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      Anna Rhodes stormed into the corner office and slammed the door, “I can’t believe you’re sending me on this stupid assignment, Larry!”

      The man behind the open newspaper folded it, laid it on his desk and gave her his ‘almost’ charming smile. The one that melted the other female reporters into putty, “Anna this is not a crap assignment.”

      “Bullshit!” she spoke through clenched teeth as she walked towards the desk. “No one cares about this crap and you're only giving it to me because you're still mad.” Anna stood, trying to pierce holes in the man with her eyes. At five-foot-nine she intimidated most people. Unfortunately for her, Larry Connors wasn’t most people. He was too smug for his own good.

      “Look Anna, I need my best girl on this.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re just mad because I won’t sleep with you.”

      Larry rose to his feet, walked around the desk and reached to turn her towards him. She shrugged him off. “Anna, that has nothing to do with that. You know you’re my best reporter.”

      “You know I don’t do rodeos.”

      “This isn’t a rodeo, it’s a ranch.”

      “Same thing, cowboys are involved. I don’t like cowboys.”

      “Who doesn’t like cowboys? They’re the good guys.”

      “People who’ve been burned by one.” Anna shot back.

      “Ah, you never told me why you refused to rodeos. Now it makes sense, but this is a personal request. I owe the guy a favor.”

      “And I’m the favor?”

      “The change of pace will do you good. It’s a nice ranch.”

      “You know good and well that senior reporters get the best stories. Little Miss Marcy should be up to her knees in cow shit, not me. I asked to be reassigned to the lifestyle events.”

      “Horse shit, Anna.”

      “What? What do you mean horse shit?”

      “You’re doing a story on a prominent horse rancher, so it’s horse shit you’ll be up to your knees in. Not cow shit.” He flashed a grin, “Besides, I can’t send little Miss Marcy out to do this. Those cowboys would have her for breakfast. I need this piece to shine and you’re the only reporter that can do that. Besides, this is a lifestyle story.”

      “Shine?” Anna rolled her eyes. “I knew it. This isn’t even worth the paper it’ll be printed on. I knew this was a crap assignment. And what does Arizona have to do with our lifestyle section?” Anna cut him a look, waiting for him to turn to stone. It didn’t happen. How could he do this to her? Was he that mad because she hadn’t slept with him? She’d never slept her way to the top and she wasn’t about to start now. No matter how good looking he was. He’d said he understood, they’d both been drinking. But now she was thinking he was sending her off on this ridiculous assignment to get her out of the way? He was up to something, her reporter instincts told her not to trust him. She just had to figure out what it was. And she would.

      “There’s some buzz around Dale Embers. I can put you back in the crime section, if you want.”

      “You know I can’t go back down that road. When do I have to be at this ranch?” she asked, reluctantly, not willing to conceit, but knowing she couldn’t face her past mistakes with another crime piece. The wounds were still open, there was no need to pour salt into them.

      “They’re expecting you there this evening. It’s only an eight-hour drive. Is that a problem?”

      “Is that a problem? Yes that’s a problem. That means I have to leave in an hour. Good gosh Larry, thanks for the warning. That doesn’t even give me time to research.”

      “You’ll have your laptop with you. I’m pretty sure they have electricity and all that. It’s a pretty big ranch. Besides, you could fly there in two hours.”

      “You know I’d rather drive.”

      “Well then, it’s settled. I guess you head out within the hour.” He returned to his chair and handed her a folder.

      Anna mumbled under her breath. “Marcy, Marcy, Marcy,” as she flipped through the file.

      “You sound like that Brady chick on television. It doesn’t fit you well.”

      She cut him another look before turning around and storming out of his office.
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        * * *

      

      The ride out to Arizona was long and hot. Anna could have turned the air conditioning on but felt the need to let the wind blow through her hair. She still couldn’t believe Larry had sent her off on this one. Ugh! Just who did he think he was anyway? Not to mention having to deal with cowboys. The last one she ran across broke her heart and left her hanging. She’d vowed never to be nice to another one, not even in a professional environment. She let out a long sigh. At least she loved horses and could spend time with some animals that didn’t judge her or break her heart.

      Anna cranked the music as she drove across the desert landscape. She knew the sun would scorch her fair skin with the top down, but she didn’t care. Maybe if she got completely sunburnt she could skip doing the story altogether. She guessed it was one-ten in the shade, although there was no shade as far as the eye could see, so the temp was closer to one-twenty. The desert was one of her favorite places when she had time to enjoy it. Over the past few years she didn’t have much time to enjoy anything. She checked the clock. Two hours on the road and she was already in the middle of nowhere. The tank was full of gas, water bottles were in the cooler and she had an assortment of snacks to occupy herself with. She wanted to enjoy the trip, but instead she started rehashing the morning’s events in her mind, like she hadn’t been over them enough in the last two hours.

      

      She caught a glimpse of herself in the rearview mirror. She looked good. Anger suited her well, at times. She really wasn’t fashion show material, but it beat the heck out of some dang horse farmer. “Rancher,” she corrected herself. "It’s a horse ranch, Anna, not a farm.” She let out a sigh, took another quick look at herself and decided it may be sunburn, not anger, that was making her cheeks red, but she kind of liked the glow. She hadn’t seen it in awhile.

      She eased down into her seat a bit to do some more thinking. Her best reporting came in the political arena. She had a way of wrapping politicians around her little finger and scooping everyone else on those stories. She had made a few enemies over the years, not all politicians liked her style or the fact she was good at digging up dirt on them. She was also good at exposing crime rings in the gambling arena of Vegas. The gambling commission loved her, the casino owners who were up to no good, hated her. Unfortunately, the last assignment unnerved her. She’d lost her edge. Something had terrified her and she couldn’t put her finger on it. So horse shit it was. Her new career path. She glanced at herself again. The years had been pretty kind to her considering she spent most of them chasing a story, living on fast food and getting very little sleep. Admittedly, she was getting tired. At thirty five, her best years were probably behind her. That’s the main reason she wanted more cheesy assignments like the fashion show. Oh yeah, she could be getting ready to be dazzled tonight by some of the world’s most prestigious designers. Instead, she was headed into hell. At least the heat felt like hell. “Screw this,” she grumbled as she punched the button to pull the top up and then turned on the air conditioning. “I’ll suffer enough at that farm. Ranch.” She corrected herself. A quick smile to herself in the mirror, “Maybe you should have been a fashion model, sweetie.” She chuckled. Her height was perfect, but she drew the line at starving herself to death and having all of those people fuss over her hair and makeup. It wasn’t pampering, not at all. That crap was torture. She’d interviewed her share of runway models and knew that glamorous life was just a facade for the camera. Most of them hated themselves. The money was great, but they never had time to really enjoy it. Like she had time to ever enjoy life or the fruits of her labor. She was mostly happy to be a nosey reporter, getting in people’s faces when she had to, sneaking around, dragging skeletons out of closets. It had gotten her a few death threats over the years, though. The worst was working on a drug cartel story. She shivered thinking about that one. She was almost thankful she’d worked up to politics, but it came with its own share of threats.

      Cowboys. Surely they aren’t a threatening bunch. She’d only known one cowboy in her life. That was years ago and it still hurt to think about. The one man she was willing to give her heart to and he turned into a jerk the moment he found out she was a reporter. Maybe cowboys don’t like reporters, she thought to herself. Maybe this assignment brought up past pains she wanted to forget. Was that the whole reason she was ticked off about being given this assignment? It was very possible. As long as she kept her heart in check and didn’t try giving it away to some dusty old cowboy, she should be okay. Just do the job and get out clean.
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      Jeb Dawson stomped into the kitchen and poured himself a cup of coffee slamming the pot back down on the counter.

      “You don't look too happy this morning, big brother.”

      Jeb turned and looked at his sister sitting at the table. A smirk crossed his face. “It’s the reporter Larry’s sending out.” He said reaching into the cabinet for the bottle of whiskey . He screwed open the lid and sloshed a shot into his coffee.

      “What's the problem? You wanted a reporter to cover this, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, but the jerk is sending a dang female reporter. I asked for his best man, and he pulls this. A dang female.”

      “You said that twice,” his sister grinned at him.

      “What?”

      “That she’s female. You have something against females these days?”

      “No,” he ran his fingers through his thick, dark hair. “You know my track record with female reporters.”

      “That wasn’t your fault.”

      “That’s not the point. I don’t want to babysit a female reporter, that’s all. Been there, done that. I don’t want to be responsible for another one.” He let out a deep breath and flopped down in the chair across from his sister. “This changes everything. You can take care of this rancher story with her and I’ll figure out something else for the other matter.”

      “You forget, I’m leaving in a little bit. I’ve had this trip planned for months. I won’t be here,” Gail said as she buttered some toast and put it back on the plate.

      “Well hell, that’s just great. Great!” He grabbed the piece of toast and shoved it into his mouth.

      “It’s not my fault you don’t check a calendar when you make appointments.”

      “Yeah, remine me ta star doin’ that,” he replied, trying to keep the toast in his mouth.

      “Ha, I have been, all my life, remember?” She raised an eyebrow, “Besides, you might even like her.”

      Jeb shot her a look but didn’t reply. His sister was always match-making him with someone. “Well, she could be here within the hour. Can you at least do the greeting thing?”

      “Sure can’t. I’m already late. I just dropped in to tell you bye and I’ll be back in a few days.”

      “Great. A whole weekend babysitting a dang female, when I’ve got mares to round up.”

      “Jeb, you have plenty of staff here. And that’s the third time you’ve referred to her as a dang female. I’m starting to wonder about you.” Gail said before taking the last sip of coffee.

      Jeb mouthed under his breath, “Well.” He paused, “Nevermind.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I just don’t want to deal with this.”

      “You’ll be fine. Charm her pants off. And I don’t mean that literally.” Gail stood up and kissed her brother on the forehead before heading to the door. Jeb grabbed another piece of toast and shoved it in his mouth as Gail turned around, “You’re gonna have to deal with it sooner or later and let the past go, Jeb. You’re not doing anyone any favors by holding on to old ghosts.”

      Jeb waved her off. It wasn’t just old ghosts. It was the fact that he’d fallen for a reporter after the tragic accident. An accident that would never have happened if she’d just listened and kept her nose out of his business. The pain had almost subsided when he met Lisa. He’d thought she was the perfect woman. He’d spent several weeks with her and they’d had a blast. As soon as she mentioned being a reporter he had freaked out. Almost literally, right in front of her. He left her standing in the rain and got away as fast as he could. His undercover job was over anyway, so it was an easy getaway. Maybe it was stupid, but his conscious wouldn’t let him get involved with another reporter. Now those memories came flooding back. Hopefully the next few days would fly by and he wouldn’t have to actually be around this one except at the banquet dinner. It wasn’t like he was going to start a relationship. Maybe Gail was right and he needed to let the past go. This was a professional affair. No need to get close to this one.

      He put his dishes in the sink and headed out to saddle his horse. After the recent storm they had mares to locate, some of them were pregnant and he needed to get them pastured back close to the ranch instead of out roaming the range.

      His crew was already saddle up waiting for him when he stepped out the front door. They were all outside the barn, horses tied to the fence and were just making last minute checks on their gear. He felt like he was running late but the sun was barely peeking over the mountains to the west, so it wasn’t daylight. He felt a swell of pride at how loyal his men were to him. None of them ever complained about getting up before daylight. It’s part of the job they’d say when he tried to give them any recognition. It was part of the job, but he also knew they were loyal to him on a friend and companion level, too. He wasn’t just their boss and they weren’t just his hired hands. They were family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Almost two hours behind schedule, her GPS finally led her to the Dawson ranch. Anna’s hair was a mess, face slightly sunburned, and clothes covered in black tire smudges from having to change a flat tire. She was thrilled to be meeting the grand Jeb ‘what’s-his-name’ looking like some disheveled, broken-down reporter. Although broken-down wasn’t far from the truth at this point. Easing up the driveway, her first glimpse of the main house took her breath away. Lighting cast a golden glow from the windows, while entry lights illuminated the porch which spanned the whole front side. It looked inviting and homey, not something she’d expected from a cowboy. She pulled to a stop in the circle drive, killed the engine and sat back for a moment. It’d been one of the worst days and trips of her life. She was normally ready to tackle a story, but at this moment she hoped he wasn’t in too much of a mood to talk about himself.

      A peck on the window startled her. She opened her eyes to see a warm, smiling face. The woman had a dark complexion, with long dark hair and eyes that could warm anyone’s soul.

      She opened the car door to the smiling woman, “Hola,” she said with half a grin.

      “Hello, Miss Rhodes. We were getting a little worried about you.”

      “You speak English. What a relief. My Spanish is shabby at best.”

      “Yes, ma’am, my Spanish is pretty shabby too.” She chuckled and stepped back to look at the condition of Anna’s clothes. Compassion filled her eyes, “Oh dear, you’re a mess. Tell me all about it while we get your things inside.”

      “I had a flat tire and no cell signal to call for roadside service. I had to change the damn—the thing myself. It’s been a horrible trip.”

      “Oh that’s awful.” She grabbed some of Anna’s things, Let’s get you cleaned up and a nice meal in your belly.”

      Anna perked up at the reference to food. “Now that sounds like the best offer I’ve had all day.”

      “I’m Karmen, I take care of the house for Mr. Dawson.”

      “Oh, this is lovely.” Anna stood in front of the large porch, taking it all in. “I didn’t think cowboys had this kind of taste.”

      Karmen laughed, “You haven’t been around many cowboys have you?”

      “Not lately, just one honestly and never pegged him for…  Anyway, I assumed they all lived in one room shacks and had ten dogs running around.”

      “Some do, but this one has a sister who refuses to let him look like he lives the cowboy way. Gail, did most of the inside decorating for him.” She opened the front door and stood aside so Anna could walk in. “I think he likes it even though he acts like a tough old bird.”

      Anna looked around at the huge entry, it was more like a mansion than a farm house, “So, you live here with, uh, Mr. Dawson?”

      “No. My family lives in one of the other homes on the property. Everyone eats here in the main house, though. It’s just easier for feeding a bunch of rowdy men, if you know what I mean?”

      Anna didn't have a clue what she meant. She couldn’t imagine a bunch of rough-neck cowboys eating in a place this nice. She expected they’d eat out in the barn or somewhere.

      Karmen noticed the puzzled look on Anna’s face, “Don’t worry, you will meet the gang soon enough and find that some of them can be quite charming, albeit a bit rough around the edges. Your room is upstairs, on the left.” She grabbed some of Anna’s things and headed up the semi-circle staircase. Anna took one more look around the gorgeous home she’d just stepped into before following Karmen up the stairs. She looked up at the woman who was lugging her things for her. In this lighting it was perfectly clear she was Native American, not Hispanic. She could kick herself for making such an assumption in dim lighting.

      Anna reached the top and turned to look down into the foyer. She couldn’t imagine a cowboy living here or in anything bigger than those travel trailers she’d seen going down the highway. The foyer was a big open space, just under and to the left of the staircase and opened into a large living room. She’d check it out later, also to the left was a wide hallway leading to the kitchen area. At least her nose told her the kitchen was that direction.

      Karmen waited patiently as Anna took in the richness of the place. “Wait until you see your room. It’s lovely.” She flashed a grin as Anna turned to face her and continued down the hall to her room. She opened the door to a large beautiful bedroom, helped Anna get her luggage onto the bed, “After you’ve cleaned up, come down to the kitchen and we’ll get you something to eat.” She excused herself and left the room.

      Anna sat down on the bed. It was a gorgeous place. She might enjoy it if she could get past being pissed at Larry and the hellacious trip she had to endure to get here. She wasn’t looking forward to meeting Jeb Dawson. No matter his taste in homes, he was still a cowboy and still the reason she wasn't lapping it up with the rich and snooty designers of the world. This was one of the few times they all gathered in Los Angeles and she was missing it, stuck out here on the edge of Hell with a bunch of cowpokes. She got up, opened her big case and started slinging clothes around looking for something decent to wear down to dinner. Maybe she was stuck on this assignment, but she could at least look presentable for a meal. She threw aside the jeans and tees she’d brought as farm clothes and grabbed her cute little capri set. She’d done this enough times to know how to pack for any occasion. One minute you’re in the outback of Australia chasing lions and the next you could be dining at the governor’s mansion and once in awhile you needed something completely casual and stylish.
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        * * *

      

      Anna eased back into the warm bubble bath. She had to admit it was heavenly and after only having a shower in her apartment, she'd been in need of a relaxing bath for some time. She would have preferred a hot soak, but the slight sunburn couldn’t handle more than lukewarm. She let out a giggle as she blew bubbles around in the tub. Her last few assignments had put her in some of the lower economy hotels. She didn’t think the paper was hurting financially, but Larry wouldn’t give her the expense account she’d grown accustomed to. She started thinking about her past few assignments, each worse than the previous. She sat up in the tub so fast she splashed water all over the bathroom floor, “What if Larry is trying to get rid of me? That slimeball. That’s exactly what he’s trying to do!” Her fury was growing even stronger. “First it was that lame assignment for some rinky-dink town politician, some cheesy knitting group in another little town and now this--this horse shit of an assignment that no one is going to read. He’s trying to force me out. The jerk!” She sank back down into the bubbles, hoping it would somehow cool her off and ease her mood. It didn’t. She pulled the plug and got out of the tub she should be enjoying. She might as well get on with the initial meeting of the grand Mr. Jed— Jeb, whatever his name was. The sooner she got this story over, the sooner she could get back to civilization and tell Larry to shove it where the sun doesn’t shine. She wasn’t taking this crap after being the best reporter on that paper for ten years. There were other papers that would be glad to have her talent and experience. She only stayed with this one because her father had been editor. She let out a long sigh at the thought. Yes it was sentimental, she practically grew up at the paper and now it was being torn apart by some cheeky jerk who didn’t know a thing about values, integrity or taking care of his people.

      

      After dressing and fluffing up her wild hair, she headed downstairs to console her stomach. She'd only snacked on the drive out and realized she was starving when Karmen mentioned food. She expected to hear a bunch of men's voices and even laughter as she descended the staircase and headed towards the kitchen area. Instead, she only heard the slight shuffling of movement and an occasional kitchen pot clang. She entered the doorway to find Karmen puttering around, alone. Anna cleared her throat a bit to get the woman's attention and hoping not to startle her. Karmen turned around and smiled, "Ah, you feel better? You look radiant. I just love that little outfit, where'd you get it?"





