…” The last message had Cheyenne crying. “I’m so sorry, but…please. Please, I need help.”

      How could she not call? How could she ignore that? Cheyenne was a cowgirl, to the bone. If she was crying? Begging for help? Well, that was a lot of pride to swallow, and that meant she was in trouble.

      So Evie returned the call on the last message.

      It rang twice, then she heard a soft gasp and, “Evie. Thank you.”

      “Hey, honey.” Damn. Just hearing Cheyenne’s voice twisted her up inside. “What’s going on?”

      “I—I don’t even know where to start. I ran away.”

      “Ran away from what, honey?” Was someone mistreating her? Was it a job she was leaving?

      “Texas. I—Can I take you to coffee or something?”

      Wait. What? Coffee? She was here?

      “Are you in Summit?” Evie sniffed herself. Oh, neigh. She needed to change, at least.

      “I am. I’m at the Columbine. I can meet you at the German bakery next door whenever.”

      The Columbine? Little Miss Fancy Pants at the budget motel? Fuck.

      “I need to take a shower, honey, but I can be down in about half an hour or forty-five. You sit tight, and I’ll text when I’m on my way.” That way Cheyenne wouldn’t be sitting at Brigita’s any longer than she had to.

      “Thank you. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “Well, I’ll see you in a minute and you can tell me about it, okay? You need me to bring anything?”

      “Just you.”

      And a box of Kleenex, Evie thought.

      Cheyenne never cried. Seriously. That girl never broke down. She was as proud as any cowgirl on earth, and twice as stubborn. That came from being rodeo royalty.

      “Okay, see you soon.” She hung up and went to hop in the shower. Short hair was a good choice when you had no time to blow dry, and today she was grateful to be able to run a towel over it and get a move on. She threw on jeans and a button-down, and if they were clean and pressed, well, she still wanted to impress the one who got away. Right?

      They’d ridden hard and heavy, once upon a time, but Chey’s parents were famous in certain circles, and they weren’t going to let their precious china doll hook up with a woman with a crew cut and a strap on that could be any size Chey needed.

      That was one thing, but the fact was Chey hadn’t fought. She’d chosen seconds and sequins and the spotlight over Evie. Simple as that.

      So Evie had tucked her tail and stopped going to the rodeo. She wasn’t going to be anyone’s backdoor piece.

      She hopped in the truck and headed down the hill, running through all sorts of scenarios in her head. Thing was, she couldn’t figure for the life of her what Chey could be running from.

      Honestly, her daddy adored her, her momma came from big money, she was beautiful, a champion barrel racer…

      “Jesus, I hope she’s not pregnant.” She almost ran off the road thinking that one up. Lord have mercy, she needed to pay attention.

      No one would thank her if she wrecked the good truck.

      She pulled into town, the traffic bustling. That boded well for the summer season. Lupe and Liz would be over the moon.

      So would all the art places and the foodies.

      She pulled up at the lodge, glad to see the bakery was pretty dead at this time of day. She would close right after supper, but that gave them a few hours. And Evie was starving, so she would have some schnitzel and angel biscuits.

      “Shit.” She texted Cheynne right before she walked in there like a fool. <I’m here. I got woolgathering. I’ll be in bakery.>

      <I’m in the back.> Why did that feel so damn ominous?

      Evie headed inside, then wended her way to the back after waving to Brigita’s granddaughter. Miss Brigita was mostly retired, coming in a few times a month to make specials.

      Chey was sitting back there, head down as she looked at her phone, straw hat hiding her face.

      “Hey, lady.” Evie moved to stand in front of the table. “What’s going on?” She tried not to loom or block the light, but she wasn’t going to sit until she was invited.

      “Hey. Have a seat, please.” Cheyenne didn’t look up, but she put her phone down.

      “Sure.” Evie tried to see Cheyenne’s face, tried to read her expression, but she was pulling a hat trick worse than a stoned-out country singer, and Evie couldn’t catch a glimpse.

      Once she sat, Cheyenne sighed softly. “Thank you for meeting me. I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Coffee, Evie?” Aggie, Brigit’s granddaughter came by.

      “Is it fresh?”

      “Iced tea it is. Schnitzel special?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Did you want anything to eat, honey?” Aggie’s voice was incredibly gentle.

      “Something sweet, please?”

      “Sure. Sure, no problem.” Aggie gave Evie the wide-eyes before turning away.

      “They have a great apple or cherry strudel, depending on the day. You, uh, retire, honey?” Cheyenne was a broccoli and salmon girl during the season, which was fixing to get into full swing.

      “Yeah. I did. I—Pixie died.”

      “Oh, honey…” Chey had had that horse for years. They were a matched pair. “What happened?”

      “She had a heart attack and died around the third barrel.” Cheyenne took her hat off, lifted her head and Evie fought her gasp.

      There was a deep purple scar, from Chey’s right temple to the middle of her upper lip, another thick one on her throat. They were still fairly fresh, and they spoke of pain and catastrophe.

      Jesus Christ.
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COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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