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      SADDLES & SOOT

      Veterinarian Georgina Greyson will only be in Whispering Springs for three months covering for the town veterinarian while he is on a research trip. She isn’t looking for love or roots, just maybe a good time before she moves on.

      When his parents leave on their dream fantasy RV trip, Tanner Marshall is left in charge of his family’s cattle ranch, as well as his two younger brothers and sister. When he isn’t ranching, he’s doing duty on the volunteer fire department, a job he loves more than ranching. At thirty-four, he’s ready to put down some roots, including marriage, children and the white picket fence.

      When Georgina accidentally sets her yard on fire during a burn ban, the volunteer fire department responds and she gets quite the fire lecture from one very cute firefighter. If there’s one thing Tanner hates, it’s carelessness with fire, but there’s something about his latest firebug that he can’t get out of his mind.

      Can an uptight firefighter looking to settle down convince a cute firebug to give up the road for a house and roots?
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      Georgina Greyson used her toes to push her porch swing into a lazy sway as she sorted her mail. Today’s bundle contained a mixture of unwanted advertising, store ads, and a couple of bills.

      And then she came to the final envelope. Cream-colored, of heavy stock with fancy script writing, she was sure it could only be one thing…an invitation. Flipping it over to check the return address, she wasn’t surprised. It was what she had expected. An invitation to her ex-fiancé’s wedding.

      She slid her nail under the flap and pulled out the heavy card with a swirling black font.

      
        Priscilla Eileen Duvall

        and

        Christopher Joseph Lemon

        Request the Pleasure

        of Your Presence

        Blah, blah, blah.

      

      Yeah, yeah, Priscilla. You got him to marry you. It won’t be all you think it will.

      The wedding had been last month. With all of the moving associated with her veterinary internship, the invitation had taken some time to catch up with Georgina through mail forwarding. But still, a month was a long time…. She checked the postmark. Had Priscilla actually mailed this after the ceremony to make sure Georgina knew her ex was off the market? Or maybe Priscilla wanted to make sure her groom showed up before she crowed.

      As she’d suspected, the postmark was the day after the wedding.

      Georgina chuckled to herself with a shake of her head. She’d dodged a bullet when Chris had dumped her for her best friend Priscilla. Too bad he’d waited until they were standing at the altar to do so. At the time, she hadn’t thought herself lucky, positive her life was over, even if she survived the embarrassment. Today, a year later, she was thankful to have avoided what she was sure would have been a matrimonial error of epic proportions. She mentally wished them well and put the card with the rest of the trash to be burned.

      Resting her head against the cedar plank back, Georgina pushed off again and set the swing in motion. Whispering Springs, Texas was exactly what she needed right now…a small community and a job guaranteed to keep her busy and her mind off her non-existent love life.

      And speaking of her love life, it really was time to get rid of all the pictures and notes and other memorabilia from her years with Chris. Why she’d moved it around with her was a mystery even to her. Most likely it was related to her years in the foster system and her lack of ability to take much with her when she was rehoused from family to family. Now she had a problem letting go.

      No more, she vowed as she stood. No time like the present to do a little housecleaning.

      Her parents had died when she’d been only two years old, so she had no memories of them. She’d lived with her maternal grandmother until her death when Georgie had been ten. Living on a large farm, her grandmother always burned the trash, something Georgie had loved doing with her. Since then she’d lived in cities where burning her trash really wasn’t an option, not without drawing the cops and fire department to her door. Then again, maybe a cute cop or fireman might have been the answer to her love life drought.

      But Whispering Springs was different. She lived outside town on a small farm with just enough acreage to make her feel a little country. No crops to tend, but there was a horse, a cow and a goat to care for during her stay. That was part of the rental agreement, not that she minded. Along with the four barn cats, they gave her some company.

      She found the box marked “Crap” in the spare bedroom and hauled it outside to the blackened area ringed with rocks where she assumed previous tenants had burned their trash. Then she gathered up all the newspapers and junk mail that’d been accumulating over the past week. Might as well get rid of those while she was at it.

      She found perverse pleasure as she watched the flames lick and then consume the wedding invitation. Fire cleansed, and after seeing the cream-color turn to black ash, she felt the relief of the past being lifted off her shoulders.

      Speaking of shoulders, she remembered an old jacket that belonged to Chris in her closet. Heck, yeah. She’d burn that too. And maybe even that pair of running shoes he’d left at her house that’d somehow gotten packed and moved.

      The fire burned low and Georgie hurried into the house to grab those items. While there, she found a couple of shirts and a pair of jeans of his that definitely needed to be torched. Collecting the wad of old Chris-clothing in her arms, she hot-footed it back to the now barely-burning fire and dropped everything on top.

      Her phone buzzed. She wasn’t technically on-call this weekend but she’d promised Dr. Mabee that she’d be around if an emergency came up. But when she saw the name on the readout, she smiled. Magda Hobbs Montgomery was the reason Georgie had ended up in Texas.

      “Hey, girlfriend. What’s shakin’ bacon?”

      Magda laughed. “Man, I haven’t heard that in years.”

      Georgie returned the laugh. “No one but you would get it. Glad you called.”

      “You okay?”

      “Oh, sure. Getting settled in nicely.” Georgie went back to the porch swing and sat. “I’m glad I had a few days to get settled before I have to go to work.”

      “Where’s Mabee going again?”

      “Australia. Some research trip he’s been dying to do, to hear him tell it. Personally, I think it’s just an excuse for an extended second honeymoon.”

      “When do you actually start work?”

      “Tomorrow. He’s taking me around to meet all the ranchers and cattlemen so they’ll know me if they need to call the clinic.”

      “Oh goodie. He’ll bring you by here then. Try to make it about one and I’ll have lunch for you both.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Georgie protested.

      “Honey, you know me. I don’t do anything I don’t want to.”

      Georgie laughed. “True.”

      “Plus I want you to meet Reno.”

      “Kind of taken with that husband of yours.”

      Magda sighed. “You have no idea.”

      The scent of smoke filtered around the side of the house. “I guess I’d better check on my fire.”

      “Your what?” Magda shouted. “Fire? Your house is on fire?”

      “No, no. Nothing like that. I was burning trash, and a few things that needed to be permanently disposed of.”

      “There’s a burn ban on right now. County’s as dry as I’ve ever seen it. You might want to go put that fire out pronto.”

      “Burn ban? Seriously? I didn’t know. I’ll–”

      The sound of a siren interrupted her. “I hear a siren close by. Guess you’re probably right about putting out the fire. Holler at you later.”

      The smoke rolling around from the back of the house was heavier and darker now. Probably those darn running shoes smoldering. Maybe she should have thrown those into a Salvation Army bin. Too late now.

      She screwed the hose nozzle onto the faucet at the side of the house and dragged the hose around to douse the fire. The unexpected heat from the growing blaze pushed her back. Somehow the fire had jumped its rock boundary and was eating its way toward the house.

      Crap, crap, crap.

      She’d begun frantically spraying the hose when a large, red firetruck braked to a stop in front of her house. Three men in tan turnout coats and pants jumped from the truck and scrambled for equipment. Behind the fire engine, five trucks skidded to a stop, red strobe lights on the dashes flashing through the windshields.

      “Grab the hose and let’s get it around back,” the tall man from the first pickup truck shouted. “Buddy, be sure to get the fitting tight this time. We need all the water we can get.” He shoved past Georgie with a gruff, “Move, lady.”

      Two firemen raced past her dragging a large hose toward her fire. Good grief. It wasn’t even that big of a fire. Sure, it’d gotten out of its assigned location but she could have handled it with a simple garden hose. What an overreaction. Typical small volunteer fire department.

      As that thought crossed her mind, the pine tree close to her bedroom window crackled as fire leapt up into its branches.

      The animals! She needed to make sure they were okay.

      Whirling around, she raced around the front of the house and approached the shared pasture from the other side of the house. Surprisingly, she found three more firemen there putting out small fires that’d started in the dead grass in the yard.

      Running past them, she got to the fence and saw all three animals watching the firemen with a mixture of curiosity and fear. None of the burn paths had led to the pasture, so none of the animals she’d been trusted to protect were at risk. Even the smoke wasn’t as thick over here.

      The volume of water the firemen’s hose sprayed was much greater than anything she could have generated with her garden hose. Within fifteen minutes, the fire was out and the men were rolling up their hose to leave.

      A pain in the patoot for sure, but no real harm done.

      The tall man who’d rudely shoved her out of the way stalked toward her with long strides and heavy footsteps.

      “Lady,” he said, his face red with either heat exposure or anger.

      Georgie crossed her fingers for heat exposure. She was wrong.

      “Are you nuts or stupid?” the man shouted. “You don’t look crazy, so I’m going with stupid. There’s a fire ban right now. That means no fires. At all. For any reason.” He jerked the helmet off his head. Dark wavy hair fell over his forehead. “Well?” he demanded. A pair of  chocolate brown eyes glared at her.

      “Well, what?”

      “Are you crazy or stupid?”

      Georgie cocked her fists on her hips and widened her stance, hoping she looked intimidating. Sometimes that worked with her patients. Not with this guy.

      “I’m neither, thankyouverymuch. I just got into town. I didn’t know about the burn ban. Sorry. It wasn’t part of the orientation to my house.” She waved her hand toward the white clapboard house, as if he wouldn’t know which house she was talking about. “Besides, no real harm done. I’m sure I could have put it out with a garden hose.”

      The man was a good six inches taller than she, and he took advantage of that stature to lean over her. “You know how a big fire gets started? With a small one. Yours would have spread fast if someone hadn’t seen the smoke rising and contacted us. And ignorance of the ban is no excuse. Any person with a modicum of intelligence would have noticed the parched grass and dying trees around them. Get some glasses, lady, if you can’t see that.”

      Ire rumbled in her gut. Standing on her tiptoes, she poked her finger into his chest, which was akin to poking the butcher block countertop in the kitchen. Dadgum near broke her finger. “I’m not stupid. And I’m not blind. And I’m sorry.” She dropped down off her toes. “Thank you for showing up. Am I going to get a fine?”

      The corners of his mouth twitched as though he might smile, but the movement went no further. “That’ll be up to Sheriff Singer, but he’s a good guy. He might go easy on you if you explain.” His sexy chestnut  eyes squinted into a serious expression. “No matter where you live, always check with the fire department before you burn.”

      She stepped back and saluted. “Yes, sir.”

      That did produce a tiny smile. The man turned on his boot heel and headed back to the truck. With engines growling, all six vehicles roared back down her drive to the highway. There, they went in separate directions.

      She’d never experienced a volunteer fire department response. Interesting would be one word to describe it.

      And the head of the response? He’d be best described as intriguing.
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      Tanner Marshall removed his turnout pants and hung them in the back of his truck, along with the coat he’d already stowed. After tossing his helmet on the floorboard, he shut the rear door.

      “Glad you were here, Tanner,” Marcie Townsend said. “With the Chief in Virginia at that conference, we’re a little short-handed in the leadership department.”

      Tanner grinned at Marcie. Fifty years old with blonde hair and the body of a twenty-year-old model, Marcie had been the heart and soul of the Whispering Springs South Volunteer Fire Department for over thirty years. “Marcie, honey, don’t kid a kidder. Sam may have the title of chief, but you run this place.”

      “I know, but don’t let Sam hear that. He’s hard enough to live with as it is.”

      Tanner laughed. Sam and Marcie had been married since high school. Their seven kids were now grown and had joined the volunteer department as soon as each had hit eighteen. Those seven were now producing the next generation of volunteer firefighters, the oldest of whom was about five, he guessed.

      “Must not have been much of a fire. Y’all got back fast enough.”

      “Nah. Not too bad but it was definitely on its way when we got there. Damn place butts right up to my family’s. Lucky for us that Zack was actually out working our cattle this morning instead of being on another ranch.”

      “How is your brother?”

      “Mean and feisty.”

      Marcie laughed. “He’s young. Give him time.”

      “I will but it’s hard. You know Dad and Mom left last week for her dream vacation?”

      “Of course I know. Your mom drove the RV by here so I could see their home-away-from-home. You think they’ll really be gone for six months?”

      Tanner ran his fingers through his damp hair, the sweat making his scalp itch. “No clue. That’s what they said, but we’ll see.”

      “Your mom had no qualms about leaving you in charge. You’ll do fine with the ranch.”

      “Ah, hell, woman. It’s not the ranch I’ll have trouble with. It’s the twins. I’m sure they’ll drive me to drinking before the year is out.”

      Tanner had three younger siblings. At twenty-five, Zack was the closest in age, even though there was a nine year difference. The twins, Dillon and Deborah, were in their final year of high school and, in his opinion, the term “senioritis” had been invented for them. Both of them were too smart for their own good.

      “Well, call me if you need anything,” Marcie said as she patted his head. Of course she had to stand on her tiptoes to reach his head. “I’ve raised one or two or seven high school seniors.”

      Tanner bent down and kissed her cheek. “Don’t think I won’t.”

      He turned to walk away when Marcie called after him, “You want me to notify Sheriff Singer to drop by and have a talk with today’s firebug?”

      He stopped, his back to the volunteer fire department’s office manager slash secretary. In his mind, he saw riotous red curls framing a porcelain face with an upturn at the tip of the nose and vibrant jade-green eyes. Full pouty lips that had tightened into a frown, and then just as quickly, released into a smile formed by full pouty lips that just seemed to beg to be kissed.

      Smiling to himself, he didn’t turn around to answer Marcie. The woman had a radar for picking up the most subtle of vibes.

      “No. I don’t think so. I don’t think it’ll happen again.”

      “But you’ll go by and talk with her yourself?”

      Busted.

      “I never said the fire was started by a woman.” This time he did look over his shoulder.

      Marcie wore a you-can’t-fool-me-grin. She arched an eyebrow. “Seven sons, Tanner. I always know.”

      He laughed and, shaking his head, walked away.
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      Tanner parked his truck near the barn and climbed out. The stalls needed to be picked and troughs rinsed out and filled with fresh water. A horse whinnied to him when he entered.

      “Hey, girl. Be there in a minute.”

      A black head popped over the stall gate. She gave a loud snort in his direction.

      “You poor, poor momma. Is junior kicking you today?”

      He made his way down to Jolene’s stall. The pregnant mare butted her head against his shoulder. He scratched behind her ears, her favorite spot.

      “I know. It’s hard being a woman.”

      As though agreeing with his sentiment, she nodded her head and then lowered it for more stroking. The pregnancy had gone well so far. Not that he would admit this to anyone, but dealing with a pregnant four-year-old mare made him nervous, especially given Jolene’s dam history.

      Heaven help him if he ever had to deal with a pregnant woman!

      “Get the fire out?”

      Tanner glanced toward the barn’s opening. “Yup. Thanks for the shout.”

      Zack walked down the barn aisle to give Jolene a few strokes. “I knew when I saw the smoke from the old Perrone place that you needed to check it out. What happened?”

      “A ditz with a passion for burning trash.”

      Zack rolled his eyes. “What a lamebrain.”

      “You said it.” Tanner nuzzled his forehead against Jolene’s face. “How do you think she’s doing?”

      “Jolene? Good, as far as I can tell. What’d Doc Mabee say the last time he was here?”

      “That she was the picture of health, but it still makes me nervous.”

      “Well, she doesn’t have much longer.”

      “Yeah, and I can’t believe Mabee will be gone for the delivery.”

      “You met the new vet yet?”

      “Nope. Mabee said he’d bring Dr. Greyson around to meet everyone before he leaves.”

      “Greyson got a first name?”

      “George, I think.” Tanner shook his head. “I could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure that’s what Mabee called him.”

      “Mabee say anything about the guy?”

      “Only that Dr. Greyson was an excellent vet and we’d probably not want him to come home from Australia.”

      Zack chuckled and then wrinkled his nose. “You smell like smoke.”

      “I know. I thought I’d muck the stalls and then take a shower.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me,” Zack said with a laugh. “Why don’t I move her highness outside for some fresh air while you freshen her palace?”

      Tanner chuckled. “I think Jolene would like that.”

      Mucking was one of those chores he didn’t enjoy but it was a reality of ranch life. At thirty-four, he needed to make up his mind about his future. Flying Eagle Cattle Company belonged to his parents, and sure, he could stay here and work with them, but was that what he wanted? To stay under the successful wing of his parents?

      Or was it time for him to discover his own path? And if it was, where did he start?

      He loved the ranch work. Loved being outdoors all day. Loved being on horseback. Even loved the smell of fresh hay.

      But he also loved the years he’d spent in the Lexington City Fire Department in Lexington, Kentucky. With his experience and education, he’d been approached by the Whispering Springs City Fire Department about joining them on a full-time basis. But he’d come home a couple of years ago to help his parents with their growing cattle business, not take up firefighting again. Joining the city fire department would put him too far away from Flying Eagle to be much help on a daily basis.

      He dumped a load of horse manure into the wheelbarrow as he continued to think. The pressure to make long-range plans weighed him down. He was a man who liked to know where he was going, when he was going and with whom.

      He didn’t have to make a life plan today. Until his parents return, he was stuck here, not that he minded all that much. It gave him time to study his options and maybe make a plan for the future.

      One aspect of his future remained hazy…the wife component. He hadn’t had a long-term girlfriend since his mid-twenties. Frankly, lately he had gotten bored with the whole dating scene. He was ready to settle down with one woman. Build a life. Have kids, dogs, a white picket fence. The whole shebang.

      The image of a smiling petite, red-headed firebug with flashing green eyes poking him in his chest flashed into his mind.

      He shook his head. Nope. Anyone but her.
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