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Chapter 1
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The Whiskey River Saloon buzzed with the usual Friday night energy, clinking glasses, off-key country tunes spilling from the jukebox, and the low murmur of conversations mixed with occasional bursts of raucous laughter. The place wasn’t exactly fancy, but it had a charm that the locals loved. Warm wood-paneled walls, dusty antler trophies, and neon beer signs that had seen better days made it a cozy retreat for the town’s regulars. It was here that Jessie Montgomery spent her evenings, working as a waitress to help keep her little animal rescue afloat.

Jessie navigated the crowded bar with a tray of drinks balanced effortlessly in one hand, her lips twitching into a polite but strained smile as she wove around the tables. She’d grown used to the shouts and hollers from the regulars, mostly ranch hands blowing off steam after a long week. She had a reputation for handling troublemakers without batting an eyelash, and most of them respected her for it. But tonight, she could feel a headache building at the back of her skull, one that no amount of aspirin could chase away.

“Hey, Jess, sweetheart, how ‘bout you bring me another beer?” one of the regulars called out, raising his empty bottle with a wink. He was harmless, more bark than bite, but Jessie just raised an eyebrow in his direction.

“Keep calling me ‘sweetheart,’ and I’ll start charging you double, Ray,” she shot back with a smirk.

Ray’s friends howled with laughter, slapping him on the back as he flushed crimson. Jessie just shook her head, amused despite herself. It was all part of the routine, slinging drinks, trading barbs, keeping things light even when she felt the weight of exhaustion pressing down on her.

She was just about to head back to the bar when the door swung open, letting in a gust of cool night air along with a group of rowdy cowboys she didn’t recognize. They swaggered in, loud and unsteady on their feet, their voices carrying over the music. Jessie’s shoulders tensed as she sized them up, newcomers usually meant trouble, and she wasn’t in the mood for it tonight.

They took up residence at a corner table, their laughter a little too loud, their gazes a little too lingering as she made her rounds. Jessie kept an eye on them, hoping they’d settle down after a few drinks, but it wasn’t long before one of them, a wiry guy in a stained cowboy hat, decided to try his luck.

He caught her arm as she passed by, his grip firm enough to make her freeze. “Hey, darlin’, how ‘bout you bring us a round on the house? For some real men.”

Jessie yanked her arm back, leveling him with a glare that could have melted glass. “I don’t think so, cowboy. You want a drink, you pay for it like everybody else.”

The guy’s smile twisted into something meaner, and he leaned closer, the smell of cheap whiskey rolling off his breath. “Aw, come on now, don’t be like that. We’re just having a little fun.”

“I said no,” Jessie snapped, her voice cutting through the din of the bar. “And if you don’t like that answer, you can take it up with the sheriff.”

The cowboy’s expression darkened, and he tightened his grip on her arm, making her flinch. Jessie’s heart kicked up a notch, but she didn’t back down, even as her mind raced through her options. She could handle herself, she’d done it before, but she knew a bad situation when she saw one, and this one was about to get ugly.

Before she could make her next move, a new voice cut through the tension. “Hey, pal, I think the lady said ‘no.’”

Jessie turned her head, and her breath caught as she found herself looking into the sharp, steady gaze of Cody Weston. He stood just a few feet away, his expression deceptively relaxed, but there was a dangerous edge to his smile that made the cowboy freeze.

“Mind your own business, man,” the cowboy slurred, but his grip loosened slightly on Jessie’s arm.

Cody’s smile widened, but his eyes stayed cold. “See, that’s the thing. Making sure ladies like her are treated right is my business. So, how about you let go before we have a problem?”

The cowboy’s friends, sensing the shift in the air, muttered among themselves, clearly unsure if they wanted to test their luck against the newcomer. After a beat, the wiry cowboy released Jessie’s arm with a muttered curse, stumbling back toward his table.

Jessie exhaled, the tension draining from her shoulders. She turned to Cody, trying to keep her voice steady despite the adrenaline still thrumming in her veins. “I could’ve handled that, you know.”

Cody shrugged, a lazy smile playing on his lips. “I don’t doubt it. But I figured you could use a hand.”

She studied him for a moment, noting the teasing glint in his eyes and the way he seemed entirely at ease, like he’d just come in for a casual drink instead of stepping into a potential bar fight. He was tall, with a roguish handsomeness that she’d heard plenty of women talk about. Jessie had always dismissed the stories as just that, stories, but she had to admit, seeing him up close, there was something undeniably compelling about him.

“Well, thanks, I guess,” she muttered, turning back to her tray. “But I’m good now, so you can get back to your night.”

Cody’s smile widened, and he leaned casually against the bar, his eyes never leaving her face. “You got a name, or do I just keep calling you ‘darlin’ like that guy?”

Jessie rolled her eyes, but there was a hint of a smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “It’s Jessie. And I’d prefer if you didn’t call me ‘darlin’ either.”

“Noted,” Cody said, his tone light, but there was a sincerity in his gaze that caught her off guard. “I’m Cody, by the way. Cody Weston.”

“I know who you are,” Jessie replied, folding her arms over her chest. “You’re Jake Weston’s brother. The charmer.”

Cody laughed, a rich, genuine sound that seemed to ease the last of the tension lingering in the air. “Guilty as charged. But don’t worry, I’m not as bad as they say. Well, not always.”

Jessie’s smile widened despite herself, and she shook her head. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

Cody leaned a little closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Stick around, and maybe I’ll surprise you.”

Jessie opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, the cowboy from earlier shot her a venomous look from across the bar. She straightened, her smile fading as she prepared to go back to work, but Cody caught her arm gently, his expression turning serious.

“Hey, you okay?” he asked, his voice softer now, the teasing edge gone. “If he gives you any more trouble, just say the word.”

Jessie hesitated, caught off guard by the genuine concern in his eyes. It would be so easy to brush him off, to tell him she didn’t need anyone’s help, but the truth was, it had been a long time since anyone had looked out for her like that. She offered him a small, tight-lipped smile. “I’ll be fine. But... thanks.”

Cody released her arm, nodding. “Anytime. And, hey, if you ever need a break from the saloon, you should come by the ranch sometime. Jake and Maggie love having visitors, and my brothers and I are always up for company. Plus, Emma would probably love to meet someone new.”

Jessie blinked, caught off guard by the casual invitation. She wasn’t used to people extending offers like that, not without strings attached. She forced a laugh, trying to keep things light. “I don’t know if your family’s ready for me, Cody.”

Cody grinned, flashing her a wink. “I think you’d fit in just fine.”

With that, he pushed away from the bar, giving her one last look before heading toward the door. Jessie watched him go, her heart beating a little faster than she’d like to admit. She tried to brush it off as nothing, just a chance encounter with a charming cowboy who had a knack for making her feel like she wasn’t quite so alone.

But as the door swung shut behind Cody, leaving her alone with the fading noise of the bar, Jessie couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe, just maybe, her world was about to change in ways she hadn’t seen coming.

Jessie shook off the thoughts swirling in her mind and refocused on her work. She moved through the remaining tables, her hands moving automatically as she cleared glasses and took orders. But even as she worked, she couldn’t help but replay the moment with Cody in her head, his easy smile, the genuine concern in his voice, the way he’d stood up for her without a second thought.

She snorted softly to herself, trying to shake off the feeling. Cody Weston might have surprised her tonight, but that didn’t change who he was. She’d heard all about the Weston brothers through the town grapevine, how Cody was the life of the party, always the first to crack a joke, never taking things too seriously. He was the kind of guy who left a trail of broken hearts behind him, not the type to settle down or stick around. And she didn’t have time for distractions, not when she was barely keeping her head above water with her animal rescue.

Still, as she finished her shift and slipped out the back door of the saloon, the cool night air washing over her, Jessie couldn’t quite suppress the flicker of curiosity that Cody had sparked. The town was quiet, the stars bright overhead, and she took a deep breath, letting the calm of the night settle over her.

Just as she stepped out the back door, a sound behind her made her startle, footsteps crunching on the gravel. Her muscles tensed for a moment, the memory of the cowboy’s grip on her arm flashing through her mind. But when she turned, she found herself face-to-face with Cody once more, leaning casually against the side of his truck.

“Hey,” he said, his voice low and warm, as if he’d been waiting for her. “Thought I’d stick around and make sure you got to your car okay. Those guys seemed like the type to cause trouble.”

Jessie arched an eyebrow, folding her arms over her chest. “I told you, I can handle myself.”

Cody raised his hands in mock surrender, his grin widening. “Hey, I believe you. But it never hurts to have backup, right?”

She rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth. “And here I thought you were just trying to charm your way into a free drink.”

“Nah,” Cody said, his tone turning a bit more serious. “Just wanted to make sure you were alright, that’s all.”

Jessie studied him for a moment, caught off guard by the sincerity in his expression. It was so different from the cocky, flirty demeanor she’d expected. She found herself relaxing despite herself, letting out a small sigh as she leaned back against the hood of her own truck.

“Thanks, Cody,” she said quietly, looking up at the stars twinkling overhead. “It’s been a while since anyone’s had my back like that.”

Cody leaned beside her, his shoulder just brushing hers, the warmth of his presence oddly comforting. “Anytime, Jessie. And I mean that.”

They stood there in companionable silence for a few moments, the night air cool against their skin. Jessie found herself glancing over at Cody out of the corner of her eye, studying the lines of his face in the soft moonlight. There was something about him, something unexpected, something that made her wonder if there was more to him than the reputation he carried.

“So, I heard from the bartender that you run an animal rescue, tell me more about this rescue of yours,” Cody said suddenly, his voice breaking the quiet. “You mentioned it a couple times back in the saloon, too. Sounds like a lot of work for one person.”

Jessie let out a short laugh, her shoulders relaxing as she turned to face him more fully. “That’s an understatement. It’s just me out there most days, plus a few volunteers when I can wrangle them. But it’s worth it. Those animals deserve a second chance, and I’ve always been a sucker for the underdogs.”

Cody’s smile softened, and there was a flicker of something in his gaze, respect, maybe, or admiration. “Sounds like you’ve got a big heart.”

She shrugged, trying to ignore the way his words made her chest tighten. “Yeah, well, I’m not sure if that’s always a good thing. Most days, it feels like I’m in over my head.”

Cody’s expression turned thoughtful, and he nudged her shoulder lightly with his own. “If you ever need an extra pair of hands, you know where to find me.”

Jessie shot him a skeptical look. “You? At an animal rescue? I thought you’d be too busy charming every woman in a hundred-mile radius.”

Cody chuckled, the sound rich and warm. “Maybe I’m looking for a change of pace.”

She snorted softly, shaking her head. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

She was going to dismiss his offer outright, but a little voice told her not to turn down a sincere offer of help. Reaching in her back pocket she grab her pen and removed the lid. Before she could change her mind she grabbed Cody’s hand and wrote down her address on his palm before she had second thoughts.

As the clock struck midnight, Cody finally straightened, his gaze lingering on Jessie one last time before he stepped back toward his truck. “Well, I’ll let you get some sleep, Jessie. Thanks for letting me walk you out.”

“Thanks for sticking around,” she replied, her voice softer than she’d intended.

Cody paused, his hand resting on the door handle of his truck. “I meant what I said, you know. About the ranch. You’re welcome anytime.”

Jessie just nodded, her lips curving into a faint smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

He flashed her one last grin before climbing into his truck and starting the engine. As the headlights swept across the parking lot and disappeared down the road, Jessie stood alone in the cool night air, the sound of crickets filling the silence. She told herself not to think too much about the way her heart had raced when Cody had leaned in close, the warmth in his eyes making her forget, just for a moment, why she’d built up walls in the first place.

But as she climbed into her own truck and started the engine, she couldn’t help but wonder if Cody Weston was more than just the smooth-talking cowboy she’d heard about. Maybe he was trouble. Maybe he was a distraction. Or maybe, just maybe, he was exactly what she’d been missing.

Jessie glanced at the rearview mirror as she pulled out of the lot, catching a glimpse of her own reflection. For the first time in a long while, there was a spark of something new in her eyes, something she wasn’t sure she was ready to name. Whatever it was, she couldn’t shake the feeling that her encounter with Cody was the start of something she wouldn’t be able to ignore.
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Morning sunlight poured through the windows of the Weston ranch house, filling the kitchen with a warm, golden glow. The smell of fresh coffee mingled with the scent of Maggie’s homemade cinnamon rolls, baking away in the oven. It was a typical chaotic start to the day, the kitchen filled with the sounds of clattering dishes, footsteps, and laughter.

Emma, Jake and Maggie’s seven-year-old daughter, sat at the kitchen table, diligently coloring in a book while Maggie flipped pancakes on the stove. Dylan, the youngest of the Weston brothers, was hunched over in the corner, glaring at Gertrude, the ever-cranky broody hen who had managed to sneak into the house yet again.

“Dylan, I told you to keep that door closed!” Maggie called out with a laugh, watching out of the corner of her eye as Dylan attempted to shoo the stubborn hen back outside.

“I tried, Maggie, but she’s got it out for me!” Dylan shot back, brandishing a wooden spoon like a sword. Gertrude fluffed her feathers and pecked at his boots, making him jump. Emma giggled, watching the spectacle with wide eyes.

“She does seem to have a special grudge against you, Dylan,” Maggie observed, grinning as Gertrude pecked again. “Maybe she thinks you stole her eggs!”

“Or maybe she just doesn’t like my face,” Dylan muttered, finally managing to nudge the hen out the back door. Gertrude strutted away, clucking her displeasure, and Dylan let out a dramatic sigh of relief.

Jake, leaning against the counter with a cup of coffee in hand, smirked at his younger brother. “You’d think by now you’d have learned to respect Gertrude’s personal space.”

Dylan shot him a glare, but his lips twitched with amusement. “Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. One of these days, I’m gonna find a way to win her over.”

Maggie turned from the stove, a knowing smile on her face. “Good luck with that, Dylan. Jake told me she’s been broody since the day she arrived.”

Nate, already up and reviewing the ranch’s accounting books at the dining table, raised an eyebrow. “Maybe we should put ‘Gertrude Whisperer’ on your list of skills, Dylan. It might come in handy when you’re dealing with those goats you bought.”

Dylan rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t help the smile that tugged at his lips. “Hey, those goats are gonna be a big help with keeping the weeds down, you’ll see.”

As the banter continued, Cody strolled into the kitchen, looking unusually well-rested for someone who had been out late the night before. He offered a casual nod to Jake, swiped a cinnamon roll from the tray Maggie had just set out, and leaned against the counter with a grin. “Mornin’, everybody.”

Jake eyed him over the rim of his coffee cup, a smirk playing on his lips. “So, you gonna tell us about your little adventure in Whiskey River last night?”

Cody shrugged, doing his best to look nonchalant. “Nothing much to tell. Just ran into some folks, had a drink, the usual.”

Dylan’s ears perked up at this, and he exchanged a conspiratorial glance with Nate. “By ‘folks,’ do you mean ‘one very interesting woman’?”

Emma looked up from her coloring book, her curiosity piqued. “Did you meet a new friend, Uncle Cody?”

Cody’s grin widened, but there was a hint of something softer in his eyes as he ruffled Emma’s hair. “Something like that, Em. Her name’s Jessie. She works at the saloon in Whiskey River and runs an animal rescue.”

Maggie, setting down a plate of pancakes in front of Emma, raised an eyebrow at her brother-in-law. “Sounds like she’s a busy woman. Did you actually help her out, or were you just being your usual charming self?”

“Hey, I’m capable of lending a hand, you know,” Cody protested, though there was a glint of humor in his eyes. “She had some trouble with a few rowdy cowboys, and I just stepped in to keep things from getting out of hand. And then I might have offered to help out at her rescue. You know, just being neighborly.”

Nate leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms with a knowing look. “And how’d she take to your ‘neighborly’ offer?”

Cody hesitated for a moment, then shrugged again, more sheepishly this time. “Let’s just say she’s not easily impressed.  But, I figured I’d swing by today, see if she could use a hand with anything. I mean, after all she did give me her address.”

Jake chuckled, shaking his head. “Well, good luck with that, Cody. Sounds like she’s not the type to fall for your usual sweet talkin’ lines.”

Cody shot him a mock glare, but he couldn’t hide the smile tugging at his lips. “You all have way too much time on your hands, you know that?”

Dylan snorted. “And you’ve got a little too much time on yours if you’re going out to Whiskey River just to help with some stray goats.”

Cody ignored the teasing, grabbing his truck keys from the hook by the door. “I’ll be back by dinner. Try not to burn the place down while I’m gone, alright?”

Maggie waved him off with a laugh. “We’ll do our best. And if you see any more goats, try not to bring them home. I think we’ve reached our quota.”

—-
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The Texas sun beat down on Cody’s truck as he made his way down the five miles of winding roads to Whiskey River, the open fields stretching out around him. Despite the teasing from his family, he couldn’t deny that he was looking forward to seeing Jessie again. There was something about her that intrigued him, maybe it was the way she’d brushed off his charm without a second thought, or the determination he’d seen in her eyes when she’d talked about her rescue.

When he pulled up to Jessie’s property, he couldn’t help but be impressed. Her small farmhouse was surrounded by enclosures, each one housing a different group of animals, rescued dogs barking happily from one pen, a few sheep grazing in another, and, of course, a pair of goats causing trouble near a half-finished fence.

Jessie was in the middle of struggling with a broken section of that very fence when she noticed Cody’s truck pulling up. She straightened, wiping the sweat from her brow, and gave him a look that was equal parts surprise and exasperation. “Didn’t expect to see you again so soon, cowboy. Thought you’d have better things to do.”

Cody flashed her a grin, hopping out of his truck and grabbing a toolbox from the bed. “Well, I figured I’d see if you needed some help with that fence. Looks like those goats of yours are giving you a hard time.”

Jessie rolled her eyes, but there was a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips as she eyed the tools in his hands. “Well, I’m not about to turn down free labor. Just don’t think this means I owe you anything.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Cody replied with a wink, joining her at the fence. “But I’ll take any excuse to avoid another round of goat wrangling back at the ranch.”

Jessie let out a snort of laughter, shaking her head as they set to work. “What is it with you Westons and goats, anyway?”

Cody chuckled as he hammered a nail into the fence post. “Long story. Let’s just say Dylan’s got some big plans for those troublemakers, and so far, the goats are winning.”

As they worked side by side, Jessie found herself relaxing a little, her initial wariness giving way to something almost resembling camaraderie. Cody, for all his smooth-talking ways, was actually pretty handy with a hammer, and she had to admit, it was nice to have someone to share the load, even if just for a little while.

“So, what made you decide to start a rescue out here in the middle of nowhere?” Cody asked, glancing over at her as he tightened a loose board. “Seems like a lot of work for one person.”

Jessie shrugged, trying to keep her tone casual. “I needed a fresh start, and Whiskey River seemed like a good place to do it. I figured if I could give a few animals a second chance, maybe I’d find one for myself too.”

Cody nodded, a thoughtful expression crossing his face. “Yeah, I get that. Sometimes you just need a change of scenery to find out what you’re really looking for.”

Jessie glanced at him out of the corner of her eye, surprised by the sincerity in his voice. For a moment, she saw a different side of Cody, one that wasn’t all smiles and easy charm, but someone who understood what it was like to want something more out of life. It made her heart twist in a way she wasn’t quite ready to acknowledge.

As the afternoon wore on, Cody found himself enjoying the simple rhythm of the work, and the company more than he cared to admit. When they finally finished fixing the fence, he leaned back against the newly repaired post, a playful glint in his eye. “So, how about you come by the Weston ranch this weekend? We’re having a little barbecue, and I know Emma would love to hear about all these critters you’ve got running around.”

Jessie raised an eyebrow, crossing her arms over her chest as she considered the invitation. A family barbecue with a bunch of cowboys and their families wasn’t exactly her idea of a relaxing evening. But the mention of Emma piqued her interest. She’d heard a lot about the little girl from the gossip around town, a sweet, curious kid who had a way of winning over even the toughest hearts. And she couldn’t deny that Cody’s offer came with a sincerity she wasn’t used to.

“I don’t know, Cody,” she said, trying to keep her voice light. “I’m not exactly the barbecue type. And I’m pretty sure your brothers wouldn’t appreciate me showing up unannounced.”

Cody grinned, leaning in a little closer, the playful glint in his eyes making her stomach do an unexpected flip. “Trust me, Jessie, if you bring some of these critters along, my brothers won’t mind a bit. Besides, I’m pretty sure Emma would love to meet that one-eyed donkey of yours.”

Jessie fought back a smile, glancing over at Samson, her old, scruffy donkey who was currently dozing under the shade of a tree. “Well, Samson does like to make new friends. And I guess it wouldn’t hurt to get out for a bit.” She paused, giving Cody a wry look. “But don’t expect me to be your date or anything, Weston.”

Cody raised his hands in mock surrender, but there was a warmth in his smile that made her heart flutter. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Jessie. Just think of it as a friendly visit.”

She rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t quite hide the small smile that tugged at her lips. “Fine, I’ll think about it. But don’t get your hopes up.”

Cody’s grin widened, and for a moment, they just stood there, the evening sun casting long shadows over the field. Jessie found herself strangely comfortable in the silence, a feeling she hadn’t experienced in a long time. She almost hated to break the moment, but she knew that letting it linger too long would only make things more complicated.

“Well, thanks for the help today,” she said, shifting her weight and breaking eye contact. “It’s been a while since anyone bothered to lend a hand around here.”

“Anytime, Jessie,” Cody replied, his tone softer now, the teasing edge fading. “And I mean that. You know where to find me if you ever need another fence fixed, or a goat wrangled.”

Jessie nodded, not trusting herself to say more. She watched as Cody turned and made his way back to his truck, feeling a strange mix of gratitude and unease settle in her chest. She had always prided herself on her independence, on never needing anyone. But the thought of having someone like Cody around, someone who seemed to genuinely care, was starting to feel like less of a risk and more of a possibility.

Cody climbed into his truck, the engine rumbling to life as he pulled out of Jessie’s driveway. He caught a glimpse of her in the rearview mirror, standing beside the newly repaired fence, her arms folded and her head tilted slightly as if she were lost in thought. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something about Jessie made him want to try harder, to be more than just the easygoing charmer everyone knew him as.

As he drove back toward the Weston ranch, Cody found himself thinking about the way Jessie’s eyes had softened when she talked about her rescue animals, the way she’d finally cracked a smile after giving him a hard time. It had been a long time since he’d met someone who wasn’t impressed by his usual charm, someone who made him feel like he had to prove himself in a different way.

By the time he reached the ranch, the sun was dipping below the horizon, casting a warm orange glow over the fields. He parked his truck and headed inside, where the familiar sounds of his family greeted him, laughter, clinking dishes, and the low murmur of Jake and Maggie talking in the kitchen.

Cody walked into the kitchen to find Jake setting the table while Maggie finished up dinner. Emma was seated at the table, her hands covered in marker stains as she proudly displayed a new drawing of the ranch animals. Dylan was nowhere to be seen, presumably hiding out in the barn to avoid another confrontation with Gertrude.

“Well, look who’s back,” Jake said with a grin, catching sight of his brother. “Didn’t think we’d see you again before dark.”

Maggie glanced up from the stove, her eyes twinkling with curiosity. “Did you go visit that Jessie you mentioned this morning?”

Cody rubbed the back of his neck, trying to keep his tone casual. “Yeah, figured I’d see if she needed help with some fence repairs. Turns out, she’s got a few goats who make ours look downright tame.”

Emma’s eyes lit up, her attention fully captured. “Did you see any puppies? You said she has a rescue, right? I love puppies!”

Cody chuckled, ruffling Emma’s hair as he sat down beside her. “She’s got a whole bunch of animals, Em. I’ll have to take you to meet them one day.”

Maggie shot Cody a knowing look, and he could practically hear the questions forming in her mind. But before she could pry, Dylan burst through the back door, looking disheveled and out of breath.

“Jake, I think we’ve got a goat situation,” Dylan announced dramatically, waving a broom. “Thelma and Louise figured out how to get into the chicken coop again, and Gertrude is not happy.”

Maggie sighed, but there was a hint of a smile on her face. “I’ll get the first aid kit ready.”

Jake shook his head, shooting Cody a grin. “You up for another round of goat wrangling, or is that more than your neighborly spirit can handle?”

Cody shrugged, flashing a confident smile. “I’ve had worse days. And besides, maybe I’m getting good at this whole rescue thing.”

As Cody followed his brothers out to the barn, he couldn’t help but think back to Jessie and the way she’d looked at him just before he left. Maybe he wasn’t quite sure what to make of her, or of the way she made him feel like he had something to prove. But he did know one thing, he was looking forward to seeing her again, and that was a feeling he hadn’t had in a long time.
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Chapter 3
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The morning sun streamed through the large windows of the Weston ranch house, casting warm light across the bustling kitchen. It was a scene of organized chaos, as usual, Maggie scrambling eggs and frying bacon at the stove, Jake pouring coffee, and Nate glancing over the ranch’s books while Emma doodled a new drawing at the table. Dylan, always the last to join the family’s morning routine, stumbled in with hair sticking out at odd angles, looking bleary-eyed but cheerful.

Maggie glanced over her shoulder, catching sight of him. “You’re late, Dylan. Breakfast is almost over, and you’ve missed the it.”

Dylan plopped into a chair next to Emma and yawned widely. “I’ll take whatever’s left. Just as long as you don’t let Gertrude anywhere near my plate.”

Emma giggled, brandishing a new drawing for everyone to see. It was a colorful depiction of the ranch, complete with a few exaggerated goats and a suspiciously angry-looking hen. “Look, Uncle Dylan! I made a picture of you and Gertrude! See, she’s chasing you again.”

Jake chuckled, leaning over to look at the picture. “I think Emma’s got your relationship with Gertrude down pretty well, don’t you, Dylan?”

Dylan shook his head, taking a fork full of the eggs from the plate that Maggie’s set in front of him. “She’s got it out for me, I swear. One of these days, I’m gonna find a way to make peace with that bird.”

Maggie smirked as she refilled the coffee pot. “I’ll believe it when I see it. Now, Emma, eat up before you’re late for school.”

As Emma chattered away about her latest school project, Cody walked into the kitchen, looking more alert than he had any right to be for someone who’d spent the day repairing fences and other projects at Jessie’s. He swiped a strip of bacon from the serving plate Maggie was filling, earning himself a playful swat from Maggie.

“Morning, Cody,” Jake said, raising an eyebrow. “You’re looking awfully chipper today. Care to share what’s got you in such a good mood?”
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