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			Chapter One 

			“ ‘BEST WISHES FOR a speedy recovery, you redneck rascal!’ ” Bree Collins snorted, slapped the greeting card back onto the display rack, and picked up another. “ ‘Sending up heartfelt prayers that you’ll get well soon.’ ” She shook her head and tried one more. “ ‘Dearest Father . . .’ ”

			Definitely not that one.

			What was with these cards anyway? They were inscribed with messages that were either too personal, too distant, or completely inappropriate. Maybe she should get her “dear ole dad” a gift instead.

			Glancing around the Fox Creek General Store, decorated country-­western style for the tourists, Bree spied a rickety old wooden bookcase. A book would be better than a game of marbles, a stuffed jack-­a-­lope, or a “Welcome to Montana” mug. Her father could read while his injuries healed.

			Except she had no idea what kind of stories he liked. She and her father had never been close. And he’d never had much time to read while running the family’s twenty-­four-­cabin guest ranch. But now? He’d have to find something to do while he recovered or he’d drive her mother and grandma crazy. Maybe he’d like a volume of crossword puzzles?

			She walked over and tugged on Puzzles and Games, a newer book wedged tightly between the thick, dusty jackets of The Secret History of Yellowstone Country and Ranching Ain’t What It Used to Be. And the entire bookcase leaned toward her.

			Catching the frame of the shelves with her hands, she spun around, and used her body weight to shove the burdensome book beast back into position. But every time she stepped away, the case threatened to fall. Somehow the bottom had become unbalanced. She glanced at the clerk behind the counter and opened her mouth to call for help. Then Ryan Tanner walked toward her and she involuntarily jumped in place.

			They’d grown up together, riding the same school bus and sharing the same classes day after day right up through the twelfth grade. But after high school she’d relocated to New York to attend college. Then she put her business degree and love of fashion together to snatch the assistant managerial position at the Manhattan branch of Silvain’s, a national fashion retail conglomerate that specialized in hip clothing and accessories. Over the years she’d run into Ryan only briefly during her occasional visits home.

			And she had no desire to see him now.

			Ryan was the kind of guy a girl dreamed about but could never have. At least, not exclusively. He was a charmer who took the opportunity to flirt with every female he met. And he’d tried to charm her the night of their high school senior prom, the night her horse died, in an attempt to delay her from getting home too soon . . . and saying goodbye.

			Of course, they were adults now, both almost twenty-­seven, she with her glowing résumé and he with a seven-­year-­old son. She thought she’d forgiven him and let bygones be bygones.

			She was wrong.

			RYAN TANNER HAD finished paying for the floral bouquet tucked under his arm and was headed toward the exit when he noticed her. He’d heard Jed Collins had taken a nasty fall off his horse the day before, planting him in the hospital. But if Bree was back in Fox Creek, well, then, her father’s condition must be serious. He stole a look at her beautiful face, took another few steps toward the door, then stopped.

			It wasn’t the need to offer condolences that made him turn back around. Everyone knew Bree and her two younger siblings, Luke and Delaney, didn’t get on well with their dad. No, it was the doubt he saw flickering in her eyes that unsettled him. Bree was one of the most confident, capable, career-­oriented women he’d ever met. What could have happened to make her change? Had Jed’s condition taken a turn for the worse?

			He thought he should at least give her a quick hello. For old times’ sake. Not that they’d ever been best of friends or dated, although . . . he wished they had. Just once. Before worldly ambitions drove her away to the farthest reaches of the country to pursue her glamorous career.

			Ryan tipped his straw Stetson in greeting as he approached. “Brianna Lee Collins, back from the big city?”

			She hadn’t seen him coming until he was just a few feet away. Startled, she practically jumped right out of her boots, and the bookcase behind her wobbled. Ryan bolted forward, ready to offer assistance, but then she leaned back, pushing it upright, and smiled. “Just visiting.”

			He nodded to the blue hard-­shell suitcase by her feet. “You haven’t been home yet?”

			She shook her head. “I took a cab from the airport. Luke’s coming by bus and Delaney flew in last night. She’s picking us up so we can meet my ma and grandma at the hospital and go in to see my father together.”

			Bree’s honey-­brown hair was shorter, just past her shoulders instead of the waist length he remembered. And in the past she’d always worn beaded earrings, necklaces, bracelets, and rings, but today she wore no jewelry. Even her plain, white sleeveless blouse and jeans were different from the sparkly clothes she used to wear. And yet, she was still just as beautiful. Maybe even more so.

			She gave him a quizzical look, and with a jolt, he realized he was staring.

			Bree nodded toward the flowers. “Hot date?”

			He grinned. “Something like that.”

			Then he switched the cream-­colored rose bouquet from one hand to the other and the crinkle from the cellophane wrapper filled the awkward silence. He knew he should go, but didn’t want to. Not yet.

			Ryan cleared his throat and asked, “How is your dad?”

			“Ma says his condition is stable. Scans showed some brain-­swelling, so the doctors put him into an induced coma for a few days. But they think—­”

			Her shoulder slid down a notch and . . . so did the bookcase. A ­couple of books from the highest shelf flew past her head and hit the hardwood floor with a thump.

			Ryan stepped closer. “Need help?”

			Bree’s gaze shot to the top of the teetering case. “Nope.” She gave him another smile. “I’ve got it.”

			She sure did. He could see now it was her body holding the bookcase up. The thing moved every time she did, which meant—­Bree was trapped. But one would never know it from her expression or from her calm, upbeat tone.

			Yep, instead of accepting his help, Bree Collins held up the heavy monstrosity and stood there smiling as if she didn’t have a care in the world. He swallowed a laugh and grinned. He doubted Bree would ever admit she needed anyone. He’d heard from mutual friends she was a top dog in the corporate world and no doubt it was that “I’ve got it” attitude that led to her success. However, he wasn’t the type to leave a damsel in distress. Whether she wanted his help or not.

			Tossing the bouquet aside, he reached forward to place an arm on either side of her to steady the unit, and Bree yelled, “Close enough, Tanner!”

			His face just a foot away from her own, he looked straight into her dark sapphire eyes. “What did you think I was going to do, kiss you?”

			She lifted a brow. “Don’t you kiss all the girls?”

			He dipped his gaze toward her soft pink lips and he lowered his head even closer. “For your information, darlin’, ” he drawled, “I save my kisses only for the best.”

			That got her attention. She gasped, her mouth forming a perfect O.

			“Now duck,” he instructed.

			“What?”

			“I’ll hold up the bookcase while you duck under my arm and get out of there.”

			She locked gazes with him for a fraction of a second, then brushed her head against him as she moved under his arm to escape her awkward position. Her hair was so silky soft it tickled and sent a jolt of awareness coursing through him. And as she stood up on the other side, her eyes widened as if she, too, had been uncomfortably aware of their close proximity.

			He waited until she’d stepped back a safe distance, then rocked the shelves until a marble rolled out from beneath the bottom of the unit.

			She gasped. “No wonder I couldn’t get it to stay up.”

			Ryan retrieved the flowers he’d intended to give his aunt, and to prove he was a true gentleman, and not the kiss-­’em and leave-­’em cowboy Bree implied, he handed the roses over to her with a mock bow. “If you needed help, all you had to do was ask.”

			To his satisfaction he didn’t think he ever remembered Bree looking so flustered.

			“I—­” Her mouth formed that tantalizing O again. “I suppose I should thank you.”

			He waited, and when she didn’t say anything he prompted her with a wink.

			Just when he thought he’d seen it all, Bree blushed. “Thank you, Ryan.”

			He tipped his hat and grinned. “Nice to see you, Bree.”

			Then he took his departure, finally heading in the right direction—­toward his son, who licked an ice cream cone and stood waiting for him by the door.

			BREE’S FACE CONTINUED to flame as she stared at the father and son duo. Cody looked just like Ryan, same brown hair and brown eyes. She’d never met him, but her friend Sammy Jo kept her updated on all the local info and had sent her a picture when he was a baby. Now seven years old, he was a solid, sturdy, little boy. With that same heart-­melting grin.

			She raised the delicate bouquet of cream-­colored roses to her nose and their beautiful fragrant scent took her back to her teens, a time when she’d been a starry-­eyed, hopeful romantic with endless possibilities for the future spread out before her.

			No man had made her feel that way in a long time, certainly not her two-­timing ex-­boyfriend she’d left behind in New York. He’d been a charmer, too . . . and had hurt her almost as much. Yes, she was through with romantic relationships. At least for a while. She needed to find a new job now that she’d been unexpectedly cut—­one of the dangers of dating the boss. And handsome, knock-­your-­socks-­off charmers like Ryan Tanner would be strictly off-­limits.

			Bree waited a good ten minutes to make sure he was gone before she left the store. She’d had every intention of asking for help with the bookcase—­but she would not ask for help from a Tanner, especially Ryan. She’d had enough of his kind of “help.”

			Besides, she’d once heard him say to another, “Bree Collins isn’t worth my time.” If he didn’t think she was worth his time, then she certainly wasn’t going to trouble him or allow him to tarry any longer than necessary on her account.

			She rubbed a hand down each of her arms, soothing her sore muscles. Then she realized she’d been so disturbed by Ryan and the wobbly bookcase that she’d forgotten to buy her father a gift. She glanced at the flowers in her hand. They would do.

			Outside, she scanned the single street running through the mite-­sized Montana town for a sign of her siblings. She glanced at her watch and a few minutes later her slender, blond sister pulled up to the curb in a red, paint-­peeled pickup truck.

			“Bree!” Delaney’s face broke into a huge smile as she jumped out of the driver’s side and ran around the front to give her a big hug. “It’s been too long.”

			Bree smiled and, despite the too-­tight squeeze, fiercely hugged her younger sister back. Then she choked out, “Del, I can’t breathe.”

			“Sorry.” Delaney loosened her grip and laughed. “Didn’t mean to strangle you.”

			“It wouldn’t be the first time,” Bree teased, and laughed along with her. It had been too long. Almost an entire year. She glanced back at the truck. “Where’s the baby?”

			“No baby,” Delaney said, opening the side door and helping her daughter out. “She’s two and a half, a ‘big girl’ if you ask her.”

			Meghan, wearing a pretty strawberry print sundress, nodded and pointed to herself. She looked a lot like Delaney. Same fair hair, skin, and sprinkling of freckles across the nose.

			“Look how you’ve grown.” Bree dropped to her knees beside the little girl, wishing she’d bought a gift for her as well. “Meghan, do you remember me?”

			Meghan shook her head, making her blond ponytails swing back and forth, and wrapped her arms tight around her mother’s leg.

			“How could she?” Delaney asked with an amused grin. “She was only eighteen months old the last time she saw you.”

			“She saw me a week ago on Skype.”

			“Images through the computer aren’t the same.”

			No, they weren’t. Bree bit down on her lip. She should have purchased an airline ticket to see her niece sooner. Instead, she’d let her crazy busy work schedule get in the way.

			“And Steve? Where’s he? Couldn’t your husband get off work?”

			Her sister shook her head, the laughter fading from her eyes. “He didn’t come.”

			“Why not?”

			Delaney shrugged and Bree suspected there was something her sister wasn’t telling her, but they would have time to talk later. Right now a bus approached and the rumble of the motor drowned out all other sound.

			The bus let out a loud swoosh as the door opened to let off passengers. One of them was their brother, Luke, the middle child of the family, a year younger than Bree and two years older than Delaney. Luke spotted them, and slowly crossed the street, hobbling along with the help of what looked to be a hand-­carved wooden cane.

			“Did you know Luke was hurt?” Bree hissed in a sharp whisper.

			Delaney gasped. “No. I—­I didn’t.”

			Not waiting for him to reach them, Bree asked, “What happened?”

			“Motorcycle accident,” he replied, taking the last few steps. “Right after I got out of the army.”

			“Last July? That was ten months ago,” Delaney accused. “Why didn’t you tell us you’d been hurt?”

			“What, this?” Luke leaned on his good foot and lifted his injured leg. “This is just a scratch. I took more of a beating in Iraq.” He gave them a look that said he really didn’t want to talk about it and shrugged. “I figured no sense worrying anyone.”

			Bree poked a finger into his chest. “Ma’s going to be mad that you didn’t tell her. Grandma, too.”

			“Yeah, I know.” Luke’s jaw tightened. “But what’s done is done.”

			Bree knew that feeling. To lighten the mood, she teased, “You can’t use that short hiking stick as an excuse not to give us a proper greeting. Come here, you.”

			Luke didn’t chortle with laughter like he did back in the days before they’d each left home, but he did give her a quick grin, even if it did seem forced. “How about a high five?”

			Bree slapped the palm he raised like they’d always done and her heart eased.

			Luke gave Delaney a high five next and then his gaze drifted to the little girl still clinging to her mother’s knee. “Would you like a high five, too?”

			Meghan hesitated, then a smile stole across her face, puckering her cheeks. “High five!”

			“She talks?” Luke asked as they watched their niece reach a stubby hand in the air to meet his.

			“Meghan’s using short sentences and learning more words each day,” Delaney informed them. “Giving high fives is one of her favorite games.”

			“Mine, too,” Luke agreed. “It’s one of the things I can still do.”

			Bree noticed he still wore his dog tags around his neck. And his honey-­brown hair, a shade darker than her own, wasn’t the short, military cut she remembered. Now it fell down over his forehead in an unruly shag that was sure to send Ma running for the scissors. He also appeared thinner than she’d last seen him. Grandma would take that as a challenge to fatten him up with homemade breads and meat pies.

			They hadn’t seen each other for almost a year, not since they all came home last June for her birthday. Afterward Luke got out of the ser­vice and went to Florida to live on a boat and do odd jobs. She’d flown back to New York, and Delaney and Meghan had relocated with Steve to California. They’d still kept in touch through phone calls and Skype. But when had they lost touch so much that they’d started keeping secrets from one another?

			She glanced at Luke’s cane again. Did he think she wouldn’t care? Or wouldn’t understand? Before she could question him further, Luke pointed to Delaney’s barren ring finger and asked, “Where’s Steve?”

			Bree gasped. She’d been so caught up in their hug and seeing Meghan again, and Luke, that she hadn’t noticed. Now her sister had her full attention.

			Delaney hesitated, glanced back and forth between them, then in a quiet voice said, “We’re divorced.”

			RYAN MET HIS aunt Mary at the Fox Creek Café and gave her a kiss on the cheek, a better gift than flowers any day. Besides, once the Montana nighttime chill subsided and gave way to warmer temperatures, his jovial, gray-­haired aunt would have a whole garden of fresh flowers. And he’d really wanted to give the bouquet to Bree.

			After he and his aunt were seated and the waitress took their order, Aunt Mary asked, “Where’s Cody?”

			“His grandma and grandpa Owens picked him up a few minutes ago,” Ryan informed her. “He’s eating dinner with them.”

			“Good,” Aunt Mary said, patting his arm. “We have a chance to talk. I have a favor to ask.”

			“A favor?” Ryan raised a brow. “You mean you didn’t invite me to lunch just to enjoy my company?”

			“I always enjoy your company,” his aunt assured him with a smile, “and Cody’s, too. But this favor has to do with my own young one.”

			“Your new filly?”

			Aunt Mary nodded. “I need you to train her for the upcoming halter class at the fairgrounds.”

			“When is it?”

			“The third weekend in June.” His aunt gave him a pleading look. “I know that only gives you a little over a month, but I’ve seen how fast you work and I have faith in you.”

			Ryan frowned. “You don’t want to train her yourself?”

			“I haven’t the energy to work the horses like I did when I was your age.” She sighed. “But Morning Glory is bright and alert. With a little training she’ll respond beautifully.”

			The waitress came by to deliver their glasses of iced tea, and after she left, Aunt Mary leaned toward him and raised her brows, her expression hopeful. “What do you say?”

			“You know I don’t want to disappoint you.” He rubbed his hand over the side of his jaw. “But to be honest, I’m not sure I’ll have the time.”

			“Why not? Did you get yourself a girlfriend?”

			“No one I’m serious about,” Ryan muttered.

			Aunt Mary pressed her lips together and then said, “Not every girl is going to leave you like your ex-­wife did. You need to get on with your life. Find Cody a new mother. Be happy. Isn’t there anyone in town who can turn your head?”

			Ryan thought of Bree.

			“No,” he lied. “No one.”

			“Then you should have plenty of time to train my girl. If you see yourself getting behind, tell your brothers to either help you or take on more of the other chores.”

			Ryan chuckled. “I’m sure they’d all like to hear that.”

			“I’m serious,” his aunt said, and took his hand. “This filly is special to me and so are you. It would mean . . . so much . . . if you’d agree to train her.”

			“All right,” Ryan said. “Just remember who your favorite nephew is the next time you come by with apple cobbler.”

			Aunt Mary shot him a teasing smile. “What you need is a girlfriend who can cook so she can make you apple cobbler when I’m not around.”

			He winced. “Can’t we just put some in the freezer?”

			“You know as well as I do that baked goods never last in the Tanner household.” She took her checkbook from her purse. “Thank you, Ryan. I can’t wait to show my filly in front of the judges. In exchange for your time, not only will I pay you but I’ll give you the filly’s mother, a sturdy chestnut mare.”

			“You don’t have to pay me,” Ryan said, leaning back as the waitress placed their identical plates of tangy, barbequed pulled pork sandwiches in front of them. “And I don’t need another horse.”

			Aunt Mary clapped her hands together. “Oh, but you’ll love her.”

			BREE COULDN’T HELP but feel her family had fallen apart as she followed Luke, Delaney, and Meghan down the hospital corridor. She’d been dealt several work-­related blows in the past week, but finding out Luke had been injured and Delaney had divorced without telling her hit especially hard. Now she had to enter the room where her father lay in a coma.

			Her throat ached just thinking about it. What if her father ended up with brain damage? What would happen to her mother and grandma? Or Collins Country Cabins? Her ma hadn’t given much detail on the phone and what she did say had been disjointed, much like her own thoughts at the moment.

			The nurse at the front desk directed them to the proper floor. Bree had expected to see her mother and grandma sitting by his bedside, but when they arrived, no one was in the room.

			Except him.

			Thin tubes ran from her father’s nose to a machine beside his bed. An IV tube linked his arm to a clear plastic bag of liquid hanging from a high metal rack. The pulsing monitors and hushed atmosphere served only to enhance the severity of his condition. He looked pale, strange for mid-­May, when his skin should have already held a slight tan. His hair seemed to have more gray than in the photo her ma had sent just the week before. And his eyes and mouth remained closed.

			A quick glance at Luke and Delaney told her they were as alarmed as she by his present state. This fragile, silent, unmoving ghost of a man was nothing like the robust, loudmouthed, foot-­stomping know-­it-­all they were accustomed to.

			They drew closer, arm in arm, as if by some unspoken agreement they needed each other’s support. No one said a word. Bree tried to swallow the lump in the back of her throat. She wasn’t fond of hospitals with their unnatural sterile smell, nor seeing anyone she knew like this.

			Another step forward and they halted at the edge of his bed. Bree bent toward him, studying his face for several long seconds. What if something went wrong? What if he never woke up?

			“He looks so peaceful when he’s asleep,” she whispered.

			His eyelids lifted. “You think I can sleep with the three of you staring down at me like that?”

			Bree was so startled she screamed. Luke jumped back. Delaney stumbled sideways and knocked a tray of metal instruments to the floor. The clatter brought in a heavyset nurse, who appeared as surprised as they were when she took in the scene. Meghan began to cry.

			“What’s going on here?” the nurse demanded.

			Bree pointed at her father. “He’s awake!”

			“Of course I’m awake,” he barked, his gruff voice as unforgiving as she remembered. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

			Bree scooped Meghan up in her arms, surprised her niece didn’t protest. The little girl was probably too scared.

			Delaney bent down to help the nurse pick up the scattered instruments at their feet, but the nurse waved her away. Good thing, or their mother and grandma would have tripped over her when they rushed into the room.

			Luke met their mother’s gaze, and pointed to their father’s bed. “I thought he was in a coma!”

			Ma looked almost as pale as their father without makeup and her fair hair pinned in a simple French knot. “After your father fell from the saddle he was unconscious. Within twenty minutes of calling 911, the helicopter flew him from our field straight to the hospital and I didn’t find out he regained consciousness until the doctor talked to me two hours later. Even then he dozed in and out, and there was a discussion about possible treatment plans—­one of them was the possibility of keeping him in an induced coma if his scans showed brain swelling.”

			“Turned out he only has a severe concussion,” Grandma added. “But the doctor decided to keep him in the hospital twenty-­four hours for observation because he’d been nauseous.”

			“You could have told us,” Luke said.

			Behind their mother’s back, their spry eighty-­year-­old grandma furrowed her white bushy brows and nodded her head in agreement.

			“You were already on your way,” Ma said, her voice taking on that soothing tone she’d used when they were children.

			“I have a cell phone,” Luke retorted. “You could have called.”

			Bree nodded.

			“Would you still have come?” their mother asked, eyeing each of them.

			Luke didn’t answer. Instead, he shot a glance at their father, who glared right back.

			Bree didn’t say anything either.

			“What’s this you brought,” her father asked, nodding to the bouquet she’d dropped on his bed. “Flowers? Did you think you were coming to a funeral? Just because a man hangs up his hat and takes off his boots for a nap doesn’t mean he’s dead.”

			No, he wasn’t dead. Far from it. In fact, a week from now she wouldn’t be surprised if he were back on his horse and chasing trespassers off the ranch with his trusty Winchester .30-­30.

			Her life, however, now that she’d made irreversible choices in order to get here, would never be the same.

			AFTER THEY’D VISITED with their father a bit longer, and learned he’d also broken his ankle and would need to wear a cast for the next six weeks, Bree followed her brother and sister outside.

			“Did you hear what he said as we left?” Luke demanded.

			“ ‘Don’t feel obligated to come back,’ ” Bree quoted, imitating her father’s low guttural tone. She kicked the dirt with the toe of her boot. “Ma said he’s in pain. That’s why he’s so cranky.”

			Luke scowled. “He’s always cranky. Always complaining. Always telling us we aren’t good enough.”

			“You know, Luke, all you have to do is hop on a bus to the airport and fly back to Florida,” Delaney argued. “Some of us don’t have anything to go back to.”

			“Sorry,” Luke said, “I didn’t mean—­”

			“I can’t afford my apartment in San Diego,” Delaney continued. “Whether Dad likes it or not, Meghan and I are here to stay. And then there’s Bree.”

			Bree stared at her. “Me? What about me?”

			“I called your shop in New York yesterday to confirm your arrival time,” Delaney said, her tone sympathetic. “And they said you didn’t work there anymore.”

			Luke cocked his head toward her. “Okay, sis. Spill. What’s your secret? Did you get fired?”

			Bree froze. She was the oldest, the one who was supposed to always have her act together, the sister who left town for a bright future in the big city, a place where she’d been sure she could make all her dreams come true.

			Luke’s teasing grin turned into a frown. “You know I was only joking, right? You didn’t get fired, did you, Bree?”

			Both Luke and Delaney looked at her with wide-­eyed concern.

			Her stomach twisted as she lowered her gaze to the tip of Luke’s cane. “Ma called me in a panic and said Dad fell off his horse, was lying in a coma, and she didn’t know if he was going to live. My position at the Manhattan store had reached a critical point as well, and the district boss gave me a choice. Either keep my job or come home.”

			Luke scowled. “But I thought you were up for a promotion.”

			Bree nodded. “I was.”

			“How could you walk out?” Luke demanded. “You’ve worked hard to climb that fashion retail ladder.”

			“You don’t know all the details,” Bree choked out.

			“And the man in the hospital is still our father,” Delaney added.

			Luke shook his head and let out a derisive grunt. “A man who doesn’t want us here.”

			“Doesn’t matter now,” Bree said, her heart breaking on both accounts. “I chose to come home.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two 

			RYAN EYED THE rocking trailer, listened to the thunderous kicks against the sidewalls, and knew in his gut that he was going to regret saying yes to his aunt’s “simple request.”

			The bay filly came with her mother, and the chestnut quarter horse hated him on sight. Nostrils flared, she showed him the whites of her eyes, tossed her head, and snorted. Then she pawed the floor, and the entire trailer swayed with her shifting weight.

			Ryan called out to his father and three brothers, “We better use the chute.”

			Careful to stay left, away from the back end of the angled dividers so he wouldn’t be kicked, Ryan moved forward to untie the lead rope from the metal ring attached to the interior wall.

			“Ready?” he called.

			“Let her loose,” his older brother, Dean, shot back.

			Ryan released the rope holding the horses, intending for them to run out of the trailer, through the enclosed chute, and straight into the fenced corral. But he hadn’t pulled his arm away in time. The mare lunged forward, opened her jaws, and clamped down on his upper arm, making him howl in pain. Then with a sharp toss of her head, the mare spun and bolted out of the trailer, the filly by her side.

			The next yell came from his father. “Watch out!”

			Ryan swung his head to see that the chute had come unsecured, leaving a five-­foot gap between the end and the open gate. His brothers stretched their arms wide to guide the mutinous pair through, but Zach, his youngest brother, stood a little too close and the mare stepped on his foot before he could jump back.

			“Yow!” Zach cried out, and hopped up and down on one foot, his expression as hostile as the horse’s.

			“Lucky she didn’t run you right over,” Dean teased, latching the gate. “Teaches you not to get too close to a woman.”

			“You got that right,” Ryan agreed, jumping off the back end of the chute and thinking of all the trouble his ex-­wife had caused him.

			His younger brother, Josh, asked, “Dean, how did you load them in the trailer?”

			“Aunt Mary called to them and they just walked right in.”

			“How did she call to them?” Ryan demanded, rubbing his sore arm.

			“Like this,” Dean said, and tried to imitate their aunt’s soft, sweetie pie voice. “ ‘Come, Angel, and bring your little darling along with you. That’s my good girl.’ ”

			Ryan grimaced. “Angel? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			“They followed Aunt Mary in like the Pied Piper. She didn’t even offer them any carrots.”

			Ryan shook his head. “Okay, the trailer isn’t the issue. Maybe the mare isn’t used to strangers?”

			“A woman stopped by Aunt Mary’s while I was there, lost and asking for directions,” Dean informed him. “The mare had never seen her before and didn’t react.”

			Ryan narrowed his gaze. “Where were you?”

			His brother shrugged. “I thought I had an oil leak and was under the hood of the truck checking it out. Turns out it was radiator fluid. I dumped in a gallon of water to get home, but we’ll have to put it on the list for repair.”

			“So the horse never saw you until now?”

			“No.” Dean shook his head.

			“Any history of abuse?”

			“No records. Aunt Mary got her from a rescue shelter. But from the scars running across her shoulder I’d say that sometime in the past she’d been whipped pretty good.”

			Ryan nodded. “No doubt the person responsible was a guy. There’s no way I can work with the filly if the mare won’t let me near her.”

			Zach gave him a big, saucy grin. “Never knew you to give up so easily. Lost your touch with women?”

			“Nah,” Josh joined in. “Ryan’s just not used to handling two women at once.”

			Ryan scowled. “Do you want this job?”

			“No way,” Josh said, hooking a thumb through his belt loop. “You’re the best, the one the newspaper hailed ‘the king of natural horsemanship.’ That’s why Aunt Mary asked you.”

			“She didn’t tell me I’d be working with a man-­hating mare.”

			“I don’t think she knows,” his father told them. “I’ve seen this in the past—­horses taken to women only.”

			“Looks like you’re going to need a female to help you.” Zach snapped his fingers. “Didn’t you say earlier that Bree Collins is back in town?”

			Josh nodded. “She’s the best when it comes to working with young ones.”

			Ryan frowned. “I thought you said that I was the best.”

			“You are,” his brother amended, giving him a sly grin. “Whenever Bree isn’t around.”

			Josh was right. Back in their younger days, Ryan had seen Bree train several different foals. Didn’t matter if the young horse needed to be halter broke, introduced to the bit, or saddled for the first time, Bree could lure them into doing her bidding with her soft caress and silky smooth voice every time. Quite different from the tone of voice she used with him.

			“There is no way I would ever ask her for help,” he said, his jaw tightening.

			“Why not?” Dean asked.

			“For one thing,” Ryan said, “she came home because her father got hurt, not to prep our aunt’s filly for a horse show.”

			“But it might help Bree get her mind off things for a few hours,” Dean offered.

			Training this filly was going to take more than just a few hours. He shook his head. “No.”

			Zach smirked. “Ryan, you need a woman.”

			“Not that one,” Ryan insisted. “I can ask Sammy Jo.”

			Josh arched his brow. “Isn’t she busy with preparations for the rodeo circuit?”

			“This is a mistake.” Ryan whipped his hat off his head. “I’m calling Aunt Mary right now to tell her—­”

			“You can’t back out now, Ry,” his father said, cutting him off.

			“Why not?”

			His father gave him a solemn look. “What did Aunt Mary say when you met her?”

			“She said that I would love that horse.” He scowled again. “She wants me to keep her.”

			“Anything else?” his father prodded.

			Ryan hesitated. Was there something Aunt Mary had held back? Something she’d told his dad and not told him?

			His thoughts drifted back to the day before. “She said the filly was skittish without her mother and needed to be halter broke.”

			Their father waved them in, and Ryan and his brothers drew into a circle. “Aunt Mary’s doc says her stomach cancer has spread. The herbs she’s been taking haven’t helped, and since she refuses to expose her body to drugs or any other thing she deems unnatural, she won’t consider any other treatment.”

			Aaah, shoot. Ryan clenched his jaw to keep his emotions at bay, but his brothers voiced their anguish with a series of moans and groans. Their father’s sister had lived with them for several years after her husband died, and helped raise them. Even after all this time, Aunt Mary was like a second mother.

			“She still has some time yet,” their father continued. “And before she gets too sick to stand she wants to enter one last show.”

			Ryan swallowed hard. “The halter class.”

			His father nodded. “She wants to take her filly, Morning Glory, the last young’un sired by that stud she loved, and win the blue ribbon.”

			“There’s no guarantee she’ll win,” Ryan warned.

			“Win or lose,” his father said, nodding toward the pasture, “I think Aunt Mary just wants to know her legacy will continue on through that filly.”

			Ryan gave the mare and filly another look. Feeding off her mother’s anxiety, the three-­month-­old let out a shrill whinny, and continued to cling to her side. How could he separate them? Was a woman’s touch really the key to overcoming the horses’ fears?

			With an inward groan, Ryan steeled himself for the upcoming battle. If he didn’t train this filly, his aunt Mary’s request would haunt him the rest of his days.

			BREE STROLLED DOWN the wide path on her family’s property and reacquainted herself with each of the old familiar buildings that made up Collins Country Cabins. The first ten guest cabins had been put together using real logs, but the other fourteen were wood framed with cedar shingles. Construction on two new ones had been started, but remained unfinished.

			The cowshed housed two dozen Black Angus steer when they weren’t grazing in the cow pen or being used for the weekend mini-­roundups. The staging area outside the hay barn and the open arena used for horseback riding lessons had seen better days, but was still as sturdy as when she used to ride.

			She’d been summoning her courage to enter the horse barn when a shrill yip! yip! stopped her in her tracks. She recognized that voice. Spinning around, she glanced across the neighboring field and saw her best friend, Sammy Jo Macpherson, racing toward her on a palomino quarter horse at a near gallop. Her friend’s hat flew off her dark, curly head as she came to an abrupt stop and Bree bent down to pick it up.

			“Nice beadwork on the band,” she said, twirling the natural-­colored straw hat around in her hands. “Very fashionable.”

			Sammy Jo slid from the saddle and wrapped her in a quick hug. “I knew you’d like it. Remember how you used to make your own boot bling jewelry?”

			Bree laughed. “I found some scattered beads in my old dresser this morning.”

			“I always thought you should open your own business.”

			“Might be a good idea,” Bree agreed. Especially since she no longer had a job.

			Sammy Jo flashed a wide smile, her teeth perfect from years of braces. “Consider the hat an early birthday present.”

			“This is for me?” Bree settled the stylish hat on her own head. “Thanks. I love it.”

			“Figured I’d give you something to remember where you came from.”

			“Ouch.” Guilt assaulted Bree’s conscience and she winced. “I’m sorry I haven’t kept in touch. Work has been crazy the last few months.”

			“It’s okay. I’m on the local rodeo planning committee and I’ve been teaching at a horse camp, helping the high school kids get ready for the upcoming season,” Sammy Jo said, and pointed to her shiny, silver belt buckle. “You don’t have to tell me about busy.”

			Bree smiled. “Are you and Tango planning to go out on the pro circuit this year?”

			Sammy Jo nodded, her eyes shining as she gave her horse a pat on the neck. “Tango loves barrel racing.”

			Bree watched the palomino nuzzle Sammy Jo’s hand, and her chest grew tight as she remembered the bond she’d had with her own horse. “He likes you.”

			“Yes, he does, a whole lot more than your brother, or so it seems. I came over earlier, and when I asked Luke about his leg injury he gave me the brush-­off.”

			Bree looked down the aisle of the barn in front of them. Her brother sat on an overturned bucket by the tack room, his cane propped against his knee as he rubbed leather polish on an old bridle.

			Bree sighed. “He’s going through a rough patch right now. Like the rest of us.”

			“Sorry about your dad, but I’m so glad to see you,” Sammy Jo said, her face brightening. “How long are you all staying?”

			“Delaney and her daughter plan to stay permanently, I’m here for a week, and Luke’s just here for the weekend.”

			“I’m only around for a few days myself before I’m off to the camp again, but when I heard the three of you were all coming home, I had to come back, too, so we could catch up.” Sammy Jo gave her an eager look. “Want to go on a trail ride?”

			“No, I still haven’t ridden. Not since—­” Bree hated to disappoint her. “Not since—­” She could barely bring herself to say it, even after all this time.

			After Serenity passed away while in labor that long ago night in early June, Bree hadn’t been able to go back into the barn. Even though she knew the bay quarter horse was in a good place and the good Lord must be watching over her, the pain of separation was still much too hard.

			Sammy Jo’s expression softened as she caught on. “Maybe some other time?”

			Bree nodded. “I was going to pay a visit to Serenity’s stall.”

			“Do you want me to come with you?”

			“No. I need to do this alone.”

			“I’ll catch up with you later, then,” her friend promised. “Send me a text when you’re done.”

			AFTER SAMMY JO took off toward the house to find Delaney, Bree forced her feet down the long corridor looming before her.

			The horse barn at her family’s guest ranch held sixteen stalls, each one made of wide wooden planks with a see-­through upper steel grill. Hearing her approach, every horse leaned its head over the sliding half door. She glanced at the assortment before her with their different colors and markings. Luke’s horse was still there, and Delaney’s, her mother’s, her father’s, and even her grandmother’s miniature pony, Party Marty. But the one horse that was not there was Serenity.

			Her own.

			Nine years earlier, while she was at her high school senior prom, Serenity had gone into premature labor. Her father, assisted by Luke and Delaney, tried to save her, and her father, like always, thought he had the situation under control. She later learned the reason he didn’t call her was because he didn’t want to ruin her big night. Didn’t want her to worry.

			Then Serenity’s condition grew worse, and her father still didn’t call. Instead, he tried to call her date, Josh Tanner, to let him know what was going on. And when Josh didn’t answer, her father’s natural second choice was to call Ryan, who he knew was also at the dance.

			Her father’s instructions had been simple: stall Bree any way you can.

			She had to admit, Ryan did a good job, almost fulfilled his mission, but eventually she caught on, and when she returned home . . . it was to witness a bloody burial.

			Serenity’s death was hard not only because she hadn’t been there to say goodbye, but because she believed deep in her heart that if her father had called . . . and Ryan hadn’t stopped her . . . and she 
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