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  Chapter One
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The rain had stopped hours ago, but Tess Meyers was still ankle-deep in mud, hunched over a bent piece of fencing that had seen one too many patch jobs. Her gloves were soaked through, her knees a mess of wet earth, and her patience? That was hanging by a single, fraying thread, just like the fence. 
Marvin, the sanctuary’s most dramatic resident, stood a foot away, chewing loudly and purposefully on the drawstring of her hoodie. Again.
Tess shifted, elbowing the goat’s face gently. “Quit it, Marvin.”
He backed off a few steps, giving her that innocent, wide-eyed goat look she knew better than to trust. She turned her attention back to the wire she was just trying to thread through the post, gritting her teeth as she fought to twist it tight. She should have taken the time to tie the obnoxious goat up, but hindsight didn’t help her right then.
Before she could get a full turn in, Marvin was back, like a white, shaggy ghost of aggravation, his mouth clamped once more around the string dangling near her shoulder. He tugged hard this time, yanking her half off-balance.
“Seriously?” she growled, twisting around to push his face away again. “Go chew on literally anything else. A stick. A tire. Your own sense of shame.”
Marvin let out a bleat of protest, then trotted a few feet away in exaggerated offense. Tess narrowed her eyes at his retreating back, refusing to give in to his dramatics. “Don’t act like I hurt your feelings, you fuzzy little menace.”
Back to the fence. The wire was stubborn, slick with mud, and the wooden post kept shifting under pressure. She braced her boot against it and yanked harder, her muscles burning with the effort.
And then she felt it again. Hot breath on her neck.
“Marvin,” she growled in warning without turning around.
He ignored her.
Of course, he ignored her.
This time he went for the double play—drawstring and her ponytail, his teeth tangling in both with gleeful determination.
“Oh, my God—Marvin!”
Tess jerked back, trying to shake him off, but the sudden movement sent her boot sliding in the muck. She flailed, one hand catching the post to stay upright just as Marvin gave a victorious yank, and the already-weakened fence groaned. 
“Don’t you dare—”
A loud snap ripped the air.
The fence gave way with a loud, wet crack, collapsing under her weight and Marvin’s mischief in one chaotic second. Tess landed on her backside in the mud with a loud squelch, arms flailing, and Marvin let out a victorious bleat and bolted toward the open pasture like a little white tornado, dragging Tess’s dignity with him.
“Dammit, Marvin!”
From somewhere near the chicken coop, she heard Evie shout, “Uh, he’s loose again!”
Tess groaned, flat on her back now, staring up at the patchy clouds drifting over the Delaware sky. A droplet of leftover rain fell directly on her nose, because of course it did.
This was her life. Her chaotic, mud-caked, goat-tormented life.
And she wouldn’t trade it for anything.
Except maybe some peace. And a damn new fence.
“Oh, come on!” called Evie Carson, jogging over from the feeding troughs with a grain scoop still in hand. At twenty-two, Evie was all energy and ponytails, a born animal lover with a soft spot for grumpy goats and feral kittens. She had been volunteering at Safe Haven for the last year, needing a place to feel wanted, which was great because Tess couldn’t afford to pay an employee. Despite being younger than Tess by a few years, she had become something like a little sister Tess didn’t have. “Yup, he’s done it again.”
“Every damn day,” Tess grunted, pushing up from the mud and brushing at her jeans, which was pointless at this stage. “I swear he’s planning his own version of ‘Prison Break.’”
Evie snorted and took off after Marvin, who had already started a victory lap around the outer paddock. “I got him! You fix the fence, and I’ll try to reason with the escape artist!”
Tess grabbed a post and started jamming it back into the saturated ground, watching as Evie lured Marvin in with a handful of feed and a string of very persuasive profanity.
The sanctuary smelled like damp hay, wet fur, and desperation, which was a cocktail Tess drank daily by now. The old barn leaned slightly to the left, the rusty paint peeling, and the roof patched with more tarps than actual shingles. A row of mismatched kennels lined the side closest to the trees, each holding a rescued soul: cats recovering from frostbite, an elderly terrier who refused to go inside, and a pair of raccoons she still wasn’t entirely sure she could legally have.
Tess wiped her hands on her thighs and looked toward the sky, already dreading what the rest of the day might bring. This was her life. Her purpose.
Her chaos.
And she was bone-tired.
“Safe Haven, my ass,” she muttered, glancing at the hand-painted sign at the gate, which hung crookedly from one chain. Typical of the current condition of the place. The name had been her dad’s idea. Before the accident. Before everything changed.
She blinked fast and shoved the thought down. No time for that today.
Just as she stood, hands on hips, trying to figure out how to rig the fence until she could afford real repairs, a dusty gray truck rumbled up the long gravel drive.
Evie, who was just returning with Marvin reluctantly tucked under her arm like a fat, smug baby, called out, “Incoming cowboy!”
Tess squinted against the late afternoon sun. It was the Lazy Willow Ranch logo on the door, stylized with a winding willow tree and a horseshoe, and the man behind the wheel was tall, lean, and familiar in that quiet, brooding sort of way.
Wyatt Jameson.
She had a few dealings with the ranch hands from the Lazy Willow, sometimes having to lend a hand, other times, them giving her one. They were close, just down the road really. But it seemed like two totally different worlds.
Wyatt stepped out with the effortless grace of someone used to the land—tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a ball cap and a flannel rolled up at the sleeves. She would have swooned, her heart fluttering at the sight of him, except for one thing. In his arms, bundled in a fleece-lined jacket, was a limp ball of fur.
“Hope this is a good time,” he called out, his voice low and rough like gravel warmed by sun. “And thank God it stopped raining.”
Tess’s brows drew together as she jogged toward him, boots squelching in the mud.
“What happened?” she asked, concern flooding her as she reached for the injured animal.
“Found her in the thicket near the fence line,” he told her. “Don’t know if you have the capacity for another animal, but she was shivering and has a gash on her leg. We tended to her as best we could, but honestly, I’m better at cattle and horses than I am something this small. Thought you might know what to do.”
Tess carefully pulled the fleece back, revealing a small, trembling calico cat with matted fur and wide, terrified eyes. Her leg had swollen up, and dried blood caked the fur around the wound.
“Well, whether or not I have the room, we’ll figure something out.” She stoked the top of the cat’s head, murmuring, as if to a baby. “This little one needs some loving.”
Evie appeared beside her, Marvin now locked in a side pen and loudly protesting his punishment. She peered at the cat, worry creasing her face immediately. “She looks bad, Tess.”
Tess nodded. “I’ll take her to triage.” She scooped the trembling cat out of Wyatt’s powerful arms and turned toward the barn. “Evie, can you finish the feed rounds?”
Evie gave a quick bob of her head, brushing a muddy streak of hair from her cheek. “You got it.”
Tess led Wyatt to the converted tool shed next to the barn that served as her makeshift triage center, talking to the cat in her arms in gentle, encouraging tones. She could feel the feline trembling inside the blanket as the frightened animal pressed back against her chest, trying to burrow inside her warmth. Soft mewling noises whispered out of the poor calico, and Tess could feel the pain the animal suffered. 
The air inside smelled faintly of antiseptic and lavender, and a single overhead light buzzed to life as she flipped the switch. 
She knew the space was nothing fancy, just an old tool shed she’d gutted and scrubbed within an inch of its life—but it was warm, dry, and clean. A long folding table along one wall served as her exam station, covered in folded towels, jars of salve, and a battered red toolbox filled with vet supplies. Shelves above it held labeled bins—Bandages, Syringes, Wound Wash, Treats—and an old desk lamp offered the only direct light, buzzing faintly as it warmed the space, aiding a single space heater that hummed in the corner beside a stack of plastic crates lined with soft blankets, some occupied by sleepy, recovering rescues. Cramped and cluttered, maybe, but it was hers. And for the animals who came through its door, it meant survival.
“You’ve done a lot with this place,” Wyatt said as he glanced around the shed, an impressed smile on his face.
She glanced up at him as she set the cat down, gesturing for him to keep a hand on the feline to keep it from darting off. “Trying. It’s a bit like putting a Band-Aid on a sinking ship, but I make it work.”
She tried not to appear as if she was looking at him, but she couldn’t stop herself. Wyatt was gorgeous in a ranch hand, rugged cowboy sort of way. She doubted he would ever give a curvy girl like her the time of day, but damn, she’d be dreaming about him later.
Wyatt stood back as she stepped closer, arms crossed as she cleaned the cat’s wound with practiced hands. She could feel his eyes on her, not in a judgmental way, but curious. Watching. Noting.
“You’re good at this,” he said after a moment.
Tess didn’t look up. “Comes with the territory. My dad was a vet. I spent most of my childhood shadowing him around the clinic. When he died, the clinic shut down, and I…” She shrugged. “I couldn’t just walk away from it all.”
She finally glanced at him, expecting the usual pity or awkward silence. Instead, he just nodded, like it made perfect sense.
“I get that,” he said simply. “I’m kind of where I am because of my father. What is it they say about apples falling near trees?”
She looked back at the little calico, who was already asleep from the stress and exhaustion and gently tucked into a blanket-lined crate.
“Safe now,” she whispered. “You’re safe.”
When she straightened, Wyatt was still there, watching her like she was a puzzle he couldn’t quite figure out. His gaze dipped to the mud on her knees, then back to her face.
“So, it looked like you were working on your fence when I pulled up,” he said. “Something happen to it?”
“Marvin happened to it,” she replied dryly. “A pain-in-the-ass goat.”
He chuckled. “Suffers from a Napoleon complex, does he?”
“Yeah, and I think he’s planning a coup.”
Wyatt stared out the small window by the door, his arms crossed over his chest. “You know, I have some time tomorrow. I could come by and fix it properly.”
Tess blinked, caught off guard. “You don
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