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Chapter One
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Zack Baker groaned along with his 1983 Mitsubishi Mighty Max truck as the dirt road took another stab at swallowing him whole. The chances of the old girl making it out of here in one piece were looking slimmer by the second.

Everything was looking slimmer by the second, especially after that last guy had fired a shotgun at Zack’s feet.

He glanced at the map again. The L/C Ranch was supposed to be a short two miles off highway 212, but Google hadn’t said anything about those two miles being ruts instead of asphalt. How was the truck going to get him out of here?

What a mess. He couldn’t even call it a fine mess, because it wasn’t. The L/C Ranch—and one Ms. Samantha Kenady, owner and operator—was his best option for getting permission to set up his field study. Actually, it was his only remaining option. Hopefully a woman would be more appreciative of his plight, more understanding of the predicament of swift foxes and kit foxes. The foxes were no bigger than housecats, so they weren’t threatening. Mostly they were cute and furry and entirely loveable looking, as long as they didn’t have a dead animal hanging out of their mouths. Women loved cute and furry, right?

Finally, after an agonizing twenty minutes, the road smoothed out as he crossed under a huge iron gate that said, “L/C” in letters a foot high. Behind it, an old-fashioned white house sat tucked behind a stand of pines.

Nice place, he thought as the truck sputtered to a stop. Didn’t look like anyone was home, though. He’d wait if he had to. He had all the time in the freaking world.

He patted the old girl’s dash in gratitude before he grabbed his messenger’s bag containing the last copy of his research proposal, printed off on good paper. If this didn’t work...

No, he decided. This was going to work. It had to.

He got out of the truck and turned toward the house. And jumped.

Standing on a wrap-around porch was an old lady with a huge dog at her feet. He was sure she hadn’t been there a minute ago, but she looked like she’d been standing in that very spot for about a hundred years. He hadn’t even heard a door shut, but there she was, just staring at him as he tried to get his heart rate back within the stratosphere. 

Zack prided himself on his observation skills. It’s what made him a good researcher. How had she snuck up on him?

“Help you?” At the sound of her voice, the dog—no, wait, was that a wolf?—raised its head and began to growl.

Zack didn’t move. As long as the wolf-dog is lying down, he thought, it won’t rip my throat out. I hope. “Good afternoon. Samantha Kenady?”

The old woman smiled in great amusement. “Heavens, no. What do you want with Samantha?” The way she said the name, like it was a foreign word she was pronouncing for the first time, struck Zack as odd.

The first time someone had asked him a similar question, he’d truthfully stated his purpose with high hopes, only to be shooed off the property. “I’d rather discuss it with Ms. Kenady.”

The old woman let out a ringing cackle. “Would you, now? Well, I’ll pass that along.” She turned to go back into the house. A white braid swung behind her, and she walked differently than other people, like her heels didn’t touch the ground. “You can wait back by the barn, mister...”

“Baker. Zack Baker.”

He didn’t get a reply, but at least the wolf-dog went with her.

Okay. This was fine. He was still on the property and no one had pulled a weapon on him. Compared to his last eight attempts, this was going swimmingly.

Zack walked around the side of the house. The whole thing was bigger than he’d first thought. It almost looked like someone had stuck on a second house at some point. The barn wasn’t too far back, and even at this distance he could smell the hay. Several Jeeps and a dual-wheeled truck parked along one side of the barn, and on the other, horses draped their long necks over the gates to look at him. One of the horses whinnied at him.

Zack looked around. No one was watching—he didn’t see the old woman’s face in any of the windows. Of all the ranches he’d been on recently, he hadn’t seen a single horse up close and personal. He hadn’t petted a horse since that summer he’d been thirteen.

His fingers itched. He shouldn’t. Ms. Kenady might not appreciate a stranger messing around with her animals. 

Horses weren’t exactly cute and furry, but they were beautiful. The one looking at him had huge red and white spots all over, with a dark red mane and tail. The horse bobbed his head at Zack—an invitation. He glanced over his shoulder. No one. Just one quick scratch behind the ears. He headed over to the fence.

The horse sniffed his outstretched hand, shook his head, and made a soft nickering sound. 

“Hey there, fellow,” Zack said, stroking the horse’s nose. He wished he knew a little more about horses, at least enough to know what kind of horse this was. The scientist part of his brain began to catalog the features. 

Eyes had a huge range of visibility and could see nearly one hundred and eighty degrees. Ears swiveled in all directions, taking in different noises. Perhaps the ears indicated what the eyes were focusing on? 

“What’s your name, huh?” Both ears pivoted to Zack. He had the horse’s undivided attention.

The horse blew snot on his hand.

“Aw—” Before Zack could finish his complaint, though, a new sound reached him. The horse’s ears shot forward, then he bobbed his head in agitation. Even a city slicker like Zack knew what that noise was—hoof beats, coming in fast. 

Zack backed away from the horse, which put him in front of the barn door. And right in front of the oncoming horse. 

Oh, no. The horse was not only coming in fast, but actually seemed to be picking up speed. On its back was a cowboy who looked like he was riding right out of the old West to trample Zack into the dirt. A light hat was pulled low over the cowboy’s eyes and a white bandanna was pulled up over his nose. He looked like he’d just robbed a stagecoach.

Zack tried to run, but his feet were not responding to his commands right now. His heart pounding, he couldn’t do a single thing but stand there. He was going to be trampled to death. He braced for the impact. What a way to go.

But instead of the horse and rider running him down, the horse slowed up at the same moment the cowboy dismounted. In the blink of his eyes, the pair went from hell-for-leather running to a quick walk, side by side. Fringe from the chaps blew around from the sudden change in direction. 

Hands down, it was the coolest thing Zack had ever seen. A real cowboy. Who was kind enough not to grind him into the dirt. Zack would love to see what this guy could do with a lasso.

“Help you?” The guy’s voice was muffled by the bandanna as he led the horse past Zack. Sunglasses hid what part of his face wasn’t covered by cloth or hat, which gave him an Invisible-Man quality. Those arms were real, though. Zack was no slouch. He was doing pretty well—for a zoologist, anyway. However, if this guy decided to make things physical like that one rancher had, Zack couldn’t say who’d be the last one standing.

All Zack could really see of the guy was dark brown hair that came right to his shirt collar and a brown leather vest. The cowboy dropped the reins and the horse stood still. The cowboy began unbuckling the saddle

Wow. Not even the horses at that summer camp had been trained to do that. Fighting a prepubescent sense of awe, Zack pulled his proposal out of his bag. “I’m looking for Samantha Kenady.”

At the name, the guy froze. “What for?”

“I’d rather discuss it with her.” 

The guy half-looked over his shoulder at Zack. His gloved hand moved. That’s when Zack noticed the rifle slung in a holster tied to the saddle. Without a word, the cowboy undid the snap that held the rifle in place.

So he wasn’t going to be trampled to death. There were other ways to die. Zack began to talk—fast. “I’m not looking for trouble. My name is Zack Baker and I’m a graduate student at the University of South Dakota.”

The cowboy’s hand dropped away from the rifle. “And?”

Good. Good sign. “And I’m a zoologist. I study lupus canines. Foxes. Swift foxes and kit foxes.”

The cowboy’s head dropped and he put his hands on his hips. He looked like he was hanging onto the last of his patience. And he also looked like he had hips. “Mr. Baker, what do you want?”

“I need to do some field research to complete my dissertation. I want permission to set up camp on the property so that I can observe the foxes in the wild. I’m trying to conclusively prove that the swift and kit foxes are the same species, based not only on genetic make-up but on innate behaviors.”

The other man pulled his bandanna down. Not that it helped Zack. He still couldn’t see anything. “What for?” 

His voice sounded...different. “The swift fox is a threatened animal in the state of South Dakota—”

“No.”

The word seemed to strike out of thin air, like a flash of heat lightning. “But you didn’t even—”

“No.”

“If I could just talk to Samantha—”

“No.”

“Please!” 

The cowboy turned and looked down at Zack’s arm. He realized too late that he had grabbed a hold of the man.

Before he had time to react, the cowboy pulled off his sunglasses and looked him in the eyes. 

Oh, no. No, no, no. Because Zack wasn’t staring into the furious eyes of a cowboy who could skin him alive. Oh, no. That would be getting off easy. 

Not a cowboy. A cowgirl.

Hazel eyes, gold-rimmed around a flecked green, blinked at him. “Take your hand off me,” she said, her voice low and clear. Which should have been a threat, plain and simple. But he thought, underneath the threat, there was something else. Something slightly less than deadly.

He did the only two things he could. He let go of her at the same time he smiled. The good smile. The smile that had gotten him through more than a few sticky spots in the past. This was, hands down, the stickiest spot he’d ever been in.

For a split second, he thought the smile was going to work. A flush of soft pink spread over her face, highlighting a smattering of freckles. She had a bump on the bridge of her nose and a faint scar along one cheek. She’d been in a rough fight, maybe more than one. He had no doubt a woman like this could hold her own. The funny thing was, the hard-won scars somehow only made her look even softer. “Please,” he said again, keeping his voice low and non-threatening—he hoped.

Just then, more hoof beats reached his ears. At that, the cowgirl’s entire face shut down into a mask of contempt. Dead—he was so dead. 

He spun around to see three more cowboys tearing down the hill. They came to a halt at the same time the old woman came out from the house. Somehow he didn’t think more witnesses were a good thing.

“Sam, this fellow giving you trouble?” The lead cowboy pulled down a black bandanna to reveal—a woman’s mouth. On top of what was clearly a woman’s body. No vest could conceal that chest.

Sam? 

So many other ways to die. He’d be lucky if the embarrassment did him in before anyone else could get to him. He spun around in confusion.

Sam. Samantha. One and the same.

So much for being observant. Maybe it was for the best he wasn’t going to get to do his research, because he’d clearly lost the ability to observe the most basic identifying features. Sam was a woman.

“Wooohee!” The other cowgirl—definitely a cowgirl—whooped. “Look at the city boy! Ain’t seen a real man around here in ages!”

The fourth cowgirl added, “Ain’t seen a man in ages.” This was followed by a whistle. A long one.

Zack was afraid to see who was complimenting him. He was afraid if he took his eyes off Samantha Kenady, there was a decent chance she’d gun him down where he stood. He was pretty sure he had that coming.

“Heaven. Lindy,” Ms. Kenady said, her voice a clear warning. Her eyes didn’t move from Zack’s face. She was going to kill him by looks alone.

How badly had he screwed this up? His last, best chance at proving his thesis, gone because he couldn’t tell a man from a woman.

That vest—that’s why he hadn’t noticed the curves before, but now he could see they were there, just under the surface. Her jaw was strong, but her face was heart-shaped. Her mouth had a movie-star style bow to it. The toughest cowboy he’d ever seen was flat-out beautiful. No getting around those arms, though. Yup. Samantha Kenady could probably clean his clock with one blow. And he’d grabbed her? Damn.

“You okay?” The first cowgirl dismounted and gave him a menacing once-over.

“Yup. Mr. Baker was just leaving.”

“Please,” he repeated, keeping his voice low in some vain attempt to hide his panic. “I have to do this research.”

The woman—so a woman—bristled. His eyes cut back to the rifle. Did the others have guns, too? “I know how this goes. You environmental types come in here, set up ‘camp,’ and then decide that whatever critter you’re studying is ‘endangered,’ ‘threatened’ by the cattle, by all of us. You sue with the EPA, try to shut me down, try to kick us all off our rightful property, all because of some minnow or lizard or fox or whatever.”

“That’s not what I intend—” 

She cut him off. “Well,” she said, stripping off one of her gloves and smacking it on the palm of the other, “I’ll have none of it. You just be on your way now. Andy, make sure Mr. Baker gets to his vehicle.”

“Awww! Why does she always get to do the fun stuff?”

Sam’s eyes cut to the cowgirl. “Come on.” Her voice left no room for argument. Heaven blew him a kiss as she rode into the barn. The other cowgirl followed. She didn’t bother to give Zack much of a look, which seemed to make things worse. Samantha Kenady gave him a quick once-over before she turned and followed. With a short whistle, her horse trailed after her.

“Mr. Baker. Your car?”

So screwed. 

Zack turned to see Andy, who was as tall as he was and probably had thirty pounds on him. Aside from a decidedly feminine chest, she looked very much like a cowboy—short hair, muscled forearms, sharp face. “If I could just—”

With a smile that was more playful than menacing, Andy made a sweeping gesture toward his truck. “Boss’s orders. Thanks for stopping by.”

She made it sound like this was a social call, not all his years of hard work being shot to hell. He supposed he should be thankful it was only the years instead of his actual body. 

He looked to where he’d last seen the old woman, but she wasn’t there anymore. Just the wolf-dog, who was growling again.

He hustled to the truck and slammed the door shut, just in case.

Now what was he going to do? 
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Chapter Two
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Sam Kenady hung out in the barn as long as she could, shoveling out the stalls. Everyone else had already headed in for their afternoon showers. She told herself she was just waiting for the water heater to catch back up after Heaven and Lindy drained the damn thing dry, but she knew better.

Zack Baker. The girls were right—it had been a long while since any man had set foot on the ranch. Baker hadn’t seemed dangerous and God knew she had enough foxes on her land. But she couldn’t risk letting someone like that around here, someone who more than likely had an angle, some agenda he was working. For all she knew, he might even be working for the Gundersons.

No, she had rules for a reason around here. And rule number one of the Lost Cause Ranch was: no men. Especially good-looking men with smoldering smiles.

To put her mind at ease, Sam cleaned the saddles. Saddle cleaning was a mindless task that most of her hired help hated more than life itself. Sam loved it and had ever since she’d come to the ranch. She loved taking the saddle apart, cleaning each piece, and reassembling it, good as new. The repetition freed her mind from a past she couldn’t control and couldn’t change. There was a right and a wrong way to do it, and Sam knew the right way by heart. 

Maybe that was why she took in lost causes. By her count, Heaven was the twelfth and Lindy the thirteenth Sam had given one last chance to start all over again. Fourteen, if she counted herself. She didn’t count the girls that only stayed for a week or a month because the law needed to hide them for a little bit. Those girls weren’t lost. There was a right way and a wrong way to take in strays. 

Sam hadn’t been wrong yet. Not once.

Finally, she couldn’t put it off any longer. Every saddle shone—even the bridles were parade-ready. The dust of the day was itching at her skin, and Zack Baker was itching at her mind. The moment her hands were empty, her thoughts turned right smack back to him. 

What kind of man thought he could just show up here and hope to sweet talk her? A man who didn’t know who she was, that’s who. A man who drove a foreign truck with weird bumper stickers all over the back end—“Give peace a chance?” Really? A man who wore his pants just a little too tight and his reddish blonde curls a little too long, a man who talked about foxes like they were his kids.

The shudder was involuntary. She needed a shower. Now.

She didn’t get far, just into the kitchen. 

“Weren’t you a little mean to him?” Of course Heaven would be the one to start it. Heaven Jones was the one who had trouble with rule number one. She was also the one who needed it the most.

“Haven’t had my shower yet,” Sam said as she stalked through the kitchen. Showers first was rule number two. 

“Let her alone.” Granny came to her defense. “You had your chance to clean up. Give the girl a break.”

“Thanks, Granny.” Sam stopped just long enough to give her grandmother a peck on the cheek before she headed up the two flights of stairs to the attic.

Granny lived on the ground floor, her bedroom close to her kitchen domain. The rest of the women lived on the second floor. But Sam kept the third floor for herself. She’d always stayed up here when she’d visited the ranch as a little girl. She just felt safer tucked away from the rest of the world. Granny had understood—Granny always understood these things. When Sam had come out here to hide a decade ago, the first thing they’d done was add on a private bath. 

The water heater was working overtime today, but Sam let it run. The hot water peeled off the layers of dust and muck that hundreds of calves did their best to grind into every fiber of her being every dang day. She didn’t feel human until she’d lathered up with something that smelled a whole heck of a lot better than cow.

Sam reviewed her shampoo choices. Today, she felt like piña coladas. Too bad it wasn’t Saturday. She could go for a real one, but that was rule number three: no alcohol on the ranch, Saturdays excepted. Today was Thursday.

She shaved her legs. She had no reason to shave them. She hadn’t had anyone to shave them for in, well, longer than she wanted to admit. Old habits die hard, though. She’d shaved her legs every day in high school, before the attack. It was just about the only holdover from a past long gone. 

Since she’d gone piña colada for the shampoo, she went coconut-scented for the lotion. After climbing out of the shower, she brushed her hair and let it air-dry. 

She slid on clean jeans, a bright white tank top, and her favorite short-sleeved green blouse. She liked this look, although she didn’t have a mirror to check it out. No mirrors allowed in her room, but Heaven had once told her that she looked nice in this shirt and that was all Sam needed. Now that she’d finished riding for the day, she passed on the boots. Barefoot was the order of the afternoon—and it made it easier to sneak past Heaven.

By the time she got down to her office, tucked behind the TV room where Lindy had the latest reality show blaring, Andy was waiting for her.

“I think you scared the hell out of that one,” Andy said. She was wearing her good boots, the snakeskin ones. Those boots were on Sam’s desk.

Sam forced a glare for her oldest friend, Andrea Two Bulls. They were two of a kind. In high school, they’d been the only two girls with boy’s names in school. They’d been the only two members of Lakota tribes, too, although from different branches. It hadn’t made them friends—not at first. That came later.

“He was some sort of eco-nut.” Sam pushed the boots off her desk. Which was a lame excuse. Yes, he’d been saying something about foxes being a threatened species—although she wouldn’t have guessed that by the numbers on the ranch—and yes, he drove a flake truck. But eco-nut? “And he grabbed me,” she added. She didn’t really believe that he’d meant any harm. Hell, the look on his face had made it perfectly clear that he hadn’t even realized she was a female.

Hadn’t realized she was a female. The hackles on the back of her neck went up again. She’d known from the second she came over the hill that he was a man. And what did she get? Nothing. No spark of recognition—not even a hint of appreciation until she pulled off her glasses. And then he tried to turn on the charm. Did she look like a woman who could be charmed?

Sam caught herself. She did not want the locals to recognize, appreciate, or charm her, under any circumstances. Period, end of sentence. Why was she upset that she hadn’t gotten that from Zack Baker?

Andy grinned at her. Yeah, they both knew that Baker guy had been harmless. “You’ve lost your touch entirely. You didn’t even make him beg for mercy.”

No, but she’d come close, before everyone else had gotten within earshot. Her mind danced back over the way his hand had touched her arm—firm, but soft. Not painful or terrifying. If she hadn’t been so guarded, she might be forced to admit that it felt almost...good. And that his charming smile actually had been charming. She hadn’t been charmed in...well, hell. Now was not the time to get into that. “If I ever see him again, I’ll make sure to do that, okay?”

“What did he want?”

This was normal. After they all got cleaned up, Heaven helped Granny cook dinner while Sam and Andy discussed ranch business. Lindy would do the dishes and, with any luck, she wouldn’t break any.

Today, however, it didn’t feel normal. “He wanted to study foxes or something.”

“And you kicked him out for that?” Andy had the nerve to tsk her. “You need to get out more.”

Sam glared at her. “For all I know, he was working for the Gundersons.”

“In those shoes? Not likely.” The way Andy said it made it sound like she was almost agreeing with Heaven—and Andy never agreed with Heaven.

True. Royal Gunderson would probably spit on those canvas sneakers. “Doesn’t matter. He’s gone. End of discussion. Is there something else you needed?”

Andy gave Sam the look that meant she was going to let this go—for now. “I’m missing twenty bucks.”

Sam dropped her head into her hands. This was turning out to be one hell of an afternoon. First that guy—that hot guy—wanted to study foxes. Now things were disappearing. What next? A range fire? “Lindy?”

“Heaven hasn’t taken anything after that one time.”

Sam nodded. When Heaven had first come to the ranch, beaten and beat down, she’d done a few things that were against the rules, like lifting a couple of Granny’s crystal trinkets. It wasn’t until Lana, the other woman they’d had on at the time, had noticed her one good pair of earrings was missing that Sam and Andy had tossed Heaven’s room and found a small pawn store’s worth of merchandise squirreled away in the closet. 

Heaven hadn’t been defiant, though. Through tears, she’d explained that she’d thought her old pimp would be back for her and she’d have to run and she’d wanted to make sure she’d had something she could sell. 

That had been when Sam taught her how to shoot both the rifle and the pistol. No man was going to come to the L/C Ranch thinking he could take a woman and expect to walk away with all his limbs intact. After that, Heaven hadn’t fingered so much as a bauble in a year and a half.

Lindy, however, was a different story. Carol Wallette wouldn’t take her granddaughter back and her parents were not an option. It was either the L/C Ranch or jail.

“I already checked under Lindy’s bed. Nothing. She’s getting more careful about hiding stuff.”

This was not what Sam wanted to hear. Lindy was only seventeen. Sam hated like hell that she might have to give up on a kid that young.

But she had rules, damn it. And what was more, ‘not stealing other people’s stuff’ wasn’t just one of Sam’s rules, like no men on the ranch. Not stealing was the law. If Lindy couldn’t get that rule down here on the ranch, she sure as hell wasn’t going to make it out in the wide world. 

“Tell Heaven to check her stuff, too. If there’s anything else that’s gone missing, we’ll tear Lindy’s room apart. I’ll check with Granny, see if anything happened at bingo.”

That was another rule. Every woman who came to this ranch to work her way back up went to bingo on the nearby White Sandy reservation every Saturday night with Granny—excepting Sam and Andy. Granny needed someone to drive her, but there was more to it than that. Going to bingo gave the women a chance to socialize in a controlled environment. The most trouble people could get into was yelling, “Bingo!” at the wrong time.

Except for Lindy, of course. Her granny went to bingo, too. Carol Wallette was an old friend of Granny’s, which was the only reason Sam had taken Lindy in. As far as Sam could tell from Heaven’s reports of the evening, Carol and her granddaughter got on exactly as well as oil mixed with water.

“That girl is trouble,” Andy pronounced. “She’s been here for almost three months.”

“I know,” Sam admitted. “But we’ve had tougher cases. Remember Kiki? An arsonist on the ranch was not the best idea I’ve ever had.”

“True,” Andy said in a tone that wasn’t entirely an agreement. “But Kiki was in her late twenties. And she’d already done hard time. She wanted to change and she never actually managed to burn the house down. Lindy... I don’t think she was ready to come out here.”

Sam gaped at her oldest friend. “You’d rather she’d have gone to jail? You know what that’s like.”

“The girl’s got to follow the rules,” Andy said with more force. “And she doesn’t. Which means you’ve got to decide what you’re going to do about her when she crosses over from a twenty out of my wallet to something you can’t overlook, Sam.”

“I know,” Sam snapped. “I don’t bend the rules for anyone, no matter how young they are.” That’s why that fox guy had found himself shown right off the property. No men. Rule number one.

Sam pushed thoughts of Zack Baker away, but they didn’t seem to stay gone. She had bigger problems to worry about than a man who hadn’t realized she was a woman until she’d practically had to deck him. 

If Lindy couldn’t follow the rules, she’d find herself someplace a lot worse than the Lost Cause Ranch.

Andy held her gaze for a moment longer. “You’ll do what’s got to be done. You always do.”

She always did. Sometimes, though, it got tiring. Sam rubbed her eyes. “Maybe I do need to get out more. Or at all.”

Andy grinned like a rattler with a chicken egg in its gullet. “Speaking of getting out more, you need me for anything else today?”

Sam began to shuffle through the day’s mail. “Got a hot date?”

Andy managed to blush. “Yeah, actually. You know, I was thinking...”

Her tone of voice stopped Sam cold. Andy had dates—lots of dates. But she never talked much about them. “What?”

Andy stood and began to pace, as much as a woman her size could pace in a room this small. “I’d like to bring her out here. Show her what I do.”

Sam looked down so Andy couldn’t see her mouth twist into something that felt like a scowl. Andy had never expressed any interest in bringing her dates home—not once. Something was off. “No boyfriends, and you know that means no girlfriends.”

“This is different.” 

Sam looked up, and noticed that not only was Andy wearing her good boots, but she had on her best shirt too. The black one with the white edging. “Different how?” 

Andy stopped, looking plainly miserable. “Sam, I’d do anything for you. It’s just that...you know...”

Sam held still. She didn’t know and she didn’t want to. Just when she thought this day couldn’t get any worse.

Andy took a deep breath. “I want her to know what I do. To be a part of it.” 

Warning bells—old ones—went off in Sam’s head. “Did you tell her about me? About us?”

“I...she...”

It wasn’t like Sam ever really forgot the pain, but sometimes, when she hadn’t thought about it for a long time, the intensity of it caught her off guard. Suddenly, she was lost in the daymare of the past she couldn’t forget. The whole thing was bad enough in her nightmares. Daymares were the worst.

In her imagination, Sam saw what she’d only seen on the grainy security footage at the trial: Andy yanking Sam’s boyfriend, Tim, out of his car. Andy breaking Tim’s neck with the one punch. Andy pulling an unconscious and bloodied Sam from the car and running back into Taco Bell, crying for help. Andy being hauled off in handcuffs. 

Andy being convicted for saving Sam.

Sam shook herself back to the here and now. Here was the ranch, safe in the middle of nowhere. Now was ten years after the fact. Normal people wouldn’t still be having flashbacks after all these years. But Sam had given up normal a long time ago. Maybe she’d go back out and clean the saddles again. Or paint the barn. Or do anything to let her mind rest. Anything but sit here and watch Andy’s eyes water. “You promised! No one knows, and you told some woman?” The only other person who knew was Granny. Sam and Andy and Granny. And now some woman.

Andy ran her hands through her hair and then leaned down on the desk. “I’m in love.” It came out in a sudden rush. “She’s the one.”

This shouldn’t feel like a betrayal. Despite what the rest of the world might think about the two of them, she and Andy were nothing more than friends, to the bitter end. When Sam had visited Andy in jail during the trial, they had made a pact that they would always watch out for each other, and they would never talk about it. 

Now? Now Andy had broken that pact. Sam hid her face in her hands. It shouldn’t feel like a betrayal—but it did.

“I had to tell her.” Andy sounded like she was on the verge of choking up. That, Sam decided, was the worst part of it all. “She’s a lawyer. A prosecutor for the state. If I hadn’t told her, she’d have run a background check on me, and then she would have accused me of being a criminal. A murderer.”

Sam knew that was Andy’s deepest fear, that people would see the crime, not the reason why, when the why was everything. Of all the women in the world, Andy had to go fall for a prosecutor. 

Every word she said hit Sam in the gut like a slow-swung sledgehammer. Her first reaction was to say, “I thought you were happy here,” but she knew that wasn’t the right thing. 

She took a deep breath. “And?” she said for the second time that day. It was all she had.

“And she believed me. She trusts me, Sam.” Andy’s voice was shaking. “She says she loves me.”

Everything normal about Sam’s world—everything that had been close to normal for the last ten years—was suddenly upside down. Damn. Maybe she would break the rules and go ahead and drink that piña colada tonight. Maybe several. “What’s her name?”

“Celine.”

“Like the singer?”

“Celine Ruzekia.”

The name hung in the air between them. Andy was in love with a woman named Celine. A soft, pretty name. Andy would like someone soft and pretty. Sam’s gut twisted.

“She knows about me, Sam, and she says it doesn’t matter. She wants to meet you.”

Oh, no. How could a woman who knew about that say it didn’t matter? 

Get yourself together, Sam scolded herself. The good friend would be happy. The good friend would welcome this new woman to the ranch with open arms. The good friend wouldn’t be so confused that she was on the verge of tears. 

Sam sucked it up. After all, she was a good friend. Up until recently, the best one Andy had ever had. She looked at Andy and tried to smile. “When?”

Andy brightened considerably. “Sunday. In two weeks.”

“Tell Granny.” Although, knowing Granny, she was probably already fully aware of the situation.

Andy looked like she wanted to hug Sam, but she didn’t. The two of them didn’t touch. That was the rule. “Thanks, Sam. I will.” She shut the door behind her, leaving Sam to stare at the unopened mail. 

I thought Andy was happy. Sam’s thoughts churned in a confused mess as she rubbed the angry scar on her cheek. 

I thought I was happy.

Zack Baker came back to her. 

She’d thought she was happy here.

Now she wasn’t so sure. 
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Chapter Three
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Sam’s hand was on the doorknob when Granny’s voice near startled her right out of her skin. “You’re up early.”

She should have known better. Nothing got past that woman’s ears. “It’s past four.” 

Granny chuckled as she moved around the kitchen in the pre-dawn darkness. In seconds, the coffee was perking. “Sure it is—two minutes past four.”

Overhead, Sam heard the first alarm go off. The girls would be up soon. “I’m just going to check the fences on the north side.”

The fridge door opened, the light cutting a slice out of the darkness. Granny began assembling breakfast. “I talked with Lindy’s grandmother the other day. She won’t let that girl back into her house. Said she’d rather the girl go to jail. Said she’s got to learn her lesson.”

Four a.m. was awfully damned early to be having this conversation. “Not even if Lindy gets her GED?”

“Not even. I don’t know what it’ll take. I guess stealing your grandmother’s lone pine tree quilt that her grandmother made for her wedding and pawning it off to buy a phone has a way of making some people not so forgiving.”

Sam sighed. This was exactly why she’d tried to sneak out of the house early this morning. Lindy had made exactly no friends here at the ranch. This crew was a family. That’s why Heaven was still here, going on two years. And Lindy wasn’t a part of this family. “I’ll deal with Lindy. But that’s not it.”

Granny cocked her head to one side. “It’s about Andy, isn’t it?”

“No.” Her restlessness had nothing to do with the fact that Celine Ruzekia was coming for dinner in four days.

“You should be happy she found someone who likes her just the way she is,” Granny said in the same scolding tone of voice she’d been using on Sam since Sam was knee-high to a grasshopper.

“I am.” She was in no mood to talk to anyone, not even Granny. “Look, I’m just going to ride the line, okay? You know we can’t trust the Gundersons.” Although, truth be told, they hadn’t had many problems since Duke Gunderson had come home. Duke was the good brother. Royal was the pain in the ass. “Andy knows we’re going to work some calves in the north pasture. Tell her I’ll meet up with her there.”

“Sam,” Granny said, latching onto her arm, “if you go looking for trouble, you just might find it.”

Sam was torn between the urge to hug her grandmother and shake her off. Granny always seemed to understand the problem, even when Sam didn’t. Sometimes, that was the most irritating thing. “I’m not looking for trouble.”

Granny smiled—the wide, full smile of a woman who was happy with the life she’d led. “Guess you won’t know that for sure until you find it, now will you? Go on, scoot before those girls get down here.”

Sam saddled up Stitch, her roan quarter horse, and headed north. Stitch covered the ground easily as she rode to the north edge of the ranch, leaving her to her thoughts. Damn it, what was wrong with her? Lindy was a short-term problem. Either that girl would get her head on straight and start following the rules or she’d cross the line and Sam would have to deal with her. It wouldn’t be pleasant, but she’d do what she needed to.

Andy, however, had the potential to be a long-term problem. She was Sam’s second in command and could run this ranch just fine on her own. Plus, she was the only true friend Sam had ever had. She’d discovered who wasn’t her friend—which was everyone at the school—after the trial. Only Andy had stuck with Sam through it all. Losing Andy would be...well, it would be God-awful.

Sam sighed. She was being melodramatic and she knew it. What she needed to do was get her head on straight enough that she could be sincerely happy for her oldest friend. 

She was happy for Andy, she really was. So why did the whole thing bother her so much? 

Because Andy had found someone. A lot of the other women who’d lived at the L/C Ranch had gone off and gotten married to good men who worked hard for their living, but Sam and Andy had always held their outside relationships at a safe distance. 

Sam was no fool. Heaven had been here a long time, but Sam knew that woman wouldn’t stay forever. Women came, learned to follow the rules, and then went on about their lives. Except for her. And Andy. 

If Andy went off with this Celine Ruzekia, then...

Then Sam would be alone.

The thought was too daunting, so Sam turned her attention to the work. The work had saved her before; it would get her through this wrinkle. She rode the fence line in the shadow of dawn, keeping an eye out for stray cattle as much as for broken barbed wire. A few of those foxes darted through the brush ahead of her. When she was out this early, she saw them regularly, and every time, she thought of that Baker guy.

She needed to get out more. That’s what Andy had said, except Sam rarely got out at all. She didn’t like leaving the Ranch or the rules she’d made to protect it. She liked her days ordered, her saddles clean, and her fences secure. That had been enough for her. She thought it had been enough for Andy.

It hadn’t been. 

Sam watched a momma fox carry her kit by the nape of its neck. Was all of this—the land, the cattle, the horses, the job—really was enough for her?

Maybe the problem wasn’t Celine Ruzekia. Maybe the problem was Samantha Kenady.

Sam topped a low hill. From here, she could almost see the Black Hills. She loved this spot and had ever since Grampa had led her up here on her first pony. Every time they came, he always said the same thing. “That’s yours,” he’d said, although six-year-old her hadn’t understood what that meant at the time. “Your Granny’s people used to run all over here.”

“And you bought the ranch to make her happy?” That had been the most important thing to Sam then. Grampa had made Granny happy. Grampa had made Sam happy, too. The land made her happy. 

She was happy, damn it, and that was that.

Her mind made up, she turned Stitch toward the pasture. They had a lot of cattle to work today, and she’d been chewing her cud long enough. The girls would be waiting.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a faint movement above the land about three miles to the south. It wavered, almost as if it were flexing. 

Panic dropped her stomach a good ten feet or so. Smoke? Smoke was bad. Unplanned prairie fires were very bad, worse when it’d been as dry as it’d been here.

Damn. No storms had rolled through last night—couldn’t be a lightning strike. Arson? Her temper flared. Damn that Royal Gunderson. 

She touched Stitch’s side. The horse took off. Sam prayed it was just a little brush fire, close to a creek that ran through that part of the land. Something small and containable. She should’ve packed a shovel.

As she rode, she kept her eyes open. The smoke was a thin strand of white, not the billowing black plume that normally went with a prairie fire. She didn’t see any signs of wildlife fleeing. The last time the prairie had burned, the snakes, foxes, and prairie dogs had been heading for higher ground fast. Instead, everything seemed...normal.

The smoke was coming from a spot about a thousand yards away. Sam swung off Stitch and got her rifle. Moving silently, she crept through the grass and up over a low rise.

The fresh scent of coffee hit her nose about the same time she saw the tent about fifty feet away, right next to the creek. Campers? This wasn’t a national park. No camping allowed. Or had the tourists not seen the “No Trespassing” signs every fifty feet back on the fence?

A man came out of the tent wearing nothing but a pair of boxers. Plaid, she guessed. He stood up and stretched in the early morning light. His bare chest was right at eye level. 

Whoa. Maybe she did need to get out more, because the prospect of a mostly naked man was making her a little lightheaded. It’s not that she didn
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