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  Chapter One


Mac McCoy stared at the face in the hand mirror. Hard edges, tired eyes, and weatherworn creases from time spent outside belied his age. Today was his birthday, the first since he took a career changing, death-defying ride on a bucking horse aptly named I Got Your Number. 
Concussion. Five level fusion. Five fused vertebrae, held together by two steel rods running parallel to his spine and hooking to his rib cage. Multiple surgeries and long, excruciating hours of physical therapy laced his last several months together into a mess of pain, disillusionment, and regret. Prognosis: permanent loss of use of his legs.
He cursed under his breath and stowed the mirror in the hospital bed’s tray table. A broken-down cowboy at thirty-four. Washed up and hung out to dry. Alone. Useless 
Being alone was his own doing. One by one, he’d pushed away his friends and family until only his mother and his older brother visited him. He knew his attitude left a lot to be desired, but he simply didn’t know what to do. He was afraid, maybe for the first time in his life. And he did not like it.
The charge nurse, Hannah, entered the room, interrupting his thoughts. The familiar smile danced on her face. “I hear you’re leaving us today, Mac,” she said. “I must say I’ll miss your witty repartee.” She pursed her lips.
Mac laughed, despite himself. Hannah was by far his favorite nurse. At five feet tall, with blond hair twisted into her signature braid and a habit of wearing funny cartoon character scrubs, she looked more like a twenty-year-old student than the capable charge nurse she was. Her wickedly funny sense of humor was one thing he had enjoyed even on his worst days when her tough love approach was able to coerce him into eating or moving.
“Thank you,” he said. “I appreciate all you’ve done for me.”
Hannah’s face was serious as she took his hands in hers. He squeezed back and she gave him a quick hug. “Take care of yourself, cowboy. And enjoy your birthday.”
Some cowboy. He contemplated his future…bleak and alone. He sighed as she left his hospital room.
“Pity party for one?”
Mac exhaled sharply. His brother. Surely, he could feel sorry for himself after what he’d been through. He tamped down an inexplicable surge of anger with an effort that sounded suspiciously like a grunt.
He could feel Ryker standing there, silent.
Another grunt was all he could give him. He knew it wasn’t Ryker’s fault but somehow it didn’t matter. Bitterness rose like bile in his throat.
“Hey birthday boy, they tell me you can leave this place,” Ryker said flatly. “Any idea where you’d like to go?” Mac barely bit back the expletive that leapt to his tongue. He had nowhere to go. No one cared. He didn’t even care if he lived or died. His life was over. Had been for months. He shook his head sharply, leaned back while he pulled the sheet up, and turned over in the bed away from his brother. 
Ryker exhaled, a deep sound that reverberated into Mac’s body. Suddenly Mac’s head hit the mattress as his pillow was yanked away. “What the --?” Mac turned and glared at Ryker. Ryker shrugged and shook the pillow before shoving it back under Mac’s head. “Just fluffing your pillow, bro.”
Mac couldn’t bring himself to look his brother in the eye. He knew he was being childish and unreasonable, that his family cared for him. But he didn’t have an answer. After a couple of moments, Ryker spoke. “I think you should come home.”
“I don’t have a home,” Mac muttered.
Ryker yanked his sheet down. “Okay Macaroni, you stubborn donkey. You know I mean home to Heart Creek. To the ranch.”
Mac didn’t react to his use of his childhood nickname—a love of macaroni and cheese was the reason his family called him Mac, instead of his given name, Malcolm.
“I can’t,” he said softly. Ryker’s wince said the words landed.
“Mac, that's all you have left. You can. We want you to. We’re your family.”
Mac’s jaw clenched. On top of everything that happened, return to Heart Creek?
Not as a rodeo hero. Not as the National Rodeo champion.
Just a washed-up cowboy with useless legs, a twisted back, and a broken spirit. A failure.

      [image: image-placeholder]Carrie Saunders parked her SUV and breathed in the cold crispness of the morning air. She was no stranger to the fall season but somehow here in Alberta near to the mountains, the air was exhilarating. Heart Creek was charming, boasting an idyllic creek meandering through town and breathtaking views of the foothills and mountains. Maybe the extra vibe was her own excitement at being at the Heart Creek Ranch and the realization of her childhood dream to work with horses.
Not just any horses, she reminded herself. Rodeo horses – former bucking and racing champions now retired. Her job as an equine osteopath – her passion – was to keep them pain free with the best quality of life she and the ranch could offer. An opportune meeting with Ryker McCoy in Houston this past spring just as her specialized training was ending and his subsequent job offer to work at Heart Creek Ranch was a huge step forward in her career. He’d been slightly skeptical but interested in what she did and the six-month contract he'd offered her gave her time to show him results.
“Morning, Carrie.”
“Morning, Boss. It’s a beautiful day in the mountains!” Carrie grinned at the big cowboy making his way across the gravel parking lot. Over six feet tall, broad-shouldered, and lean bodied, Ryker McCoy exuded confidence and strength. His weathered face and somber demeanor made him appear unapproachable at times, but he had always been respectful and kind towards her. She’d witnessed his gentle, compassionate side with the horses and knew there was a layer of softness in there somewhere. 
Ryker smiled broadly as he replied, “That it is. Ready to meet our newest rodeo royalty?”
“Can’t wait! Lead on.”
Anticipation flowed through Carrie’s body as she walked along the hard covered path to the second barn. In the months she’d been at Heart Creek Ranch, she’d become acquainted with several horses – all retired from the rodeo circuit, all needing love and attention.
She had yet to meet the most recent arrivals – a new crop of champions in the last years of their lives. Her goal was to ease their pain and help them transition from racing and competing to retirement smoothly, giving them a sense of peace and belonging after a hectic professional life on the road.
Her breath caught as she entered the spotlessly clean large facility. Roomy and comfortably lit, the size of the stalls highlighted the status of the horses housed within. Rodeo royalty indeed. These were horses bred and trained for specific events, and even past their prime they were magnificent.
“Meet Play Misty for Me. We call her Misty these days – come on over and introduce yourself. Misty, welcome Carrie. She’s here to help you feel better.” Misty snorted and tossed her golden head. 
“Oh, you are so beautiful, Misty,” Carrie crooned to the big mare. As Carrie crept slowly into the stall, Misty pulled away frantically, moving as far from the door opening as she could. Misty’s trembling broke Carrie’s heart and roused her anger. This is what she hated most about rodeos – the aftermath on the animals. In spite of all the organizers did to ensure animal safety, sometimes things went wrong. Not every animal suffered but those that did had it rough. “I’ll see you again soon,” she whispered to the quivering animal. “We’ll be friends, I promise.” As they closed the stall door, Carrie inhaled deeply, regaining her composure before they continued. God, she detested rodeos. Ever since witnessing the death of two horses at the Rangeland Derby during the Calgary Stampede when she was ten, she’d sought a way to help the animals. Working at Heart Creek Ranch – a ranch designed specifically for the treatment of retired rodeo horses, plus rescues – ticked every box on her wish list. She couldn’t stop rodeos or racing, but she could help with the care of the horses after the fact. “Ryker,” Carrie said. “I know we’ve talked about it briefly but what made your family change from a horse training facility to a rehab facility?”
Ryker scratched his chin before he answered. “When the doctors first diagnosed my dad with cancer, his heart went completely away from training horses. He wanted to do something different. At the time, and even now, I guess really, there weren’t too many places for retired race or rodeo horses to go. Their owners didn’t want to put them down and the idea of a place where they could go appealed to Dad. Sometimes, if the horses are young enough or well enough the owners take them back but most times, they stay with us until they pass. Kind of a giving back.” 
Carrie nodded. “That’s amazing. Happy to be part of it. Sorry about your dad.” Ryker smiled. “He was a great guy and his vision for this place spread to the rest of us. Well, most of us, anyway.”
They moved down the row of stalls as Ryker introduced her to four more former champions. None of them were as uncertain or traumatized as Misty but they still needed comfort and gentle healing. Strong in body and spirit, they’d lived a hard active life. As they slowed down, or healed from injuries, they craved solace at a slower pace. Not easy for an animal bred for strength and speed to learn to relax. She led the first horse out of the barn into the covered arena and began her assessment.
“Okay, Carrie, time for lunch. Let’s head to the house.”
Carrie couldn’t believe that more than three hours had flown by. Her stomach did though, it grumbled. Loudly. Ryker grinned. “Let’s go before you faint from hunger.”
“Don’t think that’s likely but don’t want to take a chance,” Carrie replied, slightly embarrassed but not so much so that she’d turn down lunch.
As they strode towards the big farmhouse located on the home quarter, she could see several vehicles including an oversized van in the curved front driveway. She glanced at Ryker. He grimaced. “Ah, our special package has arrived. I’ll see you inside.”
Special package? She shrugged. She’d learn what it was soon enough if it were any of her business. His long legs moved him quickly away from Carrie and she became lost in her thoughts. Misty was on her mind while she climbed the porch, went inside the large farmhouse, and washed up. As she came out of the washing up area to the left of the front door, she was creating a starting plan for Misty’s treatment and collided with a wheelchair she hadn’t even noticed.
The next thing she knew she was on her backside being glared at by a man with the most intense dark blue eyes she’d ever seen. The breath flew out of her, and she struggled to speak.
“Oh, I am so sor—”
“Don’t!” the man snapped, yanking his wheelchair back a couple of feet.
She took a shaky deep breath, trying to regain her composure.
“Ah, I see you’ve met Mac,” Ryker said dryly, stepping around the wheelchair. He extended his hand to Carrie.
“Mac, this is Carrie Saunders, the equine osteopath I mentioned to you a few months back.”
The man in the wheelchair shook his head, as
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