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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      The New Moon in Aries is a time of great

      beginnings.

      
        
        —Jamie’s horoscope

      

      

      Jamie Vaughn believed in signs. They were scattered across the universe like cosmic kitty litter, a nudge here, a suggestion there, a roadblock somewhere else. Or, if you weren’t paying attention, the occasional punch to the gut.

      Jamie meant to pay attention. She tried. But fortune favored the pigheaded, and decades of elbows-up, barge-in-and-take-it was proving tougher to shake than nicotine.

      Her abs were rock-solid from all the gut-punches.

      However, almost twenty-six seemed a good age for personal growth so she put on her toughest don’t-care face, shoved her hands into the back pockets of her skinny jeans, and planted her boots squarely in the doorway of the kennel room, determined to get her way.

      Haylee looked up from the grooming table where she was brushing Jewel, her Labrador-cross therapy dog. Pregnancy made her look round and cute and soft but Jamie knew that was an illusion.

      “You’re about to pop, Haylee.”

      As announcements went, it was worse than unnecessary. The quick flare of Haylee’s nostrils told Jamie it was also unwelcome and unappreciated. Not her best opening move.

      “I’ve got eight weeks to go. That’s nowhere near popping.” She stuck out her lip and blew a blond curl off her face. “Grab a brush. How does this dog get so much junk in her coat on a thirty minute beach walk?”

      “It’s a mystery to all.” Jamie joined her at the table, and began detangling the big dog’s back end.

      Determined.

      Tough.

      Strategic.

      “I have a proposition, Haylee.” She took a deep breath and dove in. “I want to take over the program while you’re on maternity leave.”

      Haylee’s hand stilled. “We’ve talked about this. Companions with Purpose is my baby.”

      Jamie had once dreamed of being a police K9 handler, but EX plus CON equalled a roadblock even Attila couldn’t conquer. Training dogs at Sanctuary Ranch was her lifeline, her chance to get past the screw-ups she’d weaseled under, skated over, slipped around. To catch her breath from the gut-punch that kept on giving.

      “I want more than hosing down kennels and exercising the boarders. I’m a good trainer. You said it yourself.”

      “You’re a natural, but⁠—”

      “I understand suspending the classes.” She didn’t. “But at least continue the therapy visits. Jewel’s slobbery kisses might be the only thing keeping some of those old geezers alive. Let me help. I’ve seen you getting in and out of a car. Juggling the leash, your purse, your keys, your emergency underwear. It’s not pretty.”

      “No fair.” Haylee pointed the slicker brush at her. “Let’s see you watch Bridesmaids with a five-pound fetus dancing on your bladder.”

      Humor was a good sign.

      Jamie switched to a wider-toothed comb, counted down from ten, then took fresh aim.

      “Aiden thinks you’re overworking yourself, you know. He told me. In fact, he kind of appointed me your guardian angel.”

      Truth was a fluid thing, Jamie believed, that the interpretation of facts changed according to the lens of the viewer. And what she’d said could have been true.

      “Aiden thinks I need an angel?” Haylee met her eyes, gave a slow blink. “With Olivia and Daphne already vying for godmother, the last thing I need is more hovering.”

      Jewel yipped and Haylee dropped the comb. “Sorry, baby, that was a bad tangle.”

      “Mommy’s mean, isn’t she?” Jamie fished a piece of freeze-dried liver from the treat jar, fed it to Jewel, then stroked the greying muzzle.

      “You’ll miss your visiting, won’t you, Ju-Jube? But it’ll be okay. You’re probably tired of all that helping anyway. You’re an old dog, you’ve earned your retirement.”

      “Passive aggressive.” Haylee flicked a chunk of bramble-laden fur into the trash. “Nice.”

      “Active aggressive isn’t working so shit-hot. A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

      The laugh she tagged onto the end sounded as fake as her boot-black hair. Pathetic. But she couldn’t help herself.

      Haylee ran one hand over Jewel’s coat, checking for more burrs. “You were hired for the kitchen. I already take too much of your time.”

      “Wow, low blow.” She handed Haylee a spray bottle of coat conditioner. “All those hormones must be poisoning your brain. You used to love me.”

      “I still love you. But I’m hot and fat and my back hurts.” Haylee ran the back of her hand over her forehead. “Everything but the boarding kennel is on hold for now. Therapy visits. Rescues. Training. We’ll revisit your role when I’ve figured out life with a new baby.”

      A scuffing noise sounded beyond them, and a long, tall shadow flickered through the sunshine.

      Gideon.

      Jamie’s heart lurched like a newborn foal.

      “Hi,” she said. It came out like a gunshot and she felt blood rush into her cheeks. She’d been fine for a whole year. More than that. Then one day, that rough voice sent tremors to the pit of her stomach and just like that, she lost her mind. She didn’t know where to put her hands or what to say. Her feet got big. Her mouth got bigger. She forgot how to breathe.

      “Ladies,” he said, tipping his hat and giving them that slow, narrow-eyed smile. “You’re looking lovely today, Haylee.”

      “No ladies here. We’re women.” Jamie tossed her head, which felt like it weighed fifty pounds, and her hat fell off. “Oops.”

      Her conversation skills went straight down the drain when he was around.

      “No disrespect intended.” He turned to Haylee. “You, Haylee, look lovely. Glowing.”

      “You’re such a liar. It’s one of your best qualities.” Haylee gave her dog a kiss, then helped her down the steps from the grooming table. “What’s up?”

      Jewel shook herself and ran to Gideon, who braced his muscular legs for the onslaught. She wriggled her big body, rubbing herself against him while he stroked and patted and murmured.

      Jamie watched his hands roam over the dog’s fur and her skin tingled, imagining.

      “Wanted to let James know I don’t need her for the trail ride tomorrow, after all,” Gideon said. “Huck’s coming instead.”

      The tingles evaporated. “Don’t call me James.”

      “Daphne will be glad to hear that,” Haylee said, running a sticky roller over her pants to get rid of the dog hair. “Me too. She’ll have time to feed the steers for me then, tomorrow.”

      “Gosh,” Jamie said. “Did I forget to take off my secret invisibility cloak again? I’m right here. And can’t I take an extra turn on barn-cleaning rather than feed Charley and his cohort? You know how I feel about them.”

      “We all told you not to name them.” Gideon’s smile faded. He glanced at Haylee. “She’s not on the schedule, is she? For, you know.”

      “Again, right here!” She waved her hand in front of Gideon. “And no. I’m exempt from the final episode on religious grounds.”

      “Vegetarianism isn’t a religion.” But his smile was back.

      “Buddhism is.”

      “You’re not Buddhist.”

      “I could be Buddhist!”

      “If I could interject,” Haylee broke in, drawing Gideon’s attention. “Jamie will be working elsewhere at slaughter time. And don’t mind her. She’s pissed because I’m not handing over the reins of Companions with Purpose to her while I’m . . . busy.” She made a circular gesture toward her abdomen.

      Gideon’s eyebrows moved slightly. “Huh,” he said.

      “I don’t want to take over. I just want to be a trainer.” Jamie signalled for Jewel to sit, then gave her another treat. “I figured acting as Jewel’s handler for a few weeks would be a good way to start, plus helping Haylee in her time of need. Win-win. And Jewel loves me. Look how well she responds to me.”

      Haylee put a hand to the small of her back and sighed. The skirmish was already lost.

      “Look, I don’t have the time or energy to argue. You get plenty of time away from the kitchen with Gideon and the horses already. And yes, I appreciate what you do around the kennels immensely. You’ve got a great heart.” Haylee hesitated, and Jamie’s guard went up. “But you’re not ready for more, and I don’t have time to teach you, even if you were. Sorry, James, it’s just the way it is.”

      Ouch.

      Haylee motioned to her dog and the two of them walked past Gideon and Jamie, leaving them alone in the grooming room.

      Jamie began cleaning up, tossing equipment into the basket, sweeping fur off the table, moving too fast in hopes of distracting herself from what felt distressingly like an onslaught of tears.

      Haylee was being unreasonable. Jamie could do so much more; she knew she could. All she needed was a chance. She swallowed, and her throat made an awkward, clicking sound.

      Then the warm weight of Gideon’s hand settled on her shoulder, stilling her. For a moment, she allowed it to seep into her, like seawater on sun-dried driftwood, making her feel dark and heavy and full of life.

      “She knows how talented you are,” he said quietly. “The timing’s not right, that’s all.”

      The comforting heat flowed over her like caramel over a ripe, red apple at the fair, taking a plain thing and making it better, sweeter, shinier. That’s how it was with Gideon. He made people feel good about themselves. He made her believe she was more than a stray, more than unclaimed baggage, more than the flotsam and jetsam tossed onto the beach after a storm.

      “Try not to take it personally, kiddo.”

      Kiddo.

      The word hit like a rogue wave, snapping her back to reality, reminding her that no matter the hope he inspired, he still saw her as a girl who’d landed at Sanctuary Ranch with a lightweight backpack, a heavyweight past, and a big question mark for a future.

      She shrugged out from beneath his hand and brushed her forearm over her eyes. “Glad you don’t need me tomorrow. I have to get out for a bit before supper. Tell Daphne I’ll be back in time for prep.” She shouldered past him through the door.

      “Wait. Where’re you going?”

      “Riding.” She headed for the corrals.

      “Want some company?”

      “No.”

      He continued to follow. “James? You okay?”

      She gritted her teeth. “You betcha. I’m awesome.”

      She disappeared into the tack room and to her relief, he let her go.

      Pigheaded persistence, she had it in spades. But her don’t-care face only lasted so long. And all the signs in the world didn’t matter if there was no way forward.
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        * * *

      

      Jamie gave the bay gelding a solid nudge with her knee to move him farther up the wooded path. She had an hour before Daphne needed her for the dinner rush, and she had to get her act together.

      The dense, heavy quiet of the coastal rainforest in summer was punctuated only by the rustlings and calls of the wildlife within it and the soft crush of hooves on humus. But instead of being soothing, the silence made the swirling maelstrom inside her head seem louder.

      All she wanted was a chance. Haylee couldn’t keep up with her schedule, not with the baby coming. And Jamie had more than proven herself in the kennel, with dogs Haylee herself had been iffy on. Like Hannibal, for instance. If not for Jamie, he’d be dead. Instead, the massive mastiff mix had raised the social capital of a cute, nerdy paraplegic kid who now had more girlfriends than he knew what to do with.

      Nash pulled on the reins, reaching for a stand of juicy-looking grass.

      She yanked his head up, then instantly regretted it.

      “Sorry, buddy.” She swallowed. “It’s not you, it’s me.”

      Her throat tightened. Talk about paying it forward. Or shit rolling downhill, which was more like it. Poor horse didn’t deserve her today.

      Nash whuffled softly through his nose, forgiving her. She gave him his head and listened to his hoofbeats as they thumped softly, rhythmically, hypnotically on the leaf-littered trail. Slowly, the thrashing of her heart and soul subsided.

      Jamie could be a great trainer, she knew it. But Haylee was as territorial as any alpha and Jamie was just the new hire who helped out wherever needed—when she wasn’t busy assisting the cook.

      On a conscious level, Jamie knew she was overreacting. They were friends. Haylee valued her. The hurt was unintentional. She simply hadn’t considered the idea that Jamie might have more to contribute.

      She respected Haylee. To have her look through Jamie like she wasn’t good enough or smart enough or . . . real, hurt.

      But what bothered her the most was that Gideon had witnessed it. Heat twisted in her gut again as she recalled his expression. The lifted eyebrows, that surprised blink. Then the sigh, the slightly amused incredulity.

      His touch, which she’d thought was so kind and understanding, had been nothing more than pity.

      Of course, she knew Haylee’s rejection wasn’t personal. But it didn’t matter.

      It made no difference how tough she was on the outside because, on the inside, she was still the new kid, the foster kid, forgotten yet again at school pickup.

      The invisibility cloak was real.

      And there was no best-before date on humiliation, it seemed.

      She reached down to stroke the horse. “You’re a good boy, Nash.”

      He was exactly what she needed so she focused on her breath, the moment, the solid warmth of the animal beneath her. Nash was good on trails, energetic but not flighty, compliant without being passive, and most importantly for the ranch, he was reliable with guests. One of the perks of the job was that she could ride as much as she wanted in her off time.

      She’d love to have a horse of her own one day, one she could train herself from a foal, really bond with, but secondhand was second nature for her, and working with other peoples’ animals was better than nothing.

      She wasn’t complaining. She had it good at Sanctuary Ranch, and she knew it.

      She inhaled deeply, bringing the green-drenched air into her lungs and holding it there, imagining bright white oxygen rushing in, healing cells from the insults of daily living. She let the breath out, loudly enough for Nash to glance backwards, braced for another outburst.

      “Sorry, buddy.” She reached down and patted his wide neck. “Just trying to live life in the now. No regrets, right?”

      She was heartsick with longing for the quiet, handsome wrangler who’d somehow gone from her best friend to someone she couldn’t live without. But she didn’t regret it.

      Gideon.

      Why did he have to be so perfect? If only he were an asshole like every other guy she’d known, then she could flip him off and forget him.

      Her face burned when she remembered the look on his face after she’d kissed him last Christmas. How deliberately he’d avoided her eyes, as if even that intimacy was too much. How carefully he’d chosen his tone, his words, as if afraid she would clasp them to her love-sick bosom and interpret even the slightest kindness as an admission of adoration.

      Aw, James, no.

      And he’d given her the old slug on the arm, like she was a buddy, a pal, a chum.

      Okay, maybe he was an asshole after all.

      “A gigantic asshole,” she muttered, urging the horse into a trot, dodging low-lying branches, welcoming the cold slap of damp leaves to her overheated skin.

      So he was a little older than her, but she was an old soul, far older than her years. So they were different. She made him smile, loosened up that tight armor of his, made him laugh now and then, even. And his calm demeanor settled her somehow.

      She whacked at a dead branch, hearing a satisfying crack as it twisted and broke.

      This was his fault. He’d made her fall in love with him. So one of two things had to happen now. Either she had to fall out of love with him. Or he had to fall into love with her.

      Pigheaded persistence, here we go again.

      Suddenly the bay gelding’s muscles tightened beneath her, alerting her to the present. He reared up with a shrill whinny, sidestepping on nervous hooves, an age-old instinct for self-preservation urging him to flee.

      “Easy, boy.” Jamie gathered the reins, gripping the saddle with her thighs, scanning the shadowy depths in front of them, her nerves jumping. Nash didn’t freak out for no reason.

      She squinted against the sunlight slanting through the canopy, and then she saw it.

      Not a predator.

      It was a chocolate-colored dog, skulking at the side of the path, half hidden by ferns, ears back, eyes wide. More frightened of them than they were of it, as the saying went.

      She patted the horse’s neck, her own heart pounding. “It’s okay, Nash. It’s just a dog.” But the horse drummed a tattoo with his hooves, slipping on the rotting vegetation.

      “Easy, easy, boy!”

      She reined him in a tight circle, let him stomp and snort, hoping he wouldn’t dump her and run. Though it would serve Gideon right if she broke her neck out here, wouldn’t it? He’d be sorry then, wouldn’t he?

      “Listen to yourself,” she muttered. No wonder he didn’t take her seriously.

      Nash quivered and rolled white eyes, more dramatic than necessary. The dog whined, took a few steps toward them, and Jamie got a better look. A Labrador retriever, female, old, unkempt. Scrawny. A leather collar hung loosely from her neck. When she walked, tags jingled.

      “Hey, sweetie,” Jamie called. “What are you doing out here alone?”

      She pushed aside thoughts of Gideon and looked around for the dog’s human.

      “Hello?” she called.

      No one answered.

      “Is anyone there?”

      The dog whined again and glanced up the path. A smell drifted in, nasty, like rotten garbage or manure, then just as quickly dissipated.

      Unease lifted the hairs at the back of Jamie’s neck.

      “Talk to me, Lassie.” She spoke loudly, glancing around her. “Is Timmy in the well?”

      Or had someone abandoned the animal?

      If so, they’d chosen a good spot. The tiny beach town of Sunset Bay was a couple of miles southwest of her current position. The ranch was a mile behind her by trail, three by road. It wouldn’t be the first time some jerk had unloaded an unwanted dog or cat out here. Too lazy to find them a new home, too cheap to relinquish them to a shelter, wilfully ignorant enough to believe they were “setting them free.”

      Yeah, Jamie judged them.

      “Be good, Nash.” She slipped off the horse’s back and tied the reins loosely to a branch.

      “Hey, girl,” she crooned, fishing a dog treat from her pocket. “You hungry?”

      The dog’s nose quivered, but she held back. Trust issues.

      Jamie knew about a few properties along the main road to town, but logging roads, most now abandoned, crisscrossed the area and beautiful, remote land always housed more inhabitants than met the eye.

      With sufficient motivation, enough land between you and your neighbor, and the smarts to keep your nose clean and your fences mended, residents of the area were usually willing to live and let live. People came here for privacy. To start over. Sometimes to disappear.

      The dog wagged her tail and began loping up the trail, favoring her right hind leg. And for a breed that should be stocky with muscle, this one barely had enough to cover her bony ribs.

      Jamie leaped back onto Nash and nudged him with her heel, but the gelding tossed his head and tap-danced on the path. The ranch horses were well used to dogs, but something was definitely up Nash’s butt today.

      “Quit being a baby,” she told him. “She’s half the size of Hannibal and you’re not scared of him.”

      The mastiff–pit bull cross was her success story, even though Haylee had done most of the training. He was the one that had given Jamie the itch. She wanted to do it again, channel that energy and intelligence, take that kernel of potential and nurture it into something amazing.

      She could do with another Hannibal right now.

      The bay gelding snorted and tossed his head again and obeyed, grudgingly.

      “Ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall,” Jamie sang, glancing around her. “Ninety-nine bottles of beer.” She paused, then switched to a conversational tone. “Why are they always on a wall? Shouldn’t they be on a shelf? They’re not posters. They’re bottles.”

      They came to where the trail branched off into a lesser-used section leading farther up into the hills, or looped gently down to hug a series of inlets and eventually return to the ranch. The dog must be headed to a property in the hills somewhere.

      “Where to now?” Jamie asked the dog. “If that’s home, then good luck. Tell someone to look after that leg of yours. You probably smell like an appetizer out here.”

      But the dog didn’t exit the downward trail. Instead, she continued to lead, picking up her limping pace enough that Jamie lost sight of her waving tail a few times. Each time, the dog doubled back, as if urging her to follow and hurry up about it.

      Intriguing. What, or whom, was the dog heading for?

      When the thick cedars and pines gave way to the lower scrub and rocky outcroppings, the Labrador sped up even more, whining. Now the dog veered off the main path, onto a smaller deer trail. Nash stopped, bobbing his head anxiously.

      “Come on,” said Jamie, urging him forward. “We’ve come this far.”

      A few yards in, the forest opened up and in front of them, framed by towering evergreens, was a small pool, carved into the basalt by the restless winter runoff from one of scores of creeks that cut through the palisade of mountains separating the ocean from the state’s interior. Nurse trees, dead as the driftwood hurled inland by some long-ago tsunami, flanked the creek, green saplings spiking sunward from the rotting depths. With the gentle trickling of the mountain stream in the background, it was a mossy, haunting paradise.

      “You,” Jamie told the dog, “should be a tour guide.”

      Could it be a hot spring? A trail ride with this as a destination, plus Daphne’s famous picnic lunch and an hour of swimming, would be a huge hit with ranch guests. She couldn’t wait to tell Haylee and Olivia about it. They were always looking for new activities to offer.

      The skinny Lab whined again and sat down, looking first at Jamie, then down over the edge of the pool. She barked, twice. Nash, still unsettled, swivelled his ears and snorted.

      And then Jamie heard it. A second voice, yipping and crying.

      A second dog.

      A puppy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Success is still an option if you use Saturn’s gifts of

      patience and persistence.

      
        
        —Jamie’s horoscope

      

      

      The back of Jamie’s neck tingled. Oh, God. Timmy wasn’t in the well. He was in the pool.

      And Timmy was a dog, not a kid, which rendered the metaphor useless. Like her, when she was nervous. And possibly hearing things.

      She leaped off Nash’s back, raced to the edge, and peered over. The movement startled the skinny dog, who backed away to the far side of the pool.

      “Is someone there?”

      She waited, her heart thudding.

      Nothing. It was hard to see. The dark rocky sides were veiled by moss and lichen, full of shadows, the water still and black.

      Her heart thudded.

      “Hello?” Jamie called again. The old dog whined again and pawed the soft dirt in front of her.

      Nothing. She sat back on her haunches, observing the Labrador.

      “What are you trying to tell me, girl? Did I hear a puppy, or has my brain finally scrambled?”

      She stood up, rummaging in her pockets. Yes, she had dog treats with her, though they were a little crumbly. She took a step closer, but the dog shrank back immediately.

      Jamie could clearly see a darkened, matted area on her back leg. Dirt? Or blood?

      Something was definitely wrong here.

      “I’m a friend, old girl. You can trust me. I’ve got a treat for you. You want a treat?”

      The dog’s ears perked up at the word.

      “You’ve got to come closer.”

      She wanted to get a better look at that wound. She glanced at Nash, still nodding his head anxiously. No way could she carry the dog. Maybe she could convince her to follow them back to the ranch. She needed help.

      Her skin twitched and Jamie scanned the greenery again. “Hello? My friends are right behind me. And my big dog, too. His name is Hannibal. Like Hannibal the Cannibal.”

      Just in case some psycho was on the loose and stalking her.

      Great. That’s exactly what she should be thinking about right now, alone, in the depths of the forest. Psycho stalkers.

      This was what happened when she let her emotions and her imagination run away with her.

      The dog huddled against a spray of ferns, watching but not coming near.

      Jamie took a deep breath and then listened once more.

      The muffled silence was broken only by the rustle of small creatures and the soft sounds of water. Had she imagined that sweet, puppyish yip?

      The Lab wiggled and lifted her head in a melodic bow-roo-roo.

      Nothing.

      Then, another yip-yip!

      “Damn, I knew it!”

      Jamie dropped to her belly and pulled herself closer to the slippery, sloping edge, keeping one hand on a thick tree root, peering into the shadowy depths until . . . there it was. Two bright, shining eyes blinking at her from the heavy undergrowth. In the water? No. Beside it. On a ledge or something. Trapped, by the look of it.

      “Hey, you,” she said on a breath.

      Another Labrador. Yellow, not chocolate. Around three or four months old. The most annoying stage of puppyhood but completely and utterly irresistible.

      “Hey, cutie-pie.” She snapped her fingers at him. “You okay?”

      With a flash of soft-skinned belly, the puppy—male—leaped to enormous feet, scrambling on the rough, narrow surface of the rock, a whirlwind of paws and teeth and limbs and the inability to recognize danger characteristic of adolescent males of any species.

      “Whoa, you knucklehead,” Jamie yelled. “Sit!”

      If he didn’t quit flailing around, he’d be in the water for sure, and while Labs were born swimmers, this looked like a fish-in-a-barrel situation. If there was a way out of the steep-edged pool, she couldn’t see it.

      To her relief, the pup promptly plunked his haunches onto the rock. He cocked his head and looked at her, no doubt awaiting a reward. Someone cared then, if not enough to keep him supervised, then at least enough for basic obedience.

      The older dog lowered her front legs and barked, then looked expectantly at Jamie.

      “You think this is a game, huh?” Jamie held her hand up in a stop-sign motion. “Stay. Both of you. I need to think. I can do that. I can.”

      Fractured memories of scoldings from her little-mourned grandmother returned at the damnedest times. Slow down! Think before talking! Just once, would you consider the consequences before going off on another wild hare.

      That saying had never made sense to her. If it was hare like rabbit, then shouldn’t it be after another wild hare? But if it was hair like . . . hair . . . well, what the heck did that mean?

      Her mind was like a wild hare.

      She sucked in a deep breath, looked around again, and saw no one. “You’re too little to be out here on your own, baby doll. But what to do?”

      She never had been able to resist a stray. Even when she’d been one herself, she’d smuggled them in: injured birds; cat-caught bunnies that always died, no matter what she did; a cocker spaniel that had turned out to belong to the old lady across the street; and finally a kitten, half-dead thanks to the sociopath son of her last foster mother.

      The kitten had gone to the pound. The son had gone to the ER. Jamie had gone to a group home with yet another flag on her file, and no regrets.

      “Looks like it’s your lucky day, pup,” she said. “Our meeting in the middle of a freaking forest was meant to be. Hang tight and I’ll save you.”

      But how? She hadn’t brought rope. What else might she be able to use to pull the pup up off the ledge? She had her belt. Maybe, if she took off her jeans, she could make a kind of sling.

      Ignoring the sensation of being watched, she tossed her denim jacket over a limb, yanked off her boots, then pulled one leg out of her jeans. She recognized the misstep a split second too late, felt the moldy edge give way beneath her foot, adjusted her balance, overcompensated, and then that was it, she was flying.
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        * * *

      

      Gideon Low nudged his heels against the barrel belly of the roan mare. She grunted into a halting run, and he made a mental note to take her out with tomorrow’s group. She needed more exercise.

      And perhaps a ride would clear his head, though searching for Jamie wouldn’t help in that regard. He should have sent someone else after her. But she’d looked so forlorn, so discouraged, so lost, so unlike herself when she’d left, that he had to see for himself that she was okay.

      Now she’d been gone too long. Daphne was worried, and there’d been rumors of a bear in the area.

      He reached out to hold a spiky branch away from his head as they rode under it and got sprinkled with tiny dry needles that smelled sharp and astringent.

      Jamie shouldn’t be on his mind at all, but things had changed between them lately. What had been a fine, workable friendship had turned into a wretched awareness that dogged him every second of every day, an attraction he hadn’t asked for but couldn’t ignore.

      “Good girl, Rosie,” he murmured, as the mare stepped over a fallen log. He could see fresh hoofprints in the soil that must belong to Nash.

      It wasn’t just about him now, either. Or even Jamie. There was someone else, someone more important than either of them to consider.

      He’d sent the letter last week, by registered mail, so he knew Lana had received it. Anytime now, he’d have her response, and no matter what, everything would change.

      He’d had plenty of time to prepare himself, but he was teetering on a knife’s edge, headed for a fall either way, with no easy landing in sight.

      He wished he could talk it over with someone.

      He wished he could talk it over with Jamie, but he dreaded how this secret would change her opinion of him, how learning of his failure and cowardice would strip the stars from her eyes.

      “Selfish bastard,” he muttered.

      So, he put it out of his mind and focused on the breath that went in and out of his lungs. All he had, he reminded himself, was this moment.

      That was all anyone had. The trick was to accept it.

      The green woods and the damp trail soothed him, despite everything. He wasn’t an expert tracker, but he did okay. Jamie hadn’t made it difficult. She’d crashed through the woods like a bear after honey, headstrong, heedless, thoughtless. He hoped the actual bear, if there was one, was far away by now.

      The afternoon light pierced the temperate rainforest canopy unevenly, a golden ray slanting here, grey mist brightening there, the same evergreen boughs by turn yellow, jade, and black. Birds called overhead and the dull rat-tat-tat of a woodpecker sounded in the hollow of a stag.

      “Jamie,” he called. She’d left her cell phone behind, no surprise. Up here in the woods, service was unreliable, even if she had remembered to bring it. Sanctuary Ranch attempted to be self-sustaining, collecting cell phones from guests at the start of each visit, encouraging them to stay off-grid and off-line as much as possible.

      As staff, of course, they needed to be able to communicate, for safety’s sake. They’d all been on Jamie to carry her phone with her, but half the time she still went off on her own without it.

      He and Jamie had traversed these woods on horseback together many times, but he still knew the trails better than she did. He knew where she liked to go when she was brooding.

      And she was definitely brooding about Haylee closing down the training center rather than letting Jamie take over. But that was Jamie, always reaching for more, always pushing the envelope, never satisfied with the status quo.

      That was the real reason this crush of hers had to be stopped before she learned the truth about him. She’d accept him, baggage and all, and that weight, which he’d grown used to, would wear too heavily on her. Seeing someone as bright and full of life as Jamie stagger because of him would be the straw that broke him.

      Better to hurt her a little now than to destroy her later. The crash of hooves ahead gave him just enough warning to knee Rosie off the trail before Nash came belting toward them, riderless, his eyes rolling white.

      Rosie skittered sideways, neighing loudly to her pal, catching his contagious fright immediately. His heart in his throat, Gideon managed to snag the flying reins, nearly getting yanked from the mare’s back in the process.

      “Whoa, Nash, buddy, easy.” He slid off Rosie and collected the panicked horse.

      What had happened? Where was Jamie?

      The horse reared and stomped, but finally calmed. Gideon climbed back into the saddle and, Nash’s reins firmly in one fist, Rosie’s in the other, started back along the path, trying not to picture Jamie lying somewhere deep in the forest, broken, bleeding.

      Alone.

      He could barely breathe for dread.

      Oh God, let her be okay. Please, let her be okay.
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        * * *

      

      Definitely not a hot spring.

      Jamie kicked to the surface, gasping to draw breath into a chest locked down by muscles refusing to cooperate. She shook the frigid water from her eyes and kicked in a circle. She couldn’t catch her breath. Her brain was frozen.

      She could hear the horse, whinnying wildly, as he ran down the path away from her. Something or someone was out there and whatever or whoever it was, the horse didn’t like it. Nor did the Labrador. She was barking like a maniac somewhere above her, beyond the pool, the sounds growing fainter as she moved farther away.

      “Puh-puh-puppy? Where are thou, buh-buh-brat?” She spun around, treading water, her teeth chattering, and looked up. The pup was on the ledge again, blinking at her through the mossy curtain, his pinky-brown nose twitching with pleasure. She now saw that what had appeared from above to be a ledge with no way off was, in fact, easily accessible by land and water via a hidden sloped area.

      “You . . . dirty . . . liar . . .” she gasped.

      The pup wiggled in delight, then whined and scratched at something on the ground.

      Jamie swam over, lifted herself onto the glistening surface and immediately saw the problem.

      She reached into a crevice between the rocks, pulled out a muddy, well-loved, vaguely phallic rubber toy. She examined it. “This, my friend, is nuh-not PG rated.”

      The older dog reappeared, suddenly, her muzzle flecked with froth, panting hard. She bent to the pool and drank noisily. The pup howled in excitement, caught between the thrill of his friend’s return and the anticipation of regaining his toy.

      “Yeah?” Jamie held it out. “This is what’s got you all frazzled?”

      He nearly fell into the water again in his hurry to snatch it from her hand. The older dog, her thirst quenched, barked sharply. The wet pup scrambled into the underbrush, then reappeared moments later beside the larger dog, covered in leaf litter and debris but whole, happy, and extremely pleased with himself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      Choose your best underwear today.

      
        
        —Jamie’s horoscope

      

      

      Crashing and yelling came at her from all sides, it seemed, the sound being bounced and swallowed at once by the forest. Jamie shrieked and threw herself at the bank but was unable to get purchase on the slippery edge.

      “I’ve got a gun, and I’m not afraid to use it,” she yelled.

      The Labrador barked and the pup joined in, yipping and bouncing. Sunlight pierced the towering overhead limbs. Shadows flickered, and massive, claw-like branches grasped from the depths, but still, she saw no one.

      Then the voice came again, more clearly.

      “Jamie! Where are you?”

      She stopped struggling and clung to a mossy branch. “Gideon?”

      He appeared beneath a needle-laden limb, on Rosie, with Nash behind, holding tight to the agitated horse’s reins.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Following you.” He pulled Rosie up sharply when he saw her in the water, his eyes stark against the white of his face, his temples tight, his lips a thin slash above his chin. “Are you swimming?”

      Incredulity sharpened his voice.

      “Why, of course I am, Gideon. Ice water is so refreshing. Being half-dressed makes it special. You should try it.” She flung herself up again and lay there like a drunken sea lion, horribly aware that her laundry-day underwear was creeping into forbidden territory.

      “Would you like a hand?” He dismounted and came closer, extending his arm.

      “Oh, I’m fine.” She’d told him she wanted to be alone, and here he was, making her not alone. Maybe she’d haul him in. A dunking would cool him off.

      Though a tiny part of her was humming. He’d come after her.

      He gripped her by her upper arms and easily pulled her from the water.

      She half-crouched, pulling the empty pant leg against her naked thigh, then took a step backward and nearly fell back in again. “What are you doing out here anyway?” Her voice was shaking with cold.

      “Rangers called about a nuisance bear in the area. Wasn’t sure you’d heard. Daphne sent me out. She was worried.”

      The humming stopped. The flood of adrenaline, not to mention the icy pool, made her limbs wobbly. “Thanks-no-thanks for the knight-in-shining-armor scenario. We were making plenty of noise. I’m sure he’s long gone by now.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Sorry-not-sorry for caring that you’re an hour overdue.”

      “An hour?” With much yanking and pulling, the wet denim skidded up over her butt.

      “Yes. Come on. Let’s go.”

      “Sorry, I’m actually handling a rescue myself.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Really. How’s that going?”

      She tipped her chin at the dogs, the older dog hovering watchfully at the periphery, the pup romping with his toy, oblivious to Gideon’s arrival.

      “The old dog led me here, where the pup was trapped. Or so I thought. The little one’s fine. But something’s wrong with the old one. Look at her leg. And she’s way too thin. I need to get them back to the ranch. You can help, since you’re here.”

      Gideon’s eyes widened. “Get them back? Jamie, someone’s probably looking for them right now. There’s a bear wandering the area and Daphne’s waiting for you. Forget about the dogs. They’ll find their way home.”

      Suddenly, like before, the chocolate Labrador whipped her head up. Without barking, she bolted as fast as her damaged leg could take her back into the underbrush, past her, past Gideon and the horses, and was swallowed up by the forest.

      “See?” Gideon held Nash’s reins out toward her. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      “Wait.” Wet skin and tight jeans were not a great combination.

      The puppy had started after the old dog, but his shorter legs couldn’t find purchase on the sloped path. He sat back hard on his rump, whining.

      Jamie pulled her jacket on and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not leaving the puppy out here alone.”

      “Fine. There’s a place up the ridge. That’s probably where they belong. Follow me.”

      “I can find it myself, Gideon. I don’t need an escort.”

      He was trying to be nice. But having him swoop in to fix her mistakes wasn’t the way to reset their relationship.

      “Come on, James. Don’t be difficult.”

      “Don’t call me James!”

      “Sorry.” Gideon paused, and for the first time, she saw the tightness around his mouth. “When I found your horse, I thought . . . I thought . . . damn, girl.” Gideon swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing his throat.

      He looked away. Why was he being so stupid-ass stubborn about insisting that they were just friends, that it couldn’t be anything more, when she knew he cared about her?

      She glanced down at herself. Through the opening in her denim jacket, the thin fabric of her white T-shirt stuck to her torso, her nipples clearly visible through her sports bra, her navel winking above the low rider waistband of her jeans.

      When she lifted her eyes, his head was still turned, but the color in his cheeks told her he’d seen the same thing she’d seen. Overhead, a woodpecker drilled for insects, the rapid-fire sound filling the tense silence between them.

      “We should go.”

      She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head. “Oh yeah? Should we?”

      “Jamie.” A pained look came over his face. “Enough. You’re cold and wet. You need to get back.”

      She took a step toward him, came close enough that she could feel the heat coming off his body. “Cold and wet sucks. But warm and wet . . .”

      He looked back at her, his eyes wider by a sliver, his lips parted so that she could see the edge of his teeth, the tip of his tongue. Then his nostrils flared slightly and he averted his gaze again. “Jamie. Knock it off.”

      Stung, she plunked herself down on a moss-covered log and began hauling her boots on, hoping he couldn’t see the heat she felt in her cheeks. “Come on. I’m kidding. Geez, where’s your sense of humor?”

      Gideon squatted beside her. “Let me help.”

      “How?” She stomped her foot on the ground, which didn’t get her further into the boot, and almost turned her ankle. “Can you make my feet smaller?”

      She didn’t want his help. She wanted something . . . else. She wanted him to put his arms around her and pull her tight to his body. She wanted to feel his hand on her bare skin and run her palm over the wide muscles of his back.

      Instead, he knelt before her and grabbed either side of the boot. “Stand up, hold my shoulders, and push in while I hold.”

      He kept his head down, his face averted, like a gentleman.

      She wanted to break that smooth facade, make him feel something. For her.

      She pushed, bracing herself on his broad shoulders until with a squeak of damp leather, her foot popped in.

      “Good. Again.” Without lifting his head, Gideon positioned the other boot. But this one proved more stubborn.

      “Push harder,” he said.

      “I am.” His shoulders were warm and solid beneath her fingers and she allowed herself to squeeze them, just a little. Oh. A woman could count on shoulders like that.

      “Quit groping me, James. We’re losing light.”

      She softened her grip. “Grope your tough old hide? Don’t flatter yourself.”

      He laughed at that, and the awkwardness lifted. “If you say so.”

      She bent her knees to jam her foot harder, and that brought her face near the top of his head. She inhaled. Oh to the max. He smelled of fresh air and woodsy-scented shampoo, something that made her think of dark nights on the beach.

      She could kiss him. She could kiss him right now, force him to see what was standing right in front of him, literally.

      Should she?

      Through a break in the trees, she caught a glimpse of a pale moon rising against the blue sky. A sign?

      She lowered her head a bit more and breathed him in. She wanted to kiss him. But that didn’t mean it was the right thing to do. She was trying to be more responsible, more mature. To think before acting.

      She imagined brushing her knuckle against his cheek, feeling the exciting roughness of his stubble as she trailed her way to his ear.

      She imagined him grabbing her arms, yanking her to his chest, and pressing his lips against hers, kissing her, hard and deep and hot, stealing her breath, stealing her thoughts, drowning her in the taste of those full, mobile lips⁠—

      “Jamie,” Gideon said. “Push.”

      He gave a firm tug on the boot, and her foot slipped in with a thump that knocked her off balance and sent her tumbling forward.

      “Whoa there,” Gideon said, straightening.

      The top of his head connected with her nose, ending her fantasy in a blinding explosion of pain.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit fuck!”

      Jamie fell back, landing on her butt hard enough that Gideon could hear her teeth clack together.

      “God, Jamie, I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      Bloody tears seeped around the fingers she held clamped to her lower face. He yanked a handkerchief from his pocket and pressed it to her mouth, cupping the back of her head with his palm.

      The skin at her neck was like silk. He’d heard her breathing above him a moment ago, and now it was his turn. She had a hand on his leg and her touch sent electricity singing deep inside him.

      This was bad. He should step away. He wasn’t being fair to her.

      “Mmmmph!” She pushed him away. “You’re smothering me!”

      “Jamie. You’re crying.” He held his hands out, helpless, frozen and horrified.

      She did not cry.

      “These aren’t real tears,” she snapped. “Just, you know. Nose tears.”

      “Nose tears.”

      The puppy leaped up between them.

      “Ow!” Jamie yelled as his small claw left marks on her belly.

      That smooth stretch of tanned midriff had been nearly pressed against his cheek a moment ago. Warm and wet . . .

      He took hold of the dog’s scruff and gave him a light shake.

      “Settle down pup,” he said. “You’ve done enough damage for one day.”

      “Easy,” Jamie protested. “He’s just a baby.”

      “A baby with no manners.” The pup whined, then licked his arm. He wore a good leather collar with a single tag that had the word CHAOS inscribed on it. Not a rabies tag. Not a municipal license.

      “Chaos, huh?” he said to the dog. “Sounds about right.”

      “Un-fricking-believable.” Jamie lifted the fabric away from her nose and examined it. “Wow. You really got me.”

      “I said I’m sorry.”

      “I know.” She started to giggle, a slightly panicked sound that said it could go back to tears at any moment. “But some days, you just have to laugh.” A bloody snot bubble popped from her left nostril and the giggle turned to a guffaw. She pinched the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger, unable to stop laughing. “I go out to the woods,” she said, gasping for air, “looking for serenity. What do I find? Chaos. Literally.”

      She tipped her head back, wheezing, the laughter finally wearing down. To his relief, the tears were also gone.

      “I’ve taken worse. I’m fine, Gideon. You can go. Tell Daphne I’ll do all the cleanup when I get in.”

      But something about her was still off. “You sure you’re okay?”

      Something in his voice made her turn her head. “What?”

      He cleared his throat, uncomfortable. “It’s just . . . you know . . . I don’t want things to be awkward. Between us.”

      She jerked her head in a stuttering gesture that was likely meant to mock the very idea, but instead screamed of vulnerability. “Pfft. You seem to think pretty highly of yourself.”

      He touched her shoulder. “James.”

      He saw the breath catch in her throat, saw the words get trapped inside, saw them struggle fruitlessly to escape.

      “It’s not that I don’t care about you,” he said, regretting the sentence the moment it left his lips.

      She lurched to her feet, waving her hands in front of her ears, as if she could stop herself from hearing them.

      But he had to say something. He had to address it. He owed her that much. So he pressed on, deeply miserable but determined.

      “It’s just that . . .” He exhaled, then tried again. “It wouldn’t work between us, Jamie. There’s the age difference, and my past. . . .”

      She whirled around then. “You think I care about any of that? So you’ve got a few years on me⁠—”

      “Eight years.”

      “Who cares? And I know you’re an ex-con. So what? We all have skeletons in the closet. It doesn’t matter!”

      “Maybe it should.”

      “Why? Did you kill someone?”

      “No!” He pulled back, shocked.

      “Of course not. You wouldn’t be here if you had. So, what were you in for, then?”

      The old shame flooded over him. He didn’t like to talk about it and had successfully avoided it for a long time. People at the ranch respected each other’s boundaries. If you asked about someone’s story, you had to be ready to tell your own. So they didn’t ask.

      Until now.

      “It was,” he began, scratching the back of his neck, “a mistake. A horrible mistake.”

      She stood in front of him, her eyebrows raised, waiting.

      He swallowed; it was never easy saying the words. “They called it,” he said, finally, “vehicular assault. Someone was hurt. It was . . . horrible.”

      The prosecution, seeing a wealthy young man with a hot car, had decided to make an example of him, and Gideon hadn’t fought it. He’d deserved every minute of his sentence, no question.

      He was still walking, after all. Unlike the woman he’d hit.

      “I’m so sorry, Gideon.” Jamie reached for his hand, tugged him closer. “But that doesn’t change the way I feel about you. We clicked, from the moment we met, but something’s different now. We could be more, don’t you feel it? I know I’m no Kardashian, but I’ve seen you checking me out. We could have something together. Don’t you want that?”

      Everything inside him ached to say yes. Because he did. But it was partly because of his feelings for her that he had to say no.

      “It doesn’t matter.” He shook his head. “I’m not good for you, Jamie. Trust me. I’m just . . . not.”

      For a moment, the word hung in the air, like an echo. Then Jamie stepped back, dabbing gently at her nose.

      “Okay,” she said. “Whatever you say. Where’s that puppy?”

      Chaos, deciding it was time to play, darted away. She faked him out, pounced, and scooped him into her arms, toy and all. “Got you, you little rotter.”

      She was skilled at putting on a tough face. He’d seen it before, and he recognized it now. He hated that he’d been the one to make her pull it out. Would they be able to go back to their usual easy friendship, or would there always be an awkward undercurrent now?

      Gideon sighed. “Put him down, Jamie. Let’s go. I’ve got chores waiting.”

      “Then go.” All business, no sign of awkwardness, but definitely an edge to her voice. “I don’t need your help. I’ll ride up to that place on the ridge. If that’s where this little guy belongs, I’ll give them a little lesson on puppy safety and say good-bye. If he’s not theirs, I’ll bring him back to the ranch and figure it out in the morning.”

      “Fine. But if you’re not back in an hour⁠—”

      “I know, I know, you’ll track me down and hog-tie me to the back of your horse. Spare me the lecture.”

      Perhaps anger was the best he could hope for. “You’ll be okay carrying him on Nash?”

      “Yes, Gideon. I’ll be okay carrying him on Nash.” Pulling her jacket tight around the dog’s torso, she gathered Nash’s reins and swung up into the saddle. The pup, likely tired from his adventure, relaxed against her comfortably, his toy tucked in beside him.

      Nash danced and skittered, quivering at the smell of blood. She tightened the reins to let him know she was in charge, then nudged him with her heel and started up the path, leaving Gideon watching the softly muscled curves of her derriere shifting in the saddle.

      A beam of dappled sunlight broke through the canopy just then, making her eyes sparkle and her skin glow like a ripe peach, even with the smear of blood on her cheek.

      He swallowed. She had a natural beauty about her that was all the more striking for being unadorned. She was impulsive and stubborn and . . . fresh and full of joy and hope and . . . young.

      So young.

      She turned in the saddle, glanced over her shoulder and caught him watching her.

      “Take a picture, cowboy,” she called with a grin. “It’ll last longer.”

      A month ago, he’d have laughed it off. Now, it was like she was issuing a challenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      Romance begun during a decreasing moon tends

      to transform the participants.

      
        
        —Jamie’s horoscope

      

      

      A screen of sword fern growing from the ancient Sitka spruce hid Roman Byers as he watched the girl take his pup away. Woman, he supposed, not girl, but at his age, they were all kids.

      A fresh spasm slid a stiletto of pain through his hip. He pressed back against the great tree supporting him, gritted his teeth, and turned his gaze upward, willing the pain away. The great horned owl he’d been observing for months also watched, but from much higher up, blinking saucer-like eyes in irritation. He empathized with the owl. The girl and the cowboy and the horses were noisy intruders, and while she undoubtedly believed she’d run across a crisis in need of a Good Samaritan, the only reason Chaos hadn’t scrambled out of the pool on his own was that he hadn’t yet retrieved the damn toy he’d dropped into a crevice in the ledge. Damn Squeaky Worm.

      The pup would have gotten out in his own good time. He’d have been tired and hungry, and he’d have learned a valuable lesson.

      Well, he’d be tired and hungry.

      Roman blew the whistle again, the high-pitched hiss inaudible to human ears, but a clarion call to Sadie. He hoped she could help him to his feet before the damp earth set a bone-deep chill aching all the way to his toes.

      Or that girl happened onto him. He didn’t require rescuing any more than either of the dogs did, but there was always a bleeding heart somewhere ready to butt in with well-meant but unwelcome advice.

      He hissed out a breath as lancing heat drilled down to his knee. It always amazed him how the pain continued, even all these years later. He tried not to fight it, tried to let it flow over and through him, let it take its course and burn out. There was no winning that battle, and fighting only made it worse, so as long as he could still hobble into the woods, grow a few vegetables in the summer, and put up enough cordwood for the winter, he accepted that his days would always flow good and bad, in and out. Like the tide.

      Everything had been going fine until Jonathan had foisted the pup on him. Roman needed another dog like he needed a hole in his head. Sadie wasn’t done yet. So she was a little thin—old age did things to a body. So her sight and hearing weren’t what they once were; neither were his. They made a good pair.

      The pup was cute, no argument there. But Roman was too old to be dealing with piss and shit in the house again, not to mention the chewed-up socks and remote controls.

      And that goddamn Squeaky Worm.

      “Dad,” Jonathan had argued, “you can’t live out here in the boonies all alone. Not at your age. Maybe you won’t get him trained to the capacity of Sadie, but at least he’ll be company for you. Maybe he’ll even make you laugh now and then. You spend too much time alone.”

      That had made Roman laugh. The whole reason he’d built this place was for privacy, to escape. To be alone. One more interview and he’d lose what was left of his mind.

      Roman wasn’t crazy. He wasn’t infirm. He just wanted to live out his days in peace.

      And now, thanks to Jonathan, he spent half his days chasing a stupid pup all over hell’s half acre. Jon worked with him when he could, but so far, there’d been no visible improvement in the pup’s recall. At least, he didn’t come back to Roman. Or rather, he’d return, grab the piece of hot dog, and disappear again.

      Worse, on the days when Roman wasn’t up for a hike, he still ended up limping over the mountain, waving hot dogs and yelling his fool head off. No matter how many boards he nailed to the low areas of the fence, Chaos still managed to wiggle past them.

      Chaos. At least Jon had named the mutt properly.

      A jolt ran down his sciatic nerve, sending another bolt of lightning into his knee. Roman squeezed his eyes shut, forced himself to inhale slowly, and pushed harder against the wide tree trunk, waiting for it to pass. Sweat prickled between his shoulder blades. He had to get home. He could see the back gate. Only a few steps to his couch and his pills, but it might as well have been a mile.
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