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      The door slipped off its hinges when she turned the knob, probably a hint that she should have asked a few more questions before signing the lease.

      “Stand back, Mistral,” she said to the mop-faced dog at her feet. “This is gonna make some noise.”

      Aurora McAllister took a deep breath, placed one hand protectively over her belly, and applied her shoulder to the stubborn door. With a crash, it toppled open.

      The dog, her dark eyes peeking out from a mass of shaggy dark-chocolate fur, whined. Rory understood the sentiment. The anxiety building in her ever since leaving Billings for rural Blaine County, Montana, escalated.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie,” she said, reaching down to stroke the dog’s ears. Rory had to be strong. She’d wanted to change her life, but she hadn’t bargained on this. “Our Realtor, now she should worry. These are not appropriate living accommodations.”

      That’s what leaping without looking got you: the Bates Motel.

      “I’m going in,” she told the dog. “Cover me, okay?”

      Rory pushed back her sleeves, goose-stepped over the door, and promptly tripped on a plank lying across the threshold. Although she grabbed the doorjamb in time to stay upright, she wasn’t fast enough to protect her sleeve from a stray nail.

      “Damn it!”

      Rory examined the tear in her favorite thigh- length peasant blouse: hopeless. And it was one of the few things that still fit. Clearly, this adventure called for more than cotton. Chain mail, perhaps.

      Or at least denim. She pulled the sleeve away from her arm, wincing at the smudge of blood that marred the soft fabric. She pulled a tissue from her pocket and blotted the stain, feeling a wave of self-pity wash over her.

      No way! Rory gave her head a savage shake, and then remembered that her long hair had been replaced by short, stylish layers. This was her new image, her fresh start. Her new life.

      “A flesh wound,” she muttered. “That all you got, house?”

      Carefully, she stepped over the plank, felt along the wall until she found the light switch, and flicked it. Nothing. She flicked it on and off, just to be certain. Rory sighed. “Des told me this was a mistake. I should have known.”

      Her best friend, Desiree, had begged Rory to think things over longer, or at least to take a look at the place. But Rory couldn’t get away fast enough, and this was the only town near the birthing center she intended to use. Plus, she needed to be spontaneous, to try something different, to risk change.

      Mission accomplished. Granger Lodge looked about as risky as they came.

      Panic fluttered in her chest as Rory proceeded gingerly through the hall toward the main room. Enough late-afternoon light filtered through the dusty windows to illuminate the interior, and Rory took a good hard look at the location of her new home. It was private, spacious, and the rent was unusually cheap— of course, now she knew why.

      Again, her hand pressed against her body, and she willed herself to stay calm. Surely there was some kind of mistake.

      Cobwebs hung from the ceiling, dust and debris lay thick on the floor, and on one wall, two-by-fours and laths showed through the plaster. From the center of the ceiling, an ancient wrought-iron light fixture dangled crookedly at the end of a half-unraveled wire. A threadbare couch and two wooden chairs remained in the room, as well as a scarred coffee table and bits of broken crockery that lay scattered on the floor. It felt to Rory as if the occupants had gone to get milk and forgotten to return.

      Thirty years ago.

      It certainly explained why her Realtor wasn’t here to greet her. “It’s perfect for you,” Mrs. Fulston had gushed over the phone. “Lots of wide open space, fresh air, exactly what you’re looking for.” A year- round creek full of trout, a clear mountain view, deer and antelope—oh, the woman knew her job.

      Apparently, she also knew a mark when she saw one.

      Claiming a sudden family emergency, the woman had all but thrown the keys at her, dived into her car, and sped off in a spit of gravel.

      “Family emergency my eye,” Rory said.

      The dog, unconcerned with the mess, scrambled past her, eager to explore new territory.

      “Oh, sure.” Rory gave the dog a black look. “What do you care? You’re not scared of mice.”

      Mistral ignored her and forged ahead, snuffling into dusty corners, her black tail collecting bits of debris that followed in her wake.

      When had everything gone so wrong? It wasn’t supposed to be like this. And what was she supposed to do now?

      “Way to go, Rory,” she whispered, not trusting her voice. Darn those hormones.

      She bent over, hands on her knees. Focus. She’d go back to the bed-and-breakfast in Chinook. Call the agency. Get this sorted out.

      Breathe. She straightened up, swallowing hard.

      There must be an explanation. By tomorrow, she’d probably be laughing about the misunderstanding.

      But what if there wasn’t? What if this mess was it? Really, she had only herself to blame.

      Who rents a house without seeing it first?
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        * * *

      

      Carson Granger took a deep breath, flexed his fingers on the steering wheel, and hit the dial button for his attorney’s number again. He couldn’t blame the lawyer for Derek Granger’s will. Carson had expected complications from his father; he should have anticipated a nightmare.

      “Okay, Jonah,” he said, calmer this time. “Tell me the rest of it. But hurry up. I’m almost at the ranch and I’ve got to unload these mares as soon as I get there.”

      “You’re not going to like it.”

      “Big surprise. Everything so far has been such a treat.”

      “Just so you know,” Jonah prefaced carefully, “I tried to talk him out of this. These kinds of things are tricky. But Derek was...insistent.”

      “Yeah. That’s one way of putting it. Just tell me.”

      “As it stands now,” Jonah explained, “once the dust settles, you and Mitchell will share equally in the estate, the boundaries of which you are already familiar with and which have remained unchanged.”

      “And?”

      “Your father insisted on providing motivation for you to accept the...remainder of his terms.”

      “Jonah.” Carson lowered his voice. “If there’s something you haven’t told me yet, spit it out.”

      The lawyer spoke quickly, as if reading from a script. When he finally finished, Carson had nothing to say. It was unbelievable. Until they found wives, neither he nor his brother could inherit. If his father had pushed his crabbed hand right through the cell phone and grabbed his son by the throat to deliver the news personally, Carson could not have been any more shocked.

      “The Granger name must live on, huh? Well, I’m not playing his game,” Carson said finally, then punched the button to end the call.

      “I’ll get my mustang sanctuary. And I’ll do it without him.”

      Thanks a lot, Dad, he thought as he maneuvered the battered pickup down the bumpy lane toward the corrals. As he rounded the corner, he saw a mini 4x4 parked sideways in the driveway of Granger Lodge, his childhood home, long since abandoned. Who the hell was here? Everyone knew his father had lived in the guesthouse, in the clearing behind the lodge. The old man had never gotten around to demolishing the original structure, and for once, Carson was grateful. It would be a perfect headquarters for his rescue foundation.

      But it needed some serious work. He’d barely begun cleaning up; he didn’t have time for interruptions. If it was that damn real estate agent again, he’d throw her out bodily.

      He stomped viciously on the brake, remembering, too late, the occupants of his horse trailer. As the truck lurched to a standstill, a series of squeals and metallic crashes erupted behind him.

      He scrambled out of the truck.

      “Whoa, girls, take it easy.”

      The horses were near hysteria. He looked in cautiously at the closest one, the one he called Stormy. Her eyes rolled wildly in her dun-colored face and flecks of foam dotted her lip. The trip had been too much for her. He needed to get her quieted. She’d had enough stress.

      He looked toward the house with a scowl. More kids, maybe, looking for something new to wreck? Good luck to them; they’d vandalized everything long ago. He couldn’t wait until his assistant arrived next week. He hoped the guy was big enough to intimidate trespassers.

      He strode up to the front porch, where he found the door hanging off one hinge.

      Gritting his teeth, he stepped around it and walked inside. “Who’s in here?” he shouted.

      A number of things happened in succession: A dark, hairy blur pelted toward him, barking madly. Carson dodged, and then crashed into someone, a woman from the shriek she let out. The stranger stumbled backward, her fall broken by a large, black plastic bag full of the debris Carson had swept up the previous week. The bag burst open and a cloud of plaster dust billowed up around her, coating her skin. The dog was going nuts.

      “What the hell? Are you all right?” Carson reached out with one hand and covered his nose and mouth with the other. He had to shout over the barking. “Is that your dog?”

      She nodded and the movement set off a storm of fresh coughing and choking.

      “Here.” His proffered hand was suddenly blocked by a mass of curly fur that quivered between him and the woman.

      “Um,” he gestured at the dog, eyeing its teeth.

      The woman waved her hand wordlessly and the dog ceased the racket and the jumping. It held its ground, though, unhappy but obedient, while Carson pulled the intruder to her feet. As she coughed, she held her belly... Oh, God. She was pregnant. Considerably, definitely pregnant. And she’d wiped out on his property. Just watch, he thought with a sinking heart. She’ll sue for injury.

      Finally, the woman regained her breath. “Thank you,” she croaked, then glanced at the dog. “Mistral, back off.”

      Instantly, the dog stopped hovering and contented itself with throwing filthy looks and the occasional guttural growl in Carson’s direction. It was a guard dog crossed with a dust mop.

      He looked at the woman and bit back a laugh. White powder clung to everything. Her hair looked like tufts of meringue. Her eyes and nose were watering freely, tears streaking through the white and mixing with makeup to form muddy drops that puddled on her chin. She blinked at him through eyelashes that looked as if they’d been dipped in flour.

      “Sorry.” He couldn’t help smiling as he wiped plaster dust off her back. “That’s what you get for trespassing.”

      She glared at him, and a chunk of plaster fell off her forehead. “I’m not trespassing.”

      He gestured vaguely toward her torso.

      “You might want to...” He stopped.

      But the woman looked down at herself and gasped, a hot flush of red staining her cheeks. A crucial button had blown off when she’d landed and her neckline gaped open, exposing her blue-and-white gingham- checked bra, from which a scrap of newsprint fluttered, proclaiming her to be New and Improv.

      She pulled the edges together over her chest and turned away in a vain attempt to hide the rest. She squeezed her eyes shut and the muscles in her jaw flexed as she gritted her teeth.

      Carson cleared his throat and returned to business, forcing the image of her breasts out of his mind. “How many times do I have to tell you people? This place is not for sale.”

      The woman opened her eyes and pulled her head back a fraction, but when she drew breath to speak, dust choked her again. He watched helplessly as she rummaged through an enormous bag while hacking her lungs out. By the time she’d found a bottle of water and drunk enough to stop coughing, her eyes and nose were streaming again, and her voice had all but disappeared.

      She opened a different section of the bag and withdrew a sheet of paper. With a plaster-streaked hand, she slapped it against his chest.

      Carson looked at it and immediately felt the blood drain from his face. A rental agreement. Signed, sealed, and delivered.

      He had a renter. A pregnant tenant, with a dog. On his ranch! The ranch that his father should have handed over years ago, long before that last stroke.

      He opened his mouth but no words came out.

      “So,” she wheezed, “who’s trespassing now?”
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      “This can’t be right.” The man blinked, then looked around as if trying to muster support for his argument. He ran a blunt-fingered hand through hair that curled against the collar of his flannel shirt. Deep frown lines etched his forehead and the dark blond stubble on his cheeks. An unhappy Marlboro man.

      “As unfortunate as it appears for both of us,” Rory said, refolding the letter and cramming it into her bag, “it is. I am indeed Aurora McAllister. And I am here now. Unfortunately. This place should be condemned.”

      His eyes narrowed. “This was my mother’s house⁠—”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “—but no one’s lived here for years.The guesthouse, farther up the drive, was my father’s home.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned, and with it, relief.

      “Look.” Carson took a deep breath and held his hands in front of him, palms up. “Obviously there’s been a misunderstanding. I think we need to start over. My name is Carson Granger.”

      “Rory McAllister. My dog, Mistral.”

      Keeping her distance, Rory reached warily for his extended hand. His grip was warm and firm, she noticed. And clean.

      “Well,” he said, wiping his palm on his jeans, “my assistant and I will be using the guesthouse. I’m sorry you got your wires crossed, but there’s nothing for rent here.”

      Panic fluttered deep inside, but she recovered quickly. Reaching into her bag again, she pulled out a larger file of papers.

      “I beg to differ.” She ran her fingers down an ad, reading off the pertinent details. “Small house on former cattle ranch...available immediately...private, secure, utilities included...small pets and children okay.”

      He grabbed the paper out of her hands. As he read, a flush rose along the collar of his shirt. He straightened, his jaw tight.

      “I don’t believe this,” he muttered. “I’m going to kill them.”

      “What?” Rory’s eyes widened as she took a step backward and motioned the dog closer to her side. “Who?”

      “My lawyer. And my brother. Kids were wrecking the place, so I told them we needed to have someone on-site. I asked them to find me a live-in assistant.” Carson shook his head in amazement. “From that, they got this ad.”

      “All I know is, I’ve come all the way from Billings and I’m moving in tomorrow. I dealt with Fulston Realty. She said that the owner passed away.” Rory paused and bit the corner of her lip. “I didn’t realize there was family.”

      Carson closed his eyes briefly. “Yeah. Well, there is.”

      He walked to the window, back to the table, then to the wall, where he placed a clenched fist lightly against the cracked drywall. He flexed his fingers and took a deep breath.

      “Blythe’s Bed and Breakfast should have a room available for the night. I’ll pay your travel expenses as well as compensation for your time. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

      Rory turned away from Carson and squatted down beside the dog, thinking furiously. This was a disaster, but she couldn’t afford to be picky. Going back to Billings wasn’t an option. Raising a child alone was one thing, but giving birth alone? Not happening. Her nurse-midwife friend, Sabrina Becker, was the only person she trusted to get her through it. And Sabrina’s birthing center was in Chinook, so Rory was staying right here.

      She braced her hand against the wall, buying some time to think. It seemed like just yesterday that her future was secure. She and David, in love. Happy. The knot in her stomach tightened again.

      Mistral pressed against her and Rory could feel the animal trembling. Focus. Breathe.

      All she wanted now was to start over, a clean slate. She stood up slowly, tightening the fingers holding her neckline closed. This was as messy as it got. She certainly hadn’t bargained on Carson Granger.

      “Let’s not be hasty. I’ll call the agency tomorrow,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “It’s probably a simple mix-up.”

      An explosion of crashing and screaming sounded from outside and Rory jumped.

      “What’s that?” She looked anxiously around Carson, toward the source of the noise.

      The anger on Carson’s face evaporated, replaced by haunted worry lines. Cursing under his breath, he turned on his heel. “I’ve got to get them out of there.”

      The sound registered and a flood of wordless emotion washed over Rory. “You’ve got horses with you right now. Scared horses.”

      She pushed past him, adrenaline bubbling in her veins, overcoming her own fear. Instantly, the dog scrambled up, too, hurrying toward the unfamiliar sound.

      Carson ran after the animal. “Keep that dog away from the trailer!”

      “Mistral,” Rory shouted, but it was no use. She couldn’t focus on the dog, not when she felt the pull of terror so strongly, the desperate need to get out, get out, get free. And something else she couldn’t put a name to, a rising, swelling fear that felt like a ticking time bomb. A countdown.

      She would have run up to the trailer, but Carson grabbed her arm.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      She shook him off, focused solely on the animals thrashing in the trailer.

      “What’s her name?” She spoke softly, without looking at him, her feet gliding over the weathered earth.

      “Stormy. But⁠—”

      “Don’t worry,” she breathed. Reaching a hand toward the trailer, she closed her eyes. “Don’t worry, Stormy. It’s going to be okay.”
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        * * *

      

      Was the woman out of her mind?

      A stranger—pregnant, covered in dust and dirt— approaching a trailer full of exhausted, panic-stricken horses. If she opened the back, she’d be trampled. He had to stop her. He’d tackle her if he had to. Great idea, he told himself. Tackle a pregnant chick.

      But it appeared that wouldn’t be necessary. As Rory neared the trailer, curiosity overcame the animals’ panic and their frantic movements slowed.

      “That’s right,” Rory crooned. “There you go. It’s all right.”

      Before he knew what she was doing, she’d moved to stand near the opening at the front, where Stormy’s head ducked and bobbed. The dog, now thankfully quiet, stationed itself beside him, glancing anxiously between him, her, and the horses.

      “Rory,” he began, and the dog growled.

      “Hush,” the woman said. He didn’t know which one of them she was admonishing, but within seconds, he forgot to care.

      The mare’s eyes were enormous, her nostrils flaring wildly. Her breath came in heavy snorts, punctuated by whinnies of fear. Her hooves tattooed a nervous pattern against the nonslip flooring, but at least she wasn’t trying to kick her way out anymore.

      “So,” he said in a low voice, “you know horses.”

      “Hardly,” Rory answered in the same tone.

      “Could have fooled me. And you did fool her.”

      “No.” Rory brushed off his words. “She knows I’m as scared as she is. All I’m doing is listening. I’m... intuitive.”

      Stormy had calmed enough now that Rory was able to place a hand against the side of the trailer. She leaned her face toward the horse’s bony head, whuffing softly through her nose. The dog shifted from foot to foot but kept her distance. The horse eyed them, then turned fractionally in their direction. She snorted lightly at Rory, then, to Carson’s shock, took a small step nearer the front opening of the trailer.

      He leaned forward to watch more closely. Rory stood still now and continued to breathe heavily, her delicately sculpted nostrils flaring in time with the mare’s. She relaxed her gaze, and her expression took on the soft vulnerability of sleep.

      For a moment, she and the horse exchanged breaths. She held her body with the still focus that allowed nothing but the animal in front of her to penetrate. Despite the dust and dishevelment, she radiated a kind of hypnotic peace that drew the animal toward her. Her lips moved softly, a low litany of meaningless words flowing between them, enveloping them with calm. It was like poetry, Carson thought, or a lullaby. Her lips looked so smooth and full, so supple.

      With a start, Carson realized that he’d been staring. He took a step back, eliciting a warning growl from the dog.

      The horse snorted lightly, shook her mane, and reached her head out of the trailer enough to nudge Rory on the shoulder.

      Rory smiled, extended her fingers, and barely brushed over the animal’s whiskered muzzle. “Pleased to meet you, too.”

      Carson, who already had a hand out to stop her, gaped. “I don’t believe this.”

      “What?” she asked, without looking away from the mare.

      “No one but me has ever touched this horse.”
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      Now he tells her. A wild horse.

      Her knees buckled.

      “Whoa!” Carson grabbed her just before the ground rushed upward. “Time for you to sit down.”

      He guided her to the cab of his truck, pushed her onto the seat.

      She resisted, then thought of the baby. It was hard on her pride to accept help of any kind, hard to remember it wasn’t just her anymore. She felt a reassuring kick. “I’m fine. I am.”

      “Hardly.” Carson took her chin in his hand and looked closely at her. He smelled green, like fresh-cut grass on a warm summer day. His fingers were surprisingly gentle. “How many of me do you see?”

      “One.” She blinked.“How many of you are there?”

      He smiled. “Close your eyes.”

      She obeyed.

      “Any spinning?”

      She frowned. “Nope.”

      “Okay then.” He moved back and Mistral’s solid warmth landed on the seat beside her, grounding her firmly once more.

      She heard Carson moving about behind her, talking to the horses. He had a nice, soft voice. At least, when he wasn’t mad. Or shocked.

      He’d certainly been shocked to see her touch the horse. But no more shocked than she was. Wild! And she’d gone right up to the trailer, without even thinking about her own fear of the big animal.

      She didn’t know why she was sometimes drawn to certain people or animals. It was like being on autopilot, the sensation of entering someone else’s experience. That unique gift, her ability to immerse herself in another creature’s wordless emotion, allowed her to connect with the children other teachers gave up on.

      She’d simply responded to Stormy the same way she would to an autistic child in the grip of a meltdown. It’s what first connected her to Des, the unusual instinct they used with special-needs children.

      But Rory truly didn’t know anything about horses. At the thought of how she’d approached a wild horse, her pulse leaped again. She had to learn to control her impulses.

      “You okay in here?” The man, Carson, got into the truck, carefully avoiding eye contact.

      “Fine.” She had to be.

      Very slowly, Carson drove the truck past the house, down the road, around a stand of oak and beech and maple, to a clearing, where a maze of tall pole enclosures stood.

      “Explain to me,” she said, once they’d stopped, “why you have wild horses in your trailer? I thought people couldn’t own them.”

      “No one owns Stormy,” Carson said. “But some of us try to protect horses like her.”

      “From what?” Rory shuddered. “She could take on the four horsemen of the apocalypse.”

      As if in emphasis, a fresh racket of hooves against steel rose from the trailer.

      “It’s not that simple,” Carson said, looking over his shoulder as he backed the truck up to the gate. “And right now, I’ve got to get them out of this trailer.”

      He swung out of the vehicle and motioned for Rory to do the same. This time, she braced herself. The moment Carson pulled open the gate, the horses burst out of the trailer, power pulsating from them like visible energy. The last one was Stormy, and he used extra care with her. Rory stood where he’d told her to, but mostly, she watched, her heart in her throat. Carson knew just where to place his body, how to move to get the animal where he wanted her to be. He waved his arms and the horse wheeled around in a flash of black hooves and mane and tail, like partners in an angry and beautiful dance. It was mesmerizing.

      And terrifying.

      The sun was going down by the time they’d gotten all the horses safely settled, fed, and watered.

      “Thanks for your help,” Carson said, leaning on a fence post. He brushed the back of his hand across his forehead. “I didn’t expect them to be quite this bad.”

      Rory hung on to the top rail and squatted down, stretching out her back. She was so tired. All she’d done was hold the gate and murmur sweet nothings to the horses, but her earlier clumsiness, on top of a full day of driving, was making itself known in her lumbar spine. And she must have turned her ankle at some point. She’d be lucky if she could move tomorrow.

      “I was already dirty anyway.” She glanced hesitantly up at him. “They’re beautiful. Especially Stormy.”

      At her words, the tension on his brow faded. He smiled slightly, and his eyes creased in the corners. He had good teeth, she noticed with annoyance, almost— but not perfectly—straight. It was hard to resist a well- made man with hungry eyes and a nice smile.

      But he was screwing things up for her.

      “She’s a beauty, all right,” he murmured, looking straight at her.

      Something about his expression suggested that he wasn’t referring to the horse. Her pulse accelerated and she felt heat rise in her cheeks. She hadn’t been looked at like that in a long, long time. Then the baby kicked. Rory stood abruptly, suddenly feeling every bit of dust and debris. But the movement sent her back muscles into a spasm. She clutched at it with one hand, the other clinging to a rail.

      Carson jumped to catch her, but she waved him away.

      “Charley horse. I’m fine,” she gasped, desperate to keep him from approaching. She scrambled to change the subject. “Before you opened Pandora’s box, you said you were trying to protect her. Protect her from what?” She nodded in the direction of the horse.

      Carson’s gaze followed. He exhaled heavily and wiped a hand over his face. He was, Rory noticed for the first time, exhausted. Worried, too.

      “Stormy comes from a band that’s been hiding out for years—generations—in a valley in Alberta, Canada. Their gene pool is unusual, special. A lot of wild horses actually descend from domestic stock that got away. They’ve got quarter horse and draft horse and whatnot in their makeup. Technically, they’re not wild; they’re feral. But Stormy is a true Spanish mustang.”

      “Her unusual coloring, the stripe down her spine,” Rory mused. “That makes sense.”

      “Most people think she’s a buckskin, but the Spanish called that color grulla.”

      “Her conformation is different, too,” continued Rory, evaluating the horse. “She’s very tightly constructed, a body built to survive. The horse as God created it.”

      “Yeah.” He frowned. “I thought you didn’t know horses.”

      “I don’t.” She smiled at the idea. “I know dogs, though, and some things aren’t that different from one animal to another. Why’d you move her from Alberta?”

      “To keep her from being shot.” Carson’s words were bitter. “Cattlemen hate mustangs. It’s a handful of horses against hundreds of thousands of cattle. Or, I should say, the dollars produced by their beef. Ranchers say the mustangs overgraze the land and their hooves damage the soil. So they chase them down with their ATVs and shoot them.”

      Rory’s throat clenched. “That’s horrible.”

      “I couldn’t let that happen, especially to her.”

      He fell silent. Rory looked at him, questioningly.

      “The stallion in her band was a mustang, too,” he eventually continued, but his voice was rough. “One of my colleagues sent a hair sample, from what was left of the body, for DNA testing. The results are as clear as I’ve ever seen.”

      Rory imagined the sound of mustang hooves echoing off canyon walls, the screams of trapped animals, the terror of mares protecting their foals, the report of gunfire, the silence. Suddenly, she understood her earlier visceral response to the horse. She rested a hand against her belly, hiding beneath the loose fabric.

      “She’s pregnant.” It was barely a whisper. That was the mystery she’d sensed beneath the horse’s panic. It also explained Mistral’s reaction...

      Carson nodded slowly. “She’s carrying a full-blooded Spanish mustang foal, one of the last of the true wild horses of North America.”

      He fastened the gate securely and slapped the dust off his hands. He glanced at Rory, his eyes narrow and challenging. “And the first to be born on my land. As soon as my father’s estate is settled, this ranch officially becomes the Three River Mustang Study Center.”

      She opened her mouth but he waved her words away.

      “I need to hire an assistant, not rent out the guesthouse. So, I’m sorry to inconvenience you, but I’ve been planning this for a long, long time. I’ll do whatever it takes to make it work.”

      She met his gaze evenly. “As of yesterday, when my damage deposit went through, the guesthouse belongs to me. I will be moving in tomorrow.”
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      Carson watched while Rory drove off for a night at Blythe’s Bed and Breakfast, the closest thing in town to a hotel. Despite exhaustion from the long drive, his mind was whirling. Surely she wouldn’t insist on staying.

      But it wasn’t the misunderstanding that preoccupied Carson. It was the woman’s instinct about the mare.

      How had she known? Even researchers who’d observed the horses for months were surprised by foals that appeared seemingly overnight. But before she’d even had a proper look, Rory knew the mare was in foal. How? He thought again about those full lips, murmuring sweet nothings, those dreamy, half-asleep eyes.

      He gave his head a shake. First things first, he told himself. He pulled out his cell phone and speed-dialed his lawyer’s number, yet again.

      “You went over the line this time, Jonah.” Carson paced beside his truck, the cell phone pressed to his ear, punching toward the ground with his index finger. “You knew goddamn well I wouldn’t agree to taking on a renter. And she’s pregnant. Pregnant! I don’t see a man with her, either. I’m not about to play nursemaid to a pregnant woman!”

      “Then you,” replied the man calmly, “should have taken my calls.”

      “I was out of the country!”

      “You were off-grid, Carson, not off-planet. You could have found a way if you wanted to.”

      “I was in a goddamn pup tent for two weeks. I didn’t have running water. I didn’t have cell phone service. If I could have called you on my shoe-phone, I would have.”

      “What can I tell you? You wanted someone on the property; you got someone on the property. Until the ranch starts making money again, you can’t afford to pay an employee, so I thought outside the box and put the place up for rent. You should be thanking me. Maybe this could be a win-win situation: reduce her rent in exchange for some clerical help, if you need assistance so badly.”

      “I need more than clerical help, Jonah!”

      “I hate to tell you, but there aren’t a lot of people clamoring for live-in jobs. Certainly not for what you’re offering. And if you pulled your head out for a second, you’d have noticed that the rental agreement says she’s single. Aurora McAllister could be exactly what you need.”

      “Jonah. You can’t be serious.”

      But he was speaking to silence. Carson Granger looked at the phone in disbelief. Lawyers.

      He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but so far nothing had gone the way he’d intended. Granger Lodge was in even worse shape than he’d remembered. Five years of neglect and weather had made it uninhabitable, all but ruined. It would take serious work before it could be used as headquarters for his sanctuary. The guesthouse was too far from the corrals for his comfort, but at least, until today, he’d had that option. Now, unless he wanted to square off with Rory McAllister, it looked like he’d be pitching his tent.

      Five years ago, he couldn’t have cared less about the ranch. His father had never understood how his oldest son could care more about the land itself than what the land could produce: prize-winning, purebred cattle that turned into perfectly marbled steaks all red-blooded Americans would be proud to sink their teeth into. That and the Granger name was all Derek Granger had cared about. Not the native grasses that were churned into the mud by hundreds of bovine hooves. Not the disappearing mustangs.

      Not his sons.

      As the last ones to carry the same blood as the man who founded Three River Ranch four generations ago, Carson and his brother, Mitchell, had always known that they had two tasks to accomplish in life. One, to take over the ranch from their father. Two, to sire a son who would one day continue the legacy.

      If their mother hadn’t died early, leaving them without a woman’s love during those vulnerable preteen years, perhaps Derek’s wishes would have been granted. But neither brother had many fond childhood memories.

      Mitchell had refused point-blank to have anything to do with the ranch, and then he’d left for Seattle, where he’d leveraged his construction skills into a fortune as a real estate developer. He hadn’t been back to Chinook since, not even for the funeral. Mitch had a revolving string of women friends but remained determinedly single.

      Derek Granger had counted on Carson’s love for the land to eventually bring him back to his roots as a cattle rancher. But the old man had underestimated Carson’s commitment to the mustangs and overestimated his desire for the Granger fortune.

      Carson had left Montana right after getting his undergrad degree, grateful at least to be free. He’d hoped that Derek’s ill health might make him reconsider the conditions under which he’d grant his sons control of the Granger fortune. But he’d also accepted that the multimillion-dollar ranch might never be his. Derek wasn’t the only one with pride.

      However, Carson didn’t have the luxury of pride at the moment. These horses needed somewhere to go—right now—and this was his only option. Once his research grant came through, he’d have sufficient funds to protect the group of horses he was studying, but without it, he needed to access the trust fund. Only one problem: Derek bypassed his own sons, saving the fortune for his grandchildren.

      Carson had to breathe deeply to keep the anger from surging upward again.

      The ranch bordered on public land over which hundreds of horses roamed, areas that were controlled by the Bureau of Land Management. Theoretically, these wild horses were protected by the BLM, but Carson knew full well that massacres like the one that Stormy had escaped in Alberta happened here just as often. And if they ventured onto private land, many ranchers simply shot them on sight.

      In finding Stormy, Carson had a chance to build up a true mustang band and study them as they’d never been studied before, in a controlled, protected—yet still wild—environment.

      How ironic that he, a rancher’s son, had to scrape and scheme to house a few horses. Worse yet, just when he’d figured out how to do it, a monkey wrench falls into his plans.

      A monkey wrench with a luscious mouth.

      Maybe Jonah was right. If he couldn’t get rid of the woman, perhaps he could use her for his own ends. He could at least ask. What did he have to lose, after all?

      “Besides my mind,” he muttered. “I must be crazy.” But now that he’d begun thinking about it, he couldn’t let the idea go. How much money would it take to make a rational woman consider a sham marriage? Then again, she’d taken the house sight unseen, probably only weeks away from having her kid. How rational was that? He’d have more than enough money to buy her off, once he’d fulfilled his father’s requirements. A bit of mutual back-scratching so she could secure her child’s future and he could get hold of the ranch.

      Simple.

      “Get a grip, Granger,” he told himself. He needed to get some sleep, before he did something truly stupid.

      Carson went outside to check on the mares one last time before bed. The moon threw a soft light over the corral, but the pregnant one wasn’t immediately visible. Fear rose in his throat.

      “Stormy?”

      It had taken a combination of sedatives, wrestling skills, and trickery to get her into the trailer, an event Carson knew had badly damaged the fragile trust they’d developed. He hoped the foal hadn’t been harmed, but whatever the risk, it was less than leaving them to almost certain death.

      “Where are you, girl?”

      A rustle in the darkness at the farthest reach of the paddock revealed her presence, huddled behind the others. She stood fully awake, pressed against the poles, her dark eyes sparkling in the moonlight. Even from this distance, he could see the muscles in her flank quivering, hear her quick, anxious snorts.

      This kind of stress was deadly.

      Maybe she’d settle down overnight. Hopefully. And Carson would turn his plans into reality, without falling in with his father’s scheme.
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      That, reflected Rory the next morning, was the most embarrassing day of my life thus far. If she thought there was any possibility of a worse one in the offing, she might as well throw herself back into the house and let it kill her outright. She resisted the urge to call Des; her friend would first commiserate, then try to convince her to return, and Rory didn’t know if she was strong enough to hold firm to her decision. She missed Des, but Billings wasn’t home anymore; humiliation lurked around every corner, in every sympathetic glance.

      Not that she had a choice. She’d quit her job. She’d sold her half of their house to David, who was probably sharing it with his new girlfriend by now.

      She winced, both at the memory of her day and at her sore muscles. Despite falling asleep the moment she hit the sheets, she was still exhausted. Her skin didn’t feel so hot, either, where the plaster had welded itself to her flesh. A long, sudsy shower had gotten most of it off, but she’d be finding bits and pieces for days.

      At least the room was comfortable. Blythe’s B&B was dog-friendly, and well-furnished with a firm mattress and thick, sweet-smelling bedding. She and Mistral had slept like logs.

      An even fresher wave of embarrassment washed over her when she remembered how Carson had brushed the plaster dust off her back, then gestured to her gaping chest.

      “Oh, God,” she whispered, pulling a pillow over her face. At least she’d worn a bra. Look on the bright side, she told herself.

      Mistral sat at the door and whined, reminding Rory that she didn’t have the luxury of wallowing. She had little enough time to get settled as it was. She shouldn’t have waited so long to leave Billings, but she kept expecting that David would come around and realize he still loved her and that he wanted their baby as much as she did.

      You didn’t leave David. He left you.

      It was all so ugly, but it was what it was. Nothing to do but move forward. Rory limped into the bathroom, took a deep breath, squared her shoulders, and faced the mirror.

      She looked like a boiled cat. Not exactly the impression she wanted to make with the handsome cowboy. Not that I care what he thinks, she told her reflection. He was nothing but a problem to solve. She was going to get this sorted out, one way or another. Carson had to understand that she was here to stay.

      Rory flipped open her cell phone and dialed Fulston Realty. That woman had some explaining to do.

      “The owner was surprised to see me—” Rory began, building a head of steam as she spoke.

      “Carson?” Mrs. Fulston interrupted, her voice rising indignantly. “He doesn’t hold the title yet.”

      “You might have mentioned it,” Rory said, battling her temper with effort. “He wants the guesthouse for himself and has no intention of letting me stay. Surely you’ve got something else for me?”

      “My dear,” said Mrs. Fulston, “you signed on the dotted line. The check has been deposited. I warned you about deciding without looking it over.”

      “You did not! In fact, you assured me it was the perfect place for me!”

      “I told you it met your requirements,” Mrs. Fulston corrected calmly. “If you’re unsatisfied, take it up with the Grangers’ lawyer. Jonah Clarke, of Kensington, Clarke, and Gordon. They’re in the book.”

      The connection ended with a click. Rory stared at the phone in disbelief. Then she took a deep breath. She should have known better. She’d acted hastily, hoping for the best, and this was what she got. Fine. The sooner Carson accepted that the guesthouse was hers, the better. She rubbed one hand on her belly and felt a reassuring roll. This is the priority, she reminded herself.

      When she made her way downstairs, after taking care of Mistral, Rory followed her nose to the dining room, where Blythe had the breakfast buffet laid out.

      “There you are!” She greeted Rory warmly, wiping her hands on her apron and bustling forward to take her by the arm. There was an air of competency about her buxom figure; even her iron-gray hair was efficient, short and permed into submission. “Did you sleep well? You look much better today than you did last night, I’ll say that for you. Come on over here and set yourself down; that’s right. Let me get you some food. Sausage or bacon? Never mind, I’ll fix you a plate. You look like you could use a good meal; I hope you’re not on some weird diet. In my kitchen, we make good old- fashioned food. Last week I had a couple of women ask me for yam and seaweed. I ask you, what kind of person comes to a B and B in Montana looking for seaweed?”

      Rory sat helplessly at the table Blythe led her to. She sniffed the air—it did smell good.

      “You sit tight. I’ll be right back.”

      As good as her word, Blythe returned, bearing in one hand a plate stacked with pancakes, mixed berry compote, scrambled eggs, and the promised sausages and bacon. A thick pillow was wedged beneath the other elbow, along with an ice pack.

      “Whew, that’ll burn the fat off the old lady arms,” she said, rubbing her triceps. “But you know the drill. Rest, ice, compression, and elevation.”

      “But how did—” began Rory.

      “A blind woman could have seen that limp.” Blythe gave her a pitying look. “Melissa!”

      The abrupt bellow startled Rory.

      “Sorry,” Blythe said with a smile. “My daughter. She’s coming with your coffee. Decaf, of course. Unless you’d prefer herbal tea? How far along are you? Six months?”

      “Seven.” Despite the heat rushing to her cheeks, Rory found the woman’s frank interest comforting, as if she felt pregnancy was something special, rather than an embarrassment.

      “Seven months gone.” Blythe’s eyes goggled. “You’re a rake, child. Stand up. Let me look at you.”

      Rory stood and brushed smooth the long draping T-shirt she wore over her leggings, pulling it taut to reveal the roundness beneath. “I’m not that thin. See?”

      Blythe frowned and tsk-ed as she looked Rory up and down. Then she sighed deeply, sat down opposite, and gestured for Rory to take her seat again. “I can see that you need looking after.” She pursed her lips. “Melissa, get your butt in here with that decaf!”

      A teenage girl slumped out of the kitchen, a murderous expression on her heavily made-up face. Earrings ran up the entire side of one ear.

      “Cream and sugar,” the girl snarled at them, plunking the containers onto the table. She splashed coffee more or less into two cups, then stood back expectantly, one hand on a hip.

      “Melissa,” said her mother calmly. “Waitresses don’t get tips until the customers have finished their meals. And only if they’re satisfied with the service, honey.”

      The girl huffed loudly and turned on her heel. “Stupid job,” she muttered as she stomped back into the kitchen.

      Rory eyed her coffee doubtfully.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Blythe said, lifting her own cup to her lips. “Melissa’s the devil’s own spawn but she makes a good cup of coffee.”

      “I heard that!” called a faint voice from the kitchen.

      “An okay cup of coffee, I meant,” Blythe hollered back, grinning at Rory. Her nose wrinkled up when she smiled. She leaned forward confidentially. “Can’t let them get too full of themselves, you know. But you’ve got a few years before you have to worry about that.”

      “Right,” said Rory faintly. She and her mother hadn’t been close in years; they’d certainly never talked to each other like this.

      “Anything else you need, sweetheart?”

      Rory hesitated. In small towns, everyone knew everyone else’s business. She wasn’t ready for everyone to know hers just yet, but she needed to know more about the situation in which she found herself. Besides, Blythe seemed like the kind of person who knew everything about everyone—and could be trusted with the information.

      “Did you know the Granger family? Of Three River Ranch?”

      Blythe let out a bark of laughter.

      “The Grangers? Oh honey, everyone knew the Grangers. What about them?”

      “I rented the Granger house. Only someone didn’t tell Carson.”

      “Carson hasn’t been here for years.” Blythe’s eyes widened. “You mean he’s back?”

      “He was there last night,” Rory answered, feeling less and less secure. “He certainly wasn’t expecting me, though.”

      Blythe looked at her through narrowed eyes. “What are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not even sure if it’s worth fighting him; all I saw was some ramshackle, falling-down lodge, and I can’t live there. But he’s got an assistant coming to stay in the guesthouse, so that’s out, too.”

      “Balderdash,” she said impatiently. “Except for the housekeeper, the Granger men can’t keep help. That’s why the ranch started going downhill in the first place. Horrible bosses.”

      “Who’s the housekeeper?”

      Blythe looked at her sharply over her glasses.

      “Bliss, my twin sister. My blister. They deserved each other. And she left when the old man died, so I’d bet dollars to doughnuts that Carson’s bluffing. Which means the guesthouse is yours, only he doesn’t want to admit it yet.”

      “I hope so.” Rory felt a bubble of warmth at the pleasure in Blythe’s voice. “I’m having the baby at the Chinook Birthing Center and I don’t have time to look for another place now. Looks like I’ll have to get used to being around horses. What’s with you and your sister?”

      Blythe snorted. “Old habits. We’ve been kicking each other since before we were born.” She reached up a worn finger and touched Rory’s cheek. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to hear you’re staying, honey. The Grangers could use a little changeup of fortune. You might be just what the doctor ordered.”

      “Do you have time to tell me a bit more about them?” Rory glanced around the dining room. The only other visitor had nearly finished his breakfast and was currently arguing with Melissa about something.

      Blythe waved her hand dismissively. “That one can do his own dishes, if it comes to that. This is far more interesting. So what can I tell you about the Grangers? Derek always talked about selling that old pile, but we thought it was an empty threat. Then he died, and the whole ranch kind of got put on hold.”

      “Yeah,” Rory said glumly. “Fate was waiting for me, I guess.”

      “Don’t you joke about that. Things happen for a reason, and the stranger the thing, the bigger the reason.” Blythe laughed, and her prominent bosom heaved.

      There’d better be one humdinger of a reason, thought Rory.

      “Three River was the prettiest place around,” continued Blythe, “when Marie was alive.”

      “Marie?”

      The older woman played with the handle of her mug. “Derek’s wife. She died when the boys were, oh, not even in high school yet. Terrible thing. Cancer. It hurt them all in ways that changed them forever. Derek wasn’t what you’d call warm to begin with. After Marie died, he got even colder. Those poor boys never had a chance.”

      “So Carson has a brother?”

      “Mitchell.” Blythe nodded, a faraway look on her face. “Two of the most beautiful boys I’d ever seen, but all their sweetness got packaged away when their mama died. We’ve missed them, but those boys needed to make their peace with the past. And now Carson’s home! I hope he can properly mourn that father of his. Derek never made things easy for him.”

      “All he mentioned,” said Rory, “was his plans for a horse sanctuary or something.”

      “Horses,” Blythe said. “Wouldn’t notice if his own hair was on fire, but he’d do anything for those mustangs. Heart of gold, that boy.”

      Rory looked at Blythe, wondering if she could get an honest character reference from someone so obviously biased. Then again, what were her options?

      “He showed me,” she ventured. “One of them is pregnant. She was pretty freaked out.”

      “He let you near his wildies?” Blythe evaluated Rory through narrowed eyes.

      “Yeah.” Rory frowned. “We put them into the corral.”

      “We?” This time, Blythe’s voice was laced with incredulity.

      “Yeah. What’s the big deal?”

      “Oh, honey.” Blythe stood up, put her hands on her hips, and gave Rory a sympathetic smile. “Carson doesn’t let anyone see his mustangs. He always says as soon as they become a tourist attraction, they’re dead.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t like that,” said Rory. “I stood beside the trailer. That’s all.”

      Blythe just patted Rory’s shoulder and walked back to the kitchen. What was that all about?

      Shrugging, Rory applied herself to the steaming plate before her. When she was finished, she and Mistral would drive back to the ranch, and then she would get settled into the guesthouse, no matter what Carson said. That place was now her home, and she had to make the best of it.

      She wasn’t about to let some tree-hugger in cowboy boots ruin her plans.
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        * * *

      

      Carson plunked the canvas pack onto a patch of ground sheltered beneath a large oak. Until he fixed up the old house and evicted the rats, he’d live in his tent. An unbidden memory of camping out with Mitch popped into his head, but he pushed it away.

      He sighed. He’d prefer a roof over his head and a proper bed, but unless he wanted to share the guesthouse with Aurora McAllister, he had no choice.

      Where was the woman, anyway? They’d agreed to meet this morning, and where he came from, noon wasn’t morning anymore. If she insisted on holding him to the stupid agreement, she could at least show up at a decent hour.

      The marriage plan Jonah had hinted at was ridiculous, but he’d realized that the clerical job could work. Hopefully, she could at least tackle the mountain of filing he’d been ignoring. Grant committees loved forms. He didn’t want her damned dog barking every time he moved a finger, though. Stormy didn’t need that kind of stress and neither did he.

      He ignored the fact that Stormy hadn’t appeared the least bit stressed by either the dog or the woman. That the woman, in fact—inexplicably—appealed not only to the horse but to him. It couldn’t possibly be those wide eyes or that chain-saw haircut or the ripe curves she was trying unsuccessfully to hide beneath those god-awful clothes.

      Carson knew why. It was her connection to Stormy. Maybe her own pregnancy clued her in to the mare’s condition.

      A crunch of gravel announced Rory’s arrival.

      He strode through the dust and pulled open her door. “Good morning,” he said as the dog scrambled clumsily across her lap to land at his feet in a panting, dreadlocked pile.

      “Good morning to you, too.” She smiled sweetly, ignoring his tone, and stepped past him, a faint breath of citrus following in her wake. “I’m ready to move in.”

      “Looks like I don’t have a choice,” he said. “I hope you were a secretary in another life.”

      “Nope. Why?”

      “Here’s the deal.” He crossed his arms over his chest. He hated feeling coerced. “I need an assistant. You need a place to live. We can help each other out. At least until...” He gestured vaguely toward her midsection.

      For a moment she looked at him uncomprehendingly.

      Then suddenly her eyes widened. “I don’t know horses. This is crazy. I don’t have to agree to any of this.”

      “Maybe not,” said Carson, playing his ace. “But if you don’t, you’re stuck with a roommate. Me. Work for me, even a couple hours a day, and I’ll find myself other accommodations. You stay for free.”

      Her jaw sagged and he could see her running calculations in her head. It was as much a gamble for her as it was for him.

      He just hoped they wouldn’t end up killing each other.

      He wondered then about the baby’s father. Surely there was a man around, somewhere. Carson found his gaze sliding down the length of her body. If the rest of her was as toned as her legs, and her firm rear⁠—

      “What kind of work are you talking about?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s mostly clerical, filing, writing grant proposals.”

      She pulled herself up to her full five-and-a-half feet. “I’m not at your beck and call.”

      She glared at him and Carson felt a smile tickle the corners of his lips.

      “Agreed.”

      “And the guesthouse is mine?” She looked at him suspiciously.

      “Yes.” He sighed. “Let’s get you moved in. Give me your keys and I’ll bring your car up, and then help you get your stuff unloaded so I can start working.”

      She tossed him her car keys and turned her back, rounding the corner ahead of him. She stopped suddenly at the top of the hill and he watched the estate unfold before her. The guesthouse was small but featured a wraparound porch of treated timbers, floor-to-ceiling windows facing south, and well-tended gardens on all sides.

      “Carson,” she said, and at the awe-filled tone of her voice, Carson was struck with a painful reminder of what had been—and what had been lost. Flanked by a pergola-sheltered walkway, the alfresco kitchen patio was every bit as lovely.

      “Where will you stay?”

      “Don’t worry, there’s a cabin out by the processing pens for the seasonal workers.” He tipped his head toward the stand of trees. “If that one’s got rats, too, well, I’ve got my tent.”

      He nudged her toward the door. “Go on in, it’s yours.”

      Rory disappeared inside, her dog bouncing along behind her, and Carson felt a shard of jealousy. She belonged here even less than he did.

      But she seemed so happy.
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        * * *

      

      Standing in the tiny kitchen, Rory looked about her in, delight. Someone must have loved this ranch once, to build such a snug cottage. And someone, obviously, still cared.

      Soft lemon-yellow walls, crisp white curtains and cornflower-blue accents. The highly polished floor looked like it was made from reclaimed planks, the nicks and marks bringing character to the rich wood tones. Two bedrooms, each with a king-size bed covered with crisp linens and deep down duvets. The place was small, but airy and fresh. And most importantly, it felt right.

      Hope swelled inside her. She put a hand to her belly. “It’s perfect,” she whispered. “It’s just perfect.”

      A knock sounded. Rory jumped and Mistral scrambled to her feet, barking.

      “Hellooo? I hear we’ve got a new arrival.”

      There, standing in the bright kitchen, stood a woman who looked just like Blythe.

      “Wow,” breathed Rory. “You really are identical.”

      “Now, honey,” Bliss said sharply. “You and I will get along just fine as long as you remember one rule: never mention The Blight to me. Understood?”

      Blister and Blight. How could she forget?

      Before Rory could answer, Bliss bustled around, setting out a basket of food: bread, fruit, pastries, cheeses.

      “I’m only here to check in on you, so don’t get attached. I figured I’d stock the kitchen for Carson. Don’t want his death by starvation on my conscience. But after this, you’re on your own. Where is Carson, anyway? I’ve got a piece of my mind for that boy.”

      “You’re not staying? Even though Carson’s back?” asked Rory.

      Bliss turned on her heel and fixed her sharp gaze on Rory. “No. Not that it’s any of your business.” Then, as if she hadn’t spoken, she went on to explain. “I’ve been here since before the boys were born, bless their hearts. I’ve put up with Derek’s shenanigans over the years. I stood by them all when Marie died, God rest her. But I’m tired of fighting a losing battle. Mitchell hasn’t been back since his father died; Carson’s only here because Derek forced his hand. This place has seen too much grief and I’ve had enough.”

      “Maybe,” Rory placed a hand lightly on the older woman’s forearm, “things are about to change.”

      Bliss’s face shifted, and Rory sensed a deep well of compassion beneath her rough exterior, a reservoir that was nearly depleted.

      “Maybe,” she continued, “if the two of us stick together, we can make it good.”

      Bliss eyed Rory carefully. “Something different about you. What is it? Besides the little bundle of joy, I mean.”

      Adrenaline flooded Rory’s system. What secrets were written on her face?

      “You’ve got the sight, haven’t you?”

      Rory’s eyes widened. No one had ever twigged to her unusual gift before, but Rory knew without a doubt that the woman’s suspicions had focused with unerring accuracy. “I just listen to my intuition, that’s all.”

      “Don’t pretend with me, girl.” Bliss’s entire demeanor changed, softened, opened. Suddenly, she pulled the girl to her massive bosom. “You’re staying? You’re going to be here?”

      Rory could feel her shaking. The intensity of her question demanded honesty. “I needed a place to live. This felt right. Well...it didn’t at first. But it does now.”

      “What did Carson say? About the baby, I mean?” Bliss held Rory at arm’s length and her gaze slid carefully past her belly to her left hand. She added gently, “And the fact that there’s no ring on your finger?”

      Rory felt her face grow hot at the older woman’s recognition of her delicate situation, but she forced composure, straightening her spine. “Nothing. He hasn’t asked. I haven’t explained. Well, he’s mad that I can’t help him with the horses. Truth is, I couldn’t even if I weren’t pregnant.”

      Bliss laughed. “Honey, this will be a treat. You could sell tickets to the show. And you know what? You just changed my mind. Maybe I’ll pop in now and then, keep an eye on everything. I can’t resist a mama-in-waiting, and maybe you are just the person to turn Three River Ranch on its ear.”

      After unpacking a few of her things, Rory wandered out to the corrals in search of Carson, to tell him the good news about Bliss. She knew she should explain her situation with the baby, too: that she’d been engaged until the baby’s father changed his mind about marriage, fatherhood, fidelity—well, she wasn’t quite ready to explain all that. His surprise offer of free rent for clerical help allowed her to stop worrying, at least temporarily, about money, but he didn’t need to know that, either. Until she felt certain she’d made herself indispensable, she’d keep her private life private.

      There’s no such thing as a free lunch.

      Against her better judgment, Rory pushed aside the nudge of caution. She couldn’t help wondering what was in it for Carson, but it was too late for sober second thought. She’d just have to take a chance on him.

      Mistral followed after her, snuffling and snorting with joy, her shaggy black tail waving like a flag. As soon as they entered the yard, Rory could feel waves of fear rolling off the wild mare. Immediately, Mistral’s head came up, her dark eyes shining and focused on the horse. Mistral, Rory knew, also sensed that the horse was in trouble.

      “Easy, Mistral, she’s afraid,” Rory said in a hushed voice. She wished she had Mistral’s therapy dog vest with her. Putting it on always seemed to let the animal know that she was on duty. But even outside the hospital setting, outside Billings, outside anything remotely familiar, Mistral appeared to know that her calm presence would soothe the creature in front of her.

      Carson appeared at the barn door and Rory swallowed. He seemed to look better and better each time she saw him...while she got more awkward by the minute.

      He joined her at the far side of the fence. Stormy pawed the ground and tossed her heavy mane.

      “Where are the others?” she asked, looking at the lone horse.

      “They were in far better shape, so I released them.”

      “But you’re keeping this one?”

      “I want to make sure she drops her foal safely.” Carson’s voice was tight with worry. “She’s exhausted and underweight, but she hasn’t touched the flake of hay I gave her last night. Pellets and grain are too rich for her.”

      Mistral snuffled the grass without looking at the horse, which appeared to pique the mare’s curiosity.

      “Look at her, playing hard to get.” Keeping her voice soft, Rory aimed a question at Carson. “There’s grass in the paddock. Isn’t that enough?” And then to the mare, “You’re okay, Stormy. Mistral’s your friend.” Rory moved slowly, deliberately, keeping her arms at her sides, mimicking Carson as he moved along the fence closer to the mare.

      “Right now, she needs more protein, for the foal. She might be on a hunger strike. Some mustangs do that in captivity.”

      They were within forty feet now, and the mare was moving restlessly against the back fence, whickering shrilly and tossing her head. Rory could see the whites of her eyes clearly.

      “Why didn’t you leave her with them, then? Surely the herd doesn’t fall apart just because the stallion gets shot. Isn’t there a runner-up or something, to take his place?”

      Carson stopped, lifted one hand to prevent Rory from moving forward, then lightly brushed his fingers against her bare arm, his touch warm and disconcertingly close to her breast. Rory felt her pulse leap, and she discreetly pulled her arm away.

      Mistral scooted beneath the bottom pole and continued to follow the fence line, sniffing the ground casually, as if she weren’t aware of the frightened horse.

      “It wasn’t just the stallion, Rory.” His face was hard, blank. “Most of the herd was killed. I think a couple of mares and yearlings got away, but we haven’t found them yet. The ones you saw are the only ones we got out.”

      “No.” Rory put a hand to her throat and closed her eyes. She could still feel the weight of his touch close to her heart, as if he’d opened a conduit for his memory to travel across to her. Her imagination conjured up the scene, more clearly this time. She heard terrified screams and pounding hooves, could smell the sweat- slicked horseflesh, could taste the dust-choked air.

      This was what the horse remembered. This was what Carson had seen.

      “How many were killed?”

      Carson swallowed, cleared his throat. “Thirteen that we know of. I told you, wild horses aren’t popular with everyone.”

      Then he gasped and gripped Rory’s arm, harder this time. “Get your damn dog out of there!”

      Mistral had moseyed—there was no other word for it—around the entire corral, going the long way along the fence line, and was now heading straight toward the mare. Unless Stormy moved away, Mistral would mosey right into her.

      Rory opened her mouth to call the dog back, but before she could do so, Mistral sat down on her haunches. Her ears were back, her tongue lolling, and her long coat billowed out over her hind legs.

      “Mistral’s working,” she breathed to Carson instead.

      “Working? What do you mean, working? She’s going to get herself killed,” he hissed back.

      “This is what she does. She’s a certified therapy dog. Look.”

      Stormy had stopped pawing and pacing and was now watching the dog with avid curiosity.

      “So your dog is the horse whisperer?” Carson looked at her as if she were crazy.

      “Nobody’s a horse whisperer,” Rory answered in annoyance. “I’m a speech therapist. I studied psycholinguistics—the psychology of language—but mostly I worked with kids. Mistral came with me on visits to hospitals and care homes. She’s never seen a horse before, though. I had no idea she could do this.”

      “Well,” said Carson, turning away, “if your dog can get my horse to eat her hay, I’ll call the Vatican.”

      Rory smiled, then motioned for him to look at the animals again.

      “Better put Rome on speed-dial.”

      Mistral lay on her side in the sunshine, about six feet from the hay, panting heavily, her dark muzzle a wide grin. Stormy, calmer now, nosed at the flake of hay indifferently, then selected a few stalks and delicately pulled them free and began to munch.

      “I don’t believe it.” Carson stared and Rory elbowed him, both of them grinning.

      “I told you. Mistral’s amazing.” She turned on her heel, then glanced back over her shoulder with a smirk. “I’ll let you off the hook with the pope if you unload the rest of my stuff for me. Oh, and by the way, Bliss isn’t leaving after all.”

      The dog ambled behind Rory, leaving the now-calm horse to her breakfast. Rory bent down to pat her, inordinately happy to see Carson smile. And uncomfortably aware that she’d dressed to show off what figure she had left.

      “Wait,” Carson called after her. “Bliss is staying?”

      “Well, she’ll keep coming in a few times a week. I suspect it’ll be more.” Rory grinned. “What can I say? She likes me. Maybe even you’ll find me worthwhile to keep around, after all.”

      Carson strode back to the house, pulled out the first piece of luggage from her car, and nearly dropped it on his foot. Rory laughed at the exasperated look on his face.

      “What’s in here? Bricks?”

      “Nope,” she called back. “Books.”

      Carson quickly transferred the last of her belongings from the back of her vehicle into the guesthouse. She couldn’t help noticing the way his legs moved smoothly beneath the worn denim, the breadth of his back, the ease with which he carried even the heaviest of boxes. Then he collected the last of his own things and disappeared.

      She was grateful for the help, grateful that he didn’t seem to judge her for being a single pregnant woman. Again, she dropped her hand unconsciously to her belly, as if to shield the child from her memories of David’s reaction to the news.

      Rory went inside and began unpacking her things in the second bedroom. Peeking inside the first room—the one Carson had been sleeping in, by the look of it—she found a canvas duffel bag that he’d apparently forgotten.

      “Come
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