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        An emergency call to pick up an injured stallion on the side of the road sends Alexandra Hart, the new owner of Hart's Horse Rescue, into action. A recent addition to the area, she is not impressed when the animal's taciturn owner shows up. With his less-than-stellar disposition, he’s the kind of man she normally avoids at all costs, unfortunately, he owns the ranch just down the road. 

      

        

      
        However, when the manhunt for a pair of escaped prisoners gets a little too close for comfort, Jonas turns out to be a better neighbor than she expected.

      

        

      
        The Alex who shows up at his ranch to help with his prize stud’s recovery is not exactly who Jonas Harvey expected. This is the same bleeding heart he met on the side of the road. Worried she’s not up for the job, he’d prefer to keep a close eye on her but his High Mountain Trackers team gets called in to track down a group of domestic terrorists.

      

        

      
        But the slip of a woman proves him wrong. On all fronts. Alex not only charms his horses but him as well, and when trouble comes calling she proves to be a worthy ally to boot.
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      Jonas

      

      “J!”

      I turn in the saddle to see Ama waving from the porch.

      “It’s the movers!”

      Shit, what now? It’s been one thing after another with these guys and I already regret hiring them to drive Dad’s stuff here. It should’ve been here last week.

      It had taken me two years to convince my father to sell his place near Amarillo, Texas and move up here with me. He’s getting up there and managing his small ranch—even with the help of the couple of hands I’d hired him—was quickly becoming too much to handle. Hard for me to get down there regularly to pick up the slack with my own workload up here. Giving up his life’s work had not been easy. Dad doesn’t like sitting idle, which I assured him he wouldn’t be.

      I own High Meadow, a busy horse ranch near Libby, Montana, and can always use an extra pair of hands and eyes. Especially with my other business picking up again after the winter season. Most of my guys do double duty and having someone I can trust to manage the ranch while we are out on a search will make life a lot easier.

      “Sully, grab Blitz, will you?”

      I swing my leg out of the saddle and slide off the young, spirited Arabian I was able to pick up at auction last month. He’s got a lot of fire I’m slowly working out of him. He could be a nice addition to my stable as a stud, but the way he is now he could do serious damage to the mares.

      Sully takes the reins and starts walking him to the stable, the horse’s tail high as he prances along.

      Ama hands me the phone when I reach the porch.

      “Harvey.”

      “Mr. Harvey, it’s Jessica at Titan Moving and Transport. I’m afraid there’s been a slight delay.”

      “Again,” I grumble.

      “Our truck broke down just south of Denver. I’ve already dispatched another truck to pick up your belongings and continue on to Montana, but it means we have at least a day’s delay. Maybe two,” she adds quickly.

      As much as I’d like to voice my displeasure, it’s no use yelling at the girl. In the grand scheme of things I guess a few more days is not such a big deal.

      “Before the weekend,” I demand.

      Dad insisted on driving himself up here. In part because he wanted to stop off in Wyoming to visit an old army buddy of his. I don’t expect him until next week, but I want to make sure we’ve got his rooms ready for him.

      “For sure,” she says sounding confident.

      “Let me guess, they won’t be here tomorrow,” Ama observes when I hand her back the house phone.

      “Got it in one.”

      “Well, that sucks.” She pats my arm. “But don’t worry, we’ll get it done before he gets here,” she adds.

      “Yeah.”

      “By the way, I’m heading into town to run some errands. Anything you need?”

      “Yes, can you stop at Homesteader’s and pick me up some iodine?”

      A quick and easy disinfectant for nicks and cuts, we go through the stuff like water.

      “Again? Maybe I should start ordering extra.”

      We usually get our feed and sundries delivered by truck once a month, and Ama manages the order. Hell, Ama manages just about everything. Married to one of my trusted men, James Watike, Ama has become my major domo. She runs the house, the kitchen, the office, the orders, the men, and me.

      I lucked out when I was able to pull in James, along with some of my other former teammates. Not only was he a great asset, but his wife turned out to be the glue holding this place together.

      When I bought this place a little over a decade ago, after I aged out of my unit, I didn’t expect to miss the work. Horses are in my blood, but apparently tracking was as well and I started missing the thrill of the hunt. I was occasionally asked to help search for a lost hiker—something we see quite a bit of here in the Montana mountains—and the idea for High Mountain Trackers was born.

      James, Bo, Sully, Fletch, and I had all been part of the same Special Ops tracker team. We’d get called in on a wide variety of operations in a lot of different geographical locations. Sometimes our only task was tracking down a target. Other times it also involved the extraction of said target. The job required a specialized set of skills my team had in spades.

      As it turned out, I wasn’t the only one who missed flexing those particular muscles. It took me a year, but eventually I was able to convince four of my former teammates to join me and HMT was in business. We haven’t been lacking for work, requests to help families locate missing loved ones, but also calls for help from different levels of law enforcement. On our downtime we work the ranch, but especially this last year we’ve had to hire more hands to keep this place running. That’s where I hope Dad will come in handy.

      I catch up with Sully, who already set Blitz loose in the paddock out front and is carrying the tack into the stable.

      “Any word from Bo?” he wants to know.

      Yesterday, Bo, Fletch, and James took the trailer up to Eureka, just south of the border with Canada, aiding in the search for a hiker. The guy got separated from the small group of friends and has been missing for four days now. The nights still get cold up here and with limited gear and no shelter, it can be a challenge to survive the elements. Time is of the essence.

      “Nope. Nothing yet.”

      My guys wouldn’t have stopped for nightfall. A lot of gain can be made in the dark, since most people—even those who are lost—have the common sense to hunker down and stay stationary until sunup. My men are outfitted with infrared night vision so the lack of daylight wouldn’t hamper them. They also carry a satellite phone, since cell reception is spotty at best in the mountains.

      Sully dumps the saddle and bridle in the tack room before turning to me.

      “Want me to take the bird and head up there?”

      The bird is a Matrice 210 RTK, a high-end drone outfitted with cameras, a datalink allowing for real-time monitoring, and a positioning beacon. The bird is Sully’s baby and the best twenty-grand investment I’ve made. Only problem is, even from the air, the mountains hide a lot. There’s a lot of luck involved unless we know what direction to search in.

      I shake my head. “Give it another day and see if the guys can get a bead on the target.”

      “Sully!”

      One of the hands pulls his horse to a halt in the barnyard when I poke my head out of the doors. Sully steps up beside me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      The kid dismounts and startles when he catches sight of me. He looks instantly panicked.

      “Fuck, Dan,” Sully prompts. “What’s the hollering about?”

      “It’s Phantom.”

      My back straightens and my attention is piqued. Phantom is my prize stud and is out in the back meadow enjoying the last days of freedom before breeding season confines him closer to the barn.

      His eyes flit to me before returning to Sully.

      “He got out.”
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        * * *

      

      Alex

      

      There’s something about the mountain air that centers me.

      I’m on my porch sipping my second coffee of the day as I take in the view. The hints of spring add a softer green against the permanent shades of pine and spruce more prevalent in these mountains. The peaks in the distance still white with the snow that overwhelmed me all winter.

      It’s a harder life than I was used to—not that I’ve ever been afraid of hard work—but it’s also more gratifying. Since moving here my life feels more balanced.

      A soft clucking sound has me look in the direction of the corral where Lucy is exercising our latest addition. She’s a skittish mare we picked up from a ramshackle house along the Kootenay River, just outside Jennings. Poor thing had been chained to a tree, the skin on her neck rubbed raw by the weight of the metal. There were two dogs on the property in a similar condition and we took them as well.

      Lincoln Sheriff’s Department had been called in by a neighbor and they in turn contacted us. A deputy met us out there in case the owner showed up. The horse had been a challenge to get into the trailer, but the dogs had come willingly. They were a tad shy but seemed happy someone was there to look after them.

      Doc Evans came by to check all three of them out the other day. Not much he could do about their emaciated state—it would take time to fatten them up—but he cleaned up their injuries and left me with some antibiotic ointment.

      As soon as I turn to head inside both dogs, who had been lying down at my feet, got up to follow. One looks to be a blue heeler or some derivative thereof, and the other is a mix with the coloring of an English shepherd but smaller and with a shorter coat. Oddly enough he seems to be the leader.

      “You can stay out here, boys.”

      They’ve been following Lucy and me around like skinny shadows, as if they’re afraid we won’t return. It’s gonna take some time to build their trust, just like it will with the mare out there. Maybe we should start by naming them.

      I let the storm door slam shut behind me as I make my way to the kitchen and dump my empty mug in the sink.

      The kitchen is old, like the rest of the house, but the bones are good and everything seems to work as it should. Other than the wallpaper stripping and painting we’ve done over the winter, we haven’t really done more to upgrade the place. Most of my money is going toward the care of the animals and the rest will have to wait until I can start generating some income, hiring out my services treating animals with behavioral issues.

      Not an easy feat as it turns out. Most folks up here don’t subscribe to what a lot of them consider to be whoo-whoo psychobabble. They’d rather write an animal off than pay someone to modify the unwanted behavior. If only someone would give me an opportunity to show what I can do.

      The phone on the kitchen counter rings and I eagerly rush to answer.

      “Hart’s Horse Rescue.”

      “Yes, hi, this is Esther Grimshaw. I’m about two miles south of you on US-2, and I just drove past a horse in the ditch on the west side. It was trying to get up, but I think it may have broken a foreleg. I was hoping you could help.”

      This land is vast but however spread out, the community seems small. So it doesn’t really surprise me a neighbor I haven’t met yet seems to know plenty about the newcomer.

      “Have you contacted Doc Evans?” I mention the vet I’ve come to know over the past four months since I bought this property.

      “Can’t get through, but I left a message. Thought I’d try you.”

      “Okay, thanks. I’ll grab a trailer and head down. If Doc Evans calls you back, will you tell him I’m on my way there?”

      “I will.”

      I hang up, grab a halter and a rope off the hook by the door, and head out. I almost trip over the dogs, who’ve taken up guard right in front of the door.

      “Lucy!”

      “Yeah!”

      “Gonna need you. Got a call about an injured horse along the highway.”

      “Let me set her loose. I’ll be right there.”

      Lucy has worked with me for close to six years and moved up here with me from Billings. My place there barely had room for a handful of horses and when I heard through the grapevine of this property in the mountains, with substantially more acreage, it was like a dream come true for me. Lucy, who is about ten years my junior and without any attachments in Billings, was up for the adventure.

      The dogs follow me to the truck. I don’t really want to lock them in the house and I don’t trust them alone on the property yet, so I open the cab door. Without hesitation they hop in the back seat. I back the truck up to the trailer.

      Lucy joins me after releasing the mare in the field with the others—seven horses and one donkey—and it takes us a couple of tries to hook the trailer up to the truck, but we finally get it done.

      “Where are we going?” she asks, climbing into the cab beside me.

      “About two miles south, along the highway.” Highway is a big word for the two-lane road, but it’s the main drag in these regions.

      I turn left out of the driveway, heading south. I don’t have to go far to see another trailer parked on the side of the road, a Sheriff’s Department cruiser already there. I pull in behind it and get out; Lucy jumps down as well.

      I can hear the restless snorting of a horse come from the larger trailer up ahead. A man wearing a dirty old Stetson is chatting with law enforcement when we walk up.

      “Can I help you?” the deputy asks.

      “We’re from Hart’s Horse Rescue up the road. We got a call about an injured horse?”

      “Yeah, he’s mine,” the cowboy says with a Southern drawl, and I take my first good look at him. I can’t see his eyes with the brim pulled low, but his mouth is pressed in a firm line beneath the gray scruff.

      “What are you gonna do with him?” I ask, knowing most ranchers won’t bother with a broken leg; they’ll euthanize the horse first. Not only for the cost of possible repairs—which can be substantial—but because the chances of recovery aren’t always great for a horse. Still, I currently have two animals that we’ve been able to rehabilitate successfully, and I won’t give up on a horse without trying everything I can.

      “Not your horse, not your concern,” the cowboy says dismissively.

      “That may be, but I’d like to offer an alternative to killing—”

      Ignoring me and without another word, the big lug turns on his heel and disappears around the trailer.

      “It is his horse. He can do what he likes,” the deputy offers. Typical.

      My stomach churns as I watch the truck and trailer drive off with the injured horse in the back.

      “Who is that anyway?” Lucy asks the cop.

      “That’s J. Harvey. He’s well known around these parts.”

      I bet he is. He may be an exceptionally handsome man, but he’s an arrogant prick.
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      Jonas

      

      “Easy, boy.”

      Doc Evans finishes wrapping the foreleg of the sedated stallion. It was the only way Doc could get close to his leg.

      The high-strung quarter horse is my most prized stud, and as soon as I know he’ll be okay, I’m going to have a talk with the idiot who let him escape and fire his ass.

      The good news is that Phantom’s leg is badly sprained but not broken, yet he also sustained a deep gash that needed to be cleaned and stitched.

      “It’ll need to be cleaned daily. I suggest you give him plenty of stall rest and light walking exercise a few times a day.” Doc comes out of the stall and closes the door before he turns to me.

      “He’s got a busy stud schedule coming up,” I note, thinking about the appointments lined up for next month.

      “He’s gonna need some time to heal. Let’s see how he recovers in the next couple of weeks. We can reassess then,” he adds regretfully.

      Shit. Hope it doesn’t come to that.

      Phantom stands at a decent fee. Last year the seven-year-old bred sixty-two mares. That goes a long way to keep the ranch going. Of course we breed our own mares as well, and the offspring makes a decent penny at auction, which helps. I’m hoping next year Blitz will be settled enough to go on the stud roster, but until then we’re dependent on Phantom for the bulk of our income.

      “I’m gonna leave you a five-day course of antibiotics he’ll need to finish,” Doc says, packing up his bag. “Clean those dressings daily, and I’ll be back in a few days to see how he’s doing.”

      We walk out of the barn and he points at Missy, my paint mare, who is due in a month or two, lazing in the smaller paddock.

      “She’s looking good. You have her on enriched food, right?”

      “Started two weeks ago.”

      “Good. When I come back to look at Phantom, I’ll quickly check her as well.”

      “Sounds good, Doc. Thanks for coming out.”

      “Not a problem. Esther Grimshaw from up the road saw him and left me a message so I was already on my way over when you called.”

      “Still, I appreciate it.”

      The older man tips his hat and climbs into his rusty 1970 Ford F-100. He calls it a classic, but if you ask me, it’s a miracle the thing still runs. He won’t consider an upgrade though, stubborn old coot.

      I watch him drive off, slap my leg for Max—my Bernese mountain dog—to follow, and make my way over to the hay barn. Sully, my foreman, was supposed to sit on Dan, the moron who was working on the fence at the north pasture. Phantom’s pasture. The kid’s only saving grace is he beelined it straight back to the ranch when Phantom slipped past him. I know my horse; he’s skittish around people and would never have come close had Dan been right there. I’m guessing he was either taking a piss with the fence not secured, or he was playing with his damn phone, which he does every chance he has. Luckily, the trailer had still been on the back of my truck and I hauled right out of here to look for the horse.

      The kid is mucking stables when I walk in and peers up with a guilty look on his face.

      “Do you like working here?” I ask him.

      A sound draws my attention and I catch Sully leaning a shoulder against the doorway to the tack room.

      “Yeah,” Dan mumbles, ducking his head.

      “Hmm,” I grunt. “You’re gonna have to do better to convince me. See, that horse you let escape pays for your wages. He coulda been killed. What do you think woulda happened?”

      “I’da lost my job?” He glances up.

      I bark out a bitter laugh. “Fucking right you would have. Who’s to say you won’t anyway? You better hope and pray Phantom heals up good in the next three weeks or I may not have a choice but to send you packing.”

      “I’ll do anything to keep my job.”

      I hold his eyes for a moment when I recognize desperation in his voice.

      “Yeah, you will. You’ll be the one walking Phantom around the ring at least twice a day. Once in the morning before your regular shift, and once more when your shift is over.”

      “He hates me.”

      “Fuck, son, then you better make sure you win him over, because your future at High Meadow depends on it.”

      “Yes, sir,” he concedes meekly.

      Christ, he’s young. Nineteen, maybe twenty, his body may be strong like a man’s but his face looks like a teenager’s.

      “And every day you are to hand your phone in to Sully here. He’ll hold onto it until you’re ready to go home.”

      Shock steals over his features.

      “But…”

      “You want this job? Then that’s a condition. Can’t have you around my horses when you’re distracted playing games or chatting up girls,” I state firmly, but a moment later my conviction wavers when he mumbles something. “What was that?”

      “It’s my mom. Not games or girls.”

      “You’re on the phone half the day with your mom?”

      Some disbelief may have filtered through in my tone, because the next minute his earlier drooping shoulders snap straight and anger fills his eyes as he juts out his chin.

      “Yes, I am. She’s sick. She ain’t got no one else.”

      Well, shit. The kid is fighting tears, making me feel like I’ve kicked a puppy.

      Part of me wants to ask what is wrong with her, but Dan isn’t volunteering more and I don’t want to pry. Still, I’m gonna have to come up with a solution.

      “Like I said, Sully’s gonna hold your phone so you don’t get distracted, but you’ll have it back during lunch break. Also, you’re gonna give your momma the house number so she can get hold of Ama in case of an emergency.”

      And I’m going to have a talk with Ama to find out a bit more about Dan’s situation as soon as I’m done here, but I keep that to myself.

      “Yes, sir,” he mumbles.

      I nod at him and share a meaningful look with Sully before I turn on my heel and head for the house, Max following at my feet. I glance over at the corral where the stallion is still tied up.

      “And get Phantom into a stall!” I yell over my shoulder.

      “Yes, sir!” comes back firmly.

      I’m tempted to stay and make sure the kid can handle it, but I trust Sully to keep an eye on things.

      Getting Phantom into the trailer had been a challenge, even for me. His full body had been shaking, and he couldn’t put weight on that leg. God, I was worried he’d be done for.

      Needless to say, by the time that woman from the new rescue place showed up, I wasn’t exactly in a good mood; I may have been a bit curt.

      Pity, from what I could tell, under the baggy flannel shirt and that ball cap, she was mighty pretty.
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        * * *

      

      Alex

      

      “How about Buttercup?”

      “How about no?” I fire back at Lucy, who is trying to keep the heeler from escaping the big galvanized-steel trough we’re trying to bathe him in.

      Both dogs were filthy when we found them, but we wanted to wait until they were a bit settled in before subjecting them to the trauma of a bath.

      We’ve been trying to come up with names, but Lucy keeps going for the cheesy ones.

      “Buttercup sounds like the name of a cow,” I add.

      “Well, then you come up with something,” Lucy snips as she wrestles the dog, while I try to pluck another tick out of his fur.

      The shepherd is cowering on the porch, keeping a close watch on what is being done to his buddy. We’re going to have a hell of a time getting that one in the tub.

      “How about Hope for the mare? We can name the shepherd Chief—he seems to be in charge—and we can call this one Scout?” I suggest, glancing at Lucy.

      “I guess I can live with that,” she grumbles and I grin at her.

      Lucy is like a pineapple: a prickly, hard exterior to protect the soft and sweet on the inside. It put me off at first, until I saw how she was with the animals. She doesn’t hold back with them, not even a little. Over time she’s become a good friend. My best friend, probably. We get each other, share a passion, work shoulder to shoulder, share the same ideals, and it wasn’t really a surprise she was already packing to come to Montana before I had a chance to bring up the possibility.

      Sharing the large rambling farmhouse these past four months—she had her own place in Billings—has been an unexpected pleasure. I had no idea Lucy could cook like a freaking gourmet chef, and we even have the same taste in Netflix shows. In the mornings neither of us is particularly approachable—especially pre-caffeine—so we tend not to get in each other’s way.

      All in all, it’s a pretty sweet setup. At least for now.

      I fully expect some handsome cowboy to notice the treasure behind the barbed wire Lucy is wrapped in and snatch her up. All that blonde hair, those feminine curves, and that pretty face draw enough attention. I, on the other hand, look more like an aging tomboy. The once dark red hair now is streaked with silver, more freckles dot my skin, and even age hasn’t added any curves. Still no hips, no chest to speak of, or that hourglass figure I used to dream of. Not that I care anymore, though, I’ve already known the love of a good man who thought I was perfect just the way I am.

      I hope Lucy finds someone who feels that way about her, but in the meantime I’m happy for her company. It’s been nice having someone around the house again, especially since Jackson left to join the army two years ago.

      Thinking of my boy is like a punch to the chest. I’m in equal measure proud as hell and terrified beyond belief. I remember when he told me, after his second year of college, he’d changed his mind and decided to follow in his father’s footsteps. Bruce was killed by a roadside bomb in Afghanistan when Jackson was only eleven, but now that little boy is grown and serving his country in Iraq.

      I shake to clear my head. If I think on this too long the fear becomes crippling.

      “I think his pads are starting to prune,” I comment. “Why don’t you get Scout out and I’ll go grab Chief.”

      When we’re done both dogs are clean, but Lucy and I both need a shower and a change of clothes.

      This time when I walk inside, I hold the screen door open so the dogs can follow me in. They hesitate briefly before stepping over the threshold, but once inside move more quickly, their respective noses inhaling every scent they can catch.

      By the time I get downstairs, Lucy is already outside heading for the barn, both dogs by her side. We have the stalls to muck today and there’s a fence on the south field that needs a few new boards. I grab my bottle and fill it with cold, filtered water from the fridge, when the phone on the counter rings.

      “Hart’s Rescue.”

      “Alex? It’s Doc Evans.”

      “Hey, Doc, how are you?”

      “Good, good. How are your new guests doing? Any problems?”

      This is part of what I love about living out here. Find me a vet in the big city who’ll call to see how his patients are doing? I certainly never encountered one.

      “They’re coming along. No longer looking quite so gaunt. Lucy is working with the mare daily and the dogs seem to be adjusting well. We actually just brought them in the house for a bit.”

      We kept the dogs in the old chicken coop at night the past week, mostly because they were clearly used to being outside. Now they’ve attached to us, I’d like to see how they do being indoor dogs. Overnight anyway.

      “Great. Listen, I have another reason for calling. One of my ranchers has an injured horse. He was spirited already, but since getting hurt he’s almost impossible to approach. Dressings need changing daily, which is becoming a bit of a problem. Any chance you could go have a look? See what you can do with the animal?”

      A little bubble of excitement forms in my stomach. This is the kind of stuff I live for but I haven’t been given much of an opportunity to do since moving here. Behavioral adjustments were our bread and butter in Billings, and I’m hoping to build up that same reputation here.

      “Absolutely,” I respond, trying not to sound too eager. “Where do I go?”

      The easiest would be to bring the horse here, where it’s easier to look after and work with him but without first earning their trust, there isn’t a rancher who’d let me take their animal.

      “High Meadow. It’s only about ten minutes south of you.”

      That’s not bad at all. I could head out there this afternoon, after we tackle the barn and that stretch of fence. Should only take us a couple of hours.

      “I can be there…” I glance at the kitchen clock. “Between three and four?”

      “I’ll get them to give you a call to sort that out.”

      I’m grinning wide when I head outside. I can’t wait to tell Lucy we may have landed our first paying gig.
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      Alex

      
      Oh, hell no.

      I almost do an about-face when I see who is leaning casually against the fence around the horse corral, a smug grin on that annoyingly handsome face.

      That arrogant bastard on the side of the road last week.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      His voice, rich with a lazy Southern drawl, is as attractive as the man himself and thus grates on my nerves.

      Guess now I know who owns High Meadow Ranch. When the woman called twenty minutes after I hung up with Doc Evans, she mentioned someone named Jonas. I had no idea she was referring to J. Harvey, the name given to me by the officer.  She also indicated this morning would be better for me to drop in, which worked out well for me since the fence took us longer than anticipated.

      What a shitty bit of luck it’s the same guy. Still, I can’t let that incident get in the way of this opportunity, so I straighten my shoulders and lift my chin. I can do this. Hell, I’ve always had an affinity with animals, especially with horses—something Doc Evans has been able to see firsthand—and combined with my training as a veterinary assistant, it comes in handy. All I need to do is show this guy what I can do.

      The woman who called didn’t give me many details, but assured me that the horse’s owner would fill me in.

      “You’re Jonas Harvey? Doc Evans called the rescue center, said you needed help with a horse.”

      “I am, and I do.” I bristle when he scrutinizes me from the tips of my boots to the ball cap covering my hair as I walk up to him. “You’re Alex?”

      “The one and only.”

      “Well, shit, I thought—”

      “Short for Alexandra,” I interrupt him.

      I don’t tell him a lot of folks think they’re dealing with a man when my name is mentioned. I like it that way. Archaic as it may seem, some of these ranchers would sooner deal with a guy than a woman, so I use the confusion to my advantage. All I need is an opportunity to show them what I can do and by then they hopefully won’t care what gender I am.

      “Ahh.” He grins and lifts his hat, running a hand over the bald head hiding underneath. A very nice bald head that suits the lined face and silver scruff. If I had to venture a guess, I’d say he’s late forties, not that much older than I am. “I have to apologize then, I automatically assumed—”

      “A man,” I finish for him. “Yes, I get that a lot, but there is no man. I’m sorry to disappoint.”

      “I’m far from disappointed,” he assures me with a smile.

      Oh, he’s a charmer, this one, and I can’t say I’m unaffected. From the way his eyes crinkle, it’s clear smiling is something he does a lot. Hmmm. Seems a far cry from the asshole who blew me off. Maybe I caught him on a really bad day last week, but he almost doesn’t look like the same man.

      I catch myself staring and quickly avert my eyes over his shoulder, where a pregnant paint leans her head over the fence of a small paddock.

      “Is she your problem horse?” I tilt my head in her direction.

      “Missy? God no, she’s a sweetheart. A little slow now, with only a month or so to go, but her disposition never changes.”

      The gentleness in his voice as he talks about the mare does more to break down my defenses than his charming smile does. Actually, that’s probably a lie; both seem to be effective, but I can’t forget the growling bear from before. I don’t know this man and would do well not to get distracted. I’ve got a job to do.

      I walk up to the fence and reach out my hand. The mare lifts her head, sniffs my hand, and moves her lips restlessly over my skin, probably looking for some treat.

      “I don’t have anything for you, honey,” I mumble before turning to Jonas. “She’s beautiful.”

      “She is, isn’t she?” he says with fatherly pride. “But she isn’t the problem. It’s her foal’s sire, Phantom. He’s in his stall.” He points at a large stable. “I’ll show you.”

      I’m very much aware of the man beside me as we walk through the large doors of the gorgeous green barn. This whole place is amazing, with well-tended grounds and nicely kept buildings. Aside from this barn there is a second, smaller one on the other side of the exercise ring, and I noticed a nice house sitting on a hill overlooking the property when I drove in.

      “This is Phantom,” he says, indicating the stall farthest back in the barn.

      I peek over the half-door to find a beautiful quarter horse huddled in a far corner. His nostrils are flared, and his eyes are wild and restless. A tremble seems to ripple over his dark buckskin hide. A stunning animal.

      Then he stomps his hoof in the straw and I notice the wrap around his foreleg.

      I glance at Jonas, who looks amused at my shocked expression. I’d been so sure the horse was going to be euthanized.

      “Is that the horse injured out on the road?”

      “One and the same.” He slightly tilts his head. “You thought I’d put him down.”

      I’m slightly embarrassed having jumped to conclusions, but more so that he could read me so easily.

      “I did,” I admit, but then add a bit defensively. “But you have to admit that’s what most ranchers would do.”

      “Not me,” he counters. “And not when the horse in question is a working stud.”

      I glance back at the horse and can see the quality. Quarter horses are very popular for a wide variety of uses and this boy is a beauty. I’m sure he brings in a decent buck in stud fees.

      “I stand corrected,” I concede, before reaching for the stall door.

      “What are you doing?”

      My hand stills.

      “I thought you wanted me to have a look at him.”

      “I do, but I don’t want you to get hurt. As you can see, he’s skittish. That’s a lot of horse for a little thing like you.”

      There’s nothing I can do to stop the automatic eye-roll his remark invites, but I manage to keep the sharp words inside. Not like it’s the first time I get a reaction like that, but it only makes me more determined to get close to the horse.

      “Do you have a halter for him?” I ask, trying for a casual tone. “I’d like to get him outside in the ring.”

      “I can get him out for you,” he offers.

      Sucking in air through my nose I conjure up patience.

      “Mr. Harvey, I—”

      “Jonas. Please,” he adds as an afterthought.

      “I promise you, I know what I’m doing. I have worked with animals who have been abused and beaten, who have every reason to distrust the human race, for quite some years now with great success. If you want me to help Phantom here, you’re going to have to trust me.”

      His jaw is working while he appears to consider my words. Then he turns on his heel and marches into the tack room, only to return moments later with a halter which he hands to me.

      “Be careful,” he mumbles. “He doesn’t play well with others, except for Missy out there. They have a special bond.”

      Not exactly a vote of confidence but I’ll take it.
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      Jonas

      
      I watch Alex ease her way into Phantom’s stall, his halter casually in one hand and the other held out in front of her. The horse’s nostrils twitch, trying to catch her scent, but he seems less panicked than he was a few days ago. I don’t move, not wanting to interrupt the trust I see her slowly building.

      I had my reservations at first, sending the slip of a woman into his stall—afraid Phantom could crush her with one powerful kick—but she’d assured me she knew what she was doing. Despite her confidence, I continue to stick close; ready to pull her out at the first sign of danger.

      It’s been a few days since Doc was last by to tend to Phantom—once again under sedation—and his dressings are starting to smell. Alex had balked when I suggested yesterday to call the vet back in, claiming it would set her back building trust with the animal. She promised she’d get him out of his stall and into the exercise ring this morning, after which she thinks she can change the bandages.

      She’s not what I expected. When she showed up yesterday, I was pleasantly surprised. I admit, when she’d mentioned Hart’s Horse Rescue at the side of the road last week, I never thought she owned the place. Call me a sexist bastard, you’d probably be right. But in my defense, the horse business is still very much a male dominated industry, especially up here in the boonies. I’m sure some have strong reservations around a woman handling these strong, powerful animals, but I’d like to think I am more open-minded.

      She definitely gained my respect with the way she handled Phantom yesterday. She wasn’t able to coax him out of his stall, but spent some time softly mumbling to him as she carefully soothed him with slow strokes of her hand. He visibly relaxed in her presence. Enough for her to promise today she’d get him into the corral.

      We’ll see. I made sure my guys are all working far enough away from the stable to minimize the risk of Phantom startling, but I’m staying right here.

      “Hey, buddy. Are you ready for some fresh air today? Can’t be fun cooped up in here all the time.” I grin at her running monologue as she inches closer to the stallion. “How about a quick hi for Missy? She’s about to pop. You should see her, she’s positively glowing.”

      When I mentioned the two horses have a special bond that dates back to their early years, it had been her suggestion the pregnant mare might actually have a calming effect on him. I put up a makeshift pen right next to the corral to keep her separate so Phantom couldn’t inadvertently injure her, but he’ll be able to smell, see, and touch her. We’ll have to wait and see how it goes, but I’m up to try anything at this point. Phantom is my most popular stud, making up almost half of my business, and I’m eager to see him better.

      In the stall, Alex gently rubs the horse’s head—something she wasn’t able to do yesterday—before deftly slipping the halter over his ears. Instead of immediately grabbing hold of it, she continues stroking him.

      “Want to open the door, Jonas?” she asks, in the same tone of voice she uses for the animal. Phantom looks my way when I do as she asks, but he doesn’t startle.

      With one hand on his halter, the other rubbing his nose, and her nonstop verbal soothing, she starts moving and slowly guides him out of his stall. He hesitates when he passes, his body curving away from me, but seems to take his lead from Alex.

      I’m impressed. I’m good with the horses, but aside from having the patience of a saint, this woman has something special. Not only that: she’s smart, passionate, and seriously pretty. It isn’t exactly a hardship to watch her work. Or…just watch her.

      When they step out of the barn doors Phantom sticks his nose up, sniffing the air. He seems to catch Missy’s scent and turns his head her way, whinnying softly.

      “Wanna go see your girl?” Alex coos, walking him into the ring and over to the fence where Missy’s already waiting. She lets them rub noses for a bit, before she calls me over. “Can you bring the bucket? We’ll try and do it here.”

      I grab the water and the clean dressings and slip in the ring, amazed when other than a quick look; Phantom doesn’t seem too disturbed by my presence.

      I smile appreciatively at Alex, and this time I get a wide grin back. One that goes straight to my gut.

      With infinite patience—a quality I’m unfortunately short on—she rubs the wet sponge over his neck, getting him used to the water before she eases it down his injured leg. She never once stops talking in that same calming tone as she makes sure the dressing gets soaking wet.

      Every so often Phantom stomps or jerks his head up, but Alex eventually is able to peel away the bandages.

      “Doesn’t look too bad,” she mumbles for my sake as she gently probes the wound. “Can you hand me the ointment?”

      I watch her carefully apply the antibiotic when I hear the crunch of footsteps behind me. Phantom does too and jerks his head around, his nostrils flaring and ears twitching restlessly.

      “Thought I’d told you guys to stay away,” I call out as calmly as I can.

      Sully’s voice comes back.

      “Sorry, Boss. Urgent call.”

      Alex turns her head to look behind me.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got this,” she says. “Go take the call.”

      I back away from the fence before turning and walking toward Sully, who holds out the phone.

      “It’s the sheriff, something about an incident north of Libby. Insists on talking to you.”

      “Keep an eye on them,” I tell him, nodding in the direction of the paddock.

      Then I aim my attention on the call.

      “Harvey.”

      “Jonas, it’s Wayne Ewing.”

      Ewing ran uncontested in the last election for the sheriff’s office. I don’t see eye to eye with him on a lot of things, but he’s a decent man. A fair one.

      “What can I do for you, Sheriff?”

      “There was an incident about a mile south of Kootenay Falls on US-2 early this morning. US Marshal’s Office lost touch with a prisoner transport from Castlegar, BC, north of the border to Kalispell. We’ve got two prisoners missing.”

      “What kind of incident?”

      “One that has federal agents from Kalispell all over the damn scene,” he grumbles, clearly not happy with the FBI
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