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"We're going to spend a week at a dude ranch!" I announced to the troop. I waited for the ear-splitting screams that usually accompanied anything to do with horses.

Which was why I was completely shocked when it didn't. Instead, I was greeted with eight blank faces.

"When?" Ava asked. "I have an election coming up in a couple of months. I don't know if I can spare the time."

"Huh? Are you kidding?" I asked. I looked at my co-leader for support, but she appeared to be just as stunned as I was. "Are we being pranked right now?"

"My mayoral election is important," Ava repeated in a tone that appeared to accuse me of being an idiot. "Current polling shows me winning in a landslide, but that's just not good enough."

Ava was the youngest serving mayor in all of Iowa, winning her first election when she was eleven. She was now fourteen, and her opponent was Jimmy Morrison, who, at age forty-six, dressed and acted like Jim Morrison—the singer from the 1960s. His campaign signs referred to him as the Lizard Mayor and promised to make Who's There exactly like it was in 1965 by bringing back black and white televisions.

He really didn't stand a chance, and most of that was because he was running against Ava's political machine of Betty and Inez, who made Tammany Hall look like it was run by preschoolers. In campaign literature, they were referring to him as the Lizard Loser, with a photo of downtown Who's There in the 60s—in black and white and drab—next to a full-color photo of it now, full of huge floral baskets, storefronts full of businesses, and a few pretty cats and dogs, just to make it adorable.

During her reign...I mean, mayoral administration, Ava had brought many businesses to town, including the very popular Museum of Murder. Who's There was experiencing a full-blown renaissance. She'd launched a beautification project that was starting to get attention from regional magazines, and she'd recently created a podcast where citizens could talk about their ideas. It should be noted that complaints were few because Betty was the producer and had the Kaitlyns manning the call bank to edit out any negative feedback.

"It's for less than a week," I insisted. "And it's mostly free!"

That got their attention.

"How is that possible?" Inez wanted to know. "Dude ranches are expensive."

"I really don't like the name dude," Betty grumbled as she folded the permission slip into what looked like a very dangerous knife.

"What about dudette?" Lauren asked.

"Not better." Betty flicked the paper knife, and it embedded itself in the wall.

Here was my moment to shine. "An old friend from college opened a...um, horse ranch, hoping it would cater especially to scouting groups. She'd like to launch it with our troop and use the photos she takes to promote it nationwide."

Betty narrowed her eyes. "It sounds like she's offering it to Boy Scouts." Betty loathed Boy Scouts. They were at the top of her list, merely for existing.

"I'm sure that's something we can talk about with Jodie," I said, hoping it was. "Anyway, for the trial run, she's invited us to visit, do a couple of days trail ride, and give her staff a real troop to work with. What do you say?"

I'd expected excitement. I'd expected squealing. My girls loved riding horses, and we went to our local camp often just to do so. Now they were middle schoolers who were very competent.

The girls looked at each other and then got into a huddle at the other end of the room. 

Kelly and I exchanged glances. This wasn't exactly how we'd thought it would go.

My name is Merry Wrath Ferguson, and I used to be a CIA field agent. I say used to, because after seven years, I was "accidentally outed" by the vice president, who had a grudge against my senator father, Mike Czrygy. After escaping Chechnya once my face appeared on CNN (the Chechens I was undercover with were obsessed with Wolf Blitzer), I received a nice settlement for wrongful termination, changed my name to Merry Wrath (my middle name and mother's maiden name), and moved back home to Who's There, Iowa, to pout.

My best friend since we were kids, Kelly Albers, convinced me we needed to start a Girl Scout troop, and we'd been with these girls ever since kindergarten.

In addition to Ava, whose lifelong dream was to be the youngest CEO of an insurance company, we had Inez (the world's smartest and most efficient middle schooler), Lauren (junior zookeeper who could talk to most animals), the four Kaitlyns (who looked exactly alike, all had mothers named Ashley, and operated on a sort of hive mind), and Betty.

Betty was a lethal version of Pippi Longstocking, an Eloise at the Plaza who ran black ops, or a maniacal, teenage version of Huey Long. She was also smart, creative, and a loyal girl who would destroy anyone who tried to mess with her friends.

This was our troop. It was awesome. And terrifying. Which one depended on the day.

"We'll do it," Ava announced. "When do we go?"

Kelly spoke up. "School starts in two weeks, so next week. We have to leave Monday morning."

Inez whipped out an iPad and began running her fingers over the surface.

It wasn't a lot of time, and there was A LOT to do. We had to book flights, send out permission slips, packing lists, etcetera.

"Flights are booked," Inez said. "I'm emailing permission slips to all the parents." She gave us a look I couldn't quite interpret. "I've sent them to both parents for every girl, just to make sure they get done. What's the name of the ranch?"

Oh! I knew this one. "Demon's Point Dude Ranch! It's in Demon's Point, Colorado."

Betty gave a small smile, which was usually terrifying because she never did that. "I approve. Except for Dude. I'm going to work on a new word for that."

I made a mental note to tell Jodie that this might be a bone of contention. But hey! We were going!

"I've downloaded the packing list," Inez reported, "and sent it to all of you. We're going to need cowboy boots and only have a few days to get them. I suggest a trip to Des Moines tomorrow. They have a Western wear shop there."

"Colorado has a lot of animals we don't have here," Lauren said. "Bighorn sheep, elk, mountain goats, bears, and mountain lions. I'll do my research on them, but I do know a few things. For example, bighorn sheep are expert mountaineers, most of them are left-handed, and they love Parcheesi."

While Lauren was smart and knew a lot about animals, her knowledge sometimes was questionable. "And mountain goats can leap crazy distances and are very competitive at darts. I'll see what else I can find and make up info sheets."

I was starting to feel a little redundant. At least I set up the trip with Jodie. And I was looking forward to it. I hadn't been to Colorado in a very long time. I was a mountain girl. I loved the beach, but if I had to choose between the two, the mountains would win every time.

I texted Jodie the good news and heard back immediately.

"Um, guys? Jodie would prefer if we brought twelve people instead of ten."

"We should pull Hilly off her assignments," Betty insisted. Hilly was a CIA assassin, who wasn't an assassin because assassination was illegal, but she totally was. She'd probably drop whatever she was doing for a chance to wrestle a grizzly bear.

"What about Soo Jin?" Inez asked, referring to our medical examiner, Dr. Body.

Kelly shook her head. "Soo Jin's wedding is getting closer, and she just told me she's swamped."

I agreed. "And we can't pull Hilly out of any assignments without her losing her job." An idea occurred to me. "We could add two girls to the troop. What about the girls from the Miss Butterpig Pageant or the Future Espionage Agents of America?"

I was referring to a recent pageant Who's There hosted for middle school girls, and the FEAA—a club Betty had just started.

Betty nodded. "I think Ardith is free. I'll text her."

"How about Draconia?" Inez suggested. "She and I have been hanging out. I'm thinking of recruiting her for the city administration." Draconia, or Pansy (which was her legal name), was the resident goth girl.

Kelly approved of this idea, probably because Hilly wasn't going. "Can you find out?"

Inez nodded and tapped on her tablet.

"Ardith is in," Betty replied. "We should deputize her."

"So is Draconia," Inez said. "She does have one request—that we make sure she gets a black horse with a goth name. She also loves the name of the ranch. I'm sending both girls the permission slips and packing list now."

"And we can deputize them as honorary scouts," Betty said again.

I looked at Kelly. "I don't know if there's a way to do that. But it isn't important because Jodie didn't make it a requirement."

Ava scowled. "We have to make it official. There are rules for things like this."

"No," I said, shaking my head. "There aren't, because this isn't an official scout event. I'm more than happy to have them sign up for Girl Scouts, but we really don't need to deputize them or anything before we go."

"I'm on it," Inez announced, fingers flying over her tablet.

Kelly leaned toward me and in a low voice asked, "Can we deputize them? What would that entail?"

I thought about it for a moment. "You know, it's not a bad idea for them to join before we go. Then they're on the Girl Scout insurance."

"I hadn't thought of that," Kelly said. "We could file the paperwork with the Council to make this an official troop event, right? So that it's on their radar, should anything happen?"

"Already done," Inez announced. "Ardith and Draconia have agreed to join the troop, albeit temporarily. Sending them the forms to fill out now." She looked up and cocked her head to one side. "I'll file them with the Council and request an immediate response so that they're in the system before we go." She looked at Betty. "Or Betty can hack them in."

"Done," Betty agreed.

This was great! Two new girls, a great trip, and all the paperwork had been done! We were going to Colorado for a relaxing week of horseback riding.

What could possibly go wrong?
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The next few days were a blur, with buying western gear, handling an avalanche of questions from parents, and making sure Draconia and Ardith were registered Girl Scouts. Normally it took a while for the paperwork to go through, but Betty had assured me it had been taken care of. I was concerned that she'd hacked the system, but I had enough other things to deal with.

We flew to Colorado on Monday. While Kelly and the girls picked up the bags, I collected the ten-passenger van and met everyone out front. We got the gear loaded in no time and left the Denver airport for the two-hour drive to Demon's Point.

"Thank you for including us, Mrs. Wrath and Mrs. Albers," Ardith called out from the back.

"Same," Draconia said without smiling.

"No problem," I shouted back.

I didn't know these two very well. The girls thought they were okay, and they were a more solid vetting system than the FBI. I'd only met Draconia through the Miss Butterpig Pageant, where the quiet, pale, dark-haired girl expressed a penchant for soul-destroying darkness and tater tots. Ardith was a tall girl with short brown hair and a large pair of glasses that always slid down her nose. She had dreams of being an analyst for the CIA.

It wasn't a bad idea to have new blood in the troop. My troop had kind of become homogenous in a way, and Draconia and Ardith were very different. I'd talked to them a little over the past few days. Ardith was happy and dove right in. The future CIA analyst fit in like she'd always been part of the troop. Draconia was more reserved and didn't talk much, but she seemed to like all the girls.

"We need to take this exit," Kelly said, drawing my attention back to the highway. "Wow. This place is really isolated. There's no town anywhere near it. According to the map, the town of Demon's Point is thirty miles from the ranch."

"Perfect," I said. "This is going to be fun. Just us, the fresh mountain air, some horses, and bonding time."

"That does sound nice." Kelly seemed to relax in her seat. "No laundry, no researching something stupid that Riley wants, no arguing with my daughter. I'm really looking forward to this."

I stared at her. "Is something going on I should know about?"

She laughed. "No, just the usual—a job and a kid and everything that comes with that."

"I guess I don't know what that's like," I admitted. "But I promise you that this will be a nice little vacation."

"Dude," Betty was saying behind me, "only means guy. All the synonyms are men, boys, stuff like that. Which is why it shouldn't be called a dude ranch."

She was on this again. I'd heard her complaints nonstop since we decided to go on this trip. I'd hoped it would die down once we got here, but Betty still seemed riled up.

"Instead of that," Draconia started, "why not Goddess Ranch? Or Witch Ranch? It should be dramatic."

Betty threw her hands up. "It should just be Badass Girl Ranch, with the subheading, Too Difficult for Boys!"

I'd really hoped Betty would drop it before now. I'd warned Jodie in advance that this might be a problem. My friend laughed because she thought it was funny. That was a mistake. She didn't know Betty.

"Betty," I said using my responsible, calm voice. "We are guests, and you've made your point, but I don't want you to be rude."

Betty leaned forward between our seats. "I won't be rude. I just want to help steer them toward the right path."

That sounded a bit cult-ish.

Kelly intervened. "If you can offer helpful suggestions once or twice, that's fine. If you keep badgering Merry's friend, that's unacceptable."

Betty grumbled under her breath but then sat back and said nothing.

"What's the itinerary?" Ava asked.

"I don't have the specifics," I said. "But we're settling in today. There will be a welcome dinner. Tomorrow we get to know the staff and the horses, and then the next day we're going on a trail ride for a few days!"

"We're camping on the trail?" Draconia frowned.

"That's right," I said. "We'll put up our tents and cook over a fire. It'll be fun!"

"We camp a lot," I heard Inez say. "It's fun!"

Draconia didn't look convinced. "Don't they have rattlesnakes? Aren't they venomous?"

Everyone turned to look at Lauren, who, as if a button had been pushed, began to share her expert view. "Rattlesnake bites are really dangerous. You can tell if you're getting too close if you hear a rattle. They can be distracted by playing the piano. The tune 'Clair de Lune' is their favorite. However, it isn't easy to find a piano in the Rockies, so it probably won't do any good."

"Duly noted—take a piano. Anything else that might be helpful?" I asked.

"Yes. Don't call them Marvin. They hate that. And never, ever give them milk because they're lactose intolerant. They'll start throwing up all over the place. Not much is worse than vomiting snakes."

"Good to know," I said, turning to Kelly. "You're our first aider, so we're relying on you when someone gets attacked for calling a rattler Marvin and there's no piano on hand."

Kelly's eyes widened. "I hadn't thought of that. I'll read up, but I'm sure our trail guides are knowledgeable on those types of situations."

That seemed fair.

Talk about snakes died down as the girls got excited about the trip. The drive was beautiful, but the minute we left the highway, we started to feel isolated. As we drove into the mountains, I didn't see any signs of civilization. We wound our way higher and higher through thick forests. It was peaceful, and I was starting to relax.

"My cell service is really spotty here," Kelly said, holding out her phone. "Good thing Jodie sent a map."

It was a good thing, because the road and scenery became more rustic as we went. By my estimation, we should've been there by now. Had we missed a sign?

"There!" Kelly pointed to a small sign on a wooden post that read DEMON'S POINT DUDE RANCH.

In the rearview mirror, I saw Betty narrow her eyes.

I turned onto a gravel road where the trees were so close it formed almost a tunnel of foliage. The van wasn't exactly a four-wheel-drive vehicle, so I drove slowly and carefully, dodging holes and divots. It was a bit tense for me, and I was hoping we'd get to where we were going before I bottomed out.

After ten minutes, we hit a clearing. In the distance on a hill, we could see a large house surrounded by lots of rustic white fencing. Several grazing horses looked up at us as we drove past. The drive took us closer to what appeared to be a mansion, including a huge front porch with tall columns, surrounded by outbuildings. Someone was waiting on the porch.

My friend Jodie didn't look much different from when I knew her in college. She still wore her dark-brown hair short and still had that same, infectious smile. I parked in front of the porch, and we got out of the van.

"Yay!" Jodie shouted as she came down the steps and threw her arms around me. "I'm so excited to have you guys here!"

She turned from me to Kelly and held out her hand. "You must be the famous Kelly I heard so much about in college."

"Famous?" Kelly looked at me with raised eyebrows.

"All good, I assure you." Jodie walked over to my troop. "Thanks for coming here, guys. I know it's really close to school starting."

Ava, who always considered herself the spokesman, stepped forward. "You're welcome. Do you know the mayor in Demon's Point?" The girl held out a long box, which she opened, revealing a mayoral chain of office. "I brought her a gift."

"How did you know the mayor is a woman?" Jodie asked.

Ava shrugged. "All the best ones are. Anyway, I didn't have time to do the research, but I assumed it was."

Jodie accepted the box. "She's out of town, I think. But I can get this to her when she comes back."

This seemed to satisfy Ava, who gave her a nod and stepped back with the others.

"I'm just so happy you're here! This is the perfect thing for girls your age." Jodie hesitated for a moment. "I assume you're all the right age for this kind of thing." She looked at Draconia. "How old are you, kiddo?"

The goth girl scowled. "I'm fourteen, but really I'm two thousand years old...in my soul."

Jodie's smile never dimmed as she nodded. "You must have lots of experience, then."

Other women came out of the big house and stood on the porch. It was cool they were all women, because they made good role models, and also, I didn't think my troop would listen to a man.

Jodie motioned toward the porch. "This is my staff. I'll introduce everyone in a bit, but first, you should meet the horses."

There wasn't much you could say that would impress my troop, other than we're going to meet the first female president, or here's how to kill a man with one finger and make his henchmen beg for mercy. But my troop was horse crazy. Always had been, ever since they'd first met the big, slow, plodding quarter horses at Girl Scout camp. Still, they tried to control themselves as we walked over to the fence, where several horses eyed us curiously.

Jodie stopped at the fence and turned to face us. "Tomorrow, first thing after breakfast, we will pair you up with a horse, and she will be your horse for the entirety of your stay!"

"Are you saying that all these horses are female?" Not only were the staff women, but so were the horses?

Some of her staff had followed us to the horses and were hanging around. They must be curious since we were the first group they were going to be working with.

"That's right. We're very female oriented here. Even the barn cats are female. The only male we have on staff is my brother, Kyle."

Betty folded her arms. "Why is he here?"

"Don't be rude," Kelly warned.

Inez picked up the line of questioning. "I get what Betty's saying. If this is so girl-centric, why even have one man here?"

Jodie smiled. "Because Kyle is my brother and has always had the same dream as me for this place—and he's a champion baker. Wait until you have his chocolate cake!"

I held my hand up before the others could protest. "Girls, I, for one, think we should give Kyle a break."

Kelly leaned toward me and whispered, "It's because of the cake, right?"

"Of course it's because of the cake," I whispered back.

That, and I'd known Kyle for years because he came to visit Jodie a lot when she was at the University of Iowa with me. He'd been a big, gentle bear of a kid back then, and I was sure he was no different now. The cooking was new, but there's no such thing as a bad chocolate cake.

"You can't give a dude a break just because he's a dude," Betty said.

Lauren, who'd been whispering with a beautiful paint horse at the fence, turned to us. "The horses have approved us and said we can proceed."

Jodie looked at me curiously.

"Lauren talks to animals," I explained.

"Seriously?" Jodie asked.

One of her staff, a short woman with serious frown lines, laughed harshly. "Yeah, and I'm a peacock's butt!"

To my complete lack of surprise, Betty started toward the woman. I reached out and grabbed her arm, pulling her back to my side.

Lauren turned to the paint and then back to us. "She said to knock it off, Marlene. The horses know you smoke when you think no one is looking, and your tattoo of a horseshoe is stupid." Lauren paused for a second before adding, "Sorry. That's her words, not mine."

"How did you know Marlene's name?" Jodie asked.

Marlene glared at Lauren. "You probably saw my name on the website! But there's nothing wrong with my tattoo!" She pulled up her sleeve to show us a very crooked horseshoe that was so wonky it looked like Marlene had tattooed it onto herself.

"We don't have staff listed on the website," Jodie said slowly. "And there's no way you girls could have seen her tattoo. And I'll definitely deal with the smoking thing later, but how did you do that?"

"Like I said," I said, "Lauren can talk to animals. We're not sure how it works."

Another staff member made her way to the front. She had long blonde hair pinned up in a ponytail. "Did they tell you their names?" The young woman seemed more curious than surprised.

Lauren nodded. "This one is Nutmeg, but she prefers Meg." The girl pointed at a black horse with a white blaze on its nose. "That's Star, but she thinks it's lazy to call her that. She really would prefer Frances, after the first woman to sit on a presidential cabinet." Lauren pointed at a pretty palomino. "That one is Blondie, but she'd rather be Susan."

We all looked at the blonde woman, who nodded. "That makes sense," she said before walking away.

"I guess we're going to have to rename all the horses," Jodie muttered.

"No." Marlene had apparently recovered. "You don't!" she snapped. "They're just animals and ours to name."

I didn't like this person, and I had a feeling she was going to be a problem.

Meg let out a bray that sounded suspiciously like she was laughing.

"Yeah, I think you're right," Lauren said. She didn't tell us what Meg had said, but I was pretty sure it wasn't complimentary.
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"Okay!" Jodie clapped her hands together. "Let's go inside and see your bunkhouse. Then we can head outside for the tour!"

"Bunkhouse?" Ardith's eyebrows went up. "What's a bunkhouse?"

Betty explained, "It's a room with a bunch of bunk beds. We'll all be sleeping in the same room, which is excellent for security in case we have any terrorists prowling the area."

"Why would there be terrorists prowling the area?" Kelly asked.

Betty rolled her eyes. "Because it's all women here, and women are smart and dangerous, and dude terrorists are afraid of us. Duh!"

Jodie looked like she wasn't sure how to respond to that, so she said, "You're in the one that's attached to the house. There are two more bunkhouses on the property, but you're the only girls here."

We followed her inside, and I was delighted to see that it was open and airy, with gleaming hardwood floors, large windows, and you could see straight through to the windows in the back, which had a panoramic vista of the Rocky Mountains.

"This way," Jodie said as she ushered us to the right.

We went down a long hallway. A couple of rooms that were open included a study and a library. We exited through a door at the back of the hall, stepping into a large room with floor-to-ceiling windows.

"Your quarters," Jodie said with a gleam in her eye. She was really enjoying this.

We were standing in a living area with several comfy sofas and chairs around a large stone fireplace. Jodie led us into the next room, where there were six sets of bunk beds. I groaned inwardly. My experience with these at scout camp wasn't great. Usually, it was a very thin mattress on a board.

"I had memory foam mattresses put in." Jodie waved at the first bunk. "And we supply the bedding."

That's when I noticed that each bed had a fitted mattress sheet, pillow, and duvet folded neatly on top.

The girls ran forward with their bags.

"Kelly and I get two bottom bunks!" I shouted.

Ava stopped and rolled her eyes. "Of course. Because you're so old. We don't want you breaking a hip." Then she ran and joined the others.

Jodie laughed. "There's a large bathroom with four toilet cubicles and four sinks. Two showers are farther back."

Two showers for twelve didn't sound great. If we divvied it up, there'd be six showering at night and six in the morning. If everyone took five minutes, we were still looking at forty-five minutes.

Kelly gave me a wink. "I'll go talk to the girls now about shower schedules." Then she walked away toward the Kaitlyns.

"Sorry," Jodie apologized. "Two showers for twelve people doesn't sound good. I'm still figuring this out. Maybe I can have more added."

"It's okay," I assured her. "Kelly is a first-rate organizer. It won't be a problem. And thanks again for having us."

Jodie nodded and pulled me into the main living area. "I also want to apologize for Marlene. She shouldn't have been rude to your girl."

"No need to apologize. Believe me, my girls can handle someone like Marlene. I'm sure they've already forgotten it."

I may have sounded confident on the outside, but when Marlene had barked at Lauren, Betty had given her a look that I'd seen before. Betty was extremely loyal and protective of the other girls. Should I mention that Marlene was most likely in danger for being so nasty?

"Marlene is the daughter of the previous owners," Jodie said in a hushed voice. "They begged us to give her a job, and in spite of her terrible attitude, she knows how this place works—what its quirks are and how to fix them. She's also an expert on the trails, having grown up here. She's an excellent resource, but..." She looked out of the window where one of the horses was looking back in. "The rest of the staff doesn't like her. They're getting upset with her more often."

I made a mental note to tell Betty she can't put a porcupine in Marlene's sleeping bag. "Can't any of the other staff take over trail responsibilities?"

Jodie managed a weak smile. "That's my goal. You know the young woman with the long blonde ponytail? The one who talked to your girl about the horses' names? That's Millie. She's an excellent horsewoman and has experience on other trails in the Rockies. Mostly near Canada. I've got her out there every day with Marlene, trying to get to know the area. But it's a work in progress, and we aren't very far yet."

"You're going to fire Marlene once Millie takes over," I said. "Good plan."

"Yeah, but it also means Marlene is taking you out on the trail. Millie and the others are going with you. You'll be perfectly safe. Marlene's just the only one who knows the trails right now."

I held up my hands. "Don't worry. Kelly can work with anyone."

Jodie's eyebrows went up. "And you?"

"Kelly," I explained, "is really good at keeping me in line and not letting me blow my top."

Jodie laughed as the girls returned. "You haven't changed a bit, have you?"

I looked around at my troop. Betty had a huge knife in a leather sheath on her belt. "You have no idea."

Jodie told us that the horses' paddock was just outside of our bunkhouse, so we might see them through the windows from time to time. The girls began to trickle over.

"Can we let them in?" Lauren asked with all seriousness, as if that was a perfectly normal question.

"I'd prefer it if you didn't," Jodie said. "The horseshoes on their hooves would damage the floors."

"Makes sense." Lauren nodded toward a window where a horse was looking in. "But did you tell them that?"

Jodie laughed but didn't answer and led us back into the main house. Staff were moving around doing their jobs. They all smiled and waved. I was seriously impressed that Jodie had hired all women, except for Kyle, to work here.

"Jodie!" A petite young woman with a sleek, short black bob, not unlike Soo Jin's, came running over. "We're having trouble with the water pump in the barn again."

Jodie sighed. "Go find Marlene. She'll show you what to do." She turned to me as the girl ran off. "That pump in the barn has been troublesome. But we'll get it fixed up." She motioned for us to go outside. "Come on. I'll give you a little tour."

She led us to the barn and outbuildings, pointing out equipment and each building's function. Everything was highly organized and very clean. Outside, the views were stunning. We were surrounded by snow-capped mountains and bright-blue skies as far as the eye could see.

The troop oohed and ahhed appropriately. Even Draconia seemed to come out of her glumness for a moment to give us a brief, if terrifying, smile.

Jodie held up her hands to get everyone's attention. "Ladies. I'm going to let you explore on your own for a while. Dinner is at five. You'll hear me ringing the bell. I'll introduce you to the staff then. See you at dinner!"

She handed me a map of the layout of the ranch and left us. The girls came over and each took a picture of the map to store on their phones, and then they took off. Betty, Ardith, and Ava headed for the far fence. The Kaitlyns took off toward the big house. Lauren, Inez, and Draconia went up to the horses in the nearby paddock. That left just Kelly and me.

"What do you think?" I asked her. "Isn't this great? I'm excited about the trail ride."

Kelly waved her arms around her. "This is beyond beautiful. I could seriously live here."

I laughed. "You said the same thing about the cute shotgun houses in Louisiana and Australia."

"Yes, but they didn't have this view," Kelly said. "This is unbelievable. I wish I was a painter so I could set up an easel and paint the scenery."

This was new. I'd never even heard Kelly talk about doing anything artistic before. "You paint?"

"No, I said I wish I was a painter," Kelly corrected. "I'm kind of in the market for a hobby."

"Why? You have so much going on! You have the church baking group, Finn, Robert, the troop, your job, and you're helping with Soo Jin's wedding!"

It suddenly occurred to me that I didn't have hobbies, unless you included my endless quest to have Kelly call me responsible. In fact, I didn't have much going on either, with no day job and just the troop to keep me busy. Maybe I should take up painting.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
- USA TUDAWBESTSELLING AUTHUR

8SLie Lan9sry





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg
“Lestie Langsny





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





