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Nick and I stood, arms wrapped around each other and gazing out over the meadow. Summer flowers, typical for August at this elevation, danced in the slight breeze.

"This feels so nice," I murmured. 

"Mhm." He hummed his agreement into my hair. "This is just what we needed. To get away from New Oslo for a little bit."

"True. I hardly left since I've been back." I tightened my arms slightly. "And this, right here, is exactly where I want to be."

"I couldn't agree more." Nick's stubble caught in my loose hair. 

We fell silent, enjoying the embrace and the view. 

Until suddenly, more arms wrapped around us. 

"Don't get too cozy, guys!" Freddie laughed. "We need in the hug too!"

Aunt Edna's gray pixie cut popped into view, an apologetic look on her face. 

Nick chuckled and pulled away. "Okay, cuz. We were just enjoying the view."

Freddie, my best friend from high school—and Nick's cousin—released us and threw an arm around Aunt Edna instead. "Bathrooms are nice." She grinned as she pointed behind us at the Lolo Pass visitor center. "The historical information is pretty cool too."

"Okay, hint taken." Nick smiled, his easy-going good nature on display. "I'll go check out the nice bathrooms." He paused and glanced at his watch. "Another ten minutes or so?"

Freddie clapped him on the shoulder. "Yep. We're on a schedule."

I watched Nick as he ambled away, the slight hitch from his prosthetic leg barely noticeable. 

Nick Hunt, a former US Army Infantryman, had left one of his lower legs overseas. Freddie and I—and Aunt Edna—were veterans too. 

Freddie, aka Petunia Frederickson, had been in the military police after basic training. It made perfect sense then, after she got out of the Army, that she became a county sheriff's deputy for our town of New Oslo, Idaho. She still wore her hair short, the sandy blonde picking up more gray as the years passed. 

I had done a career and retired a few years ago as a Lieutenant Colonel, having spent my officer years as an Ordnance officer. Ordnance meant I was in charge of the soldiers who worked with ammunition supplies as well as vehicle maintenance. I had been drawn to that occupational specialty after being an enlisted maintenance soldier, which I volunteered for after learning mechanic skills at Aunt Edna's knee.

Aunt Edna, my favorite (albeit only) aunt as well as my housemate, now eighty years old, had been a WAC in Vietnam. A mechanic for her entire life, we were getting a much needed, two-week break from our auto restoration business, Band of Sisters Services. People would have to call some other "shecanics" while we were on our trip.

"You know, I think I need to go again. I'll go to the bathrooms with you," Aunt Edna said, nodding to me. 

Freddie's face got serious. "Okay. I'm going to go check with the ranger for an update on the wildfire situation." She walked along with us until we split off for the bathrooms. 

After Aunt Edna and I broke off, Aunt Edna pulled me close. "Sorry about the interruption, Nug," she whispered, using her nickname for me—her Little Lug Nut or Nug. "I think she's worried about being a third wheel."

"So she jumps on us when we're away two-wheeling?" I sighed and linked my arm through Aunt Edna's. "I know, I know. I love I get to spend time with her, but I'm also looking forward to extra time with Nick."

Aunt Edna gave me a look over her glasses. "So glad to hear I'm chopped liver." 

Oh, come on. I thought as I shook my head and grimaced. I don't need both of you acting like this.

"I'm just teasing," Aunt Edna whispered. "I was always planning to give you two plenty of space. I mean, I'm just a kitchen wench for the next two weeks, after all."

Aunt Edna detached from my arm to study the area map and left me to my business.

Alone in the bathroom, I considered how this trip had come about. We were headed to our friend and fellow veteran, Jaime Juarez's ranch, the Triple J, just over the border into Montana. JJ was a Vietnam era Marine whose health had been affected by the defoliator Agent Orange. He was now an advocate, running a program he called, "Vets and Cows... Let's Mooooove Out." Its name was a spin on the phrase military types used when it was time to head into action. JJ and I met when he performed at a Cowboy Poetry in New Oslo and his touching songs sent me into a tailspin, and he was the first to reach out and invite me to seek fellowship and help from veterans' programs. 

He was thrilled when Nick and I expressed interest in finally coming out, even if it was only for two weeks instead of the whole summer session. He felt like we had a lot to share to help others, as well as learn a few things during the two-week working "vacation." In addition to actually working on the ranch, we would have workshops and training on dealing with being a civilian. I probably could have benefitted a lot more from the program a few years ago, but I was still open to learning additional coping skills. You couldn't, after all, have too many in your "toolbox," as my counselor at the VA, Rosanne, called it. 

And they would be put to the test this week... As soon as Nick and I announced our plans, Freddie decided she wanted to go too and put in for vacation time. Then JJ asked if I knew anyone who might want to work in the ranch kitchen during the session, and Aunt Edna reluctantly agreed—and pulled the Prunn sisters into the fray with her. 

The Prunn sisters, the perpetually ancient mavens of the New Oslo Historical Society and Museum, excitedly volunteered for the kitchen. I surmised that JJ just didn't want to say no to them, sticking to the "any volunteer is a good volunteer" camp. 

So my and Nick's dream of a romantic-ish getaway morphed into a two-vehicle convoy over the Bitterroot Mountain range with hourly bathroom stops.

I used the "nice" facilities and stopped at the sink to wash my hands. As I was doing so, the two tiny Prunn sisters toddled in. Though they had been old as long as I had known them—since kindergarten for Ginny—I had to admit they were doing really well for their early nineties. Ginny, the more effervescent of the two, was decked out in her usual amount of bling, with a hot pink, off the shoulder sequined top over neon orange leggings. They both liked to wear head décor, and today, Ginny had a pair of old driving goggles propped on top of her gray curls like a tiara. When I squinted at them, she beamed. 

"Do you like them? They came into the antique shop, and I couldn't help myself, knowing this trip was coming up. I bedazzled them myself!" Ginny beamed at me, her smile only slightly brighter than her outfit. 

"You sure did. Look at that." I cringed a little that an antique object was so utterly violated with rhinestones but complimented it anyway. 

"She ruined a perfectly saleable antique I could have sold to you," her sister, Olive grouched. 

I gave a one-shoulder shrug. Olive, a fan of her homemade fascinators, had a blob of silver netting with a tiny car tire in the center attached to the side of her head. As for clothes, she wore a gray tunic over gray leggings. She caught me looking at her fascinator. 

"It's from a toy truck," she needlessly explained.

Well, I would hope so.

"Yup, another antique you could have sold Tessa," Ginny muttered. 

Hiding my smile, I complimented it and headed outside, waving my hands in the warm air to dry them. After being inside, the brown tinge to the sky to the west was immediately noticeable, but with the wind going in that direction, I couldn't smell the smoke. 

Wildfires in this region of the United States are a season in itself these days. Sometimes started by nature, such as lightning strikes, hot sun through bits of glass, or by human interaction, which varied from farming equipment to the rare and unfathomable arson, wildfires were exacerbated by the drier summers. And it had been a dry one.

Whatever reason they happened, they were a concern to be checked up on and tracked, much like hurricane season for Floridians.

I met Freddie and a park ranger standing out front of the ranger station/visitors center. I sidled up, listening to their conversation. 

"Not too much to worry about for the Bitterroot fire," the ranger, whose nametag read Ranger Bob, was saying to Freddie. "It'll likely be out before you head back this way." He gave me a cursory glance then turned back to Freddie. "The reports say there is one out where you're headed, though it's pretty small. Do you have the Watch Duty app on your phone?"

Freddie nodded. "Of course." 

Ranger Bob nodded. "I imagined so, just wanted to check. You can change your location for the alerts in there."

"Alrighty, thanks Bob." Freddie and the ranger shook hands, and the ranger walked away.

"No worries then?" I asked Freddie. 

"Nope, says we are good to go. Shall we round up the cats and get back on the road?" Freddie grinned and held a hand to shield her eyes from the sun to look for the Prunns.

"You already sound like you're a cowgirl on a ranch," I teased, poking her in the side. "Giddyup!" 

Freddie laughed and made motions with her hands like she was trying to herd me toward the parking lot. "Get along, li'l doggie!"
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CHAPTER TWO
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Back in the vehicles, we only had two hours left in our drive, much of it on smaller roads after leaving the highway. It went quickly though, and before we knew it, we were driving up the long gravel driveway to JJ's ranch. 

The ranch house was an impressive structure, with a wraparound porch on the main level and multiple stories and balconies. As we pulled into the parking area between the barn structures, directly to our right was a horse barn and past that a row of small cabins. On the left of the gravel parking area was a tractor barn and beyond that another barn for JJ's cattle. On both sides of the driveway were cattle in pastures, along with a few horses. In the back, there was a stretch of grass between the house and a firepit, punctuated by a tall flagpole. 

JJ and his wife, Johanna, came out and stood together on the wide back porch of their house, watching us as we pulled in. Once we started getting out of the vehicles, they came down the steps and across the yard to meet us. A trio of splotchy black and white dogs followed their every move. After we stepped out and stretched, more people began to trickle out of cabins, barns, and the house to greet us. 

"Welcome to the Triple J! Great to see you all," JJ said, his dark eyes smiling. "You remember my wife, Joanna?"

"You can call me Hannie," the smiling woman said and held out her arms. She was probably in her mid-sixties, with a few sparkles of gray in her dark hair. "I'm a hugger if you're okay with that!"

Olive grimaced but hugged Hannie anyway, while her sister enthusiastically squeezed the younger woman.

After the round of hugs and hellos, JJ turned to the small crowd that had approached. 

"This is Quinn Bates, he's my ranch manager and right-hand guy." A tall, deeply tanned man who looked the epitome of a cowboy raised his gloved hand to tip his cowboy hat to us. 

"Ladies and gent," he drawled. He reached out and shook each hand as JJ introduced us. "Looking forward to working with you."

"And our other veteran guests for this session. They've already been here for a couple weeks." JJ held an arm out at five more people as they walked up—looking no more "cowboy" than us after they took off their cowboy hats. He introduced them, "Sofia Rodriguez-Johnson." A dark-haired Latina, shorter than almost even the Prunn sisters, nodded. "Devon Johnson." Devon, a light-skinned black man, slipped a protective arm around Sofia, his dark eyes sizing up Nick. "Jon Compton." Since he was in shorts and a short-sleeved shirt, we could easily see that Jon was a double amputee, missing an arm and a leg on his left side. He had blond hair and blue eyes, with a tan that made his eyes pop. "Liam Shaunessy." A shock of red hair hung over his green eyes, a matching scraggly beard. He was pale and raggedly thin and stared at the ground, not making eye contact. "And Tessa, I think you know this lady here," JJ said, gesturing at a woman who stood slightly behind Liam. 

When she stepped out and looked at me, I didn't recognize her at first. It was hard to, with sunglasses and bright blue hair, but also with the damage that had been done to her face. Her right side was marred by the scars from burns, but as I studied the clear side, my stomach sank. 

"Josie?" I said, trying to hide my shock at her injury. "Hey, girl! I haven't seen you in years!"

Josie McCall was an old friend, my roommate in fact, when we had been young lieutenants stationed in the Republic of Korea. I hadn't heard from her in years, and I was embarrassed to admit I hadn't thought much about her either after I moved on to another assignment. I stepped forward, raising my arms to embrace her. 

Josie kept her arms stiffly at her sides but lifted her left hand to do a fist bump, so I lowered my arms but fist bumped her with my left hand. 

"Sorry," she mumbled. "I'm not good at hugs anymore."

"Yeah, sure. No problem." I nodded then turned to my crew. "This is Nick Hunt, Freddie Frederickson, Edna Harridan, Ginny Prunn, and Olive Prunn." Everyone shook hands or fist-bumped. 

"We'll all get to know each other better at a ranch campfire tonight." JJ looked around at the group. "Edna, Ginny, and Olive, I'll have to introduce you to Aimee Orinoco, our cook. You'll be working with her while you're here." He glanced behind him at the ranch house. "Actually, if y'all are hungry, we held lunch until you got here. We'll get you something to eat after I show you to your cabins and give you a tour of the ole homestead."

"Aimee Orinoco?" I echoed. The name sounded familiar. I glanced at Josie, but she stared at the ground, refusing to give me confirmation if this was a name I knew from years ago. 

Well, I'd see soon enough, I suppose.

JJ led us around to the cabins. The Johnsons had one to themselves, while three cabins were left for us to fill up. 

Nick and I had discussed it earlier and agreed that since this was no longer a romantic, two-person getaway, we'd just bunk with the other vets. So Nick carried his bags to the one where Jon Compton and Liam Shaunessy were already set up, and Freddie, Aunt Edna, and I joined Josie McCall. The Prunns had their own cabin.

I had been a little concerned about the Prunns, but they looked excited about the prospect. Plus, the cabins, despite being open bay with Army-style footlockers at the base of each bed, like barracks from my old Army training days, the "bunks" were only one bed high, which was a relief. I may not feel old—most days—but climbing up and down from a top bunk was not something I had wanted to do. The cabins were rather posh as well, with light pine wood interiors and skylights. Each bed even had a cowboy hat on it, waiting for a head to fill it.

"We have civilians that come here too for a 'dude ranch' sort of vacation," JJ's wife explained. "They have higher expectations." 

We all laughed, though that really was kind of a sad statement. 

​Hannie seemed to realize belatedly that that was bordering on insulting and quickly changed the subject, pointing to a schedule posted by the door. "For the vets, sunrise yoga at 0530, breakfast at 0700. Chores begin at 0800. Break for lunch at 1130, followed by a rest time."

At this, Aunt Edna elbowed me. "We get a nap time!" 

Hannie smiled. "You might need it. The kitchen staff will have slightly different hours, which we'll go over with Aimee Orinoco." She turned back to the schedule. "If you don't want or need rest, I run a meditation clinic then, which is followed by group therapy at 1330. Chores begin again after that until dinner at 1700. Another group session after that and free time. We usually do a campfire starting at 2000, if you're still awake." 

She turned back to us and put her hands in prayer position. "Of course, we don't require any of the veterans to do anything therapy-wise that they aren't comfortable with, but I think everyone understands it's part of why they're here. To work on things." She glanced at Aunt Edna. "And I understand some of you may not need it, but I think it is helpful to others who are struggling more to see those of you who are doing well."

Hannie obviously knew Aunt Edna was a veteran, having served during Vietnam. I wondered if she knew what I had not until very recently—that Aunt Edna had lost someone she was very close to, a situation mirroring my own loss of my fiancé. Aunt Edna told me shortly after a wedding just a few months ago in June, to explain some of her reactions to a murder by hanging we had discovered. 

Freddie had also been out much longer than I had, but she'd gone to counseling after her combat tour. I felt a prickle of unease go up my spine. I hadn't thought about the fact that my two best friends would be there to hear anything I had kept from them all these years. I liked that my counseling had been one-on-one at home with my counselor at the VA, Roseanna.

Suddenly, the clanging of a triangle made us all jump—especially Josie, who had waited on the porch. I swear I heard her growl, and Hannie patted her on the shoulder. 

"I'm sorry, hon. I asked her to stop using it, but I guess she's so used to the routine she forgets. Well, let's head to the main house for lunch, shall we?" She smiled at the rest of us.

After dropping our bags on the beds we chose, obviously avoiding the one that Josie was already using, we grabbed the cowboy hats then followed our hostess to the backside of the ranch house. As we climbed the stairs, I saw Josie glare at the cast iron dinner triangle, now hanging silent from the porch overhang. 

After washing our hands at the outdoor sink by the back door, we headed inside and found ourselves right in the dining room. A thick wooden table long enough for a dozen or more diners dominated the space and a matching sideboard stood along the wall with windows facing out to the porch. The table was set and lined with pitchers of tea and water, and the sideboard held sandwich makings. A line of thick pegs on the wall already held several cowboy hats, so I hung mine on a free peg as well.

The walls and floors were all made of dark wood, with cowboy-esque accents like Native-print throw rugs, faux-steer skulls, and a wreath made from horseshoes, intertwined with red, white, and blue ribbon. It was warm and inviting.

As I waited in the line to make my sandwich, a woman I could only assume was the cook stalked in. This must be Aimee Orinoco. I watched her, trying to decide if she looked familiar to me. 

Aimee Orinoco must have been at least five feet eleven, if not a full six feet, and was built sturdy. She looked like she mashed hot potatoes with her hands, and her glare probably made water boil within seconds. I bet her food never dared to burn, rather than face her wrath.

Sandwich made, I took a seat across from Nick. He was staring at Orinoco with wide eyes, not even hiding his reaction. 

Orinoco slammed down a bowl of chips on the sideboard, stood back, gave JJ a nod, then clasped her hands in front of her as he said a blessing. Then she left as people continued to get their food and sit to partake. 

I glanced up and down the table, taking the opportunity to study the faces of the other veterans. 

Liam, the skinny redhead, ate like he'd never seen food before, literally using both hands to stuff his maw. My stomach turned a little, so I looked at who was next to him. 

Jon Compton, the double amputee, was next to Nick, and they seemed to be already bonded, talking quietly. Nick felt my glance and looked up, and they both smiled at me. 

The Johnsons sat close together but didn't speak to each other or anyone else.

The next face I focused on was Josie. She still had her sunglasses on, and her arms were on the table, encircling her plate like she was prepared to fight for her food. And even with her eyes covered, I could tell she was still angry. 

Dang, she must really hate that triangle. 

Hannie and JJ entertained us as we ate with stories about life on the ranch, including a story about how their Texas Longhorn steer, Moose, managed to get loose on a regular basis and liked to tag along on horseback rides. They had everyone laughing and made us newcomers feel right at home with the others. 

Despite the laughter and all-around good feelings on display, Josie never once cracked a smile.
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CHAPTER THREE
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After lunch, Hannie took us up to a room on the second floor. The walls there were of the same light, warm wood as the cabins and was decorated with dreamcatchers and painted range landscapes. One corner had cubbies for yoga equipment as well as a stack of chairs that we set up. Sitting in a large circle, Hannie led us through a guided meditation and then straight into group therapy. I noted that all the veteran participants, minus Orinoco, were present. 

Since there were so many newcomers, we did more thorough introductions. 

Hannie nodded to Jon, so he began. 

"I'm Jon. I was an 11B Infantryman, spent some time in Iraq. Oh yeah, and this happened." He pointed with his right arm to his left side. "It's been a long road to get here, but I'm doing pretty good these days." He turned to Nick, on his left, and waited. 

Nick glanced around the group. "I'm Nick Hunt, I was also 11B." He gestured to Jon. "And this was an IED in Iraq as well. I'm now a high school math teacher, which I love. High school kids are as stubborn and messed up as any soldier, so I get them." He chuckled and was joined by the others. 

I was next. "Tessa Treslow. I was an Ordnance officer, retired after twenty-four years. I deployed several times but got out of there relatively unscathed." I grimaced. "I did lose my fiancé at the time to an IED. A lot of counseling for anger issues since then."

Freddie was on my other side. "I was an MP, 31B. I had several deployments but only one combat and separated after that. I'm now a sheriffs' deputy for New Oslo, Idaho." She turned to her left. 

Josie McCall cleared her throat. "I was a Signal Officer, 25A. To avoid awkward questions, I'll just lay it out that I was traveling to a Forward Operating Base in Afghanistan when my convoy was attacked. I have flash burns over half my body." She ended with a nod and looked at Liam Shaunessy, who was next. 

Liam studied the floor as he spoke, his straggly red hair falling over his face. "I'm a Marine. You know, we're always Marines. Once a Marine, always a Marine." He let out a mirthless chuckle. "Though when you're a messed-up Marine, they don't want you around anymore. After I was injured, I got addicted to opiates, was kicked out, and spent several years on the streets. If I hadn't met JJ..." He glanced up, making a point to look Freddie in the eye. "I'm clean now, thanks to him and Hannie." 

Devon waited a few beats to make sure Liam was done before speaking with a soft voice. "I was a 91B, big-wheeled vehicle mechanic." 

Guess that was all he had to say. 

His wife, Sofia, was next. She reached over and patted his leg. "He was an All-Star baseball player in high school and represented the Army in the Olympics. He sells himself short."

Devon ducked his head. "It was a long time ago."

Hannie cleared her throat delicately. "Sofia, remember that your accomplishments are worthy as well. You don't need to help Devon with his."

Sofia scowled, and her face flushed an embarrassed red. "I was in the Army, but I never deployed." She fidgeted with her fingers. "I was in admin."

Aunt Edna sat between Sofia and Hannie. "Me now?" She looked around the group. "I'm literally the age of most of your parents. I went to Vietnam as a WAC. Saw enough to not want to do it again." 

Everyone in the group nodded in agreement except Sofia.

Aunt Edna glanced at her. "Technically, I was admin too. Admin and signals since there wasn't much else we women could do back then. Well, those jobs and nursing. I joined to be a mechanic, and they weren't too interested in letting me do that."

Hannie put her hands in prayer position and opened her mouth to speak when a throat cleared by the door. We all turned. It was Aimee Orinoco. 

Hannie stood and gestured to her chair, but the cook shook her head. She did take a few steps closer before she spoke. I was surprised at how soft and feminine her voice was. 

"I'm Aimee Orinoco. I was in the Army, also in admin. I deployed a few times on Battalion and Brigade staffs." She gazed around the group.

Since this was an opportunity to look at her without her shooting daggers at me, I studied her. She had olive skin and freckles, with her hair a dark burnt red with small waves, but held back very tightly in the bun. She looked like she might be of mixed race, but I was unsure.

I realized she was staring back at me, now with anger burning in her eyes. I quickly averted my gaze. 

"The Army was the best thing in my life and also the worst. And that's all I want to say." She leaned against the doorframe and crossed her arms. 

"Okay." Hannie retook her seat and smoothed her short, dark hair behind her ears. "And as you know, I am Johanna Juarez. I was in the Air Force. After serving, I used my GI Bill to get my degrees. I have a Bachelors of Psychology, a Masters in Counseling, and a PhD in Trauma Counseling. And I met Jaime when we worked together on a different program for veterans." She grinned and winked. "He's a touch older than me, but once our kids grew up and headed out, we opened up this ranch."

She paused, looking around the room. "Did anyone want to say anything else, or shall we get back to work?"

*   *   *
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JJ and his ranch manager, Quinn, gave us newbies a briefing on ranch procedures and introduced us to the horses. The horse that picked me was a gorgeous bay mare named Bunny. 

"That's hilarious," tittered Aunt Edna. "Mount up on Bunny and let's hop!"

"And what's your horse's name again?" I asked her, eyebrows raised as I quickly braided my long brown hair into its typical braid. 

She stuck her tongue out at me. She had decided to stay firmly on the ground since at her age—though no one said that particular phrase out loud—a fall from the back of a horse could be devastating, or even deadly. 

Heck, at my age it could be. 

Instead of filling a "cowhand" role, she would be cook, mechanic, or whatever else they needed. 

Josie was leaning against the stall door, her arms crossed as she watched us. The three dogs were gathered at her feet, gazing at her adoringly, while the stall behind her contained a chestnut horse with tired eyes. 

"What's your horse's name?" I called over to her. 

"Glue Factory." She turned to stare at the horse. 

The horse raised and dropped his head and snorted. 

Aunt Edna pointed in little poking motions to above the stall door. I leaned out and looked. Sure enough, each stall had a carved wooden nameplate above the stall door. I was not surprised to see that Josie's horse was not, in fact, named Glue Factory. The carved sign read Carlton.

"Ooooh, you've insulted your ride! Gonna be a rough week for you!" Freddie laughed as she ran a brush down the back of her horse. Hers was a large splotchy gray-white gelding named Galaxy Quest. 

I mean, really? I get Bunny and Freddie gets Galaxy Quest?

"Don't let Carlton fool you, McCall. He likes to dance. That's how he got the name." Quinn shot a glance at Josie as he spoke from where he stood in the middle of the barn, supervising. "All right. Saddle blankets, saddles, halters, let me know if you need help." He shot a dazzling smile at Freddie and me. "A reminder, at least. You all said you were experienced riders."

"It's been more than a few years, but it's like riding a bicycle, right?" Aunt Edna glanced at me over the stall wall. She knew I was a little nervous.

Which is why we had an acclimation ride, basically around the ranch grounds. No herding cattle or checking fences today. 

Once the horses were saddled up, we led them outside the stalls. There I could see the rest of the horses' names: Tequila, Durham, Tank, Carlton, Tex, Maverick, Little John, and Sarge joined Galaxy Quest and Bunny. 

Outside the barn, there was a set of steps available for those who needed it, but Freddie and I mounted without them. Nick did as well, since his prosthetic was his right leg and horse mounting was done on the left side of the horse. But Jon and Sofia used the set of stairs, Sofia likely because she was so short.

Josie came out of the barn already mounted up. 

Quinn told the dogs to stay before leading us to a trail and gave those who wanted to move faster the go ahead. Sofia and Josie took off at a relaxed gallop. 

"Not sure I'm confident enough for that yet," said Nick. He awkwardly patted Tequila, his horse, on his neck. 

We followed the fence next to the barn, and Quinn had us stop by holding up his right fist, the military hand signal for stop. Then he pointed at a massive Longhorn steer with impossibly long horns standing on the other side of the fence watching us pass. 

"This here is Moose, our steer. JJ mentioned him at lunch. He's a mascot of sorts." Quinn turned in the saddle to look at us. "He's as docile as a kitten but doesn't seem to be aware of where those horns are all the time, so stay alert when you're around him." 

We moved on and headed out on a path that ran alongside the fence, up and over the low hills surrounding the ranch. 

By the end of the hour-long ride, Nick had gotten up to a trot while Freddie and I galloped. As we headed back to the barn, the sound of a horse at a full gallop came from behind me, and I turned in my saddle. It was Josie McCall, her hat in her hand and her blue hair flying out behind her. 

And it was the first time I saw a smile on her face. 
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CHAPTER FOUR


[image: ]




After cleaning up the horses and their stalls, Freddie and I followed Josie inside the ranch house to a coffee bar set up in a sitting room area, just past the dining room. In addition to the coffee bar, it had huge windows facing a pasture in front of the ranch house, dotted with cows. The ridge across the valley was hazy.

I stood at the window waiting for my turn at the coffee machine. "Is that summer haze or smoke?" I wondered out loud. 

"Smoke," said a voice, making me jump. "Are you dense or something?"

I turned and spotted Aimee Orinoco in the farthest of the big leather chairs facing the window. She was curled up with her bare feet tucked under her legs, a cup of coffee balancing precariously on her thigh. Her scowl lines deepened when we all turned to look at her. 

Josie immediately turned away again to the coffee station. I was stunned into silence by the immediate hostility of the cook.

"I have a friend who is working a fire in Idaho," she continued. "It's at ninety-eight percent contained, so they'll be heading to the Bitterroot fire next." She glanced at Josie, whose back was turned.

I nodded. "Cool. Important job. We know a guy who does it too." I gestured at Freddie.

"Cool for you. Probably not for him." Orinoco gave an eyeroll and started to stand. 

"So where did you learn to cook?" Freddie asked her. 

"In a kitchen," Orinoco deadpanned. 

"Obviously," Freddie said back, letting her irritation show. "Hey, I'm just trying to chat, get to know you a little."

"Good for you." Orinoco stared down at Freddie, who was not a short woman. "No desire to get to know any of you." 

Sofia, Devon, Nick, and Jon walked in. Sofia stopped abruptly and looked around in a panic like she wanted to escape. 

Orinoco noticed. She sneered at Sofia as she walked straight up to her and stood in front of her despite there being plenty of room to walk around her. "Excuse me." She waited until Sofia moved out of her way before stalking out of the room. 

The room was silent for a few moments until Freddie chuckled. "Well, guess I won't be besties with her." 

"You wouldn't want to be," said Sofia, the same time Josie said, "Good."

"Hey, you already have a bestie!" I punched her in the arm, hoping to make light and calm things down a notch. 

Josie had finished making her coffee and went to gaze out the window as she blew across the surface of her drink. "There's another fire out that direction too," she said, nodding with her chin at the ridge in front of us. "But the wind is blowing toward it, away from us."

I went to the coffee bar and poured my mug, doctored it up, then returned and settled on a couch with Freddie. The newcomers got into the conversation about the fires too. 

"I need to get some pictures for Deeda while I'm here," I said to Freddie. 

"Who's Deeda?" Josie sat next to me.

"She has a podcast, Deep Dive with Deeda and calls herself the History Diva. She covers mostly unknown histories of women. You know, how we have more to do with what happens than the men want everyone to know?" Freddie chuckled. "We all know what I mean."

Behind her, I saw Sofia turn to stare at the back of Freddie's head with an incredulous look. 

Josie, though, just nodded. "That's interesting. But doesn't explain why she needs pictures of here."

"Ah, right." Freddie agreed. "She's writing a book about someone who spent some time working on a ranch in Montana. I just wanted to help her get more of a feel for her experience."

Josie crossed one leg over the other by putting a boot on her knee. "Who is she writing about?"

"MJ Newmark, the mystery writer." Freddie scanned Josie's face for signs of recognition. "She's like the American Agatha Christie. She grew up in the town we're from." 

"And she might have been writing about murder from experience," I added. 

"Was she really?" Josie said. "I know her work. I think I've read all her books."

Freddie sat forward. "Which is your favorite?"

"Oh, gosh, I don't know. Mystery on the Range is pretty pertinent, isn't it?" Josie smiled. 

Freddie nodded enthusiastically. "Exactly! But my favorite is Staircase of Murder. It's what drew me to law enforcement." Freddie gesticulated excitedly. "Several suspects, one leading to another like a set of stairs, all involved with one single murder. They say it was an inspiration for Agatha Christie's Murder on the Orient Express." Freddie paused and gestured at me. "And we think the basis for her first murder story might have been right there where she lived, which is the house Tessa and Edna live in now."
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