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            Chapter One

         
         “Hey, Ben, I have a favor to ask.”

         
         Ben McQuaid rolled his eyes skyward. Of course, his brother Andrew needed another favor. Lately, Ben seemed to be the one
            doing the favors more often than receiving any. But, that’s what brothers did for one another, right? And with six siblings, most
            of them younger, that added up to be a lot of favors.
         

         
         “Make it quick, I’m on my way into the fire station for my shift.”

         
         “Good, because this is more of an official call than a favor anyway. I need you to head down to the Quinn place on Mosquito
            Road. Apparently, there’s a cat stuck in a tree. It seems stupid to call it in to the firehouse and drag the engine out for
            a cat. See? I’m actually doing you a favor and saving you all that cleaning and polishing you have to do just for driving a truck out of the garage.”
         

         
         They’d be cleaning the engine anyway. Plus, without an engine, Ben had no ladder to get up the tree. “So, what you’re suggesting
            is that I shimmy up the tree the way I did when we were ten to get the football you and Grant would get stuck.”
         

         
         Andrew’s chuckle sounded through the receiver. “Pretty much. Look, the call just came in from dispatch and you’ve got to drive
            by there on your way into town anyway. No sense in making it an official call.”
         

         
         There was nothing about this that was a favor for Ben. “What’s wrong, is there an apple fritter with your name on it? This way you save yourself the effort of having to
            fill out another police report, right?” Andrew wasn’t fooling him.
         

         
         “There’s that too.” Ben heard Andrew address someone else in the background. “Hey, I have to run. There’s a domestic dispute
            at the winery. You got this, right?”
         

         
         “Yeah, I’ll take care of it,” Ben said with a sigh.

         
         “Thanks. I owe you one.”

         
         “One?” Ben muttered to himself as the receiver disconnected in his ear and he took the turn off onto Mosquito Road. “You owe
            me more than that.”
         

         
         He wasn’t looking forward to this. Hollister Quinn was one of those old guys who spoke his mind, loudly and often. He’d been
            the first in line to protest the latest upgrades being done to spruce up their small foothill town. Said he liked it rustic,
            the way it’d been for years and that it should stay that way. However, now that there was talk about Hidden Falls trying to
            become more of a tourist attraction along the way to Tahoe, an idea that would bring higher profits for local businesses which,
            in turn, kept the town thriving, Quinn was complaining even more. A visit with Quinn, even to retrieve a kitten, was sure
            to bring a lengthy lecture about how the people of Hidden Falls were selling out. Ben rubbed the knots of tension already
            building at the back of his neck.
         

         
         Pulling into the circular driveway in front of the Quinn house, he maneuvered his pickup between several other vehicles, none
            of which were Hollister’s. A crowd was already gathered under one of the tall pines in the front yard.
         

         
         “Great,” the old man complained as Ben edged closer to the chaos. “Please, tell me you’re here to do something productive,
            not just here to gawk like everyone else. I need someone to get that damn thing outta my tree.” He pointed to where a tabby
            kitten yowled loudly from a high branch on the tree.
         

         
         Ben squinted, following the old man’s gaze. “Are you sure that’s a cat? It doesn’t look—”

         
         “What else would it be?” Quinn rolled his eyes before glaring at Ben and shoving him toward the god-awful howling the cat
            in the tree was making. “Do your job, fireman, and get that thing down.” He turned away, muttering something about the woman
            running the animal sanctuary down the road but Ben didn’t quite catch it and he wasn’t about to risk having the old man rip
            him a new one again.
         

         
         “Sure thing, Mr. Quinn,” Ben agreed, wondering again why he’d wanted to be a firefighter. Sweating it out with the cattle
            on his parents’ ranch sounded a hell of a lot better right now than climbing a tree to get the shit clawed out of him by a
            frightened kitten.
         

         
         He glanced around at the large group of neighbors that had come to watch, curious at the interest for a simple kitten stuck
            in a tree. It wasn’t a big enough deal to warrant this sort of hullabaloo. The kitten yowled louder and Ben had just lifted
            his foot onto the ladder Quinn had left braced against the side of the tree when Ellie Quinn, the old man’s daughter, hurried
            to his side.
         

         
         “Ben, I’m sorry. I tried to get my dad to just leave the poor thing alone, but you know how he is.” She shot him a coy smile
            and her eyelashes fluttered.
         

         
         Ellie was a nice woman. The same age as his younger sister and obviously interested in him. She was sweet, kind to everyone
            she met, a member of the local women’s shelter planning committee and generous to a fault. In fact, she was exactly what he
            wanted in a woman, plus she had a “girl next door” quality that made her adorable. His mother had been trying to set them
            up for months, reminding him that he should be giving her grandchildren before she was too old to enjoy them. The problem
            was, Ben wasn’t attracted to Ellie at all. He wanted to be, but every time he was around her, there was no stirring in him,
            no warm fuzzies like he’d had with other women. Nothing to get a rise out of him, so to speak, at all. It was almost like
            he wanted to continually find himself getting screwed over by crazy women. “Don’t worry about it, Ellie,” he said, waving a hand in
            her direction and looking up the tree. “I’ll just get this guy down and he’ll take off back home.” Ben wasn’t nearly as confident
            about his ability to get the cat down as he sounded but Ellie was sweet. He couldn’t blame her for her cantankerous father.
         

         
         She cocked her head and gave him a confused look. “Oh. Um, okay.”

         
         Putting one foot over the other as he climbed the ladder, trying to ignore the jeers and shouts from below, Ben pulled himself
            into a fork in the tree, hanging his legs over the branch as he straddled it. He could barely see the spotted fluffy coat
            of the kitten but, from what he could see, it was definitely young. He’d never understand how a stupid animal could get itself
            into a tree but couldn’t get back out. Then again, it wasn’t like people didn’t get themselves into some pretty precarious
            positions they couldn’t figure their way out of.
         

         
         Tucking his feet under him so he was squatting on the limb, grateful for the heavy tread of his work boots, Ben reach for
            a thick branch to his right, using it to swing him to the V beside where the cat was hiding. The gasp from the onlookers below
            nearly made him laugh. Sure, falling would be painful but the fifteen-foot landing into mulch couldn’t hurt any more than
            the second story floor of an old farmhouse collapsing from under him during a call and dropping him into the concrete basement
            below. Those two fractured ribs had hurt like hell.
         

         
         Straddling the second branch, he watched the kitten for a moment. The poor animal was scared out of its mind. Its big blue
            eyes were round with fear and, from this vantage point, he could see that it was a matted mess. Tiny claws clung to the rippled
            bark of the tree and he wondered how he was possibly going to convince the frightened animal to let go without his very vulnerable
            bare arm replacing the tree trunk under its claws.
         

         
         “Here, kitty,” he called quietly. The cat turned toward him and he saw the unmistakable black tufts over the kitten’s ears.
            It turned away again, edging out onto the branch and he saw the stubby tail.
         

         
         Holy crap, that is not a cat. It’s a freakin’ bobcat kitten.

         
         “Shit,” he muttered. “That damn brother of mine owes me big time.”
         

         
          

         Emma Jordan paused at the doorway of the reinforced chain link gate that separated her from the nearly one hundred and fifty
            pounds of pacing lithe mountain lion to eye the truck heading down her long driveway. The cat chuffed at her, making the noise
            of pleasure deep in his throat, rubbing his face along the fence line. “Okay, Buster, I’ll be right back with your breakfast.”
         

         
         Interrupting the animals’ feeding schedule was something she rarely did, especially with the animals that couldn’t be rehabilitated
            and released back into the wild. They needed routine but visitors at feeding time was an even worse prospect than a grouchy
            cougar. She hurried back to the old golf cart and headed for the front gate. Sierra Tracks Animal Sanctuary wasn’t open for
            visitors any longer, not since her father had suddenly changed his policy and stopped his educational programs after his first
            stroke a year ago, complaining he just couldn’t keep up. It was probably better that he’d slowed down, but it had hurt the
            facilities bottom line, putting them into the red for the first time. It was one of the things she intended to change now
            that she’d been thrust into taking over after his death, but she lacked the manpower to give tours for now. Until she could
            find some more funding, it would have to wait. Just one more in a long list of changes she wanted make now that she’d become
            the director of Sierra Tracks.
         

         
         Emma jumped out of the golf cart before it had even fully come to a stop. She barely caught a glimpse of dark hair and broad
            shoulders as the driver turned back toward the front seat of his truck. “Sorry, we’re not open for business to the public
            and I’m not giving any more interviews.”
         

         
         “You’re what?” The deep baritone voice was as warm and rich as fine chocolate. “No, I’m not here for that.”

         
         Emma caught herself before she audibly gasped as he turned around. This man looked like a fitness model with his dark, spiky,
            slightly gelled hair, rippling physique and t-shirt showing off a sleeve tattoo on his right arm. Bumping the truck door shut
            with his hip, he walked up to the iron gate with a cardboard box cradled between his hands. “You’re in charge?”
         

         
         He didn’t walk, he swaggered up to her gate. And when he smiled, she felt her entire stomach do a flip. Who the hell is this guy?

         
         Her stomach righted itself and she clenched her jaw at the judgmental tone that reminded her that people weren’t happy she’d
            taken over for her father. The torch had passed to her and several people were already voicing the serious doubts they had
            whether she was qualified or could handle it on her own. Apparently they didn’t know about her veterinary degree or the fact
            that she’d worked as the head trainer at a large animal park in Southern California. Her experience didn’t matter, or they
            didn’t care. Not that working at the park had ever prepared her for the vast amount of work she faced here on a daily basis,
            alone for the most part. She couldn’t deny that there were days she was sure people might be right about her capabilities
            being lacking. However, her father’s death hadn’t left her any other options.
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Thank goodness.” He sighed in relief as he pressed the box in her direction. “This is for you. I was afraid I’d be stuck
            with him.”
         

         
         Emma felt relief wash over her as she heard quiet scratches coming from the box. He’d probably found some kind of bird and
            hadn’t known where else to take it. This was something she could handle. Taking in a wounded bird was easy compared to dealing
            with the reporters who kept calling and refused to understand that “no comment” really meant exactly that. This she could
            handle in her sleep.
         

         
         She punched the code into the keypad, waiting for the electric gate to slide open before holding out a hand. “I’m Emma Jordan,
            Conrad’s daughter.”
         

         
         Mr. Fitness Model looked her up and down. “You?”

         
         Emma arched a brow, waiting for him to explain. She didn’t expect most people to recognize her. She’d kept herself secluded
            at the sanctuary as much as possible since her return. People weren’t her forte, animals were. And it wasn’t like she’d been
            to visit much over the past eight years. She was too busy finishing vet school and trying to land a job. Too busy to realize
            just how much was changing at the sanctuary over the last five years, after her father hired his two assistants, Jake and
            Brandon. Too busy to realize that he’d been second-guessing what they’d discussed for the future of Sierra Tracks and them
            working together for the past year.
         

         
         “It’s just that you . . . don’t look anything like your dad. Well, other than the red hair.”

         
         “I’m assuming you were a friend.” She didn’t remember him coming around the ranch while she’d been here, and Emma wouldn’t
            have forgotten this guy. It wasn’t every day fantasies came to her door.
         

         
         “Oh, sorry.” He rubbed his hand on the side of his thigh before reaching for hers. “I’m Ben McQuaid. I’m actually on my way
            to the firehouse and stopped when I got a call. I figured it’d be better to bring this little guy to you on my way.” She eyed
            the box as a curious mewl came from inside. “So? You want him here, or should I take him up to the barn?”
         

         
         “I guess that depends on what ‘he’ is.”

         
         “Bobcat kitten. He was stuck in a tree up the road at the Quinn place. Hollister suspected he belonged to you.”

         
         She leaned forward, peeking into the box to see tawny fur and one round blue eye peering back at her. The kitten gave a slight
            hiss but didn’t cower as she expected him to. Her heart immediately melted slightly and she sighed. She shouldn’t take any
            more animals in right now, especially since she wasn’t sure she had the manpower now to take care of the sanctuary’s previous
            rescues, but she knew if she refused, Animal Control would likely have to euthanize the poor thing since she knew they didn’t
            have the resources to care for him.
         

         
         “What made him think he was mine?” She glanced up at the man in front of her, trying not to notice the scent of crisp soap
            and laundry detergent that came from him and made her pulse skip slightly. She’d actually expected him to be drenched in cologne.
            In fact, it seemed rare to meet a guy these days who didn’t bathe in the stuff, but she liked that he didn’t.
         

         
         “Well,” he hemmed.

         
         “The articles,” Emma finished for him.

         
         He shrugged slightly. “It’s Hollister. He’s loud and opinionated and doesn’t like change. Is he? Yours, I mean.”

         
         Why did everyone assume any wild animal in the area was hers?

         
         “Nope.” She chewed at the corner of her lip, debating turning the kitten, and the sexy fireman, away purely out of principal.
            But turning him away would only hurt the poor kitten in the long run and wouldn’t change anyone’s minds. She couldn’t do it.
            “Can you drive him up to the house?”
         

         
         She watched as the guy turned and walked back to his truck. The view was just as good leaving as it was coming toward her.
            Sliding the box into the truck, Ben glanced over his shoulder toward her, catching Emma watching him. Unfortunately, it took
            a second longer for her to register that she was still checking out his ass.
         

         
         A cocky grin lifted one corner of his mouth, speaking volumes. “It’s okay. I can stand here as long as you like.”

         
         Heat rushed over her shoulders and up her neck but she wasn’t about to let him think she was that impressed by a few muscles,
            or that rock-hard butt she’d like to try bouncing quarters off. Emma waved her hand at him. “Don’t worry about it. Didn’t
            see anything I liked anyway.”
         

         
         Take that, Mr. Muscles.

         
         He chuckled quietly as he climbed into the truck and idled it past her slowly, waiting for her to climb back into her golf
            cart as the electric gate closed. “You sure? Because I think you’ve got a little drool on your chin.”
         

         
         Emma glared at him as the furious blush expanded to cover the rest of her neck, her chest and cheeks. Instead of answering
            him, she slammed her foot down on the gas pedal, pressing it to the floor, and wishing the golf cart would go faster than
            five miles per hour as she drove past the pompous ass in a pickup truck. She bit her tongue, consoling herself with the thought
            that any man who drove a truck that big and fancy must be compensating.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Ben knew he should head into the station now that he’d given her the kitten but he wasn’t really in any hurry to clean equipment
            and they knew he was out on a call. The truth was, after reading the articles about her, he was intrigued to finally meet
            Emma Jordan.
         

         
         She was so focused on the kitten that she acted like she barely even remembered that he was in the room. But Ben couldn’t
            help but pay full attention to her. Emma Jordan was adorable, especially when he’d caught her checking out his ass and her
            cheeks turned bright red, making the smattering of faint freckles across the bridge of her nose stand out. She bent over the
            cat, holding him by the scruff as she looked into his ears and at his eyes before lifting the sides of the animal’s mouth
            to look at his teeth. It gave him a perfect view of her heart-shaped bottom, cupped by a pair of cargo pants. He couldn’t
            help taking a good look himself.
         

         
         “You said you found him in a tree?”

         
         Ben’s gaze slammed into hers and she lifted a brow as she caught him checking out her backside. It was the first thing she’d
            said since she’d ushered him inside the makeshift exam room in the back of the house, so it surprised him. “Uh, yeah. He was
            about fifteen, maybe twenty feet up, stuck on a branch.”
         

         
         “Nope.” She squeezed one paw gently, peering at his nails.

         
         “What do you mean, ‘nope’? Trust me, I’m the one who had to climb up there to get him down. I’ve probably still got bark on
            my butt to prove it.” He almost asked if she wanted to check for him but she didn’t seem like she was in a playful, teasing
            kind of mood and he didn’t want to push his luck right now.
         

         
         She might be adorable with her tiny stature but he had a feeling, if she was anything like her father, her temper matched
            her rich auburn hair—fiery. The long tresses drew his gaze again. She had it pulled back into a practical ponytail but that
            didn’t stop it from catching the light coming through the window, making it shimmer. He almost reached out to touch it to
            see if it would burn his hand but she shot him a knowing smile, her sea-green eyes meeting his.
         

         
         “And you have a little drool right there.” She pointed at his chin and looked back at the kitten as if she’d hadn’t just thrown
            his own words back at him.
         

         
         Maybe he was wrong about her mood.

         
         Ben laughed loudly, startling the kitten and she frowned at him, scooping the little guy into her arm and shuttling him to
            one of four empty kennels in the corner. “Keep an eye on him for just a second. I’ll be right back.”
         

         
         Without waiting for his answer, she hurried out of the room, leaving him alone with the kitten again. Immediately, the little
            fur ball began yowling.
         

         
         “Really? Again with the noise?” Wishing he knew what to do to soothe the animal, he tried to ignore it, wandering around the
            room instead, looking back at the miserable kitten helplessly.
         

         
         It had been a few years since he’d come back to this room with her father after Ben rescued a pregnant opossum that had been
            hit by a car. She hadn’t changed anything since her arrival after Conrad’s death, which surprised him because most of the
            town was talking about how she wanted to change everything. Of course, Hidden Falls was a small town and you couldn’t always
            trust the rumor mill.
         

         
         But news traveled fast around town and he usually managed to keep a steady finger on the pulse of the place. Since people
            assumed police and firemen needed to know all the latest gossip, there wasn’t much that went on that either he or his brother
            Andrew weren’t the first to hear, whether they really wanted to or not. He’d heard plenty of talk about how she was taking
            over the operation of the sanctuary from Jake who everyone had assumed would run Sierra Tracks since he’d been Conrad’s right
            hand. Not to mention the speculations about her qualifications. But looking the way she did, all those curves and luminescent
            blue-green eyes, he was shocked that didn’t have tongues wagging and men falling all over themselves to get out here. She was beautiful, exotic-looking with her
            dark red hair and large, round eyes, but there was something in them that seemed to warn him to keep his distance. Which only
            made him curious about her.
         

         
         He’d taken a gamble and just shown up, not even sure the place was open. He’d been worried he’d get stuck with the kitten
            when he found it locked and no one in sight.
         

         
         “Here we go.”

         
         She came back in with a small bottle and plucked the kitten from the crate. Ben watched the cat begin sucking at the nipple
            eagerly, letting his gaze stray to the woman feeding the kitten.
         

         
         She was so at ease with the cat yet seemed so uncomfortable with his presence. She cast him a quick glance, looking away just
            as quickly. She looked almost as skittish as the kitten and he found himself wanting to prove she didn’t need to be wary of
            him.
         

         
         Slow your roll, Romeo. You’re here to drop off a kitten and that’s it.

         
         Ben recognized the logic in his thoughts. He’d sworn off women after his last relationship had ended so disastrously. He didn’t
            need any women complications and should just get his ass to the station.
         

         
         “So, since it looks like you’ve got this all under control . . .”

         
         “Were there anymore?”

         
         “More? Why would there be more?”

         
         “Because this little guy shouldn’t be away from his mother. He’s too young so, more than likely, he was put in that tree.
            He physically doesn’t have the strength to climb that high yet.”
         

         
         “Maybe there was a predator nearby so the mother carried the kitten up there,” he suggested.

         
         “Which means she left the rest? Where?” She shook her head. “Bobcats usually have two or three per litter so he has siblings
            somewhere, unless he belonged to someone as an illegal pet.” She shook her head and looked down at the hungry kitten. “I’m
            telling you, someone put this little guy up into that tree.”
         

         
         Her dainty jaw clenched and her brow furrowed with concern. Ben would have to be blind not to see how much she cared about
            animals but that didn’t mean there was someone out there, shoving cats in a tree for fun. Although, he knew better than most
            the stupid pranks teens pulled these days. It wouldn’t be the first animal cruelty case he’d ever seen.
         

         
         “Why would someone do that, especially if he was a pet? What purpose would that possibly serve?” Ben crossed his arms over
            his chest, waiting for her to elaborate.
         

         
         “I don’t know. But I do know he didn’t get up there on his own. His claws would have been torn up. Because his nails are still
            soft, see?” She pressed the pad of the kitten’s foot to show him. “But his aren’t which means he didn’t do any climbing.”
         

         
         “Maybe you’re wrong about his age.”

         
         She cocked her head to one side. “I’m a vet. I think I can accurately age a kitten.”

         
         Ben’s phone vibrated in his pocket and he tugged it out, glancing at the screen.

         
         You coming in sometime today or what?

         
         Angie, one of his crew and his ex. He really needed to head to the station but he hated to leave her in a lurch but, if Angie’s
            text was any indicator, he was pushing the limit of his captain’s patience. Duty called and that didn’t include taking time
            off to flirt with Conrad Jordan’s daughter, even if she did have some damn sexy curves.
         

         
         Ben stopped his train of thought before it got any further down the track. Emma Jordan was a woman with her hands full. He
            didn’t need any complications. Regardless of how attracted he might be, Ben was old enough to know that curves like Emma’s
            indicated a need to slow down before things got dangerously out of control. He had enough danger on the job; he didn’t need
            it in his personal life, even if those turquoise eyes did make him want to let her take the wheel.
         

         
          

         “So, where are you heading now, Emma?” She turned to see Jake, her father’s assistant for the past five years, leaning against
            the doorframe of the kitchen in the barn. “The birds need their first feeding of the day but now the cats are all behind since
            you’re playing nursemaid.”
         

         
         She sighed as she stopped midway across the room. “I know. I’m moving as fast as I can. I had to get our newest resident settled.”

         
         “The fireman? Or something different?”

         
         “Ha ha, funny.”

         
         She saw the disapproval in his face but that wasn’t anything unusual for Jake. He didn’t approve of much about her, never
            had and probably never would.
         

         
         Jake was only a few years older than she was but he’d been a huge help at the sanctuary for her father for the past five years
            and especially once her father had been forced to slow down after his first stroke last year. Unwilling to give up the sanctuary,
            he’d leaned on Jake even more since Emma was finishing up vet school and starting her job at the animal park. Jake had been
            a rock for her father when she couldn’t be there. Unfortunately, she and Jake had entirely different visions for what Sierra
            Tracks should be. He wanted it to be a strictly rehabilitation facility and, while she agreed that was her priority, Emma
            understood that they needed to keep the lights on and medication supplies up. Tours and educational programs paid the bills
            rehabilitation racked up.
         

         
         However, she couldn’t deny that, now that her father was gone, he was the only thing keeping this place running like clockwork.
            Emma wouldn’t have even known the animals’ schedules if not for him. But Jake knew she was dependent on him and seemed to
            be having a difficult time remembering she was managing this place, not him. He had no qualms treating her like some pissant
            annoyance he’d rather do without.
         

         
         So far, she’d been able to keep him pacified with an abundance of compliments and praise, reminding him how she couldn’t operate
            the facility without him, but his disrespect was becoming more blatant instead of less and she had about reached the limit
            of her tolerance.
         

         
         “A bobcat kitten, looks about three or four weeks. I didn’t exactly have much of a choice. He wouldn’t survive if we didn’t
            take him in. But,” she pointed out, “he looks like a good candidate to be released again.”
         

         
         She didn’t miss the dubious raise of Jake’s brows or the way he pursed his lips. He didn’t believe her.

         
         “Don’t give me that look. Once he’s old enough we can put him into one of the indoor pens and then move him to the bigger
            pen outside in a few months.”
         

         
         “You mean, once he’s a pet?”

         
         “He’s not going to be a pet.”

         
         He rolled his eyes. “Sure, he won’t. You’ll have him jumping through hoops or teaching him some tricks before you know it,”
            he muttered.
         

         
         What was it with the men around here today?

         
         Emma sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm her temper before she blurted out something she’d just regret later. “Why don’t
            you feed the birds and I’ll do the cats. That way, I can try to get in touch with a few more donor prospects afterward.”
         

         
         “And leave me to do the shit work cleaning pens.” She watched Jake sulk out of the kitchen toward the area her father had
            turned into an aviary, muttering under his breath the entire way.
         

         
         Emma clenched her jaw, trying to keep her irritation with Jake at bay as she yanked a bag of raw chicken pieces and a bag
            of raw ground beef from the refrigerator. Dumping both into a bowl, she separated the mixture and weighed each bowl before
            adding the vitamins and minerals for each of the three cats on the property. She might not have spent the last three years
            rehabilitating wild animals but it didn’t mean that she was incompetent. Not only had she grown up helping her father, but
            she’d been volunteering at zoos since high school. She was the one who’d gone through vet school, not Jake. She didn’t need
            him getting judgmental because she’d spent the last year working as a veterinarian before taking a job as the head trainer
            at the animal equivalent of an amusement park. It wasn’t like she’d worked there long, only two months, when her father’s
            death had changed the direction of the future—both hers and that of the sanctuary—forcing her to quit and return to Sierra
            Tracks earlier than they’d planned.
         

         
         Loading the passenger seat of the golf cart with the bowls, she headed for the cats as they shuffled slowly back and forth
            in their cages. Buster was vocal, as always, protesting the late feeding, even as she slapped the ball of meat onto the concrete,
            pushing it into his cage. He pounced on the food, dragging it into the cage and devouring it in only a few bites.
         

         
         “You know, you aren’t the only one waiting,” she complained to the mountain lion, the tawny fur between his shoulder blades
            glistening like golden velvet. He glanced up at her with amber eyes as she slapped another piece of meat to the floor for
            him. He pulled it closer with a paw, his usual rumbling growl of pleasure sounding deep in his chest. “I didn’t even get my
            second cup of coffee yet.”
         

         
         She slapped the third ball of ground beef to the ground but Buster simply stared at her expectantly.

         
         “You can have the chicken after you eat this first.”

         
         He yowled loudly, as if he understood her, and she couldn’t help but smile. In some ways, these big cats were exactly like
            house pets, if you overlooked the nearly three inch claws and the extra hundred and twenty pounds. Jake might think she forgot
            she was dealing with wild animals but she would never make that mistake. Her father had taught her to respect all wildlife
            from an early age. She’d been taught from the time she could walk how to read their body language, groomed to take over this
            sanctuary from her birth. It was simply part of who she was.
         

         
         Buster finished eating the ground beef and she tossed the pieces of cut up chicken, bones and all, into the cage before moving
            on to their two adult bobcats, Millie and Bob.
         

         
         Most of the animals in the sanctuary were there to be rehabilitated and rereleased into the wild so, as a rule, human contact
            with them was kept to a minimum whenever possible, especially if the animal was a candidate for reintroduction. It was hardest
            with animals who arrived as babies, like the kitten this morning, because he would need so much hands-on care in the coming
            weeks.
         

         
         But there were others, like Millie and Bob, who arrived later in life with injuries, who could never survive in the wild and
            needed to be handled as safely as possible because of the human interaction they would be reliant on for care for the rest
            of their lives. Poor Bob had been the first of the pair to arrive, with a gunshot wound in his front leg that had become infected
            and required amputation. Millie, on the other hand, had been someone’s idea of a pet, a kitten like the one this morning,
            that had been mistaken for a domestic cat, until her owner realized she was too big to be handled and tried to surrender her
            to a shelter.
         

         
         Emma fed the pair the same way she had Buster before heading back to the house to prepare the meal for their black bear cub,
            Wally. As she passed by his cage, he bolted across the pen, leaping from his tire swing. Emma laughed out loud as he landed
            in his tub of water, unable to help her amusement at his clownish antics. Her laughter died when the water from the tub splashed
            up through the fencing and soaked her. Wally slid out of the barrel and bounded back across his pen.
         

         
         Emma swiped her hand over her face, flinging the water aside. “Thanks a lot, brat. No jam on your bread today.”

         
         The bear cub leaned backward over the tractor tire in his cage, looking like he was laughing at her. Now she had to go change
            clothes and was going to be running even more behind. Days like today made her wonder why she’d ever wanted to run this place
            with her father. Treating cats and dogs was so much easier.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Emma had no idea she was being watched and that was exactly how he wanted it. Cautiously, he slipped through the back door
            of the facility and into the area she was using as a nursery, housing the bobcat kitten he’d put up in that tree. It was sleeping
            soundly and he actually felt a measure of relief that the poor thing had survived without any harm. That was actually the
            last thing he wanted.
         

         
         But, in reality, the kitten should have died. It would have in nature if he hadn’t intervened, the way its siblings had after
            he’d hit their mother with his car while she was running across the road in the middle of the night. After nursing the kitten
            back to health, he’d realized he could use it as a way to put his plan for Sierra Tracks into action.
         

         
         Emma Jordan had no idea what she was doing. She wasn’t qualified, or equipped, to run this place. Just because she was a vet
            now didn’t mean she knew what these animals needed.
         

         
         She intended to reopen it to the public again, to reinstate the special events her father had once held, using the animals
            as attractions, putting them on display for guided tours and educational programs. Sierra Tracks was supposed to be a wildlife rescue, not
            a tourist trap. He wasn’t about to let her turn her father’s hard work into an amusement park.
         

         
          

         Ben stared at the headline of the newspaper and wondered for the hundredth time how their small-town paper kept getting these
            stories.
         

         
         
            Escaped Bobcat Terrorizes Quinn Ranch

         

         It was beginning to look more like a tabloid, with its sensationalized headlines, than the Hidden Falls Daily. “Terrorize” was hardly the term he would use for what the tiny kitten had done, except maybe to his arm. He rubbed at the
            surface scratches absently. Hell, most of the people standing under the tree begged him to let them take the poor thing home.
            Where did any sort of terror fall into that scenario? And, other than Hollister’s rambling accusations, what would make anyone
            think it had escaped?
         

         
         His gaze slid over the piece in the paper. It was obviously skewed, every bit of the article attempting to convince locals
            that Sierra Tracks was a risk to the community and that, since Conrad Jordan’s death, there was no one taking care of the
            animals other than a few overworked volunteers, going so far as to say the new manager was “ruining Conrad’s legacy.”
         

         
         Ben leaned back in his chair, the sound of his father stomping dirt from his work boots on the back patio echoing in the stillness.
            Entering the kitchen, Travis McQuaid headed for the coffee pot, cursing quietly when he found it empty. Ben’s brother Andrew
            slid his cup toward his dad.
         

         
         “Here, take mine. I should get into the station early anyway.”

         
         Ben stood up. “I should probably head out too.”

         
         “Thanks.” The patriarch of the McQuaid family chugged the lukewarm coffee in one gulp before looking around the kitchen, empty
            but for his two sons. “Where’s your mother?”
         

         
         “She ran into town. Said she wanted to get her grocery shopping finished early or something.”

         
         His father jerked his chin at the paper, still in Ben’s hands. “Ridiculous, isn’t it?”

         
         “Which part?”

         
         “Why on the earth would someone so unqualified come in to try to take over those animals? Either find a place that can take
            them in or sell the sanctuary to someone else. Conrad knew what he was doing, made sure those two boys and his volunteers
            knew what they were doing. That woman is going to get someone hurt.”
         

         
         Ben’s eyes widened in surprise. It wasn’t like his dad to believe gossip and this article was complete bullshit. From what
            he’d seen when he’d dropped off the kitten yesterday, there wasn’t an ounce of truth to any of this. Then again, he wasn’t
            exactly an expert.
         

         
         “Actually, that woman is Conrad’s daughter,” Ben pointed out.

         
         Andrew shrugged. “People have always been critical of the place but it got worse when Conrad started not letting people in
            a few years back. I did the inspection on the sanctuary last month, when she first took over. I think she’s planning on making
            some changes but she’d better hurry up before this bad press gets her shut down.”
         

         
         “She knows what she’s doing.” Andrew’s brows shot up in interest at Ben’s adamant proclamation. “I met her yesterday when
            I dropped off the kitten,” he clarified as he shoved the paper away. “She seemed legit. Said she’s a vet. I didn’t question
            it since she knew exactly what to do with that kitten.”
         

         
         “A vet? She told me she used to be a trainer at some big animal park.” Andrew frowned slightly and Ben wondered why Emma had
            lied about her experience.
         

         
         Ben’s father frowned into his mug. “Doesn’t matter, either way. What I want to know is how that bobcat got out in the first
            place.”
         

         
         “She said he wasn’t one of hers.” Ben glanced at his brother. “And that he was too young to have been away from its mother,
            let alone climb a tree at all. She thinks someone put him there.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         Ben shook his head. “No clue. But she’s not happy about these.” He tapped the paper. His father rubbed at his chin thoughtfully
            and glanced down at the newspaper again. “Besides, you know as well as I do that the Daily isn’t exactly printing hard news
            these days. The articles they printed about Grant were total crap. They don’t give two shits about the truth or whose reputation
            they damage in the process anymore. I’m beginning to wonder if they aren’t just saying anything to try to sell some papers.
            ”
         

         
         He stood up, trying to ignore the odd looks his brother and father were shooting his direction.

         
         “Hmm, you’re awfully worked up about this,” Andrew teased. “You going to complain to the editor? Write a letter of protest?”

         
         “Shut up.” Ben shoved at his brother’s shoulder as he walked past.

         
         “It wouldn’t hurt for someone to take another look at the place,” their father suggested. “If everything is fine, then you
            could contact the paper to set the record straight and set some minds at ease in the town, Andrew. People are getting really
            worried about this.”
         

         
         “Hey!” Andrew exclaimed. “I know how to do my job, Dad.”

         
         Their father rolled his eyes and held up a hand when Andrew started to say more. “I know that, but it’s not hard to make everything
            look like it’s on the up and up when she knows you’re coming to make an inspection. Maybe Ben here could swing by and take
            a look, see if he sees anything out of the ordinary. Just tell her you’re checking up on the kitten.”
         

         
         Ben glowered at his father. “Like I have time for that. I have to get to work. Besides, it’s not my job.”
         

         
         His father shrugged nonchalantly. “Whatever you say, son. It’s not like keeping this town safe is your duty or anything.”

         
         Ben ignored his father’s pathetic attempt at a guilt trip as he tugged his jacket from the back of the chair and reached for
            his keys on the counter before heading outside to his truck. As much as he might like to visit Emma Jordan, he got the distinct
            feeling that Fireball didn’t appreciate unannounced visitors.
         

         
         Then again, his dad did have a point. Looking out for the people in this town was his job and he didn’t want any more close
            calls with bobcats. Maybe an unannounced visit wouldn’t be a bad idea. If she’d been expecting the inspection, she’d have
            put her best foot forward. Things had seemed on the up and up yesterday but she’d also made sure he stuck close to her. Being
            suspicious by nature, now he was curious as to why.
         

         
         Ben glanced at his watch. It wasn’t like they were actually expecting him at the station for another few hours, he’d just
            said that to avoid his dad pinning him down for one of the never-ending chores around the ranch. “Hey, son?” His father poked
            his head out the screen door. “Don’t you go letting her convince you she’s the victim here. You keep your mind on what’s best
            for this town as a whole, not just one woman, okay?”
         

         
         “Got it.” What was that supposed to mean?

         
         Ben didn’t even want to even think about how his father seemed to read his mind and know where he was planning on going. The
            last thing he needed right now was to find himself swayed by some sob story that might not be true. He didn’t buy the article
            in the paper but he didn’t know Emma Jordan either. This should be a simple solution. If there was no truth to the article,
            he’d be able to nip what he worried would turn into a witch hunt in the bud before people started taking sides. Hidden Falls
            didn’t need that kind of trouble. Neither did he.
         

         
         But Ben couldn’t shake the feeling that Emma Jordan was going to be trouble with a capital T.
         

         
          

         Emma twisted her hair back into a messy bun as the kitten swiped at the tendrils hanging around her face. She had no desire
            to have scratches on her cheeks so she tucked the strands behind her ear as she fed Kit, as she’d nicknamed him, the last
            of his bottle and settled him in front of the food she’d put in a bowl. It was going to take quite a while for him to be weaned,
            several more weeks of feeding him every four to five hours at least, but she needed to start him on solids right away so he
            didn’t become too imprinted on her. She latched the door of the small playpen and removed the gloves she wore for feedings
            before slouching into one of the nearby chairs, letting him play and letting herself relax for just a few moments.
         

         
         She was exhausted. Trying to keep the sanctuary running with only two employees and two part-time volunteers was killing her,
            especially now that she was up during the night to feed Kit. But she didn’t have the money to hire someone else full-time.
            At least, not yet. If only she could get a few more donors . . . But to get donors, she needed to open the sanctuary to the
            public again. Reinstating the educational programs would earn her government grants but, in order to do that, she needed more
            full-time staff.
         

         
         Her father’s thick Scottish brogue practically echoed through the room. If wishes were horses, then beggars would ride.

         
         She missed him. So much. After her parents’ divorce, he’d been her one constant. While her mother was gallivanting around
            the globe, too busy for more than an occasional phone call to check in with her ten-year-old daughter, Emma’s father had been
            teaching her animal psychology. When she’d begged him to homeschool her, insisting he could teach her everything she needed
            to know about animals, he’d given in because he’d known she planned to run the sanctuary with him eventually.
         

         
         They’d been planning it for years, imagining it and discussing what it would look like. He’d encouraged her, even if her ideas
            had been wildly childish at the time.
         

         
         They may have butted heads at every turn, often disagreeing on one another’s methods when it came to working with animals,
            but he’d always been there to support her, regardless of who ended up being right. It had been his idea for her to work at
            the animal park, to gain more experience working with a wide variety of creatures. The plan had always been for her father
            to head up the rehabilitation efforts while she led the educational programs. But then he’d begun changing things over the
            past year, after his first stroke. At Jake’s suggestion, in spite of her offer to return, her father ended the classroom visits
            and closed the facility to the weekend tours, which created a lapse in their government funding.
         

         
         He’d begun leaning heavily on Jake and Brandon for assistance, only accepting animals for rehabilitation and fewer of those
            than ever before. In the process, he kept the people of Hidden Falls, and her, in the dark about what plans he had for Sierra
            Tracks. Although Emma had her suspicions that her father had wanted to make the brothers a permanent part of Sierra Tracks’
            future, he’d never made anything official, to her relief.
         

         
         However, now she was here, trying to pick up the pieces alone, her home owned by the non-profit with her merely left in charge.
            She was the one left with the repercussions of decisions she’d never agreed with and wondering how to get the sanctuary back
            on track.
         

         
         Tears burned at the back of her eyes and she took a deep breath, blinking them back. The truth was, she missed her father.
            Not to mention that being the town pariah was lonely.
         

         
         Her two-way radio crackled, jerking her out of her thoughts of her father, and she heard Brandon, Jake’s brother, call to
            her. “We have someone at the front gate. Want me to send them away?”
         

         
         Again?

         
         She’d been running the sanctuary for almost two months and, in spite of the recent influx of interview requests from the local
            paper, she knew the sanctuary hadn’t seen this many visitors in the past year. Unless Kit’s siblings had been found, two different
            visitors in the last twenty-four hours was pretty unlikely.
         

         
         Unless they’re shutting you down.

         
         Emma refused to even acknowledge the nagging doubts and radioed Brandon back. “Is it a big gray truck?”

         
         “Yeah, how’d you know?”

         
         What in the hell is he doing back here? Her stomach fluttered quickly. Emma would rather believe it was out of concern for the other kittens, than anticipation at
            seeing the sexy fireman again.
         

         
         “Go ahead and let him in. Tell him to just head to the house. Can you ask Sadie to come up here?” Kit shouldn’t lose his playtime
            just because that pain in the butt fireman was back.
         

         
         “Sure, boss. I’ll send her your way.”

         
         Sadie, one of the sanctuary’s long-time volunteers, hurried through the door a few minutes later. “What’s up, boss?”

         
         “Just need you to keep an eye on him while I deal with . . .” She wasn’t even sure
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