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To all
horses and beasts of burden, both wild and domestic, may you
live in Peace
as the Universe intended.






Wherever man has left
his footprint in the long ascent from barbarism to civilization we
will find the hoofprint of the horse beside it. John Moore
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Chapter One











Laurel Rowan
craned her neck each time the doors slid open at the Arrivals level
of the Calgary International Airport. The flight from Heathrow
landed twenty minutes ago, but still no sign of her friend. Must
be held up in Customs. She sighed as the doors whooshed shut
again.

“You sure he
managed to get on the right flight?” Chance frowned down at
her.

“Of course, he
did. Don’t be mean,” his sister Carly said.

Laurel shifted
a few steps away from them and chewed on her bottom lip. Chance was
acting like an idiot which annoyed her to no end. Carly claimed her
brother was jealous. That was hardly likely in Laurel’s opinion.
She’d been friends with Chance since they were in diapers, but the
thought of kissing him was just gross.

“There he is!” Her
heart jumped in her chest and she waved wildly as Coll Tinne came
through the doors from the baggage and Customs area. “Coll, over
here!”

The English boy’s
face broke into a wide grin and he pushed through the low metal
gates. “Hallo, Laurel. You’re looking grand.” Dropping his luggage
to the floor he gathered her close in a hug.

“Harrumph.”

Chance cleared his
throat loudly. Laurel turned toward him, keeping an arm around
Coll’s waist.

“Chance, Carly,
this is Coll. Coll, my friends, Chance and Carly.”

“Nice to meet ya.”
The British youth extended his hand which Chance shook with some
reluctance.

“Welcome to
Alberta! I’ve heard so much about you it feels like I already know
you,” Carly pushed her brother out of the way. “The truck’s this
way. C’mon, Laurel. Chance’ll bring the bags, won’t you?” Linking
her arm in Coll’s she drew Laurel along with them toward the
exit.

Laurel glanced
back and grimaced at the black expression on Chance’s handsome
face. Catching her eye, he immediately pasted a totally fake smile
on his face, gathering up the two bags at his feet. Dragging the
wheeled suitcase and slinging the carry-on over his shoulder, the
long-legged cowboy caught up with them in short order.

“The truck’s this
way. We’re parked on the second level.” He manoeuvered around them
and led the way toward a battered red pickup.

Carly rolled her
eyes at her brother’s broad back. Laurel grinned and squeezed
Coll’s hand.

“I’m so glad
you’re here! How’s Sarie? How are all the horses…and Emily and…oh
everyone!” Laurel stopped to catch her breath.

“Everyone’s grand.
Ash and Gort are enough to make you bork, snogging every time you
turn around.”

“That’s kinda
sweet, don’t you think?” Carly smiled up at Coll.

He grunted and
shrugged noncommittedly. “I guess if you fancy getting mushy in
public.”

“Is Ash’s mum
still up in arms about them seeing each other?” Laurel tugged Coll
a little closer to her side away from Carly and her bright
vivacious smile.

“As ever. They
just don’t go to her house much and hang out at Gramma’s. She
doesn’t mind and keeps trying to get Alice to get over herself.
It’d be just brill if they could go over there and I wouldn’t have
to put up with them being gooey all the bloody time.” He paused.
“Especially since you’re so far away and all.”

Laurel’s face
heated, and she avoided Carly’s knowing look. Coll made her feel
things she couldn’t describe and didn’t really understand. It was
exciting and scary all at the same time.

“Hurry up, would
you?” Chance threw the bags into the bed of the truck and wrenched
open the driver’s door. “I want to get out of the city before the
traffic gets bad.”

“Oh, for heaven’s
sake, Chance. What’s the rush?” Laurel frowned at him. Carly stood
back and grinned, obviously enjoying her brother’s jealousy.

“I said I’d come
pick up your friend for you, but I didn’t think it would take all
day. The Gore’s are expecting me to work that heading horse of
theirs tonight. And I have to check over my rigging bag for High
River on the twenty-second. Kessler’s are bringing in some good
stock. I’m hoping I get a good draw. I really want a shot at that
Shredded Coconut mare.” He swung his lanky frame up into the cab
and the big diesel roared to life.

Laurel yanked the back door open and let Coll
get in ahead of her. She wouldn’t put it past Chance to take off
without him. Carly hopped in the passenger seat. “Shot gun!” She
grinned over her shoulder. Chance glowered at her. “I thought
Laurel called shot gun on the way up,” he growled.

“You wish.” Carly
rubbed in the fact Laurel and Coll were crammed in the back seat
along with Chance’s gear. “Maybe you should have cleared out the
back. Then it wouldn’t be so cozy.” She giggled and hung on as
Chance gunned the engine, the noise loud in the enclosed space.

“What’s he all
aggro about,” Coll whispered in Laurel’s ear.

“He just likes to
be the centre of attention.” Laurel shrugged it off, vowing to have
it out with Chance later. The guy was acting like a total idiot.
How many times did she have to tell him she wasn’t interested in
him as a boyfriend, or anything else, besides a friend?

Pushing her
annoyance aside Laurel smiled at Coll. It was so good to see him
again, to have him close. “Tell me what’s been going on at home,”
she prompted. “Is Stuart still being a pain in the ass? You never
said how you did on your O Levels, did you pass?”

“Stuart is Stuart,
he still causes a bit of aggro, but not like he used to. He’s
working now and talking about getting a flat with some mates. I
think he’s really wanting to get out of his parents’ place. Ted’s
pretty rough on him.” Coll grimaced.

“Can’t blame him,
I guess. Being the son of the Chief Constable can’t be easy. Still
he doesn’t have to be such a jack ass,” Laurel said.

“Stuart? Is that
the guy who was such a dick, bullying your friends?” Carly turned
around as far as the seat belt would allow.

“Yup.” Laurel
curled her lip in distaste. Glancing forward, she accidently caught
a glimpse of Chance’s face in the rear-view mirror. A deep furrow
creased his forehead and a small muscle ticked in his clenched jaw.
Should she try and include him in the conversation? Whenever she
mentioned England, or her friends there, Chance always shut her
down, saying he didn’t need to know anything about her foreign
friends. She sighed and decided to keep quiet.

Carly’s brother
sometimes blew up at the littlest thing and lately Laurel found it
safer to avoid touchy subjects around him.

Coll slid his hand
around hers, twining his fingers with Laurel’s. “Laurel?”

“Huh? I’m sorry,
did I miss something?” She focused on Coll.

“I was saying
about the O Levels, but you didn’t hear me…”

“Oh! Sorry, I was
just thinking about something for a minute.”

“Care to share?”
Carly piped up. A mischievous grin on her face, she tipped her head
toward her brother who was still scowling out the windshield.

“Nothing
important.” She shook her head slightly in warning to her best
friend. “I’m sorry, Coll. Did you pass?”

“I did! Gramma
wants me to think about doing the Cambridge Pre-University Diploma
as well, but I don’t know if I want to go that route.”

“Sounds
impressive. Cambridge, wow! Isn’t that where Kate met Prince
William?” Carly asked.

“Sure, I guess. I
don’t pay much mind to what the royals do, myself.” Coll
shrugged.

Chance snorted and
glanced in the rear-view mirror. “Sounds like that’s for snobs and
the rich and famous.” A sneer twisted his features.

“Ignore him,”
Laurel whispered to Coll.

“He’s just jealous
of you.” Carly poked her brother in the ribs and smothered a
laugh.

“Shut the hell up,
Carly! Like I’d be jealous of some English guy…Just shut up.” The
digital display on the dash increased as he jammed his boot on the
accelerator and the truck jumped ahead on the highway.

Carly met Laurel’s
gaze, rolled her eyes and shrugged. Laurel bit her lip and watched
their speed increase. When the readout tipped over to 140
kilometres even Carly began to look worried.

“Chance—” She put
a hand on his arm.

“Shut up, Carly.
Okay? Just shut it.”

Laurel squeezed
Coll’s hand, then let it go and leaned forward to speak in Chance’s
ear. “Either slow down right now or stop and let me out. I mean it,
Chance. Slow down.”

“What’re you gonna
do if I don’t?” The speedometer climbed to 145.

“Quit being such
an ass! Slow down or I swear I’m gonna open the door and jump
out.”

“You know she
will,” Carly joined the argument. “Remember the day—”

“Fine!” The big
vehicle slowed to a more reasonable speed. “Bunch of babies. Afraid
of a little speed,” he muttered and turned up the radio.

“Just stay close
to the speed limit or I’ll tell Dad. And you know how he feels
about speeding, he’ll nail your hide to the barn door.”

“I ain’t afraid of
your dad, Laurie. Give me a break.”

“Are to!” Carly
hooted with laughter. “That’s why you still call him Mr. Rowan all
the time, ’cause you’re best buds.”

“Shut up, Carly.
Or I swear…”

 









Chapter Two

 


 


Laurel heaved a sigh of relief when Chance
turned off the range road and onto the ranch laneway. Thank
God! Minutes later the house and outbuildings came into view,
with the wide stretch of Alberta prairie rolling behind and around
them.

“This is all
yours?” Coll twisted from side to side to try and take it all in.
“It’s huge.”

“It’s been in the
family for years. Grampa D’Arcy’s granddad or maybe his granddad, I
can never remember, homesteaded it years ago.”

“How could you
afford to buy something like this?” Coll sounded stunned and
overwhelmed.

“When they were
first settling the west, the Canadian government gave parts of the
land away. I think a quarter section for ten dollars, if I remember
right. They just had to put so many acres in crop and then build a
house of some sort. They called it ‘proving up the homestead’ or
something like that. They had three years to do it, or the land
reverted back to the government and anyone could claim it. And
then, somehow you could apply for land adjoining the original
homestead. You should ask Dad if you want to know more. He’s the
expert on all that stuff.”

“How big is a…what
did you call it...a quarter section? A section of what?” Coll
frowned out the window.

“A quarter is a
hundred and sixty acres. Four quarters make a section…so that makes
a section…” Carly trailed off.

“It makes it
six-hundred and forty acres, Carly. God, sometimes I wonder how you
passed math.” Chance broke his long silence.

“Oh, shut up.”
Carly smacked him on the shoulder.

The truck ground
to a halt in front of the ranch house. “You staying or comin’
home?” Chance asked his sister.

“Home, I guess. I
need to help Mom with supper and Rayna’s gotta get worked later.
I’m gonna win the pot at the next rodeo,” Carly boasted to
Coll.

“Sure, right.”
Coll sounded confused.

Laurel opened the
door and stopped with one foot on the gravel. “Thanks for the ride,
Chance. I know Dad really appreciated you doing that, he’s busy
reseeding that hay field right now.” She hopped out and pulled Coll
with her. “Just hang on while we grab the bags out of the
back.”

Hardly giving Coll time to pull the suitcase
and backpack out of the truck, Chance spun the vehicle around and
headed out of the yard, gravel spitting from the tires.

“Is he always so—”
Coll began.

“Stupid?” Laurel
cut in. “Lately, yeah. He used to be a good guy, but now…well I
never know what to expect.” She picked up the backpack. “C’mon,
grab your stuff and we’ll go say hi to Mom. Dad’ll be in later for
dinner.”

Coll followed her
up the broad steps to the roofed verandah. Laurel’s boots echoed on
the wide boards of the floor. She pulled the screen door open and
stood back to let him go first with the heavy suitcase.

“Mom! We’re
back!”

“Coming, Laurel.”
Anna Rowan came down the hall from the kitchen, wiping her hands on
a tea towel as she did. “Welcome, Coll. It’s so nice to see you
again. We’re so glad you could come.” She hugged him and stood back
to look at him. “You’ve grown a bit, I think.”

“Maybe?”

Laurel grinned at
the expression on his face. “I’m just gonna show him where he’s
staying, Mom. C’mon, it’s up here.” She preceded him up the
polished oak staircase and stopped by an open door at the top of
the stairs. “This is yours. The bathroom is across the hall, my
room is two doors down, past the spare room. Mom and Dad’s room is
at the end of the hall. Let’s get you settled in.”

Laurel dropped the
back pack on the floor near the desk by the window and pulled the
curtains back. “I love the view from this room.”

Coll joined her.
“It’s brill, Laurel. Look how far you can see! It makes Sarie’s
farm seem small, doesn’t it?”

“I guess, but it
takes way more land to keep an animal here than in Cornwall. It’s
like one head to four acres, or something like that.”

“That’s a half
more than what Sarie has to deal with. One-thousand-pound horse per
two acres, I think the ponies work out to one per acre. I helped
her with the paperwork one time.”

“Do you want to
unpack or go outside so I can show you around a bit before dinner?
The sun will be up for a long time yet. That’s what I love about
June.”

Coll turned from
the window and dumped the suitcase on the bed. “Let’s go out. I
want to see that horse you talked so much about.”

“Oh, I should have
asked you if you’re hungry or want something to drink. Sorry, I’m
just so excited you’re finally here I totally forgot.”

“I could use a
bite,” he admitted.

“Mom will have
something in the kitchen we can have before dinner.” Laurel grabbed
his hand pulled him out of the room and down the stairs. “Mom!
Coll’s starving! Where are you hiding the goodies?”

“Hello again,
Coll. All settled in? Is the room okay?” Anna smiled at the tall
English boy.

“It’s brill, Mrs.
Rowan,” he assured her. “Thank you.”

“Please call me
Anna. Now about that starving. Laurel, there’s muffins in the
container there, or you can make peanut butter and jam sandwiches.
Supper won’t be for a bit since your Dad’ll be out for a while yet.
He said he was going to check the back pasture after he was done
seeding. Cory was complaining about the wildies breaking down his
fences to get at those mares of his, Dad wants to check our fence
line and make sure nothing’s down.”

Laurel and Coll
took a couple of muffins each and waving goodbye to her mother they
went out the back door. The big shepherd came bounding out of one
of the out buildings, his exuberance checked at the sight of the
stranger. A low growl rumbled in his throat and he stalked
stiff-legged toward Laurel, keeping one eye on the tall English
boy.

“Beau! Quit!”
Laurel swept her hand out, palm down. The big dog quit growling but
still eyed Coll with suspicion.

“Nice dog,” he
didn’t sound too sure about the whole situation.

“He’ll be fine
once he knows you belong here,” Laurel assured him. “He’s a big
softie really.” She ruffled the dog’s head. “Beau, this is Coll.
You be nice now. Mind your manners. Stick your hand out,” she
instructed Coll.

The big dog
sniffed the proffered hand, and deciding he was harmless, licked
his fingers. Coll carefully ran his hand over the dog’s head and
was rewarded by the animal throwing himself on the ground and
rolling over for a belly rub.

Laurel showed him
around the home yard, the chutes and corrals for the cattle where
they would be branding in a couple of weeks, the machine sheds that
housed the huge tractors and other farm equipment. All far bigger
than anything Coll had seen before. Laurel laughed at his amazement
and assured him with all the acres her dad farmed they needed the
huge vehicles.

“This is where I
learned to drive.” Laurel proudly showed him the big grain truck.
Once her feet reached the pedals and she could see over the dash,
her dad taught her to drive across the fields to where the combine
needed to unload its harvest of grain or oil seeds.

“You learned to
drive in that?” Coll stared at the truck.

“Yeah. All
hands-on deck, that’s what Dad says during harvest. You gotta take
advantage of the dry weather while it holds. Get the crop off dry
so you don’t have to mess around drying it. He’s hoping we’ll get
some barley accepted for malt this year.”

“Malt, like beer?”
Coll scratched his head.

“Yup. It’s got to meet certain moisture and
plumpness standards to get accepted, but it pays way more per
bushel than feed barley. Never mind about all that, let’s go find
Sam.”

Sam, the famous
horse. Is there a horse I can ride?” He followed her out of the dim
shed into the bright evening sunlight.

“Yeah, you can use
Jewel, Mom’s mare. She’s awesome.” Laurel stuck her fingers in her
mouth and produced a piercing whistle. A thunder of hooves heralded
the appearance of a herd of horses seeming to spring from the
prairie itself.

Coll joined Laurel by the barb wire fence of
the big pasture. “I would have sworn there was nothing close by in
the field.” He shook his head.

Laurel laughed.
“It only looks flat, but there’s lots of little depressions and
folds where stock can hide. We once spent hours looking for a lost
calf. Finally found it, but it can be deceiving. This is Sam.” She
dug in her jeans pocket and held out a piece of krunch to the big
chestnut gelding who shouldered his way to the front of the herd.
He whuffled softly before lipping up the treat. “The buckskin is
Jewel, you’ll like her. Here.” She handed him a krunchie.

“She’s bigger than
Sarie’s ponies,” he sounded a bit doubtful.

“She’s super well
broke and she’s only 15.1, so not that much bigger than the Fell
ponies. Mom takes her everywhere, to the mountains and moving
cattle. You’ll do fine on her.”

“Are we going
riding now?”

Laurel glanced at
the position of the sun. “No, probably not enough time right now to
go very far. Maybe tomorrow. Saturday we’re going to the Little
Britches Rodeo in High River. This is the last year Carly and I can
compete. Next year we’ll both be too old.”

“Rodeo? Like bull
riding and the stuff we get on the telly sometimes at home? You’re
not honestly gonna ride a bull, are you?” Coll scrubbed his hand
through his blond hair so it stuck up every which way.

“Not hardly. Dad
would kill me if I even mentioned steers, God forbid bulls. Carly
and I are entering barrels, poles and team roping. She’s got an
edge on me, ’cause Rayna’s quicker than Sam around the barrels.
Sometimes we can make up the time on the way home though.”

“You compete on
how fast you can both get home?”

“No, I mean Sam
and I are faster on the straight run to the finish line after the
last barrel. You’ll see. I have to practice tomorrow, and Carly and
I have to practice roping too. She’s header and I’m heeler.
Hopefully Chance is over his snit by then. He coaches us,” she
explained.

Laurel gave Sam a
last treat and turned away from the pasture. Coll caught her hand
in his and they walked slowly back toward the ranch house. In the
shade of the machine shed he pulled her to a stop and looked down
at her.

“I missed you, Laurel. More than I thought I
would. Every time something good happened I wanted you to be there
to share it or help me figure out what I should do about school.
Gramma wants me to carry on and get a degree, apply to Cambridge
even. I’m just not sure if that’s what I want, but I don’t want to
disappoint her. I mean she’s given up so much for me and taken Gort
in too…”

“When do you have
to decide, about Cambridge and stuff?”

“Soon. I filled
out a bunch of applications before I left. Gramma’s holding on to
them for me. And we had to wait for my marks to come back. If I
want to go to Cambridge, I have to go to school for another two
years and then write some more entrance exams. I just don’t know.
If I don’t go on, I can get a job and help with the expenses and
things, so Gramma won’t have to worry so much about stuff. I’m
pretty sure that’s what Gort has planned. Him and Ash are already
talking about getting a flat in Penzance or Mousehole and moving in
together.”

“What does Alice
have to say about that?” Laurel’s eyes sparked with humour.

“They haven’t
breathed a word of it around her. Are you a nutter? She’d go
bonkers on them.”

“Probably wise,
then. So, about school and Cambridge, what do you want? I mean if
Emily wasn’t involved and it was just you to worry about? What
would you want then?”

“There’s no sense
talking like that, because I do have to worry about Gramma.”

“Okay but say that
you didn’t. Just pretend for a minute, Coll,” Laurel persisted.

He paused for a
long moment, squinting into the distance against the setting sun.
“I just don’t rightly know, Laurel. That’s the trouble. I just
don’t know.”

“Well, let’s not
worry about it now.” She started to move toward the house.

“Laurel…”

She hesitated and
moved back into the shade of the shed. “What?”

“I…nothing...that
is…just this…”

Laurel’s heart
jumped and seemed to stop for a second when he pulled her close and
kissed her. She wrapped her arms around his waist and held on while
his hands tangled themselves in her hair. The pressure of the kiss
intensified and what felt like jolts of electricity shot through
her. Leaning into him, Laurel moved one hand up to the back of his
neck, the hair soft and silky under her fingers. A lovely warm
liquid sensation coiled in her belly and spread through her
body.

“Coll,” she
whispered against his mouth and forgot to breathe when his tongue
flicked over her bottom lip. She clung to him tighter, afraid her
legs wouldn’t hold her.

“Laurel.” He broke
the kiss and rested his forehead against hers, his breathing
ragged. “Laurel…”

“I know.” She
stroked his cheek.

“I don’t think you
do.” He still sounded breathless.

“I want you to
kiss me. I want to feel whatever that was…I want to feel like that
again.” She snuggled closer.

“We can’t go any
further, you know that. You’re too young and your parents will kill
me. And, well, and it’s just not right…”

“But you can still
kiss me, right?” She leaned back to study his face.

“I don’t think I
could stop myself if I tried.” He grimaced. “But that’s as far as
it can go. Kisses.”

“I’m good with
that. All that pawing Chance always wants to do isn’t as much fun
as kissing you.” Laurel smiled at him.

“What do you mean
about Chance pawing? At you? Did you tell your parents?” Coll
stepped back and glared at her.

“Oh, it was
nothing. We went to a school dance and him and some of his friends
got some beer. He was just being stupid. He dropped Carly off first
and then drove me home, but on the way, he stopped and told me I
was beautiful, and he had feelings for me.” She snorted. “As if!
Then he got all grabby and kissed me. It was gross, he tasted like
beer and cigarettes. I pushed him away, but then he got all stupid
and stuck his hand up my shirt and…and…other stuff. I tried to
reason with him but well…finally I just hauled off and punched him.
Gave him a black eye.” She giggled. “He told everyone a bronc did
it. It’s okay, Coll. I threatened to tell my dad and Chance has
never laid a hand on me since.”

“Did he at least
apologize later?” Coll’s fists were balled up at his side.

“Sort of, he
blamed it on the fact he was drunk, but he wasn’t that drunk and
anyways that’s no excuse to go all stupid on me. Jack ass.” She
held up her hand when Coll opened his mouth to say something. “I
did tell my mom about it and she wasn’t too happy, let me tell you.
I think she talked to Mrs. Cullen about it. I know neither of us
told Dad because Chance is still walking around. Dad would geld him
if he knew what he tried on me.”

“Oh.” Coll took a
step back. “I’d better watch out too then. He doesn’t even know me,
no telling what he’d do to me.”

“Why would I do
anything to you, son?” Colton Rowan came around the end of the
machine shed.

“Hi, Dad, get the
last of the seeding done?” Laurel hugged him.

“Most of it.” He
turned to Coll. “Hello, Coll. How was your flight?”

“Hello, Mr. Rowan.
The flight was great, got in on time and everything.”

“Did Chance get
you there in time?” Colton looked at Laurel.

She nodded. “He
was an ass on the way home though, Dad. Driving way too fast and
being rude.”

“I’ll speak to him
about the speeding, but you can’t blame him for being a bit upset,
Laurel. You know how he feels about you and seeing you with…” He
nodded toward Coll.

“Don’t defend him,
Dad. There’s no excuse for how he behaved. I just hope he’s over it
by tomorrow when we have to practice for Little Britches.”

“I’m sure it’ll
work out.” He patted her head and turned back to Coll. “Now, why
are you worried about what I’m going to do you? What have you
done?”

“N-n-nothing,
sir,” he stammered. “Just if I did something wrong, or…or drove too
fast…”

Colton Rowan
grinned showing white teeth against his sun browned skin. “Unless
you have an international driver’s license you won’t be driving
anywhere, slow or fast. Just you mind you respect my little girl
here, and we’ll get on just fine.”

“Yes, sir, Mr.
Rowan.” Coll swallowed.

“Call me Colt,
son. Mr. Rowan was my father. Makes me feel old gettin’ called
mister anything. You kids run along now. Laurel let your mom know
I’ll be in as soon as I fuel up the tractor and get the seeder put
in the shed. Shouldn’t take too long.”

“We’ll let her
know, Dad.” Pulling Coll by the hand, she headed for the house.
Once they were clear of the machine shed, she broke into a run.
Outside the back door she stopped and pulled him around to face
her. “Don’t stop kissing me just because Dad is being all
protective. I like kissing you.” She reached up and pressed her
lips to his cheek.

“Mom, we’re back,”
she called opening the door leaving Coll gobsmacked on the step.
“Dad says he’ll be in after he fuels the tractor.”

“Thanks, Laurel.
Go wash up and then set the table, would you? Coll, you come keep
me company after you wash, I want to hear all about Sarie and your
grandmother,” she lowered her voice, “and if you’ve heard from
Bella.”

Laurel didn’t hear
the rest of the conversation and promised herself she’d ask him
about Gramma Bella after dinner. After a quick wash she dashed down
the stairs to set the big table in the kitchen. She laid a plate
for Harry Good Smoke the hired man who often joined them for
dinner. Just as she finished placing the silverware, boot heels
echoed on the back verandah and Harry’s deep voice filtered through
into the kitchen. The tall First Nations man carried a basket of
eggs which he set on the counter before removing his hat and
hanging it on one of the pegs by the door.

“Thought I’d save
you some time Laurie, seein’s ya got a friend stayin’. I stopped by
the coop and collected the eggs.”

“Thanks, Harry.
You’re the best.” She grinned at him.

Colt Rowan hung
his jacket on the peg and removed his hat as well before kissing
his wife. “Something smells good,” he remarked.

“Roast beef and
Yorkshire pudding. I thought I’d do something simple tonight. On
Sunday we’ll do BBQ and Saturday will be whatever you guys find at
the rodeo.”

“How’s the roping
coming along?” Colt raised an eyebrow at his daughter.

“Coming. I’m still
having a little trouble laying the trap for the hind legs. Carly’s
getting really good at heading, she almost never misses. I should
probably get my rope and practice a bit after dinner.”

“Not tonight,
Laurel. You’ve got a guest and Coll must be tired after that long
flight. Why don’t you just take it easy tonight and stick a DVD in
and watch a movie?” Anna suggested.

Laurel glanced at
Coll. “That all right with you? Mom’s right, practice can
wait.”

“Sounds brill, but
I don’t want to create any aggro for you with that Chance guy. You
said he was coaching you or something, right?”

“Chance can go
piss into the wind—”

“Laurel Rowan! You
watch your mouth young lady, or you won’t be going anywhere. That’s
no way to talk.” Colt glowered at his daughter.

“Sorry, Dad. I’m
just so tired of him being so bossy and acting like he owns me when
any other guys are around. If he wasn’t Carly’s brother…” she
trailed off. “Let’s go find a DVD to watch,” she changed the
subject. “TV is in here.”

Coll followed her
into the large room at the front of the house. The wide windows
looked west over the prairie gilded with the slanting rays of the
sun. She flopped down on one of the couches and picked up the
remote. “We don’t have Netflix. Dad says we don’t need it, but he
did get us satellite a while ago, so we do get some channels. The
DVDs are over there, see what you want to watch. You pick, you’re
the guest.”

“We don’t have
Netflix either. Gramma says it’s too dear, but I know there are
shows she’d love to watch. I just want to be able to help out with
expenses, you know?” Coll sat cross legged on the floor and
searched through the DVDs. He pulled one out and looked at Laurel.
“You have Moana? Isn’t that a kiddie movie?” He turned it over in
his hand to read the blurb on the back.

“It is, I guess.
But Mom and I love it. Pick something else if you’d rather.” Laurel
turned the TV on and scrolled through the channels while Coll kept
looking through the DVDs.

“How about this
one?” He tossed a case at her.

Laurel caught it
and scanned the title. “Dunkirk? You want to watch a war movie? I
hate them, Dad loves them though. He’d watch it with you in a
heartbeat.” She tossed the movie back to him.

“Watching a flick
with your dad isn’t exactly what I had in mind.” Coll rummaged
through the cases again. “What about Fantastic Beasts and Where to
Find Them?”

“I like that one!
Kinda Harry Potterish, but not really. Have you seen it?”

“Just the trailer
for it. I watched Three Billboards Outside Ebbing, Missouri on the
plane.”

“Did you like it?
I haven’t seen that one yet.” Laurel scooted over on the couch to
make room for him.

“It was okay.
Killed some time. You want this one, then?” He held up Fantastic
Beasts.

“Sure, just stick
it in the DVD and I’ll hit play.”

Coll slid the disc
into the player and joined Laurel, careful to leave a bit of space
between them. Laurel tossed him a fluffy blanket and pulled another
over her knees. She hit play and skipped forward over the
advertisements and trailers. “Mom! Can we have some popcorn?” She
waited, but her mother didn’t respond. Laurel handed Coll the
remote. “Just hit pause when the movie is starting. I’ll go get us
some popcorn. Be right back.” She jumped to her feet, letting the
blanket fall to the floor.

Mom and Dad were
at the far end of the kitchen sitting with Harry sharing coffee and
gossip. The conversation made Laurel pause in the doorway.

“Those wildies are
starting to cause trouble again. Cory says that black stud stole
two of his mares. He’s hell bent on getting them back,” Laurel’s
dad was saying.

“Is he sure it was
Coal?” Anna frowned.

“For God’s sake
Anna, don’t go calling that horse by the stupid name those bleeding
hearts have hung on him. When a horse starts breaking down fences
to get at expensive livestock it’s time to do something about it,”
Colt declared.

“To be fair, Colt,
the Cullens need to quit leaving gates open and do some fencing. I
was out checking the back-fence line earlier this week and there’s
a lot of wire down on their fences. And two gates left lying on the
ground with the wire all tangled. Can’t really blame that old stud
for nipping through and catchin’ himself some ladies.” Harry Good
Smoke lit a cigarette and grinned at his boss through the haze of
smoke.

“Don’t you go
defending that bastard, too. Bad enough those Facebook groups have
got all kinds of people all riled up about those damned
wildies.”

Laurel gripped the
door jamb. Coal. She loved the wild stallion. He was so
handsome in a rough sort of way. Short coupled and thick necked
with powerful shoulders and hind quarters, he was magnificent.

“What about Coal?”
Laurel stepped into the kitchen.

“Don’t you start
in on the poor wildies, too. I thought you were watching a
movie with your friend?” Colt got up to pour more coffee.

“We are, I just
came to get some popcorn. What are the Cullens planning to do. I
think they leave those gates down on purpose so they can say some
of those horses broke through unto their property and so they’re
entitled to catch them and sell them. I heard Chance bragging about
a chestnut yearling they got that way and Mr. Cullen got on the
phone and called one of those groups trying to preserve the wildies
and told them he was gonna send
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