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  Chapter One


Chelsea McCoy turned off the engine and sat motionless in her truck. Was this visit a good idea? Her heart thumped in her chest as she wrestled with her thoughts. The face in the rear-view mirror was pale, her green eyes pensive. She flipped her long red hair over her shoulder with a sigh, knowing she looked older than her thirty-two years. Who was this woman? At one time, Chelsea would have dashed off a flippant retort laced with humor. Now, she didn’t know herself at all. 
“And I prefer it that way,” she insisted to the woman in the mirror. Much less painful than remembering the woman she used to be. Before Chance died. Before everything changed.
Time to get this over with.
Opening the truck door, she stepped onto the crisp hard-packed snow. A tall dark-haired man was walking across the parking lot toward her. Broad-shouldered and solid, he looked vaguely familiar but it took her a moment to register that it was Finn. 
Her Finn. 
Correction. Not hers. Not anymore. Not ever again.
Finn Buchanan stopped walking and raised his eyebrows. “Chelsea?”
“In the flesh. Dr. Buchanan, I presume? I didn’t recognize you with your hair short and no beard.” Gosh, he looked good. She’d forgotten how his six-foot, two-inch frame had made her feel safe, how his kind eyes had made her feel loved. She could almost feel his strong arms wrapped around her. Whoa, girl.
“What can I do for you?”
“I need to talk to you.”
His hazel eyes narrowed. “About?”
“The county animal shelter.”
“Ah, yes, the shelter. Bit of a dilemma there. Hey, how about we chat inside where it’s warm?” He rubbed his bare hands together briskly. They sounded like sandpaper. “A bit nippy this morning.”
Chelsea drew in a sharp breath. “Yes, that would be great.”
Finn turned, walking toward the garage. “I live upstairs.”
Chelsea hesitated – was she doing the right thing? – then followed the man she used to love into his home.
Be calm. Be calm. She mentally reviewed the list she’d painstakingly cobbled together for this meeting, welcoming the feeling of quiet resolve settling around her. She could do this. Her passion was animals. If not for herself, she could certainly do this for them. McCoys didn’t give up. They might get close sometimes, but they always made it through. Except Chance. Pushing that painful thought away, she focused instead on her brother Mac. He’d found an amazing woman who was about to become his wife. Surely, Chelsea could find, well…closure for herself, maybe, hope for the shelter, and whatever else evolved. This first step was the hardest. Keep it strictly professional, Chels. Forget your past with Finn, forget about Chance, and concentrate on what is important right now – the future of the animal shelter.
Taking a deep breath, she tucked in her shirt and squared her shoulders. The apartment was small but neat and tidy. The tables beside the oversized deep brown leather recliner and sofa were piled with books and the electric fireplace had an autumn-hued woven rug in front of it. Chelsea relaxed slightly as she took in the warmth and coziness of the space. So very Finn. Or at least like the Finn she used to know. Before…
“Coffee or tea?” Finn derailed her train of thought.
“Coffee, please.” Finn filled two large mugs from the pot, adding cream to hers without asking before handing it to her. Her heart pinged.
“You remembered.”
“I remember everything.” Finn’s tone was wry as he lifted his mug. “Table or living room?” He paused for her answer.
“Table, please,” Chelsea replied. At least having the table between them would hide her shaking legs and provide a safe barrier of sorts. She drank deeply, sighing when the rich coffee blend hit her taste buds and exploded into a myriad of sensations – the headiness of the sweet, rich cream weaving around the delicious bitterness of the coffee beans.
Finn raised an eyebrow as he too took a large gulp. Then he settled into his chair and gazed across the table at Chelsea. He didn’t speak and the silence thickened until it became the awkward third person in the room.
Chelsea cleared her throat. “Finn.” Her voice was hoarse. Raising a hand, she took another calming sip and a few deep breaths. Stay focused, Chels. You've got this. Her sweaty palms belied her thoughts as she wiped her hands on her pants and spoke again, her voice stronger.
“Finn, have you heard the news about the county animal shelter closing?”
Finn nodded. “Yes, I heard a few days ago.”
“Okay, then you know they don’t plan to reopen anywhere local. They are going to use the shelter in Montague instead.”
“No, I didn’t realize that. Huh. Montague is more than a hundred miles away. That doesn’t make sense.” He sounded as confused as she felt.
“I have an idea.” You can do this. You can do this. “What would you say to opening a shelter here?”
Finn leaned back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his head. Classic Finn. He always liked to relax while thinking. He looked calm and even peaceful. No sign of what was going on in his mind. It was a trait that had always driven her crazy with impatience.
“Here? You mean here at the clinic? “He paused. “Haven’t ironed out all the plans with Doc Olson yet,” he added eventually, tapping his fingers on the tabletop.
Oh dear. She’d heard that Finn was taking over the practice and buying the clinic and land. Obviously, assumptions had been made. Embarrassment flooded her body.
“I thought it was a done deal. What are your plans then?” Her face flamed, realizing she was crossing a line by asking about private plans from a man she hadn’t talked to in almost six years. “I’m so sorry, Finn. I assumed you were taking over everything from the Doc…. You know what they say about assuming. Sorry to waste your time.” She rose abruptly.
“Chelsea.” 
She stopped but didn’t turn around. Being around him was bringing up old hurts.
“Chelsea," he repeated. "You aren’t wasting my time. Tell me more about what you are thinking. Sit. Please.”
What to do, what to do? What could it hurt to let him know what she was thinking? She was here after all. 
“If you’re sure,“ she said, a little stiffly. She resettled in her chair and took a few calming breaths. In for a penny and all that. Her mind whirled as she tried to tame her thoughts into some semblance of order.
“That’s an interesting idea, having a shelter here,” he said when she hadn’t spoken for several moments. “As of now, I don’t know who will own which parts of the property. I’m not sure my financial situation will accommodate purchasing it all on my own. I had hoped to have a partner….” His voice trailed away.
A partner. Tears welled unbidden in Chelsea’s dry throat. A partner for the practice. A partner for his life. Chance. And her. 
“I can’t do this. I have to go. I’m sorry to waste your time.” She rose unsteadily, put her cup in the sink, and left the apartment. She could hear Finn saying something but all she could hear was a roaring and the word partner buzzing like an angry bee.
This was a bad idea. Stupid even. Silly girl.
Chelsea sat in her truck for a few minutes, letting herself recover before driving. Ridiculously, she half hoped Finn might follow her, but he didn’t. And why should he? You’ve made it perfectly clear over the last several years where he stands in your life. Absolutely nowhere. She jammed the truck into reverse and hit the gas.
As she drove away, their conversation played in her mind. The warm spring sunshine that melted the last of the snow and gently dappled the trees did nothing to calm her frantic mind or aching heart.
She’d done the research and there wasn’t a suitable and accessible area of land big enough for an animal shelter available within a comfortable driving distance of Heart Creek.
Except for the land around the vet clinic.
It was a double whammy – the forced relocation of the shelter due to the new highway and the county’s budget cuts. As an animal health technician, she was familiar with Doc Olson’s veterinary clinic. She’d done her practicums here and worked with Doc Olson on issues with Heart Creek Ranch’s horses. Somehow, she’d managed to avoid Finn for the past several years but now with the old doctor retiring, those days were coming to an end, shelter issue or no shelter issue.
Finn Buchanan. Dr. Finn Buchanan, DVM. Doctor of Veterinary Medicine. The boy she’d loved when they were kids and the man she loved when they grew up. Until her brother Chance’s death when everything changed. As his twin, she’d felt Chance’s death deeply. It had taken months to recover a small semblance of normal, and even now there were dark days. She coped by keeping busy with the ranch, working for the shelter, and not thinking about the past. Now the past was apparently ready for her to deal with it – but was she ready to move forward?
Her family’s ranch could have worked for the shelter relocation, but her brother Mac got there first with his idea of building a rehab center for rodeo cowboys. Part of her was annoyed and frustrated, but she knew the cowboy clinic he and Carrie planned to build at Heart Creek Ranch would be a welcome and beneficial addition to the ranch, the community, and Mac’s life. She couldn’t begrudge him that. The problem was what to do next. She had been so sure that Finn would buy everything Doc was selling. It never occurred to her that there might be an issue, financial or otherwise. She’d forgotten that Doc’s previous partner had retired early and that Finn would be on his own once Doc left.
Like she was on her own. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
They were supposed to be together. Finn and Chance running the clinic. She and Finn married, with kids and animals and love. A family.
Everything was a mess. Again.
Still.

      [image: image-placeholder]Finn muttered a few choice words under his breath. Chelsea had burrowed under his skin, again, after years apart. The beginning of a headache crept along the back of his head, winding around his temples. Rinsing their used coffee cups, he opened a cupboard searching for ibuprofen just as Chelsea spun out of the parking lot. He watched through the window, her frustration obvious by the way the tires dug into the snow and gravel. He smiled ruefully, shaking his head as he downed a couple of tablets. She always did have a flair for the dramatic. He missed her and her fiery temper and blazing emerald eyes. 
Hang on! Where did that come from? He’d tried, quite successfully he’d thought, to put her into the part of his mind that seldom saw daylight. Now she was sneaking through the cracks. That couldn’t be good. This wasn’t going to end well for either of them.
Things hadn’t ended well for them, his memory taunted, opening the door to a slew of places he’d rather not go. His headache escalated as he shrugged into his coat and headed to the clinic. He didn’t have the time or energy to delve into the past. It hurt too much.
He’d heard the news about the county shelter on the radio while driving home from a call. As a large animal veterinarian
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