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Winter, Wild Hearts Ranch

Spruce Ridge, Montana

Kelly

The snow crunches beneath my boots as I step out of the rental car, the icy air nipping at my cheeks. I adjust my scarf and look around, taking in the ranch where I grew up. The sprawling fields are blanketed in a pristine layer of snow, shimmering under the late afternoon sun. The barn, with its familiar red siding and white trim, stands steadfast against the chill, and the distant mountains loom like silent sentinels. It’s picturesque, sure, but all I can think about is how far away I am from the gleaming skyscrapers of Seattle and the predictability of my corner office.

I wrap my arms around myself, as much for comfort as for warmth. It’s been years since I’ve been back here in winter. Too many, if I’m honest. I’ve always managed to time my visits during the summer, when the ranch is alive with green pastures and the sun sets late. Winter on the ranch is a different beast entirely: cold, harsh, and unforgiving—kind of like my current mood.

The front door of the farmhouse swings open, and my mom steps out onto the porch, bundled in a thick coat and waving me inside. “Kelly! Get in here before you freeze!”

I force a smile and grab my bags from the trunk. “Coming, Mom!”

Inside, the warmth of the house hits me like a hug. The smell of something hearty and comforting wafts from the kitchen—a stew, maybe? My stomach growls in response, a reminder that I skipped lunch to catch my flight. The living room is just as I remember it, cluttered with family photos and cozy blankets draped over the furniture. A fire crackles in the stone hearth, and I catch a glimpse of my youngest sister, Jess, curled up on the couch with a book.

“Look who’s finally here!” Jess exclaims, setting her book aside and jumping up to greet me. She’s always been the exuberant one, her energy as boundless as her curly honey blond hair.

“Hey, Jess,” I say, setting my bags down to accept her hug. It’s warm and genuine, and for a moment, the tension in my shoulders eases.

“About time you made it,” another voice chimes in. Becca, my second-youngest sister, leans against the doorway to the kitchen, a wooden spoon in hand. Her smile is teasing but affectionate. “We were starting to think Seattle had swallowed you whole.”

“Funny,” I reply, rolling my eyes but smiling despite myself. Becca’s always had a knack for poking fun without being mean. “I’m here now, aren’t I?”

“Barely,” she says with a smirk before disappearing back into the kitchen.

I turn to my mom, who’s hovering near the fireplace. “How’s Dad?” I ask, my tone softening. The question hangs in the air, heavy and unavoidable.

“He’s resting,” she says, her voice steady but her eyes betraying a flicker of worry. “The stroke was mild, thank God, but it’s going to be a long road. He’ll be happy to see you tomorrow.”

I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat. Seeing my dad, the man who once seemed indestructible, confined to bedrest is going to be harder than I care to admit.

~*~
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Dinner is a lively affair, the entire family is packed around the large farmhouse table, including all three of my sisters and three nephews, Will, Jake, and Ryan, despite the circumstances. The dining table is crowded with steaming dishes of stew and fresh-baked bread. It’s a far cry from the solitary meals I’ve grown accustomed to in my downtown Seattle apartment. Here, conversation flows as freely as the laughter, and I find myself relaxing into the familiar rhythm of family banter.

“So, Kelly,” Becca says, her eyes glinting with mischief. “Have you seen him yet?”

I pause, my fork halfway to my mouth. “Seen who?”

“Oh, you know who,” Jess chimes in, her grin as wide as the Montana sky. “Luke Tanner.”

The name lands like a grenade, and I’m instantly on edge. “Why on earth would I have seen Luke Tanner?” I ask, feigning nonchalance but feeling my pulse quicken.

“He’s the town vet now,” Charlie, my younger sister, says, barely suppressing a smirk. “You know, in case you forgot.”

“I didn’t forget,” I snap, a little too quickly. Memories of Luke Tanner flash through my mind: his cocky grin, his maddening confidence, and the endless arguments we had in high school. He was my academic rival, always one step ahead in class but more than willing to rub it in my face. We’d spar over everything, from test scores to debate competitions, and neither of us ever backed down.

“You two were so funny back in the day,” Jess says, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Always at each other’s throats. It was like watching a sitcom.”

“Hilarious,” I deadpan, stabbing a piece of carrot with my fork. “Anyway, I’m sure Luke and I can manage to avoid each other.”

My mom, who’s been quietly listening, finally speaks up. “You might not have much choice in that matter, dear,” she says gently. “Luke’s been helping out a lot since your dad’s stroke. He’s been over here more than once to check on the livestock.”

“Great,” I mutter under my breath. Just what I need, constant run-ins with my old nemesis while trying to navigate this new, unwanted chapter of my life.

After dinner, I retreat to my childhood bedroom, grateful for the solitude. The room is almost exactly as I left it, down to the faded posters on the walls and the bookshelf crammed with old paperbacks. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I glance out the window. The snow is still falling, the flakes drifting lazily under the glow of the porch light.

I’ve always been good at compartmentalizing, at tackling problems one at a time with laser focus. But being back here, surrounded by reminders of who I used to be, has unearthed a mix of emotions I’d rather not deal with. I feel both comforted and suffocated, like I’m being pulled in two directions at once.

A knock at the door pulls me from my thoughts. Jess pokes her head in, her expression uncharacteristically serious. “Hey,” she says, stepping inside. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I lie, forcing a smile. “Just tired.”

She sits beside me on the bed, her gaze searching mine. “You don’t have to do it all, you know. Mom, Becca, Charlie, and I—we’re all here. You don’t have to carry the weight of the ranch on your shoulders.”

I nod, but her words only reinforce the pressure I’ve already put on myself. “I know,” I say, though I’m not sure I believe it.

Jess smiles softly and gives my hand a squeeze before standing. “Get some rest. Tomorrow’s a new day.”

After she leaves, I lie back on the bed and close my eyes, willing myself to relax. But my mind keeps drifting to Luke Tanner. The thought of facing him again fills me with equal parts irritation and... something else I can’t quite name.

Tomorrow is going to be interesting, to say the least.
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Chapter 1
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Luke

The January wind bites harder than usual as I step out of my truck at the Wild Hearts Ranch. Snow crunches under my boots, the sound sharp in the otherwise quiet morning. The barn stands like a steadfast sentinel against the mountains, its familiar red paint faded but still holding its charm. I’ve been making visits to this ranch for years, and normally, it’s business as usual. Today, though, there’s an undercurrent of tension in the air, one that has nothing to do with the weather.

Kelly Monroe is back.

I grab my bag of supplies from the passenger seat and slam the truck door shut. The Monroes’ cattle have been a staple in my vet schedule for as long as I can remember, but this is the first time I’ll be dealing with Kelly since she left town decades ago. She’s barley set foot on the ranch since she left for college all those years ago.

As I approach the barn, I hear the unmistakable sound of Kelly’s voice—crisp, clipped, and completely out of place here.

“Is there a reason this equipment is just sitting here?” she asks someone, her tone sharp enough to cut through steel.

I round the corner and find her standing near a hay bale, her arms crossed over her chest, looking every inch the corporate executive she’s rumored to be. Kelly is bundled in an expensive-looking coat and perfectly tailored jeans, but her shiny black boots scream "city" rather than "ranch."
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