
Chapter One

			The sun beat down on the chute leading into the outdoor dirt arena, warmed by an unseasonable heat wave, as Lacey Bishop mentally reviewed the cloverleaf pattern she would ride around the barrels one more time. When she adjusted her hat low on her forehead, sweat trickled past her temple and along her jaw.

			Lacey’s buckskin mare, Denver, was a competitor, pumped and primed for the reckless sprints and spins around the three barrels before an all-out, homestretch gallop past the timer. So, she let Denver work herself into an adrenaline rush, turning her in a small circle to contain the horse’s excitement and loosen muscles needed to make the hairpin, near-full-speed turns. She ignored the frowns of other riders whose horses were agitated by Denver’s twirling wind-up as they waited their turn.

			One more twirl as her name was announced, and she clapped her calves against Denver’s flanks to rocket them past the arena’s electronic timer. Clods of the soft dirt flew around them as she shifted her weight to help Denver keep her footing when she dug into the first turn. Tight and perfect. Lacey tightened her legs and pressed the balls of her feet against the wide stirrups to stretch over the mare’s neck for a low, aerodynamic gallop to a point about six feet to the right of the second barrel, then eased back in the saddle to slow their pace as they hit the turn’s pocket and cut sharp enough that her leg barely brushed the other side of the barrel without tipping it. She focused on the crucial third barrel. Too many racers, eager for the mad dash to the finish line, cut the last turn short. Knocking the barrel over would add a devastating five-second penalty to their time. She sat back to slow for a clean turn, then shifted her hundred and twenty pounds forward over Denver’s withers—stretching over her neck like a flat-race jockey—for the final sprint to trip the timer.

			The announcer’s voice boomed over the speakers. “Fourteen-point-three-eight seconds! Lacey Bishop takes the lead in her final run.”

			Lacey and Denver shot through the chute and onto the adjacent warm-up area, where they finally slowed, and she guided her mare into a figure-eight pattern to gear down to a cooling walk. They had made it around once when the announcer’s voice boomed over the arena again.

			“Our final contestant is Brittney Abbott, riding Dash of Charm, now in second place.” This competition awarded the win to the fastest run, rather than a cumulative time from the contestants’ three runs. So, Brittney needed to run only a hundredth of a second faster to regain first place, even though her earlier times weren’t that fast.

			“Brittney can beat that time, no problem,” one rider said loud enough to ensure Lacey heard as she and Denver returned to watch Brittney’s run.

			“Go, Brittney,” another said.

			“You’ve got this, Brittney,” a third yelled. Several of the group of other contestants near the chute cast furtive glances at Lacey, but she sat tall in the saddle and ignored them.

			Brittney was pretty, feminine, and wealthy. They either were her friend or aspired to be so they would be included in the parties Brittney threw in her hotel suite each time she won an event.

			Lacey would always be an outsider. She lived in her horse trailer/camper and showered at truck stops or campgrounds that allowed horses. She ignored the other riders as much as they avoided her. Her solitary life didn’t bother her, but she hated how they whispered anytime she was near. And she resented that they all were cheering for Brittney to snatch this win from her.

			Well, not all.

			A tall, dark-haired woman shook her head and pushed away from the metal rails of the arena enclosure where she’d been watching the action. She turned toward the parking lot but paused and looked up as she neared Lacey.

			“Congratulations on your win,” she said, running her gaze over Denver before locking it with Lacey’s.

			Captured by the woman’s smile and blue eyes, Lacey nodded until her brain could engage. She cleared her throat. “Final scores aren’t in yet.”

			The woman shrugged. “She’s going to blow it.”

			Lacey finally tore her attention from the woman and stood in her stirrups in time to see Brittney round the second barrel and head for the third. Her trajectory was a scant foot too wide, but Brittney overcompensated, and her boot scraped against the barrel mid-turn. She whipped her horse down the homestretch, on target to stop the timer at fourteen-point-three-six, but the barrel teetered on its left edge and toppled a second before Brittney and Dash tripped the timer.

			The cheers went abruptly silent, replaced by a few groans as a five-second penalty changed her time to nineteen-point-three-six. Dash shied away when Brittney sprang from the saddle and kicked at the chute’s rails while yelling a litany of foul language. When the wrangler who tended her horses and drove them to events grabbed the reins of the spooked horse, Brittney paused her tantrum and pointed at them. “Get him out of my sight. Take him back to the ranch.”

			Lacey grinned at Brittney’s groupies, but she was disappointed when she looked down to share her smile with the mystery woman. She had disappeared. Lacey turned Denver toward their own trailer just as she was being announced as winner of the competition. She didn’t need Brittney’s drama spoiling her victory, even if Denver was the only one around to share it. She scanned the rodeo grounds. She didn’t normally seek out strangers, or anyone really, but she wanted to talk to the only person who believed the win was hers. How had she known Brittney would screw up? Lacey had seen the woman at the few events held before the year-long pandemic lockdown. She wasn’t someone you could easily forget. Naturally gorgeous with no makeup, she turned heads even in faded, worn jeans and a plain white Western shirt. But this was the first time Lacey had seen her this year, and she’d vanished today like beer at a cowboy cookout.

			No matter. Lacey had a horse to unsaddle, then a trip to the rodeo office to give them her direct-deposit information. She’d head off to a campground about fifty miles away that she’d discovered five years ago. Time to kick back and rest for a bit. She didn’t need to be at the next event for ten days. Maybe she’d hit a grocery store on the way and pick up a big steak to celebrate her win. Yeah. After dinner, she’d light a campfire, put in her earphones, and start listening to the audiobook she’d downloaded yesterday.

			* * *

			Wiloree Rivers didn’t stick around to share confirmation of a victory with the intriguing Lacey Bishop. Wil was at the rodeo to prime the money pump for Double R Ranch, which she and her father owned. She walked around to the opposite end of the arena to slide into the bleacher seating next to a group of wealthy horsemen and nodded as they politely touched their hats in greeting. “How’s the season treating you fellows?” she asked.

			“Been better,” Mac Abbott, Brittney’s father, said. “My best cutter strained a tendon and is out for the season. And I’m betting Brittney will want another new ride after losing to the Bishop girl. It’s not the first time. That girl and her little mare have beaten her three of the last five times they’ve run against each other.”

			“Brittney has a great horse.” Wil wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. “She’s just not handling him right. But I’ll be happy to sell you another. I have two barrel racers in training. One is pretty much finished. The other’s close—maybe another month to fine-tune.”

			“How’s your dad?” Mr. Abbott truly appeared concerned. “Heard he had a hard time with that COVID crap.”

			“It’s slowed him down a bit, but he’s on the mend. You know I can’t keep him out of the barn. Don’s been out for a while, taking care of his wife. She’s been really ill with the virus. So, Dad’s been working all the horses. He’s had plenty of time to bring them along, though, since everything was on hiatus for a year.”

			“What’s your dad have that can cut?”

			“He has three ready to go. Two are high dollar. One’s from the Cat line, and the other has close Lena bloodlines. The third also has Lena bloodlines, but not as close. All three are looking really good, but the third is also a good reining prospect.”

			Tom Blackstone interrupted their conversation. “I’m looking for a good reining horse.”

			“I’ll call your dad,” Mac said, seeming to ignore Tom. “Might be interested in a new cutter since my best is injured. Tell him not to sell anything to Tom until I get a look at all three.”

			“Hey, I thought we were friends.” Tom gave Mac a good-natured slap on the arm.

			“We are, buddy. But horses are business. You understand.”

			Wil wasn’t going to get in the middle of this friendly argument. She rose and turned to the men. “I’ll tell Dad you plan to call, Mr. Abbott. Mr. Blackstone, you’re welcome to come out, too. He’s also got a good crop still in training that you might want to buy an option on for when they’re finished.”

			“I’ll do that, young lady,” Tom said. “I’m sure I’ll see you sooner than later.”

			“Looking forward to it,” she said before climbing down from the bleachers and heading for the parking lot.

			* * *

			Wil was about to open the door to her Double R truck when her name rang out from across the parking lot. “Another minute and I’d have made a clean getaway,” she mumbled. She sighed and turned to face Brittney, who was kicking up a cloud in the dusty lot as she trotted toward her.

			“Hey, sexy.” Brittney didn’t stop until she was up in Wil’s personal space and practically purring as she displayed her trademark pout that usually got her anything she wanted. “I know you wouldn’t leave without saying hello.”

			Wil had ended her very short fling with Brittney at the beginning of the rodeo season. Brittney had pursued her until, a little drunk and desperate for company during the pandemic lockdown, Wil had given in and bedded her. Brittney was pretty good in bed, but incredibly entitled and fucked anyone in jeans—male or female. She professed to prefer women but slept with men “to keep up her image and in her father’s good graces” so she could continue to have unlimited access to his wallet.

			Whenever Brittney was at loose ends and Wil was around, she ignored Wil’s gentle but repeated “let’s just be friends” speech. And although Wil wanted to tell her that horses would fly before she slept with her again, the Double R needed Mac Abbott’s money, so Wil literally couldn’t afford to offend her.

			“Hey, Brittney. Tough loss today.”

			Brittney shrugged and tossed her hair. “That hillbilly bitch and her mutt of a horse got lucky. Dash was off his game.”

			“You need to quit muscling him through the turns. Give him his head. He knows what to do. You should spend more time with him. Bond with him. He’s a great horse, but you two aren’t working together.”

			“It’s just like you to blame me, rather than the horse.”

			It was Wil’s turn to shrug. “That’s free advice. People usually have to pay for my consultations.”

			Brittney stepped closer and brushed the back of her hand over Wil’s breast under the pretense of reaching up to finger the pendant on Wil’s necklace. Her expression transformed from pouty to sultry. “Then let me buy you dinner as payment.”

			“Sorry. I’ve got horses to feed and bed down.”

			“Come on, stud. I’m sure somebody at the ranch can do that for you. How about room service in my hotel suite?”

			“I thought you were dating Bart Roberts.”

			Brittney’s pouty face was back. “You know that’s just for show to keep Daddy happy. Bart and I’ve been friends since we were kids.”

			“That doesn’t change the fact that I need to head back to the ranch. We’re short-handed, with people still getting sick.” Wil was vaccinated and would have worn a mask, but the men she was trying to sell horses to were part of the anti-mask group, and the ranch needed their money. She didn’t worry about herself and was glad a recent test showed her father still had strong antibodies in his system from his previous infection.

			“Killjoy.”

			“I’m sure your groupies will be happy to party with you tonight.”

			“I don’t feel like a big party, just some private time with you.”

			“Sorry.”

			“Maybe I’ll let Bart take me out to dinner.”

			“Y’all have a good time.” If Brittney thought the threat would make Wil jealous, she figured wrong. She stepped back and climbed into the truck before Brittney could make a move to kiss her. “Nice to see you, but I have to run. Ranch work is never done. Take care.”

			




Chapter Ten

			Wil touched the smooth skin of Lacey’s naked back. They’d made love over and over until Lacey finally fell into an exhausted slumber an hour ago. Wil, however, felt energized rather than sleepy. She loved the way Lacey tucked her hand under her chin while she slept, her eyelashes so long they nearly touched her cheeks. She trailed her fingertips along the curve of Lacey’s back to where the sheet bunched low on her hips, then pressed her lips to Lacey’s shoulder blade. Lacey stirred under her touch.

			“What…what time is it?” Lacey blinked sleepily.

			“Eleven o’clock.” Wil wished she could stop time to spend just a few more hours in their warm cocoon that smelled of their lovemaking and Lacey’s warm skin. But reality beckoned. “Dad will be looking for me to help load our horses.” She tugged Lacey into her arms, reveling in their skin-on-skin connection. “I don’t want to leave—”

			“But you have to,” Lacey said. “I’m going to sleep a bit longer and take off just before sunrise. I don’t have as far to drive and can’t check into the campground outside Santa Anna where I have a reservation until morning.”

			Wil groaned. Knowing Lacey would stay snuggled in their nest made it even harder for her to leave. “I wish Dad and I had driven here separately.” She pressed her naked body tighter against Lacey’s. “I’d stay until you had to go.”

			They both jumped at the loud banging on the door of Lacey’s trailer. “Wil Rivers. You in there?” Ray shouted. “Let go of that girl and come help your old man load the horses. We need to get on the road.”

			Wil groaned again, her cheeks heating with embarrassment. “Coming,” she yelled back. She covered her eyes. “Lord. I hope nobody heard him.”

			Lacey laughed. “That’s what you get for lying abed and not taking care of business.”

			Wil tickled Lacey’s sides, making her laugh harder and squirm away. She stopped and yanked her close again to kiss her long and deep. Lacey’s eyes were dreamy, her breaths coming in short exhalations when Wil pulled back. “That’s so you don’t forget me before I can see you again.”

			Lacey’s expression turned serious. “I’m booked at some rodeo almost every weekend until the finals in December.”

			“Abilene is in three weeks, right? Our ranch is outside Bowie, only a couple of hours from Abilene. I could drive down.” Suddenly uncertain, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and reached for her clothes piled on the floor. “I mean, unless I’d be in the way.”

			Lacey grabbed her hand and entwined their fingers. “I do want to see you. I’m just not sure how, since you need to be at the ranch to train horses, and I’m on the road most of the year.” She stared down at their joined hands. “Maybe we should keep it light…friends with benefits whenever we cross paths like this weekend.”

			Wil was taken aback for a few seconds but realized Lacey’s fingers tightening, clinging to hers belied her offer to limit their budding relationship to no-strings sex. She shook her head, then slid off the bed and turned to Lacey so their eyes met. “I want more than a sex arrangement, sweetheart.” She touched Lacey’s cheek in a brief caress. “I think we might have something special growing between us, and I want to explore it. If you don’t feel the same way, please be honest with me now.”

			Lacey looked away, chewing her lip for a few seconds. “I’m not used to thinking about anyone but myself and Denver.”

			“The ranch consumes a lot of my attention.”

			“I can be a grumpy hard-ass.”

			“I turn into the devil incarnate after spending all day working on the monthly paperwork to keep the ranch solvent, not to mention the demon I become when I have to calculate and pay quarterly taxes.”

			Lacey looked up, a tentative glimmer of hope lighting her eyes and a hesitant smile surfacing as she studied Wil. She shrugged. “Okay.”

			“Okay?”

			Lacey’s smile grew. “No promises. You’ll probably realize the error of your decision soon enough, but we can see how it goes.”

			The hard knot in Wil’s belly loosened and faded away. She cupped Lacey’s face and brushed her lips against Lacey’s. “Can I call you tomorrow?”

			“Yeah. But you better go now, or your father will be banging on my trailer again.”

			Wil knew that was true but was reluctant to leave and kissed her one more time, deeply and thoroughly. “Get some more sleep before you hit the road, too.” She brushed her lips across Lacey’s once more, then stood. “Sweet dreams.”

			Lacey fanned her face with her hand. “My dreams are going to be anything but sweet after that kiss.”

			Wil laughed. “At least you can dream in the privacy of your trailer. Be glad you don’t have to spend the rest of the night trying to think of something, anything else because you’re cooped up in a truck with Dad for the next five or six hours.”

			Lacey’s laughter followed Wil as she left the trailer.

			* * *

			Lacey punched her pillow into submission and squinched her eyes closed, trying to quiet her mind…and body. She had about four hours before she needed to shower, load Denver, and get out of town to beat the morning commuter traffic, but Wil had left her wet and wanting. Geez. She’d already orgasmed twice in the short time they’d had, but she felt primed and ready again. How could that be?

			The sudden memory of Wil’s dark head between her legs and the feel of Wil’s tongue flat and warm against her sensitive clit made her belly clench and legs tighten.

			“Damn you, Wil. I’m never going to get to sleep,” she muttered to the walls.

			She threw back the sheet as heat suffused her naked body until she was covered with a fine sheen of sweat. She slid her hand down her belly until her fingers touched the wiry curls covering her sex. Could she…one more time? She closed her eyes and reached lower to finger her turgid clit. She was amazingly close just thinking about Wil—eyes impossibly blue in the sunlight and dark, silky hair gleaming in the wind. Wil naked and hovering over her. One stroke, two, and she nearly doubled over as exquisite pleasure exploded in her like a frothy wave crashing, then lapping against rocks as it dissipated. She panted, and her heart pounded in the aftermath. Then as heart and breath slowed, she closed her eyes and drifted into a sound, dreamless sleep.

			* * *

			They’d wound their way out of the city to Interstate 35 before Ray broke the silence without lifting the brim of his hat that he’d tipped forward to cover his eyes for a nap. “So, you’ve taken a liking to that little blond filly.”

			Wil smiled and shook her head in resignation. “I wondered how long it’d take you to bring that up.”

			“That’s not an answer.” He sat up from his slumped position and pushed his hat back.

			“Yeah. I like her.” Wil could feel him studying her, waiting for her to elaborate. Still, she kept her eyes on the road.

			“This one’s different, though.” His remark held no question.

			Wil sighed. He could be like a dog worrying a fresh soup bone when he latched onto a subject.

			“She’s honest and says exactly what she’s thinking, unlike Brittney’s little crowd of back-stabbing, rumor-mongering friends.”

			“And she’s really cute,” Ray said, grinning.

			Wil was instantly in the trailer again, watching Lacey throw her head back in orgasm and a flush spread from her breasts to her cheeks as she thrust into her. She licked her lips and hoped the faint light in the truck’s cab would hide the wave of heat traveling from her own chest to her ears. “She’s beautiful.” Her words were a reverent whisper.

			Ray nodded, his teasing expression turning wistful. “The first time I saw your mother, I was infatuated. After I finally worked up the nerve to talk to her, I was enchanted.”

			Wil could have laughed at the rough old cowboy using such a romantic word, but it was true. She knew how much he missed his wife of forty years and had feared his desire to join her in an afterlife was stronger than his will to live when he was hospitalized with the coronavirus. But he’d pulled through, and she’d held his hand as she wept in relief. He’d squeezed hers and mumbled, “I’m not going anywhere just yet. Your mama said you still need someone to look after you.”

			“Lacey’s had a hard life. She’s had to make her way all on her own. I don’t think she trusts anybody but her horse.” Wil had loved her mother but always felt a closer kinship to her father because of their mutual love and understanding of horses. He was the parent in whom she’d confided her deepest secrets. His patient presence allowed her to finally put words to her fear. “She might break my heart, Dad.”

			He didn’t respond for a long moment, then nodded. “Maybe. Maybe not. But I didn’t raise you to be a coward, Wiloree Rivers. If you feel this Lacey might be the woman for you, like your mama was meant for me, then you go after her. Don’t give up until you convince her the grass is sweeter on your side of the fence.”

			She laughed, relieved by his support. “I plan to do my best.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Lacey pulled into the campground where she and Denver would stay until the three-day rodeo was held the following weekend. She’d decided to wait until Friday morning to move to the noisy fairgrounds where the event was to be held. These smaller towns had few of the large rodeos’ perks, but the entry fees were sometimes as low as thirty dollars and the prize money easy pickings. She would likely be the only ranked professional rider entered since it wasn’t sanctioned by the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association to award points, and the five-hundred-dollar first prize for barrel racing would buy gas, groceries, and horse feed for a couple of weeks.

			The shady campground was well-kept, the lots spacious. She’d begun staying there each year after Joel and Maggie told her to check it out and called the owners to vouch that Denver would be no trouble around the other campers. A network of small private campgrounds dotted the state, but most still depended on local vacationers or word-of-mouth to attract travelers, even if they’d established a website for booking the lots. This campground included hiking trails and two pools fed from natural springs—one for families and the other for adults only. Lacey preferred the family pool because she liked to watch the kids play, and most of the adults were married. The adult pool tended to attract single people, and she hated being hit on by prowling dudes.

			She was exhausted after only four hours of sleep and setting up camp and Denver’s temporary corral, but she smiled and welcomed the group of five children, who had seen her walking Denver to get the kinks out of her legs after traveling.

			“Hi. Y’all come on in. Did you want to see my horse?”

			“Are you a cowgirl?” The boy appeared to be one of the oldest, probably around nine.

			“I’m a professional rodeo rider.” Lacey tried to steer him away from boy-girl labels.

			“You ride bulls?” a younger boy, eyes wide, asked. “I seen that on television one time.”

			“You saw that on television.” An older girl corrected him. She apparently was the chaperone of the group. Lacey guessed her to be about twelve.

			“Travis says ‘seen.’” The kid looked at the boy who had spoken first.

			“Girls can’t ride bulls,” the first boy said, scowling and ignoring the younger boy.

			Lacey smiled at the girl, causing her to blush, but spoke to the boy. “Yes. Women can and do ride bulls, but I don’t. I race horses around barrels.”

			“Wow,” the younger boy said.

			“Can we pet your horse, miss?” one of the twin girls, about six years old, asked.

			“My name is Lacey, and my horse is called Denver.” She smiled at them. “She loves to be petted.”

			“I’m Samantha, but everybody calls me Sam. That’s Travis,” she said, pointing to the older boy. “That’s Bodie, and the twins are April and Mae.” She pointed to each child as she named them.

			“It’s nice to meet you guys.” Lacey held up a large red apple. “I was about to give her this treat. Do you want to feed her?”

			The three youngest children jumped up and down, clapping their hands. “Yes! Yes!”

			Lacey sliced the apple into six pieces with her pocketknife, feeding one slice to Denver to demonstrate how they should place their apple slice on their palm, fingers held straight so the horse wouldn’t mistake them for part of the apple.

			The twins stepped up first and giggled when the mare’s lips brushed their hands.

			“His lips tickle,” one twin said.

			“Denver is a she, and all horses—boys and girls—have whiskers.”

			“My dad has whiskers, but he shaves them off every day,” Bodie said.

			“Well, I trim Denver’s whiskers, too, but not every day. They tickle because it’s time to give her another trim.”

			The kids spent another twenty minutes petting Denver, until Lacey told them it was time for Denver’s nap.

			“Could we come back tomorrow?” Sam asked.

			“I’ll be here until Saturday morning, and I’m sure Denver would love for you to visit.” She held up a finger in warning. “But only if I’m here and Sam or an adult comes with you.” She considered setting visiting hours so the kids wouldn’t end up hanging around all day, then decided to hold off in case it wasn’t necessary. They would probably be spending most of their time at the pool.

			They smiled and nodded. “We promise,” the twins chorused.

			Lacey waved to send them on their way. “See you tomorrow, then.”

			She sighed as she watched them run away. Her childhood had been such crap, she loved to see happy, inquisitive children, still unscarred by life. She opened the door to the camper portion of the trailer. “Nap time, Denver.”

			* * *

			Flash danced through the barrel pattern once again, constantly mouthing his bit to get it into his teeth so he could take off running as though he was back on the racetrack. Wil wheeled him in a tight circle, trying to distract him from his compulsion to grab the bit and sprint to the other end of the large oval ring.

			Ray watched from the sideline, his foot propped on the second rung of the metal bars fencing the practice ring. “Did you lunge that horse before you got on him?”

			Wil brought Flash to a standstill and glared at her father. “Have I ever trained a horse without lunging him first?”

			Ray shrugged off the question and moved the toothpick he was chewing to the other side of his mouth. “I think you should give up and cut your losses on that one. Those racehorses only retrain if you get them when they weed out the two-year-olds before they get a good taste of the track. That boy raced for three years. His legs are likely used up because they start them too young, and his brain is too firmly wired to all-out run.”

			“His legs are fine, and his bloodline has produced some outstanding barrel horses. He’s learning. It’s just taking a bit longer.” Wil took him past the electronic timer, wheeled him around, and headed for the first barrel. His turn was wide because he didn’t slow when Wil sat back in saddle, but he did whip around the barrel and sprinted toward the second. He took the second barrel wide again, but at a pace so fast that he nearly unseated Wil. Then he sprinted right past the third barrel, even though Wil pulled his head around so far, his nose was nearly touching his shoulder. Only the fence at the other end of the ring slowed him enough for Wil to regain control and trot him back to the barrels.

			Ray took the toothpick from his mouth and put it in his pocket. A toothpick stuck in the soft frog of a hoof could lame a horse. “Like I said. You need to sell that horse and invest in a better prospect.”

			Wil, grumpy from too little sleep after driving most of the night, didn’t reply as she turned him toward the barn.

			* * *

			Lacey stared into her campfire, but she wasn’t seeing flames. Her mind conjured Wil smiling up at her after Lacey’s fantastic thirteen-point-nine-five run, Wil’s great ass as she walked away, and Wil leaning toward her as sunset turned the sky into hues of pink and orange. She closed her eyes and could almost feel Wil’s breath on her face and the soft brush of her lips. The thoughts made her vibrate with pleasure. Wait. She really was vibrating. Lacey pulled her phone from her back pocket and smiled at the caller ID as she accepted the call. “Hey, you.”

			“Hey, yourself.” Wil’s sonorous voice warmed Lacey’s heart and other parts. “Everything go well with your drive?”

			“No problems. Well, if I don’t count nearly oversleeping because somebody wore me out.”

			“Same here. I could barely keep my eyes open while Dad napped for a few hours.”

			“Tell me he didn’t realize why you were still so sleepy.”

			Wil laughed. “Of course he did. He knows I’m a grown woman. But he didn’t razz me too bad about it.”

			Lacey covered her face even though no one was there to see it heat with embarrassment. “I’m never going to be able to face him again.”

			“He’ll forget all about it before you ever see him…unless you switch from barrel racing to cutting and start entering those futurities. He’s got several cutting horses ready for sale and wants to show them off at a few competitions.” Wil was quiet for a few long seconds.

			“Hey, is everything okay?”

			Wil’s sigh was heavy over the phone. “Yeah. It’s just…his memory isn’t all that good since he was sick.”

			“Oh, no. Was it bad?”

			“Yeah. He refused at first when they wanted to put him on a ventilator, but he finally got so bad I had to make the decision. I was sure I was going to lose him. I don’t know what I’d have done if I had.”

			“God. I’m so sorry.” Lacey thought about the jovial, handsome man she’d met at last weekend’s rodeo. “He seems fine now.”

			“He is…mostly. He gets that brain fog they talk about that lingers, and he tires easily.”

			“He seemed strong and healthy at the rodeo, but I understand you still worrying about him.” Lacey wished she could reach out and wrap her arms around Wil. She was beginning to realize that inside the competent, confident woman most people saw, Wil was still a motherless girl who’d had to grow up fast.

			“Is he going by himself?”

			“No. I’m sending our foreman, Jimmy, with him. It’ll mean more work for me here at the ranch, but I’ll feel better with Jimmy watching over him.”

			“Good. That’s good.”

			“How was your day?” Wil asked. “Do you like the campground there?”

			Lacey decided to go along with the change in subject and talked happily about the campground’s facilities, then recounted the visit from the children. “I’d be surprised if they don’t show up tomorrow with a handful of carrots.”

			Wil chuckled. “They sound cute. Have you ever thought about having offspring of your own?”

			“I can barely support myself and Denver, and children need to have a home, especially when they reach school age. In case you didn’t notice, I live the nomad life of a rodeo vagabond.”

			“What if things were different? I mean, if you were settled in one place, would you want some?”

			Lacey thought about the ones she’d met earlier. “I like them, but I didn’t exactly have a good role model. I’d probably be a terrible mom.”

			“You’re a good horse mom.”

			Lacey snorted. “Kids aren’t horses, Wil. You can’t put them in the corral or close them in a stall when you’ve got something else you want to do.”

			“I know that.”

			“Do you want some? Did you ask that because your biological clock is ticking?” She wasn’t accusing, just curious.

			“I like them, and Dad would love a couple of grandkids. But I can’t picture myself pregnant and giving birth. Nuh-uh. Not going there.”

			“You could adopt,” Lacey said. “A ranch is a great place for a kid to grow up.”

			“You could cut down on the small rodeos and settle down somewhere. You’re winning enough now at the big rodeos to do that.”

			Lacey had considered that possibility. She had even dreamed about buying a small place—twenty acres or so—and giving riding lessons, training horses, or figuring out some other way to make extra money. “My nest egg would have to be a lot bigger than it is now,” she said.

			“Yeah. Mine, too,” Wil said. After a long pause while they both seemed to be thinking over their feelings on the matter, she spoke again. “What were you doing when I called?”

			Ah. Lacey smiled as she formed her answer. “I was mostly staring into the flames of my campfire after reading the same two lines in my book over and over.”

			“Really? What do you see in those flames?” Wil’s voice was low and sexy.

			Lacey spoke slowly as she laid out the scene in her mind’s eye. “You naked, under me. Your hair is like black silk fanned across the pillow, and your head is thrown back, mouth open as you orgasm.”

			Wil’s groan was loud over the phone. “Are you trying to kill me, woman? I’m on the porch and need to go to my bedroom if we’re going to have phone sex.”

			Lacey wished they were on a video call so she could see her face. Even better, she wished Wil was in her bed rather than in her thoughts. “Sorry. No phone sex. I’m sitting outdoors where anyone could walk up, and I’d have to make sure the fire was out good before I could go inside. I’m afraid the mood would be lost.”

			“Dream about me when you do go to bed?” Wil nearly purred the words. “I know I’m going to dream about you.”

			“I don’t think I can avoid it,” Lacey said, smiling. Damn. She’d been smiling way too much lately. Her cheeks were going to be sore because her face wasn’t used to it. She sucked in a deep breath and exhaled to calm her raging hormones. “It’s late, and while I might be able to sleep in tomorrow, I know life on a ranch starts early.”

			“Yeah. The farrier will be here at seven in the morning, and I have to feed and get the horses lined up before he arrives.”

			“Wil?”

			“Yeah?”

			“I’m glad you called.”

			“Me, too. I wasn’t sure…I was afraid I might be bothering you,” Wil said. “I’ve been grouchy all day. I thought it was because of getting very little sleep, but now I think it was because I’d rather be hanging out with you.”

			“I like hanging out with you, too.” Geez. They sounded like a couple of teenagers who didn’t want to be the first to hang up. “Hey, maybe we can video-call next time.” Damn it. Could she sound more infatuated? “I’d like, you know, to hear about the horses you’re training.”

			“Okay.” Another pause. “Uh, is tomorrow night too soon? Because, you know, I like hearing about your day.”

			“Really? I don’t do much that’s interesting. I read a lot when I’m between rodeos.”

			“We can talk about what you’re reading. I read a lot, too. Honestly, I’m the only woman on the ranch, and while Dad and the guys are great, sometimes I feel kind of isolated.”

			Lacey knew that kind of loneliness—feeling alone even when you’re in a crowd of people. She wished she could teleport herself to the ranch and give Wil a tight hug. She softened her voice. “Then tomorrow night will be perfect.”

			




Chapter Twelve

			Wil sat back in the saddle and concentrated on anticipating the quick moves of her dad’s best cutter, Lena Smarty Pants, as the horse denied the black calf’s attempts to rejoin the small herd of other calves at the opposite end of the ring. This mare was so talented, all she had to do was stay centered in the saddle as Ray and Mac Abbott watched from outside the ring.

			“She definitely got a good piece of her Lena bloodlines,” Ray said to Mac. “I don’t think I’ve ever trained a horse with so much instinct. See how she latches on, staring that calf down? She’s moving to cut him off even before his legs get the which-way-to-turn message from his brain.”

			Mac nodded, stepped back from the fence, and waved Wil over. Mac had business in the area so hadn’t waited until the weekend to check out Ray’s cutters. They’d already watched Blue Cat work a couple of calves, but he seemed satisfied after watching Smarty work just one. Wil disengaged and let the calf slip past them before riding over to the two men. Mac ducked between the bars of the metal fencing and walked around them when Wil brought the mare to a stop. He eyed Smarty’s relaxed demeanor and her body structure.

			“How much you asking?”

			“This is definitely my high-dollar horse. She’s the best I’ve ever trained. I’m looking to get $500,000.”

			Mac whistled and shook his head. “That’s pretty steep, Ray. I’d have to spend the money I set aside for when Brittney gets married. I know she and her mother are going to want to put on a big extravaganza.” Mac made a show of shifting the wad of tobacco in his right cheek to the other side of his mouth, then spitting. “I’ll give you $400,000.”

			Ray shook his head. “She’ll earn that much during her career, then give you foals that can sell for just as much as her price because of the strength of the Lena bloodline.”

			Wil listened but didn’t speak. She loved watching her dad work through this ritual. They both knew Mac’s oil wells were pumping out that much profit every week. And Mac was aware they knew this, but the men loved the ritual of posturing and dickering over price.

			“If she got injured the first time she competes, I’d be out a half million dollars. Her foals wouldn’t bring in near her price if she can’t compete to show off her worth. How much for Blue Cat?”

			“Smarty’s health and legs are solid. I have a recent vet statement confirming that fact, but you’re welcome to pay for your own vet to check her out. I’m looking to get $250,000 for Blue Cat. He can also compete as a reining horse, but he’s gelded. He won’t make you any money after you retire him. That’s why his price is so much lower.”

			Mac spit again, then kicked some dirt over it before bending to run his hands up and down Smarty’s legs. He sighed when he straightened and looked at Ray. “I reckon Brittney’s gonna have to elope. I’ll send my foreman over with a certified check for the mare as soon as you shoot me a copy of her X-rays and health report for my vet to approve.” He held out his hand, and Ray shook to seal the deal.

			“I’ll call my vet today,” Ray said.

			Yes! Wil wanted to jump up and down. Mac’s check would put the ranch back in the black, but Ray also would want to invest some of it in new stock. They had five or six promising yearlings, but their bones needed several more years to fully develop before those young horses could begin serious training. They needed some horses old enough now to turn around in a year to sell, and Ray was good at finding ones that weren’t reaching their potential at the cutting futurities and fine-tuning them so they began to place in the money. She also suspected her father had his eye on buying an older mare from the Lena bloodline for breeding. To keep their stock current and rehire Don to help Ray train, they’d need to find buyers for the other horses.

			Wil waved over their grizzled foreman, who’d been propped against the fencing on the other side of the ring. “I’ll get Jimmy to make sure she gets an extra rubdown tonight.” She led Smarty to the middle of the ring and handed the mare off to him. “I don’t care if you have to sleep with her. Treat this mare like she’s the love of your life until Mac Abbott’s foreman comes to get her in a few days. Dad just sold Smarty for a crap-load of money.”

			Jimmy’s shaggy, handlebar mustache twitched with what she suspected was a grin if she could see his mouth. “Hot damn. You going to get Don back? Ray’s not up to snuff yet, and I worry he’s pushing himself too hard.”

			Wil saw the concern in the old man’s faded brown eyes. Jimmy had been a fixture on the ranch most of her life after he broke his back bull riding and Ray gave him a job and a bunkhouse to live in. “If his wife is well enough, I’ll have Don back here before the week’s gone.”

			Jimmy nodded but shifted his gaze to over Wil’s shoulder. “Well now, here comes trouble.”

			Wil turned to see Brittney park her BMW next to the ring and get out to saunter over to Ray and Mac. She shook her head. “She’s pushing her dad to buy her another barrel horse because Lacey Bishop and I beat her pretty good
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