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My beautiful niece, Kelsi “Hannah” Sloan, is not only a fabulous human but also a phenomenal animal caregiver! No four-legged creature is too small—or—too large for her to love and nurture them.

Kelsi and her handsome husband, US Army Captain Lucas “Luke” Sloan (we thank him for his service!), have a five-acre ranch in Rainier, Washington. Their menagerie includes eight horses, showcasing a gigantic 17-hand paint named Gus (Elvis), plus a handsome colt named Thad. Four mommy pygmy goats, six adorable kids, and two stinky daddy goats. Floki, a large, energetic German shepherd and sun goddess Ghost. And, of course, the requisite two kitties to keep the mouse population down.

Kelsi is patient not only with each of her creatures but also with me. She answers every question I ask about animal care. She’s offered valuable input regarding the ranch scenes in my Stoneybrook Mystery Series. And since she’s unfortunately experienced the loss of some of her beloved creatures, she’s great at explaining the technical aspects of whatever malady I impose upon my fictional animals.

Her biggest contribution, though, has been showing me what an extraordinary ranch woman looks like. I’ve learned from my fabulous, accomplished niece that hard work is required when caring for animals. But most importantly, I now understand the real key to being an awesome four-legged mom is all about love!

WILLOW’S WOODS
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The past month had been the calmest of his life. Without the extra baggage of his mother and their daughter, he and Willow had settled into an easy routine.

Knowing their daughter, Cedar, was now safe, Willow appeared more relaxed. Joe hated the idea that Willow thought he’d hurt the child. If he was being honest with himself, though, did he know for sure he wouldn’t hurt the little girl?

While she hadn’t come to him again willingly, Willow no longer fought off his advances. The lack of aggression on his part had seemed to quiet the dark animal lurking within his soul. For now, he thought.

Joe had avoided returning to Oregon, limiting their travel to northern California. Living on the run had stretched his meager savings, and he knew he’d have to find a menial job soon. They always stayed in cheap motels and ate burgers or Chinese takeout in their room. Recently, he’d splurged on a cute bungalow-style motel right on the beach in Crescent City. Willow had sat for an hour in a chair by the large picture window, staring at the blueish-green water of the undulating Pacific Ocean.

Joe had treated her to dinner at a dive seafood restaurant where they’d enjoyed shrimp scampi and clam chowder. He’d told her he liked her hair, which she’d curled, and that she looked pretty. His compliment caused her to smile, which lightened her gray eyes.

Willow, dressed in a pink cotton nightgown and smelling slightly of garlic butter, came to him that night, as she’d done the night he’d killed his mother.

After they had made love, she’d kissed his cheek and said, “Thank you for dinner, Joe.”

When she placed her head on his chest and snuggled against him, that’s when Joe knew. He either had to kill Willow Atwood or let her go. Despite the fact that his evil alter ego had laid low for the past month, he feared the desire to have a new young thing could flare up at any time.

But the main reason for ending his time with Willow was because he’d fallen in love with the young girl he’d abducted five years ago from the Willow Grove.
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Wyatt Stone still hadn’t adjusted to his younger brother being back in Stoneybrook. Standing at the station’s check-in counter, Wyatt poured stale coffee into a chipped mug. He looked at Blake, who sat at his old desk.

The other deputies had accepted Blake back, understanding he would continue to be part of the Willow Atwood investigation. His brother had assigned himself the task of searching the internet for reports of missing girls, hoping for a lead to connect Willow’s abductor to a new disappearance. It surprised Wyatt how the deputies, even Derrick, acted like no time had passed. But Blake had left Stoneybrook with Ava Parker over eighteen months ago.

Wyatt’s cheeks warmed when Blake looked at him as if he knew his thoughts. His brother lowered his gaze. Wyatt was still angry and assumed it showed on his face.

His phone buzzed. He smiled at Harley’s name, reminding him who was important in his life now.

Harley: Hi. Lunch still?

Wyatt: Hi. Yes. RRB or BBC?

Harley: Rocky River. Picking up Busy’s champagne order

Wyatt: See you in thirty

Harley responded with the kissing emoji, so Wyatt replied with the same. When he looked up, Blake was watching him. That’s when he realized his anger wasn’t because Blake had run off with Ava. It stemmed from fear that his brother would try to do the same with Harley.

“Hey, Chief.” Simms stepped to the counter. “A California statie found an abandoned vehicle on the one-o-one highway.” Simms handed Wyatt a traffic report. “Sounds like the engine seized up.”

Wyatt took the sheet from his deputy. “This could be the car Sadie described as stinking and burning her eyes. Probably ran out of oil.”

“Yep.” Simms produced a printout of a map. “The Ford Escape was found here, near Crescent City. I have the local police checking all the usual hotels, restaurants, and grocery stores.” He looked at Wyatt. “And I asked for a list of items from the car.”

“Any reports of stolen cars nearby?” Wyatt asked.

“Nothing yet.” Simms headed back to his desk.

Wyatt sipped the hours-old coffee and cringed. “Keep me posted.” He rounded the counter into the small kitchen area and emptied his cup. When he turned from the sink, he found Derrick standing behind him.

“Derrick.” Wyatt waited for his autistic cousin to look at him.

“A Chevy Malibu was reported abandoned in Cave Junction.” Derrick turned and headed for the chalkboard. He’d taped maps of California and Oregon on one side so they could track Willow and her abductor’s possible locations.

Derrick placed a yellow star next to the town’s name. He’d devised the colored star system: yellow for cars, blue for motels, green for thefts, and red for actual sightings. Willow had stashed grocery receipts in the wall of the shack they’d found last year in a ravine. Those stores were marked with brown stars. He also used orange for sightings at new grocery stores.

Derrick assigned purple stars to represent missing children, but so far, Blake had not found any recent reports of abductions. The map, a kaleidoscope of color, had yet to produce any actionable leads.

“Did Simms tell you about the car found in Crescent City?”

Derrick nodded and placed another yellow star on the map. “I think the abandoned Malibu was stolen from Crescent City.”

“Possibly.” Wyatt scanned the map. “Do you know if any items were recovered from the Malibu?”

“Not yet.” Derrick smiled. “But I did inform the Josephine County Sheriff’s Department that Willow likes to hide clues.”

“She might not have had time to hide anything in the Chevy.” Wyatt studied the map as Blake joined them.

“So, two abandoned cars on roads leading to Oregon,” he said. “Think our guy’s bringing Willow back to Stoneybrook?”

“Maybe, but I don’t think he’s following his old routes.” Derrick tapped the map, then touched a brown star. “There have been no new sightings at these locations.”

“Derrick,” Deputy Barnes barked, “Josephine County Sheriff’s for you.” He placed the call on hold as Derrick headed for his desk.

“Wyatt,” Blake said.

Wyatt watched Derrick pick up the call and wished he’d followed him to his desk. He cut his eyes to his brother.

“I thought maybe we could grab a beer.” Blake held Wyatt’s stare.

“Blake,” Wyatt placed his hands on his hips, “you may be back temporarily, but we still have nothing to discuss.”

“You might have nothing to discuss,” Blake’s tone had an edge, “but I have plenty to say, so you can just listen.”

Wyatt resisted the urge to punch Blake in the mouth.

“I’m not interested in anything you have to say.” Wyatt turned to leave, and Blake grabbed his forearm.

“You can hate me as much as you want, brother. But I’m not leaving Stoneybrook.” Blake released Wyatt’s arm. “And I’m planning to reopen the campground by our lodge, so we need to find a way to get along.”

Wyatt gritted his teeth. Now wasn’t the time to get into a pissing match with his brother over the ownership of the lodge. Blake no longer had any claim to the lodge or campground—a fact Wyatt knew Blake would fight to change.

“I know finding Willow is important to you, so you can stay until the investigation is closed.” Wyatt walked toward his cousin. “Then you are leaving Stoneybrook.” Derrick had ended his call and was tapping the keys on his laptop.

“Anything new?” Wyatt asked as he approached.

“A Cave Junction individual reported his Kia Sportage stolen and has offered a reward for a briefcase left on the back seat.”

“And?” Wyatt followed Derrick to the chalkboard, where Blake and the other deputies had gathered.

“According to the report, the case contains a laptop and credit cards,” Derrick added a green star to the map next to the town’s name, then looked at Wyatt, his eyes an electric blue. “I think there’s also cash in the briefcase because the owner has offered a five thousand dollar reward.”

“Or maybe he has valuable info on the computer,” Barnes speculated.

“No.” Derrick shook his head, his tone an octave higher than before. “He probably has his files backed up to the cloud and can buy a new laptop for under two grand.”

“Cave Junction still has illegal marijuana growers. Maybe the laptop contains names of potential buyers or sellers,” Blake said, “and the list could be on the laptop and in the cloud.”

Derrick looked at Wyatt, and he knew his cousin was weighing whether Blake’s point was valid. Wyatt needed to distract Derrick with a task so he wouldn’t obsess over Blake’s suggestion.

“Derrick.” He waited for him to make eye contact. “Press the Josephine County Sheriff to expedite the search of the Malibu.”

Derrick narrowed his eyes at Blake, then marched to his desk.

“Simms,” Wyatt said. “It’s unlikely our perp would try to pawn a laptop, but let’s check pawn shops within a sixty-mile radius.”

“Copy, Chief.” Simms headed for his desk.

“Barnes.” Wyatt checked the time on his watch. “If the briefcase was full of cash, then maybe our guy buys another car or makes a different large purchase.”

“Yep, I’m on it,” Barnes walked away, “I’ll check dealerships, car lots, and big box stores.”

Wyatt turned and strode toward the station doors.

“Guess I’ll follow up on the illegal marijuana angle,” Blake said as Wyatt exited the station.

Wyatt climbed behind the wheel of his Silverado, cranked the engine, and exited the parking lot. The day had warmed more than predicted, and he switched on the air conditioning. After a few minutes, the cab of his truck cooled, but Wyatt’s blood still ran hot. “Why can’t Blake just leave town and go back to Ava?” he asked himself.

After the short drive to Rocky River Bar, Wyatt parked at the curb behind Harley’s Lexus. His pulse quickened at the thought of seeing her. When he stepped through the open double doors, he smiled at the sight of Harley talking to Claire Norman. He loved how Harley tilted her head, laughing at something Claire had said. Loved how cute she looked in a white, sleeveless blouse, denim skirt and Ropers. He pushed the tail of his Stone County Sheriff’s polo into his Levi’s waistband, wishing he had worn a nicer shirt.

Harley tucked a strand of dark brown hair behind her ear and turned to look at him. Wyatt smiled, feeling sure he looked like a teenager on his first date. He closed the distance to meet her at the bar.

“Hi.” He kissed her, the scent of lemongrass enveloping him.

“Hi.” She smiled and placed her hand on his chest.

“You two want your usual table?” Claire headed to the table for four she’d designated as their spot.

Wyatt took Harley’s hand and followed Claire. He pulled out a chair for Harley, then sat in the seat across from her. He took off his hat and set it on the table.

“Having your usuals?” Claire tapped her order pad with a pen. “Or something different today?”

“Usual for me,” Harley said.

“I think I’ll have the rockfish tacos too.” Wyatt smiled at Claire.

“And water for Wyatt, a Sunrise Surfer for Harley.” Claire headed for the bar.

“How boring are we?” Harley laughed.

Wyatt rose from his chair, leaned across the table, and covered her lips with his. “Nothing about you is boring, Ms. Harper.” He kissed her forehead before he sat back in his chair.

Harley’s cheeks bloomed red. “How’s your Friday been?”

He knew his frustration with Blake showed on his face when she cocked an eyebrow.

“Blake?” Harley asked as Dyani Belle delivered his water and her beer.

“Harley,” Dyani said. “Busy’s order is ready. Want me to put the cases in your trunk?”

“That would be great.” Harley handed Dyani her keys.

Wyatt stood. “I’ll give you a hand.”

“I’ve got it, Chief,” Dyani returned to the bar, “the boxes weigh less than a bale of straw.”

Wyatt was still frowning at the moniker Chief when Harley said, “You should just embrace the nickname.” She grinned. “By the way, I missed waking up next to you.”

“Is that all you missed?” Wyatt returned her grin.

“Well, I did miss being tucked in too.”

Dyani stepped into the bar and glanced at Wyatt. Claire hurried to the open doors and waved her hands at someone. When Wyatt saw the intruder, dread snaked through his stomach.

“Wyatt?” Harley touched his arm.

“Harley,” he took her hand, “I’m sorry.”

“Wyatt,” Ava Parker approached their table, “it’s so good to see you.” She sat in the chair next to him.

Claire stood at the table, her face mottled with anger. “Your food is coming.” She gave Wyatt a headshake, then held her hands up.

“Thanks, Claire.” Wyatt looked at Harley, then glared at Ava. “Why are you here?”

“Oh, so many reasons.” She touched the scar on his upper lip, just above his mustache. “What happened?”

Wyatt leaned away from her. “Answer the question, Ava.”

“Sally called to see if I wanted to sell my mom’s house.” She smoothed her lacy, cream-colored shell, causing the material to shift and reveal more of her cleavage. “Evidently, Stoneybrook is being invaded by New Yorkers.” Ava placed her hand on his arm.

Harley flinched and tried to pull her hand free of his.

“Wyatt, where are your manners?” Ava extended her hand to Harley. “Ava Parker, Wyatt’s ...” she glanced at him, “friend.”

“Ava, this is Harley Harper,” Wyatt let go of Harley’s hand so she could shake Ava’s. “She’s the owner of the Redneck Ranch and a friend of mine.”

As soon as the words came out of his mouth, he wished he could swallow them. He knew he should’ve introduced Harley as his girlfriend.

“It’s nice to meet you.” Harley pushed her chair back, stood, and offered the smile he knew she hid behind when she was angry. “I need to deliver Busy’s champagne, so I’d better be on my way.”

“Ah, it’s your friend who bought the house next to my mom’s place.” Ava’s smile didn’t reach her green eyes.

“Yes,” Harley nodded as Wyatt stood also, “I’m the other New Yorker.”

“It’s nice to meet the new owner of the ranch my family originally owned.” A hint of annoyance echoed in Ava’s tone.

“I’ll walk you out,” Wyatt said as Dyani delivered their tacos.

“No need.” Harley handed Dyani forty dollars. “Enjoy your lunch date. My treat.” Harley looked at Wyatt, anger sparking the gold flecks in her amber eyes, then turned and walked away.

Dyani shook her head at him, then left him alone with the woman who broke his heart, wishing he hadn’t hurt the one who made him fall in love again.
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As she rushed from the bar, Harley’s emotions ping-ponged between confusion, hurt, and anger. She clicked the locks on her Lexus and climbed behind the wheel. When she moved the gear shifter and punched the gas, she was startled when the car jumped backward. The sickening thud registered in her brain, and she knew she’d backed into Wyatt’s truck.

Tears poured down her cheeks as she shifted out of reverse and pulled from the curb. When she passed the Rocky River Bar’s open doors, Wyatt waved for her to stop and called her name.

Harley wanted to go back to the Redneck Ranch and lock herself inside her old farmhouse. Instead, she headed for Busy’s new home. Another wave of tears blurred her vision, and she swiped at her eyes. Harley had been excited about Busy moving to Stoneybrook. Now, though, she realized how grateful she was to have her bestie close by.

Her phone chimed, and she glanced at the screen.

Wyatt: Call me

Next, she saw an incoming call from him. Harley ignored it. Her mind raced with questions. Why didn’t he introduce me as his girlfriend? Why didn’t he tell me about his ex’s return to Stoneybrook? Why didn’t he tell the bitch who broke his heart to eff off?

Of course, her imagination took the negative thoughts, as it always did, and wove them into ugly scenarios. Wyatt was glad to see his old flame and embarrassed to introduce Harley as his girlfriend. Wyatt was still in love with Ava, so he’d been hesitant to tell Harley what she already knew—that the redhead had run away with his brother and broken Wyatt’s heart.

She parked in the driveway, exited her car, and headed for the front porch. Busy held the screen door open for her, and Harley stepped inside.

“Wyatt called,” Busy hugged Harley, “and wants you to call him back.”

She handed Harley a tissue box and headed for the kitchen at the back of her house. The windows of the nook were open, and the sweet floral scent of jasmine drifted in on a warm breeze. Busy poured them each a glass of cabernet. She placed the glasses on a vintage red and white Formica table, then sat in a matching chair.

Harley sat too, blew her nose, and held her friend’s light blue stare. “I’m not calling him back.”

“He said Ava Parker blindsided you two at lunch.”

Harley nodded, then took a sip of wine. Strong plum notes lingered on the back of her tongue.

“I’m guessing having Wyatt’s ex show up was unpleasant,” Busy circled her finger at Harley, “but what’s behind the tears?”

“He introduced me as his friend.” Harley covered her face with her hands.

Busy reached out and touched her arm. “And you’re upset because he didn’t say girlfriend?”

Her phone chimed as Harley blew her nose again.

Wyatt: Harley, please call me or come to the station

“I don’t think your handsome sheriff sees you as just a friend,” Busy said, “and I think he considers you way more than a girlfriend.”

Harley sipped some wine, then studied Busy over the top of her glass.

“Now tell me what this bitch Ava looks like.” Busy took a drink.

Harley shrugged. “She’s beautiful.”

“Bullshit,” Busy shook her head, “I’m sure she has flaws we can make fun of, so spill.”

“She’s a redhead with greenish-gray eyes and a perfect figure.”

“Natural redhead or bad dye job?”

A slight smile curved Harley’s lips. “Now that you mention it, her hair color does seem kind of brassy.”

“And you know there’s no such thing as a perfect body.” Busy stood and did a pirouette. “It takes a lot of effort to make all of this,” she ran her hands down the sides of her sleeveless denim romper, “look gorgeous.”

A laugh escaped Harley’s lips, but then she frowned. “Ava Parker’s mom owns the house next door.”

“And Ava’s come to town to sell the place?” Busy took a sip.

“Possibly.” Harley’s phone chimed. She looked at a text from Dyani, then continued, “Realtor Sally told Ava that New Yorkers are invading Stoneybrook.”

“That’s not very nice.” Busy raised her perfectly-sculpted eyebrows, almost creasing her smooth forehead. “Sally must still be pissed that I bought this place after the Gilmans didn’t renew their listing with her.”

“Probably.” Harley nodded. “Ava’s staying next door while she’s in Stoneybrook.”

Busy grinned. “That could make things interesting.”

“Busy,” Harley tilted her head, “what are you planning?”

“For starters,” Busy stood, “we need to get our asses in gear, so we’re ready for my housewarming party.”

“I’ve got your champagne in my trunk.” Harley came to her feet. “And Dyani says Lyndie can’t make it because she is short-staffed at Streams and Meadows. Also, Dyani wants to know if she can bring Fenya Petrova.”

“Too bad Lyndie can’t make the party.” Busy smiled and continued, “Fenya owns the cute wine shop in town, right? Well, you know me, the more the merrier.”

Harley didn’t tell Busy; Dyani had also asked if she was okay. Good question. Maybe she’d overreacted to Wyatt not introducing her to Ava as his girlfriend. Maybe if she wanted to keep her handsome sheriff out of the clutches of the brash bitch ... Harley would have to step up her game.

“Har Har,” Busy snapped her fingers, “the cases of champagne aren’t going to carry themselves inside.”

Harley followed Busy to the Lexus and popped the trunk. They each grabbed a box filled with twelve bottles and carried them up the steps. As she reached the porch, Harley glanced at the house next door, then stepped into Busy’s foyer.

“Wyatt Stone belongs to me,” she marched to the kitchen and set her box on the counter, “and I’m not giving him up without a fight.”

Busy handed Harley her glass of red wine and clinked their glasses.

“That’s my Har Har.” Busy lifted her glass, then drained half the contents. “Not that I think Ava Parker has a chance with Wyatt,” she smiled at Harley, “but you know how I love a good fight for your man, New York style!”
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After his mother’s piece of shit Ford finally crapped out, Joe began the hunt for a car to steal, settling on a rundown Chevy Malibu. He knew the downside to stealing a readily available car—

the vehicle probably wasn’t in top running condition. But an easy snatch and go had been his best option.

Sticking to back roads, they made good time to Cave Junction and stopped for lunch at an out-of-the-way diner. But when he cranked the engine of the stolen Chevy to leave, it wouldn’t engage. He checked the sparkplugs, wires, and battery cables but still couldn’t start the car. Joe could tell Willow was nervous about him stealing another car. He also wondered if she was curious why he was taking her back to Stoneybrook after a month in northern California.

“We’ll have to walk through town to find another wreck to steal.”

He angled out of the Chevy, rounded the front of the car, and took her hand. Willow glanced at her few belongings in the back seat, and he tightened his grip.

“We’ll come back for our things.” Joe didn’t bother to say that they would clean the car. It was what they’d done with the Ford.

The last time they’d been in Cave Junction, it had been on the way out of Oregon, and he’d minimized their exposure to other people.

As they navigated through town, Willow clutched his hand, her knuckles white. Since she spent most of her time chained inside a motel room, she looked like a kid in a candy store. Her eyes darted from one shop window to another. Joe admired Willow for trying to look nice in her well-worn clothes every day. He wished he could take her shopping for a new dress in one of the small clothing stores, but he couldn’t risk them being noticed.

The day was warm, so he popped into a Shop Smart and led Willow to the coolers at the back of the store. He plucked two water bottles from a shelf and headed for the checkout.

As they waited behind a man who seemed in a hurry, Willow kept her gaze down. But when the man abruptly left the checkout line, he bumped into her. Startled, Willow looked up. Joe squeezed her hand. Her cheeks colored before she looked down again.

“Sorry,” the man said. He pushed through the crowd, disappearing toward the back of the store.

The clerk set aside the man’s abandoned first aid items. “Find everything you need?” she asked Joe.

“Yes, ma’am.” He handed her exactly three dollars and twenty cents to cover the cost of the water and the Oregon bottle deposit.

Joe grabbed the two bottles with one hand and led Willow from the store. His pulse rate spiked when he saw a flyer stapled to a bulletin board showing an age progression photo of Willow Atwood. She didn’t notice the picture, so he handed her a water to distract her. Joe stopped on the sidewalk to take a drink from his bottle, and Willow opened hers, too.

A green Kia Sportage was idling at the curb in front of the store. Joe grinned at Willow, then pointed to the other side of the car and stepped to the driver’s door.

He climbed behind the wheel and powered off an iPhone connected to a charging station on the dash. Willow buckled her seat belt, and he shifted into drive. Joe followed the traffic out of Cave Junction toward the road where they’d left the Malibu.

“We won’t have much time.” Joe hit the brakes to slow down. The last thing he needed was to be pulled over by a local yocal for speeding in a stolen car. “You grab the stuff from the back seat, and I’ll clean out the trunk.”

Willow nodded. Once their belongings were in the Kia, he’d wipe down the Malibu's surfaces so they could be on their way.

Switching from one car to the other went smoothly. Joe picked another barely drivable road and headed north. He searched his mental map, recalling the terrain around Willow Lake. He tried to determine the best place to end his journey with Willow. He knew he should kill her to lessen the possibility of being discovered by law enforcement. But a small thread of humanity begged him to let her live. He didn’t quite understand this feeling, but the last month with Willow seemed to have created a kinder version of himself. It felt like a logical Joe was trying to drag him away from his evil persona.

Willow touched his thigh. “I have to pee.”

“Told you not to guzzle your water.” Joe chuckled and pulled onto the side of the road. Willow jumped from the car and headed for the tall grass. “Stay where I can see you,” he called.

Joe popped the glove box open and pulled out a stack of papers. He thumbed through the wad, stopping on the registration. Henry Weber was listed as the owner, and the section for lien holders was blank. 

Joe stepped from the car and stretched. He’d noted the briefcase when he first looked into the car. Surprised the case wasn’t locked, he lifted the top to see what was inside. His eyes widened at seeing several bundles of one-hundred-dollar bills nestled under a laptop. He wanted to take the time to count the money, but he didn’t want Willow to know about the cash. He removed the laptop and then closed the briefcase. When he lifted the laptop lid, he discovered it was powered off. Next, he ran his hands along the creases of the car seats and checked the pockets on the back of the front seats. His searches produced nothing.

Willow had returned and resumed her place in the passenger seat, an earthy scent of wildflowers accompanying her. A wisp of lust snaked through his loins, and he contemplated enjoying her in the back seat of the Kia. But he wanted to treat her to a nice motel room and dinner out. Joe longed for Willow to come to him willingly again so they could enjoy another pleasant sexual experience. Then he remembered the missing person poster at the store—and reconsidered a night out.

Willow adjusted her seat, and a glint of silver caught his eye. Joe stretched out across the floorboard and reached under the passenger seat. His hand found the gun, but he left it where it was.

Joe settled into the driver’s seat. Flashing a smile at Willow, he touched the daisy she’d tucked into her strawberry-blonde hair.

Stealing the Kia had been a bright light in their journey. He had money again. If he continued to be frugal, he wouldn’t have to find a job right away—or end his time with Willow. The car seemed well maintained, so he could drive the small SUV for a few months after switching out the plates. Finding the gun added a layer of security. If he were ever cornered, he’d fight to the death, taking Willow with him.
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Wyatt watched Harley drive away from the Rocky River Bar. He hated that she was crying and wished she had stopped her car. He wanted to wrap her in his arms and apologize.

After his brief phone call with Busy, he scrubbed his face with a hand, then walked back into the bar. Claire and Dyani gave him raised eyebrow stares as he headed to his table.

Ava stood waiting for him, his cowboy hat perched on top of her red hair. A memory of her, naked and wearing his hat as she strutted around the lodge at Willow Lake flitted through his mind. He silently cursed himself when a thread of desire warmed his loins.

“I boxed up your lunches,” Dyani said behind him. “I’m headed for Broken River to help Luke with some mustangs he found tangled in one of the fences; then I’m going to Busy’s party.”

“Thanks, Dyani.” Wyatt gave her a nod. “Have fun at the party.”

Dyani shot Ava a look that could melt ice, then returned to the bar.

Wyatt held out his hand, and Ava placed his hat on his open palm. He set the Stetson on his head and turned to leave.

“Wyatt.” Ava grabbed his arm.

“Ava,” Wyatt glared at her and freed his arm, “I’m going to tell you the same thing I told Blake.” He placed his hands on his hips. “I have nothing to say to you.”

“I’m sorry.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I’m truly sorry for hurting you.”

Wyatt held his former lover’s green-eyed stare, nodded, then turned and strode toward the exit. He may have loved Ava at one time, but his feelings for Harley far exceeded whatever he’d felt for Ava. All he could think about was apologizing to Harley. He had not told her about Ava and Blake running off together or how it had devastated him at the time. And he hoped it wasn’t too late to assure Harley of his love for her.

Once outside, he surveyed the damage to his truck, which was minor. Still, it was a county vehicle, so he’d have to arrange to have the damage repaired. He climbed behind the wheel and headed for the station.

Wyatt parked in front of the building and cut the engine. First, Blake expected him to listen to whatever lame reason he had for running off with Ava. And now Ava wanted to explain her part in leaving Stoneybrook with his brother.

He stepped from his truck and walked into the station. Simms and Barnes sat at their desks, eating lunch, and the smell of the Babbling Brook Café’s Friday chili special permeated the air. Derrick was making notes on a legal pad. Wyatt was relieved not to see Blake.

Wyatt went to the fridge in the kitchenette and placed the boxed lunches inside. He knew he should eat something, but food wasn’t his priority. He wanted to wrap up his afternoon and leave for the day. With any luck, he could catch Harley at her place before she left for Busy’s party.

He’d just sat down when Derrick entered his office, occupying a chair before the desk.

“Wyatt,” Derrick looked at him, “Ava’s back in town.”

Wyatt nodded. “Do you know where Blake went?”

“No.” Derrick shook his head, looking past Wyatt out the window behind him. “He got a phone call, looked like he wanted to kill someone, and left.” His cousin then looked back at him.

“Anything new on the abandoned and stolen cars?” Wyatt changed the subject.

“Still waiting for reports from Josephine County.” Derrick stood. “You should go see Harley.” He moved toward the office door. “I can text if we get any actionable information.”

Wyatt raised an eyebrow.

“You came back with two to-go boxes from lunch.” Derrick stared through the open door, then turned and met Wyatt’s gaze. “I’m guessing Ava interrupted your lunch date with Harley, and you’re worried about her being upset.”

Wyatt stood, too. “I might stop by the Redneck Ranch on my way to Broken River.” He smiled at Derrick. “Keep me posted if you hear anything.”

“Copy, Chief.” Derrick grinned.

Wyatt followed him from his office. Harley’s place was on the way to his ranch, so it wouldn’t be inconvenient to see if she was there. As he made the short drive, he contemplated why he hadn’t called Harley his girlfriend. They’d dated for over a year and spent most of their free time together. And though they had both said I love you, Wyatt knew his feelings for Harley were stronger than he could verbalize.

He turned into the driveway, noticing Harley’s car wasn’t parked in the gravel lot behind her house. After stepping from his truck, Wyatt left his hat on the seat. He pulled his Stone County Sheriff’s polo over his head and tossed it next to his hat. Then he plucked a white T-shirt from a bin behind his seat and slipped it on.

It was a little early, but Wyatt decided he could start feeding her animals. When he stepped into the barn, Elvis snorted, flattened his ears, and stomped.

“I know, Big Guy,” Wyatt stopped before the giant horse’s stall. “Sorry, I’m not Harley.”

Elvis tossed his head and clomped around his stall. Wyatt made his way through the barn. The pygmy goat siblings, Butch and Sundance, were munching loose hay. When he tried to shoo them away from the alfalfa stack, they bleated at him in protest.

“I’ll put grain in your bin if you move out of the way.” Wyatt pushed on Sundance’s rump. After another round of plaintive bleating, the goats bounded out of the barn into the late afternoon sunshine. He tucked an alfalfa straw into the corner of his mouth, the sweet, grassy flavor tickling his tongue. The mini horses, Rhett and Scarlett, rushed their gate when he approached with their hay.

Maverick head butted his stall door and brayed as if someone was pulling on his long ears when Wyatt stepped in front of Trigger’s stall.

“You can wait your turn, Maverick.”

Trigger was cowered in a back corner of his stall with his head down. When he saw Wyatt, he tried to bite his side and pawed the ground.

“Hey, Trigger.” Wyatt opened the stall door and inched toward the sorrel quarter horse. “You okay, boy?”

Trigger moved toward Wyatt, then tried to bite his flank again. He looked like he wanted to drop down and roll. Wyatt knew he couldn’t let Trigger lie down, so he reached for a halter hanging just outside the stall. Once the halter was secured, Wyatt attached a lead rope and led the horse outside. He thumbed his phone awake and found his foreman’s number.

Wyatt: I think Trigger’s in trouble. Colic maybe? Can you come with a trailer?

While waiting for Luke’s reply, Wyatt made a mental note to buy Harley a truck and horse trailer.

Luke: Working with mustangs. Okay, to send Colt?

Wyatt: Yes

Luke: Copy. I’ll let Hannah know about Trigger

Wyatt secured the horse’s rope to the metal fence of the round pen. He vacillated between texting Harley and just taking care of Trigger himself. He didn’t want to take her away from Busy’s party and ruin her night. But he also knew how much she loved her animals.

Since he’d have about a half hour before Colt arrived with the trailer, Wyatt decided to finish feeding her menagerie, getting them settled for the night. He pulled all the hay nets from the other horses’ stalls and proceeded to stuff them with flakes of hay. He cleaned water buckets and refilled them. Then he measured grain for the goats and Hoss, her old hog, setting the portions next to their bins.

When he stepped from the barn, he found Trigger pulling against his rope and trying to kick his belly with a hind hoof. He patted the distressed horse’s neck. Harley’s mutt, Trampas, sat nearby, ready to help if needed.

“Let’s try some Banamine,” Wyatt said to Trigger, “maybe a dose and the trailer ride to Broken River will do the trick.”

He prepared a syringe with oral paste and walked back to Trigger. The horse’s eyes grew wide, but he didn’t try to move away from him. He guided the syringe into the back of Trigger’s mouth and pushed the plunger. The horse flattened his ears, then looked at Wyatt with the same you’re not Harley look Elvis had given him when he first arrived.

Wyatt backtracked into the barn and found a grooming brush. When he returned to Trigger and brushed his flanks, the horse relaxed. He was on his third rotation when Colt arrived with the trailer.

“Hey, Chief,” Colt said. “Luke told me to come help you with a sick horse.”

“Yes.” Wyatt untied the lead rope and led Trigger toward the trailer. “I think this guy has colic. If he doesn’t crap on the ride to Broken River, ask the vets to examine him.”

“Will do, Chief.”

Colt waited until Trigger was secure in the trailer and Wyatt had exited, then climbed behind the wheel of his truck. He waved at Wyatt and drove up Harley’s driveway toward Little Creek Road.

Once he finished feeding the animals, Wyatt looked at his phone and debated what to say in a text to Harley.

Wyatt: I stopped by your place to see you. Know you’re getting ready for Busy’s party, so fed your menagerie

He knew he needed to tell her about Trigger but wanted to see if she responded first. He hated that she might still be angry with him over their unexpected encounter with Ava. He was all too familiar with Ms. Harper’s temper.

The air had begun to cool as the sun drifted toward the horizon. Honeysuckle rode the breeze blowing to the west. Inhaling the sweet scent, Wyatt wished he could stay and wait for Harley to come home.

Harley: Crazy here at Busy’s. Thanks for feeding my creatures and saving me a trip home

Wyatt: Busy’s lucky to have you there. Also, Trigger had a raw spot on his abdomen. Had him brought to BR to be checked out

He didn’t like lying to her about Trigger but saw no reason to worry her until the vets examined her horse. He wanted to add, love you, but again waited for her reply. He rushed to his truck. As he cranked the engine, his phone buzzed.

Harley: Is it serious? Should I come to BR?

Wyatt hesitated. A horse with colic could end badly, but he didn’t want to alarm Harley just yet.

Wyatt: I think he’ll be fine. Enjoy the party

Harley: Okay. Thanks, Wyatt. Love you

Wyatt knew he looked like a lovesick fool as he grinned at Harley’s text.

Wyatt: Love you more, Ms. Harper
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Harley smiled at Wyatt’s text, and her heart lightened. She wished she could sneak out the back door of Busy’s kitchen and race home. Neither of them could control the arrival of Ava Parker, but Harley could try to control how the woman affected her relationship with Wyatt.

Despite the urge to be with her handsome sheriff, Harley knew she couldn’t abandon Busy. Her bestie was in her element, hosting their Stoneybrook friends in her new home. Plus, by the time she drove to the Redneck Ranch, Wyatt would probably be on his way to Broken River.

“Har Har,” Busy called from the living room, “we need more napkins.”

Harley grabbed a stack of white napkins embossed with a large pink B. Even though this party was smaller than her usual events, she knew Busy wanted everything to be perfect.

Harley added the napkins to a table at the end of an antique buffet. Busy had turned the top of the vintage cabinet into a charcuterie board. She’d covered the oak surface with foil, then wax paper. Her serpentine of meats, cheeses, and crackers was a masterpiece. She’d also sprinkled nuts, olives, and grapes throughout her design. The tables at each end of the buffet held plates, napkins, and a small platter of chocolates.

Busy answered the doorbell and found Claire Norman and Mercy Edwards standing on her porch. Claire held a bag of dripping ice. Mercy juggled a vase of flowers and a container of cookies.

“Come in,” Busy took the bag of ice, “I’ll put this in the freezer.”

Harley took the vase of multicolored cone flowers and placed them in the center of the fireplace mantel.

“Where should I put the cookies?” Mercy asked.

“Next to the chocolates on the dessert table.” Harley pointed.

“Harley,” Claire grasped her hands, “I’m so sorry Ava ruined your lunch with Wyatt.”

“It’s okay, Claire.” Harley smiled.

“No, it’s not,” Claire shook her head, “that bitch is like a bad penny—always showing up at the wrong time.”

“And she has the same loose morals as her mother.” Mercy frowned. “I believe it’s Ava’s goal to torture poor Wyatt for as long as she can.”

“Wyatt and I are fine.” Harley smiled. “It should be me apologizing for storming off.”

“If you want my opinion,” Busy joined them, “Miss Parker has no idea what’s in store for her from a couple of New Yawkers.” She smiled at Harley. “We know how to deal with a brassy, redheaded bitch.”

They all laughed. Harley knew Busy would make sure Ava Parker paid for hurting her bestie. Harley’s main concern, though, was keeping her relationship with Wyatt on track.

The bell rang again, and the door swung open to reveal Hannah Sloan and Ella Night.

“Welcome!” Busy hugged them. “You two look fabulous.”

“Thanks, Busy.” Hannah brushed a strand of reddish-blonde hair from her face. “It was a rush job, but we’re here.”

“Everything okay?” Harley asked.

Ella nodded. “Luke brought in a colt and four mustangs. The colt was attacked by something. Plus, the adult horses have cuts from barbed wire fencing, so we’ve been busy treating them too.”

“And we got Trigger settled into an exam room,” Hannah added, “so far no manure, but Luke’s watching him.”

“Trigger’s in good hands, Har Har,” Busy said, handing Hannah and Ella flutes of crisp champagne. So, let’s get this party started.”

The word manure floated through Harley’s mind. Hadn’t Wyatt said Trigger had a raw spot? If so, then why were the vets concerned about her horse not pooping?

Before she could ask questions, Busy handed her a flute of champagne.

“Welcome to Stoneybrook, Busy.” Claire held her glass aloft.

“You are such a breath of fresh air, and we’re glad you finally moved here.” Mercy clinked Claire’s glass.

A round of pings followed as they touched each other’s glasses and took sips of champagne. A double-knuckle rap was followed by Dyani opening the door and stepping inside.

“Hey.” She gave a slight wave. “You all remember Fenya?”

“Of course. I love your wine shop, Fenya,” Busy said, “and what a clever name! a stone’s throw.”

“Thank you.” The Russian beauty’s cheeks colored. “It’s nice to literally be a stone’s throw from wine country.”

“Let’s get you ladies a glass of bubbly.” Busy headed for the bar she’d had installed.

When Harley toured the quaint two-story Victorian with Busy, she could tell her bestie had fallen in love with the charming house. Busy had decided the front room, which had a large picture window, would be the perfect entertainment space. Her bestie had declared that all it needed was an antique bar to complete the room. Busy had placed the bar in a corner on one side of a red brick fireplace, and the buffet occupied the other corner. A couch and two overstuffed armchairs completed the space.

“Harley,” Claire said. Mercy looked over her shoulder. “Is Ria still coming with Sylvie?”

“Yes.” Harley nodded. “And I believe Ria talked Echo into coming too.”

“She did.” Mercy stepped in front of Claire. “Echo is coming with Mia and Marie Davis. They’re bringing Busy’s gift.”

“That’s great!” Harley clapped her hands together.

“What’s great?” Busy asked as she joined them.

“Ria,” Harley began, “um, she finally convinced Echo to come tonight too.”

“I’m so glad.” Busy smiled. “And is Sylvie coming?”

“Yes.” Claire nodded. “Ria said her assistant is ready to put her kidnapping ordeal behind her.”

“Fantastic!” Busy said. “Har Har, can you help me in the kitchen?”

“Sure.” As Harley followed Busy, her phone chimed.

“Wyatt?” Busy walked into the kitchen.

Harley looked at her phone and nodded.

Wyatt: Trigger’s sore isn’t worrisome

“Go ahead and text with your handsome sheriff,” Busy said, pulling a tray of puff pastries with brie and mushrooms from the oven. A buttery aroma filled the air as she placed the tiny hors d'oeuvres onto a platter.

“Okay,” Harley began her text, “I’ll bring the crab cakes.”

Harley: Thanks for the update, but why are the vets worried about Trigger pooping? You’re sure he’s doing okay?

Wyatt: I’ll explain when I see you, but yes, he’s doing better. How’s the party?

Harley: Okay. Party’s good

Wyatt: Still on for dinner at your place tomorrow?

Harley: Yes. Can’t wait!

When he didn’t text right back, Harley took the crab cakes from the second oven. She was tempted to carry the cookie sheet back to the living room. Instead, she used a spatula to set the cakes onto a round amber-colored plate.

Wyatt hadn’t texted again, so Harley headed back to the party. As she entered the front room, the door swung open, and Mayor Ria Stone stepped inside, followed by Sylvie Owen. Sylvie wore an ill-fitting brown T-shirt and baggy tan shorts. Harley also noticed her previous haughty demeanor still seemed subdued. A shudder traveled down her spine with the memory of what Sylvie had suffered at the hands of Carl Yates. After her own ordeal last Christmas, Harley understood and admired the young woman’s determination to move on with her life.

“Ria,” Busy said, “I’m glad you and Sylvie could come.”

“We’re honored to be included,” Ria said, handing Busy a wine bag imprinted with a stone’s throw. “I hope this helps you feel welcomed to Stoneybrook.” She looked at Sylvie.

“Yes.” Sylvie handed Busy another bag. “Welcome to Stoneybrook.”

“I thought I was clear in my invitation that the only gift I wanted was your presence.” Busy smiled. “But then again, what girl doesn’t love presents?”

“Please, ladies,” Harley said, “grab a plate and enjoy Busy’s delicious appetizers.”

Busy moved closer to Harley and whispered, “My new life here wouldn’t be as fabulous without you and all your friends.”

“They’re your friends now, too.” Harley picked up a flute from the bar and touched Busy’s glass. “And if I haven’t told you already, I’m so glad you moved to Stoneybrook.”

“Me too—” A knock caused Busy to look toward the door, then at Harley. Everyone gathered around her. “Harley Harper,” Busy raised an eyebrow, “what did you do?”

Harley smiled at her bestie as the door opened, revealing a large welcome sign painted on an old piece of barn wood. The word Welcome was stenciled in black. Below the last e, New Yawk had been painted in cursive. Mia and Marie, along with Echo Atwood, stood behind the sign.

Tears filled Busy’s blue eyes. She covered her mouth with her hands, then glanced around the room.

“We’re all glad you moved here.” Claire raised her glass.

“To Elizabeth Benton!” Harley held her glass in the air. “Stoneybrook’s second favorite New Yorker.”

A round of laughter filled the living room as Harley’s phone chimed.

Wyatt: I think you should come to BR

Harley raised her eyes to find Ella looking at her and Hannah checking her phone. Her vets walked toward Busy.

“Sorry, Busy,” Hannah said, “but we need to get back to Broken River.” She stepped to Mia and Marie and gave them each a hug. “Mom, Luke, and I might miss family dinner on Sunday. I’ll keep you posted.”

“Hannah,” Busy said, “take Harley with you.” She crossed to Harley, placing an arm around her shoulders. “Trigger will be fine, but you should be with him.”

Harley nodded, then followed Hannah and Ella outside. She climbed into the back seat of Hannah’s truck and thumbed her phone alive.

Harley: I’m riding to BR with the vets

Wyatt: Glad you’re coming. We’re doing everything we can

Tears slipped down Harley’s cheeks. Staring out the window at the waning light, she silently apologized for not being a better horse mom. She promised to improve her animal skills if her sorrel quarter horse recovered. Finally, she said a prayer asking God to heal Trigger.
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Once again, Joe traveled back roads leading away from Cave Junction. He knew the police would issue a be on the lookout bulletin for the Kia, so he stopped at the Walmart in Grants Pass, Oregon, to switch out the license plates. He’d chosen an older Hyundai, reasoning that the car’s owner was likely a little old lady who didn’t know her license plate number. Also, she probably obeyed traffic laws, which meant she was rarely pulled over. With any luck, the swapped plates wouldn’t be discovered for a few months.

Since the stolen Sportage wasn’t equipped with GPS, Joe had managed to Google motels on his crappy burner phone. The Shady Oaks Motel was along their route just outside of Roseburg. They’d stay there for the night. As much as he wanted to treat Willow to a nice dinner again, he knew being in public wasn’t a good idea. She never complained about eating in their room, so he decided to let her pick tonight’s takeout.

Joe glanced at Willow, who stared out her window at the endless forest lining both sides of the highway. Despite everything she’d been through, Willow Atwood had grown into a beautiful young woman. A thread of desire warmed his loins. Still hopeful Willow would enjoy the evening, Joe savored the anticipation of what the night might bring.

“Would you like to find something to listen to?” Joe asked her.

Willow nodded, then hit the scan button on the radio. When Morgan Wallen’s “Thought You Should Know” played from the speakers, she pressed the scan button again to save the country station.

They drove in silence, listening to the current top thirty hits. Anxious to count the cash in the briefcase, Joe mulled over options for spending some of the money. If he could find an inexpensive apartment, spending time with Willow in some semblance of a home might be nice. Doubt clouded his mind as he considered everything that could go wrong if they lived together in public. He knew his best option was to find one of the many moonshiners’ cabins still lurking in the woods surrounding Willow Lake and stay with her there until he decided what to do next.

Joe turned into Roseburg, thankful that twilight was fading into nighttime. He followed the route he’d memorized to the motel, parking in a space close to the registration office.

“I’m locking you in.” Joe glanced at Willow, and she nodded.

He climbed from the SUV, set the locks, and walked into the lobby.

“Evening,” an older woman said from behind the check-in desk.

“Evening.” Joe offered a smile. “Need a room for the night for me and the missus.”

“Fill this out.” She turned a registration form toward him and placed a pen on the counter. “It’s a hundred and nineteen with tax.”

“Sounds good.” Joe counted out one hundred and twenty dollars from the last of his personal dwindling funds.

“Need a receipt?” the lady asked as she handed him back a dollar.

“Yes, if it’s not too much trouble.” Since he used fake names, he didn’t need a receipt. He thought accepting one, though, made him seem more legit.

“Room fifteen.” She handed him the receipt and an actual key hanging from a ring, the number imprinted in red on a white plastic disk. “All the way to the end.”

“Thanks.” Joe flashed another smile. “Have a nice night.”

He stepped outside, walked toward the Kia, and clicked the locks open. He sat in the driver’s seat and headed back toward town.

“I thought we’d get something a little tastier than fast food for dinner.” Joe turned onto the highway. “There’s a pizza joint, a Thai place, and an Italian restaurant nearby. What sounds good?”

“Italian?” Willow said as if she were asking a question.

“Works for me.” He made another turn. “There’s probably a grocery store close by the restaurant. We can pick up a couple bottles of wine after we call in our order.”

Willow stared straight ahead. He was disappointed she didn’t act excited over a nice dinner, albeit one she had to eat in a motel room. He wondered if it was because she knew what he planned to have for dessert.

He pulled into a grocery store parking lot and brought up the website for Ristorante Italiano on his phone. Scrolling through the menu, he stopped on spaghetti dishes. “How does spaghetti and meatballs with salad sound?”

“Fine.” Willow nodded.

Joe hit the call button and waited for someone to answer.

“Ristorante Italiano,” a young female voice echoed from his phone's speaker.

“Hi, I’d like to place a to-go order,” Joe said.

“Okay, I’m ready.”

“Spaghetti and meatballs dinner for two.” Joe hit another picture on his phone. “And a tiramisu.”

“All right. Will that be all?”

“Yes.” Joe waited for her to tell him the amount due.

“Your order will be ready in twenty minutes. The total comes to forty-eight dollars.”

“Thanks.” He ended the call after her goodbye.

He looked at Willow. “I’ll be right back.”

Joe exited the car and set the locks again. He was probably being overcautious, but he wanted to keep his and Willow’s exposure to a minimum. He selected two bottles of a cheap cabernet and checked out, noting he only had a hundred dollars of his own money left.

After paying for the wine, they drove the short distance to the restaurant, and he picked up their order. When they returned to the motel, he opened the door, and Willow walked in with the food. Returning to the Kia, he retrieved the laptop and duffle containing their clothes. He made one last trip to place the phone and gun into the briefcase, then carried it inside.

When he stepped back into the room, the spicy scent of the spaghetti caused his stomach to growl. Willow had arranged their dinner on a rickety round table by the window. Joe brought the plastic cups from the bathroom, opened the screw-top wine bottle, and poured them each a glass.

They ate in silence, and Joe was pleased to see Willow enjoying her meal. He poured her more wine after he’d cleaned his plate and watched her eat the tiramisu. A twinge of regret squeezed his heart at the thought of letting her go. But he didn’t have to make that decision tonight.

“Would it be okay if I take a shower?” Willow asked after clearing the table.

“Yes.” He stood and pulled her into his arms. He tasted the remnants of her chocolate tiramisu on her lips when he kissed her. “But I’d like my dessert first.”

Joe ran a hand across her breast. He looked into her eyes, relieved he didn’t see defiance or resignation. He lifted her pink T-shirt, then lowered his mouth to cover a nipple. When Willow didn’t resist, he held her to him, switching to the other breast.

He pulled the T-shirt over her head and searched her eyes, which were now a darker shade of gray. She slid off her brown shorts and then lay on the bed. He removed his clothes and joined her.

“I don’t know why you don’t fight me anymore.” Joe kissed Willow. “But I enjoy being with you like this more.”

He rolled onto his back, pulling her on top of him. Willow held his stare as he drew her softness against his groin. He raised his hands to her breasts, his need for release almost reaching the breaking point.

Joe placed a hand on Willow’s neck and lowered her lips to his. He raised her hips just enough to ease himself into her sweetness. Joe knew he couldn’t contain his orgasm much longer and rolled Willow onto her back. He held himself above her, slowing his pace, searching her eyes.

When Willow twined her fingers into his hair, pulling his lips to hers, Joe exploded in blind ecstasy with her cry of bliss ringing in his ears.
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Wyatt met Hannah’s truck when she arrived at Broken River. He exchanged a look with her, then Ella, before they hurried into the barn, now serving as their vet clinic.

Harley walked toward him, and he cradled her against his chest.

“Tell me about Trigger,” she whispered.

“The Banamine doesn’t seem to be alleviating his pain.” He kissed the top of her head. “Come inside so Hannah and Ella can update you.” He took her hand.

“Hannah is doing some tests to determine what’s going on with Trigger.” Ella glanced at Wyatt.

“Do you know if he has colic?” Harley asked.

“Harley,” Wyatt said, “let’s let them run their tests.” He waited for her to look at him, then offered a reassuring smile.

“We’ll update you as soon as we know something.” Ella nodded, then headed for the procedure rooms.

“How could this happen?” Harley’s voice broke, and tears ran down her cheeks. “I’m careful with the horses’ hay and don’t let them graze too long.”

“We don’t know what’s wrong with Trigger.” Wyatt wrapped his arms around her. “And whatever’s going on isn’t your fault, Babe.”

“And I practice the eight-four rule.” She sobbed into his shirt, and he stroked her hair.

“You’re doing everything right.” Wyatt knew Harley followed the “graze at 8”, no more at 4” guideline, rotating her horses through three dedicated pastures. And until she learned to drive a tractor, he had his ranch hands harrowing her fields regularly to keep the manure distributed and the pastures fresh.

“Wyatt,” Luke stepped next to them, “anything I can do to help?”

“Nothing until we hear from your wife and Ella.” Wyatt took Harley’s hand when she moved from his arms. “I think we’ll head to the kitchen for some coffee.”

“No!” Harley pulled free. “I’m not leaving until I know what’s wrong with Trigger.”

“I’ll ask Frankie to bring down some coffee,” Luke said, turning to leave.

“Luke,” Wyatt halted his exit, “how are the mustangs?”

“Cut up from the barbed wire, but only two needed stitches.” Luke lifted his hat and ran his hand through his hair. “I put them in stalls at the back of the horse barn.”

“And the colt?” Wyatt asked.

“Hannah’s worried about his wounds becoming infected,” Luke said, “but so far he’s hanging in there.”

“Glad none of them were too badly injured.”

“Yep.” Nodding, Luke headed from the barn. “Hope you don’t mind a couple more horses to feed.” He called over his shoulder. “Because I think the vets each want to keep a mustang.”

“Given all their hard work,” Wyatt looked at Harley, “anything for Hannah and Ella.”

He took her hand again and led her to a table and chairs next to a rolling cart. He’d had a small refrigerator added to the kitchenette area of the clinic’s lobby. He pulled out two water bottles, placed them on the table, and sat in the chair beside Harley.

Wyatt.” She looked at him, and his heart stuttered at the worry he saw in her amber eyes. “I want you to tell me how bad my horse is.”

He grasped her hands, leaned in, and kissed her. “I know not knowing what’s going on is hard, but we need to wait to see what the vets discover.”

“But you have an idea of what’s wrong with Trigger.” She swiped at a tear.

“Harley—”

“Wyatt.” She cut him off. “I need to know.”

He wanted to lie and tell her Trigger would be fine. The truth was, he was worried about the quarter horse. Though Wyatt was familiar with horses suffering from colic, Trigger seemed more distressed than he’d expect from a simple case of indigestion.

“It concerns me that Trigger’s pain hasn’t subsided,” Wyatt pulled her onto his lap, her denim skirt inching up her thighs, “but each case of colic is different.”

Frankie entered the barn holding a tray with coffee mugs, a thermos, and two covered platters. She nodded at Wyatt and set the tray on the table. Harley lifted her tear-stained face and looked at Frankie.

“Hi, Harley,” Frankie said, “sorry to hear your horse is sick.”

“Thanks.” Harley stood. “And thanks for the coffee.”

“I also brought some banana bread and a couple of pulled pork sandwiches with coleslaw.” Frankie smiled at them.

“Perfect.” Wyatt came to his feet, the tangy pork aroma reminding him he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. “Thanks, Frankie.”

Frankie nodded and looked past him. Wyatt turned to find Hannah standing behind them.

“Harley,” Hannah said, “we did a rectal exam and took a look with a nasal gastric tube. I’m afraid Trigger has an impaction in his large colon.”

Wyatt put his arm around Harley’s waist for support.

“What can you do for him?” Harley asked.

“It’s only been four and a half hours since Wyatt found Trigger in distress, so I think for now, we wait.” Hannah smiled. “If you two want to help,” she headed back to the procedure rooms, “pray for poop.”

“We will,” Wyatt called after her.

Harley walked back to her chair and sat down. He poured them each a cup of coffee, handed Harley a mug, and resumed his seat. She took a sip, then reached for his free hand.

Wyatt twined his fingers into hers and sipped the dark roast. He didn’t know what the night would bring, but he was glad they were together. He wished Hannah had given them a more useful task than praying for Trigger to poop, though.
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CHAPTER NINE
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Harley’s eyes flew open. She sat up on the two-person cot she’d shared with Wyatt after she refused to move to the main house.

He entered the barn and walked toward her, carrying a tray. He smiled at her, placed the tray onto the table, then crossed to the cot. His navy V-neck T-shirt accentuated his blue eyes.

“Morning.” Wyatt touched her lips in a brief kiss.

“Morning. You look ready for the day,” Harley fingered his wet, sandy-colored bangs, “do you have to go to the station?”

“No. I let my deputies know I’ll be here today.” He offered his hand to help her from the cot. “I spoke with Hannah before I went to the house.” Wyatt led her to the table and chairs. “She said Trigger is doing well this morning.” He handed her a cup of coffee.

“Well, as in, he finally pooped?” Harley grinned, then sipped some coffee. The rich French roast danced on her tongue.

“No manure yet.” Wyatt shook his head.

“Isn’t that concerning?” She raised an eyebrow.

“Yes.” Wyatt covered her hand with his. “Hannah said she’d explain what comes next.”

“Can I see Trigger?” Harley stood.

“After coffee,” Wyatt took her hand. “One of the vets will tell us when we can see him.”

She nodded and sat down.

“I sent Luke to feed your animals earlier,” Wyatt said, “do you want to check on them yourself and pick up a few things? I thought you might want to stay here until Trigger’s ready to return to your ranch.”

“Maybe I can get Busy to stay at my place.” Harley took another sip.

“If not,” Wyatt began, “and you’d be comfortable with someone else, I can have Colt stay at your ranch.”

“Thanks, Wyatt.” Harley leaned into him, and he kissed her.

“Anything for you, Ms. Harper.” He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

The door opened behind them, and Ella headed their way. “We’re ready to talk about what’s next for Trigger.”

Harley stood, and Wyatt handed Ella a cup of coffee.

“Thanks.” Ella headed back toward the door.

“How is he?” Harley asked, following the vet.

“Uncomfortable.”

Wyatt held the door as Ella stepped through. Harley looked at him, and he smiled, but she saw a hint of worry in his eyes. When they approached a set of stalls, the smell of antiseptic slammed into Harley, and her stomach lurched. She probably should’ve had more than two bites of her pulled pork sandwich last night.

Trigger whinnied when he saw her, and Harley hurried to the round pen’s gate to pet his nose.

“Hi, Big Guy,” Harley cooed. Trigger pushed his nose against her hand again.

When Wyatt eased the gate open, Harley stepped inside. Trigger rested his head on her shoulder, and she stroked his neck.

“Someone’s glad to see you,” Hannah smiled.

Trigger penned his ears back and snorted when Hannah stepped close to Harley.

“I think your horse dislikes the prodding and checking we’ve been doing,” Hannah said. “Since it’s been twelve hours with no movement, we’ll need to try a dose of mineral oil.”

“It’s what Doc Perry would’ve done.” Wyatt moved closer to Harley.

“Is he in pain?” Harley swiped at a stray tear, and Wyatt squeezed her shoulder.

“We’re keeping him on Banamine to manage his discomfort,” Ella said.

“Harley,” Hannah began, and Harley met her friend’s light green eyes, “this is a long process, and since Trigger isn’t getting worse, Ella and I are still hopeful.”

“I appreciate all you’re doing,” Harley hugged Hannah and Ella. You’re both amazing.”

“We’re amazing because Doc Perry was a great teacher,” Hannah said. “Not to mention, Wyatt’s spared no expense in helping us rebuild our clinic here in his barn.”

Harley looked at Wyatt, smiling at the color in his cheeks.

“I’m going to drive Harley to her ranch to check on the other animals,” Wyatt said.

“Sounds good,” Hannah stepped into the round pen with Trigger, who moved away from her, “even though he doesn’t think so, Trigger’s in good hands.”

“Thanks, ladies,” Wyatt said, taking Harley’s hand. We’ll check in when we get back.”

Harley and Wyatt walked from the barn and headed for his truck. He helped her into the passenger seat, sat behind the wheel, and cranked the engine.

“What’s that smell?” Harley looked into the backseat.

“Frankie made us breakfast.” Wyatt turned onto Little Creek Road.

“That’s great,” Harley smiled at him, “because I’m starving.”

His phone buzzed, and Harley could see a text from Derrick.

“Want me to read the text?” she asked.

“He’s just saying good morning, so it can wait.” Wyatt glanced at the phone. “I’ll heat up breakfast while you shower.”

“What if I’m hungry for something other than ...” she began.

“Breakfast pie.” Wyatt raised an eyebrow.

“Other than pie?” Harley placed her hand on his thigh.

“If you’re sure you don’t want to hurry and get back to Trigger?” Wyatt grinned at her. “I can think of something else to serve.”

Harley loosened her seatbelt and moved closer to Wyatt, laying her head on his shoulder.

“Thanks for everything you’ve done to help Trigger. And to keep me sane.”

Wyatt kissed the top of her head and laid his hand on her knee. Though she was still worried about Trigger, Harley wanted to be in Wyatt’s arms and lose herself in his embrace. The drive to her place wasn’t that far, but the desire pulsing through her seemed to protest how long it was taking.

Finally, Wyatt entered her driveway and parked in the gravel lot next to the animal barn. He stepped from the truck and offered her his hand. When Harley’s feet hit the ground, Wyatt drew her into his arms and kissed her. She twined her hands around his neck and leaned into him. His kiss was intense, and she took his hand to lead him inside.

“Harley,” Wyatt said, his tone husky, “let’s check on your animals.”

“After.” Harley tugged on his hand.

“Now. Because once I get you in bed,” Wyatt pulled her close and kissed her again. “I don’t want to have to hurry.”

“I’ll check on the creatures.” She bussed his lips. “You warm up breakfast so we can bring it to bed.”

“As you wish, Ms. Harper.” He gave her a salute before she disappeared into the barn.

A cacophony of animal hellos greeted Harley. The giant black horse stepped to the gate when she stopped at Elvis' stall. Harley held her palm up, and he placed the star on his forehead in the center of her hand.

“Hi, Elvis,” she said. “How’s your feed bag and water?” She peered into his stall, noting everything looked good. “I’ll check on you again before I leave.” Harley patted Elvis’ neck, and the big horse nickered. Then, he headed for his outside run.

She moved past Trigger’s stall and found Maverick with his head extended over his gate.

“Hi, Maverick.” Harley scratched his ears. “How’s things in your world?”

Maverick whinnied at her, then moved next to Trigger’s stall.

“He’s okay, Mav.” She scanned his feed bag and checked his water bucket. “Trigger will be back before you know it.”

When she moved to the minis’ stall, she found Rhett and Scarlett munching hay. Hoss slept in his usual empty stall. The pygmy goats bounded inside to circle her legs. A warm breeze blew through the barn. Since Wyatt didn’t want to hurry their breakfast and he’d said her fields were fine for the equines, she decided to let her creatures enjoy the side pasture for a while.

Harley placed Elvis in the pasture first, then Maverick, followed by the minis. Her goats, Butch and Sundance, darted into the meadow. She opened the gate for Hoss, who decided to join the fun.

“Enjoy the sunshine,” she called as she headed for the house, “I’ll be back in a bit.”

Kicking off her Ropers, she inhaled the savory scent of the breakfast pie and hurried into the kitchen. A note lay on the counter, and she scanned Wyatt’s words: Bring the strawberries.

Harley smiled, lifted the bowl of berries, and climbed the stairs from the kitchen to the second floor. She stepped into her bedroom, her breath catching at the sight of Wyatt naked and lying on her bed. He grinned at her and picked up a can of whipped cream.

“I thought we’d start with a serving of fruit.” Wyatt sprayed a frothy white line across his flat stomach, from one hip to the other.

Giggling, Harley moved to the bed. She set the bowl on the nightstand, plucked a plump strawberry from the top, then twirled the berry in the whipped cream. She took a bite of the sweet berry and offered the remainder to Wyatt. He covered the morsel with his lips and reached for her, pulling her onto the bed.

Harley kissed him, then rose to her knees and unbuttoned her blouse. Wyatt dropped his hands to her skirt, sliding beneath until he palmed her ass. Harley pushed him back onto the pillows and then stood. She slipped off the blouse, then shimmied out of her skirt and panties.

She climbed back onto the bed and lowered her tongue to the whipped cream line that had begun to liquefy. Wyatt moaned when Harley cupped him and kissed his belly button. Straddling him, Wyatt sat up to hold her closer.

“Wyatt.” Harley looked into his blue eyes. This man belonged to her, and she had no intentions of letting anyone steal their happiness.

“Harley.” He rolled her beneath him, smiled at her, then nuzzled her neck.

She raised her hips and increased her rhythm. Wyatt found her lips, kissing her as she exploded in a burst of pleasure.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Joe had enjoyed Willow throughout the night. Her new willingness to have sex with him had lit a different type of desire. Up until now, he’d only thought of his own needs. But the memory of her cry of bliss challenged him to bring her to new heights of pleasure.

He’d been awake for a couple of hours, sipping coffee at the well-worn table. Joe watched Willow sleep, reliving their night together. He mulled over reasons Willow had embraced him sexually. When his imagination suggested it was because his beautiful captive had also fallen in love with him, he distracted himself by counting the cash in the briefcase.
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