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Prologue

	

“You boys plannin’ to just stand around all day, or do you actually intend to get some work done?” Dad leaned a wrist on the horn of his bay mare’s saddle, the reins loose in his hand. Dark brows lowered and lips thinned in stern displeasure, even as the corners of his mouth twitched and his eyes sparkled beneath the brim of his hat as though he held back a laugh.

Twenty-three-year-old Trevor Walker shared a grin with his twin brother, Travis, and their best friend, Ben Wright. They were supposed to be unloading hay, but their discussion had brought work to a standstill. Ben and Travis leaned against the side of the flatbed trailer while Trevor perched on the stacked bales.

“Why don’t I ask him?” Travis nodded toward their father.

“Yeah, right,” Trevor snorted a laugh and hopped to his feet. “Like Dad isn’t compromised, too, and therefore biased.” He grabbed the next bale to set it in front of Ben, who heaved it onto the stack they were creating in the barn.

“Biased about what?” Dad asked.

Trevor gave his brother a knowing look and shrugged. If Travis wants to bring Dad into the discussion, it’s no skin off my nose, but he’s wasting his time. Dad’s so in love with Mom he can’t see straight. Hardly an impartial source of information.

“Well, I’m sure you know Tim’s getting married,” Travis offered, glancing at Dad for confirmation.

“Of course. I suspect everyone in the entire state of Wyoming knows that by now.”

“Exactly. It’s all he talks about to every soul he meets.” Trevor rolled his eyes and plopped a bale of hay in front of his brother. “The man’s obsessed. He’s totally lost himself.” He shook his head, overtaken by sympathy for their long-time friend. Poor Tim. What a horrible fate, to lose your identity and interests over some woman.

“Don’t you boys like Debbie?” Dad arched a brow in surprise.

The mare shifted.

He steadied Hephzibah with a simple, gentle touch of his hand. Trevor admired that, even if he didn’t agree with his dad on other things. Like Tim’s fate.

Travis frowned in disapproval. “Oh, well, she’s sweet enough, sure, but she’s completely ruined Tim.”

Trevor nodded and sighed. Man, if that wasn’t the truth. Tim didn’t have time for his friends anymore. He spent every waking moment outside work with Debbie. Probably obsessing on wedding plans. Six looong months of wedding plans. Last time Trevor had spoken to Tim, all the man had talked about was wedding themes, colors, tuxedos, and petit fours, whatever the heck those were. Debbie wanted an upscale, formal-style wedding, and Tim had no choice but to go along for the ride. Trevor shivered. A torturous fate for any man.

“If that’s what marriage does to a man, I’ll be just as happy without it.” He dropped another bale in front of his brother.

“Same here.” Travis grunted and hauled the hay to where it belonged.

“What if God has plans for you to marry?” Dad smirked.

“I so seldom leave the ranch, I’m not likely to meet anyone,” Trevor scoffed. “I’ve no time to go looking for a woman, even if I wanted one. So if God wants me to marry, He’ll have to bring her here and throw her right into my arms.”

Travis rolled his eyes and laughed. “Please! He’ll have to drop a woman on my head from the heavens to prove it to me.”

They all looked at Ben, who’d been very quiet.

He froze. His gaze bounced from one to the next. “What? Don’t look at me. I’ve already done the marriage thing. I’m not eager to go there again.” He grabbed a bale and heaved it onto the growing stack.

Though the words were flippant, Trevor shared a sad glance with his brother. Ben carried a lot of hurt and grief. His marriage had been difficult. Having been witness to it made Trevor or Travis less than eager to follow Ben down the road to matrimony. Ben had known Robin all of his life, and their marriage had still been a nightmare. What hope did the rest of them have with someone they didn’t know that well?

“Mark my words, boys. You should be careful challenging God. He has a tendency to rise to the occasion, often when you least expect it.”

Travis snorted. “Yeah, right.”

“Mark my words.” Dad nudged the mare with his heels and left them to their work.


Chapter 1

	

3 years later

Saturday, April 24, 2010

 

This is the life. Ashley Montgomery tapped the steering wheel with both hands. The radio blared out a local country station. Why do you hate this stuff so much, Sean? She’d found stations playing country music for the entire drive after having located one while backing out of the driveway back home. Granted, she hadn’t much liked the whiney stuff her older brother groused about, but she’d also heard songs that made her laugh or cry, or simply left her feeling warm and hopeful about what lay ahead in her life.

“You should have tried it years ago, no matter what Sean said.” She’d let his attitudes influence her choices for far too long. Past time to break free. Exactly what she’d done. In glowing fashion. Much to his annoyance. She grinned.

She’d left Phoenix on Wednesday. Three days later, she drove through Wyoming, headed for a ranch up north for a photo shoot for the magazine she and her brother worked for. Her first venture outside the Valley of the Sun. Sean had hated the idea, had pitched an absolute fit. He’d only relented when Ashley had made it clear she intended to do it no matter what he said. He’d found the ranch for the shoot. Nice to finally have his support, however grudging, for a change. Okay, maybe not exactly support, but at least he’d quit fighting her.

She had taken her time, stopping whenever and wherever, often detouring to play tourist and take photos. While driving through the Four Corners area, she’d seen cool, new things. Not wanting to circumvent the Grand Canyon by way of Las Vegas, she’d gone the opposite direction and driven through a small portion of Utah before striking the snowy mountains of Colorado. Overwhelmed by the green of the landscape despite the blanket of white, she had weaved her way through the western then central part of the state then headed north toward Cheyenne, Wyoming, and cut northwest toward Yellowstone Park. The ranch wasn’t far from the Park in the northwestern corner of the state.

Sean had had a meltdown about the long, circuitous travel path, but her confidence grew each time she ignored his fussing and fuming. Maybe not the best attitude, but she’d enjoy the freedom while it lasted. Anyway, if he hadn’t carried on about that, he’d have ranted about something else, so it didn’t much matter. Besides, she intended to make the most of her very first solo adventure, regardless of the miles covered or how much Sean protested. The Bar M didn’t expect her until Sunday anyway. She could afford to enjoy the trip. So what if it had taken three days instead of a day and a half as it should have (according to Sean).

Ashley cruised down a two-lane highway south of Yellowstone, enjoying another side trip through rolling, grassy plains. Snow-capped mountains rose on the western and northern horizons, beckoning those brave enough to hike and camp within its canyons. Snow. On mountains. In April. Not a familiar sight for a Phoenix native. Maybe she’d visit the park before she left Wyoming. Yes. Most definitely. Even from a distance, intermingling green and white assured that the peaks of Yellowstone and the Grand Tetons would be far different from the craggy mountains of home. Beautiful photo opportunities.

She’d chosen that highway on a whim because of a sign for a town not appearing on the map. At least, “Mystery” might be a town. The sign hadn’t resembled other community markers, more like a homemade wooden sign. Black paint had been used for the block-style lettering. Maybe a town. Maybe not. Another adventure. Why didn’t it appear on the map? Newer than the map? Big? Small? Ashley forced her foot to remain steady on the gas pedal instead of flooring it in her excitement.

At a dip in the road, a loud thunk in the engine rattled the car. It promptly died. Oh, no. She groaned and coasted to a stop, wrenching hard on the steering wheel to pull to the side of the road onto what small amount of shoulder existed. So not good timing. Great. Sean would love it. The lecture sure to come….

She sighed and pulled her cellphone out of the purse lying on the passenger seat. No bars. No service? Were they kidding? How was a stranded motorist supposed to call for help with no cellphone service?

Don’t panic. Think of it as another part of your adventure. Deep breath. Come on, breathe. Okay, so breaking down in the middle of nowhere wasn’t part of the plan. Go with it. Maybe it’ll be a good thing.

Ashley snorted. Yeah, right. Get real, girl. This can only be bad.

She grabbed the keys and her driver’s license and shoved both in a pocket of her jeans. Then she stuffed her purse under the seat and studied her surroundings. She hadn’t seen another car for a couple of hours at least. Should I wait for rescue? Hm, probably not my best idea. The car locked, she walked up the hill, hoping for a signal at the crest.

At the top, she checked the phone again. Nothing. Not a single bar to offer hope. Oh, boy…. She couldn’t be far from town, right? Following the road with her gaze revealed nothing but open highway, but the way the hills rolled, “Mystery” might be over the next rise, or not. How far back had that sign been? She couldn’t remember. It could still be miles to town. Lovely.

Fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into, Ashley. The echo of Sean’s impatient voice drew a wince.

Her gaze settled on something in the distance to the northeast, maybe a mile from the road. A house and barn? She squinted. Did Wyoming have mirages like people saw in the desert? Maybe, but the image appeared real. A road cut toward it some ways farther north. A long way to walk. She studied the barbed wire fence next to the road. Cutting across the field would save time. After all, wasn’t that what her high school math teacher had said—the shortest distance between two points.

Ashley scanned the area. No animals to present a problem. Thick, dark clouds loomed ominously overhead, but waiting out the possibility of rain wouldn’t improve her circumstances. The announcer on the radio had said there was a strong chance of rain in the region in the afternoon and into the evening, but years of experience reminded her how often weather forecasts were wrong. Promised rain rarely came.

After a glance back to make sure the car was far enough off the road, not that she could move it anyway, she carefully maneuvered between two of four taut strands of barbed wire and headed for the house in the distance. Good thing she’d worn tennis shoes. Hopefully the trek wouldn’t prove futile. Surely the people out there would have a working phone.

A barking chirp stilled her footsteps. Barely breathing, Ashley scanned the area.

Some distance away, a tiny tawny head peered at her over dry yellow grass. It chirped again. A couple more little heads appeared. Prairie dogs.

She relaxed and laughed. They’re not carnivorous. Chill out. She resumed her walk, inhaling clean, cool air smelling of dirt, grass, pine, and the faintest hint of manure when the breeze shifted just right. There were worse things than being on foot in beautiful country. Another hint of scent reached her nose. She stopped and turned into the breeze, inhaling deeply, then groaned. Definitely rain. None in sight. Maybe it was merely a threat, not a promise.

Rather than take a chance, Ashley increased her pace toward the house. Not quickly enough. The first drops struck the ground around her, rapidly joined by companions. In minutes, she was soaked to the skin. Then she came to an obstacle.

A fence, easily six feet tall, made of heavy pipe welded together stood between her and the yard leading up to the house. The land rolled inside the pasture, but a stand of trees disrupted her line of sight. Ashley scanned the length of rails then resigned herself to climbing over. In moments, she hit the ground on the other side and started across the small field, still moving at a fast walk. No point running. Out-running the rain was no longer an option.

Halfway across, she glanced toward the house. Several men headed her way, waving. Wow. Friendly people. She smiled in greeting. One of them waved more frantically than the others and yelled something. What had he said? The wind snatched his words and carried them away. As she drew closer, fear became obvious in his expression. A shiver ran up her spine unrelated to the damp cold. What was he afraid of?

“Get. Out. Of. There!” Those words came through loud and clear as the breeze shifted to carry them straight to her. He pointed to her right.

Ashley glanced over her shoulder, horrified to see a massive bull closing in at a lumbering gallop through the trees. She broke into a run. Give me fast feet, Lord. Help me make it to the fence before he does. Why did she always get the murderous animals? It’s like they had her LoJacked or something.

She grabbed for the heavy metal fence and clambered over, the whole time envisioning the bull skewering her through the back before she could reach the top. She swung one leg over and noted the bull’s proximity. In her mind, his hot breath blasted her. She scrambled over the top. Too fast. Her right foot slipped on the wet metal rail. Wet hands lost purchase, and she fell on the other side. She closed her eyes and braced for impact with the hard ground.

 

~ ~ ~

 

“Hey! There’s someone in Samson’s pen.” One of the men, he couldn’t be sure which, hollered as they watched the rain from the front porch of the main house. It’d pass soon. They would wait it out then return to work.

Trevor Walker turned in the direction of the ornery bull’s pasture and couldn’t believe his eyes. A woman he’d never seen before strolled casually across the pen, apparently unaware of the rain drenching her from head to toe or the fact she wasn’t alone in that field. Who was she, and how had she come to be in Samson’s domain?

A shiver rolled through him as the reality of the danger stalking her slammed him with the force of a hammer striking an anvil. He hit the muddy ground off the front porch at a full run. More footsteps pounded in his wake as the men followed. They had to get her out of there before Samson saw her. His gaze rapidly, frantically scanned the pasture, seeking the big black bull. The fact he couldn’t see him offered no reassurance.

“Lady, get out of there!” Trevor waved his hands in the air as he ran.

The woman looked up, and a warm smile curved her mouth. He forced aside the sudden thought of how beautiful she was, even half-drowned. He’d come back to that after they got her out of the path of danger. She clearly hadn’t heard his yell.

“Get out of there!” He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled louder, pronouncing each word as distinct and clear as possible. The wind snatched them before they’d left his mouth.

The bull’s head emerged from a grove of trees at the far end, followed by his shoulders, and then the rest of him. Hostile gaze on the woman, he lowered his head and charged.

Oh, Lord, help me out here. Help us save her.

“Get. Out. Of. There!” he yelled again, relieved when she appeared to register his words. He pointed toward the bull.

She glanced over her shoulder. Trevor knew the instant she saw the bull. Instead of freezing as he feared, she whipped about in an instant, her face pale, and bolted full-tilt for him and the fence. She could certainly move. He didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone run so fast. She launched herself onto the fence from a few feet away, her feet not even striking the bottom two rails, before she scrambled to the top. A glance back cost her though.

His heart lurched into his throat when her foot slipped and twisted. Her weight shifted and carried her off the top of the fence. In a clear panic, she grabbed for the rail but lost her grip and fell. He surged forward. Lord, grant me speed to reach her before she hits the ground.

 

~ ~ ~

 

When the impact came, it wasn’t as breathtaking as Ashley had expected. Warm arms closed around her, preventing her from striking hard, wet ground. She opened her eyes. Her lungs froze. So much for the fall not being breathtaking. Dumbfounded, she stared into olive-green eyes that crinkled at the corners as he offered a positively mind-numbing smile. Her heart hammered against her ribs.

“Got you.” Panting slightly, he carefully set her to her feet. “Are you hurt?”

“Huh?” She blinked then blinked again. What had he said?

“Are you hurt?” A dimple appeared in his left cheek as the smile morphed into a grin that should be illegal.

Good Lord in heaven, what were You thinking, making a smile like that? And those eyes? And… wow. “Um, I don’t think so.” She realized she clung to him and forced her fingers to uncurl from his shirt. As she did, she half-stepped away, only to be brought up short when pain spiked up her right leg. Her ankle threatened to drop her to the ground. Grimacing, she grabbed for him. “Ow. I think I twisted my ankle when I slipped off the fence.”

“No problem.” Without a hint of hesitation, he hoisted her into his arms and headed toward the house with long, strong strides as though she weighed nothing. “I’m Trevor Walker, by the way.”

“Ashley Montgomery.” It was only then Ashley noticed the other men. She’d totally forgotten them. A half-dozen of them. Some smirked and nudged each other, leaving her baffled. Heat rose to her face. If her rescuer noticed the looks and whispers, he didn’t acknowledge them.

“You’re soaked clean through.” Trevor mounted the porch steps.

“Yeah, well, rain tends to do that,” she quipped, making a point to not meet his gaze. Doing so wasn’t conducive to full use of her faculties, which tended to be compromised on her best day.

He chuckled deep, the sound reverberating through her entire body. “Do me a favor. Get the door?” He leaned down so she could reach the handle on the screen door. Once she pulled it open a few inches, he used his foot to pop it open all the way and carried her inside. “Mom? We have a visitor.”

“Oh, my goodness, what happened?” A woman with dark brown hair matching her son’s came into the living room through a wide arch from the kitchen and put her hands on her hips. Her friendly gaze settled on Ashley. “Where’d you come from?”

“Arizona.” The moment the word left her mouth, Ashley realized how lame it sounded, but she couldn’t think of a single other response. Those strong, warm arms around her did all manner of odd things to her blood pressure and heart rate, not to mention brain function.

“Arizona? You didn’t happen to fall out of the sky or anything did you?”

“No, off a fence,” Ashley admitted sheepishly, a bit puzzled by the question. When Sean hears about this, he’ll never let me live it down. She needed to be more careful, like he harped on her about constantly. Wait. He didn’t need to know. If she didn’t tell him, who would?

“Right into my arms,” her rescuer said.

Trevor’s warm smile turned her stomach to jelly. She suspected her knees liquefied, too. Good thing she wasn’t standing on them. Pooling at his feet wouldn’t be particularly graceful.

“Oh, really now, and is there a reason you’re not allowing this young woman to use her own legs?” His mother chuckled.

“She sprained her ankle when she fell off the fence.” He motioned toward the ankle in question, bringing Ashley tighter against his chest for a moment.

She grew lightheaded from lack of oxygen. Breathe, Ashley, breathe.

“Oh, well then what are you standing there like a startled deer for? Take her to the guestroom. I’ll grab a few things from the kitchen and be right there.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ashley shot him a glance, surprised by his enthusiasm.

He grinned, the dimple appearing again.

So much for breathing. She forced herself to take a slow, deep breath then wished she hadn’t. The blended aroma of hay, soap, rain, and sweat overwhelmed her senses. Wow, he smelled incredible. She forced back a groan and closed her eyes, which only made her more aware of the heat of his body pressed against hers. She groaned despite herself.

“I know that ankle must hurt something fierce, but Mom’ll fix it right up.”

Ashley opened her eyes as he set her on the bed in the guestroom, grateful he’d misunderstood the cause of the groan. She certainly didn’t want to explain, not to him or anyone.

Trevor squatted beside the bed and reached for her foot, untying her shoe and loosening the laces with incredible tenderness. Apology wreathed his features as he carefully slid the shoe off, sending pain up that leg.

She sucked in a breath and grimaced.

“Sorry.” He gently pulled off the sock, his touch sending both pleasure and pain up her leg. He reached for the other foot to remove that shoe as well.

“It’s not your fault.” She pushed up toward the headboard and pulled her injured foot up to lay on the bed. “I should have paid more attention to where I was going. I so totally didn’t see the bull.”

“Samson has a lot of places to hide, and he knows how to use them.”

“Samson?” What kind of name was that for a bull?

“Yeah. Strong, dumb, and loves the women.” The dimple deepened.

Good Lord, help me. “If he can ambush people so well, I’d say he’s not too dumb,” she muttered once she could breathe again. Mostly. “Then again, maybe all he needs is someone dumber than him to wander by.” She studied the quilt under her. Handmade? Her fingers traced the stitching pattern, seeking distraction. Stupid, Ashley. Real stupid. Climbing the fence in the first place. She should’ve known a strong, welded, metal fence was there for good reason. She glanced up at her companion.

The dimple vanished in an instant, replaced by a frown of concern, which disappeared almost as fast as it had manifested. He smiled faintly. “If that’s true, there’s a whole lot of us around here dumber than him. I think we’ve all been chased at least once.”

“Really?” Hope sprung to life.

“Yep.” Trevor’s smile turned sheepish. “I’ve had to hightail it from him twice in the last couple of years. In fact, his tendency to be such a bully is why we built that pasture. He used to roam with the herd, but we can’t allow him that kind of freedom. He interfered with work. Dad always said we needed to pen him up. We bring the cows to him for servicing now. That’s dangerous enough.”

Her heart lifted. Maybe she wasn’t so dumb after all. She was in great company with a good-looking guy with a killer smile. Wait. What had he said? “Servicing?”

“Breeding,” he clarified with a hint of that dimple.

“Oh.” You had to ask.

“If he wasn’t such a good producer, we’d’ve turned him into steaks and hamburgers years ago.”

Ashley hoped he was teasing, but she couldn’t be sure.

“Alrighty. Let’s tend to that ankle.” His mother came into the room. She cast her son a momentarily disapproving glance. “By the way, I don’t believe Trevor properly introduced us. I’m Eleanor Walker. You can call me Eleanor.”

“Ashley Montgomery.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” The woman bent to inspect Ashley’s ankle. “Not too bad, but you’ll need to stay off it for a couple of days.” She wrapped an ice pack in a small towel and laid it across the ankle.

Oh, no. She groaned, and not only from the pain. “I have to be up north tomorrow for a job.”

“What kind of work do you do?”

“I’m a photojournalist for a magazine in Phoenix.”

“Heaven’s mercies, girl, what are you doing all the way up here?” Eleanor asked.

“I’m supposed to do a shoot at a ranch farther north over the next couple of weeks. You may have heard of them. The Bar M Cattle Company.”

Fleeting frowns passed between mother and son too quickly for Ashley to identify the emotion behind them but made the hair on the back of her neck stand at attention. Neither of them said anything, so she continued her explanation. “They expect me tomorrow. How will I drive with this ankle?” She groaned again. “That is, if my car’s running anytime soon. I broke down on the highway.”

“Which explains why you were walking in the rain.” Understanding lit Trevor’s eyes.

“Yes. I almost forgot because of Samson and all. My cellphone wasn’t getting a signal.” She stilled then patted her pockets. Oh, no. “I think I dropped it in Samson’s pasture.” She leaned against the headboard. “What am I gonna do now?”

“First things first. You need to stay off that ankle, rest and ice it.” Eleanor’s tone suggested argument would be unwise. “Second, I’ll talk to Charlie about going out to get your car and bring it here. He’s a wonder with engines of all kinds, so maybe he can figure out what’s wrong.”

“He’ll need my car keys.” Ashley shifted to dig them out of the front pocket of her jeans, glad she hadn’t lost those along with her phone. She handed them to Eleanor.

“I’ll pass them along.” She patted Ashley on the shin and turned to her son. “Trevor, keep her company while I talk to Charlie.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ashley studied the man as his mother hustled out of the room. “Are you always so enthusiastic about following orders?”

“When it’s to my benefit, you bet.” The dimple reappeared in all its glory.

She swallowed. Hard. Good heavens, I’m in so much trouble.


Chapter 2

	

Trevor reveled in the gorgeous blush that brightened Ashley’s cheeks and made eyes as blue as a clear summer sky flash with light and humor. He could most certainly get used to staring into those eyes. Enjoy it for the rest of his life in fact. Is she really the one, Lord? Don’t get my hopes up prematurely, please.

As he watched her, he marveled at the change of heart he’d experienced over the past three years. From hoping God’s plans for his life didn’t include marriage, to praying for God to bring the woman he was to marry. How the transition had occurred and when, he wasn’t sure, but it had. Then Ashley had fallen, quite literally, into his arms.

“You should be careful challenging God. He has a tendency to rise to the occasion, often when you least expect it.” His father’s warning rang in his ears. It had seemed facetious and silly at the time. Now, not so much.

Momentary grief stabbed Trevor’s heart. Had it only been a year after that conversation his dad had been killed in a riding accident? I really wish you were here, Dad. I could use your insights about now.

However, Ashley was merely passing through, so perhaps he’d misinterpreted the situation to be what he wanted it to be. As for her destination… not good.

“Um… what kind of job are you to do up at the Bar M? You doing some photography for them?” Trevor’s skin crawled. Could he talk her out of going?

“I came up with the idea a few months ago to do a photo exposé on the life of today’s cowboys. My boss liked it. My brother, Sean, knows a guy at the Bar M, so he arranged the shoot.” Ashley rearranged pillows behind her back then relaxed against the headboard.

“Aren’t there any cowboys left in Arizona?”

“Sure”—she shrugged—“but it wouldn’t be nearly as fun as going out of state on a grand adventure.” A large grin curved that totally kissable mouth.

Trevor bit back a groan. Don’t go there, buddy. Did she have any idea how appealing she was?

Guileless, big, blue eyes smiled up at him.

“No, I suppose not,” he said in response to his unspoken question as well as her spoken one. She wouldn’t understand the double meaning of his words, though he almost wished otherwise. “Have you enjoyed your trip?”

“I enjoyed it tremendously until my car broke down.” Ashley cocked her head and considered him with a mischievous shift in her smile he found intriguing. “You know what?”

“What?”

“I’ve enjoyed it since then, too. Other than being chased by Samson anyway.”

A grin emerged that flipped his heart right over. He’d never seen anything so beautiful. Lord, You sure broke the mold after this one. You brought her here, so surely You have a plan to keep her here. Right? “Are you an adrenaline junky by any chance?”

“No.” Puzzlement slightly furrowed her brow, then her smile faltered a bit as some emotion dashed across her face. Annoyance? Sadness? It came and went so quickly he couldn’t identify it. She laughed. “If I was, I would’ve enjoyed Samson chasing me.”

Trevor laughed.

Her expression turned sheepish. “The truth is, this is my first adventure. Ever.” She shrugged. “I’ve always been afraid to venture out on my own. Except when I’ve gone with Sean or friends for a short trip somewhere, I’ve never left the Valley.”

“The Valley?”

“The Phoenix area. It’s actually a whole bunch of cities all smashed together. The Valley of the Sun.”

“Oh, okay.” He nodded. “You’ve really never gone anywhere else?”

Ashley shook her head. A flush colored her cheeks again, but she no longer appeared amused. “I know. Twenty-two years old and never been away from home without a chaperon. Beyond pathetic.”

Trevor frowned. That was the second or third time in the last few minutes Ashley had made a self-deprecating comment. Why so down on herself? “No, it’s not. If you’ve never had need to venture far, there’s nothing wrong with staying close to home.” He forced a smile, watching her closely for a reaction. “Personally, I think you’re very brave.”

“You do?” Hope lit her eyes.

“Absolutely. How many twenty-somethings like us would take a long road trip alone? Not many I know.” His best friend, Ben Wright, had to travel for work. “In fact, I have only one friend who does that. Ben’s work takes him out of town and even out of state on occasion, but I don’t recall him ever referring to it as a grand adventure. I think he considers it a necessary evil.”

The sheepish expression returned. “Calling it that was the only way I found the courage to come. Sean spent hours telling me all the things that could go wrong.”

“Isn’t he the one who set this up? He chose the Bar M, right?”

“Yes. He finally accepted that I intended to do it no matter what he said and supported it.”

Was Trevor the only one who found the turnaround suspicious? Had Ashley really talked Sean into accepting her decision after spending so much time and effort trying to scare her? “What’d you say to change his mind?”

“Nothing. I out-stubborned him.” She cocked her head and frowned thoughtfully. “I have to admit, it was odd. Sean doesn’t usually back down.”

“The friend at the Bar M, has he known him long?”

“I have no idea.” She shrugged. “To be honest, I hadn’t realized Sean knew anyone in Wyoming until this came up. He’s never mentioned it before, that I recall.”

“Do you remember the guy’s name?”

“Kent something or other, I think. I wrote it down.”

“Kent Franklin? The foreman?” The hair on the back of Trevor’s neck stood up. Oh, boy… I really hope I have the wrong man. Lord, please.

“Yes.” Ashley pointed at him, recognition flashing. “That’s the one. You know him?”

“You could say that,” he replied, unable to keep the darkness from his tone.

She cocked her head again. “You don’t like him.”

“Not really, no.” He liked her straightforward approach, even if he’d prefer to discuss anything else in the entire world.

“Why?”

Ugh. She had to ask. “Let’s just say he’s not a very nice guy.” Please be satisfied with that, he wanted to beg.

Head tilted to one side, Ashley studied him, then she sighed and shrugged. An amused smile flashed again. “I guess I shouldn’t mention you when I meet him, huh?”

“Probably a good idea.”

Mom re-entered the room. “Alrighty, Charlie’s on his way out to haul your car to the ranch so it’s off the highway. He’ll take a look when he gets it back here, see if he can figure out what’s wrong. He wanted me to warn you, though, if it needs parts, you’ll be stuck until the mechanic opens Monday, possibly longer if Earl doesn’t have the part you need.”

“Monday?” A frown turned Ashley’s smile around and tightened her face. “I’m supposed to be at the Bar M tomorrow. Kent expects me by tomorrow evening at the latest.” Her gaze flashed to Trevor and widened. “Sorry, I probably shouldn’t mention him around you.”

“No problem. I won’t get mad.” He couldn’t tell her how riled he felt at the thought of her having physical contact with Kent though. She’d likely pursue that “why” further than he’d like.

“Kent Franklin?” His mom visibly flinched.

Ashley’s gaze was on him, so she didn’t see it. She glanced at Mom and nodded.

Mom’s frown deepened. “You need to stay miles away from that man.”

Go, Mom!

“Why?”

Trevor couldn’t believe the relief at not having the question aimed at him. He didn’t want to be in a position of spreading or causing gossip. His mother knew things firsthand, though, so she was in a solid position to warn Ashley. Mom would know how much to share.

“He’s not a good man, honey. You need to steer clear. I’m not referring to a questionable reputation or anything along those lines. He’s not nice to women.” His mom’s concern came through loud and clear despite her gentle tone.

“What do you mean?”

Thank you, Lord, I don’t have to face that one.

Mom sat on the edge of the bed and faced Ashley. “That man’s been accused of rape twice. Both times, the women changed their stories then immediately left town and have never come back.”

“Are you sure the accusations were true? I’ve heard of women falsely accusing men of things like that, only to admit the truth later.” Ashley cocked her head without doubt or suspicion. Mere curiosity, as though gathering facts.

“I’d wonder the same thing except I know one of the young women.” Sadness filled Mom’s expression. “She’s the daughter of a dear friend of mine. I’ve known that girl since the day she was born. I saw her after the rape, how terrified she was when she left. She’s in Georgia now, afraid to return. Won’t even come see her mama. She said he threatened harm to her and her mother if she didn’t drop the charges.”

“That’s horrible. I’m so sorry.” Tears misted Ashley’s eyes.

Such sympathy for a woman she’d never met, and probably wouldn’t meet. Trevor found it beyond endearing.

“You need to stay away from Kent Franklin, honey. Well clear.” Mom gently patted Ashley’s hand.

“What about my work?”

His mom shot him a questioning look.

“She’s doing a photo exposé on modern-day cowboys.”

“Not a problem.” Mom waved a hand with a careless smile. “You’re right at this moment sitting on a working ranch fully stocked with hardworking cowboys. You don’t need to go anywhere else.”

Yes! Bless you, Mom, and thank you, Lord! He held his breath, waiting for Ashley’s response. Please, Lord.

“You’re right!” Ashley’s smile lit the room. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

Trevor nearly dropped to his knees in relief and gratitude.

“Well, it’s settled then.” His mom got up with a smile of total satisfaction he tried hard not to mirror to avoid raising suspicions. “You take a couple of days to let that ankle heal. Charlie will take care of your car without the need to do a rush job. You can do your work once you’re back on your feet. All of your problems solved in an instant.”

“Thanks.” The huge smile Ashley fired his way sent heat through him. “I guess you’re stuck with me for a while.”

“I’m sure I’ll survive,” he teased with a grin he forcibly restrained to minimal. Don’t risk scaring her off by appearing too eager.

She laughed, filling the room with music. 

Mom stopped in the doorway. “How long do you have before you’re supposed to return to Arizona?”

“I’m expected home two weeks from tomorrow.” A mischievous grin lit Ashley’s features and took his breath away. “Unless I love it here as much as I expect I will and decide never to leave.”

That’s it. I’m going to keel over from heart failure right here. Right now.

 

~ ~ ~

 

“I don’t know why it didn’t occur to me to stay here. Your mother’s a genius,” Ashley told Trevor once Eleanor had left the room.

“I know.” His grin suggested more to the comment than the words implied, but she wasn’t sure she should pursue it. Then he studied her thoughtfully. “Were you serious about maybe staying permanently?”

“Well, I don’t mean the ranch, of course, since that’s beyond presumptuous, but yeah. I love it here already. Reminds me of home in some ways, but it’s very different in others.” She pointed to a mountain range clearly visible in the distance out the window behind him. “Miles of empty space and mountains framing the horizon feels comfortable and familiar, yet the grasslands and forested areas are so different. Not as dry either. It’s beautiful country.”

“The winters can get mighty cold.” Trevor’s tone was closer to a warning than made sense.

“So? Is there something wrong with that?”

“You tell me. From what I understand, Phoenix doesn’t get much snow.” A teasing half-grin suggested he knew Phoenix got no snow at all.

“None, but I suspect you already know that.” Ashley grinned. “I know the reasons people from this region spend winters in Arizona. I’m not a total ignoramus.”

“I want to make sure you see the whole picture.”

“What? Do you expect me to run from a little cold weather?” she teased.

“A little?” His brows shot up. “Have you read about the blizzards we get at times?”

She shrugged. “I’ll bet you prepare for them. Right?”

“Well, sure, but I was born and raised here. My family has dealt with the climate in these mountains for a few generations, so we know how to prep for serious weather.”

She bit back a laugh and forced her face into stern lines. “Are you implying I can’t learn because I’m from out of state?”

“Oh, no, of course not. I’m sorry if that’s how it sounded.” Trevor very nearly tripped over himself correcting her conclusion.

She laughed. “Got you.”

Recognition flashed across his face. He rolled his eyes and chuckled.

He’s easier to tease than Sean. Way easier. “I’ll bet winters are no big deal when you know how to prepare for them, any more than the wicked heat of the Valley is a big deal when you know how to cope.” Ashley tried to restrain a grin but was pretty sure she failed miserably as amusement rolled through her. “Cold winters have one big advantage over hot summers.”

“What’s that?” he asked somewhat cautiously.

“During hot summers, you don’t want another person coming anywhere near you. It’s hot enough, thank you very much. Give me air conditioning.” Her grin deepened despite her efforts, so she gave up restraining it. “I’ll bet cold winters are easy to get through with someone to help keep you warm.” In honor of her grand adventure, she would not let herself think about how brazen that had been. Sean would most definitely not approve.

Trevor choked, a flush crawling into his cheeks. “I wouldn’t know.”

She giggled at his discomfiture.

He scowled slightly, a chuckle rumbling deep in his chest. “I’ll have to remember you have a seriously wicked sense of humor. Don’t want to underestimate it.”

“No, you don’t,” she said with mock smugness.

“Maybe I’ll have to help you make the decision to stay here permanently.”

“I’ll let you try.” Ashley grinned again. “I probably should warn you Sean may come head hunting if he finds out you’re doing so.”

“I can deal with him.”

“You don’t know Sean.” Amusement flickered and died.

“You don’t know me.” Trevor’s gaze remained steady and confident. A faint grin curved his mouth. “I intend to remedy that.”

All of the sudden, the next couple of weeks held even greater potential. Her photo shoot could be more fun than she’d already anticipated during the drive north.

“Do you need to call anyone about your change of plans?” Trevor asked after a few moments of them simply staring at each other.

The peace and contentment of the past few minutes evaporated like water puddles under the Arizona sun. Ashley sighed and nodded. “I suppose I should.”

“I’ll get a phone for you.”

The question was, who to call? Her boss needed to know about the change in venues, a fact she doubted would cause him a moment of concern. Plus, her brother had to be informed. Then, there was a courtesy call to the Bar M. One she dreaded almost as much as calling Sean.

“Here you go.” Trevor offered her a cordless phone.

“Thanks. I’ll keep the calls short since they’re long distance.” She didn’t want him to think she’d run up their bill.

“Don’t worry about it.” He shook his head with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Mom has some sort of special plan to give her a good rate on long distance calls. My uncle and cousin live in Tallahassee, Florida, and my grandmother lives in Tucson.”

“Oh, okay.” Ashley stared at the phone without dialing.

“You don’t want to call them?”

“Sort of.”

He gave her a puzzled frown.

“I want to call my boss, but I don’t remember the number. It’s in my cellphone, but I also have it in my purse. I don’t know the number for the Bar M. That’s in my purse, too. The only number I know off the top of my head is for Sean, and I really won’t want to talk to him.” She sighed. “Do I have to call Sean?”

“It’d probably be a good idea.” A teasing grin touched that mouth again.

Her heart skipped a couple of beats.

“Unless you want me to call him.”

“Oh, yeah, that would be so much better.” Ashley laughed and rolled her eyes.

Trevor shrugged theatrically and sighed. “Well, I tried to help.” After a shared laugh, he sobered. “Where’s your purse? You didn’t drop it in Samson’s pen, did you?”

Should she say yes just to see how he’d react? No, that’d be mean, given the hazard the bull presented. “No, I shoved it under the driver’s seat when I left my car. I didn’t want to carry it.”

“I think Charlie’s back with your car, or should be soon. If you’d like, I can retrieve your purse and anything else you need from the car.” He pointed to her foot. “We need to keep you off that as much as possible for a couple of days.”

“That’d be great. Thanks. My suitcase is in the trunk along with my camera equipment.”

“I’ll see if Charlie’s back.” He headed for the door.

“Um, Trevor, can you do me a favor?”

“Sure. Whatcha need?”

“Can we maybe keep what I do between you, me, and your mom? I find people tend to act more naturally if they think I’m just a nosy tourist.”

“If Mom hasn’t already let the cat out of the bag, no problem. I’ll talk to her.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it. I don’t want the guys to be self-conscious about me taking pictures. I’ll have to get model releases from them later, but that’s easy enough.”

“Model releases?” He chuckled. “I’m sure the guys will get a kick out of that when the time comes.” He left, throwing over his shoulder, “I’ll give you some privacy to call your brother.”

Ugh. He had to remind her.


Chapter 3

	

“Hello?” Sean’s harsh snarl sounded seriously out of sorts.

Ashley flinched and nearly hung up to call again later, maybe after he’d cooled down from whatever had him riled. Don’t be so juvenile. “Hey, Sean.” She forced an upbeat tone, hoping he wouldn’t pick up on how much she did not want to talk to him right then.

“Did you finally get where you’re supposed to be?”

His annoyance combined with his choice of words made her shrink into her seat. When would he stop doing that? When would she stop letting him? She wasn’t sixteen and in his charge anymore. “I guess that depends how you define where you’re supposed to be.”

“Ashley, I’m in the middle of a job with a subject who’s being a royal pain in my backside. I don’t have the time or energy for word games.”

She grimaced. Figured, she’d call when he was in the middle of a session that apparently wasn’t going well. Probably photographing another business executive. Working for the same magazine she did, Sean had never liked doing advertising shoots that involved executives. He’d often griped, “They can’t smile naturally to save their lives when a camera’s aimed at them.”

“Did you or did you not finally get to the Bar M?”

“Not.”

“Are you still dawdling somewhere?” A heavy sigh suggested he’d already answered his own question.

“Not exactly.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“My car broke down.”

Dead silence followed her declaration. Had Sean dropped his phone? Lost the connection? Had she stunned him into silence? Probably not. Ashley envisioned him turning bright red, ready to erupt in anger or have a stroke, whichever came first.

“Did you run out of gas again?” His tone was strangely guarded.

“No.” Okay, so she’d done that in the Valley a time or two. Or three. Or four. Alright, fine, many times, but she’d made a special point of watching her gas level ever since leaving Phoenix and had topped off the tank at every stop to be on the safe side.

“Where are you? Have you called a tow truck?”

“Somewhere in western Wyoming, and no. My cellphone couldn’t get a signal, so I had to walk to a ranch house to get help. I’m using their phone.” Best not to tell Sean she’d lost her cellphone. He’d want to know how it had happened, and she’d just as soon not be forced into a full confession. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.

“Somewhere? You don’t even know where you are? Ashley—” A heavy silence fell as he lost patience with her in a far too familiar fashion. He heaved another sigh. “How can you not know where you are? I should never have let you do this.”

“It wasn’t for you to decide. Whether you like it or not, I’m an adult. I don’t need your permission to go anywhere or do anything.” Though she managed to keep her voice strong, tears pricked her eyes, blurring her vision. “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

“No, you’re not,” he scoffed harshly, which made the tears worse. “Have you called Claude?”

“Not yet,” she muttered. “I’m calling him next.” After Trevor brought her purse.

“Call Kent, and tell him you’ll be late. In fact, find out where you are, and he can come get you. At least then, I’ll know you’re safe.”

Yeah, right. A shiver ran up her spine. After Eleanor’s words, she wouldn’t take that course of action. “I don’t need to be rescued, Sean.” At least, not by Kent, Ashley conceded, recalling Trevor’s expert catch when she’d fallen off the fence. Him, she didn’t mind a rescue from, though she wouldn’t admit it to either him or Sean.

“I really wish you’d stop being so blasted difficult. Now isn’t the time to exercise this rebellious streak you’ve shown lately. It’s irresponsible and irrational to put yourself in harm’s way like this.”

A tear slipped down her cheek, and she swallowed the lump in her throat.

Trevor came into the room with her bags, carefully setting them on the floor at the foot of the bed, growing still after one glance at her face.

She smacked away tears with the back of her hand and fought back a sniffle that would alert Sean to her emotional state. He hated it when she cried. “I need to go. I have to call Claude and Kent.”

“Tell Kent to come get you.”

“No.” Ashley shuddered.

“Ashley—”

“No. I’m doing this my way whether you like it or not.” She winced. Could you possibly sound any more like the juvenile delinquent he keeps implying you are?

“Ashley—”

She hung up on him. It would only incite him further, but if she continued to talk to him, she’d burst into tears and confirm even more of his accusations.

Trevor set her purse next to her then squatted next to the bed. “Are you alright?”

Ashley shook her head, horrified when tears sprang free.

He dropped a knee to the floor, dug something out of his back pocket, and offered it.

Sniffling, she accepted the faded, blue bandanna.

He quirked a faint, teasing grin. “It’s clean. I promise.”

“I’m sorry.” She wiped tears away with the soft, worn cloth, but they kept coming.

“It’s okay to cry.” His soft, gentle tone only made matters worse, even as the words surprised her. “Sean hurt your feelings?”

“Yes. I’m glad I didn’t tell him anything more than that my car broke down.” Ashley twisted the slightly damp bandanna around her fingers before meeting his calm, clear, surprisingly sympathetic gaze.

“All of this over your car trouble?” Trevor’s brows hit his hairline.

She wiped her eyes, blew her nose, and nodded.

“Good grief. How could he possibly be mad? It’s not your fault it happened.”

“As I said, you don’t know Sean.” Or the increasingly difficult relationship she shared with her brother. Ashley hated that Trevor had witnessed her breakdown. She’d rather him think good of her than to realize she had family dysfunction and didn’t handle it well.

Without warning, he touched her cheek with a gentle finger. The warm touch almost made her forget the upset. His finger slid down and hooked under her chin to tenderly draw her gaze to his. “Your car breaking down is not your fault. Things like that happen all the time. You probably couldn’t have done a thing to prevent it.”

Tears pooled again, and she nodded. “Wait ’til he finds out I’m not going to the Bar M even after my car’s fixed. I really won’t want to talk to him then. When he finds out I lost my phone….” She groaned. “Maybe I never have to talk to him again. You think?”

“I doubt that’s possible, or a good idea. He’s family.” Trevor chucked her playfully under the chin, and his hand fell away.

Ashley instantly missed his touch. Stay on track. Don’t get so distracted. Sean. We’re talking about Sean. She sighed. “You’re right. He is family, and he’s all I’ve got left.” She grimaced. “As terrible as that is to contemplate at the moment.”

“What about your parents?”

“Mom died of cancer when I was eleven. We lost our father to a heart attack when I was sixteen.”

“Oh, Ash, I’m sorry.”

She studied his compassionate face for a moment then smiled. “Nobody’s ever called me that before.” Never said her name in that soft, warm tone either.

“What? Ash?” Trevor smiled self-consciously. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

“No, it’s okay.” Ashley added a shake of her head for emphasis. “I kind of like it.”

A smile curved his mouth and lit his eyes.

Totally worth the admission. Those deep, olive-green eyes reminded her of a photograph she’d seen once of a lush forest at dusk. I wish I could lose myself in there. Unfortunately, I can’t stay lost forever, and life will be here waiting when I emerge. She shook her head to free herself of the grip of his gaze. “Anyway, Sean took care of me after our father died. I think he’s convinced he’s the boss of me forever now.”

“I gather he’s older than you.”

“By six years.”

“I’m sure he means well, even if his behavior leaves a lot to be desired.”

“I’m not so sure sometimes.” Trevor didn’t know some of the things Sean had done over the years. Maybe she should tell him so he truly understood. No. Don’t go there. He didn’t need to know the full extent of her family issues. She barely knew the man after all, even if it felt otherwise. “I better call my boss.”

“Is he more reasonable than your brother?”

“Much. Claude isn’t just my boss. He’s kind of watched over us since our father died. He’s like a second father to me. I think you’d like him.”

“Good, then call him.” He straightened. “I think there were a couple more things to bring in. I’ll get them. Maybe Charlie’s had a chance to look at your car and knows what’s wrong.”

“Thanks.” As soon as he left, Ashley dug the address book out of her purse and searched for the number for work. She probably should have it memorized, but it was on her cellphone, so she rarely had to dial the thing. Maybe modern technology made things too easy.

Nah. She dialed the number for Claude’s private line and waited.

“Claude Wyman speaking.”

“Hi, Claude.”

“Well, Ashley, how’s the trip going?” His cheerful response contrasted so strongly with Sean’s grouchy, harsh tone, she fought the urge to cry again.

“That’s actually why I’m calling. I think God changed our plans.”

“He did, did He? Is that good?”

“I think so. My car broke down, which needless to say is not the good part. At least, not totally. There’s no cell service here, so I had to walk to a ranch house to use their phone. They have a guy checking my car. Hopefully he can fix it. Could take a couple of days, possibly more, depending on what’s wrong. I hurt my ankle, so I can’t drive for a day or two. Anyway, we got to talking. They’ve offered to let me stay the next two weeks and use them for my project.”

“Are they nice people?”

“Very. I really like them, at least the ones I’ve met so far. You’d like Eleanor and Trevor, I think.”

“Well, you’re there and dealing with them face-to-face. I trust your judgment. You’ll do a wonderful job regardless of what ranch you shoot.” His voice didn’t betray so much as a hint of doubt.

Claude’s faith in her lifted Ashley’s spirits. “I’d really like to stay. I’m going to call the Bar M and let Kent know I won’t be going up there after all.” Ugh. Not a call she wanted to make, but she couldn’t simply not show up. That would be beyond rude.

A chill reminded her of the drenched state of her clothes. She slid down the length of the bed to pull her suitcase onto it. Holding the phone between her ear and shoulder, she unzipped it and dug out dry clothes.

“Well, rest that ankle. You’ve got a couple of weeks, so no huge rush to get back on your feet. I have a feeling you’ll have to hit the ground running to keep up with your new friends when time comes, so you better be well and prepared.”

“I will be. I’ll talk to you soon. Okay?”

“Sounds good. Take care of you out there.”

At least Claude believed she could take care of herself. “I will.” Hopefully.

After she hung up, Ashley scooped up dry clothes and hobbled painfully and slowly out of the guestroom in search of the bathroom. If she had to call Kent, she would at least do it while dry and comfortable.

 

~ ~ ~

 

“So, what do you think, Charlie?” Trevor leaned against the side of the car.

The cowboy under the hood had his hands embedded in the engine block, trying to pry something out. “Not good, that’s what I think.”

Trevor squelched the urge to let rip with a joyful whoop. If Charlie thought it was bad, Ashley would definitely need to stay awhile. With her car out of commission, she wouldn’t be headed to the Bar M. He restrained his glee. Best not to give Charlie something to tease him about.

Charlie held up the part he’d removed. “This engine has a serpentine belt, which blew and took out the water pump. She’ll need a new belt and a new water pump. Earl will probably have a belt in stock. The water pump will have to be ordered. Guaranteed.”

Yes! “I’ll let Ashley know, but I think it’ll be okay. She’s decided to stay a couple of weeks and play cowgirl with us.”

“You’re absolutely heartbroken ’bout that, ain’cha?” Charlie’s teasing grin revealed a missing tooth on the left side. A calf had kicked it out years before. He’d never believed it necessary to spend money to get it replaced.

“Totally devastated.” He returned the man’s grin. So much for not giving Charlie something to pick at him about.

“There’s somethin’ else.”

“What’s that?”

“You tell me.” The old cowboy offered the belt.

Trevor took it, studying it closely. Snapped and shredded. “Old belt?”

“Yes, but that’s not what I want ya to see.” Charlie pointed to the end Trevor held in his hand. “Take a close look at that.”

He inspected it, holding it closer to the light Charlie had attached under the hood of the car. “Is that what I think it is?”

“If ya think it’s a cut mark, then yes. Somebody sliced partway through the belt.”

“Why would someone do such a thing?”

“Ya don’t do somethin’ like that unless ya intend for a body to break down.”

“I repeat, why would anyone do that? She could’ve been stranded anywhere.”

Charlie shrugged. “I’ll have Earl confirm my suspicions, but I do believe somebody sabotaged her car. The water pump is incidental damage from the belt going. Nothing unusual there, but the belt shouldn’t look like that.”

“Okay, well, let me know what you find out.” He frowned. How do I explain this to Ashley? How will she react? “I’ll hold off talking to Ashley until I hear from you.”

“Sounds good. I wouldn’t want to worry that pretty young gal needlessly. There could be a perfectly innocent and reasonable explanation for it.”

“You don’t believe there is.”

“No, I don’t. Not for one minute.”

Trevor retrieved the last of Ashley’s possessions from the trunk of her car, checked the back and front seats to make sure nothing hid there, and headed back to the house. He handled the bags with care, not knowing which contained camera equipment and which contained clothing. She sure traveled with a lot of stuff.

Though he hoped Earl would provide another explanation for the belt’s condition, Trevor wasn’t counting on it. He trusted Charlie implicitly. If the man said the car had been sabotaged, the car had been sabotaged. Had someone set out to hurt Ashley? If so, why partially sever the belt? Unless she got stuck somewhere isolated enough she couldn’t get help or dangerous like in the middle of rush hour traffic in the big city, the engine up and dying without warning wasn’t particularly hazardous.

As he rounded the corner into the hallway, Ashley emerged from the bathroom at the far end. She held tight to the doorframe, a wad of clothes under one arm, and hobbled a step forward, grimacing in pain. She didn’t seem to have noticed him.

“Hold up a minute. Wait right there.” He set the bags inside the guestroom then went to her. “You look like you could use some help.”

“A bit, I think. I had to get out of my wet clothes.”

“I’m sorry. I should’ve thought of that.”

“Why? Were you going to help me change, too?” A mischievous grin dashed the strain from her face.

Trevor choked at the visual flitting through his mind then cleared his throat. “Well, maybe not the clothes part, but I could’ve helped you to the bathroom.”

Her faint giggle tickled ears he was sure must be red. Then she took another step forward and grimaced, amusement vanishing like smoke on a windy day.

“Here. Let me help.” He leaned down and hoisted her into his arms. Oh, the hardship. He checked a grin.

“That’s not helping.” Ashley gave him a knowing look. “That’s taking over.”

“Yeah, well, sometimes taking over is exactly the kind of help people need most.” He tightened his hold and headed for the guestroom.

“Um, would you mind taking me to the living room? I feel exiled in the bedroom.”

“Sure. Wherever you wish to go.” Trevor nodded to the clothes in her hands. “We can drop those off in the laundry room if you like.”

“Okay, but we need to stop in the guestroom to grab the phone and the number for the Bar M. I still have to call Kent.”

Her flat tone suggested a marked lack of eagerness. He shouldn’t be so pleased, but he couldn’t help it. Not only did he want her to stay, he most definitely didn’t want her to have any physical contact with Kent Franklin. “Demanding little thing, aren’t you?”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be a bother.”

Her instant contrition alarmed him. He hadn’t meant to cause her guilt or discomfort. “I’m only teasing, Ash.” Trevor kept his tone light and smiled, hoping she’d realize he hadn’t been serious. Hadn’t her brother ever joked around with her? Maybe all he did was criticize. Lord, Sean made Ashley cry. That makes me want to assume the worst about him, but I know so little at this point. Help me keep an open mind.

Ashley’s gaze met his. A warm smile curved her lips.

His breath froze, and his mouth suddenly felt as dry as a wash in the Arizona desert.

A few minutes later, damp clothes deposited in the laundry room, he set her on the couch with the phone and the Bar M’s number in hand. She glanced around the room and smiled, content and relaxed.

Oh, yeah, he could handle having her around. For a good, long while.


Chapter 4

	

“Bar M Cattle Company, Rose speaking,” came the voice over the line.

“Hi, this is Ashley Montgomery. Kent Franklin is expecting me tomorrow, but there’s been an unexpected change of plans.”

“Oh, of course, Miss Montgomery. Kent said you’d be calling. Let me get him.” Before Ashley could tell Rose that wasn’t necessary, the phone clattered on a counter or desk top.

Rats. Had Sean beat her to it? Should’ve expected that. Hopefully he hadn’t suggested Kent come get her. She’d have to make sure not to disclose her location. Not that she knew anyway, but best leave the Walker family out of the conversation to be on the safe side. They knew Kent, so it was likely he’d know them.

Trevor returned with a couple of pillows from the guest bed. She leaned forward to allow him to put them behind her against the arm of the couch. He’d also brought the ice pack and waited until she was comfortable to place it across her injured ankle.

She flinched at the cold then smiled. “Thanks. You’re a good nurse.”

“Glad you noticed.” He chuckled.

“Hello? Ashley?”

“I’m here.” I really wish I hadn’t waited for you.

“Sean called a few minutes ago and said I’d be hearing from you. I understand you had a spot of car trouble.”

“I did. It could be a few days before it’s fixed, so I won’t be able to make it after all.”

Trevor slouched into a chair nearby, elbows on the arms and fingers steepled, watching her. An easy smile rested on his relaxed face.

Her tension slowly melted away. If he appeared any calmer, she might go to sleep where she sat.

“Nonsense.” Kent’s voice jarred her. “Where are you? I can come get you then take you back when your car’s ready. No problem. At least then Sean won’t worry. Neither will I.” The fact a guy with his history could sound so sincere and concerned turned her stomach.

So much for relaxing. “That’s not necessary. I broke down near a ranch. They’ve agreed to let me stay and do the exposé while my car’s being repaired. I’ll stay here for the next couple of weeks. Kill two birds with one stone, so to speak. There’s no need to inconvenience you.”

“It’d be no inconvenience at all. Trust me.”

No way.

“Tell me where you are, and I’ll hop on down there and pick you up. My boss won’t mind.”

Not gonna happen.

“Come on, little sis. There’s no reason to change our plans because of car issues. My boss has looked forward to you coming as much as I have.” An almost sinister undertone made her skin crawl, but maybe she’d imagined it. “Where’d you break down? Sean said you’re somewhere in western Wyoming, so you can’t be much more than a couple of hours away at most. I can probably pick you up by nightfall.”

Alone with a possible rapist. On some isolated stretch of road. After dark. Definitely not gonna happen. He might be completely innocent of what she’d heard, but why take chances? “I don’t know where I am. I can’t remember what road I broke down on.” The honest-to-God truth, though probably more than a bit stupid to admit it out loud. Yeah, so she remembered the town or whatever she’d been headed for, but he didn’t need to know that.

“So? Ask the folks you’re with.”

Apparently he doesn’t take no for an answer any better than Sean does. Ashley scowled. “It’s really not necessary, Kent. I’ve already made arrangements with the people here, as well as my boss. You and Sean can rest assured I’m perfectly safe.”

“But—”

“Thanks for your concern, Kent, but I have to go. Bye.” She hung up before he could utter another word, leaning over to set the phone on the cedar chest that served as a coffee table.

“Persistent bugger, ain’t he?” Trevor half-grinned.
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