
  
  Reviews


“The Secret”

“Standridge introduces Morgan O’Connell, a woman clawing her way out of grief to rebuild both her life and a sanctuary for others. Harmony Hills is more than a horse facility—it’s the heart of Morgan’s recovery. Standridge ties Morgan’s emotional recovery to the daily work of restoring trust, both in herself and in others. Though the story’s suspense heightens the stakes, it’s Morgan’s self-discovery and the authenticity of her connections that give it real depth.”  ~ The Prairies Book Review

“Morgan picks up the shell of her life and moves to Arizona where she builds a new horse ranch called Harmony Hills… This book was such a page turner. Morgan is a flawed but strong character, and it was great to see how she grew in terms of emotional and even physical resilience.” ~ Amazon Review

“…A truly heartwarming story of strength, resilience, and second chances. Morgan O’Connell’s journey after a personal tragedy is inspiring…It’s a beautiful tale of love, trust, and finding peace after hardship. A truly enjoyable read!” ~ Amazon Review

“…Absolutely phenomenal. I started reading it and couldn’t put it down. It encompasses strength, bravery, passion, courage, and mystery…” ~ Amazon Review

“This book is fire! The characters will draw you in and make you feel like you’re there. It is so good, I even read it in the bath tub! Must read!!!!” ~ Amazon Review

“This novel really resonated with me in ways I didn’t expect… I appreciated that her healing wasn’t rushed—she guarded her story, like many of us do. The romance with Josh was tender, but what stood out most was Morgan choosing herself, her peace, and her future. It’s emotional, reflective, and quietly empowering in a way that lingers.”                          ~ Amazon Review

“Jordan has a gift for bringing characters to life. Her writing is passionate, vivid, and flawless in my eyes. I could imagine everything so clearly… The emotional depth felt real… Highly recommend!” ~ ARC Reader/ Amazon Review

“Jordan is really great at making the reader attached to the characters. You can feel the soul behind them. She brought every character to life with the passion she’s invoked! 
“The humor has been amazing as well! I haven’t laughed out loud reading a book in a long time. And I’m a stone, so to actually cry while reading it was amazing. This one book really was able to touch all of my emotions and made me tap into them as a reader. Reading certain chapters definitely had me on the edge of my seat. I feel such an attachment to the characters and I need more! I’m hooked!” ~ ARC Reader

“[The] Secret was such an amazing book, it kept me in suspense from one chapter to the next. I am not an avid reader, but could not put the book down until I had it read. Such courage by the main character Morgan, that it would give anyone hope and courage to move on with your life. The love that grew between Morgan and Josh was so real and very uplifting…You will not be disappointed in buying and reading this book. I look forward to more books by this author.” ~ Amazon Review

“Just finished The Secret. Loved it. Jordan writes so you can relate to the characters. You can feel their ups and downs. You felt what they were going through, and the courage they had to reinvent their lives and move on. The book completely held your interest so that you did not want to put it down but to keep reading to see what happened next. There was a surprise twist at the end that I didn’t see coming. When reading the book, you actually feel what the characters feel. Can’t wait for her next one. So far loving what I’ve read from her.” ~ Goodreads Review

“The Witness”

“The Witness shifts gears into high-stakes suspense. Raina, whose act of selfless courage turns her into a target, is thrust into a nightmare of trauma and pursuit. What follows is an emotionally gripping narrative where action and tenderness coexist in perfect balance. The pacing remains taut, the stakes high, but Standridge never lets the heart of the story fade. Through Detective Channion Scott’s devotion and his growing feelings for Raina, the novel becomes less about survival alone and more about endurance and human connection.
“Standridge’s prose is vivid yet unpretentious, the dialogue authentic, and the pacing perfectly tuned…She brings both the ache of grief and the promise of healing to life with quiet emotional precision.” ~ The Prairies Book Review

“Great mystery (Police FBI). Best ‘free book’ ever! Words to describe: RIVETING, PAGE TURNER, CLEAN, SUSPENSEFUL, GREAT CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT, WELL WRITTEN AND MORE!… WILL BE READING MORE of this author’s books, and they don’t have to be free!” ~ Goodreads Review

“Raina is a vivid presence throughout The Witness, filled with urgency from the very first page. Author Jordan Standridge does a very good job of convincing the reader that this woman is the sort who would instinctively intervene to save someone’s life. Her recovery from her injuries and developing relationship with Channion as he strives to protect her both emotionally and physically are compelling and authentic… The sense of danger as Raina slowly recovers her memories and the police close in on the criminals is convincing…The Witness  is buoyed by its core character relationship. Channion and Raina’s burgeoning romance set against the backdrop of danger is consistently interesting and engaging.” ~ IndieReader Review

“HEA!!! Wow. A page turner for sure. Just about the time you think you know where the story is going, there is a twist and turn I was so not expecting. It’s impossible to stop reading once you start.” ~ Amazon Review

“Fantastic book! Best book I have read all year. It has it all…courage, strength, laughter, romance, suspense, friends, and family.” ~ Amazon Review

“…If you enjoy a strong female protagonist, thrilling action and a sprinkling of romance, then this is an excellent choice of book. The author balances the internal emotions and external action of the plot well and creates likeable, believable characters…”                                ~ Amazon Review

“I’m a huge fan. This book has incredible character development, making it easy to get attached to everyone. [Jordan’s] attention to detail truly brings the story to life, immersing you in the world they’ve created. It’s a fun journey to go on with the characters, and you can’t help but feel invested in their adventures.” ~ ARC Reader

“The book is full of suspense from one page to the next. Just when I would go to put it down, something else would happen, and I would have to keep reading to see what happened next. The book held [my] complete interest from beginning to end. 
“The main character fights hard for her life, her loved ones, and for what she believes in. She never gives up, but holds on to her values along the way. Can’t wait to see more from this author. Well done!!” ~ ARC Reader


“The Rescues”

“The Rescues brings the series full circle, returning to Harmony Hills with a story that hums with quiet strength. Ripley Capilano’s chance arrival at the ranch and her bond with a traumatized horse set the stage for one of the series’ most emotionally nuanced romances. Her relationship with the guarded and steadfast Ty Stanton unfolds with slow-burning depth. Their journey from cautious strangers to soul-deep partners mirrors the horse’s recovery—pain yielding to trust, and fear to faith.” 
~ The Prairies Book Review

“The Rescues is a heartfelt exploration of love found through healing rather than perfection. As Ripley helps restore a traumatized horse’s trust, she and Ty slowly confront their own fears and past wounds. Standridge’s writing is immersive and compassionate, blending emotional growth and quiet romance into a cozy yet powerful story about learning to begin again.” ~ NewInBooks.com Review

“For some years now, I’ve been looking for stories that have meaning, that are captivating but also offer a lesson. In The Rescues, I found everything I was looking for in a novel: a strong and determined protagonist, a gripping plot, and compelling characters…This is undoubtedly a story to fall in love with, to return to what we left forgotten, and to relive.” ~ Amazon Review

“It left me feeling like I had actually been to Harmony Hills, breathing in hay, silence, and second chances. Seeing Ripley heal an injured horse while, almost without meaning to, letting Ty get close to her own emotional wounds, feels genuine, tender, and not at all forced. It’s one of those romances where the process of learning to trust again is almost more enjoyable than the inevitable.” ~ Amazon Review

“This captivating story had me glued to every page. I found the use of a horse as both a connection and a mirror to be absolutely brilliant; it reflected exactly what the protagonists needed to face in their lives things they had been avoiding until that moment. This book taught me that coincidences are sometimes ‘causalities,’ and that destiny knows how to place us at the perfect moment, shining a spotlight on the call to face our traumas and fears. It’s a journey that helps you not only discover the true reasons behind your actions but also work through them to lighten the emotional load.
“I highly recommend this book to anyone looking for a story full of hope, where the great quest to find true strength and courage within oneself is at the heart of a beautiful narrative.” ~ Amazon Review

“This story is tender, emotional, and full of quiet strength. It beautifully blends healing, romance, and personal growth in a way that feels sincere and uplifting… This book left me feeling calm and encouraged. It is a heartfelt addition to the series, and a beautiful reminder that love often arrives when we least expect it.” ~ Amazon Review

“…An inspiring story of resilience in the face of extraordinary challenges. The Rescues weaves together the lives of women bound by compassion and conviction as they fight to protect others and find healing themselves…Both moving and empowering, this book is a tribute to women whose courage sparks hope, even in life’s darkest moments.” ~ Amazon Review
“The Guardian”

“…This volume succeeds as both a suspenseful conclusion to a larger mystery and a heartfelt exploration of what it means to truly love someone through uncertainty, loss, and change. A thriller fueled as much by emotion as mystery.” ~ The Prairies Book Review

“The Women of Strength, Courage, and Hope” Series

“Standridge’s heartfelt trilogy traces the intertwined journeys of three women overcoming loss and danger, each uncovering that the path to healing runs through connection as much as endurance. 
“Rooted in the heart of Arizona, the stories feel authentic and alive. The expanse of the desert and the quiet pulse of ranch life anchor the emotional intensity of each story. Read together, the three novels form an emotionally cohesive trilogy that celebrates endurance, compassion, and second chances. Standridge’s prose is vivid yet unpretentious, the dialogue authentic, and the pacing perfectly tuned to the rhythm of each story’s emotional stakes. She brings the ache of grief and the promise of healing to life with quiet emotional precision. Harmony Hills feels real and lived in; a refuge where pain meets possibility and where the land itself seems to mirror the characters’ longing for peace. Fans of Debbie Macomber’s Cedar Coves series and Nicholas Sparks’ The Rescue and Safe Haven will find much to admire. A page-turning, emotionally charged trilogy that blends suspense, romance, and redemption in equal measure.” ~ The Prairies Book Review


“Jordan’s work has genuinely inspired us. Each narrative resonates deeply, exploring profound themes of faith, resilience, and the transformative power of the human-animal bond. Her storytelling captures universal messages of hope and personal growth, making her work truly special.
“Jordan’s work is captivating with its emotionally resonant themes and interconnected narratives. The layered storytelling not only keeps readers engaged but builds anticipation between books. Her stories on faith, resilience, and hope also make them ideal for book clubs and online discussions. 
“She has a genuine, emotional storytelling that distinguishes her.” ~ ARC Reader
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      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        38.
        
        Chapter 38
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        39.
        
        Chapter 39
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        40.
        
        Chapter 40
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        41.
        
        Chapter 41
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        42.
        
        Chapter 42
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        43.
        
        Chapter 43
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        44.
        
        Chapter 44
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        45.
        
        Chapter 45
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        46.
        
        Chapter 46
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        47.
        
        Chapter 47
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        48.
        
        Chapter 48
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        49.
        
        Chapter 49
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        50.
        
        Chapter 50
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        51.
        
        Chapter 51
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        52.
        
        Chapter 52
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        53.
        
        Chapter 53
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        54.
        
        Chapter 54
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        55.
        
        Chapter 55
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        56.
        
        Chapter 56
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        57.
        
        Chapter 57
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Review Request
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Jordan Standridge
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Need More?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Book Club Discussion Material
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sneak Peek
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Copyright
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Excerpt from The Witness
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Prologue


She knew how to be patient because she’d had years of practice. It didn’t mean it was easy. 
Being married to a handsome, loving, and wonderful man wasn’t easy, but this was only because he was hardly ever home. She knew this before she married him, but that didn’t make it any easier now.
When he wasn’t home, she worried deep down inside that one day, he wouldn’t be able to come home. She always pushed that terrifying thought aside, which was far from easy.
When he was home, it reminded her how truly amazing he really was. They never took what they had, or each other, for granted. Their love was deep, strong, and true. Both knowing he’d have to leave again at some point was anything but easy for either of them. 
While much of her marriage to her love wasn’t easy, loving him body, mind, and soul was.

      [image: ]It was at night when she got the call telling her he was gone. The news almost killed her. In a manner of speaking, it did. 
In an instant, the life she knew was over. And in the next, a new one began.






  
  Chapter 1


January
She awoke to the distant sounds of horses nickering and a running tractor. Opening her eyes, she slowly surveyed the darkened room that was lit up only slightly from the little nightlights. Quietly, she lay there listening to the sounds in the background, getting her bearings. 
Untangling her arms from the blankets, she reached over and tilted the clock to check the time. Turning off the alarm before it blasted the peaceful silence, she turned on the bedside light, squinting her eyes until they adjusted. Finally, she crawled out of bed, made it up neatly before turning off the bedside light and making her way to the bathroom. She flipped on the little television in her room to a movie channel so she could listen to it as she got ready for her day.
Eating her breakfast in her quiet living room, she returned to her spacious kitchen to wash her dishes, and then turned off the lights. At her front door, she pulled on her well-worn boots, jacket, and hat before she headed out into the morning chill after re-setting her house alarm. There was barely enough light to see the puffs of warm breath she exhaled into the cool air as she walked. Following the lighted path from her house down the small rise to the barns, she heard the familiar and comforting sounds that came from living at an equestrian facility.
Reaching the main office building that doubled as the barn for the trail rides, her best friend and unofficial partner, Ty Stanton, opened the office door for her when he saw her through the window as he was walking by.
“Good morning, Morgan! Chilly out again, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, but it feels great! It sure makes it hard to leave my warm house knowing it’s chilly out though. I could just stay up there all day.” 
He nodded in agreement as he removed a mug of fresh, hot coffee from the coffee maker. She enjoyed the comforting, homey, and familiar scent of mornings when Ty beat her to the office. While she couldn’t stand drinking coffee, she loved the smell of it.
She said, “But I knew we’d be busy not just for today but all week. If the weather holds, we should start this year off in a fantastic way!”
“The weather should be good all week long.” At her questioning look, he explained, “I caught the news this morning before I left home.”
“You? Watching the early news? Don’t you say there’s no reason to start your day off on such profound negativity?”
“It was an accident.” He grinned at her before blowing on his hot coffee and taking a small, testing sip.
She picked up the messages he’d taken from voicemail, listed in order of priority. There were some they’d need to call right away since they were for late morning and early afternoon rides for that day.
Morgan smiled in delight. “Wow! Business is going to be good today. Let’s have extra horses pulled early in case something else comes along. I’d rather be prepared than not. All hands will need to be on deck for these larger rides this afternoon. Of course, I don’t need to tell you that. You know what you’re doing.” She teased, “At least you should by now.”
“Sometimes I just get lucky.” He grinned before sighing and saying what he knew she hated to hear. “Ivy may be showing signs of colic again. Bo let me know earlier. He said she just wasn’t looking right to him. He’s walking her right now.”
Morgan felt her heart seize. She’d had Ivy for years. The pony was the best babysitter for kids, but she had a tendency to colic no matter what they did to prevent it. “Again? Maybe I should have one of the vets back out for tests. I’ll go see her in a minute.”
Reading the employee roster for the day, she tapped her index finger on the countertop as she mentally planned the busier day. “Alexis was looking for extra money, so she could maybe do an all-day shift. I’m not sure if she has classes later on though. Did she give us her new class schedule yet?”
“No. Last I heard she was trying to get in one more class. She didn’t want us to get confused with which schedule was the right one. I told her to just wait, and give us the one that we needed to work from. I’ll ask her about that when I see her.”
“Be sure you do.” Morgan shot him a quick grin and took another look at the roster. “We should be fine if she can stay. If not, one of us may need to head out with the big rides.” 
She leaned back and stretched before she said, “I ran into Kat last night on her way out. Lessons are going well at Quail Run. She said they’re pretty full today. With our show coming up in three weeks, she and Mel should be busy because of that alone. I’ll probably need to run over there later to check in with them. Maybe help with any details they may need guidance on.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem.” Ty grabbed the portable phone, glancing at the clock. “It’s eight now, so we’re officially open. I’ll take the phone for now.” He clipped on the two-way radio she handed him, checking the channel first. As she headed for the door, he added, “Ivy’s in Grand View.”
“Thanks. I’ll go check on her, and see what the old girl is up to this morning.” She tried to keep the worry from her voice, but she knew Ty could hear it.
She crossed the large gravel lot on her way to Grand View, their largest building. This was the location for small to mid-size local shows and get-togethers. She also leased it out as a horse motel to those needing a place to put their horses on long road trips.
Stepping through the wide, lighted doorway, she made her way to the large indoor arena. Looking over to the side, she saw Ben Owens, whom they nicknamed Bo, hand-walking Ivy. The little sorrel mare was now fifteen years old but didn’t look it, or act like it.
Concerned about the sometimes steep and rocky mountain trails, they’d tried to retire the elderly mare, but each time they had the same result. The first day or two Ivy would seem fine. However, the longer she watched the other horses head out with riders on their backs, she’d eventually throw an equine tantrum worthy of any two-year old human. She’d get so upset when she saw the other horses leave while she had to stay behind, Morgan and Ty decided to let her work on a part-time basis. They also tried to keep her on the lower, flatter trails.
They figured Ivy just wanted to be needed. Like any human, she needed a purpose and attention. And like many an aging human, she also had her bouts with health matters. But unlike a human, since horses can’t vomit, she’d colic instead. And colic could be fatal.
“Morning, Bo. How’s Miss Ivy this morning?” The little mare recognized Morgan’s voice and turned her head, pricking her cute reddish-brown ears in Morgan’s direction.
“Morning, Morgan. She seems better. I was just thinking about putting her back up soon. Maybe put her in the red round pen so we could keep an eye on her in case something happens.” Scratching behind Ivy’s ear after he stopped walking, he mused, “Honestly, I think she could be faking it. She seems awfully perky to me now, but before she really didn’t. I think she likes the attention she gets when we think she’s sick.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised at all to hear she’s got us trained!” 
Bo moved out of the way so Morgan could check Ivy’s vital signs. She leaned her ear against Ivy’s side, listening for stomach rumblings. Hearing some was a relief. Lifting up Ivy’s top lip, she pushed against the pony’s gums and timed how fast the white spot disappeared. Color was good, so she wasn’t dehydrated, and Ivy’s eyes were alert.
“Her manure?” Morgan asked as she pet Ivy.
“She had some, and what I saw looked fine. She drank most of her water too.”
Morgan had taught her staff one of the best and quickest ways to determine a horse’s health was checking their manure. It was second nature to them all now to look anytime they went in a stall or by a pen. They knew what to look for when they did see it. How much? Too dry? Too moist? Diarrhea? Since it was a daily occurrence, manure mattered.
She leaned down and kissed the little mare’s nose and smiled at the warm pony breath Ivy breathed back at her. “You’re a good girl, Ivy. Yes, you are…” Morgan cooed to her as she stroked the pony’s warm neck a few times before wiping her hands on her jeans. 
“It could be she was feeling poorly, but maybe walking her did the trick. You did the right thing. Go ahead, and put her in the red pen. She seems just fine, but we’ll keep an eye on her.” She ran her hand down the pony’s head and straightened out her forelock. “I’m going to go make the rounds.”
Bo nodded as Morgan made her way toward Quail Run. This barn was where her boarders were, and where the riding lessons took place. One of her two riding instructors, Katherine Hatfield—or as she was called, Kat—basically ran this barn to gain the experience. 
So far Kat was doing a great job, but Morgan still kept a close eye on it all. Nothing was ever done without Morgan knowing about it and giving her approval or denial. She knew Kat wanted to open her own stable someday, or just manage someone else’s, so Morgan was giving her as much of the responsibility as she felt Kat could handle to better prepare her. She’d gradually added responsibilities over the past year for Kat to learn in phases. With her work ethic, horse sense, and people skills, Morgan was certain Kat would succeed. Of course, Morgan would prefer she didn’t leave Harmony Hills at all.
Morgan was all about empowering other women simply because women still had to work harder and longer than men. She reasoned since she was in a position that could help another work toward her dreams, who was she to not do all she could to help her? But as others would attest to, Morgan also did what she could for any man too. To Morgan, a person was a person. If they were willing to work at it, she’d teach them and pass on her knowledge and experience.
Morgan’s most recent test of Kat’s developing skills was allowing her to plan their upcoming annual horse show called “Shamrocks and Dreams.” Morgan was guiding her to avoid issues as planning a horse show was not for the un-organized… or the fainthearted. Morgan gave Kat permission to have her other riding instructor help her. 
Melinda Wilder—or Mel— was a couple of years younger than Kat at a mature twenty-three and would learn at the same time. An eager beaver, Mel was always volunteering to learn more. Her bubbly personality was a nice contrast to Kat’s more serious one. Thankfully, the two women got along wonderfully.
Morgan still gave riding lessons herself on occasion. When she could, she’d have a professional rider or trainer come in, hold clinics, and give lessons to them all to refresh their knowledge, sharpen their skills, or hopefully learn new ones. Considering her schedule that included running the trail rides, giving the occasional lesson, hosting or judging horse shows, assisting at clinics, and simply running the business end of it all, Morgan just didn’t have a lot of free time. 
She’d been blessed by finding and hiring reliable staff like Ty, Kat, and Mel to share the overall daily workload with. Her other staff members were just as super, but those three shared the managerial duties more. It’d taken her years to build Harmony Hills Equestrian Center, and it was her whole life now. She didn’t take any of it for granted at any time, and she still worked long hours to keep it running smoothly. She knew how quickly everything could just disappear and be gone forever.
Now, years later, she had a lot of people and horses depending on her to succeed. She was their security, and she was determined to never let them down.
Kat was coming over from letting out some horses while Rory Jenkins, one of her part-timers, slowly drove the tractor and manure wagon up the aisle. Stopping for a minute, Morgan smiled as the herd of horses kicked up their heels at their early morning freedom. Their little smoke-colored puffs of warm breath in the cooler air made them look like happy hairy dragons. A pair of bays bucked and nipped at each other in elated freedom in the cooler air, swinging their elegant necks as they played.
This was one of the best times of the day for Morgan. She loved the smell of grain and hay, the sounds of horses eating, the chirping birds, and listening to the conversations between her staff. 
Of course, it didn’t always run smoothly. No place of business did. But for the most part, they all worked well as a team. She’d chosen her staff carefully, looking for certain traits to make this more of a reality than a mere possibility. Gossiping, drama, sexual harassment, drugs of any kind, and profane language were also never tolerated at her place, whether from staff or a client, and this made for a much more pleasant place to work or visit.
When Morgan turned to enter the barn, she saw Alexis closing a stall door. Morgan’s longest employee, Alexis Carter was now a tall, slim, blonde-haired young woman who’d recently turned twenty years old. She’d been working part-time at the Center since she was in junior high school. Her original barn rat was now taking college courses. This realization sometimes made Morgan feel old. Ty and Morgan sometimes jokingly referred to Alexis as their kid. She, in turn, referred to them as her second set of parents. 
Morgan called out, “There’s my girl!” 
“Yep, here I be!” Alexis smiled. “I saw Bo walking Ivy. Is she okay?”
Morgan nodded. “She seemed fine when I checked her, but we’ll keep an eye on her.”
The Darrells, her German Shepherds, spotted her coming down the aisle and came bounding toward her, tongues out and eyes dancing in excitement. Morgan had named them both “Darrell” after the two brothers in the TV show Newhart. Morgan thought it’d be funny to do. But with the sibling dogs, one was a male and the other a female, so she added a “B” and a “G” to their names. Those designating letters (for ‘boy’ and ‘girl’) were really only used when the dogs went to the vet for paperwork purposes. Otherwise, one could tell them apart by the color of their collars—blue and pink, respectively. And it turned out to be really handy that when the dogs needed to be called a person just yelled “Darrell,” and they both came running.
Still young at barely three years old, they were quick to learn. They’d recently graduated from rattlesnake training classes, and she was confident they’d make the Center even safer. Reaching down to scratch their ears and rub their sides as they leaned against her, Morgan braced her legs so they wouldn’t knock her over.
“Are you still looking for extra hours?” At Alexis’ nod, Morgan said, “If you don’t have classes this afternoon and evening, we could really use your help on the trail rides. We look like we’re going to be swamped today, and we may still have walk-ins coming in. Can you work?”
“Sure. I only have two classes to study for tomorrow, but they’re later in the day. Do you want me to hang out up there, or just listen on the two-way?”
“Either, but you may just want to stay at Sunset Ridge. Once you’re done down here, head up there. We’re all right for the next couple of hours. Any hours you want this week, you can probably have them all. We look to be really busy all week long. There’s a convention in town, and I think we’re getting some of them. I wish they’d have booked group rides to make sure we’re ready for them, if so. Either way, though, we’ll take ’em!”
Alexis grinned. “Of course we will! Any help you need, just let me know. I could really use the extra work and money for the lab work that’s coming up.”
“Sure will. Make sure you get me and Ty your class schedule as soon as you can so we can work you in later on, okay?”
“You bet. I don’t think that one class I wanted to get in will work out, so those I have now are the ones for this semester. My counselor said it’s a popular class that already had a waitlist to get in. It’s probably for the best as I don’t want to over-extend myself.”
“I agree. Just pace yourself because there’s no rush. If you take on too much too quickly, you’ll just burn yourself out. Enjoy your youth!”
“That’s pretty much what Mom told me just last night. I’ll get my schedule to you or Ty later today.”
“You’d better,” Morgan teased as Alexis made her way to clean stalls with Rory.
Knowing feed was running low the other day, she thought she’d better check on the situation and made her way toward Red Rock, the feed barn. She’d placed large orders and wanted to make sure they were ready for the amount of grain and hay coming in later that day. She figured Ty, awesome and dependable Ty, had it under control already, but figured she’d check anyway. 
Opening the door, she was getting ready to turn on the lights but turned around instead at the sound of footsteps. She saw the lone figure walking toward her.
“I just knew I’d find you over here,” Ty said, joining her in the doorway as she turned on the lights. “The guys got together and moved it all over last night while you were giving your lessons. It should be ready in here for the new feed.”
She nodded in approval. “It looks ready. Rotation should be a breeze seeing how low we are.”
“Perfect rotation.” He looked around before saying, “The feed store called just a bit ago. They should be here within two hours. The hay truck is still supposed to be here later today.”
Morgan nodded as she turned off the lights, slid the door closed and latched it. She said, “Oh, I already spoke with Alexis. She’s available and wants the extra hours. If she’s not over there in Sunset Ridge, just radio her. I told her to just stay up there, though, once she’s done down here.”
“Okay. That’ll definitely help having her up there.” He paused. “Her schedule?”
“By end of today.”
They headed toward the office at Sunset Ridge as the wranglers were leading the last horses over to the hitching rails to get them saddled for the day’s rides. She tugged on her jacket as a sudden burst of cool wind blew it open. “And if it doesn’t warm up soon, I’m not leaving the office!”
Ty laughed. “I thought you liked it cool?”
“Cool, yes. Freezing, no. Sometimes that wind is too chilly, at least when it blows like that.”
“This is nothing like back East.”
“Yeah, well, I think my tough Eastern blood has thinned. It finally happened—I’m turning into a wimp. Dang it!”
He laughed again because he knew exactly what she was saying. Living in southern Arizona for years now, he knew she spoke the truth. His own body had acclimated to the normally-hot temperatures as well. Sometimes when that cool came, it was felt a bit more acutely. And at night and in the mountains, the air often felt colder anyway.
He teased her, “Maybe you’re just getting old.”
She laughed. “Can’t get any younger. Besides, you’re older than I am, so what about you?”
Smiling, he put his arm around his longtime friend and pulled her closer. “C’mon, darlin’. I’ll make you some hot chocolate.”
“With marshmallows?”
“They only last about twenty seconds before they melt. Why does it matter?”
“It just does.”
He glanced at his friend. “If there aren’t any marshmallows, don’t forget you’re the one who bought the last box.”
“Don’t start using your man logic on me.” She grinned at him. “And what a way to shift the blame!”
“Well, even my man logic knows you went to the store last.”
They were laughing when they walked into the office. After Ty prepped a cup of hot chocolate (with marshmallows) for her, they got down to business. As they waited for the water to get hot, they went over the updated schedule since he’d called back the messages from earlier.
Signing waivers, getting payments, fitting helmets, matching people with horses, and guiding them on trails in the mountains had yet to become old and routine for her. She didn’t often go out on the actual rides now since she’d expanded the business, but every now and then she would just for the varying routine. She also needed to see how the trails were holding up, as she didn’t want them to get worn down and erode away. Some of the land they rode on was leased land, and she had a responsibility to keep it in good condition.
Building Harmony Hills Equestrian Center had taken years of hard work, business savvy, sweat, blood, worry, and tears. And it was born from more heartbreak than anyone could realize. She’d made more mistakes than she’d care to admit to, but it was all in the process of building one of the best businesses around.
She’d named her barns after what she’d felt and saw when she came out to look at the property again when she was seriously considering buying it. It’d been a little run-down at the time, which helped her negotiate the price lower, but she’d felt the potential when she’d walked the ground. The wide open space was welcome while the different access routes were mandatory. 
But it was also the feeling of harmony in nature that sold her. Here, she felt at peace. Here, she felt safe.
She’d taken out a couple of small loans in the beginning to make friends and contacts with local businesses, and worked until her hands bled and her feet were too sore to walk on. Now Harmony Hills was a well-known, established horse facility that catered to both the many tourists that came year-round as well as to the locals.
With Ty at her side now, she had someone to share it with, bounce ideas off, and had a supporter when she needed one. Although they both knew they had a strong chemistry, neither was willing to risk what they had to take their deep friendship further. They also knew everyone and their brother wondered about them being a couple. But they’d settled into a friendship and working partnership that meant the world to them both. Years of working side by side had made them true friends that trusted the other but rarely anyone else.
And they each had their private reasons why.
Ty handed her the phone so he could go out and help the wranglers saddle the last horses. Seeing the cars pulling into her parking lot, Morgan finished making her hot chocolate, enjoying this last moment of peacefulness before her first customers walked through her door.

      [image: ]Morgan was adding up the daily totals at her desk when Bo walked in later that evening. Holding up a finger to signal him to wait a minute before interrupting her, she continued counting. He put his two-way radio in the charger for the night before he walked over to the stool and took a seat. When she’d recorded the total, she looked up. “Hey, Bo. Is Ivy okay? I checked on her a couple hours ago, and she seemed fine. Any changes since then?” 
“Nope. Like I said this morning, I think she just wants the attention. Nearly every time I walked by the round pen today, there was someone there giving her attention. She was in heaven. Alexis and I went ahead and put her to bed like usual.”
Morgan smiled at his choice of words. “We’ll use her for the pony rides tomorrow so she stops hogging our time looking for attention. I love a horse with a personality, but I prefer one that doesn’t make us worry about them!”
Ty walked in to replace his two-way radio on the charger. “I noticed Ivy was in like usual. She must be feeling better?”
With a smile, Bo stood up to leave. “Well, unless we ignore her again, she should be just fine. See you guys in the morning.”
“Night, Bo. Drive safely!” she said. Looking at Ty, she asked, “Is everyone else gone? I know a couple came in to do their timesheets while I was counting, but they used the side door.”
He nodded. “Yep. It’s just us old folks burning the midnight oil.”
As she finished the paperwork, Ty stocked the counter, swept the floor, and emptied the trash. He then walked the building to make sure all doors were closed and locked. They had a routine, and either could do the other’s roles. Since she was almost done, he skimmed through the reservation book for the rest of the week, mentally listing which horses to use. Their number one rule was to take care of the horses, so they did their best to rotate through their herd to prevent burnout. But sometimes when they were consistently busy, they had no choice.
Tapping the papers in front of her now that she was done calculating, she said with a smile, “It was a fantastic day. I could stand having this kind more often!” 
She handed him the daily report and leaned back in her chair while he read through it. It felt so nice to be off her feet for a few minutes. It had been a long day, but it’d gone by quickly. She considered that one of the perks for being so busy.
Ty looked at the totals. “It was a very good day. And tomorrow looks just like it.” They both smiled at the prospect. As she gathered up the rest of the papers and slid them into a file, he mentioned, “Just so you know, the feed and hay are in, put away, and all is locked up.”
She nodded. “Thanks.” As she stood up, she said, “We can just do the bank deposit tomorrow with the other errands to save you the trip tonight. Cool?”
“You’re the boss.”
“Yep. And a pretty considerate one too,” she joked back.
“Well, I can’t argue with that. You are kinda pretty,” he said, a twinkle in his eyes.
Morgan laughed as his teasing.
He filed the paperwork as she gathered the money to put it in the lockable, zippered bank bag. She opened the safe, tossed in the money bag, and locked it again.
After she pulled on her jacket and hat, she headed for the door. She turned off the lights as Ty set the alarm, locked the door, and pulled it shut behind them. The automatic outdoor lights shone brightly around the office as they walked toward the darkness.
“Goodnight, Ty. See you in the morning. Drive safely, okay?”
“Always. See ya in the morning, Morgan.”
Ty watched her walk toward her house, her dogs seemingly materializing out of nowhere. He walked to his truck, pulling his keys from his coat pocket. Climbing inside, he started the engine before he scanned through the radio stations until he found a good song playing. He glanced over one more time before turning on his lights and heading home himself.
In the darkness, he could barely see her making her way up the rise. The pathway lights illuminated just the bottom halves of her legs, but he saw them moving. The lights showed The Darrells—one leading the way as point while the other was her rear guard.
Satisfied she was protected and safe, he drove away.






  
  Chapter 2


February
Morgan pulled open the screen door that connected the tack room to the main office. She’d just spent the past couple of hours inspecting her tack and equipment. Since she kept herself on a tight budget, she bought the majority of her tack and supplies as lightly-used instead of brand-new. She taught all the wranglers how to look for weak spots like thinning leather or loose rivets, but she had a routine set up so she herself could look it over. Sometimes Ty would do it for her, but more often than not, she did it herself. 
She took full responsibility for every aspect of her business, and the tack being in safe condition was basic and crucial. How would she explain a probably preventable accident with a customer if a cinch or something just happened to snap or break on a ride, potentially causing them to fall off, and even get seriously injured? Sometimes accidents just happen, but a lawsuit handled by a glory-hound lawyer could possibly shut her down. Or cause her insurance company to drop her or cause her premiums to skyrocket. She did her best, keeping meticulous records on everything. Safe tack and detailed records: Both were aspects she was teaching Kat and Mel too.
She’d been busy the past couple of weeks, working elsewhere than at the Center. One weekend she was in New Mexico judging a show, and she returned just yesterday from assisting with a clinic in southwestern Colorado. Now and then, she yawned from lack of sleep. Although she could’ve slept in and even hung out at her house today, she didn’t want her staff, mainly Ty, doing more than they needed to.
Carrying her clipboard into the office, she laid it on the counter. Reaching underneath for her thermos bottle, she unscrewed the cap and drank a few swallows of the iced tea she’d made last night while waiting for her laundry to finish. Looking out the office window at her mountain views, she soaked up the sun’s rays that shown through the clean glass while country music played over the speakers.
It was a warm, early February day, and it was already eleven in the morning. She knew they had three trail rides out at the moment, one of which was due back at the barn in about another fifteen minutes.
Moving to sit in her large, padded chair behind her desk, she glanced at her clipboard that listed the few repairs needed on her tack. She drummed her fingers on the desktop as she thought to herself. Mainly they were easy repairs, just switching out the worn-out latigo straps for new ones. There were a couple of bridles that needed re-stitched, but nothing was in dire shape. She may need to buy more leather straps to finish off this list of repairs and still have some more in stock. She grabbed her notebook and made a list of what she’d need.
As she stood up to return to her project, she noticed the first ride coming in. It was a small one with just a few customers on it. Toby Abernathy was an experienced wrangler and he could handle it, but she headed out to lend a hand. Toby had been with her for the past couple of years, coming back in the autumn to work through the early spring for her. He liked to travel the country, so in the late spring and summer months, he was normally up in Wyoming, Idaho, or Montana working on the dude ranches there. This year, his third season with Morgan, he’d pleased her by asking if he could stay on longer. Morgan really liked his work and fun personality, so she was more than happy to have him stick around longer than usual.
She laid the clipboard on her desk and walked out to meet them. She smiled and greeted the riders as they approached the area for dismounting the horses. Toby rode ahead so he could dismount and tie up his horse before coming back to help the customers down safely. He’d already instructed everyone to stop their horses in a line, and to stay on until he was there to help them down. On a good day, people actually listened. This looked like a good day.
After helping down the excited young girl named Erica, Morgan waited for another of the last two horses as Toby helped down her parents. Tying up the horses with a safety release knot, she walked back toward Erica and her parents. 
Smiling, she took pity on the parents who looked like they’d been paddled but good. “If you want to keep from getting really sore, don’t sit down right away. As a matter of fact, I’d just keep on walking for a good ten or fifteen minutes. Don’t sit. Just walk. Stay hydrated too.”
At their pained expressions, Morgan laughed. “Trust me. You need to limber up your muscles a bit so they don’t tighten up on you. You don’t want to be saddle sore the rest of the day, do you? You can walk around and pet the horses over the fences if you want. Just please don’t go to any that are tied up, okay? Feel free to wander around. See the place for as long as you want to. It seems like Erica would really like that.”
Morgan pointed to the office building. “There are a couple vending machines near the bathrooms up here, but if you want more than that, there’s a food truck over there,” she said as she pointed in the general direction. “They serve really good food at reasonable prices.”
The mom smiled. “Thank you for the advice and the ride. I can’t believe how sore I am already! I rode all the time as a kid. I guess I’m getting older more quickly than I thought.” Turning her head quickly to her husband, she added, “No comment from you, Ian!”
“Babe, you don’t look a day over what you were when I first met you. And you’re just as beautiful as the day I married you.” Ian grinned at his wife.
“And comments like that are one reason I did marry you!” She smiled broadly as Morgan laughed. She continued, “We had a wonderful ride. You have a great place out here, and your trails have such beautiful views! And Toby has the patience of Job. He was so sweet about stopping and taking lots of pictures of not just Erica on her first ride, but of all of us. We really appreciate him taking the time to do that. I hope we can come back here sooner than later!”
She lowered her voice even though Erica was now out of hearing distance and talking up a storm again with Toby. “Bless Erica’s heart, she means well. But even as a mother, I have to admit, it was nice being able to tune her out for just a little while. Just let someone else answer her endless questions!” Smiling at her daughter, who was now heading toward them, she gave Ian a look and tilted her head toward Toby. He was in the process of answering yet another question Erica had posed.
“I got it right here. Hey, Erica, honey! Leave that poor man alone. He’s going to go deaf listening to you chatter all the time!” Ian smiled when his young daughter laughed at him.
“Daddy, you’ve been saying that forever. And you can still hear just fine!” 
“Huh? Did someone say something to me? I can’t hear,” he teased.
Giggling, Erica thanked Toby before she skipped over to her mom and Morgan as Ian was walking toward Toby.
Morgan thanked them for coming, asking them for an online review since they were so pleased. She was heading back toward the office when she saw Ian slip some money into Toby’s hand. He said a few words that had them both laughing before he headed off to join his wife and daughter. Morgan was satisfied knowing her wrangler made tips. She hated it when her wranglers didn’t get tipped, especially when they really earned it.
Wranglers lived and worked for tips, but some people were too stingy to care. When making reservations, she’d added the line Prices don’t include tips as a heads-up for those who didn’t already know. She’d also put up humorous signs and posters about tipping the wranglers all over the office area, and even on the return trail right before reaching the barn area. No one could say they didn’t know they were supposed to tip them. If they didn’t have cash on them, she could add the tip on their debit or credit cards and pass it along to the wrangler later. She preferred they didn’t use any type of cash apps as she wanted her employees’ contact information and names unknown for safety reasons, especially the females.
She’d worked for tips before herself so she knew firsthand how important they were. Although she paid her wranglers by the day to help them have a decent, livable wage, the rest of their income came from the generosity of her guests. She did whatever she could do to help out her employees.
Morgan was picking up her clipboard in the office when Toby walked in. She teased, “Got hired as a babysitter, did you? They seemed like a really nice family though.”
Toby held out a ten-dollar bill toward her. “Here.”
Looking at it for a second, she asked, confused, “What’s this? Sharing your tips? You know better, Toby. It’s your money. You earned it, not me.”
Toby was grinning when he reached out for Morgan’s hand, laid the bill in her palm and gently closed her fingers over it. Shaking his head when she opened her mouth to protest, he continued, “No, Morgan. This one is just for you. Ian said so. My tip’s separate.”
Morgan graciously nodded her head as she stuffed the bill in the front pocket of her jeans. “Well, you had your chance!” She grinned. “What woman in her right mind turns away free money? I’ll take it!”
The wrangler smiled as he adjusted his hat. “They were a really nice family, pretty easy-going. Erica really wasn’t all that bad, but then I had her for only an hour or so. Living with her would probably be another story! But she listened to me and did what I said to do the first time. She really paid attention. She was having the time of her life out there! She just likes to talk a lot.”
Toby noticed the clipboard in her hand. “What’ve you been up to this morning?” Looking at the top page, he nodded. “Ah, your project. Are there many to do?”
“No, just a few. But I also want to go through my stock to make sure we don’t run completely out. There’s a big tack and horse auction in a couple of months up near Phoenix I’d like to go to. Maybe I can find some good tack there and get it cheap. When’s your next ride?”
“Not until one. Unless you need some help, I’ll just go get my lunch now.” He looked at her questioningly.
“No, I got it covered up here. Go ahead and eat. Thanks for the offer… and for the money. Not many bosses get paid by their workers. I’m so glad you’re sticking around longer!” She grinned at him.
He smiled back. “Well, you got the best set-up here, you know. The other stables in this area don’t run nearly as well as yours does. I know, since I’ve been to most of them,” he said sincerely. “Some I couldn’t even stay a week because they were so bad. You enforce your rules, so it’s safer for everyone. Your priority is always the horse. Many places, they’re just animals to use, practically abuse. You have boundaries here and for good reasons.
“You also take care of your employees, safety-wise as well as paying better than the other places. And it’s always clean and organized here. You’re also way more selective on who you hire, meaning attitude and that. You don’t just hire someone because they have a pulse. You like to make sure our personalities will fit so we can work better together. It all makes a difference.”
He hesitated before he admitted, “Honestly, I’ve realized over the years that I sleep better when I work for you. I know that might sound corny, but I never stress over having to go to work the next day when I’m here. I’m not wondering what could possibly go wrong, if the horses are sound, if I’ll actually get paid. There are a couple of ranches up north that aren’t too bad, but your place is better and year-round. Anyway, I really do appreciate you for letting me stay on.”
Sincerely touched, Morgan replied, “Thank you for the compliments, Toby. It’s really nice to hear from someone who actually notices the efforts I put into my place, especially from someone who’s been around to compare. I try to make it the best, but it’s certainly a team effort. And I’m more than happy to have you stay longer this year. You can stay year-round, if you’d like. You’re a great worker, so thank you for helping me out!”
“You’re welcome.”
With a smile, Morgan shooed him out the door. “Now get out of here, you brown-noser!” 
With a quirky grin, Toby turned and scooted out the door toward the food truck on the other side of Grand View. A couple of years earlier, Morgan had the idea of getting a food truck not just for her horse shows, but for her employees, boarders, and any visitors. She hired a family who also ran a nice café in town to run it all. As long as they didn’t use generators because of safety and noise issues, Morgan was fine with them being here. Her lawyer just wrote up an agreement, and all was still running smoothly.
As Toby left to get his lunch, she returned to the tack room and headed toward the separate back room where she kept extra tack supplies. She was looking through the third large tote box that held leather in it when she heard Maya and Alexis instructing the customers on a returning ride to stay on their horses. She peeked around the corner of the doorway and saw Toby coming over to help. This was a bigger ride with two wranglers working it, but with Toby helping, they’d be fine.
As she worked, she listened to the country station on the radio that played through the speakers. She heard voices talking and laughing outside. Looking up, she saw Maya and Toby walking the horses over to the water tanks to let them drink. She always felt good when she saw how well her horses were cared for. She’d been to some places where the horses were thought of simply as tools and commodities, as Toby had said. It was sad to see the shape some of them were in. Knowing so many horses weren’t cared for like hers always made her heart break and her blood boil. One of her cardinal rules was that the horses came first. Without them, they’d be out of a job. Not to mention, her horses were her heart.
She looked up at the sound of the ringing phone. After the second ring, she heard Alexis’ chipper voice answer it. Morgan listened for a moment. It sounded like a reservation was being made for later that day. She returned to her work as she listened to Alexis laugh and talk to their new customer.
Hearing the sounds of returning horses from the last ride currently out, she briefly looked up then continued working, knowing there were more than enough wranglers available to help everyone down. One thing she stressed was everyone should pitch in. Healthy horses, fair rates, great customer service, and teamwork were the backbone of her business.
Bo was now greeting the next riders going out on just the hour ride. She absentmindedly listened to Bo and Alexis signing them in as she worked.
She finished working on the saddles and turned next to the bridles. She pulled out her leather sewing kit and stitched them up where needed. She didn’t really like to do the stitching part of the repairs, but she figured she knew how so she might as well do them. Smiling to herself, she realized she could just delegate it to one of the wranglers. She was the boss after all.
“It makes a man curious when he sees a woman all by herself smiling. What’s got you so happy? Or is it something I don’t want to know about?”
Morgan looked up at the sound of Ty’s voice. Grinning, she replied, “Oh, nothing much really. I was thinking about how much I just love to do this. And then it hit me that I don’t have to do this. I could just order one of my wranglers to do it for me. I mean, I am the boss, right?”
Ty cringed. “I knew I was right to be nervous instead of curious.” He looked over his shoulder. “Who’d you like me to round up for you? Not Bo, please. Remember that time when he stuck himself? He’s not very good at seeing blood, as I recall.” He tried to hold back his grin but failed miserably.
Morgan agreed with him. Grinning herself, she laughed softly at the memory of Bo almost passing out once when he stuck himself with a needle by accident. They rarely teased him about it because it really wasn’t a funny situation, but yet it was still entertaining to think about sometimes.
“At least not his own! He’s about to take out that ride anyway. I’ve actually about got it all done. Your timing is still perfect, I see.” She saw his smirk as she worked on the last piece. “You get all the errands done in town? Kat handling it all okay?”
“You bet. I let her do everything on the list you made her write up.” He grinned when she caught his little jab about her penchant for making lists and smiled. He continued, “I was just more or less her chauffer. I even dropped her off right at the door to Quail Run. She was rude, though, and didn’t even tip me. You need to talk to her about that.”
Looking up into his dark brown eyes filled with humor, she laughed. “Will do. The first chance I get.”
Ty paused as he watched her push the needle through the tough leather. “As I was driving through town, I saw something that reminded me of you. I bought you something.”
Not believing him, Morgan looked over at him with a quick glance. “You were awfully busy to be thinking of me.” She paused. “Really? You’re not just teasing me?” Ty shook his head. Excitedly she asked, “Did you buy me a pony?”
“No, I didn’t buy you a pony. You have enough toys, young lady!” He grinned at her teasing and her laughter. “You need to come to the office to see it. Wash your hands first because you won’t want to get it all dirty and grimy. Come on.”
She snipped off the end of the stitch with her clippers. “Well, I think I’m done here anyway. So, what’d you get me?” She stood up, stretched her back. “Are you sure I’ll like it? Most men don’t know what would really make a woman happy, Ty.”
He squeezed her neck affectionately with his hand. “You women don’t even know. Besides, I’m not most men… You know that. Go wash your hands. I’ll meet you in the office.”
She stopped off in the bathroom and got cleaned up. Opening the office door, she rushed in, playfully shoving Ty out of her way. “Food! And it’s still hot?”
“I ran all the red lights just so it would be,” he deadpanned as he leaned against the desk. As she scarfed down an onion ring, he asked, “Well? Did I make you happy?”
Morgan looked at him, chewing the onion ring quickly and swallowing it. Nodding her head, she praised her friend, “You’re the best! Thank you. Do I owe you?” She unwrapped her favorite burger and grabbed her banana shake for a quick taste. “I love this shake!”
He reached for his own double cheeseburger as he shook his head. “Nope. Just think of me someday, and we’ll be square.”
Smiling, she bit into her cheeseburger. “Deal.”






  
  Chapter 3


March
“Again? No.” Joshua Wright scowled as he held his cellphone up to his ear. Listening, he began drumming his fingers in agitation. Breaking in, he repeated, “No. You need to stop this, and I mean now. I’m going to hang up on you.” He listened to the voice on the other end of the line. “I don’t really care, you know that? I just don’t.”
He pushed back in his oversized chair, needed for his six foot even frame. Letting out a deep sigh, he continued to listen. He knew they were a necessity in modern life, but he often thought that phones rarely brought good news. This was a case in point. “Okay, fine. I will look into it and get back to you. But don’t bet on this happening.”
As he hung up his phone without any warning to his unwanted caller, his gaze wondered around his office. His mind was already focused on the task he had before him, a frown showing his distaste for it.
His frown turned into a wide smile, though, when he saw his best friend walking across his parking lot. A minute later, he heard Damien greeting his receptionist before he walked into Josh’s office. Damien wondered at the look on his friend’s face. Standing there in the doorway, he saw a mixture of relief and agitation.
“Damien, I need to ask you for a favor. First, shut the door, will you? Thanks.” Josh stood up and walked around his desk, leaning against it. “What are you doing this Saturday? Do you have plans already?”
“Hello to you too. Nice to see you. How’ve you been?” He smiled at his childhood friend as he walked to a chair and sat down.
“Hello. It’s nice to see you. You look fine. I’m glad to see things are probably going well for you. Saturday?”
Damien stretched out his legs, casually crossed his ankles. “Are you asking me out on a date? Don’t you think my wife will mind?” At his pal’s exasperated look, he conceded. “Okay, okay. Day or night?”
Taking a deep breath, and hoping to sound nonchalant about it, Josh replied, “It’s probably going to be a night job, but I’m not sure yet. Are you free?”
“Could be. I guess it’d depend on the situation. Is it important for me to help you?”
Josh nodded.
“Is it something you really don’t want to do?”
Again, Josh nodded.
“Seriously? Who is she this time?”
Josh walked back around his desk and sat down. “How should I know? Can’t you control your own demented cousin from setting me up on all of these blind dates? Elise has once again, apparently, found the perfect woman for me and told her I’d meet her for dinner and who knows what else this Saturday. Why does she keep doing this to me? This is getting so old!” Scowling at
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