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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MAVERICK

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m leaning against my truck outside Bozeman airport arrivals holding a sign that reads:

      
        
        MS. NORA JEFFRIES

      

      

      I wrote the sign myself on a piece of white poster board from Nolan’s General Store, but with my handwriting, it might as well been written on a torn feed sack.

      Because this country boy spent more time on the back of a horse, than in the school house.

      You can’t say I didn’t try my darndest, though. I’ve got a thermos full of coffee and a couple of bottles of water in the cab, like I’ve heard those fancy driving services have in the city.

      The truck's clean, too. Washed it last night after dinner while Holt sat on the tailgate of his own rig offering commentary.

      "You know she's just an accountant, right?" he said. "Not the Queen of England."

      “A man's truck says something about him. And I’m representin’ the sanctuary here.”

      “Yeah, well your truck usually says he hauls horse shit.”

      I level my gaze at him. “But today it won't."

      Carter wandered over about then, because apparently at C&A Sanctuary a man can't do a single thing in the yard without drawing a crowd, human or animal. Carter glanced at the soapy bucket of water, and grinned. "Chauffeur duty, huh? They give you a little cap to wear?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "Keep it up and I'll tell Lyla who actually broke her flower pot."

      That quieted him some. I took the blame for breaking his wife’s favorite ceramic pot, so he better check himself.

      And Bodie just watched all of this from the porch rail, stropping his knife against a strip of leather looped around his fist, bored as a bull in a bachelor pasture.

      To be honest, I don’t mind a bit of good-natured ribbing from these guys. For a while there it seemed as if some of them would be floating on love-fumes forever—first Carter and Lyla, then Holt finally doing something about his crush on Frankie. I mean, somebody's got to stay upright and help Reece and Paige keep the ranch running.

      I’ve been best man, twice. Both times I stood up there and was thrilled to watch my friends find women who complemented them so well.

      I’m not necessarily looking for that.

      I’m content. I’ve got a great life…a fine job, crew that’s like family, a couple of wonderful parents and an older sister I adore.

      What more could I want?

      The airport arrivals door slides open and closed, open and closed. Inside, I catch a glimpse of ranchers in feed caps, a college kid asleep on his own duffel, a grandma getting swarmed by grandkids, and a young couple holding hands—the guy giving his lady a kiss on the top of the head as they walk out, happy to be together again.

      I sigh.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have⁠—

      The doors open again and my gut drops.

      In twenty-nine years, my gut's been as reliable as the sunrise. It's told me when a horse was about to bolt, when a storm was coming in low and hard, and when Reece and Carter were all tied up in knots over their women. It has never once done this, this deep single plunge that makes my insides ache.

      The woman’s got some seriously gorgeous legs…long and lean. And in her three-inch heels she’s crossing the airport floor as if it should be grateful. She’s wearing a pencil skirt and matching blazer, and her dark auburn hair is tucked into a neat twist at the back of her head. She seems to be towing her whole life behind her in three big roller suitcases, a bag stacked on one of them, and a shoulder bag that could hide a saddle.

      Five bags. I had one duffel when I moved to Deepwood at eighteen.

      She scans the crowd with sharp, cool eyes, and even from a distance I can see the blue-gray of a January sky about to let loose. Her gaze lands on my sign and then on me, and I swear she looks like a woman who's been handed one more problem.

      Me.

      I toss the sign in the truck bed and straighten off the fender, meeting her partway.

      "You Ms. Jeffries, ma'am?"

      "I am. You must be from the sanctuary." Her voice is brisk and smooth, the voice of a woman who has a job to do. "And I can manage the⁠—"

      But I’ve already commandeered her suitcases. All the big ones and the pack on top. It's a reflex…same as calling her ma'am.

      She stop and blinks at her empty hands.

      "Right this way." I nod toward the truck. "I’m Maverick Dempsey, your ride." I realize how that might sound and add quickly, “I mean, I’ll take you at the sanctuary—” oh gosh… “TO the sanctuary. I’ll take you to the sanctuary.”

      Heavens to Betsy!

      She nods, a slight blush on her cheeks, and I take a breath.

      Be cool, Mav. Be. Cool.

      I load her things into the truck, carefully strapping it down while she watches as if grading me. Her shoulder bag goes in the back seat at her request—"that one has my laptop"—and then I open the door for her and she climbs in herself despite me offering my hand.

      I come around and get in behind the wheel, and that's when her perfume hits me.

      It’s something subtle and expensive, like you’d find pumped into a high-end hotel lobby. It doesn’t belong in this truck, and I already know the cab's going to smell like it for a week.

      I'm already looking forward to that.

      I pull out of the lot. She's got her phone in her hand before we hit the highway, tapping the screen.

      “If you’d like some coffee or water, there’s a thermos and bottles in the console,” I offer. “The coffee’s black, but there's a stash of fixins’ if you take it civilized."

      She glances at me, and some negotiation happens behind those eyes, before she opens the console. She takes a paper cup and pours herself some.

      "Thank you. I need a little pick me up." She drinks it black, which I make sure to remember. "This is really good."

      "I'd apologize if it wasn't. Substandard coffee is a travesty."

      She gives me a small smile and lets her phone drop onto her knee. “So how long have you worked at the sanctuary, Maverick?” She says, as if opening a meeting in a conference room.

      "Eleven years, near enough. Since back when it was still a cattle outfit."

      "And how did you get roped into collecting me from the airport?” she asks, taking another sip.

      "I made eye contact when Reece brought it up. I should know better." I huff out a laugh. That’s a lie. I volunteered. I’m not sure why. Now, I’m thinking the gut knew something I didn’t. "And I keep my truck cleaner than the others."

      Another fib. But the sound she makes could be called a laugh. So it’s worth it.

      "Reece says you're settin’ the place up proper," I say. "New accounting structure for the nonprofit side. Grant compliance."

      She glances at me. "That's the engagement, yes."

      Luckily, I know that engagement refers to the contractual engagement her firm set up for the visit. "Restricted funds been the trouble, or is it audit prep?"

      Her brow furrows. "I'm sorry…how do you know this?” she asks. “Did Reece talk to you?”

      "Maybe. And I looked up some stuff."

      Last night, I'd asked Reece what the accountant would be working on. Then I grabbed my tablet and read about 501(c)(3) filings and restricted funds and something called a single audit threshold, and I will say: I have broke horses that fought me less than that material. But I got the gist. Enough to keep up. It's just that if a woman flies eight hundred miles to talk about her work, somebody ought to be able to ask a decent question.

      "You didn’t have to go through the trouble. I’m only here to discuss those things with Reece and Paige."

      "I thought it seemed polite,” I say, with a shrug. “You came a long way to share your expertise.”

      Something in her posture unlocks about a quarter inch, and then she's turned toward me in the seat, and she's off and talking about compliance frameworks, a client in Colorado Springs who nearly lost their exemption. Her hands come up off her lap and start moving, drawing the shapes of the numbers in the air, and I'd bet the ranch she doesn't know she's doing it.

      I ask follow-up questions and she answers every one at a gallop.

      But I also notice underneath the polish of the pressed skirt, the perfect hair, and the manicured nails, something’s worn thin. It's in the corners of her eyes. It's in the way she checks the phone every few minutes like a wound she can't quit touching. This woman is tired somewhere deep, and I'd wager she's the last person on earth who’d admit it.

      "You brought five bags," I say, when she's wound down and the trees have gone taller out the windshield.

      “I’m here for two weeks,” she replies, a little defensively. "There are professional requirements to my job. Wardrobes. Equipment."

      "Mm." I let a mile go by. "The heels part of the wardrobe or equipment?"

      "Both.” She raises her foot to admire the shoe, and I get a darn lovely view of her sexy calf. “And they’re non-negotiable."

      I grin and drive another mile. "We turn off up here. Last stretch is gravel road."

      I see her hand grip the door handle tightly for stability.

      The ranch opens up around the last bend, the valley changing colors in the light, the mountains standing around it as if proud of the barn and the pastures. A couple of the horses lift their heads at the sound of my truck. I've made this turn at least ten thousand times and it still gets me, right in the chest.

      I park by the main house. She's out before I can get her door, and I watch as one of her heels sinks straight
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