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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Zane McGavin made the drive back from Bozeman in high spirits. Releasing a bird of prey into the wild after a successful rehabilitation was almost better than sex. Then again, he hadn’t had sex in a while so he might not be qualified to make that statement.

      He’d been so busy with ranch work and the raptors in his care that he hadn’t dated in months. Might even be close to a year, now. He’d reached that awkward stage of being too old for casual hookups and too young – at least in his opinion – to settle down.

      Maybe if the right woman came along…

      She’d have to like the idea of living in Montana, though. He was rooted in this place and he…damn, there was some idiot changing a tire right next to the road. They could get run over.

      Passing carefully, he drove onto the shoulder several yards in front of the vehicle. His truck’s tires ground through slush and gravel that might cause trouble for a little sedan like that one. Maybe the driver had been afraid of getting stuck. At least the car was bright red, which made it stand out.

      Zane tucked his gloves in the pocket of his sheepskin jacket before climbing out. When he turned to face the disabled vehicle, he discovered the driver standing in front of the car. The belted wool coat, long hair and girly city boots told him he’d come to the aid of a lady in distress. She held a tire iron in one hand and a phone in the other as she watched him approach. Most folks around here were law-abiding, but she might not know that.

      “Ma’am, I’m here to help.” He held up both hands, palms out. “If you don’t want me to come any closer, I’ll stay put. But please call a garage to come out and change that tire for you. If you don’t have a number to call, I can give you one. It’s mighty dangerous for you to be working right next to the road like that.”

      She went very still. “Zane?”

      “Yes, ma’am, that’s my name, but I don’t believe I…” Then it hit him. Her hair was cut different and her coat and boots weren’t the style she used to wear. But he knew that voice and now that he’d moved a little closer, he knew that face, too. He’d been looking at it off and on between the ages of three and seventeen, although she hadn’t been a part of his life for years. Ten, to be exact.

      Maybe she’d lost her country smarts while living in the big city. “Mandy Fielding, are you fixing to get yourself killed?”

      “I was afraid I’d get stuck if I pulled off any more.”

      “Then why not call roadside assistance?” Thinking some stranger had been risking life and limb by the side of the road had been bad enough. Discovering Mandy had put herself in that position was making him crazy.

      “Takes too long. My plane was late and Mom started her vacation this afternoon so she could be home when I arrived. This should’ve saved time.”

      “How long have you been at this?”

      She made a face. “A while. The lug nuts are on super tight.”

      “Probably some mechanic in Bozeman got over-zealous with the power equipment.” Thank God he’d happened along. Gradually the fact registered that he was standing here having a conversation with Mandy after ten years.

      Their last face-to-face hadn’t been great, near as he could remember. He must have ticked her off pretty bad since she hadn’t tried to contact him any of the times she’d come to visit her mom over the years. She hadn’t changed a whole lot since he’d last seen her, though – same hazel eyes that could look green or gold depending on her mood, same shiny, caramel colored hair. She didn’t seem much older, just more sophisticated.

      He’d missed her, but that was neither here nor there. She’d obviously come home to help sort through stuff since her mom was selling the house and property that bordered Wild Creek Ranch. Contacting him wouldn’t have been part of the plan on this visit, either. He took a deep breath. “I’ll get started on that tire.”

      “Zane, I don’t expect you to change it for me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I – look, I was rude when you invited me and Mom to the graduation party. I never apologized.”

      He blinked in surprise. “What?”

      “I was a real jerk, especially after how long we’d been friends. Let me call roadside assistance. I’m sure you have plenty of other things to do this afternoon besides mess with my tire.”

      Amazing. She was guilt-ridden about some ten-year-old argument that was only a fuzzy memory to him. “I seriously doubt you were the jerk in that situation. More likely it was me.”

      “No, I was. I turned you down flat. Things were awful and I made them worse.”

      “If you say so. I honestly can’t remember much about that conversation.” The breeze tugged at his hat and he grabbed the brim to keep it on. “Here’s an idea. Let’s call it even and I’ll change your tire so you can get to your mom’s faster.” He gave her a smile. “How about that?”
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        * * *

      

      Mandy had to laugh at herself. Fate had sent her a knight in shining armor and she was doing her best to send him riding off again. “Okay. Thanks, Zane.” She handed him the tire iron. “I appreciate it.”

      “You’re most welcome.” He walked around the right side of the car to the open trunk and laid the tire iron inside.

      “Won’t you need that?”

      “Eventually. First I’m gonna move your car.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

      “Better’n getting either of us killed by a distracted driver. Besides, I’ll use the truck to pull it out if I screw up.” He picked up the jack and the spare tire she’d hauled out and put those in the trunk, too. “I see you only have a donut.”

      “Yep. It’ll get me to Mom’s and I’ll have George fix the flat.”

      “George is retired.” Zane closed the trunk. “But the business is operating and they still call it George’s Garage.”

      “That’s comforting.”

      “It’s one of the things I like about Eagles Nest.” He came back around the car to where she was standing. “Folks try to keep things familiar if possible.” He said it with pride.

      “You’re right.” She’d always suspected he considered her decision to live back East as a kind of defection.

      “Okay, let’s take a gander at what I’m heading for.” Walking along the far edge of the shoulder, he kicked at the slush with the toe of his boot.

      Now she knew she was in Montana. Nobody in New York City said take a gander.

      “Should be okay.” He glanced at her. “You’d better stand by my truck so I know where you are.”

      “Or I could stand in front of you, give directions and holler if you’re heading for trouble.” Just like that, she’d slipped into country talk, too. She never said holler except when she came back here.

      He grinned at her. “Like you did with the ATV that time?”

      “I see you don’t have any trouble remembering that.”

      “Rolling backwards into Wild Creek tends to make a lasting impression on me.”

      “I got confused. I forgot that I was facing the opposite way from you and my right was your left. I’m older and wiser, now.”

      “Okay. I trust you.” He shoehorned himself into the rental and moved the seat back to accommodate his six-foot-three frame.

      She hadn’t thought of that adventure in years. They’d been barely thirteen and if his mom had found out they’d nearly destroyed the ranch’s ATV they would’ve been forbidden to ride it for months. Sweating bullets, they’d shoved and dragged that machine out of the creek and up the embankment. Except for a couple of new scratches, it had been fine.

      Zane started the car and put down the windows. “Ideally I’d like to end up right behind my truck. That way we have two vehicles on the side of the road so oncoming traffic can spot us easier.”

      “Makes sense.” She walked around to the front of the car. “Let ‘er rip!”

      The sedan’s wheels spun at first, but finally the tread dug into the damp surface and Zane edged the car slowly toward the right side of the shoulder while she called out directions. She was extra careful not to mix up her left and right and by the time they finished the maneuver, he’d bought another four feet of distance from the road without getting the little red car stuck.

      He rolled up the windows and climbed out. “Good job, Buttercup.”

      “Thanks.” His use of her old nickname caught her by surprise. She couldn’t remember when he’d started calling her that, but he’d hardly ever used Mandy unless he was mad at her. After their icky conversation about the graduation party she’d never expected to hear the name Buttercup again.

      “I have a couple of flares in my truck.” He tugged on the brim of his Stetson. “Might as well put those out, too.”

      “While you’re doing that I’ll call my mom. She’s probably worried.”

      “You can sit in the truck. It’d be quieter.”

      “Thanks.” She started toward the passenger side but he got there first and opened the door. She noticed the logo before he handed her in. “So what’s Raptors Rise all about?”

      “Raptor rehabilitation. I could have just called it that, but giving the project a cool name appealed to me.”

      “You’re doing that, now?”

      “On the side.” He leaned against the open door. “Mom gave me permission to use ranch property and the lumberyard donated supplies to build the aviary. Oh, and you remember Kurt? He was in our class.”

      “I do. Serious kid.”

      “Super serious. He’s a vet, now. He took a few extra courses in ornithology so he can work with the injured raptors, pro bono. I couldn’t do this without the support I’ve had.”

      Now she understood why a large pet carrier was strapped into the bed of his truck. “So that project we used to talk about – you made it happen.”

      “It’s a small operation, but yeah, that’s how I spend my time when I’m not leading trail rides or mucking out stalls. I’m on my way home from a release.”

      “Of what?”

      “A female golden.”

      “Very cool.” Although the bald eagle was the national bird, she was partial to goldens. So many called this area home.

      “It was great. The guy who found her in February helped with the release. Seeing her take flight was –” He broke off. “I could talk about this all day and we need to get moving. See you in a few.” He closed the door.

      Mandy removed her gloves so she could use her phone. Zane sure was enthusiastic about his raptor program. He’d made quite a picture leaning against the door of the truck in his sheepskin coat and brown Stetson with snow-capped mountains forming a backdrop behind him. His intense blue eyes became even more compelling when he was into something. She envied him that passionate commitment. She hadn’t been that excited about a project in a long time.

      Her mom answered on the first ring, which probably meant she’d started pacing. “What’s up, sweetie?”

      “The rental got a flat. Zane happened along and he’s going to change it for me.”

      “Well, that’s lucky.”

      “I know. I’m sort of glad it happened. Gave me a chance to connect with him and apologize for that whole graduation party debacle. I thought he might be holding a grudge but he’s not.”

      “I wouldn’t expect him to. He’s not the type.”

      “And I knew that, but…anyway, do you know he’s rehabilitating birds of prey?”

      “Sure do. I went over there to see his setup. He’s moved into that old log cabin up the hill from the ranch house and he built an aviary next to it. He’s really dedicated to the cause.”

      “I’m not surprised.” Mandy respected that about the guy. When he took on a task, he gave it all he had. “Anyway, thanks to Zane, I’ll see you soon.”

      “Sounds good. Listen, if I know that boy, he’ll follow you home to make sure you get here okay. Invite him in for coffee, if he has time.”

      “I’ll ask him.”

      “Tell him I have cookies.”

      “I will. ‘Bye, Mom. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, sweetie.”

      Mandy disconnected. Naturally her mother would have the inside scoop on Zane’s activities. Her mom and the McGavins had been rural neighbors and close friends for years. Eeyore, Mandy’s sad-eyed gray gelding who was now technically her mom’s horse, was stabled at Wild Creek Ranch. Her mom would have had plenty of chances to check out Zane’s project.

      Mandy didn’t want to leave town without seeing it, either. As kids, she and Zane had been fascinated by the birds of prey living in the mountains that surrounded Eagles Nest. Zane had vowed that someday he’d create a haven for those who’d been injured and she’d volunteered to be his partner.

      Slipping her phone into her coat pocket, she climbed down from his truck and started back toward the rental car. He’d lit the flares and was hunkered down next to the left rear tire struggling to loosen the lug nuts. He was cussing, too, which gave her some satisfaction. If even Zane was having trouble, those things must be welded on.

      When he laid the tire iron on the ground and got to his feet, she wondered if he’d given up. Instead he took off his jacket, draped it over the fender and went back to work.

      The impact was like Superman ripping open his shirt. Until this moment, Mandy hadn’t thought Zane had changed much in ten years. How wrong she’d been. Under his jacket he wore a snug white t-shirt, and oh, dear God, did he wear it well. The soft cotton lovingly revealed muscles that flexed and bulged as he forcefully attacked the lug nuts. She stood there transfixed and watched him twist them off.

      After he unscrewed the last one, he stood, wiped his forehead with his arm and glanced her way. “Got ‘em.”

      She snapped out of her daze and walked toward him. “Good job! What can I do to help?”

      “Just hang onto these for me.” He handed her the lug nuts. Then he peered at her. “Are you okay?”

      “Sure am. Why?”

      “You have that look you used to get when you were coming down with something. You’re flushed and your eyes are really bright.”

      “Not coming down with something, I promise.” She focused on his face because looking at his superhero pecs was likely to keep that flush going strong.

      “Good. You get cranky when you’re sick.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “So it wasn’t you who dumped over the Monopoly board?”

      “I only did that once.”

      “True.” He flashed her a smile. “The other times it was Sorry.”

      His smile scrambled her brain and robbed her of a comeback. She’d seen it a million times but it had never made her speechless before. By the time she’d recovered, he’d retrieved the jack and the spare.

      “I don’t trust this little donut, so I’ll follow you home to make sure you get there all right.”

      She cleared her throat. “Mom said you would. If you have time, she’d like you to come in for coffee and cookies.”

      “Sounds great. I’d love to.”

      “Good.” After he went back to work, she loosened the scarf around her neck to let in some cool air. How ironic that her old buddy Zane had turned into the hottest guy she’d met in ages. It was probably a very good thing she was flying back to New York in a week.
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      Zane kept an eye on the red car’s rear wheels as he followed Mandy back to Eagles Nest. He needed to focus in case anything went wrong, but it was a challenge to keep his mind on tires. Dealing with her had stirred him up.

      She’d crossed his mind a few times over the years, but for the most part he’d managed to forget her. That would likely change now that he’d seen that she was…yeah, she was beautiful. He hadn’t allowed himself to think that in high school because it had seemed wrong to lust after a girl who had been his best friend for a lot of years.

      But their long separation had cancelled that friendship, in a way. It was almost like he was meeting her for the first time, except he’d maintained contact with her mom so he wasn’t totally out of the loop. He’d heard she had a good job working for a fashion designer in New York.

      That alone should tell him that interest in her was pointless. She’d transplanted herself there ten years ago and her mom said she loved the East Coast. Didn’t matter if his pulse rate shot up when he looked at her. Her life was in a whole other part of the country.

      Eagles Nest, the town they were currently driving through, was exactly what he wanted – small community, friendly people, incredible scenery. He wouldn’t trade living in this part of the world for anything.

      She’d set him back on his heels, but he’d get over it. She wouldn’t be here for very long if she stuck to her pattern. A few days and she’d be flying home to New York. Then he could push her out of his mind again and all would be well.

      She stopped at George’s Garage to drop off the tire and he waited in the parking lot. Eagle’s Nest had one major street, which someone lacking in originality had labeled Main Street. Any business of importance had a storefront there, including George’s. Zane watched until she climbed back into the red car and then they were off to her mom’s place.

      He turned down the familiar dirt road. How many more times would he take this route now that Aunt Jo was selling? She wasn’t technically his aunt, but that’s what he’d called her since he was a little kid. In the years since then he’d discovered that you didn’t have to be blood kin to feel related to somebody. Thanks to Aunt Jo living right down the road from Wild Creek Ranch, he had two moms.

      Luckily she was only moving into town, a mere ten miles away, so she’d continue to stable her horse with the McGavins. Although Zane would see her about as much as before, it wouldn’t be the same. Having somebody else own what he considered a second home would be weird.

      He hoped whoever bought it wouldn’t renovate because the house was perfect the way it was. Dark brown shingles and a forest green pitched roof blended in with the woods that surrounded the building on three sides. The interior was paneled in knotty pine. After spending hours there as a kid, he associated knotty pine with playing games and eating cookies.

      In the summer months, the back deck was great for watching whatever wild critters wandered by. That happened a lot because the area was chock full of elk and deer, not to mention eagles, hawks and owls.

      He’d miss sitting out on the deck this summer. If Aunt Jo put it on the market soon as she’d planned, it’d likely be sold before June. It was chilly out there now but he might suggest they spend an evening on her deck while they still could. She had a metal fire pit that would keep them warm.

      The house came into sight through the velvet green of tall pines. He tried to imagine someone else living there and couldn’t. But Aunt Jo was tired of maintaining it and that was valid.

      Since her divorce she’d learned her way around a toolbox and Zane had helped whenever she’d run into a problem she couldn’t handle. Because he’d served as her handyman, he had a sense of ownership about the place. But she was an independent lady who worried about imposing on him even though he’d been more than willing.

      She came running out of the house without her coat when they drove up. Zane stayed in his truck for a few seconds to let Mandy and her mom have a moment. Aunt Jo missed her daughter a hell of a lot.

      Seeing them together, laughing and hugging, no one would doubt they were mother and daughter. They were about the same height and both slender and fit. Zane remembered when Aunt Jo’s hair was the same color as Mandy’s, but she’d decided to let it go gray and she wore it super short because she didn’t like messing with it.

      Once the two women stopped hugging, Zane left his truck so he could help with Mandy’s suitcase. Aunt Jo fussed over him and showered him with thanks for keeping Mandy safe. He couldn’t take credit for a random rescue but Aunt Jo was determined to reward him in some way. Apparently, furniture was an appropriate gift.

      “You need to take that sofa.” She gestured to it as they walked through the front door and into the living room. “You’ve always liked it and you need one for your cabin.”

      He smiled at her. “Thanks, but don’t go giving away your sofa. You might need it in your new place.” The house smelled great. Her condo in town would, too, if she kept up her baking habit.

      “I think that sofa’s too big for the condo. Besides, I have a strong urge to get rid of everything and start fresh with new stuff. I’ll have the money once I sell this house.”

      “That’s the spirit, Mom.” Mandy chimed in with enthusiasm. “New beginnings.”

      While Zane wouldn’t mind having the sofa, he didn’t want Aunt Jo giving up every stick of furniture in this house. The dining table and chairs had sat in front of the picture window ever since he could remember. He hoped she would keep them.

      He offered to take Mandy’s suitcase to her room but she wouldn’t hear of it so he left the suitcase in the hall. They hooked their coats on the coat tree beside the door and he hung his hat there, too. At home, he tended to leave it on. It was a ranch thing.

      Aunt Jo brought out the coffee and his favorite cookies, chocolate chip. But this time she’d baked them for Mandy, who was also partial to that kind. He didn’t care who she’d baked them for. After wrestling with those lug nuts, he was hungry.

      They settled at the table with Aunt Jo on the end and Zane and Mandy flanking her. Zane waited for one of the women to start in on the cookies.

      Instead Mandy ignored them and turned to her mom, her expression animated. “Now I can finally tell you my fabulous idea!”

      “What’s that, sweetie?”

      “Well.” Mandy paused dramatically. “We’ve talked about you coming for a longer visit once the house sells.”

      “Absolutely. We’ll celebrate.” Aunt Jo picked up a cookie.

      Zane picked up two.

      Mandy took none. Whatever was on her mind must occupy all of it if she wasn’t eating cookies. “So I’ve been thinking, why just visit? Since you’re leaving this house, why not move back East and live with me?”

      Zane damn near choked on his cookie. A quick swallow of coffee saved him.

      “Live in New York?” Aunt Jo stared at her daughter.

      “Exactly! You can’t fully appreciate the city with short visits. Even a week is not enough. But if you lived there we could explore at our leisure. The Metropolitan Museum of Art alone would take –”

      “Mandy, slow down. Let me get my bearings. You’re talking about a major change, here. I know the city has attractions galore, but –”

      “And even though you’ve been there several times, you haven’t even scratched the surface!”

      “I hope you’re not suggesting I should retire, because I –”

      “Heavens, no. You’re too young to retire.”

      “And I need the money. Even if I didn’t, I like working.”

      “Gotcha covered, Mom. Considering all the banks there and the contacts I’ve made over the years, you’d have a job in no time.”

      Zane couldn’t believe the words coming out of Mandy’s mouth. Aunt Jo had seniority at the Eagles Nest bank and she was beloved by customers and co-workers alike. Surely she wouldn’t give that up to start over in some huge establishment in the heart of a big city where her daughter was the only person she knew.

      “Even if the job’s not an issue,” Aunt Jo said, “I’ve already made a deposit on the condo.”

      That should put a lid on it. Zane was relieved. Aunt Jo wasn’t fixing to leave Montana, especially not to live in one of the biggest cities in the world.

      But Mandy didn’t seem the least discouraged by news of the condo deposit. “I’m sure you can get it back. You’re too savvy about money to give someone a nonrefundable deposit. Mom, think about the fun we could have.” Her face glowed with excitement. “There’s so much to do there. We’d have a blast.”

      “I’m sure we would, sweetie.” Aunt Jo reached over and gave her daughter’s arm a squeeze. “I just need some time to think about it.”

      “That’s why I wanted to tell you right away, so we can talk it through while I’m here.” Mandy turned to Zane. “Can’t you just see the two of us kicking up our heels in the Big Apple?”

      If she was asking for his support for this crazy idea she wouldn’t get it, but he didn’t want to come out with a negative comment, either. “It’s quite a concept, all right.”

      Aunt Jo sent him a look. “Sure is.”

      Mandy appeared to take Zane’s remark as a sign of approval. “It’s a great concept and this is the perfect time to do it now that the house is going up for sale.”

      “Mm.” Zane drank coffee and ate cookies while Mandy raved on about the benefits of a move to New York. She talked about plays they would see and concerts they’d attend while her mother smiled and said very little.

      Eventually Mandy paused for breath and looked across the table at him. “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Like a said, quite a concept.”

      “I know! I have a friend who might be able to sublet his two-bedroom apartment for a reasonable price. My lease is up next month, which is perfect timing. Oh, and I have frequent flier miles up the wazoo.” She turned to her mother. “Think of it – Paris, London, Venice – the opportunities are endless.”

      “Sure sounds like it.”

      Zane couldn’t get a bead on Aunt Jo’s mindset. She’d mentioned the job and the deposit as if she wanted to put an end to this nonsense. Now he wasn’t so sure. Maybe with those barriers removed she was considering the move. She hadn’t traveled other than her trips to New York, and living with her daughter might make them both very happy. He didn’t think she’d like a big city as a steady diet, but maybe she would.

      “We could head south, too,” Mandy said. “I’ve never been on an Amazon River cruise, and we –” She paused as a phone played Frank Sinatra’s New York, New York. “That’s mine. I should get it. My friend said he’d call if he got all the details worked out on the lease.” She left the table and grabbed her phone from the purse she’d left on the sofa. “I’ll take it in my bedroom.”

      After she’d dashed down the hall, Zane glanced at Aunt Jo. “A lot to absorb, huh?”

      She grimaced. “You said it.”

      “You don’t want to move?” That cheered him up considerably.

      She lowered her voice. “I can’t imagine living in New York, but I can’t say that yet. I want to dig into this a little more and find out what’s behind this brainstorm of hers. She caught me by surprise.”

      “Then she’s never mentioned the possibility before?”

      “Never. She’s gone out of her way to demonstrate how happy she is and how much she loves the place, but she’s never hinted that – oops, here she comes.” Aunt Jo smiled at him. “So the golden release went well?”

      “Fantastic.” He gave her a quick overview but he could tell Mandy had info she was eager to share so he cut the story short.

      The minute he did, she delivered her news. ““We can sublet the apartment! You’ll love it, Mom.”

      Zane couldn’t picture Aunt Jo moving into an apartment. She’d lived in this house a long time. But Mandy might not have taken that into consideration, or else she’d decided that the excitement of being with her in the big city outweighed everything.

      But it wasn’t his place to butt in, at least not yet. If he stayed much longer his opinion on the matter was liable to come out, so he pushed his chair away from the table. “I should probably head on back to the ranch and help Mom feed. Thanks for the coffee and cookies, Aunt Jo.”

      “Thank you for changing Mandy’s tire.” Aunt Jo stood.

      “Yes, thank you so much.” Mandy gave him a big smile as she and her mom walked him to the front door. “If you hadn’t come along, I might still be out there trying to get those stupid lug nuts loose.”

      He shuddered to think about what could have happened to her. “Glad I was in the vicinity.” He put on his coat and hat. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do while you’re here.” Like help you get your head on straight.

      “Actually, there is. I’d love to see your raptor setup whenever you have time.”

      Now that was more like the Mandy he used to know, someone fascinated by Montana wildlife and eager to learn more. “You bet.” Because tomorrow was a weekday, he didn’t have any trail rides going out and no one had a riding lesson, either. “Would tomorrow morning work?”

      Mandy glanced at her mother. “Did you have anything planned for us in the morning?”

      “Nothing specific. If you go over there, I’ll see if I can get in for a haircut in the morning. Nicole was sick last week or I would have done it then.”

      Zane laughed. “You don’t need a haircut, Aunt Jo.” It was their running joke because he wore his hair longer than hers.

      “Yes, I do. Look at this.” She tugged at the back of her hair. “I hate it when it brushes my collar.”

      Mandy glanced at him. “Looks like I need to let Mom head to the salon before she turns into her version of Rapunzel. What time should I be at the ranch?”

      “I’m usually finished at the barn around ten.”

      “Perfect. I’ll have time to pick up the tire and be at the ranch a little after that. Will your mom be around?”

      “She’ll make a point of it if I tell her you’re coming over. I’ll meet you at the house.” He hesitated. “I don’t know if you want to consider riding up to the lookout, but I spotted two eggs in one of the nests the other day.”

      “Yeah?” Her eyes took on the excited sparkle that made them look more green than gold. “I would love to see that.”

      “Then I’ll saddle Eeyore for you.” Things were on the upswing. The lookout used to be one of their favorite places to escape their chores and talk about stuff. Between now and then he’d figure out a diplomatic way to tell her that Aunt Jo would be miserable in New York.
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      After Zane left, Mandy glanced at her mother. “He really is a great guy.”

      “You don’t have to tell me.” Her mom gathered up the mugs and the empty cookie plate. “I’ve always been a fan of that boy. I love all of the McGavin brothers, but since Zane and Ryker were over more than the younger ones, I’m partial to those two.”

      “Is Ryker still in the Air Force?” Mandy followed her mom into the kitchen.

      “Not for long. He’s coming out in August. Kendra’s counting the days.”

      “I’ll bet. It’ll be good to see her tomorrow.” The chance meeting with Zane had given her a graceful way to reconnect with the woman who’d been like a second mom. She dumped out the coffee grounds and rinsed out the pot. “If I’m going to goof off for a good part of tomorrow, maybe I should get started on that box you wanted me to sort through.”

      “It’s in your room and it’s stuffed to the brim. In fact, let me get a second box so you can put whatever you want to keep in that.”

      “Make it a small box. Apartment living has taught me to pare down. I used to be quite the packrat.”

      “Do tell.” Her mother grinned. “Can I watch? It’ll do my heart good to see a reformed packrat at work.”

      “I guarantee I’ll be pitching nearly all of it.”

      By the time her mom returned with a smaller box, Mandy had emptied the big one into a pile on the floor. This job would be easier if she moved quickly and didn’t pause to let memories swamp her.

      She didn’t dread the bad memories as much as the good ones. As a kid and a preteen, she’d been oblivious to any strain in her parents’ marriage. She’d lived the privileged life of an only child of doting parents. In her early teens, an undercurrent of tension in the house had made her uneasy. Her mom and dad had started fighting openly during her junior year.

      She hadn’t saved much from that year or the next, when the word got out that her dad’s affair with his secretary had resulted in a pregnancy. Her mom had filed for divorce and Mandy’s senior year had been buried under family drama. Collecting souvenirs hadn’t been a priority.

      But stuff from the earlier years could set off little bombs of misery if she didn’t go through them fast. She tucked the Ouija board and the Magic 8 ball back in the box without looking at them. Old t-shirts imprinted with favorite cartoon characters went right in, along with friendship bracelets and action figures and a pair of jeans she’d decorated with iron-on designs.

      “You’re doing well.” Her mom sat on the bed. “At this rate you’ll be done in no time.”

      “That’s the idea.” She found a hair clip that the McGavin twins had given her one Christmas and set that aside. It was small and she might wear it sometimes. “What’s going on with Bryce and Trevor?”

      “They’re both in Texas working on a big cattle ranch. The owner had a beer at the Guzzling Grizzly one night about two weeks ago when Bryce was tending bar and Trevor was waiting tables. He hired them both on the spot. Kendra says they’re having the time of their lives down there.”

      “Huh.” They’d been scrawny teenagers but judging from the way Zane had filled out they probably weren’t scrawny anymore. “And Cody?”

      “Wrangling greenhorns at a dude ranch. I forget the name but it’s up near Glacier National Park.”

      “I have a vivid memory of him as an adorable toddler. That kid charmed everybody. Never met a stranger.”

      “He’s still like that.”

      “Then he’s perfect for a dude ranch.” Mandy dropped several teen romances into the box along with beaded purses she and her friends had made one year. Then she picked up the only Breyer horse she’d saved out of the collection she used to have.

      This one had been a palomino originally. She’d painted it gray with a black mane and tail to match Eeyore, the gelding her parents had given her when she’d turned twelve. It wasn’t the greatest paint job in the world, which was one reason she’d kept the statue. The others had been in good condition and would likely have ended up on some kid’s shelf, but this one might have gone into a landfill and she hadn’t wanted that to happen.

      She glanced up at her mom, who was watching her. “Is Eeyore doing okay?”

      “Very well for twenty-four. I ride him as often as I can, and Kendra gives me a discount on the boarding fee because they’ve started using him as a trail horse. He’s perfect for inexperienced riders.”

      “Thank you for taking him on.” She’d avoided talking about Eeyore whenever she’d come home. If she’d mentioned him she would have been obliged to go visit him and she hadn’t been ready to face the McGavins. “Do you think he’ll remember me?”

      “Probably. Have you ridden at all since the last time you were on him?”

      “A few times with friends in Central Park.” She made a face. “Not enough to get used to an English saddle, though.”

      “I’ve never tried one but I sure like your saddle. Fits me perfectly. We obviously have the same butt.”

      “Yeah, we do.” Mandy smiled. “I’m glad you’re able to use it. That saddle wasn’t cheap and I doubt I appreciated how much money you had to shell out for boarding and vet bills, either.”

      “Hey, sweetie, if you’re feeling guilty about Eeyore, let it go. Thanks to him, I got over my fear of horses.”

      “Yes, but you could have done that without owning one.”

      “But since I do, I ride him quite a bit.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Kendra and I go out together, especially in the summer when it stays light for so long. We ride after I get off work and then have dinner together.”

      “Sounds nice.” Her mom wouldn’t be able to do that anymore if she moved to New York, but those frequent flier miles could get her mom back here for visits with her best friend.

      After studying the horse for a moment, Mandy handed it to her mom. “Put him in the second box, please. I’m taking him with me. That might be all I want, which means I can tuck him in my carryon.” She sorted through what was still on the floor and put everything in the box except an empty picture frame with her graduation year in sequins along the bottom edge.

      “I couldn’t remember what that frame was all about,” her mom said.

      “It’s from my senior prom. It was the table favor.”

      “Oh! That explains why the picture’s gone. As I recall you had a fight with your date and Zane brought you home.”

      “There was more to it than that.”

      “There was?” Her mother’s forehead wrinkled as if trying to fill in the blanks.

      She wouldn’t be able to, though, because during that time their mother-daughter bond had been weak and confidences had been few. “Zane and his date came out of the gym after the prom was over and discovered my date had me backed up against his car while he attempted to maul me.”

      Her mom covered her mouth in dismay.

      “So Zane pulled him off and decked him.”

      “Oh, sweetie. I had no idea.”

      “Because I didn’t tell you.”

      “That was a horrible time, just horrible. Your dad and I were fighting, you and I weren’t talking…” She twisted her hands together. “And then that creep spoiled your prom. Thank God for Zane.”

      “He was my hero that night. It’s why I saved the picture frame.” She gave it to her mother. “I’ll take that back with me, too.”

      “As you should. And just think, he was your hero again today.”

      “Yeah, he sure was.” Eliminating him from her life had weighed on her, but now that they’d reconnected, she was a hundred times lighter. “Is he seeing anybody?”

      “I don’t think he is. There was someone, but they broke up months ago.”

      “Anyone I know?”

      “She wasn’t from here and she’s since moved. I can’t remember her name. Kendra could give you more info.”

      “It isn’t important. I was just curious.”

      “Well, since we’re on the subject, anybody special in your life these days?”

      Mandy chuckled. “Oh, yeah, I forgot to tell you. I’m in love with a guy named Guido. He and his pet boa constrictor will be living with us in New York. It totally slipped my mind until you asked just now.”

      “Okay, smarty pants. Let me ask it a different way. Would you tell me if some idiot recently stomped all over your heart?”

      “Sure I would.” She peered at her mother. “Why are you asking?”

      “I just wondered if…well, it’s just that this idea of me moving back there is so unexpected.”

      “Mom, give me a little credit. I wouldn’t ask you to move across the country to help me through a breakup. I haven’t dated anybody seriously since Anthony and I split.”

      “He wasn’t right for you.”

      “Nope.” She paused. “I know it seems that this idea came out of the blue, but my reasoning is simple. It’s silly for us to live so far apart when we get along so well. You said today that you’re ready for a fresh start, so why not go all out?”

      Her mom gazed at her. “You’ll need to give me time to consider all the angles, sweetie. As you well know, it’s not in my nature to be impulsive.”

      “I do know that. It’s one of the things I love about you.” She gave her mother a fond glance. “But the more you consider it, the more you’ll see what a great adventure it’ll be for both of us.”
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      As Zane drove down the dirt road to Wild Creek Ranch, he waved to newlyweds Greg and Libby heading out for their evening ride at a brisk trot. Not long ago Libby had never ridden a horse and now she looked like a pro.

      Watching a novice become a seasoned rider was gratifying. He’d been thrilled when Aunt Jo had made the transition from someone who feared horses to someone who rode every chance she had. That was another thing wrong with Mandy’s idea. Aunt Jo was comfortable riding here. Take her back East where the saddles were different and the horses were an unknown quantity and she could lose some of her hard-won confidence.

      He was a little later than he’d meant to be and he wasn’t surprised to see his mom in the barn with a wheelbarrow full of hay flakes. She hadn’t heard him come in because she was singing along with an eighties tune playing on her phone. He smiled when she added a couple of dance steps to “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.”

      When he caught her in an unguarded moment like this, she looked way too young to be the mother of five adult sons. But then she’d had them early – Ryker and Zane before she’d turned nineteen and the twins a little over a year later.

      A weather-related car accident had taken out both of her parents not long afterward. These days she freely admitted that having Cody had been a way to bring happiness back into her life. But Cody had been less than a year old when their dad had died, leaving her with five boys to raise and a ranch to run.

      Many people would have crumbled under that weight, but his mom had grit and the challenge had brought out the fighter in her. Her dark hair had a few strands of silver mixed in, but she was as vibrant as ever.

      He walked toward the wheelbarrow and sucked in the sweet aroma of hay. “Hey, Mom.”

      She spun around mid-lyric and grinned. “Hey, son. That eagle release must’ve taken longer than you expected.”

      “It wasn’t the release that held me up. I stopped to help somebody change a tire. You’ll never guess who.”

      “George. For a guy who used to sell tires, he has an embarrassing number of flats.”

      “Good guess, but not this time. Mandy Fielding.”

      Her eyes widened. “No kidding! Jo told me she was coming back this week but I lost track of the day.” One of the horses whinnied and she laughed. “Okay, Winston, we’re on it!” She glanced at Zane. “Guess we’d better keep moving before they mutiny.”

      “Yep.” He grabbed the bundled hay and carried it into a stall. He worked one side of the barn and she worked the other. With eighteen horses to feed it was a two-person job.

      He delivered the hay and patted Jake, a handsome bay with a smooth gait he’d inherited from his Tennessee Walking Horse daddy. Great trail horse.

      “So how long’s it been since you’ve seen Mandy?” his mother called out.

      He carried another flake into an empty stall, one that would soon be occupied when Greg and Libby brought their horses in from the trail. “Almost ten years. How about you?”

      “The same. I kept thinking she’d stop by on one of her trips home, but I guess she hasn’t had time.”

      “Probably not.” Zane didn’t want her to think Mandy had deliberately stayed away, although she had. He deposited hay in the next stall, which was also empty. “She’ll be here a week helping Aunt Jo pack up.”

      “That’s what Jo said.”

      “But she wants to see the raptors so she’s coming over around ten tomorrow.”

      “She is? Then she’d better stop and see her Aunt Kendra, or she’ll be in big trouble.”

      “She will. I told her to meet me at the house. We’re also taking Eeyore and Jake up to the lookout to check on the eggs.”

      “Just like old times.” Her voice echoed a little in the barn’s rafters. “I can’t wait to see her again. How is she?”

      Gorgeous. “A little skinnier, I think.”

      “Jo doesn’t think she’s eating right. I keep hearing about the fabulous food in New York but I wonder if people besides tourists have time to eat it.”

      “Maybe not.” He gave a sweet-tempered roan named Strawberry his evening meal. “But there is something you probably should know before she gets here. She’s pushing for Aunt Jo to pull up stakes and come live with her in New York.”

      “What?”

      He stepped into the aisle.

      His mom stood on the other side of the wheelbarrow, hands on her hips and blue eyes shooting fire. “That’s the craziest damn thing I’ve ever heard. Jo would hate living in New York. What’s Mandy thinking?”

      She didn’t swear often, which indicated how strongly she must feel about this. He did, too. This would be bad for Aunt Jo, but also for the McGavins. Aunt Jo was considered a member of the family and Mandy was trying to pluck her out from under their noses. “Mandy talked about all the things they could do together.”

      His mom blew out an exasperated breath. “But Jo’s gone back there at least a half-dozen times, maybe more. She’s seen the sights.”

      “Mandy says she’s barely scratched the surface.”

      “Maybe so, but she hardly needs a degree in all things New York. She’s happy here. She’s finally coming into her own after twelve years of being divorced from that slime-ball Robert –“ She clapped a hand over her mouth.

      He laughed. “It’s okay. I’ve heard him called worse.”

      “Probably by me. He was horrible to Jo, but treating Mandy that way was unforgivable.”

      ”How did he treat her?”

      “When he got his new family he cut off communication.”

      Zane gritted his teeth. “You never told me that.”

      “You weren’t in touch with her anymore so there was no reason to. Please don’t mention it to her.”

      “I won’t. But thanks for telling me. It’s good to know.”

      “Jo was ready to kill him with her bare hands. He’s lucky he doesn’t live here anymore. It would be bad for his health.”

      “No kidding.” His heart ached for Mandy.

      “I suppose her dad’s rejection could have something to do with this gonzo plan, but it happened years ago.” She heaved a sigh. “Relocating there would be rough on Jo, but she loves that girl and she might do it if Mandy puts the pressure on. It’s a terrible idea but I won’t say anything. They need to work it out.”

      Zane hated to think how Aunt Jo leaving would affect his mom. If she moved into town things wouldn’t change much. If she moved across the country, they would. His mom wanted to let them work it out, but he couldn’t just stand by and say nothing. When a train was barreling toward a broken trestle, he felt the need to shout a warning.

      He still wasn’t sure what form that warning would take, but he had until tomorrow to figure it out. Luckily he and his mom would be video chatting with Ryker tonight. Ryker wouldn’t like this any better than he did.
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      Several hours later Zane and his mom were set up for the video chat. Ryker missed the ranch, so they always set up the laptop so he’d have a view of something he loved. When it was warm, they sat in rockers on the front porch and when it was cold, they switched to the living room with a fire going.

      The fireplace arrangement was trickier. Including the fire without sitting in pools of sweat took engineering, but they’d worked out a system with chairs in the foreground and the fireplace in the background. They put the laptop on a box on top of a card table.

      They’d been doing this routine for years now, and Zane still wasn’t used to thinking of his brother on the other side of the world facing danger every day. Ryker had been determined to follow in their late dad’s footsteps and join the Air Force, but Zane wanted him home, not flying the unfriendly skies and risking his life. If talking to Ryker made his stomach churn, his mom had to be even worse off.

      But no one would ever know it. Every time they started a video chat and Ryker’s smiling face popped up on the screen, she always smiled right back and asked how he was, her voice filled with warmth and optimism. She followed the same routine again tonight.

      “Fine, Mom,” he said, as usual. Ryker was always fine. He never complained or discussed whatever bad stuff was going down. Despite that, the weariness in his gaze spoke of those things even if his words were upbeat.

      He’d also taken to wearing a battered old cowboy hat during their chats. Some buddies in his outfit had found it at a flea market and had presented it to him because he’d earned the nickname Cowboy somewhere along the line. The hat covered his buzz cut and made him look less like an airman and more like the Ryker Zane loved.

      “So what’s up?” Ryker always asked right away because he didn’t want to talk about his life and was obviously hungry for news from home.

      Zane described the golden eagle release and Ryker’s ever-present smile broadened. “Well done, bro. That makes my day knowing she’s back out there where she belongs.”

      “And driving home he came to Mandy’s rescue,” their mom said. “She had a flat on the way in from the airport.”

      “I’ll be damned.” He looked at Zane. “Did you two have a semi-normal conversation after all this time?”

      “We did. She’s coming over tomorrow to see the raptors and ride to the lookout.”

      Ryker nodded. “That’s excellent news. Tell her hello for me. How long will she be in town?”

      “A week. She’s helping Aunt Jo pack up the house.”

      “It’s on the market?”

      Their mom shook her head. “It will be soon.”

      “I hope we like whoever buys it.” Ryker repositioned his worn hat. “Hard to think of strangers living in that place.”

      “No worries, son. Jo promised she’d engineer a meeting between any prospective buyers and me before she signed the papers. I have veto power.”

      “That’s great, Mom.” Ryker lounged back in his chair. “Aunt Jo’s always looking out for us McGavins. It won’t be too bad having her living in town. I’ll bet she’d let me sleep on her sofa if I decide to have an extra beer at the Guzzling Grizzly.”

      “About that.” She cleared her throat. “Mandy’s trying to convince Jo to move to New York.”

      Ryker sat bolt upright. “What the hell?”

      “It’s true.” Zane was glad his mom had brought up the subject because if she hadn’t, he would have, even if it was potentially bad news. “I was there when she presented the plan to Aunt Jo.”

      “How did Aunt Jo react?”

      “Startled, but she didn’t totally reject it, either. Then Mandy left the room to take a call and Aunt Jo admitted she wasn’t crazy about the idea.”

      “No surprise, there. She’d hate living in a big city.”

      “That’s what I said.” Zane was more convinced than ever after hearing Ryker’s opinion.

      “Listen, bro. If you and Mandy are buddy-buddy again, you need to talk her out of this.”

      “Nope, nope.” Their mom waved her hands at the screen. “We’re Switzerland, totally neutral. It’s a complicated dynamic and Jo’s the one who has to decide.”

      Ryker leaned closer to the screen. “Sorry, that won’t work. You’re a mom. You know how moms are. If they think their kid desperately needs something even if it requires great sacrifice on their part, they’ll do it, especially if it’s an only child.”

      Another face appeared over Ryker’s shoulder. “I’d listen to him, ma’am. Cowboy’s wise beyond his years.”

      Ryker snorted. “Get lost, Badger.”

      “Just wanted to put in my two cents. Sounds like a knotty problem. I wish y’all luck with it. ‘Bye-bye, Cowboy’s mom and Cowboy’s brother. Cool about the eagle release, by the way.”

      “Don’t mind Badger,” Ryker said. “He was transferred to our squadron three weeks ago and dropping in on everybody else’s video chats is his thing. Hell of a pilot, but a royal pain in the butt.”

      Zane laughed. “Sounds like my kind of guy.”

      “Glad to hear it, because I told him he could bring his sorry ass for a visit when he gets out.”

      “He’s more than welcome,” their mom said. “But despite his opinion of your great wisdom, Mandy and Jo should work this out on their own without comments from the peanut gallery.” She gave Zane a pointed glance.

      “Mom, I love you to pieces,” Ryker said, “but I completely disagree with you. I’d talk to Mandy myself except a video chat wouldn’t be as effective as ol’ Zane making the case in person.”

      “Neither one of you should talk to her. You need to leave it alone.”

      “Like I said, I love you but you’re mistaken, Mom. Aunt Jo needs backup on this deal. Hey, I’m getting the signal to sign off. Give my love to Cody, Bryce and Trevor.”

      “Will do.” She got up and walked closer to the screen. “Stay safe, son.”

      “Always. See you both soon.” The screen went blank.

      Zane walked over and put his arm around his mom, who had reached out to touch the blank screen. “He’ll make it home.”

      “I know.” She swallowed. “And the day he does will be the best day ever.”
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      A mixture of eagerness and anxiety gave Mandy the jitters as she left the main road and drove the narrow dirt lane toward Wild Creek Ranch. It was as if she’d been here yesterday but also a lifetime ago since she’d parked beside the house and walked around to the front porch.

      The one-story log house looked basically the same, but the pitched roof’s original shingles had been replaced by dark green galvanized tin. She used to play in the attic under that slanted roof with Zane and Ryker and they’d all loved huddling up there during a rain. The tin roof would make it even more fun, although those two big guys wouldn’t fit too well in the cramped space.

      The fancy cast iron knocker in the shape of a lariat hadn’t been on the carved front door the last time she’d stood in front of it, either, and the boot scraper was new. She used it to clean her boots, or rather, her mom’s boots. Her entire riding outfit was thanks to her mother. They’d fit into the same size since Mandy turned fifteen, but she hadn’t worn her mom’s clothes until today.

      As she reached for the knocker, the door opened. Aunt Kendra gave a whoop and grabbed Mandy into a tight hug. “I’m so glad to see you! I thought I heard your car, so I decided to come and…” She held Mandy away from her and looked her up and down. “You look exactly like your mother did at twenty-seven. Same hair, same eyes, same smile. To think she was younger than you are now when I first met her.”

      “Hard to believe.” Mandy was a little shaky, but Aunt Kendra’s enthusiasm helped.

      “Come on in and take off your coat. Zane texted me that he has a few more things to take care of down at the barn.”

      Mandy left her coat and hat on a coat tree that was just like her mom’s and walked into a living room filled with reminders of her childhood. She’d spent hours here racing around like a maniac playing chase with the boys, making tents with blankets and watching cartoons on TV. She wondered if Aunt Kendra still had the train set they’d played with endlessly.

      “Have a seat.” Aunt Kendra waved her to a cushy chair and perched on the sofa. “I think Zane’s dawdling on purpose. He knows how much I wanted to see you and find out how you’ve been. How’s the job?”

      “It’s good.” Mandy gave her standard answer. “I’ve always loved fashion and working for an innovative company is fun.” The thrill wasn’t there anymore, but she hoped to get it back.

      “I’ll bet it is fun.” Kendra slipped off her shoes before curling her feet under her. “Your mom said your boss is great.”

      “She is. She takes me with her to some of the shows, which is fabulous experience for whatever I want to do in the future.” She had no idea what that was, but surely she’d figure it out soon. “You look terrific, Aunt Kendra.”

      “Thanks.” She combed her dark hair back from her face. Silver strands made it appear professionally frosted, although more likely it was natural. “I put on makeup this morning because you were coming. How silly is that? But you’re from the big city, now, and so I…“ She waved her hand in the air. “I spruced up.”

      “I’ve always thought you were beautiful.”

      She blushed. “Wow, thanks again. Your mom’s the natural beauty around here. Not many women can wear a short haircut like hers and still be stunning.”

      “She’s beautiful in a different way, but you’re both my role models.”

      Aunt Kendra waved her hands in front of her flushed face. “You’re totally embarrassing me, but thank you.”

      “Listen, before Zane shows up, let me apologize for not coming to see you when I visited Mom.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about it.” She gazed at Mandy with affection. “You’re here, now. Let’s start there.”

      She exhaled with relief. “I see where Zane gets it.”

      “Gets what?”

      “His ability to forgive and forget.”

      Aunt Kendra smiled. “I learned a long time ago that life’s short. It was a very hard lesson but it stuck with me. I tried to pass it on to my boys.”

      “Zane has it down pat.” She hesitated. As a kid, she’d accepted that Aunt Kendra’s husband and her parents had all died. She hadn’t thought to question it, although somewhere along the way she’d heard about the car accident. But she knew nothing about Aunt Kendra’s husband’s death. “Forgive me if this is a terrible subject, but how did your husband die? I’ve never known, but if you’d rather not –”

      “It’s fine. It took me a while, but I’ve come to terms with it. Ian died instantly from a brain aneurism at twenty-four.”

      Mandy flinched. “How awful.”

      “Yep. And ironic. After surviving three years of aerial combat missions, he ended up dying of something that would never have occurred to either of us at that age.”

      “That’s so sad, especially so soon after losing your parents.”

      “I won’t pretend it was easy, but I’m still a very lucky woman. My parents willed me the ranch and I can’t imagine living anywhere else. Ian gave me five amazing sons, and I’m grateful for that every day. They’ve kept me going during times I wanted to give up.”

      Mandy gazed at her in admiration. “What a wonderful attitude.”

      “I give a lot of credit to my women friends, especially your mom. She has a knack for knowing just what to say or do.”

      “Yes, she does.” Mandy loved hearing Aunt Kendra praise her mother. The move to New York would separate those two good friends, but maybe Aunt Kendra would fly back there for a visit. Having both Aunt Kendra and her mother in the city would be incredible.

      She started to mention the potential move, but the sound of a door opening in the back of the house signaled that Zane was on his way.

      Aunt Kendra called out to him. “We’re in here!”

      “Figured!” Seconds later he walked into the living room bringing with him the scent of pine and enough masculine energy to set Mandy’s blood humming.

      She left her chair because seeing him made her restless and eager to move. “Hey, Zane.”

      He touched the brim of his Stetson in greeting. “Hey, Mandy. Get the flat taken care of?”

      “I did.” She loved the way cowboys said hello. Two fingers touching the brim of a Stetson was sexy as hell, but she hadn’t admitted that until a couple of seconds ago. A man in a tux could be dashing, but she’d take a cowboy in a Stetson any day.

      Aunt Kendra stood and gave her another hug. “Zane said you two were riding up to the lookout.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “You’re welcome to stay for lunch afterward if you have time.”

      “That sounds great, but Mom should be home from her hair appointment about then and we’re supposed to clean out the garage today.”

      “I don’t envy you. I hope I never move. Cleaning out the attic would do me in. Anyway, I’d love to see you again before you go back.”

      “Let’s plan on it.” Mandy noticed that Zane had grabbed her jacket off the coat rack and was holding it for her. She thanked him as she slipped it on. He’d done that for her a bunch of times in the past because he had cowboy manners, but today the gesture felt like a caress.

      She was probably imagining things. Settling her hat securely on her head, she waved goodbye to Aunt Kendra and left with Zane. As they started up the hill to the cabin where he stayed, she asked how many birds he was caring for.

      “Seven. Used to be eight before the release yesterday. I have another female golden and she should be released in a week or so. She’s more than ready to go. Her mate keeps coming by to check on her.”

      “You’re sure it’s her mate?”

      “I’d bet on it.”

      “I never thought of what happens with a mated pair if one gets injured.”

      “Probably depends on the circumstances, but he was nearby when I found her tangled in baling twine.”

      “Was anyone with you?”

      “No, and that made it a challenge. I wondered if her mate would attack me but he didn’t. I took off my coat and managed to wrap it around her.”

      “This coat?” She looked at the sheepskin jacket he was wearing, the same one he’d had on the day before.

      “Yep. Had to have it professionally cleaned and a couple of places mended, but that’s okay. I brought her back here and Kyle doctored her claw. Her mate followed me and that lovesick bird’s been hanging around ever since.”

      “Aw.” What an image – Zane riding home in bitter cold wearing only his t-shirt with the eagle wrapped in his warm jacket.

      “In fact, that’s him, right up in that pine tree, about halfway to the top.” He paused to point into the branches. “See him?”

      “No.”

      “To the left a little more.” He took her by the shoulders and repositioned her. “Now look straight up. See him?”

      “I don’t
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