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  Praise for Sofie Lehnert



“Sofie Lehnert’s writing is wild, sensual, and untamed—her stories bite deep and linger long after the final page.” — Moonlit Quill Reviews




“No one captures the primal allure of forbidden love like Sofie Lehnert. Her werewolf romances pulse with danger, desire, and undeniable magic.” — Stevens Hepworth, USA Today Bestselling Author




“Lehnert weaves passion and pain into something breathtakingly raw. Every story feels like a howl in the dark—aching, beautiful, and alive.” — The Dark Hearts Book Blog




“With every book, Sofie Lehnert reminds us that monsters can love too—and that love can be the most dangerous transformation of all.” — Eira Thornfield, Author of Mated To The Alpha Triad




“Sofie Lehnert doesn’t just write paranormal romance; she conjures entire worlds of longing and loyalty, where love burns hotter than the full moon.” — Crimson Moon Reviews







  Author’s Note



Your thoughts mean everything to me as an author. If you enjoyed “Mated To The Lone Daddy Wolf” I would be incredibly grateful if you could take a few minutes to leave an honest review. Whether you loved it, had mixed feelings, or spotted areas for improvement, your feedback helps other readers discover the series and helps me grow as a storyteller.




Reviews are the lifeblood of authors, and every single one makes a difference. If you would love to hear from me, you can reach me via my email: sofielehnertfans@gmail.com




Thank you for being part of this supernatural family. Until we meet again..




With love and gratitude,

Sofie Lehnert








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  







Gabriel’s POV




The wind picked up, carrying the scent of rain and something else—something wild that made the hair on my arms stand up. I gripped the porch railing harder, my knuckles white against the weathered wood. Dark clouds rolled over the Idaho mountains like a giant blanket, swallowing the peaks one by one.

“Come on,” I whispered to the sky. “Just give us two more weeks.”

The calving season was make or break time for Moonstone Ranch. We had sixty pregnant cows ready to drop their babies any day now, and if this storm hit as hard as my gut said it would, we’d lose half of them. The boss man back in New York didn’t care about weather. He only cared about numbers on paper.

Thunder rumbled in the distance, and I counted the seconds. One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi— Lightning flashed, closer than I liked. My wolf stirred restless under my skin, sensing the electricity in the air. Animals always knew when bad weather was coming. Too bad the cattle didn’t have enough sense to head for shelter on their own.

I pushed off the railing and headed down the porch steps. Time to check on the boys and make sure everything was ready. The wind whipped my hair across my face as I walked toward the main barn. Every step felt heavy, like the air itself was pressing down on me.

“Gabriel!” Tommy called out from near the equipment shed. The kid was barely twenty, all arms and legs like a newborn colt, but he worked harder than men twice his age. “You want me to move the birthing supplies to the south barn?”

“Yeah, good thinking.” I changed direction toward him. “What about the backup generator?”

“Checked it this morning. Full tank, runs smooth.” Tommy wiped his hands on his jeans, leaving dark streaks. “Jake’s moving the pregnant cows to the lower pasture now.”

I nodded, my wolf senses picking up the nervous energy from the cattle. They knew something was coming too. The air smelled like metal and ozone, with an undertone of fear-sweat from the animals. “Double-check the fence lines in the morning paddock. If we get high winds, I don’t want any gaps.”

“Already on it, boss.”

The kid called me boss even though I was only thirty-one. Hell, sometimes I felt older than dirt, carrying the weight of this place on my shoulders. The real boss lived in a penthouse somewhere, probably sipping fancy coffee while I worried about his cows.

I walked the length of the compound, checking each building and pen. The horses were restless in the corral, ears flicking back and forth. Thunder, our prize stallion, stood apart from the others, favoring his left front leg. My jaw tightened. That damn injury was costing us time we didn’t have.

The equipment shed door banged open and shut in the wind. I secured it with a length of rope, then moved to the feed storage. Everything looked good—dry and ready. My boots crunched on the gravel as I headed toward the main house. The kitchen window glowed warm yellow against the growing darkness of the storm.

Rosa’s laughter drifted out through the screen door, mixed with the sound of pots clanging. My chest loosened a little. Whatever was cooking smelled like heaven—probably her famous pot roast with those little potatoes that melted in your mouth. For a second, I could almost forget about the storm.

I climbed the back steps and pushed through the screen door. The kitchen wrapped around me like a warm hug, all copper pots and the smell of garlic and rosemary. Rosa stood at the stove, her graying hair pulled back in the same bun she’d worn for the fifteen years I’d known her. She was barely five feet tall, but she ran this house like a general commanding troops.

“There you are,” she said without turning around. “I was starting to think you’d blown away in that wind.”

“Not yet.” I hung my hat on the hook by the door. “Smells good in here.”

“Pot roast. I know it’s your favorite.” She glanced over her shoulder at me, brown eyes crinkling at the corners. “Figured you’d need something to stick to your ribs before I head out.”

My stomach dropped. I’d been trying not to think about Rosa leaving. She’d been the closest thing to a mother I’d had since I was eighteen and started working ranches. Her sister was sick back in Arizona, and family came first. I understood that. Didn’t mean I had to like it.

“You sure you can’t stay just one more week?” The words came out before I could stop them. “The calving season—”

“Gabriel Kane.” She turned to face me fully, wooden spoon in hand like a weapon. “Don’t you dare make me feel guilty for taking care of my family.”

“I’m not trying to—”

“Yes, you are.” But her voice was gentle, not angry. “You’ve been doing that lost puppy look all week.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “I just don’t know how I’m going to manage without you, especially if this storm hits hard.”

Rosa set down her spoon and walked over to me. At her height, she barely came up to my chest, but when she put her hands on her hips, she seemed ten feet tall. “You managed before I got here, didn’t you?”

“That was different. I was just a ranch hand then.” I slumped into one of the kitchen chairs. “Now I’ve got sixty pregnant cows, a boss who expects miracles, and a storm that’s going to tear this place apart.”

“And you’ve got good men working for you. Tommy’s got more sense than boys twice his age, and Jake knows cattle better than anyone in three counties.” She moved back to the stove, stirring something that made my mouth water. “Besides, I’m not disappearing forever. Maria just needs help getting back on her feet after the surgery.”

The rational part of my brain knew she was right. The wolf part of me hated change, hated losing pack members even temporarily. Rosa had been my anchor for so long that the thought of managing without her made my chest tight.

“Will you at least call if—”

“Every day,” she promised. “And if things get really bad, I’ll hop on the first plane back. Maria will understand.”

I wanted to argue more, but the look in her eyes stopped me. Rosa had sacrificed plenty for this ranch over the years, staying late when cattle got sick, cooking for extra hands during busy seasons, never complaining when I tracked mud through her clean kitchen. She deserved to take care of her family without me whining about it.

“How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

“Two weeks, maybe three.” She ladled pot roast onto a plate, the meat falling apart tender. “Depends on how fast she heals.”

Two weeks without Rosa’s steady presence, her good cooking, her ability to keep me centered when everything went sideways. I could handle the ranch work—hell, I could handle a dozen ornery bulls if I had to. It was the little things I’d miss. The coffee ready when I stumbled downstairs at five in the morning. Someone to talk through problems with. The way she called me on my bullshit when I got too wound up.

“I’ll miss you,” I said quietly.

Rosa’s face softened. She set the plate in front of me and squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll miss you too, mijo. But you’re stronger than you think. This ranch is lucky to have you.”

The meat was perfect, seasoned just right and tender enough to cut with a fork. I ate in comfortable silence while Rosa bustled around, cleaning up and packing the last of her things. Thunder rumbled again, closer now. Through the window, I could see the first fat raindrops starting to fall.

“I should check on Thunder before this hits,” I said, standing up from the table.

“That horse again?” Rosa shook her head. “When are you going to admit that Dr. Winters knows what she’s talking about?”

“When she starts understanding that we can’t baby every animal that gets a scratch.” I put my plate in the sink. “Thunder’s been favoring that leg for three weeks. We need him ready for the cattle drive.”

“And she needs him healed properly so he doesn’t break down on you when you need him most.” Rosa gave me that look, the one that meant she thought I was being stubborn for the sake of being stubborn. “That woman’s forgotten more about horses than most men ever learn.”

I grunted, not wanting to get into it. Dr. Sophia Winters was the best veterinarian in three counties, I’d give her that. She was also the most infuriating woman I’d ever met. Every conversation with her turned into a battle, her book learning bumping up against my practical experience until we were both ready to throttle each other.

“Just be nice to her,” Rosa said. “She’s doing her job, same as you.”

“I’m always nice.”

Rosa snorted. “You’re about as nice as a rattlesnake with a headache. That poor girl probably thinks you hate her.”

I didn’t hate Sophia. That was the problem. What I felt for her was a whole lot more complicated than hate, and a whole lot more dangerous. But Rosa didn’t need to know that.

“I’ll try to play nice,” I said.

“See that you do. And Gabriel?” She caught my arm as I headed for the door. “Take care of yourself while I’m gone. Don’t live on coffee and whatever’s left in the fridge.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The rain was coming down harder now, big drops that splattered against my hat brim as I jogged toward the main barn. Lightning split the sky, followed by thunder that seemed to shake the ground. The horses in the corral had taken shelter under the overhang, huddled together with their backs to the wind.

I slipped through the barn door and shook the rain off my jacket. The familiar smell of hay and horses wrapped around me, along with something else—a light, clean scent that made my wolf perk up with interest. Sophia was here.

Thunder stood in his stall at the far end of the barn, and I could see her kneeling beside him, running her hands down his injured leg. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but several strands had escaped to frame her face. She wore jeans and a plain white t-shirt under her veterinary coat, nothing fancy, but somehow she made it look elegant.

I walked down the center aisle, my boots loud on the concrete floor. She looked up when she heard me coming, those green eyes of hers meeting mine with their usual wariness. Like she was expecting a fight.

“Evening, Doc.”

“Gabriel.” Her voice was cool, professional. “I was just checking Thunder’s progress.”

I stopped at the stall door, close enough to see the concentration on her face as she examined the stallion’s leg. Thunder stood quietly for her, which was more than he did for most people. That horse had a temper to match his name, but he seemed to trust Sophia completely.

“How’s he looking?” I tried to keep my voice neutral, but I could feel the tension building already. We’d had this conversation three times in the past week, and it never ended well.

“Better.” She stood up, brushing hay off her knees. “The swelling’s almost gone, and he’s not favoring it as much. Another week of rest and light exercise, and he should be ready for regular work.”

“Another week?” The words came out sharper than I meant them to. “Sophia, I told you—”

“Dr. Winters,” she corrected, ice creeping into her voice. “And yes, another week. Minimum.”

I gritted my teeth. “We’ve got the cattle drive starting Monday. I need every horse we’ve got, especially Thunder. He’s our best cutting horse.”

“And if you push him too hard too fast, you’ll have a permanently lame horse instead of a temporarily injured one.” She crossed her arms over her chest, chin tilted up in that stubborn way that made me want to shake her. “Is that really worth the risk?”

“You don’t understand the pressure I’m under here.” I stepped closer, and caught another whiff of that clean scent—vanilla and something floral that made my head swim. “The boss is breathing down my neck about productivity. If we don’t get these cattle to market on time—”

“Then use one of the other horses.” Her voice rose to match mine. “You’ve got a whole string of perfectly good cutting horses. Why does it have to be Thunder?”

“Because Thunder’s the best, and you damn well know it.” My wolf was stirring now, responding to the challenge in her voice, the way she refused to back down. “One more week could cost us everything if this storm delays us further.”

“And pushing Thunder too hard could cost you your best horse permanently.” She moved closer too, close enough that I could see the gold flecks in her green eyes. “I’m not going to clear him for heavy work until I’m certain he won’t re-injure that tendon. That’s final.”

“You’re being unreasonable.”

“I’m being responsible.” Her cheeks were flushed now, whether from anger or the way we were standing so close together, I couldn’t tell. “Unlike some people, I actually care about what happens to these animals long-term.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means you see everything in dollars and cents. Productivity and deadlines and what the boss wants.” She jabbed a finger at my chest, and I felt the touch like an electric shock. “These are living creatures, Gabriel, not just tools for your cattle operation.”

“Don’t lecture me about caring for animals.” My voice dropped low, dangerous. “I’ve been working with horses since before you knew which end bit. I know Thunder better than anyone.”

“Really? Then you should know that favoring a partially healed injury is a classic sign that he’s still in pain.” She stood her ground even though I was looming over her now, my wolf responding to her challenge. “Or maybe you just don’t care as long as he gets the job done.”

That hit too close to home. “You think I don’t care about my horses?”

“I think you care more about your schedule than their welfare.”

Something snapped inside me. “My schedule? Lady, I’ve been busting my ass to keep this ranch running while you sit in your fancy clinic treating pampered house cats.”

“Pampered house cats?” Her voice went deadly quiet. “Is that what you think I do?”

“I think you’ve forgotten what it’s like to work for a living. Must be nice to have the luxury of taking your time with every case while the rest of us live in the real world.”

The color drained from her face, and for a second I thought I’d gone too far. But then her eyes blazed with fury, and I knew I was in trouble.

“The real world?” She stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off her body. “You want to talk about the real world? I spent last Tuesday trying to save a horse that had been worked to death by an owner who cared more about his schedule than his animal’s health. I spent eighteen hours in surgery trying to repair damage that could have been prevented if someone had listened to their veterinarian.”

Her voice shook with rage, and I found myself taking a step back. “Sophia—”

“Dr. Winters. And I’m not finished.” She followed me, backing me up against Thunder’s stall door. “You think I’m being unreasonable? You think I don’t understand pressure? I’ve got a waiting room full of sick animals every day, owners who can’t afford treatment begging me to work for free, and ass—people like you who think they know better than the professional they hired.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but she cut me off.

“I’ve been treating animals since before you knew what a stethoscope was for. I’ve got more degrees than you can count and fifteen years of experience, but somehow you think your gut feeling trumps my medical expertise.”

We were standing so close now that I could see her pulse beating fast in her throat, could smell that vanilla scent mixed with the clean smell of surgical soap. My wolf was going crazy, torn between the urge to submit to her obvious authority and the need to establish dominance. The human part of me was just trying not to notice how beautiful she looked when she was angry.

“Thunder needs another week,” she said, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “Not because I’m trying to make your life difficult, but because that’s what’s best for the horse. If you can’t accept my professional judgment, then maybe you need to find another veterinarian.”

Before I could respond, a car door slammed outside, loud enough to be heard over the rain and wind. Then a woman’s voice cut through the storm, shrill and angry.

“Gabriel Kane! Get your ass out here right now!”

Sophia and I froze, the fight draining out of us as we recognized trouble when we heard it. That voice meant nothing but bad news, and from the sound of it, bad news was heading straight for the barn door.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  







Gabriel’s POV




The barn door slammed open so hard it rattled on its hinges. I spun around, my argument with Sophia forgotten in an instant. A woman burst through the entrance like a hurricane made flesh – all sharp edges and barely contained rage.

Natasha Volkov.

My stomach dropped to somewhere around my boots. Her platinum blonde hair stuck out in wild directions, nothing like the perfect waves she used to spend hours creating. Designer clothes that probably cost more than most people’s monthly salary hung wrinkled and travel-stained on her thin frame. But it was her eyes that made my blood run cold – wild and desperate and filled with something that looked like hate.

“Gabriel Kane!” Her voice cracked like a whip across the barn. “There you are, you bastard.”

In her arms, something small and pink writhed and screamed. The sound hit my ears like nails on a chalkboard, high and desperate and completely foreign in this place of hay and leather and quiet animal sounds.

A baby.

My mouth went dry. “Natasha, what the hell—”

“Take her.” She thrust the screaming bundle toward me before I could finish my sentence. “Take your daughter.”

The world tilted sideways. My arms moved on their own, catching the tiny crying thing before it could fall. The baby felt impossibly light and fragile in my hands. Her little face was red and scrunched up, tears streaming down cheeks no bigger than my thumb.

“My what?” The words came out as a croak.

Natasha shoved a folded paper at my chest with one sharp-nailed finger. “Read it yourself. Lilith Kane. Three months old. Father: Gabriel Kane.” She laughed, but it sounded more like breaking glass. “Congratulations, daddy.”

I stared at the birth certificate, the official seal blurring as Lilith’s cries pierced right through my skull. The letters swam on the page, but there it was in black and white. My name. My supposed daughter.

“This can’t be right.” I looked up at Natasha, but she was already stalking back toward the barn entrance. “Natasha, wait. We need to talk about this.”

“No, we don’t.” She disappeared outside, and I heard the sound of car doors slamming.

I followed her on unsteady legs, still holding the screaming baby. Out in the parking area, Natasha was hauling stuff out of her white SUV like her life depended on it. Car seats and diaper bags and boxes marked with baby formula brands. She moved with sharp, angry motions, throwing everything onto the gravel without care.

“My modeling contract.” She spoke to the air rather than to me, her voice getting higher with each word. “Gone. My body is ruined. My social life is over. Three months of hell, and for what? For this screaming little monster who never stops crying.”

“Natasha, slow down.” I tried to get closer, but Lilith’s cries were getting louder, more desperate. “Let’s go inside and—”

“I signed the papers.” She slammed the SUV’s rear door so hard the whole vehicle shook. “All of them. I’m not her mother anymore. I’m nothing to her. She’s your problem now.”

My heart hammered against my ribs. “What papers? You can’t just—”

“Watch me.” Natasha’s eyes were bright with unshed tears, but her voice stayed hard as steel. “I never wanted kids. Never. You knew that. But you and your stupid broken condom ruined everything.”

Heat flashed through me. “If you never wanted her, why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant? Why didn’t you—”

“Because I thought I could handle it!” The words exploded out of her. “I thought maybe when she was born, I’d feel different. That I’d want to be a mother. But I don’t. I hate it. I hate everything about this.”

Lilith’s cries reached a new pitch that made my ears ring. Behind me, I heard Sophia move closer, but I couldn’t turn around. Couldn’t take my eyes off Natasha as she pulled her car keys from her designer purse.

“You can’t leave her with me.” My voice sounded strange, too high. “I don’t know anything about babies.”

“Then you’d better learn fast.” Natasha got behind the wheel of her SUV. “I’m done, Gabriel. Done with all of it. I want my life back.”

“Natasha!” I stepped toward the car, but she was already backing up. “Wait! We need to figure this out!”

But she didn’t wait. Her tires sprayed gravel as she spun around and headed for the main road. In seconds, her taillights were nothing but red dots in the growing darkness.

I stood there in the middle of the parking area, holding a screaming baby I’d never seen before, surrounded by piles of baby stuff that looked like they’d been dumped by a tornado. The weight of Lilith in my arms felt impossible – not heavy, but significant in a way that made my chest tight.

“Gabriel.” Sophia’s voice was soft behind me. “Gabriel, are you okay?”

I couldn’t answer. Couldn’t move. Lilith’s cries seemed to be getting inside my head, scrambling my thoughts until I couldn’t think straight. My hands shook as I looked down at her tiny red face.

This was supposed to be my daughter. This little person who depended on me for everything. Food, shelter, love – things I had no idea how to give.

“I can’t do this.” The words slipped out before I could stop them. “Sophia, I can’t do this.”

But when I turned around, Sophia was already moving toward me. Her dark eyes were wide with shock, but her hands were steady as she reached for Lilith.

“Let me.” She took the baby from my trembling arms with the same careful confidence she used with injured animals. “Come here, little one.”

To my amazement, Lilith’s cries started to quiet almost immediately. Sophia held her against her shoulder, rocking gently and making soft shushing sounds. The baby’s sobs turned to hiccups, then to whimpers.

“How did you do that?” I stared at them both.

“Sometimes they just need to feel safe.” Sophia’s hand moved in slow circles on Lilith’s back. “She’s probably hungry and scared. When’s the last time she ate?”

I had no idea. No clue about anything. “I don’t know. Natasha didn’t… she didn’t tell me anything.”

Sophia looked at the scattered baby supplies around our feet. “We need to get this stuff inside. And we need to call Rosa.”

“Rosa’s leaving tonight for her sister’s place at Arizona.” The reminder hit me like a punch to the gut. “She won’t be back for days.”

“Then we’ll figure it out ourselves.” Sophia bounced Lilith gently, and the baby’s whimpers grew even quieter. “Babies aren’t that complicated. Food, clean diapers, sleep. The basics.”

I bent down and picked up one of the diaper bags, feeling completely out of my depth. “I don’t know how to feed a baby. I don’t know how to change a diaper. I don’t know anything about any of this.”

“You’ll learn.” Sophia’s voice was firm but kind. “People have been raising babies for thousands of years without instruction manuals. You’ll figure it out.”

But as I looked down at Lilith’s tiny face, now peaceful in Sophia’s arms, all I could think about was how easy it would be to screw this up. How one mistake could hurt her. How I had no business being responsible for something so small and helpless.

“What if I can’t?” The question came out as a whisper. “What if I’m not cut out for this?”

Sophia met my eyes over Lilith’s dark hair. “Then you try anyway. Because she’s here now, and she needs you.”

The weight of those words settled on my shoulders like a heavy blanket. Lilith was here. She was mine, at least according to that birth certificate. And Natasha was gone, leaving me with a responsibility I’d never asked for and had no idea how to handle.

I picked up another bag, then another, moving the supplies toward the barn entrance. Each step felt like walking through thick mud. My whole life had just changed in the space of ten minutes, and I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

“We should take her to the house.” Sophia shifted Lilith to her other arm. “Rosa will know what to do about formula and bottles.”

“Rosa’s packing.” But even as I said it, I knew Sophia was right. Rosa would help. She always helped. “She’s supposed to leave in an hour.”

“Then we’d better hurry.”

I loaded my arms with as much baby gear as I could carry and followed Sophia toward the main house. With each step, the reality of my situation sank deeper into my bones. I was a father. Ready or not, prepared or not, Lilith was my responsibility now.

The thought should have terrified me. And it did. But underneath the fear, something else was growing. Something that felt a lot like determination.

Natasha was gone. She’d made her choice. But I was still here. And whatever happened next, I wasn’t going to let Lilith down the way her mother had.

Even if I had no idea what the hell I was doing.

“It’s going to be okay.” Sophia’s voice was gentle as we climbed the porch steps. “We’ll figure it out together.”

Together. The word stuck in my mind as I fumbled with the door handle, my arms full of baby supplies. For the first time since Natasha had thrust Lilith into my arms, I felt like maybe – just maybe – I wasn’t completely alone in this.

Lilith made a soft sound against Sophia’s shoulder, not quite a cry but not quite contentment either. It was the sound of a baby who didn’t understand why her world had suddenly changed, who only knew that everything felt different and scary.

I knew exactly how she felt.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  





Sophia’s POV


The baby’s cries had stopped. Finally. I held little Lilith against my shoulder, feeling her tiny body relax as her breathing evened out. But when I looked at Gabriel, my heart squeezed tight in my chest. The man who always seemed so sure of himself, so in control of everything around him, looked like he might fall over any second.


His face had gone completely white. Not just pale - white like fresh snow. His hands hung at his sides, fingers twitching like he wanted to reach for something but didn’t know what. I’d seen Gabriel angry plenty of times. I’d seen him frustrated when cattle got loose or equipment broke down. But I’d never seen him look scared. Really, truly scared.


“Gabriel,” I said softly, not wanting to startle Lilith awake again. “We should take her to the main house. Rosa will know what to do.”


He blinked at me like he was coming out of a daze. “Rosa.” His voice came out rough and scratchy. “She’s… she’s leaving tonight. For her sister’s place. She’s probably already packing.”


My stomach dropped. Rosa Martinez had been the heart of this ranch for as long as I’d known Gabriel. She cooked his meals, cleaned his house, and bossed him around like the mother he’d lost years ago. If anyone could help him figure out how to care for a baby, it would be Rosa.


“Well, then we need to get to her before she leaves,” I said, already moving toward the door. “Come on.”


Gabriel seemed to shake himself awake then. He grabbed an armload of baby supplies from the pile Natasha had dumped on the barn floor and followed me out into the evening air. The storm clouds I’d noticed earlier were getting darker, and the wind carried the smell of rain.


The main house sat about a hundred yards from the barn, a two-story log structure that looked warm and welcoming with yellow light spilling from the windows. I’d been inside plenty of times for work meetings, but tonight felt different. Tonight, I was carrying a baby who might change everything.


“Rosa!” Gabriel called as we climbed the porch steps. “Rosa, are you still here?”


The front door flew open before we even reached it. Rosa appeared in the doorway, her graying hair pulled back in its usual neat bun, an apron tied around her waist. She took one look at the baby in my arms and her dark eyes went wide.


“Dios mío,” she whispered. “What is this?”


“It’s a long story,” Gabriel said, setting down the baby supplies with a thud. “But the short version is… I think I’m a father.”


Rosa stared at him for a long moment. Then she stepped aside and waved us into the house. “Come. Bring the baby to the kitchen where the light is good.”


The kitchen was Rosa’s domain, warm and welcoming with the lingering smell of whatever she’d been cooking for dinner. She cleared a space on the large wooden table and gestured for me to lay Lilith down.


“Let me see her,” Rosa said, her voice taking on that no-nonsense tone I’d heard her use when one of the ranch hands tried to track mud through her clean house.


I carefully placed Lilith on the table, keeping one hand on her tiny chest so she wouldn’t roll. Rosa moved around her like a general inspecting troops, checking her diaper, feeling her forehead for fever, looking at her fingernails and the color of her skin.


“She’s healthy,” Rosa announced after a minute. “Maybe three months old. When did she last eat?”


Gabriel and I looked at each other. “I… I don’t know,” he admitted. “Natasha just showed up and dumped her on me. She didn’t exactly give me a manual.”


Rosa made a sound that might have been Spanish cursing under her breath. “Men,” she muttered. Then she was all business again. “She needs a bottle. And a clean diaper. And you,” she pointed at Gabriel, “need to learn how to do both.”


I watched Gabriel’s face go even paler, if that was possible. “Rosa, I don’t know the first thing about babies. What if I hurt her?”


“You won’t hurt her if you pay attention,” Rosa said firmly. She was already moving around the kitchen, gathering supplies. “First, we make a bottle. The formula should be in those bags.”


Gabriel started digging through the supplies Natasha had left, his big hands shaking as he pulled out cans of formula and packages of bottles. Everything looked so small in his hands, like he was trying to thread a needle while wearing boxing gloves.


“Here,” Rosa said, taking the formula can from him. “Watch carefully. You mix it like this - one scoop of powder for every two ounces of water. The water should be warm, but not hot. Test it on your wrist, like this.”


She demonstrated, shaking a few drops of formula onto the inside of her wrist. “If it feels too hot or too cold on your skin, it’s wrong for the baby.”


Gabriel nodded, but I could see he was overwhelmed. His hands were still shaking as he tried to follow Rosa’s instructions, nearly dropping the bottle twice.


“Easy,” I found myself saying. “It’s not a race.”


He shot me a grateful look. “Right. Slow and steady.”


While Gabriel worked on the bottle, Rosa was changing Lilith’s diaper with quick, efficient movements. “See? Support her legs like this. Wipe front to back - always front to back with girls. Make sure everything is clean before you put the new diaper on.”


Gabriel watched every move, his forehead creased with concentration like he was studying for the most important test of his life. Which, I realized, he probably was.


“Now you try,” Rosa said
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