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        He’s a bored billionaire.

        She’s a destitute rancher.

        They have nothing in common.

      

      

      Unemployed and pregnant, April Cooper retreats to the family ranch where she’s surrounded by disaster: her grandfather is dead, her uncle has disappeared, and someone’s been shooting the cattle. April wants to raise her baby in peace and quiet, but she suspects the newly-arrived stranger offering to help is keeping secrets.

      Wade Kelly Borne is searching for a corporate retreat location, but his conscience won’t let him abandon a woman in need. Drawn to April’s quiet strength, Wade sticks around to protect her and help discover who’s terrorizing her ranch.  He should leave in a few days, but his heart has other ideas. 

      He’d never fit into her lifestyle, and she wants no part of his, but they can’t ignore their mutual attraction. Are their differences irreconcilable, or is there hope for a future together?
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      April Cooper spared a quick glance at the swollen gray clouds as the rain poured down in buckets. It should have been a relief, but it wasn’t. It annoyed her. Too much, too fast and maybe even too late! She slammed her hand on the steering wheel. Dammit, she didn’t need this.

      Wildwood, Alberta, was experiencing its hottest, driest summer in a decade. Crops that should have been thigh high were barely to the knee. Farmers and ranchers needed rain, desperately. But not all at once. Not in the span of an hour. The earth was dirty-thirties parched, the ground cracked and broken and wouldn’t absorb the moisture quickly enough. Too much of it would simply run off and drain away into the ditches or flood the low-lying areas. What they needed was a week of light, misty, easily absorbed rain.

      She’d been optimistic that they’d get a sprinkle when she headed to town for groceries and chicken feed, now, her hopes were crushed. Another dream down the drain, just like her dream to advance to charge nurse of day medicine at Calgary South Health Campus. That aspiration exploded in her face like a cheap firecracker when she was falsely accused of theft and terminated. With nothing left, she’d fled the city, seeking sanctuary on her grandfather’s ranch. The ranch was supposed to bring peace and comfort, and a safe place to land. Instead, it came with a manure load of problems she had no idea how to handle.

      In the thirty seconds between the feed store and the ranch’s rust bucket truck, April Cooper was drenched to the bone. Now, forty-five minutes into a twenty-minute ride, she was shivering uncontrollably and her bladder was fit to burst. If this drenching made her sick or endangered her baby, she didn’t know what she’d do.

      She had to pee. Oh Lord, she needed to use the bathroom. How could being four months pregnant shrink her bladder so drastically? She was barely even showing yet. Mother Nature continued to dump gallons of water and the bald truck tires were starting to hydroplane on the standing water of the highway. She splashed through a particularly low spot, swerving uncontrollably until she passed through the puddle. Her sigh of relief was short-lived when the stupid truck shuddered and stalled. She coasted to the side of Highway 16 and flipped on her hazard lights. At least those still worked.

      The sky lit with repeated flashes of sheet lightning and thunder boomed, shaking her truck and making her ears throb.

      “Crap in a basket,” she muttered. “I don’t need this. Not now. Come on, Bessy girl.” She slipped the truck into neutral, pushed in the clutch and turned the key. “Don’t let me down now.”

      Nothing.

      Not a squeak, not a groan and certainly not the roar of her engine flaring to life. She closed her eyes and prayed for patience before trying again.

      Nothing.

      She pulled out her cell phone to discover there was no service. She wasn’t surprised; reception in this area was spotty on a good day; in the middle of a thunderstorm, it was nonexistent. And she still needed to pee. She wasn’t getting out in this monsoon. She searched the floorboards, in vain, for an empty container of some sort that she might be able to convert into a makeshift bathroom. There wasn’t a single thing on the floor; not even a throw away coffee cup. What farm truck didn’t have empty containers in it? She tried the backseat. Nothing under the groceries or the cooler she’d loaded earlier.

      There was an old rain slicker. Full of holes and mouse chewed, but it would cover her while she was out of the truck. She couldn’t wait any longer; she had to go. Now.

      She peered out the windows, checked for traffic and slipped into the jacket, choking back a gag at its musty, oily smell. Her stomach clenched; it was way too sensitive these days. She climbed gingerly down from the truck and raced around to the passenger side, dropped her pants and squatted.

      She had barely started when the sound of a vehicle penetrated the storm.

      “Just keep going,” she muttered. “Don’t stop.” Oh, God, if someone saw her, she’d die of embarrassment.

      April sighed as the vehicle came to a halt behind her. A door slammed. Fate was against her today.

      “Need a hand,” a strong masculine voice called out.

      “Don’t come any closer.” She tried to squeeze the flow to a stop.

      “What?”

      “Hang on. Don’t come any closer,” she called over her shoulder. Sweet heaven, don’t let this stranger see her with her butt hanging out on the edge of the road in the middle of a monsoon. If this were a sitcom, it would be funny, but now it was mortifying. Thankfully, the slicker was long enough it protected her privacy somewhat.

      Finished, she yanked up her jeans, dropped her shirt and turned to face the voice. The man standing beside an old GMC pickup seemed tall and solid. Somehow his suit was reassuring. Crazy people didn’t wear suits, did they? She ignored the embarrassing heat that flooded her face. Thankfully, he had enough courtesy to avoid mentioning the fact she’d been addressing the call of nature when he arrived.

      “Is everything okay?” he called out.

      “Um, my truck died after skidding through that lake back there. I can’t get it to start.”

      “It’s a crappy day to be stuck in the rain.” He approached slowly until they stood six feet apart, facing each other, on the driver’s side of her truck. She backed up three steps, keeping her distance. No sense getting too close to a stranger.

      Glory be; he was tall. At five six, she wasn’t short, but he had to have eight inches on her. The rain rapidly flattened his sandy brown hair, turning it dark and slowly taking the waves out of it. His face wreathed in a reassuring grin and his dark blue eyes sparkled in the dim light of early afternoon.

      “You should have a rain jacket on.” Heat rose in her face. Why had she chastised a man she’d never met?

      “I forgot to pack it. I’ll pick one up later, if this crazy weather continues.” He shrugged off her concern. “Is it okay if I give it a try?”

      “Give what a try?” She blinked at him in confusion.

      “The truck. Is it okay if I try to start her up?”

      Did she want some random man starting her truck? What if he stole it and abandoned her here? The thought was ridiculous, it probably wouldn’t start for him either. “Oh, yes. Go ahead. She’s not going anywhere anyway. It’s not like you could steal her since she won’t start. Not that you’d want to steal a piece of junk like this. Um, not that I think you’d steal it…” She rambled to a stop, she sounded foolish blathering on like this.

      He quirked one eyebrow at her. “Nervous?”

      “Oh crap. I’m babbling. Aren’t I? I usually do when I’m nervous. Not that you make me nervous. I’m just tired of being out in the rain.”

      The eyebrow quirked again.

      The flow of words stammered to a halt.

      “I’m Wade Kelly.” He climbed into the cab. He tried to start it, popped the hood and climbed back out a moment later. “Well, she’s not going to start. I’ll check if there’s anything obviously wrong with the engine.” He stepped around, walking toward the hood.

      “Good grief, man, you’ll ruin that suit. Get back in your truck. The rain will stop soon. And cell reception will come back.”

      “Don’t worry about the suit. I’ve got another one.” He chuckled.

      “You don’t have to do this.” She followed him to the front of the truck.

      “So, I should leave a damsel in distress stranded on the side of the road? Sorry, princess, that’s not in my repertoire of tricks.”

      The wind ripped the raincoat hood off her head and the rain redoubled its efforts to drown her. She swiped her sodden hair off her face; the old jacket was more of a sieve than a weather block; she was drenched anyway, why worry about it now?

      He lifted the truck hood and poked around the engine. “I don’t suppose you have any tools in this death trap? Do you?”

      “Not a one, sorry.” Death trap? Yeah, the truck was a beater, but it was hardly a death trap. He had his nerve. She bit back a snide remark. He was trying to help.

      “There’s nothing I can do without tools. By the looks of things, there could be a hundred things wrong, but it’s probably just old age.” He slammed the hood shut. “This old girl needs a mechanic or, better yet, a trip to the bone yard. What is she an eight-two?”

      “Eighty-four, I think. Does it matter?”

      “No, not really. But with a lot of TLC, she’d be a grand dame again.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t have that kind of time, or money. And if I did, she’d be replaced with something a little more reliable.” April sighed. “Thanks for the help. I’ll just sit and wait for the storm to pass.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’ll give you a ride home, or back to town, if you prefer.”

      “No thanks. I’ll wait it out.” Is he nuts? Does he really think I’d hitch a ride with a stranger? Maybe he wasn’t as nice as he looked; maybe he had an ulterior motive. Serial killers looked like regular people, didn’t they? Great, now her overactive imagination was kicking in.

      “Come on, princess, how far can it be?”

      “It’s not far, but I don’t know you.”

      “True enough. But I haven’t ravaged you, yet.”

      She stared at him, slack jawed. “I didn’t think that…” Holy crap, he could read her mind. This was bad.

      “Of course, you did. A beautiful woman, alone on the side of a deserted road. It crossed your mind before you were done with your business.” He winked.

      “I can’t believe you mentioned that,” she gasped. Beautiful? Now he was trying to butter her up? As much as the compliment surprised her, it pleased her as well.

      “Well, it’s hardly a secret between us. And I didn’t see anything important. Climb into my truck. You’re frozen right through and I’ve got heat,” he sing-songed and waved toward his pickup.

      She stared at him; knowing she shouldn’t take a ride from a stranger. He seemed like a nice guy. She bit her lip. Should she accept a ride and get out of this crappy weather? She would be risking her life and her baby’s. Then again, she was risking the baby’s life by hanging around, freezing her ass off. “Sold.” Shivering from the cold, she pivoted toward his vehicle. She felt his stare on her back as she walked away.
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      Wade studied her as she walked away. Funny she didn’t wait after she made up her mind. The woman had spunk, that was for sure. And she was pretty, as well as feisty. Even if she was stick-skinny. Her long blonde hair hung limp around her face, sodden with the downpour. What little he could see under that ridiculous jacket was all angles and curves. She could use a little meat on her bones, that’s for sure. Why did women think you needed to be under-weight to be attractive? It bothered him that too many socialites felt you couldn’t be thin enough or rich enough. That was one of the factors that instigated this…sabbatical. That and his desire to find a farm or ranch to created a rural retreat for himself. The crazy, skinny women chasing him for his money were adding to his already disabling burden of running an oilfield servicing business in a dwindling economy.

      He reached into her truck and grabbed the purse he’d seen on the seat earlier, locked the doors and climbed into his fully restored, vintage 1972 GMC pickup. This truck was the only woman in his life, and he intended to keep it that way.

      “Here are the keys and your purse. I didn’t think you’d want to leave them behind. I locked her up.”

      “Oh my gosh. I can’t believe I forgot my purse. Thanks for bringing it. I need to get more sleep.”

      “Now, where to, princess?” She was cute, pretty in a casual way, but she seemed a bit scatterbrained. It didn’t matter, she needed a ride and he wouldn’t leave a woman stranded on the side of the road.

      “April,” she corrected him.

      “This…is a truck, not a time machine. I can neither take you back to last April nor take you forward to next year.” He chuckled.

      The tension eased from her shoulders and she laughed with him. “I meant my name is April.”

      “I got that. I just thought you looked a mite nervous and I’d lighten things up a bit. Relax, I’m not going to bite you.” Even if the idea did hold a certain undeniable appeal. Man, he’d like to taste those glistening pink lips.

      She was shivering like a leaf in a windstorm. He cranked the truck to life and heat blasted from the dash and floorboards.

      “All right, Princess April, where can I take you? And before you argue about it, there’s no sense sitting here half the day waiting for the rain to stop. You might as well be home and warm. Or back in town, if that’s where you came from.”

      He could almost see the thoughts scrambling around in her head. She was wary, rightly so, but she looked frozen to the bone. Safety probably battled comfort for supremacy behind those liquid chocolate eyes. Obviously, she didn’t know who he was or she’d know she was safe. He was tickled by the anonymity; this had to be the first time in five years his wealthy reputation didn’t precede him. A lovely girl next to him who didn’t recognize him made the day special; he didn’t even care about the torrential downpour hammering them; or the potential delay of his plans.

      “Look, you’re already in my truck. I’ll give you a ride home or back to town and leave you be. Although, it would be nice if you loaned me a towel to dry off with. Who knew a wool suit could soak up so much water?” He struggled out of the jacket and folded it on the seat between them, waiting for a response.

      After several long minutes of warming her hands in front of the blowing heater, she seemed to reach a decision. “The ranch is about six miles from here. Straight ahead three miles then turn left.”

      A quick shoulder check and they were on their way, westbound.

      “Slip out of that jacket. It’s probably blocking the heat. You’ll warm up faster that way. And I expect you’re dry under it,” he advised.

      “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” She chuckled lamely and slid out of it. “But this thing has more holes than cheesecloth and I’m soaked through.”

      Her scoop-necked T-shirt clung to her minimal curves and he had to struggle to keep his eyes on the road and off her. How weird was that? He, Wade Kelly Borne, known throughout the province for his penchant for luxuriously upholstered women, was fixated on the skinniest woman he’d seen for months. He ignored the stirring in his groin when she lifted her arms to push her hair back, causing her shirt to tighten even farther. This was bad. He had a job to do, and it did not involve getting tangled up with a woman, any woman.

      “You might consider investing in a better jacket,” he suggested.

      “I have a better one, but it was sunny and hot when I left this morning. I wasn’t expecting rain. All month it’s been threatening to storm, but the clouds seemed to skirt by us and dump water everywhere else, like Saskatchewan. Although, the radio tells me the whole area is socked in for a long, hard rain. I found this pathetic excuse for a coat in the truck when I stopped to…”

      He chuckled. It was cute that bodily functions made her uncomfortable.

      “You found it in the truck? Isn’t it yours?”

      “Well, yes and no. And sort of.”

      “That clears things up perfectly.” She wasn’t very forthcoming, she seemed to be hiding something from him. She was rapidly becoming a puzzle he wanted to figure out, and not in a good way. He didn’t have time for deceit or hidden agendas.

      “Turn at the next left,” she advised. “The truck belongs to the ranch and I’m sort of taking care of things for a while.”

      Another cryptic response. He followed her instruction and turned left down a gravel road and a short distance later crossed the eastbound lanes of Highway 16. He drove down the rough road carefully avoiding the puddles she warned were always deep.

      Turning right again, they crossed a Texas gate and drove under a faded sign declaring the land to be the Lazy-W Ranch. He did a double take at the sign. Part of his mission, on his work trip, vacation combo was to scout out the Lazy-W as a potential investment. The rumor mill told him the ranch was in financial straits and could end up on the market. If it was what he was looking for, he intended to scoop it up before it was officially for sale. He hadn’t expected to arrive in this fashion, he’d intended to keep his surveillance subtle. Rescuing a member of the ranch staff was definitely not on the agenda.

      A road, of sorts, crossed a cow-mowed field and wandered past a fenced-in equipment yard complete with shop. Dozens of cows grazed peacefully on both sides of the road, oblivious to the weather. A large broken-down, but still useable, barn, a stable and a series of corrals sat on the left-hand side of the path. The gravel lane led upward into a patch of trees.

      “Up that small hill, please. And stop in front of the big house.”

      “The big house,” he teased. “I thought you said ranch, not plantation.”

      “You’ll understand it when we clear the bush.”

      They passed through a couple hundred feet of old growth forest, the underbrush stomped and chewed flat by cattle. They crested the hill and crossed another Texas gate into an enormous yard. To the left was a long thin house designed to look like a cabin, but with several dormer windows across the roofline. On the far side of the yard were half a dozen small buildings laid out like one side of a street in an old western town. Each building had a name on a plaque hanging from the rafters. Hotel, Saloon, Jail, Bathhouse, Livery and several others faded to near invisibility.

      “The hotel is actually a bunkhouse.” She pointed to the largest building at the south end of the row. “My grandfather thought it would look cute if the guest cabins looked like an old west town. Bed and breakfast clients used to love it. Unfortunately, things are a bit rundown now.”

      A bit? The place looked like it should be torched. The grass was little more than mud and the boardwalk along the front of the cabins was warped and twisted; clearly a tripping hazard. The dilapidated state of everything would drop the market value substantially. The big house wasn’t big at all. It seemed like a modest family home but, in relation to the old west buildings, it was large.

      “It’s okay to drive on the grass,” she advised him. “Pull right up to the front porch.”

      He pulled to a stop as a grizzled old man in a tattered straw cowboy hat stepped gingerly out onto the porch to stand sheltered from the pounding rain by the overhang.

      “Come inside.” She glanced at Wade and jumped out of the truck.

      Her sudden acceptance left him feeling pole-axed and more than a little guilty about scoping the place out. He shrugged off the guilt, this was business and if helping April led him to better information, or maybe a deal, that’s just how it is. Half a moment later he followed her onto the porch.

      “Missy, I figured you were lost for sure. Where’s the truck? And who’s this city slicker.” He waved dismissively in Wade’s direction.

      “Bessy died,” she replied. “We can use the tractor to tow her home later. This is Wade. He rescued me and gave me a ride. Wade, this old geezer is Jack, the ranch foreman.”

      “I ain’t old,” he groused.

      “You were old when I was a girl. You’re practically ancient now.” She kissed his whiskered cheek tenderly. “But I’d be lost without you. If you hadn’t found me when you did, I’d be homeless as well as jobless.” She hugged him tightly.

      Homeless and jobless? There must be a story here. Wade’s curiosity peaked further.

      A golden-red, knee-high dog hopped up the steps on three legs, sliding with each hop. It scurried to April’s feet and woofed softly.

      She leaned down to pat it. “Hey, Biscuit. Girl, you should be inside, not hanging outside in the rain. You’ll catch cold.”

      “Biscuit?” Wade asked. Crazy name for a dog, but from what he gathered, April was…unconventional.

      “Grampa had a thing for food names. Biscuit here is the best danged cattle dog for miles around. On three legs she can outwork almost every other dog in the area.” April kneeled and tussled with the dog for a moment. “Now shoo, go find someplace warm to rest.” Biscuit scurried off to lie on a blanket under a chair on the far end of the porch.

      “Would it be okay if I brought my suitcase in, just long enough to change before I hit the road?” His body temperature was dropping, he wanted nothing more than to get out of these clothes, and finish the job he’d come to do.

      Jack pinned him with a glare that felt like a physical blow. “You mind your manners, mister. Don’t be getting any ideas about my April or you’ll answer to me.”

      Jack was old and frail and Wade didn’t doubt for one second the old guy would try to take him out if he felt the need; even if it was a battle the old timer was destined to lose.

      “No, sir. I’ll be on my best behavior. I’ll change, and then I’ll be gone.”

      “Nonsense,” April grasped his arm, the chill of her hand through his shirtsleeve sent heat racing through him. “You’ll stay for coffee, at least, and maybe lunch too.”

      “I should be going. But I’d love a coffee if it’s not too much trouble.” Excellent, he had an open invitation to look around, scope things out.

      “No trouble at all. I’ll start the coffee and then get changed. Get your bag and come inside.” She stepped through the wood-framed screen door, closing it gently behind her.

      “Watch yourself, boy,” Jack warned. “I’m not putting up with any shenanigans. Tell April I’m moving that last bred heifer into the barn. She’s due any minute and no sense in letting the calf catch a chill. But I won’t be long, mark my words.” He shook a boney finger in Wade’s face.

      “What’s a bred heifer?” Wade asked.

      “Danged city slickers. A heifer’s a female cow that ain’t had a calf. A bred heifer is having her first. After that she’s just a cow.” There was something in Jack’s tone that implied Wade had somehow redeemed himself by admitting his ignorance about cattle.

      Jack snatched a heavy green slicker off a wall hook and slid into it, and then ambled around the corner, a hitch in his gait slowing his steps.

      Wade inhaled deeply and a weight seemed to lift off his shoulders. The view and the smell of rain reminded him of the time his foster parents had taken him and his sister to visit a cowboy ranch in Saskatchewan when he was fourteen. It was one of his favorite memories, the horses, the cows, the trail rides; it had all been so peaceful and for years afterward, the child he’d been had dreamed of being a cowboy. But life drifted by and his had taken another direction. Living in Alberta, he’d been drawn to the oil patch as if pulled by forces beyond his control. He made his fortune in the petroleum industry, but he did miss rural life and someday hoped to retire to the country.

      Wade stood on the porch for a moment, looking around the yard. The Lazy-W Ranch must have been impressive at some point, although its glory had faded and aged. In an instant, he could see the ranch as it had been and what it could be with the right man behind the reins. He grunted at the fanciful thought; it didn’t matter what it was, or what it could be. He’d heard this place might be coming up for sale and had come to see if they could turn it into a corporate retreat. There was huge money in retreats and he was always looking for a good investment. Not that he’d mention that to April. Or maybe he’d buy it for his own use.
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      April hurried inside and started the coffee before racing to her attic room to towel off and change. She dried hastily, ran a brush through her hair and slipped into jeans and a warm sweater. Downstairs, she tossed her clothing into the dryer and headed back into the living room.

      Wade stood indecisively, dripping water on the mat.

      “What are you doing?” she chided. “Don’t just stand there. Get out of those fancy shoes and come inside.” He must be crazy to stay there, drenched.

      She led him to the bathroom and handed him a towel. “I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re changed.” She pointed down the hallway to the other end of the house and left him standing in the bathroom.

      She loved this place. When she’d first visited as a child, she fell in love with the unconventional layout. With the living room at one end, facing west, and the kitchen at the other, facing east, there was a perfect place to relax any time of the day. In between were a bathroom and utility room and three moderately sized bedrooms, one of which had been converted to an office-library combination. Upstairs, the attic had been divided into a couple of bedrooms and an open living area. Dormer windows provided light. Boxes of fabric and supplies stood stacked in one of the attic rooms, waiting for April to have a chance to unpack them and renew her addiction to quilting. But that would have to wait; there was too much ranch work to do to be bothered with trifles like hobbies; even if she did want to get started on a baby quilt.

      She busied herself in the spacious kitchen, setting out coffee mugs, sugar and a plate full of cookies. She rummaged in the fridge for the jar of fresh cream from a neighbor who raised dairy cows.

      “This is a great house,” he declared. “How old is it?”

      She jerked back out of the avocado green fridge, slamming her head into the bottom of the freezer door handle. “Shoot.” She groaned and rubbed her head. “You startled me. Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to sneak up on a person?”

      “Sorry. I got excited. I love this house. I peeked into the open rooms. I hope that’s okay.” He winced as if realizing he might have overstepped his bounds.

      “It’s fine. If it wasn’t, I’d have shut the doors. No secrets here.” It was her turn to wince at the slight untruth of her words as she set the cream on the table. “The ranch was founded in eighteen eighty-two, before the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway came through Wildwood. Though it wasn’t called Wildwood then. It was called Junkins, which is a really stupid name for a town.” She chuckled. “But the original house burned down in nineteen thirty-nine. This one was finished in nineteen forty.”

      She studied Wade as he glanced around the enormous kitchen. A charming, homey, scarred and chipped pine table dominated the room. Twelve chairs surrounded it and it could be expanded further. An ancient cuckoo clock hung on the faded yellow wall alongside a large collection of rough wood framed photos of the ranch. A pot of yellow flowers sat in the window, smiling happily in the sun.

      “Are those dandelions?”

      “What can I say?” She loved how he sounded shocked. “I love dandelions.”

      “The house has had some upgrades then?” he asked, seeming to accept her love of the yellow weeds.

      “Some. In the mid-eighties. But she needs plenty more work. Things are starting to fail. I haven’t begun repairs yet and don’t know when I will, but I’ve started the list.”

      “They’re probably mostly cosmetic. The house is upright and stable. She looks like she has good bones, though she’s probably short on insulation and needs new appliances.” He waved at the outdated fridge and stove.

      “And a new furnace, someday,” April said wistfully. “Thankfully, there’s still a wood stove for heat.”

      “You’ve lived here all your life?”

      Strangely, the question didn’t feel rude or intrusive. He just sounded curious.

      “I wish. I visited here almost every summer until I was fourteen. I wasn’t lucky enough to live here full time. My father had other ideas and wanted nothing to do with the ranch. Do you want a tour of the house?” Her offer must have surprised him as much as it did her, he hesitated before answering.

      “I’d love one.”

      “Follow me. This is the kitchen.” She waved around the room. “That door opens to the covered back deck, the best place, ever, for drinking my morning coffee. It’s quiet and peaceful, and we often get elk, whitetail or mule deer grazing on the lawn.”

      Muted sounds of cursing came down the hallway, growing louder as Jack approached. “No good rotten bastards done it again.”

      Her hands flew to her mouth. “Oh no, what this time.”

      “Red’s dead.”

      “Who’s Red?” Wade blurted.

      “One of the three remaining bulls,” April moaned. A tear ran down her cheek. “We can’t survive another season with only two bulls. There isn’t enough semen stored to inseminate the remaining cows and keep the bloodlines clean.” She leaned on the table for support, her knees weak and head spinning. Not another crisis.

      “The rotten bastards shot him square between the eyes.” Jack dropped into a kitchen chair, cradling his head in his hands. “We can’t stand another blow like this. There’s no way we’ll ever get this place back on track if crap like this keeps happening.”

      “I’ll call the RCMP. The rain’s tapered off. Maybe they can make it out.” April picked up the phone and punched in the local Royal Canadian Mounted Police detachment’s phone number.

      “Fat lotta good that’ll do. Frank Miller’s got it in for this
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