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        Manager for Hart’s Horse Rescue, Lucy Lenoir, finally feels she has a handle on life after having worked hard to leave her old one behind. So hard, there are times she almost forgets what she escaped. Memories which suddenly come flooding back when she catches a glimpse of a familiar horseman in town.

      

        

      
        What’s worse, he’s in the company of the unlikely cowboy she’s only just beginning to trust.

      

        

      
        High Mountain Tracker, Bo Rivera, tries hard never to repeat his mistakes. A huge one changed the course of his life and made him particularly cautious, especially around women. So much so, he almost passed up on the best thing to ever walk into his life; the compact, blonde ballbuster in need of a gentle hand.

      

        

      
        However, the more he learns about her, the more he realizes a soft touch alone won’t keep her demons at bay. Those will need a firmer hand…to keep the gun steady.
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      Lucy

       

      Look at those poor babies.

      They can’t be more than a week old but won’t last much longer if I don’t intervene. Their mother isn’t looking any better.

      I got the call earlier this afternoon and wish I’d been able to wait for a deputy to follow me, but potential cases of animal abuse aren’t very high on their list of priorities. The woman who called insisted the situation was dire, and she’s right.

      “Hey! You!”

      Oh shit.

      A rough-looking, burly guy is coming around the corner of the dilapidated farmhouse, about fifty yards from where I’m crouched next to the pen. He has a shotgun in his hands and it’s aimed at me.

      “You’ve got two seconds to get off my property,” he yells, looking pissed.

      This kind of rescue work isn’t without its occasional challenges and dangers. It isn’t the first time I’ve looked down the barrel of a gun held by some disgruntled farmer or rancher when they didn’t appreciate my rescue of their abused animal. Still, it never fails to scare the crap out of me.

      I don’t like guns. I’ve never been comfortable around them, although I will say I won’t hesitate to grab the shotgun we have by the front door at the rescue when facing anyone who threatens our safety or the safety of the animals. Too much has happened here over the past two years since we moved from Billings.

      We, being Alexandra Hart and myself. I’ve worked for Alex for over eight years now. I joined her when Hart’s Horse Rescue was on a much, much smaller property, just outside Billings, Montana. Then, two years ago, she purchased the property near Libby and I happily followed her here. Of course, since then, she’s met and moved in with Jonas Harvey at the High Meadow Ranch, just down the road.

      At the rescue we don’t only provide a safe haven for the animals, but also rehabilitate injured and traumatized animals. Alex is something of a horse whisperer and has a special affinity with the animals I lack. Don’t get me wrong, I’m good with the horses—all the animals—but they certainly don’t respond to me the way they do to Alex.

      Anyway, these days it’s just me and the animals at the rescue, where I look after the day-to-day operations. Not a bad gig, not at all. I have a job I love; I have a roof over my head, and I live in what has to be one of the most beautiful places in the world.

      Not that I’ve traveled much. I’m about the farthest away from where I grew up right now, although staring down a barrel is familiar.

      According to Lester Franklin’s neighbor, he leaves for work every day at the same time and doesn’t return home until late afternoon. I’d parked on the neighbor’s property and was supposed to wait for a sheriff’s deputy to show, when I saw him drive off and came to investigate. I didn’t want to miss the opportunity, so I went in without backup. Hindsight being twenty-twenty, that had not been my smartest move.

      Today being the exception to the rule, he obviously returned early and isn’t happy finding me here.

      I lift my hands up to show him I’m not armed.

      “Your kid goats need to be supplement-fed or they’re gonna die,” I yell back.

      “None ‘a your goddamn business what I do with my goats. Yer trespassing!”

      He racks his shotgun and repositions it against his shoulder, lining me up in his sights. The sound of it is a bit unnerving, but I know that’s what he intends; to scare me off.

      “Look, if you’re happy to let them die, why not just give them to me to look after?”

      The shotgun blast is loud as the dirt in front of me sprays up. I’m down on my face the next second. Guess he wasn’t just trying to scare me. I vaguely notice a stinging burn on my shin but my eyes are locked on Lester Franklin, who appears to be cocking his gun, readying it for another shot.

      “Hey! Lincoln County Sheriff’s Department. Put that damn shotgun down!”

      I turn my head slightly to where a fresh-faced sheriff’s deputy is standing, legs spread wide and her hand on the butt of her service weapon. Sloane Eckhart. She’s the niece of my friend Pippa’s husband, Sully, and brand-new to the department. So new, I can still see the creases on her uniform shirt.

      “I have every right to defend my property! She’s an intruder.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Mr. Franklin,” Sloane fires back right away. “She’s at worst a trespasser and if you shoot at her you’re the one who’s gonna be going to jail! Now, I’m gonna ask you one more time; put the shotgun down!”

      Despite my rather precarious position, I grin at the girl’s attitude. Hell, she’s probably early twenties, looks more like a child playing dress-up than an actual sheriff’s deputy, but she’s sure not easily intimidated.

      “What are you gonna do about it?” Franklin challenges her.

      Slow and easy, she slips her weapon in her hand, widens her stance, and aims straight at him.

      “I outshot the entire department in an accuracy test two weeks ago,” she says calmly. “Want to test me?”

      For a few seconds, it looks like we might have a shootout when the guy pans his aim toward Sloane, but at the last moment lowers the barrel.

      I get to my feet and notice my lower leg still burning. The front of my jeans on the left side is wet and stained dark. Wonderful.

      “Were you hit?”

      Sloane walks over, her eyes zoomed in on my leg.

      “Just some rock spray hitting me, I think. Just a scratch.”

      I don’t want her distracted, I want her to control Lester while I collect these poor goats.

      “Right,” she says, giving me a hard look before she walks to her cruiser, the driver’s side door still open. “Gonna call some backup. Looks like we need Animal Control out here too.”

      While Sloane puts in her calls, I pull up the leg of my jeans as I try to keep an eye on Franklin, who continues to hover in front of his house. My leg is a mess. It’s difficult to see anything, but I look to be bleeding from more than one source.

      “Yikes,” Sloane comments, walking up. “Maybe I should’ve called the EMTs as well. That doesn’t look good.”
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      Bo

       

      “Can you hand me the wrench?”

      I dig through the toolbox and give James the requested tool.

      We’re out behind the ranch house, in the shed where the pump running the automated watering system is housed. The system provides water to the horses out in the fields closest to the house. There are only a few of the back meadows left to cart water to, but if we can’t get this damn pump to work, we’re gonna be back to hauling it everywhere.

      It’s a time suck and a general pain-in-the-ass job no one wants to do, which is why we’re back here trying to fix it, even though neither James nor I are particularly talented in mechanics.

      “Why don’t I go ask Pippa to come have a look?” I suggest when James releases a few juicy curse words.

      Pippa is married to Sully, another member of our team, and she’s a mechanic. They live in one of the cabins on the other side of the ranch house and just welcomed a new baby two weeks ago, so she’s home.

      “I’m sure she’s got other things going on,” James mutters.

      “Are you kidding? If it was up to her, she would’ve strapped that baby to her body and already be back at the garage working.”

      It’s true, I walked in on an argument about exactly that topic between her and Sully just yesterday. Pippa is itching to do something with her hands, while her husband feels she needs more time to recover.

      He’s just worried about her, being protective, and she’s afraid to lose autonomy over her life with the new baby and relatively new husband. The fear-driven dynamics are clear to see from an observer’s point of view, but I guess even a couple of weeks of sleepless nights, constant feedings, and endless diapers can make you lose perspective. 

      Pippa is a rock and I have no doubt she’ll jump at the opportunity to get out of the house for a bit. Sully’s back to work and manning the breeding barn with Fletch today, but there are many at the ranch who’d drop anything to keep an eye on that baby girl for a few minutes.

      Poor kid was born into one of the strangest families I’ve ever known, with a whole bunch of uncles, aunts, an honorary grandfather, and a handful of cousins, of which only one aunt and one cousin are actually blood related. The ranch, High Meadow, is at the center of this haphazard family. Its owner, Jonas Harvey, was my commander in the armed forces. Jonas, Sully, Fletch, James, and I were part of a special ops tracking unit. Like me, Jonas came from a ranching background. When he aged out of the unit, he bought this place, pulling us in one by one as we each aged out.

      High Meadow is a stud farm, but in recent years we’ve been developing our own breeding program as well. In addition to that, the ranch is also the base for High Mountain Trackers. We may all have been too old for Uncle Sam, but we’re still able to put our skills to good use with HMT, which is a search and rescue—or recovery—unit on horseback. We get a variety of calls, anywhere from missing children to hunting down criminals, and often work together with local and state law enforcement.

      The ranch is our home, even though I’ve never lived here like most of my brothers. I have my reasons for choosing an old apartment in town over one of the staff cabins on the ranch, although there’ve been many times I wished things were different. That’s life though, you’ve just got to roll with it. I’m sure there’ll come a day I can wake up to beautiful views and sweet mountain air instead of the parking lot at the rear of the restaurant next door, but that day isn’t here yet.

      There’s no one at the cabin, but I find Pippa and the baby in the kitchen at the main house. Carmi is being burped by Alex, Jonas’s woman, with his old man, Thomas, looking on. I bend down and give that little downy blond head a kiss.

      “How’s my little girl?”

      “She sure don’t look like yours,” Thomas pipes up, unable to resist a tease.

      There were too many years I would’ve taken that the wrong way, especially coming from an old, white, Southern boy, but I know he would’ve said the same thing to Fletch, who is white but dark-haired. This isn’t about the color of my skin but the blond hair the baby inherited from her father. 

      “Hush, after her daddy, Bo gets dibs. He delivered her,” Pippa reminds the old man with a grin.

      I did. Two weeks ago, at the horse rescue.

      It wasn’t my first baby—before I joined the military I worked as a nurse in different departments—but it had been a few years, maybe even decades, since the last one. Luckily, the basic mechanics of childbirth stay the same and, other than the baby was coming fast, there were no complications.

      “Hey, you got a minute?” I ask Pippa. “We can’t get the motor on the water pump to—”

      I don’t even get a chance to finish my sentence before she jumps in.

      “Yes. You don’t mind, do you, Alex?”

      Alex makes a face as she snuggles the baby closer. “Like you need to ask.”

      Pippa follows me outside where we almost bump into Sloane, Sully’s niece, who moved here over the summer. She’s a sheriff’s deputy.

      “I was looking for you” she addresses Pippa. “Where’s the baby?”

      “Kitchen.” Pippa cocks her thumb over her shoulder. “I swear,” she continues when Sloane rushes up the porch steps. “I’ve ceased to exist since she was born. Don’t get me wrong, I love my baby beyond measure, but it’s a little unsettling when I’m being treated like an extension of that little human instead of my own person.”

      I hear her. Fuck, I’m guilty of it too, heading straight for Carmi without even a hello for her mother.

      Throwing my arm around her shoulder, I give her a little squeeze.

      “Good thing we have a busted water pump to remind us you’re not just good at making babies,” I tease.

      “Haha,” she grumbles, elbowing me in the gut.

      “Oh, Bo?” I hear Sloane call.

      “Yeah, what’s up?” I ask, turning around.

      She’s hanging over the porch railing.

      “You may wanna swing by Lucy’s, when you have a minute.”

      As always when I hear her name, my attention is piqued.

      “Why?”

      “She had a run-in with a rancher north of town. She didn’t want me calling EMTs, but I think she got hit with some buckshot.”

      I don’t realize I’m already moving until I hear Pippa yell out behind me.

      “Go!”
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      Lucy

       

      “Open the damn door, Lucy.”

      Like hell.

      I’m not sure how he found out but I wasn’t really surprised to see Bo’s truck tearing up my drive, spraying gravel as he slammed on the brakes out front. Not much stays hidden for long in this community; if one person knows something, pretty soon everyone else does too. That’s why there are some things I keep to myself.

      I’d been out on the porch, trying to pick the buckshot from my shin and I knew right away he must’ve heard I’d gotten hurt. The man tests my nerves, always hovering around when he thinks I need him and I have to fight the temptation to lean into the help he offers.

      I don’t need anyone; I make sure of that. Life is much safer that way.

      Bo doesn’t seem to clue in though, and follows me inside, his big boots stomping on my clean floor. I manage to duck into the bathroom, but I know that won’t hold him back for long. I’m determined, but that man is tenacious.

      “Go away, Bo. I’ve got it covered.”

      “Open the door,” he repeats, rattling the doorknob. “You’re shot. Let me have a look.”

      Relentless.

      “It’s just buckshot. I can take care of it.”

      I hear a bump on the door, I’m guessing Bo’s forehead since his rumbling voice suddenly sounds a lot softer, almost pleading.

      “Come on, Luce, you’re being stubborn. Do you really want to risk an infection? Let me have a quick peek and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      If only it were that simple. The man doesn’t even realize what a massive temptation he is. I bet those big arms of his could make me feel safe—protected—but I made that mistake once before and it did not turn out well for me.

      Still, he’s right; I’m being stubborn. Last thing I want is to run the risk of an infection, which requires a visit to the clinic. Something I want to avoid at all costs. Bo was a medic, and a good one from what I’ve been able to see.

      Two weeks ago, my friend Pippa went into labor in my barn and Bo was the closest help I could find. I’ve assisted in a foaling or two but draw the line at childbirth. Way out of my wheelhouse. Bo was good; confident, reassuring, and surprisingly gentle for a man his size.

      I would never have called him if it hadn’t been an emergency. I’ve worked too hard to avoid him since I moved here. For one thing, he’s a giant flirt to everything with a set of boobs and a vagina. I swear the man thinks he’s God’s gift to women. Been there, done that, and I got the shirt but I’m not even wearing it.

      More than that, something about the intense way he can look at me is unnerving. Like he can see into my deepest, darkest corners. Places I don’t like to visit or share with someone else. That life is gone. Done. Last thing I need is someone like Bo Rivera poking and prying, stirring up the dust.

      “Taking the hinges out in T minus five,” he threatens. “Four…three…”

      “Fine,” I snap, unlocking the door and backing away. “Knock yourself out.”

      His wide shoulders push inside the door and I instantly feel crowded, despite the disarming grin he throws me.

      “You know you wound my fragile ego when you look at me like you just stepped in a fresh cow patty.”

      I can’t stop the grin pulling at my lips. Fragile, my foot.

      “Your ego is the size of Texas and bulletproof,” I point out, bending my head so he doesn’t catch me smiling.

      “Glad you like it.”

      I don’t even bother correcting him, it would only encourage him. Instead, I sit down on the edge of the tub and pull up my pant leg.

      He makes a hissing sound between his teeth. “Where’s your first aid kit?”

      “Vanity.”

      I watch as he tosses his hat in the hallway, ducks down under the sink, and pulls out the red bag with the white cross. We have well-outfitted kits, both in the barn and the house. Too many things can and will go wrong on a working farm, both kits have seen some use. He pulls out what he needs, sets it up on the closed toilet seat, and struggles to don a pair of latex gloves that look at least a size too small.

      Then he crouches in front of me, bending down to have a closer look at my leg, and giving me a view of the top of his shiny bald head. Even in this position, the man manages to crowd me. Although Bo isn’t the tallest guy I know, he is definitely the broadest. At five foot two it doesn’t take much to make me feel small, but with Bo not just the physical discrepancy is responsible for that. There is something about this man that makes me feel vulnerable.

      “Sure you don’t want to go to the hospital?” he asks, looking at me with those soulful dark eyes.

      “Positive.”

      He shakes his head as he squirts some alcohol on a piece of gauze and starts cleaning the wounds. I hiss at the burn.

      “Your choice, but I’ve gotta take this buckshot out and all you have is a numbing cream. It’s gonna hurt like a sonofabitch.”

      I’m already aware of that after my attempts to accomplish that task myself. Grinding my teeth, I grip the side of the bathtub and turn my eyes to the ceiling.

      It doesn’t stop the hearty, “Motherfucker,” bursting from my lips when I feel him dig around with a pair of hemostat forceps.

      “That’s one,” Bo comments dryly.

      Sweat is dripping from my forehead and my jaw hurts from grinding so much by the time he pats my knee, seven round pellets of buckshot later.

      “The worst is over,” he assures me in his low, rumbly voice. “Just gonna wrap this up.”

      I blow out a relieved breath and try to release the tension I’ve been holding in my body. If I didn’t have animals waiting to be looked after, I’d be going down for a nap. I’m exhausted.

      When Bo pulls himself to his feet, holding on to the vanity, his knee joints audibly creak.

      “Sounds painful,” I comment as I tug my pant leg back down. “You should try taking glucosamine.”

      “Is that a jab at my advanced age?”

      I glance up and catch one dark eyebrow pulled high on his rugged face. I don’t think anyone could consider Bo a classically handsome man—his face is too rough for that—but his infectious smile and dark, liquid eyes make for a striking appearance. One I find myself attracted to.

      “Your age?” I echo confusedly.

      Funny, I never really thought about him in terms of his age, but now I take in the gray in his whiskers and the deep lines on his forehead. With the kind of rugged face he has, it’s hard to pin down a number. Since I know he aged out of special forces, I guess he could be anywhere from forty into his fifties.

      “Never mind. Thought you were poking fun at me.”

      He tries to wave me off and starts returning the supplies to the medical kit, but now I’m intrigued.

      “I wasn’t, but to satisfy my curiosity; how old are you?”

      His back is toward me but I notice him shake his head.

      “Let’s just say I have over a decade on you,” he grudgingly shares.

      “So around fifty?”

      His head whips around so fast I startle back.

      “Fuck no. Not even close. I’m forty-four,” he sets me straight, clearly insulted.

      I hold up my hands defensively. “Don’t bite my head off. You’re the one who suggested you were that much older than me.”

      Now it’s his turn to look confused. “How the hell old are you?”

      It’s on my tongue to remind him it’s not polite to ask, but then I remember I asked first.

      “I’ll be thirty-eight next month.”

      His face registers surprise but quickly morphs into anger.

      “You’ve gotta be shitting me,” he grumbles. “You barely look old enough to drink.”
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        * * *

      

       

      Bo

       

      Thirty-fucking-eight years old.

      I could kick my own ass.

      In hindsight it doesn’t surprise me. Everything about the woman suggests a hardness and a level of maturity that doesn’t quite jibe with her youthful appearance. A smarter man might’ve asked around instead of judging the book by the cover, but I was too focused on her looks. Of course, it didn’t help the woman was as uncommunicative and closed-mouthed about her past as my buddy Fletch, who doesn’t like sharing much either.

      I’d pegged the tiny, fresh-faced blonde as late twenties at most, making me feel like some dirty old man for not being able to keep my eyes to myself whenever I was around her.

      Oh, I flirted with her like I do every other woman, but that’s what people expect of me. I didn’t want to make the impact Lucy has on me too obvious to anyone who knows me by ignoring her. Instead, I try to minimize any encounters, although at times I have trouble resisting the protective urge I feel toward her, which is why I raced out the door earlier.

      Thinking she was that much younger than me really messed with my head. Knowing I spent the better part of the past year avoiding her under that wrong assumption is worse. Of course, being the hard-nosed woman she is, it took her less than two seconds to kick me out of her house after I aimed my misguided frustration at her.

      It was bad enough just moments before this revelation, I was chastising myself. Touching the soft skin of her calf had been enough to have the sweat break out on my brow. I normally pride myself on my restraint and strong will, but any efforts to keep my dick under control were futile. Heck, I still feel the effects backing my truck away from her porch.

      This changes everything. At least it does for me. I don’t care how reluctant and hard-assed she makes herself out to be, I notice how her breath hitches and her pulse beats in her slim neck every time I get close. That, and the way she broke out in goosebumps the moment my fingers brushed her skin earlier, makes me think she’s more interested than she’s willing to let on.

      I can work with that. She may be stubborn, but she has no idea how relentless I can be when I’m invested.

      Despite getting kicked out of the house, I drive off feeling pretty damn good about myself.

      Bring it on, Lucy Lenoir. Bring it on.
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        * * *

      

      “Beauregard James Rivera, you will mind your momma!”

      Lord, spare me stubborn, pint-sized women.

      I look over at my mother, who is glaring at me from the large recliner she’s almost lost in. Eighty-one and her shrunken body is still full of piss and vinegar. What she lacks in height and mass she makes up for in strength and grit, making many a grown man think twice about crossing her. My pops was in charge of the ranch, but my momma was queen. The hands knew and so did Pops.

      It’s the only reason she and Pops managed to hang on to the ranch in Idaho for so long. Momma’s sheer grit and tenacity, even though black people running a small cattle ranch wasn’t widely accepted, or made easy. Odds were stacked against my mother from the moment Pops died of a massive coronary. The bankers didn’t care it’d been Momma’s drive that had always kept that ranch going and pulled financing immediately. The neighboring rancher, Daniels, had been quick on the draw and snatched up the ranch he’d been coveting for years before Pops was cold in his grave.

      I’ll never forgive myself for not being there. Our unit was buried deep in the jungles of Colombia at the time, and word of my father’s passing didn’t reach me until we landed back Stateside three months later. Unfortunately, it was too late, my father was buried, the ranch was already gone, and Momma had moved in with my aunt in Boise.

      When I aged out of the unit and Jonas offered me a job here at High Meadow, I set about getting my mother to join me here. She’d been lonely since Auntie Imani died a few months prior and was happy to move closer to me. I found her a place in a senior living facility in Libby, only two blocks from where I live. She can live independently as long as she wants in the small one-bedroom unit and has emergency buttons all over her little apartment if she needs help from the main building. If and when it becomes too difficult for her to manage on her own, she can opt to move into ‘the big house,’ which is your standard seniors’ home.

      It’s one of the reasons I prefer living in town. I want to be close in case something happens, like now.

      I was just dropping off a few things I got for her at the grocery store when I found her lying on the floor right by the front door. She’d apparently lost her balance when she was bending over to pick something up off the floor, her cane unused by her chair. Stubborn woman has an alarm button around her neck, but didn’t want to use it because she could tell nothing was broken and she knew I was stopping by anyway.

      Now she won’t let me take her to the clinic to get checked out, despite the goose egg on her forehead from hitting the hall table. I rub my hands over my head and try to hang on to my last thread of patience.

      Hand to heart, I love that woman but she tests me.

      “I’m trying to mind my momma but she makes it very difficult,” I return with a scowl. “I want the doctor to have a look.”

      “And have him tell me I gotta move to the big house? Hell to the no, you can just forget about that.”

      She folds her spindly arms stubbornly over her chest and sticks her chin in the air.

      “He’s not gonna say that. Besides, would that be so bad?”

      Wrong thing to say.

      “Out!”

      I never get the chance to clarify my words because she’s rising from her chair, waving her cane in my direction.

      For the second time in one day, my rescue efforts are rewarded with a boot to my ass. Guess I’m not much of a knight in shining armor.
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      Lucy

       

      “This one is in pretty rough shape.”

      Doc Evans gets to his feet, wiping the straw from his knees. I open the door to the stall to let him out.

      These past couple of days, I’ve done my best with the goats I rescued from Lester Franklin’s farm, but one of the kids is failing. I’ve had to separate momma goat who started rejecting the little ones. Not an uncommon scenario when the young aren’t thriving. She’s doing much better on her own, eating everything I put in front of her and I have no doubt she’ll recover quickly.

      But it’s the two little ones I’m worried about. I’m trying to bottle feed with the formula but the runt of the two isn’t taking the nipple.

      “What do you suggest I do?”

      “I can place a feeding tube, but you’ll have to keep a close eye on him. For the next three days, syringe feed him smaller quantities more frequently—four ounces every three hours—and if he responds well, we can reassess.”

      I agree and give him a hand as he slides a tube down the little guy’s esophagus. The tiny goat doesn’t struggle much at all, he’s too weak. Doc tucks his tools of the trade in the old leather satchel he carries around, washes his hands in the small tack room, and heads out of the barn.

      “Walk me to the truck? I have a couple of syringes and a few samples of high nutrient supplement in the back seat.”

      After he’s gone, I go inside to set up a space for the baby goats. I don’t want to split them up, and having them both in the house is the easiest way for me to keep up with their feeding schedules. I do need to make sure the dogs can’t get at them. Both Scout and Chief are good with the other animals, but especially Scout might be a little too rambunctious for the babies.

      I end up prepping the floor of my bathroom with a horse blanket, a layer of newspaper, and some old towels. It’ll do for now and I can always use the other bathroom to shower. No one is using it anyway.

      “What on earth is that?” Alex says, walking toward me when I carry the runt out of the barn wrapped in a burlap sack.

      “One of the baby goats isn’t doing too well, so I’m temporarily moving them into the house.”

      I’d already spoken with Alex about rescuing the goats from Lester Franklin’s place. Not that I need her approval for anything—she’s happy to let me run the rescue part of the farm while she focuses on rehabilitating horses—but she is still the person signing my paycheck, so I keep her informed out of respect.

      “Want me to grab the other one?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      She follows me into the house, and under the curious scrutiny of the dogs we get the goats installed in the bathroom.

      “You’ll be a zombie by tomorrow tackling all these offset feedings by yourself. If you want, I can bunk here tonight and help you out?”

      I bark out a laugh. “As if that possessive, pigheaded rancher of yours would let you out of his sight, even for a night.”

      Alex’s man, Jonas Harvey, isn’t really that bad, but I’m determined never to let him live down behaving like a misogynistic asshole the first time we met him. The truth is, he’s redeemed himself since then, even to a harsh critic like myself. Hard to hang on to my poor first impression of him when he’s since treated my best friend like sunlight shines from her ass.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she responds with a smirk full of innuendo. “I might be able to make it worth his while. I’ve got my ways.”

      Dramatically slapping my hands over my ears, I shake my head. “TMI.”

      Alex opens her eyes wide with feigned innocence. “What? I haven’t even said anything.”

      I glare back in silent warning and change the subject.

      “No need for you to stay. I’ll be fine.”

      I walk over to the coffee machine to find the pot cold and pour out the dregs. I probably drink too much coffee, but that doesn’t stop me from craving another cup. 

      “Got time for coffee?” I ask Alex.

      “Always,” she says, pulling out a chair at the kitchen table and sitting down.

      I go about putting on another pot as I ask her what brought her here in the first place. She doesn’t often drop in unannounced. She does most of her work at High Meadow now. It’s more convenient to treat the horses there. She generally shoots me a message to let me know she’s heading this way. Besides, it’s not like we don’t talk almost daily.

      “Checking in with you. Seeing how things are going.”

      The way she stares out the sliding doors and avoids making eye contact tells me there’s more to the story than that.

      “Things are fine…but you already knew that because I talked to you yesterday.”

      “I’m your friend, am I not allowed to worry about you?” she asks, going the passive-aggressive route as she finally turns her eyes to me.

      It only confirms she has an agenda and I fold my arms over my chest as I stare her down. Eventually she relents, throwing her hands up.

      “Fine,” she snaps. “Bo’s been weird.”

      What the hell?

      “Okay…”

      “I know he came to visit earlier this week when he heard you’d been shot.”

      “Barged in here is more like it,” I correct her.

      “I bet.” She stifles a grin. “Anyway, you never mentioned it and he’s been weird ever since.”

      “Weird, how?”

      “Different. He smiles a lot.”

      “He always does. He’s a smooth operator, the smile is a tool of the trade,” I point out.

      But Alex shakes her head. “Not like that. These past few days he smiles when he doesn’t know anyone’s looking. He smiles when he gets out of his truck in the morning, when he pours himself a coffee in the ranch kitchen, or when I catch him walking to the barn. He seems perpetually happy, it’s like someone threw a switch.”

      She looks at me with an eyebrow raised and I clue in what she’s suggesting.

      “You think I had anything to do with that?” I bark out a laugh. “Sorry to disappoint you, but I highly doubt me kicking his ass out after he insulted me would have done the trick.”

      “You kicked him out?” she asks incredulously.

      “He insulted me,” I explain a tad defensively as I turn to pour us coffee.

      The truth is, I’ve replayed that scene over and over in my head since I told him to get out and have come to the conclusion I may have overreacted. Not that I’d ever admit that to him. He’s the reason my mind gets scrambled and I feel off balance in the first place.

      “Insulted you, how?” she asks behind me.

      “He told me I basically looked like a teenager,” I grumble, paraphrasing a little as I struggle to hold on to my snit.

      I may have already decided being accused of looking younger than your age is not necessarily a bad thing, but the fact he seemed angry at the realization still irks me.

      “Ahhh, now it makes sense,” Alex declares.

      Unfortunately, I’m still clueless. I set our cups down on the table and take a seat across from her.

      “Pray enlighten me.”

      She lifts her head and beams a bright smile my way.

      “I’ve wondered why he hasn’t made a move when he’s clearly been smitten with you this whole time. Guess he thought he was too old for you.”

      First of all, only Alex would use the term smitten, and secondly…what?
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      “Hey, watch it, asshole.”

      I have to duck to avoid the branch Fletch just let go up ahead. He’s leading the way up the trail along the river where we’re supposed to round up a couple of the older colts, who managed to find their way out of one of the back meadows.

      It’s been a while since I’ve had Blue out on a casual ride. Most of the time I’m so focused on work, I don’t really take the time to enjoy simply being outdoors. It’s a nice day; just a few clouds in the sky and the air is crisp and cool.

      My Blue is a nine-year-old, blue roan quarter draft. Calm demeanor, steady on his feet, powerful, and with a stamina perfect for the kind of demands our work puts on the team’s mounts. For the breed’s large size, these horses are surprisingly agile and can cling to a mountainside as easily as they can trudge through miles of dense forest.

      A ride like this, on a clear day, over a well-used trail, and at a casual pace is a nice break for him as well. He’s alert, his ears occasionally scanning, but his body lacks the tension it usually carries when on the job.

      It’s not the first time these young escape artists have gotten out. They rarely go far and tend to wander back on their own, but Jonas is eager for some of the yearlings to be brought back to the stable.  It shouldn’t take us too long to round them up.

      Apparently, a renowned horse trainer is flying in from Kentucky later this week to have a look. His stable is researching the idea of developing an experimental, multidisciplinary training program that would be suitable for younger horses, between one and two years old. Darrin Ludwig wants to handpick a selection of yearlings of varying breeds and crossbreeds to work with. If Ludwig’s program gains interest, it could mean some recognition for High Meadow’s breeding program as well. Jonas is always looking at ways to diversify and increase business for the ranch.

      Personally, I don’t really have a head for business. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy my job here and I love working with animals, but I feel most alive when the High Mountain Trackers team is out in the wilderness on somebody’s trail. Tracking is my jam, and if I’m able to put my medical training to use, even better.

      “There they are,” Fletch calls over his shoulder as he points ahead.

      I ease up beside Fletch’s horse, King, who snorts and tries to bump Blue out of the way. A grumpy bastard like his owner, King likes to be on point. Blue doesn’t give a rat’s ass where he is in line, but he’s also not a pushover and nips at the other horse’s shoulder in warning.

      Up ahead I see one of the missing colts munching on a tall patch of grass on the riverbank. His head comes up when he notices our approach. For a moment, it looks like he might take off again, but then he whinnies softly and starts making his way up the trail. Behind him the other yearling comes into view and the two start trotting towards us.

      “Beavis and Butthead,” I mumble.

      The colts are named High Meadow and Karma, but if you ask me my choices fit them better.

      Fletch bursts out laughing, a sound I don’t hear too often.

      “Don’t let Alex hear you. She’s the one who named Missy’s colt and is a little attached.”

      “I know. Which is why I’m surprised Jonas plans to offer the colt to Ludwig. I’d have thought she’d have a thing or two to say about that,” I suggest.

      “I imagine she did, but that ain’t my monkey.”

      The colts are easy to round up and—having had their little adventure—easily fall in line with Fletch in the lead, and me bringing up the rear to make sure they don’t get any ideas. By the time we get them back to the meadow, Dan and Sully are putting the last touches on the fence repairs.

      “What’s up with you?” Sully asks beside me when we make our way back to the ranch. “You’ve been grinning like an idiot all day. Win the lottery or something?”

      “Ha! Wouldn’t that be something?”

      Feels a little like I won the lottery but I’m not about to share that. It’s been a few days since I found out Lucy’s real age and, in hindsight, I realize I’ve been an idiot. Blinded by my own hang-ups about an age difference that wasn’t there. I’d been down that road once before with near detrimental results and was determined to avoid a repeat.

      Turns out my restraint all this time was wasted. Of course, now I’m chomping at the bit to get in there, but I know enough about Lucy to realize that would backfire on me in a big way. So, I forced myself to let it rest for
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