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      Dark shades tinted the glare of the sun that bounced off scrub and rock that covered the plateau. They couldn’t be seen, but the thunder grew louder, the cloud of dust rose into summer-warmed air as hooves pounded the earth. A sorrel and white paint, the lead mare, led the rest of the herd over the rise and across the acres claimed by the BLM, though the horses had been inhabiting the area since the Spanish explorers brought them in the sixteenth century.

      He was far enough away to not spook them, nor be trampled by their galloping feet. With hands on hips and a half-smile that graced his face, he envisioned the flow of cash the wild horses would create for his bank account. It wouldn’t be here that visitors would pay a prime price for a vacation home, but to the south, where ranches currently raised cattle and horses. With the proximity to Durango, it would be an acceptable substitute for the missed opportunity in Wyoming. Observing the herd, he understood the majesty and freedom that mustangs evoked in Americans and knew it would be a selling point. And those sales would be important. Convinced that he was correct, and the property was exactly what would fit his needs, he began to refigure the timeline. Climbing back into the rented Cadillac, then making his way to the state highway that constituted the southern border of the BLM land, he made a call. It was unfortunate that the Tanners and Bransons had met with difficulties of late. He would see what he could do to put an end to their troubles.
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      Stuffing his gloves into the back pocket of his well-worn jeans, Joe latched the wire gate linking the small pasture with the summer one, which sported knee-high grass. The cattle would be taken through the gate on Friday. By the end of November, before the first snow coated the ground, they would round up the prime ones that are just under two years old and ship them to market. Others would be taken to auction and sold for breeding stock or the rodeo circuit, while the rest would remain on the ranch.

      Left foot in the stirrup, he swung up onto Racer’s back. His keen eyes, despite their age, scanned the horizon and the line of trees. He had felt uncomfortable the last two stops, as breaches in the fence showed it was more than pushy cattle that had wandered this way. Nothing moved, but that didn’t squelch the uneasiness. Nudging Racer in the direction of the barn, and his dinner, he urged the gelding into a canter. His tall frame balanced easily in the saddle. Graying hair was covered by a straw Stetson, and his taste for plaid, Western-cut shirts showed in that morning’s selection of one in tan, blue, and white. The ranch work he had done his entire life kept his body slim, his years just beginning to hunch his shoulders.

      The cracks of the dual rifles were heard a second before they tore through Joe’s back, piercing lung and heart. His jerking body fell to the side, then off the horse to hit the ground. Racer shied away from his owner, now lying motionless in the tall grass. Two riders emerged from the line of trees, passed through the gate, and collected the spooked gelding. The body would be difficult to discover in the overgrown foliage. If things went in their favor, Uncle Joe, ranch manager for Crystal Springs Farm, wouldn’t be found for several days.

      A short distance beyond the gate, across the paved road and through another gate, three horses were loaded into a trailer and hauled several miles from the sight of the crime. The first set of cattle on the ranch that provided the two cowboys with meager pay, board, and meals would be moved from one pasture to the next within the week. They would be too busy pushing cows to spend the extra funds, given anonymously, to complete the deed. A guilty conscience was of no concern, or else they wouldn’t have accepted the job. They would keep the gelding for now. If they needed more cash, he could always be sold.
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      She thanked Cole for the cup of coffee, then declined the offer that she needed anything else. Watching as her youngest son, who looked like her husband when they had first met, descended the front steps of the veranda and moved in the direction of the barn, Alice sighed. Confidence oozed from Cole, but so did the warning signs that nobody would get too close to him. She understood why he kept others at a distance but had hoped that time and experience would increase his trust and bring down the walls he had erected to protect his wounded heart.

      She shook her head at her own musings. Her fractured wrist was healed but hurt occasionally when she overdid things. The medication prescribed to ‘Alice Branson, in case of pain’ remained unused. Brackets of discomfort around her mouth eased as the worry and anger caused by the real reason for her broken wrist, ribs, and numerous bruises, all now healed, pushed its way to the front of her thoughts.

      Four generations of Bransons had lived in this part of Colorado. Drought, blizzards, miners, Native American tribes, and government workers had all tried to intimidate the family to give up their home. But Bransons were tough stock, as evidenced by their survival through the years. They not only refused to pull up stakes but had acquired more acres that allowed them to grow financially and in influence of local affairs. She hadn’t told Cole anything other than she took a tumble off the porch steps. He was a smart man, a criminal lawyer for a prestigious firm in Chicago, and she knew he didn’t buy the story. For now, his life was in the Midwest. This was her problem, and she would deal with it the same way Jack, her late husband of thirty-five years, would have.

      She would dig in her heels, and if offered the chance, give as good as she got. This was Branson land, and no threatening son of a bitch was going to take it away from her.
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      Instead of keeping track of her lists and all that she had to do when she arrived back home, Sam instead ticked off the hours that the annoying ache behind her eyes had been in residence. Four, and counting.

      “Please replace all electronic devices in the storage overhead or under the seat in front of you. Bring your seat backs upright and secure the tray tables. We should be on the ground in Durango shortly,” the flight attendant directed the passengers.

      She powered off her laptop and slipped it into her carryon, then pushed the case under the seat in front of her. Locking the tray table up, her gaze shifted out the window to the blue sky and pine trees that painted a calming picture. Scowling slightly, she realized she had spent more time on airplanes the last year than on horseback. She didn’t mind traveling but could never be the globetrotter her sister is. Was. And the soft smile that graced Sam’s face was in remembrance of the call she had received two weeks ago.

      Carli, her older sister by two years and former award-winning photojournalist for International Views, recently married to the FBI agent sent to investigate their father’s murder, was pregnant. Apparently, Carli was a bit pissed that Tim, her former long-time coworker and fellow traveler, had won the hundred-dollar bet that a baby would arrive before Carli and Ethan’s first anniversary.

      The events that transpired to bring Ethan, the FBI agent, and Carli together turned Sam’s smile to a frown. She had traveled to various parts of Texas investigating studs and bulls to improve her stock at Crystal Springs Farm, when Shaun, her brother and Sheriff of Centennial, Wyoming, called to inform her that Bear Tanner, their father, had been murdered on Wolf’s Ridge on the Preserve he owned and operated as a hunting and fishing vacation destination. With the threats to Carli’s life, Shaun put Sam on the next plane back to Colorado, believing she would be safer guarded by ranch hands a state away. Once the suspects were arrested, she had flown back to Wyoming so the three of them could spread Bear Tanner’s ashes on Wolf’s Ridge. Then there was the trip to New York for Carli’s showing at One World Piece, the gallery that netted a hefty income as several of Carli’s prints were sold at the event. That was the end of April. Then it was back to Centennial for Alyssa’s high school graduation, one of the Preserve’s employees who was now living at the lodge full-time with the love of her life, Zach. He, too, worked at the lodge, and everyone who observed the two of them wouldn’t dispute the fact that they belonged together. The last trip to Wyoming had been for Carli and Ethan’s wedding.

      Though she and Shaun would never tell their sister, they’d had a bet since they were kids that Carli would be the last one to fall in love and settle down. At the time, Carli and Shaun believed Sam would marry Cole as soon as she graduated from high school. But that was before she had been taken. The name of her abductor, which she refused to say aloud, instigated chills that slithered down Sam’s spine. She shifted in her seat and forced those memories away. Counseling and time had helped her to heal from the event that irrevocably changed her life. Not just the relationship with her family, but the one she had with Cole. The bump of wheels on tarmac jarred her away from ten years in the past and brought her back to here and now.

      “Welcome to Durango. Local time is 3:35, and the temperature is a warm 73 degrees. Thanks for flying with us. If you’re lucky enough to live here, welcome home. Only visiting? We hope your trip is enjoyable.”

      Lucky, Sam thought, yes, I am. She turned on her phone and called Matt.

      “We’re at the gate. I should be outside the terminal in about ten minutes,” she said.

      “Great. I’m in the red truck. I’ll see you out front.”

      She tucked the phone into her back pocket, grabbed her carryon, then moved into the aisle and off the plane. Hefting her case to her shoulder, she lengthened her stride in an attempt to stretch legs that had been cramped for over two hours. Ease settled over her at the sight of pines and the familiar mountains in the distance. Even though she was raised in Wyoming, this corner of Colorado would always be home.

      Passing through the door to the single terminal held open by an airport employee, Sam’s friendly comment had him smiling. She glanced at the people waiting in the baggage claim area, glad that her three-day trip allowed her to pack light. Once again outside in the sunshine, she smiled and waved as Matt, her ranch manager, pulled up in one of the farm’s trucks. She put her carryon in the bed, then climbed up into the passenger seat.

      Clicking her seatbelt, she turned to Matt and asked, “How is everything?” believing that an open-ended question would elicit more information than several specific ones.

      Two years older than her, and more experience with stock because of his years in rodeos, Matt Anderson would make any woman look twice. Tall and broad-shouldered, long legs and strong hands, and a quick, easy smile that complimented his handsome, clean-shaven face and easy-going manner, he was the number one catch in Durango. Dark hair that curled slightly around his ears and collar matched his expressive chocolate brown eyes. The man was kind, intelligent, friendly, helpful and, Sam speculated, had more feelings for her than an employee should, perhaps, have for their employer. For all of Matt’s qualities, Sam found herself unable to feel anything more for him than that of a trusted employee and friend.

      Matt didn’t disappoint. He glanced at Sam, then back out the windshield. “I haven’t seen Joe in two days. I don’t think he was dumped, as Racer would have found his way back to the barn. We’ve searched the south pasture and the east and north fence line. Nothing. It’s like he and the horse just disappeared.”

      Shit, Sam thought and closed her eyes, wondering if the trouble they had been having escalated to something happening to Uncle Joe. Something bad.
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      Fell off the porch steps, my ass, Cole thought as his jean-clad legs and booted feet ate up the distance to the barn. Saddling his favorite horse and doing a day’s work on the ranch was the only thing he could think of to derail the confrontation he held on his tongue about the lies his mother muttered to explain her injuries. In the moments when he wasn’t spinning scenarios about what really happened to land her in the hospital, his mind turned, as it often did, to Samantha Tanner. And when he couldn’t reconcile that issue, he occupied himself with the ramifications of resigning from a premier legal firm in the Midwest, hence the reason for working cattle.

      Slipping the halter over Hollywood’s nose, Cole secured the buckle and led the big bay out of his stall to the hitching post by the tack room. While he groomed and saddled his horse, one he had owned for twelve years and the first one he had purchased with his own savings, his thoughts shifted to the most immediate problem first.

      The ranch hands might be uncomfortable with the son of the current owner riding out with them. Though he had returned home when Alice had been injured, it had been months since he had helped with the direct running of the ranch. Everyone knew their job, and they were likely to take offense to him inserting himself into their roles for the day.

      Donald Masters, the ranch manager for the JAR-C, had started off as a seasonal employee. Jack Branson, Cole’s father, hired Donald full time when the ranch acquired more cattle, and Donald had arrived with enough knowledge to secure his employment. That was thirty years ago. Over six feet tall with a head of thick, brown hair, dark eyes, and despite the physical work Donald pushed himself to complete each day, an extra fifteen pounds had settled around his middle. He had never subscribed to the belief that Cole should be treated any differently than one of the hands just because he was heir to the JAR-C spread.

      Cole found Donald at the end of the yard by the round pen. Today was the day they would be pushing cattle to the late-summer pasture. The fence line, a couple of miles in either direction of the gate, would be checked for loose posts and broken wire. The coming weeks would see the employees riding out to check on the cattle, taking ATVs to drop salt blocks off at the stock tanks, and using the miles of land and herds of cattle to train the young horses.

      One of the three-year-olds was being worked in the round pen when Cole rode up and stopped Hollywood next to Donald’s horse.

      “He’s coming along,” Cole said conversationally.

      Donald nodded, keeping his gaze on the Palomino gelding trotting in circles, the cowboy on his back asking the horse to bend his neck and give to the bit. “He should be ready to ride out next week.”

      When Cole didn’t move away, Donald shifted his eyes to the cowboy-turned-lawyer-turned-sometimes-ranch hand. He had always liked Cole. The younger man was quiet and steady when working with the stock, knew his way around all the jobs on a ranch of this size, and never thought he was too good to not get bucked off a green horse or get muddy when vaccinating cattle. Donald was the closest thing to a friend that Jack had before Robert’s accident, and more of a father to Cole than Jack had been when the terrible event happened to Samantha Tanner. He knew Cole was different after that. The boy didn’t come home much once he left to attend college, and Donald wondered if Cole would ever move back to Colorado. Jack had passed, Robert was a permanent patient at Crestview, and Alice had taken a terrible fall, or so she said. Good thing Cole has broad shoulders, Donald mused, as God seems determined to use them.

      “You probably don’t need my help, but I would like to ride along today,” Cole said, his gaze holding Donald’s.

      The ranch manager shrugged. “Could always use another hand. Ride drag with Jeremy and Mike,” he suggested with a tilt of his head to the two riders in the far corner of the stock pens.

      Following the direction of the gesture with his eyes, Cole nodded. “Thanks.”

      Donald pulled the radio from his belt and called to Jeremy. From this distance, they both could see Jeremy pick up his radio to answer, but not hear Donald’s voice over the device.

      “Cole is going to keep you and Mike company. We have too many head to move for you and your partner to be playing one of your practical jokes. Keep it clean today.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jeremy’s disembodied voice came over the airwaves.

      As Cole moved away from the round pen, he saw Mike say something that caused Jeremy to laugh. Maybe keeping an eye out for a prank would help divert his mind from turning to other matters. He side-passed Hollywood to the gate, let himself into the stockyard, latched the gate, then slowly weaved his way through the cattle to join the employees who would be last to exit the stock pens. Their job would be to push the cattle and keep stragglers from straying too far behind. It wasn’t a job that was new to Cole. In fact, he was looking forward to being covered in sweat and dust and the stench of a thousand cow pies. Smiling to himself, he realized it wasn’t much different from a day at the office.
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      Sam lifted a heavy lid and looked at the clock beside her bed. Damn, she thought, then closed her eye. It was morning and time to face what she couldn’t solve last night. Matt had called the sheriff the day before to report Uncle Joe missing. The sheriff had done his duty and filed the report, made a cursory pass around Joe’s quarters to verify clothes and essentials weren’t missing, and had suggested that the employees keep their eyes open for signs of foul play as they rode the ranch.

      As she rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, the same one that filled her sleepless vision late the night before, she wondered where, in the two thousand acres, they would find evidence of ‘foul play’. If he was under the cover of trees, he would be protected from the elements, but it would also hinder his use of a radio, if he had one with him. Out in the open, they might have a better chance of locating him. Of course, she was basing all this on the supposition that he was injured or stuck somewhere. Her mind refused to conjure a worse alternative.

      Flinging aside the comforter, she made her way to her bathroom. As much as a shower would wake her up, she would reserve the pleasure of scented soap and hot water until after she spent the day in the saddle moving cattle and locating Joe. Pulling on jeans and a long-sleeved, buttoned-down shirt, she tucked in the tails, then slid her belt through the loops and fastened the only trophy buckle she had ever won. She brushed and braided her hair, pulled on her boots, then grabbed a handkerchief and hat on her way out of her room. Down the hall in the kitchen, Matt had already made the coffee. She grabbed an apple and a breakfast bar, filled a mug with the hot brew, and headed out the door.

      It was nearing the end of summer, so a morning chill to the air had arrived. Walking briskly to the barn to saddle Sunny, Sam alternated bites of her breakfast bar with sips of hot, strong coffee. A few of the employees were already saddled and in the stock pens. The closer she got to the action of horses, cows, and cowboys, the more the sounds, sights, and smells filled her senses, driving away the extraneous thoughts that would only serve as a distraction. Shouts of directions and jobs to be filled, continuous mooing from the cattle, and an occasional whinny from a barn mate being left behind added to the energy of the morning.

      Sam tucked the wrapper into her pocket, then made quick work of her apple so Sunny could enjoy the core. He was already standing in the crossties when she entered the barn. Nearly bumping into Matt as he exited the tack room, she apologized and waited for her heart to move from her throat back to her chest.

      “Thought I would give you a hand,” Matt explained, holding the saddle pad out to her.

      Sam nodded her thanks, tucked the pad under her arm, and went back to where Sunny was standing. As the apple core was devoured between equine lips, she drained her coffee, set the pad on Sunny’s back, and turned around to see Matt holding her saddle.

      “First day out. Tack room is busy,” he told her.

      He knew about her time with Carl Rutgers, as did everyone in Durango, and understood her reluctance to be in a small room with a lot of people, especially boisterous cowboys.

      “Thanks.” Sam accepted the saddle and went about finishing tacking up.

      With Uncle Joe missing, a day that would usually be filled with laughter and enthusiastic riding was, instead, somber. In Joe’s absence, Matt was next in line for the ranch manager position. Not that she thought for a moment that Matt would consider hurting Joe, but rather the demands of the day, and running a ranch the size of Crystal Springs, fell to his capable hands.

      Sam unhooked the crossties from Sunny’s halter, looped the lead line, and secured it with the pommel ties. Matt handed her a radio. It was one piece of technology that helped them to keep in touch when they were separated by distance and several hundred head of cattle. She clipped it on her belt, led Sunny outside, and noticed that everyone was in place and waited for her and Matt to give the word to open the stock gates. There would be four riders at the lead, combing the tall grass for a sign of Joe or Racer, and several fewer ‘yee-haws’ to get the cattle moving. She would ride at the left flank and maneuvered Sunny into position between the back of the barn and the stock pens. Matt lifted his red bandana and circled it over his head. The gates were opened, and the cattle pushed through.

      Sunny pricked his ears forward and raised his head to watch the progression of the cows while Sam tied her own bandana over her nose and mouth. The dust wasn’t bad yet, but it would get so thick that she wouldn’t be able to see the far side of the stock pens by the time they were empty. The voices of the two cowboys who manned the gate crackled over the radio, alerting the flank riders they were to move out. Sam nudged Sunny with her heels and the big buckskin gelding moved off to urge the cows along.

      They had cleared the backyard, the space behind the barn and the bunkhouse, closed that gate, and allowed the cows to slowly move through one pasture on their way to the southern portion of the ranch where they would spend the rest of the summer and first part of fall. Forty-five minutes later, she was using her cell phone to call the sheriff. They had found Uncle Joe in the tall summer grass, with two dark stains around the holes in the back of his shirt and maggots vying for the exposed skin.
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      “This doesn’t make any damn sense,” Matt mumbled as he whisked off his hat and pushed his fingers through his hair.

      A few of the cowboys were working to drive the cattle through the gate to the acres of pasture. The rest were standing guard around the crime scene in the hopes that the forensics team would discover something left behind to explain what they had found. Plastic overalls covered the three lab workers from Durango. They seemed unaffected by the noise and smell of the herd, probably because the odor of decomposing flesh overrode that of cow pies.

      Pictures were taken, samples of the soil were collected, and an area constituting a thirty-foot radius around the body was inspected for what the overall-wearing technicians called ‘trace’. Sam had her cell phone pressed to her ear. Her gaze turned away from the remains of her friend, as her brother attempted to explain police procedure. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand, or didn’t care, instead she focused on Shaun’s soothing voice telling her it would be alright. She was having a hard time believing that.

      In the area where the Durango team concentrated their gathering efforts, Racer’s body was absent. That didn’t mean the horse wasn’t shot and had traveled some distance before the inevitable occurred. In the direction she was facing, she could see no area where the grass was crushed by something as large as a horse.

      “Sure. Thanks, Shaun,” Sam spoke into the phone, then slid the device into her back pocket. She turned to Matt who paced beside her.

      “Well?” he demanded.

      “Shaun said to let the police and forensics team do their job. He wants to be updated on anything we find.”

      “Who would do this?” Matt asked her, knowing she didn’t have an answer, but he needed to voice the questions swirling in his mind.

      “If we find that, we’ll get the why. Uncle Joe had no enemies that we know of,” she restated what was already told to the sheriff. “Which means this is either an accident—”

      “Two bullets in the back?” Matt interrupted with sarcasm.

      “—or someone was after Racer or Crystal Springs.”

      Matt held her gaze. They both knew Racer was a bombproof ranch gelding, but he didn’t have the bloodlines, or the equipment, to be used for breeding. Horse thieves were still operating in the twenty-first century. If the horse wasn’t valuable, they were slaughtered, their meat worth maybe a hundred dollars in a foreign market. If they were after horses to run across the scale at auction, why shoot the rider? There were plenty of backyard pets and unguarded barns where the pickings wouldn’t involve murder. So that left Crystal Springs.

      Settling his hat on his head, Matt crossed his arms as he stated his conclusion. “The trouble we’ve been having with downed fences, snakes in the barn, trailer tires slashed… well, Sam, even the threats that have come in the mail… they’ve all been directed at the farm. At you.”

      “Me?”

      “You’re in charge and recently the legal owner. But I can’t imagine you pissing off someone enough that they would kill Uncle Joe just to get back at you.”

      She did what Shaun told her to and reported everything to the authorities. Since her father’s murder five months ago, and the speculation that someone was after the Tanner family, Matt had scheduled their ranch hands to patrol the outbuildings and around the main house, especially at night, as a way to keep Sam safe. The incidents within the protected area had subsided, but not the threats or other vandalism to the acreage. Sam’s eyes grew round and her face paled at the possibility that she was responsible for what they had found that morning.

      “Oh, shit, Sam. I didn’t mean that it was your fault that some bastard shot Uncle Joe—” Matt tried to backpedal and explain.

      She waved his words away and turned to pace further from the crime scene. After a few steps, she stopped and rested her hands on her hips, her torso bowing forward. Taking a deep breath, she wished for the hundredth time that her father was alive to give her advice.

      “Ms. Tanner? We’re done here. We’ll be in contact with Sheriff Calhoun. You can call him if you have any questions,” the young brunette said from behind Sam.

      She turned and stared at the lab technician. Not being able to think of what to say in this situation, she just nodded. The tech joined the rest of her team at their vehicle, which was parked behind the sheriff’s. Their gear was stowed in the trunk, and they made a slow turn to head back in the direction they had come, traveling over the same tracks made in the grass.

      Her eyes shifted from the tech’s vehicle to the back doors of the coroner’s van. The driver and his assistant were loading a stretcher, on top of which was Uncle Joe zippered inside a black bag. The doors were closed, and a clipboard was handed to the sheriff. The next time she blinked, the van was following in the tracks of the forensics team. Sheriff Calhoun strode to where she and Matt waited. The employees that had set up a physical barrier to protect the crime scene had begun to move away, directing the remaining cattle through the gate. There was an unnatural silence that fell over the scene, and Sam was tempted to pinch herself. But this was no dream devised from her subconscious mind. It was a living, breathing nightmare.

      “Sam, I’m sorrier than I can say that this is how Joe’s life ended, and that you had to witness it.”

      Sheriff Mitch Calhoun, a man in his late forties, married with two teenage daughters, adjusted his hat. He had played on the local high school football team and topped out at six foot three inches and two hundred sixty pounds. The love of his wife’s cooking, and his often-sedentary job, had added more weight than he had carried ten years ago. Sighing, he looked around, kept his gaze for a moment on the last of the cattle and the cowboys riding drag, then brought his steady brown eyes back to Sam.

      From his height, he took in the smaller frame of the woman who had experienced more than her share of grief and tragedy. Large hazel eyes met his from under the brim of her Stetson. Her quivering chin and glistening eyes that had greeted him when he arrived had been replaced by confusion and anger. He knew the Tanner family and understood Sam would cling to these emotions rather than allow herself to be, or anyone to see her as, a simpering woman who fell apart at the slightest challenge.

      “I’ll keep working this investigation until we find the ones responsible. If you discover anything, have any suspicions, remember a conversation, you call me right away.”

      “Thanks, Mitch. I will.”

      Nodding, his gaze shifted over her shoulder to Matt. The man was clearly angry. “Keep up the patrols. If you hear or see anything out of the ordinary, you call. My deputies can pull a few double shifts. It’s in the budget to protect the citizens of Southwestern Colorado.” His dark eyes once again met Sam’s. “Crystal Springs does a lot to support the town. No one wants to see you fall on hard times, or to shut down completely. You, like your daddy, are held in high regard in this community. I can’t see anyone wanting to give you this much trouble. But,” he glanced at the cowboys now through the gate and encouraging the cattle away from the pens and pasture they were familiar with to where he knew there was water and lush grass, “I’ll interview other ranch owners in the area. Maybe they know something we don’t about Joe’s friends or off-duty activities,” he finished, then gave her shoulder a pat.

      Sam watched as Mitch returned to his vehicle and began the trek back to town. Turning toward Matt, she sighed. This has to get better. Surely, seeing Joe’s body was the low point in the day, hell, the week. She took the reins Matt held out to her.

      “What now, Ms. Tanner?” he asked, using her surname to focus her on the present and what needed to be done in the immediate future.

      Checking the cinch, then placing her foot in the stirrup, Sam swung up easily onto the broad back of her horse. “We finish what we started. These cows need to be moved. Horses back at the barn need to be worked. I have office details to see to. And if we’re lucky, we find Racer. Alive.”

      Matt nodded. Nothing in her answer, or demeanor, was out of the ordinary. It didn’t surprise him that she kept it together. She was a Tanner, as she had occasionally reminded him, and they were made of tough stuff. He mounted his horse and followed her to the gate and the last of the cattle.

      Despite her efforts to keep her attention on the job at hand, her mind began to list the things that would need to be done. Joe’s wife had passed years earlier. She didn’t know if he had a plot next to Mary in the cemetery in Durango. There were people to notify of the tragedy and plans to be made for Joe’s funeral. Shaun had given her reassurance that Mitch and the forensics team would utilize what was available, and dig for more, in order to piece together a possible scenario. She understood police procedure, with Shaun being a sheriff and Carli so recently married to an FBI agent. Sam had faith in the laws and legal system. What she needed was a little comfort. Cole Branson’s piercing blue eyes, black hair, and easy smile came unbidden to her mind.
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      His father’s saying of, “If you never get out front to lead, the view is always the same,” arose in Cole’s thoughts as his gaze was filled with the back end of several hundred cattle. He smirked and shook his head. Jack Branson had passed eight years earlier and his son could still hear the words of condemnation for being second best. One silver buckle for All-Around High School Cowboy wasn’t enough. The next year, Cole was expected to beat his time in calf roping, draw meaner stock for bareback and bull riding, and earn more points on the circuit. He wasn’t pushed to just be better than all the rest, but to be better than his best.

      Graduating cum laude in three and a half years with his degree in Criminal Justice, then in the top one percent in his class from law school, and even making partner in the most prestigious criminal law firm in the Midwest, would never garner him complete acceptance in his father’s eyes. And he knew why. Robert was the firstborn son, and due to birth order alone, Cole would never be good enough.

      If Robert had consistently outscored him in rodeos, had earned a more prestigious degree, had accomplished more than he had, then he could understand and would gladly secede a lifetime of trying to gain his father’s acknowledgement, let alone approval. Robert may have been born first but had spent the last twelve years as a patient in a residential facility for those with severe brain trauma.

      Cole took hold of his reins with both hands to keep one of them from reaching up to cover the sudden ache in his chest. He had been there when the accident happened, but too far away to prevent it, or to keep the bull from reacting the way he did. Tests later showed that amphetamines were used on the stock. Cole didn’t want to believe that Robert knew about it or had anything to do with it. Whenever he had asked, his brother didn’t remember the details of the incident. Robert recognized him whenever he visited, and his brain functioned enough to keep the vital organs doing their job, but simple tasks such as feeding himself, toileting, and walking had been taken from him.

      At first, Alice and Jack had been adamant about bringing Robert home from the rehabilitation center after weeks of being in the hospital. They hired a nurse. Alice gave up her ranch duties, which included keeping the books, to do the exercises the occupational and physical therapists had shown her to ease the pain in Robert’s palsied limbs. After the third infection, one with the GI tube, and two with the shunt from the brain into the stomach, and Alice struggling to diaper her twenty-one-year-old son, it was decided to take Robert to Crestview Care Facility for Traumatic Brain Injuries.

      As Cole rode up on a straggler, his gaze fell on the hooves of the animal. The memory rushed from the past and consumed him.

      It was the College National Rodeo Finals, and Robert was in the running for National Champion. He needed a sixty-five for his eight-second ride on the Brahma-mix bull he had drawn, Lil’ Bobby Joe. The name was a joke, as rodeo stock used for bull riding often weighed in at close to a ton. Cole was at the far side of the arena, chatting with some of the cowboys he knew. Hearing his brother’s name announced, he had climbed to the top rail and cheered along with the crowd.

      Robert stood over the bull’s back, a foot braced on a rail on each side of the chute. A couple of other competitors helped with the rigging, tightening the rope around the girth of Lil’ Bobby Joe. Robert rosined his glove and ran it along the tail of his rigging. Palm up, the sticky rope was wrapped once around his wide hand, the other fist pounded down the fingers of the gloved hand that was supposed to hold him to the animal. He eased himself the rest of the way onto the bull’s back. A long string of drool was flung as Lil’ Bobby Joe protested by tossing his head and shifting to one side, banging Robert’s knee into the gate. Right hand tight on the rigging, left held high, Robert nodded, and the gate swung open.

      Cole, and everyone else in the stadium, watched as Lil’ Bobby Joe took the first leap. Those with a trained eye knew something wasn’t right. By the second spin and kick, Robert was thrown to the right. Instead of landing feet away in the dirt, his grip on the rigging had him hung up. He bounced once off Lil’ Bobby Joe’s shoulder, then he came down under the front feet of the bull. The bullfighter, with his painted face and baggy Wranglers, was right there to distract the animal. The pick-up men crowded the bull yet tried to stay out of reach of the dangerous horns. One rider reached over to release the rigging, only to have the bull spin in his direction, causing his horse to shy away. What really only lasted maybe fifteen or twenty seconds seemed like forever.

      Cole was over the arena fence and charging for the bull, not hearing or caring about the shouts from cowboys and judges. Robert was now unconscious, his body tossed time and again like a lifeless rag doll. Cole reached the right side of the bull the same time that the bullfighter had slapped Lil’ Bobby Joe in the forehead to draw his attention towards him and away from Cole. One pull on the rigging and his brother’s body was finally free. The pick-up riders had a hard time getting the juiced bull to exit the arena, and the ambulance wouldn’t enter until the animal was secured.

      Placing his hands on Robert’s cheeks, he tried to wake him up by calling his name. Blood oozed over Cole’s fingers from a head wound. He then realized that there wasn’t much on the front of Robert’s body that wasn’t covered in blood. His brother’s shirt was torn. There were muddy, two-toed prints on Robert’s groin and left thigh. Looking like he had been in a fight and lost, his lips, eye, and cheek were bloodied and swollen. Though Robert’s right arm lay at an unnatural angle, based on the blood that seeped from various places on his body to soak his clothes, and Cole’s, a busted shoulder would be the easiest injury to fix. Cole shoved away the insignificant realization that his brother’s rodeo career was over.

      The EMTs drove the ambulance close to them and pushed Cole out of the way. Panic clawed at him as he listened to the paramedic describe the injuries to the ER doctor at the hospital and state the vital signs of their patient. They started an IV in the left arm, splinted the right, and placed a collar on Robert’s neck. Sterile wrappings spread around them like grotesque snowflakes as pads of gauze were pressed to the wounds and taped in place.

      Slowly, Cole became aware of the crowd that had gathered around him, cowboys and judges who had abandoned the fence to get a first-hand look at their downed comrade, and the hush of the audience. His father’s booming voice demanded knowledge from the EMTs. He reached out to keep his father from interfering with the paramedics. Cole didn’t know which was enough to halt Jack Branson’s forward progress, his restraining hand or the sight of Robert’s bloodied and broken body. Everyone watched as the stretcher was lifted onto the rolling gurney that was pushed through the arena dirt to the back of the ambulance. The slam of the doors and flashing lights brought Jack out of his stupor.

      His gaze fell on the hand wrapped around his arm, then his dark eyes rose to meet the blue ones of his youngest son. In that moment, when the sights and sounds around them faded to an insubstantial buzz, Cole was left to not only deal with the pain in his thoughts and heart that Robert’s life, should he live, would never be the same, but was also privy to the feelings of his father. Disbelief. Anger. Questioning why Robert, and not Cole. Robert was older, stronger, had more experience. Cheating was never considered. When Jack blinked, his gaze shifted away from Cole’s, and the cacophony of noise invaded. The walls around Jack’s heart were fortified. From that day on, Cole would somehow be held responsible for Robert’s accident and would never again be caught by his father’s direct gaze.

      Not knowing what to do, Cole let his hand fall back to his side. Swallowing on a panic-dry throat was more involuntary rather than a chance to give himself time to collect and catalogue the emotions as he watched his father stoically walk away to meet his mother by the arena gate where the ambulance had passed through. They would drive to the hospital and wait for the doctors to tell them the extent of Robert’s injuries, and his prognosis. Since Cole had his own truck, he was left to do whatever he wanted.

      Arriving a short time later at the hospital he found his parents waiting in a small area set up to resemble a living room with couches, a TV, and doilies under a few porcelain figurines placed on the coffee tables in an effort to create comfort for those waiting. The reports from the various doctors were nothing promising. Any plans Jack and Alice Branson had for Robert were irrevocably shattered.
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      With eyes half-closed, Sam noticed the rainbow of colors that were held within each of the bubbles that covered her from shoulders to toes. Sighing, she slipped a little lower in the tub, the warm, scented water easing over her skin. It wasn’t the hours in the saddle, or even the acts of vandalism that had been afflicted on Crystal Springs that had her muscles in knots, but rather the worry over the disappearance of a friend and the subsequent scene they had found that morning.

      She didn’t bother to wipe away the tears that slid over her cheeks, dripped off her jaw, and disappeared into the bath water. Like her sister Carli, Sam believed crying was something reserved for extreme situations. Finding Uncle Joe warranted this reaction, she consoled herself. Besides, it wasn’t like there was anyone here to witness her breakdown.

      That thought brought another sigh. It would be simple to call or text the request that she needed him, and Cole would be here. Tempting, she thought and briefly eyed her phone that sat on the closed toilet lid. Comfort from Cole wouldn’t end at a hug and a willing ear. Not that he would pressure or seduce her, but in her weakened and emotionally wrecked state she knew she would ask for what he would readily give her. Sex with Cole was one thing, albeit an incredible, explosive experience, but something she would regret when he left afterwards. And he would leave. It would be an uncomfortable situation for both of them. She would blame herself for giving in, her love-starved heart triggering possibilities that could never occur. And Cole, trying to do the right thing and not wanting to hurt her, again, would withdraw emotionally before he made it out her front door. No, she decided, it was better this way, just her and the bubbles and the cooling bathwater. She relaxed her head back on the rolled towel sitting on the edge of the tub. As her eyes closed, the memory arose in her mind.

      She nodded, a wide smile on her face, unable to verbalize an answer to Cole’s question. Yes, she wanted to be his girlfriend, and had dreamt about him asking her since her stay at Crystal Springs over Spring Break of her freshman year in high school. It was now the third week of July, and there was time remaining before she had to return to Wyoming for her sophomore year. A day didn’t go by that she had forgotten how lucky she was to spend the hot summer months riding horses and being with Cole.

      The first press of his lips was everything she had expected. Soft, warm, spicy, and attached to the one boy who already owned her heart. He pulled her gently into his embrace, and she went willingly, feeling the fit of their bodies and realizing that this brought a whole new level to the thrill she usually felt when they met. His taste and texture were new to her, as she had never kissed anyone before, or at least French kissed anyone. She wasn’t afraid, only curious. The trust she felt was not something that scared her, and it wouldn’t be for a couple of years that she would experience the pain of him leaving her.

      Sam shook her head and rose out of the now cooled bath. She must be really tired to remember such innocence, the pure, true love that had blossomed between them that summer, only to leave them both broken-hearted and bereft after the event.

      Scowling at her thoughts, she released the plug then wrapped a thick towel around herself as she stepped from the tub. Tucking one corner under the edge of the towel between her breasts, she bent over the sink to brush her teeth, then spread silky lotion over her face. She pulled the clip from her hair and let the dark blonde locks fall. The ends danced across her low back, and her bangs fluffed over her forehead. When the image of Cole kissing her for the first time lingered in her mind, she stuck out her tongue at her reflection, flicked off the light, and padded her way to the bed. Dropping the towel on the floor, she slid between cool sheets. Once she had curled onto her side, she was grateful she had left her phone in the bathroom. Less temptation to press the number in her contacts and give in to the demands of her overheated body and fatigued mind. She resolutely closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep.
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      Ten o’clock. Final bed check. With hands interlaced behind his head and ankles crossed, Carl Rutgers stared up at the ceiling above the narrow bed where he had slept for the past ten years. He knew every crack and shadow, had memorized the outline of the stain that had begun to seep through the thin coat of paint. It was a stain that appeared a few hours after Hurricane Juan was downgraded to a tropical storm, but still managed to dump an impressive amount of water on the high-security prison and Colorado after its northeasterly turn from the Sea of Cortez. The rusty discoloration had begun to take on the likeness of his most prized possession.

      Samantha Tanner, with her pretty hazel eyes and blonde hair the color of wheat stalk, had been his favorite. Remembering the softness of her skin, her scent that was concentrated just below her ear, the way she pleaded with him for her release, all created havoc in his body then, just as it was doing now. He had no cellmate from which to hide the evidence of his ever-present desire for the one who had been taken from him. It would be too easy, too predictable, to slip his hand inside the zipper of his light-blue jumpsuit and try to pretend that his rough fingers would in any way resemble the soft, wet heat he knew Samantha would be.

      He didn’t acknowledge the guard that passed by the front of his cell, but instead chose to imagine the left edge of the stain as the fall of Samantha’s hair. Welcoming the tightness in his groin, Carl played the conversation in his head that they would have when they met again. Oh, she would be surprised to see him and would question how he had managed an early release, and he would reassure her that this time the FBI wouldn’t interrupt them. He was still angry that the wealthy Mr. Tanner was willing to pay, but the authorities convinced him that if he did, he wouldn’t see his daughter again. It would have been enough to keep Samantha in the style in which she had grown accustomed, and one that would assure him he could secure her against any outside threat.

      Allowing just a little anxiety to mix with his denied libido, Carl smiled as he counted the days. The time was close. The lights were shut down, and with his cell plunged into near darkness, his smile widened, and a chuckle escaped. Unwilling to continue with the restraint, he slid a hand over his stomach to his erection as it pressed against the confines of his prison attire. Rubbing himself through the thin fabric, he laughed at the expression that would show on Samantha’s face as he officially made her his. He imagined her begging words, which made him laugh louder, as he intended to fuck her raw, and possess her soul.
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      Donald and Dorothy, his wife, had excused themselves from the long table set up in the yard where everyone had shared the meal in celebration of a day’s work, to return to their small home a half-mile from the main ranch house, but still on the JAR-C. All the cattle had successfully been transferred to the late summer pasture with no injuries to livestock or cowboy. One horse lost a shoe, which was almost not worth mentioning compared to what could have occurred if the weather had been stormy. The two ranch hands who had pulled KP had buckets of soapy water and began to clean up from what Alice and Dorothy had cooked. Steak, of course, cowboy beans, cornbread, and peach cobbler made with the season’s last harvest had been devoured among good-natured jokes and tales of the day and previous drives.

      Besides the dishwashers, no one else was left at the table, except Cole and Alice. He watched her carefully as she sipped her iced tea. The wrist, newly mended, rested on the table in front of her. At sixty-five, Alice was still trim, her five-foot seven-inch stature unbowed by the weight of becoming a Branson or living the ranching life. The skin of her face was still soft, though laugh lines on her cheeks and furrows on her forehead from worry didn’t detract from the wisdom in her blue eyes. Her once black hair she had lightened over time, partially to hide the gray strands that had snuck in to give away her age. She dressed well and continued to be active in the community, giving to charities and heading up committees involved in everything from festivals to clothing drives. Her practicality when it came to running the ranch, her tenacity to keep living despite losing her husband and caring for a disabled son, and her outgoing, helpful manner had won her many friends in Southwestern Colorado.

      Cole brought his bottle of beer to his lips and stalled a moment longer as the cold beverage slid down his throat. How did one go about telling their mother that she was a liar?

      “Remember when I was at the awkward age of ten,” he began, “and I was growing fast and couldn’t seem to keep up with my arms and legs?”

      Alice chuckled. “Sure. You seemed to grow every day. But I would never use the word ‘awkward’ to describe anything about you.”

      With a half-smile, Cole shook his head. “I remember, for a few years around that time, something was always hurting because I banged it or scraped it, not used to moving around body parts that seemed to lengthen and widen overnight. I think I finally found a little grace about sixteen.”

      “And that’s when you fell in love with Samantha Tanner.” As Cole’s smile faded and his laughing eyes grew serious, Alice’s voice gentled. “When are you going to allow yourself to heal? Cole, honey,” she implored, leaning forward and placing her hand on his, “you were young. What happened to Sam was not your fault.” She watched as Cole gritted his teeth, then turned his gaze away from her to stare at the trees that lined the driveway. “You know she doesn’t blame you,” Alice continued. “She loved you then, and I’ll bet every bale of hay and ear tag on the JAR-C that she loves you still. No one has anything to forgive, except you and your misplaced pride.”

      Cole slid his hand out from under hers. His eyes, usually an icy blue, now a stormy gray, swung back to her face. “If I had been there to give her a ride home instead of hanging at the diner with the rest of the rodeo team, Rutgers never would have snatched her. And if I hadn’t been such a damn coward, the aftermath wouldn’t have been as traumatic.” He shifted the bench back and stood up. Stepping over the bench with one booted foot, he paused at his mother’s words.

      “If not then, Rutgers would have grabbed her another time. For God’s sake, Cole, you were eighteen. There was nothing we could have taught you to prepare you to handle Samantha when the FBI rescued her from that crazed man. But I did teach you forgiveness. Living with Jack forced me to be a damn good practitioner, or lose my mind,” she said the last part more for her benefit than Cole’s.

      His eyes narrowed as he looked at her over his shoulder. “You and Dad were in love—”

      “But he was a hard man. You know that. And after Robert’s accident…” her voice trailed off as a thoughtful expression settling across her features. “I never realized it before now. Jack blamed himself for Robert’s condition and never forgave himself for allowing his son to be hurt.” She shook her head and refocused on Cole. “You are doing the same thing with Sam.”

      He stepped his other foot over the bench and turned fully toward her. “I may harbor blame, but at least I haven’t ostracized my family and friends.” And I don’t despise my youngest son for his perfect health, he finished silently.

      It was Alice’s turn to clamp her jaw shut. Life with Jack had been difficult at times, but after Robert’s prognosis, he turned downright impossible to live with. She had done all she could to buffer Jack from dealing with everyone and everything, as he seemed incapable of conversing in a normal way or taking care of the ranch without alienating business acquaintances and employees. Words were laced with sarcasm, and a simple directive to a ranch hand was delivered with cutting remarks and threats. Her husband was hurting, but his pride refused to allow him to let go of his hopes for Robert’s recovery. He continued to hold misplaced responsibility for the accident. The pain was turned inward and had rotted the man’s soul.

      Those last years were etched clearly in her memory. She had lost two of her men to the same incident, distanced the third, and she would be damned if she would allow Cole to waste his life and become the bitter, hateful man his father had chosen to be. Cole had a good heart. Always had. She knew he was still in love with Sam, and if she had to do a little finagling to save him from himself, then she would. Dropping her eyes to the table to hide her plan, knowing Cole could read her well, she remained quiet as he turned and stalked away.

      Five steps from the table, he paused. He didn’t think it was beyond her to realize he was going to confront her about her injuries, and so she had manipulated the conversation into territory they never discussed. Sighing heavily, he moved to turn back toward his mother when his cell vibrated at his waist. Seeing the incoming number as belonging to the office in Chicago, he raised his eyes to her and spoke sternly.

      “I have to take this call, which is the only reprieve you’ll get to devise another lie to explain your injuries. I’m not buying the one about the tumble off the steps. I did that plenty and never got anything beyond a bruise or a scraped knee.” He held her gaze a moment longer, bringing the phone to his ear. Turning away to hide his smile at her narrowed eyes that he had realized her untruth, he greeted his assistant and listened to the latest list of items he needed to tend to.
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      Councilman Ted Worthington rolled his head from side to side in an effort to relieve the stiff muscles in his neck. Studying demographics and reports was not his favorite part of the job, but if he wanted to win this election, it was necessary that he enter each debate armed with knowledge and presented every speech with the most accurate data. Spinning around in his office chair, he looked up at the portable bulletin board and his most current project.

      Hoofbeats of America would be an exclusive resort property. The wild horses would attract visitors from around the world. Asia especially had an affinity for the Wild West. Tourists from all over would pay handsomely for the experience to see the horses and ride among them. The resort would also offer a package for the ownership of one of the mustangs. Humans were forever entranced by novelty.

      His disappointment over losing the property in Wyoming still stung. It was possible that this project would bring in the funds he needed to hit the campaign trail hard beginning this month in order to keep him in the lead in the polls. Once the property was acquired, his investors would receive the finalized marketing materials that were already compiled, and his bank account would once again be flush.

      He was pulled from his thoughts by the ringing of his desk phone. A scowl marred his handsome features as he recognized the number. He leaned forward, contemplating not answering. It had been a while since he had heard from the caller, so perhaps this was the news he had been waiting for.

      “I told you not to use this line,” he said as a greeting.

      “Sure, boss. Just thought you would like to hear the news first. You know, before the media hounds got wind of it and beat me out of my paycheck.”

      “What do you know?”

      “The trial date has been set for Monday. The defense and the DA have settled on the jury. The docket landed with Judge Miriam Crawford. If you want, I can see about getting the jury information,” the caller offered.

      Worthington leaned back and sighed. A woman judge might prove more sympathetic to Darla’s case. If the jury decided to return a guilty verdict, and Darla had to do some time, then his current project in Colorado might be in jeopardy. He cursed his involvement with the woman.

      “Not yet. If there’s jury tampering, it would lead to a delay and more of a chance of Ms. Tanner forgetting our arrangement and explaining to the DA our relationship.”

      “You got it, boss. Anything else you need me to take care of?” The toothpick that was held between coffee-stained teeth was switched from one side of the mouth to the other in benign impatience.

      “No. The funds are transferred,” Worthington said, tapping the keys on his computer. “I’ll contact you if I need more assistance in evicting the residents.”

      “Sure thing,” the caller spoke with confidence built from a lifetime of offering what few others could.

      Ted hung up the phone and glanced at his watch. It was late. Rose, his wife, would already be in bed. Knowing she would be more amiable to a romp between the sheets if he woke her now than if he carefully planned a seduction, he grabbed his jacket, turned off the lights, and locked the door behind him.
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      Sam sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. After a moment of willing her brain to focus on the task at hand, she realized that if she kept up the pressure on her nose, there would be a red mark to contrast the dark circles that had formed under her eyes from the last few nights. Releasing her hand, her gaze fell upon the list of things to do to plan the funeral service for Uncle Joe. Mitch had called earlier to say that the coroner would likely release the body by the end of the week. Since Joe didn’t have any family, or at least none she knew of, Crystal Springs would pay for everything. So little to offer for a lifetime of hard physical labor that ended in an act of violence.

      “Sam?” Matt called from the doorway of her small office.

      She looked up, and based on Matt’s expression, she must look worse than she thought.

      “Are you sick?”

      “No,” Sam shook her head, unless you count having an ill heart, she added to herself. “A few sleepless nights and more things to do than there are hours in the day is all.” She set her pen down and pushed her list aside. “What’s up?”

      “A few of the guys want to rearrange the schedule so they can spend next Saturday in town.”

      Sam tipped her head to the side as a look of confusion stared back at him. Maybe there was more going on than what Sam had shared. He knew she was in charge of some of the aspects of the activities in town, and it wasn’t like her to forget a commitment.

      “The End of Summer Festival is next weekend—” he stopped as comprehension replaced the confusion on Sam’s pretty face, then tried not to laugh as panic was close behind. He continued with the list of events and the reasons why the employees were looking forward to a day off, as Sam stood abruptly and began searching through the papers on her desk. “—kicking off with a parade on Friday afternoon, the town picnic in the park, culminating with a fireworks display. I heard it was going to be a similar wow-factor as to what we had for the Fourth of July. On Saturday, the carnival games and rides continue, there’s the pie-eating contest, the barbecue, art demonstrations at some of the arts and crafts tents, and the concert. Then Sunday starts off with the church hike and ends with the winner of the chili cook-off being announced at noon on the stage.”

      Through his entire recitation of the highlights of the weekend’s End of Summer Festival, Sam had dug for the file folder concerning the event. Finally, unearthing it from under the package sent to her by the mortuary that would handle Joe’s body and a large envelope that contained the DVD and contracts for a few horses she was interested in purchasing to add to their breeding stock, she gripped the manila folder with slight desperation.

      Opening the file, she perused her list of what she, individually, and Crystal Springs as a ranch, would be donating, working, or running at the Festival. All the money that was to be donated had already been deposited into the bank account for the city to use as funds for extra shifts by the deputies, portable restrooms, generators and event lights, and the materials needed to erect the stage, including speakers and lighting. She had referred the Festival Council to another ranch that had sheep for the Little Britches Rodeo. Her name was on the list to emcee the pie-eating contest, donate the ranch’s supply of Dutch ovens for the barbecue, and at the bottom was a note to pick up pies from Alice at the JAR-C.

      Sam looked up at Matt, her expression one of relief and self-derision. “I don’t know how I could have forgotten.”

      “Well, there has been more than the usual to deal with lately. And Joe’s death is something none of us could have predicted.” His quiet voice held no blame as Sam closed her eyes and sighed. “You know, you need to give yourself a break,” he said and took the few strides needed to bring him from the doorway to where she stood next to her desk. Gently laying his hand on her shoulder, he continued, “Maybe the Festival will give you a chance to relax a little, take your mind off all that’s been going on. And don’t panic. There’s still time to deal with the remaining items on your list.”

      Sam relaxed a little at his friendly touch and kind words. “You’re right. I’m scheduled to be there nearly the entire weekend anyway. Perhaps the activities will give me a bit of a reprieve.” At the realization of how much she wanted the distraction, she smiled.

      The one he returned was full of tenderness and something more. Matt’s gaze shifted from her expressive hazel eyes to her mouth. Though he had worked for her for three years, he had never made an attempt to have their relationship be anything more than employee-employer. Not that he hadn’t thought about it. A man would have to be dead to not be moved by her beautiful features and easy laughter. Sam’s full lips had him thinking thoughts that could get him fired. When she wet them with the tip of her tongue, the temperature in the room increased. Matt gently squeezed her shoulder, then forced himself to drop his hand to his side.

      She opened her mouth to say something, then her phone chimed and vibrated on her desk. Snatching it up as if it were a lifeline, and she was treading in potentially dangerous waters with her ranch manager, she saw Carli had texted her.

      “I need to call Wyoming,” she said, then glanced at Matt.

      His expression
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