

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Heart’s Run


			Stock transporter Tobie Mason is driving a trio of valuable thoroughbred racing mares from Kentucky to a California farm when her rig becomes involved in a multiple vehicle pileup, and the most valuable of the three escapes to join a herd of wild horses. When she seeks help to recover her horse, everyone in the small town nearby gives the same answer: Go see Wild Maggie. 


			Maggie Wilkes has been tracking and keeping records on the area’s wild horse herds since she was old enough to ride. She has no problem with working horses that are treated well, but the racing industry is near the top of her blacklist. That’s why she has no intention of helping Tobie Mason recover her escaped mare even though the heat growing between them comes from more than their differing points of view. They can’t agree on anything. There’s no way they’re going to fall in love, right?















				

					

				






		

			

			Acknowledgments


			Wow. This marks twenty books for me now. As always, I owe so much to my editor, Dr. Shelley Thrasher, who always makes my stories better. I value her friendship as well as her expertise. Also, I’m so grateful to the ever-supportive and brilliant Bold Strokes staff.













			

			This one’s for reader Carol from Colorado who over the years has emailed me many times to ask that I write a book about the wild horses.


			 


			I had a wonderful time learning about the wild horse herds as I researched material for this story.


			











			

    

            Chapter One








			Tobie Mason led the Thoroughbred mare out of the bright sunlight into the cool interior of the slant-load trailer and swung the padded partition into place to secure her in the third stall. Another mare and a yearling colt were in the first two of the five-stall, fifth-wheel transport. “Is that it?”


			“Yep.” The manager of the Kentucky horse farm handed her a clipboard so she could sign the papers acknowledging she was properly insured and responsible for the horses until they were safely delivered to their California destination. “I know you said your transport could accommodate five, but the buyer decided to pay for all five stalls so his horses weren’t exposed to others from another farm. Just a health safety precaution, you know.”


			After a quick read of the contract, Tobie scribbled her signature, then gave the clipboard back to the man. “It makes no difference to me. Less work for the price of a full trailer.”


			The man tore off a carbon copy of the agreement she signed and added it into an expanding file folder he returned to her. “This has all their health, breeding, and ownership transfer documents.”


			“Thanks.”


			He eyed the shiny white and silver goose-neck she was hauling with a Ford 350 dually truck. “Your rig looks brand new.”


			“It is.” Tobie grinned at him. “They’re the first to ride in it. I can’t transport high-dollar horses in livestock trailers.”


			“It must have cost you a pretty penny. What’d you do? Rob a bank?”


			She laughed and shook her head. “Sold the house my grandmother left me and special-ordered this to cut down the living quarters and add two more stalls.” She patted the side of the trailer. “My life is on the road, so this is home now until I haul enough horses to put down roots again somewhere.”


			“Mind if I have a look inside?”


			Tobie was proud to show off her acquisition. “It’s aluminum with steel reinforcements to keep it light, and it has rear and side ramps for loading. There’s storage for tack and feed behind the camper section.” She opened the door to the large, roomy space in the front. “The bed is in the loft over the hitch, of course. This model usually sells with an area that has a sofa that makes into a second bed and a table that seats four across from the sofa. I cut that down in my redesign, so I only have a small kitchen with no dishwasher, and a two-burner stove and microwave. Next to it is a reclining chair with a board that folds down across it to be used for a table or desk. And across from that is all storage for food, clothes, and such, with a 22-inch TV attached to the cabinet door. The trailer has built-in 5G Wi-Fi, heating, and air conditioning.”


			“Perfect for one person, but it’d be a tight fit for two,” the man said.


			“I’m not planning on sharing the space. This is strictly for business.”


			“So, I’m guessing you aren’t going to drive straight through to the West Coast.”


			“No. It’s more than two thousand miles, thirty-one hours from Kentucky. That’d be too hard on the horses. I’ll be stopping twice at farms where I’ve reserved a quarantine corral and barn space. I’ll overnight there to give them a break from standing in these snug stalls. So, the buyer can expect me in about three days. I have his phone number if any unanticipated delays come up.”


			“That’s good to know.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe the boss is selling that last mare you loaded.”


			“I was under the impression he was selling all his horses and getting out of the racing business.”


			“He is, but I thought he might at least keep her.”


			“Why’s that?”


			He looked over at the adjacent pasture, his brow knitting and his mouth turning down. “Sarah’s Heart belonged to his daughter. She raised Heart herself from a foal, then trained her for the track. She did really well, too. Won or placed in all her races. After Sarah died, I guess he just couldn’t stand to look at the horse. Miss Sarah was special to all of us, and she sure loved that horse.” He seemed to shake himself from the memory and turned back to her. “She’s a five-year-old that hasn’t raced in a year, so he sold her as breeding stock. At least she’s going to a good farm.”


			Tobie offered her hand, and he shook it. “I promise to take good care of her.”


			He nodded. “You do that. I like to think she’ll be running around a big pasture with a baby at her side one day.”
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        * * *


      


			The sky had turned dark and threatening, and Tobie could see the downpour literally moving across the plain toward her. Still, she grinned at the road sign. “Looks like we’re two-thirds of the way there. We won’t be stopping anymore except for gas and grub,” she said to nobody.


			Life on the road could get lonely for some people, but Tobie liked her own company. She often thought about getting a dog to travel with her, but she’d been so busy running short hauls and selling her grandmother’s property to raise the money for this long-haul rig she hadn’t had time to devote much thought to what kind of dog she’d want. Maybe she’d spend some time thinking about that subject and check out some shelters once she made this delivery.


			After the past year of nonstop hauling jobs, she had the next month open. She planned to find a nice campsite in the mountains where she could do some fly-fishing or maybe something on a gulf-side beach where she could watch the ocean waves.


			She drove into the curtain of rain and switched on her wipers, glad she’d left the sharp highway curves of the Colorado Rockies behind her an hour ago. Then it really began to rain. Visibility was so poor, she could barely see the taillights of the eighteen-wheeler in front of her. She slowed to put some distance between her and the rig ahead, just to be safe, but when she realized she was white-knuckling the steering wheel, she decided to leave the interstate highway at the next exit and wait until the storm let up or passed entirely. Her new truck and trailer were worth a quarter million dollars, not to mention that the three racing Thoroughbreds she was hauling were worth insured for more than a million dollars together.


			Tobie let out a relieved breath when she passed a road sign indicating an exit in two miles. Hopefully there would be a truck stop, or at least a gas station, where she could sit out this deluge. The thought had barely cleared her brain when a jacked-up pickup truck raced past her. Shaking her head at the driver’s foolishness, she stiffened as the truck hydroplaned in front of her, skidded sideways, and disappeared into the rain ahead. She slowed more, glancing in her mirrors nervously in case some unprepared motorist behind her didn’t notice her brake lights soon enough to keep from rear-ending her trailer.


			When she looked ahead again, she faced a huge mass of careening metal and tires blocking both lanes in her path. In that split second she had checked her mirrors, the pickup had apparently slid into the eighteen-wheeler, causing it to jackknife out of control.


			She hit her brakes so hard, she could smell the rubber burning. But the roadway was wet and slick, even under her brand-new tires. She prayed she could stop before the eighteen-wheeler quit sliding down the road, but she continued to skid forward. At the last minute, the pickup careened off the roadway and into the field on the left, leaving an opening for her to go onto the roadway’s shoulder and around the big tractor-trailer. When she came to a stop, her heart was pounding in her ears. She’d missed any collision, but the road shoulder was too soft for the weight of her loaded trailer, and the wheels dug into the mud before she could get back on the pavement.


			Her legs wobbled from the adrenaline rush when she stepped out of her truck and pulled on her waterproof duster, so she paused a moment while the rain pelted her and streamed off the brim of her ball cap. She needed to check on the horses. They were likely already on edge from the noise of the initial crash and the following collisions as two other vehicles failed to stop and smashed into the jack-knifed eighteen-wheeler.


			When Tobie rounded the big rig to reach the back of her trailer, she almost smacked into a large, bearded man.


			“You okay?” he asked.


			“Yeah, but my trailer is stuck in the mud. You okay?”


			The trucker spit a wad of chewing tobacco onto the road. “Damn near swallowed my chaw, but I’m not hurt. I’d like to smack that stupid boy in the pickup that caused all this.”


			“You and me both. What idiot doesn’t know to slow down when it’s raining this hard?” She peered through the rain at the skinny twenty-something who was swearing over his damaged truck even though blood was pouring from his forehead. “Anybody in those cars hurt?”


			“Nothing major in the SUV, but I’m afraid to look at the car that’s shoved under my trailer. It’s going to take some major equipment to pry it open. I’ve already radioed the highway patrol. They said they’re about twenty minutes out, but the local sheriff and the fire department should be here in a few minutes.”


			“I need to check on my horses. I’ll wait for them in my trailer.” At his nod, she went to the trailer and lowered the rear ramp. The shoulder’s slope was slight, but the tires on the off-side had sunk deeply into the mud when the weight of the three horses, each about a thousand pounds, had shifted toward the tilt. Damn. She’ll have to unload the horses before trying to pull the trailer free, but she’d wait for help.


			The mare closest to her, Heart, nickered when she opened the trailer, but the gray yearling’s eyes were wide with fright as he shifted in his confined space, kicking several times against the side of the trailer. This was a dangerous situation. If he didn’t calm down, he could hurt himself or the horses on either side of him.


			She opened the metal first-aid box embedded in the side of the trailer and found the mild sedative she always carried. After drawing out a good dose of the medicine into a syringe, she approached the horses. She stroked Heart for a minute before ducking under her neck to reach the yearling. She talked softly while she felt along his neck for the artery she needed, then waited until he settled a few seconds before quickly popping the needle into his skin. He drummed his feet again, but she’d already injected the sedative and withdrawn the needle before his second hoof hit the rubber mat covering the floor. His kicking wound down to a few indignant snorts within minutes, his eyes softening. He let out a long breath that sounded like a sigh of relief and reached down to snuffle some hay that had dropped from his feed bag.


			The mare in the front stall was munching her hay and seemed unaffected by their harrowing near collision, so Tobie sat down next to Heart’s stall and stared out at the downpour while she waited for assistance.
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        * * *


      


			The storm intensified. Lightning lit up the sky, and booming thunder seemed to grow closer as the minutes ticked by. The gray colt’s head hung low in a sedated doze, but the mares began to fidget inside the confinement of their narrow stalls, rocking the trailer and causing it to tilt even more. Tobie was relieved when she spotted the emergency lights of the police and firemen.


			She stepped back into the rain and approached the fire chief, who was talking to a pair of policemen. “Hey. I need some assistance pretty soon. I’ve got three very expensive horses in that trailer, and it’s stuck in the mud. I had to drive onto the shoulder to miss that eighteen-wheeler. I need to unload the horses and get my trailer back on the road.”


			“Are any of your animals injured? Do you need a vet on the scene?”


			“No, but I’ve already had to sedate one, and the other two are getting restless because of the thunder.”


			“Then we’ll get to you, miss, but we need to get the people out of that car that’s stuck under the rig first.”


			“I understand, but—”


			“I can help you,” the younger of the two deputies said. “I grew up around horses and still rodeo some.”


			Tobie was relieved. She really didn’t want to sedate the mares. “Great. I really appreciate it.”


			They stepped into the trailer, and she clipped a rope lead onto Heart’s halter before releasing her from the stall tether and swinging the near side of the stall open. The deputy waited at the bottom of the rear ramp for her to exit, and she handed Heart’s lead rope to him. Squinting against the rain, she pointed to a small group of scrubby trees that grew in the meadow at the foothills of the Rockies. “Tie her over there, away from all this wreckage. I’ll get the other two.”


			He nodded and led Heart away while she turned back to the other horses. The mare was a little skittish, but the colt was quiet and easily led from the trailer. She had almost reached the trees when thunder boomed overhead. The colt only flinched, but the mare reared, eyes wide and nostrils flaring. Tobie quickly brought her under control, but when she turned around, Heart was dragging the deputy across the field.


			He wasn’t a big man, and his weight wasn’t slowing the horse down much. He held on for about fifty yards as the frightened mare pulled him through prickly brush and rocks until his head and shoulder slammed into a saddle-sized boulder and he went limp.


			“Officer down, officer down,” Tobie shouted, hoping someone could hear her over the rain. She made sure the other two horses were tied securely, then ran to where the deputy was beginning to stir. He groaned and rolled over as she approached, but his eyes were unfocused. He was covered in mud and blood from scratches on his face and arms. She leaned over him to shelter his face from the rain. “Hey. You okay?”


			He blinked at her but didn’t answer before an EMT brushed her aside. “We’ve got this,” the woman said as her partner carrying a medical box joined her.


			Tobie stood and stared after Heart, a ghostly figure in the storm, racing toward the foothills.


			











			

    

            Chapter Two








			Maggie Wilkes emptied a scoop of kibble into the bowl of her border collie, Kate, then poured herself a cup of coffee and added a liberal amount of creamer and sugar. Her sister often teased her, saying it wasn’t coffee by the time Maggie finished fixing it up. Call it latte if you want, she always told her sister, but she liked it that way.


			She settled into a chair at the kitchen table that doubled as her workspace but didn’t open her laptop. Instead, she gazed out at the thunderous rain through the window in the top half of her back door. She didn’t mind that the storm was ferocious because the grassy plains where her wild horses grazed were desperate for nourishment. She didn’t worry about the horses. The herds had survived hundreds of years through many storms, blizzards, and droughts. They would have sensed the storm coming and taken shelter in the area’s heavily forested valleys.


			She did worry, though, about the possibility of tornadoes, so she opened her laptop and checked a local television station’s website for any warnings. Their Doppler radar didn’t show any twisters, but a report on a serious pileup on the highway just outside of town caught her eye. Their reporter was broadcasting live from the scene.


			“We don’t have the name of the driver yet, but witnesses said the accident was caused by that pickup truck.” The reporter was struggling to point at the vehicle while holding a microphone in one hand and an umbrella in the other. “Firefighters are working to free the occupants pinned in a car wedged under a jackknifed tractor-trailer.” Maggie was about to scroll back to the weather report when the camera panned the scene and a large horse trailer came into view. She jumped up from her chair and went to the kitchen counter, where she kept a police scanner. Flipping it on, she tuned into the channel where she knew local police and firefighters talked to each other.


			“We’ve got an officer down.”


			Loud static sounded when she turned up the volume, and then several clicks were followed by the voice of the fire-department captain in charge of the scene. “How bad?”


			“Hit his head on a rock and was out for a minute, but he’s awake and talking now.”


			“Hit his head on a rock?”


			“Horse dragged him through some cactus and underbrush, and he finally let go when his head connected with the rock. He’s scratched up pretty good, and bloody, and the medics say he needs a few stitches in his head, but he’ll be okay.”


			“Get one of the deputies to drive him to the hospital. We’re close to getting this woman out that’s trapped in the car, and we’re going to need the ambulance for her.”


			“Ten-four…Captain?”


			“Go ahead.”


			“The horse took off, and the driver of that rig is having a fit about it. Says that it’s a high-dollar animal.”


			“We don’t have time to worry about a horse right now. Anyway, there’s no way we’d be able to find it in this storm. Just see what you can do about getting her trailer out of the mud.”


			“We unhitched the truck from the trailer, but Joe says he can’t hook up to the trailer because it’s a fifth-wheel. Maybe we can get the truck driver to disconnect from his trailer after you remove the car under it and hook up to the horse trailer to pull it back on the road.”


			“It’ll be a while,” the captain said. “We’re likely going to have to cut that car into pieces to get it free.”


			“Ten-four,” the deputy replied.


			“Idiots,” Maggie said, even though only Kate was listening. “Just because it’s a fifth-wheel doesn’t mean its gooseneck is compatible with an eighteen-wheeler’s hitch.” She checked the location of the accident in the maps app on her phone. It wasn’t more than two miles away. She pulled on her waterproof, full-length duster and tall muck boots. The rain had frizzed her curly brown hair, so she wove it into a quick braid and donned her leather Outback hat. She’d been caught in quick summer rainstorms many times while shadowing one of the wild horse herds, so she knew how to dress for the worst weather.


			“Come on, Kate. Let’s go rescue that horse person from our clueless law enforcement.” She strode through the puddles of her muddy driveway to the tall metal building that was her equipment shed and her semi-truck she used for pulling two large gooseneck trailers needed when she harvested the sorghum she grew to financially sustain the farm she’d inherited from her father. Boosting Kate and then herself into the truck’s high cab, she settled her phone into its holder and punched in the sheriff’s cell phone number.


			Sheriff Dan Chandler answered after the second ring. “Kind of busy, Maggie.”


			“I know. Been listening to the scanner. I’m just calling to let you know I’m on my way in my semi. It can hook up to a gooseneck and pull that horse trailer out of the mud for you.”


			“That would be great. I should have thought of you before now. We’ve got a huge mess that’s going to take hours to clear. We can use all the help we can get. What’s your ETA?”


			“I’m only about two miles out. See you in five.” She ended the call.


			Maggie was glad to see that she was on the front side of the pileup, so pulling the horse trailer back onto the road would be easy. She swung around in the roadway and backed up to the front of the trailer before hopping out. “Stay in the truck, Kate. Too many vehicles are coming and going for you to be running around.” Kate whined but settled back to keep vigil from the driver’s seat.


			Maggie whistled when Sheriff Chandler walked over to meet her. “That’s some fancy rig. Looks brand new.” She studied the wheels mired deep in the dark mud of the road’s shoulder. “It’s stuck in there pretty good.”


			“It’s got to be nearly forty feet long. Think you can pull it out?”


			“Might be big, but that’s an aluminum body, so it’s not all that heavy. Where’s the owner? I need to get permission to hook up in case something gets bent or broken while I’m dragging it out of the mud.”


			“On the other side, in that stand of trees with two of the horses.” He pointed in the general direction indicated. “Thought it was best to unload them in case things go sideways when we try to pull it free.” Rain sluiced off the front of his Resistol Western hat when he turned and ducked his head to spit a stream of tobacco juice. Maggie found chewing tobacco even more disgusting than smoking.


			She nodded and rounded the horse trailer. She could barely see the shadowy figures of two horses through the sheets of rain, but three human figures materialized in the gloom as she strode toward them. She recognized her nephew, who was a deputy sheriff, arguing with one of the firefighter medics. The third person had their back to Maggie, but they wore a duster identical to her own and a ball cap pulled low over shaggy blond hair darkened by rainwater.


			“I’m looking for the owner of that horse trailer.” She was surprised when a woman turned to her. Not many females bested her own five-foot-eight height, but this woman had at least four inches on her. Brown eyes studied her while a long, silent second passed between them before the woman stuck her hand out.


			“Tobie Mason. I’m the owner.”


			Maggie cleared her throat. “I need your permission to hook up to your trailer and pull it out of the mud.”


			Tobie glanced toward the mired transport. “My three-fifty dually couldn’t pull it out, so I doubt a tow truck will do it.”


			“I heard over the police scanner that a gooseneck was stuck in the mud, so I drove my semi over to help. It’s outfitted to hitch to a standard gooseneck.”


			Tobie nodded. “If that won’t do it, I don’t know what will.”


			Maggie started to turn back to the wreckage, then stopped when she saw her nephew’s battered face and the bloody cloth he held to the side of his head. “What in the world, Ricky? Were you in that pileup?”


			Ricky shook his head, then winced at the movement. “No. I was walking this lady’s third horse to these trees when a big crack of thunder spooked it. The damned horse dragged me through a pile of cactus.”


			“He only let go when his head hit a rock and it knocked him out,” the medic said. “Maybe you can persuade this idiot to go to the hospital to get checked out.”


			“I’m fine,” Ricky said. “I’ve had worse falls riding bulls at the rodeo.”


			Maggie frowned at him. “I’m not going to stand out here in the rain and argue with you, boy. Stay with these horses while we get that trailer out of the mud, and then go to the hospital.”


			“I don’t need a doctor.”


			She pointed a finger at him. “I’ll call your mama and tell her you have a brain injury.”


			“God damn it. She’ll panic and show up here crying and carrying on.”


			“At the very least.” She pulled her cell phone from her pocket as though she was about to call.


			“Okay, okay. I’ll go.”


			The medic grinned. “Wish I’d thought of that,” he said.


			Maggie shot her nephew one last stern look, then headed back to the trailer in long strides.


			Tobie checked again that her horses were tied securely and took a long look in the direction in which Heart had disappeared into the downpour, then followed the woman with laser-blue eyes, who she hoped would solve at least the first of her problems.


			Several of the firemen shoveled mud from around the trailer’s double tires, while Tobie watched the semi maneuver expertly into position to couple with her gooseneck. She flipped open the control panel and pressed the buttons that retracted the front stabilizers to slowly lower the ball of her gooseneck so it locked in the jaw of the semi’s hitch when it backed up the final inches. Perfect.


			After she signaled for the semi to pull forward, she yelled for the firemen to get their shovels clear. The semi’s engine revved, then pulled forward slow and steady until the trailer was free and back on the highway pavement.


			“Yes!” Tobie pumped the air with her fist and rushed forward to unhook from the semi. When it pulled away, she stepped back and headed over to thank her rescuer, but the semi didn’t stop. “Thank you,” she yelled, and the woman merely waved in acknowledgment.


			Whatever. Tobie had business to tend to.


			Ricky helped her load the mare and yearling colt into the trailer again. “I need to find my other horse,” she said, tying off the yearling’s lead rope. “And you need to see a doctor.”


			“I’m going. If I don’t, my aunt will call my mother. She tends toward hysterics, and dealing with her would just make my headache worse.” His smile was more like a grimace. “But you ain’t going to find your other horse in this storm. It’s not due to blow out of here for another twelve hours. I know a lot of people don’t believe it, but climate change is a real thing. We rarely had storms like this when I was a boy, but this one is the fourth this year. I know several folks that would rent you a few stalls for the night. Then you could look for your horse in the morning.”


			Tobie shook her head. “Can’t do that. These aren’t actually my horses. I’m just contracted to haul them to a Thoroughbred farm in California. I can’t stable them just anywhere along the way because it would break their quarantine, and the buyer could refuse delivery.”


			Ricky glanced at her Kentucky license plate. “Are these racers?”


			“Yep. The one that got away is going to be hell to catch. She won quite a few races and is being retired for breeding because she has Secretariat in her bloodline.” She opened the mapping app on her phone and calculated her options. “I’m about twelve hours away, so I’ll deliver these two and come back for the mare in about twenty-four hours. The weather should be better for searching then.”


			“I can spread the word around for folks to look out for her. She might show up at somebody’s barn, looking for food and shelter.” He touched the bloody bandage on his head. My brain’s a little fuzzy. Remind me what she looks like.”


			“She’s a dark bay with one white sock.” She went to her cab and flipped through the paperwork on her clipboard. “Her lip tattoo is X74826.”


			Ricky wrote the number in a small pad he carried in his shirt pocket. “Got it.”


			Tobie shook the young man’s hand. “Appreciate your help. And I’m sorry my horse dragged you halfway to the mountains. I think I can still see some cactus needles sticking out of your cheek.”


			He laughed but winced when he touched his face. “Yeah. Better get those out before Mama sees me.” He handed her a card with his badge and phone numbers on it. “Give me a call when you get back, and I’ll let you know if we’ve had any sightings of your missing mare.”


			She took the card and smiled. She liked this guy. “I’ll do that,” she said.


			











			

    

            Chapter Three








			Maggie backed her semi into the equipment shed and ran through the rain toward the house. But she slid to a stop as she neared a huge oak split down the middle and still smoking. “Damned lightning. That tree’s stood for more than a hundred years.” She didn’t know that for certain, but it was likely. She shed her duster, hat, and boots in the mudroom, and then, in her socked feet, padded into the kitchen, where she heard voices. But when she realized the voices were coming from the small television she’d apparently forgotten to turn off when she’d left earlier, she relaxed.


			“Police have confirmed one fatality and at least five injured in this huge pileup on Highway 50 about five miles east of the state line. Several people involved in the accident say the driver of a red pickup was responsible for initiating the chain reaction of crashes.” The camera panned to show a red truck with a “Make America Great Again” sticker and a beer logo plastered on the back window of the cab. “Sheriff Dan Chandler, however, said he won’t name that driver until his investigation is complete, and only if charges are warranted.”


			Maggie snorted. “Hell. Everybody in town knows that truck belongs to the Bradley boy.” Kate gave a sharp yip in agreement.


			“The sheriff is asking that everyone in the surrounding community be on the lookout for a horse that escaped from a trailer involved in the pileup.” The camera had panned back to the newswoman. “We’re told it’s a bay—that’s brown for non-horse people—mare, with one white sock. We’re also told it’s a Thoroughbred racing horse accustomed to being stabled, so it might seek shelter and food at someone’s barn. Anyone who sees this horse should call the sheriff’s department immediately.”


			“If that horse has any sense, it’ll stay out there where it’s free,” Maggie said. “You know they keep those racehorses stalled up to twenty-three hours of the day to get them hopped up to race. And they run them while they’re still babies, before their bones are fully grown. That’s why so many break legs on the track.”


			Curled up in her bed, Kate seemed to have lost interest in this lesson on Thoroughbred racing. She gave only a weak wag of her tail and closed her eyes.


			Maggie had forgotten to turn off the coffeepot, so it was still warm even though the coffee was probably a bit overbrewed. That didn’t really matter, though, after she diluted it with milk and sweetened it with several tablespoons of sugar.


			After settling down with her coffee au lait, she opened her laptop connected to two large-screen monitors to check her trail cameras. She had nine in all, three posted at water holes frequented by the wild horses in her area and the rest stationed along various trails and meadows where they traveled and grazed. She ignored the watering holes, since none would be drinking during this deluge, and opened the camera feeds on the trails that wound through the foothills and valley forests.


			The storm made for poor visibility, but she caught sight of movement off to the side of one trail. Yes! Horses were moving restlessly among the tall pines and spruces that provided a bit of protection from the driving rain. She couldn’t tell which group was sheltering there, but it appeared to be one of the larger families.


			Cattle ranchers who wanted all federal grazing grounds reserved for their herds liked to convince the public that the wild horses amassed in huge groups that would sweep through like locusts and denude a well-grassed field in hours. The horses normally grouped in small families of five to maybe fifteen at the most. While stallions would defend their mares from young studs trying to start their own family, they didn’t constantly try to steal mares from other established groups. It wasn’t uncommon for two groups to peacefully visit a pond at the same time.


			Stallions usually decided if a young challenger in their group should be expelled. But each family had a dominant female that served as the boss mare. She decided if a new filly or a young, non-dominant male was allowed to join or stay in their group.


			Maggie was about to close the camera app when movement in a corner frame caught her eye. This camera was stationed at a higher meadow in the foothills, which was one of the Cloud herd’s favorite grazing spots. The storm apparently had dislodged her trail camera so that it was pointing toward a low overhang in a rocky cliff face on the backside of the field. She knew it well because she often camped there when gathering data on the wild horses.


			“There you are.” She squinted at the dark form huddled under the overhang with its backside to the driving rain. Visibility was too poor to tell for sure, but this was a single horse. Any wild horses would be huddled with their herd for added shelter against the weather.


			She sipped her coffee and watched the lone horse. Should she let Sheriff Chandler know she’d spotted the missing mare? There was a lot to consider. This horse knew nothing about survival in the wild, and it’d grown up on a precise diet of quality feed and hay. It might not survive on the coarse grass of the plains. Also, the mare might prefer the company of humans since it had been handled from birth. It was likely drawn to the rock shelter by the lingering human scent of her recent camp there. On the other hand, would recapture doom it to a life of confinement and forced breeding if her racing career was over?


			Ultimately, it wasn’t her horse or her decision. Maggie closed her laptop and walked to the sink to toss out the last of her coffee. It was growing late, and the steady pelt of rain on her metal roof was making her drowsy. She would let fate determine that mare’s future. She had sorghum and corn fields to harvest once this rain quit and the fields dried out. Fall was fast approaching. Someone else could chase the wayward horse.


			











			

    

            Chapter Four








			Tobie yawned as she turned into the driveway of the Thoroughbred farm located about a hundred miles northeast of the Santa Anita Park racetrack. It had been a grueling twelve-hour drive with a few brief stops to refill her cooler with Red Bull and grab a truck-stop sandwich when she had to fill her truck with more diesel.


			It’d been a long haul for the horses, too, so she was anxious to unload and walk them around. She parked in front of a series of single-story barns typical of racing stables. If they had a second story, it was normally outfitted to house grooms and other workers. Hay was kept in a separate, metal building to negate the risk of fire.


			She pulled her ball cap low over her sunglasses. She desperately needed a shower and real food because all the caffeine she’d consumed was burning a hole in her stomach, so she was glad to see several men immediately approach from the nearest barn. She hopped down from the truck and grabbed her clipboard.


			“Are you Miss Mason?” the first man to reach her asked.


			“That’s me.”


			“I’m the farm manager.”


			She shook his offered hand. “Sorry I’m a half day late. Ran into some really bad weather and a big pileup this side of the Rockies. I’ve been driving for the last twelve hours, so I’d like to get the horses out and exercising before we deal with the paperwork.”


			He called over the two men who’d followed him from the barn. “Let’s unload these horses and walk them around a bit before we put them in the quarantine barn.”


			They all went to the back of Tobie’s rig, and the men waited while she unloaded and handed off the yearling and the remaining mare.


			The farm manager scratched his head. “I was expecting another mare.”


			Tobie handed over her clipboard. “There were three. A tractor-trailer rig jackknifed in front of me during a bad storm, causing a multi-car pileup. I managed to steer around them, but my trailer got stuck in the mud on the road’s shoulder. I had to unload the horses so we could pull it back on the road, and one mare spooked when lightning struck nearby and took off for the hills after she dragged a deputy through a pile of cactus and rocks. Sarah’s Heart was the one that escaped.”
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