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      If y’all are interested in warm, joyous novels where the cowboys have kids and love saves the day, please check these BA Tortuga books out:
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      “Lord have mercy.” Westin McCoy stared at his phone, which was ringing. No one called him. But it was Mallory Chapman, a small rancher and barrel racer who had been totally off the radar since she’d gotten married about six months ago.

      Wedded bliss made people drop off the map.

      He almost let it go to voicemail, but that seemed petty as hell. “Hello?”

      “West? Is this still you?” Mallory sounded…odd. Off. Less bouncy than normal.

      “Yeah. You okay?” He immediately went into help mode. Mallory tended to be solid as a rock.

      “Raising horses. Training horses. Worrying about Trey. Being pregnant.”

      “You’re pregnant?” That seemed like the first thing he should focus on, even if the third one had caught his attention. “Congratulations?”

      “I guess so? It wasn’t expected, but I’m not crying about it.” She hesitated. “Anymore.”

      “Wait. Why were you crying to begin with?” He wasn’t following. “You’re married.”

      “Yes. But no one wants to leave their honeymoon knocked up, you know?” She chuckled deep in her throat. “I’m solid now, but I was worried Hank would be pissed.”

      “And he’s over the moon, isn’t he?”

      “Well, he is a cowboy,” she teased.

      “Yep.” He snorted. “So why are you worried about Trey?”

      Now it was her turn to snort. “I knew you wouldn’t let that one pass by too long.”

      “You brought it up.” James Matthew Blanton the Third, aka Trey, was his one that got away. So no, he wasn’t gonna let it go.

      “He’s in trouble, and…honestly, you’re the best one on Earth to help him. I didn’t know what else to do but to fill you in, give you the opportunity to help or not.”

      Him? He was the only one who could help? What the fuck had Trey gotten into now? “Lay it on me, woman.”

      “Well, uh—Jesus. I don’t know where to start. He’s going blind, he’s got two little kids, his last three foremen left, and he’s fixin’ to lose his ranch?”

      Wait.

      What?

      None of those words made sense together. Not even a little bit.

      “You’re gonna have to roll that back and go one at a time.” He cleared his throat. “What the hell, Mal? He’s going blind?”

      “Yeah, he’s got some thing where he’s seeing big black dots. It’s like strokes or something in his eyes. He had surgery and shots and shit, but it’s just slowing the thing, not stopping it. He has one okay-ish eye right now, so he’s okay, but it’s becoming a thing.”

      Jesus. “This came on sudden?”

      “Well, he says it came on slow, but now it’s gaining speed.” She sighed. “And then Kait got cancer, and she had those two kids, you know? So she signed them over to Trey.”

      “Two kids.” He had the vaguest memory of Mal mentioning Kaitlyn, who was Trey’s housekeeper. She’d been young for the job, and not terribly experienced, but her people had been working for Trey’s for a long time.

      When he’d been visiting Trey, it had been in a condo in Seattle, in a downtown high-rise.

      “Yeah. Her kids were, um, five and two? A boy and a girl.”

      “Holy shit, Mal.” He blinked hard, trying to parse all that shit. He’d never thought Trey would take on kids.

      “Yeah, I know, right? And he’s trying so hard, but the foremen keep leaving. He’s raising the salary offer, but he’s close to losing it. That land’s important to him—you know it is—and he needs someone who will do right by him.”

      “So, what? You want me to work for him?”

      “He needs a foreman, West. I told him I would hunt for one for him.”

      The implications of that made him sit back and blink. Hell. He— Well, he could use the work. And if Trey needed his help, he would give it without pause. But there was a whole bunch of baggage that went with it all.

      “It’s amazing money. Benefits. And you get to run the Five Diamonds.”

      “Yeah.” And be right there. With Trey. Who was a dad. And going blind. Shit, he was freaking out.

      “He doesn’t know I called. You don’t have to say yes, but I can send you the offer. It’s stunning. Good enough that cowboys are going to be taking advantage.”

      “I’ll look. I don’t want him to be under water.”

      “I don’t either. He’s a weirdo, but he’s our weirdo, for sure.”

      “He is.” He’d always thought of Trey as his. Even when he’d let the fine son of a bitch go.

      Their lives had been so different—Trey had been an executive type in Seattle, with fancy suits and dinners at restaurants that cost more than a week’s pay. He’d been what he was—a cowboy.

      And when Trey had asked him to give up his wayward life and come live in Seattle, well, he hadn’t been able to. Not even as much as he loved Trey. So he’d walked away. He had. Not Trey.

      “I’ll do it.”

      Mallory exhaled, long and slow. “I’ll email you the information. When can you start?”

      “I’m at large right now. Visiting my aunt in Steamboat. I can be at his ranch tomorrow.”

      “I— Thank you. He’s really trying to be okay, to be brave, but it’s hard.”

      “I bet it is.” His gut churned, but for Mal he put on his calm voice. There was too much to process here. Too much to think on.

      Trey had been his one true guy, and he’d given Trey up. Now Trey needed someone like him, and he intended to be that someone.

      “You know where he is.”

      “I do. Just make sure no one shoots me coming on the property.”

      “Not a problem. I’ll get you installed in the house. It’ll all be too late for him to say anything by the time he knows.”

      He chuckled. “That’s the Mal I know.”

      “I tell you what, I’m a stone-cold bitch some days.” She couldn’t have sounded merrier.

      “I love that about you.” He chuckled. “We’ll have a beer soon, huh?”

      “Ha ha. You’ll have a beer, I’ll have a Sprite, and Hank will watch us both like a hawk.”

      “I’m in.” He grinned, shaking his head. Mal was pregnant. Lord have mercy. “See you soon, lady. Love you.”

      “Love you too, West. Check your email.”

      “Will do.” And he hung up. He needed to pack and hit the road.

      He was going to help Trey out. The rest would fall into place as he went.
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      “I don’t like it!” Noah screamed, throwing the bowl of oatmeal across the kitchen. It landed with a thwack—which meant Trey had at least learned to stop giving the little shit glass dishes to throw.

      “Then starve.”

      A soft sound started up a sniffle that told him that Zoe was about to start wailing. God, his head hurt.

      “Do you want some, baby girl?”

      “Da?”

      He found her a smile. “Yep. I have more for you.”

      She made grabby fingers.

      “Let me get you some.” He was going to ignore Noah until he could not shout.

      “Da! Da da da!” She wiggled, her laugh ringing out. “Luff!”

      “I love you too, baby girl.” He’d pulled her oats out to cool, and he tilted his head, searching for a spot in his vision to make sure he had a little spoon in there already.

      “I don’t love you!” Noah snarled.

      He didn’t rise to the bait, reminding himself that the little boy was hurting and needing someone to lash out at. His mom was dead, and Trey was with what amounted to a neighbor.

      “That’s okay. I love you one way or the other.”

      “No!” Noah tossed something else, but he had no idea what it was. He really needed to hire a new housekeeper, but his heart hadn’t been in it, and Noah might just freak out even more.

      “You don’t get to tell me how to feel, man. Sorry. Like I just said, I get to love you. How I feel is up to me.” He wasn’t going to lose his shit. No way. “School’s going to start here in two weeks. We’ll need to go buy supplies.”

      “I don’t want to go to school!” Noah screamed it, and now he was in full bore meltdown, his little face red, his breathing heading right toward hyperventilating.

      The therapist said to stay calm, and God help him, Trey was trying.

      He understood why Kaitlyn had asked him to adopt the babies. He knew. These babies were Blantons now, and they were set.

      He wasn’t made for this, though. He needed a nanny.

      First he needed a foreman.

      A new housekeeper.

      Help.

      He needed help, and so did these babies.

      A knock sounded at the kitchen door, and he didn’t know whether to shit or go blind. If it was one of the hands needing something, he was going to stroke right out.

      “Come in!” he called. “Watch the oatmeal.”

      He would have to get the dogs to come in and clean up. Then he’d mop.

      The door opened, and for a moment, he thought he was hallucinating. It happened sometimes. He saw faces once in a while, ones that weren’t there.

      But this one was attached to a body and a cowboy hat.

      “Can I help you?” Say something? Please? He managed to get Zoe her oatmeal.

      “I sure hope so, Trey. I’m supposed to start my job here today, or so I hear.”

      His head tilted, and he closed his right eye, searching for clarity with the left. “West? West, is that you?”

      “Yessir, it is. I was going to wait to check in with you, but it sounded like you might need a hand in here.”

      “STRANGER! STRANGER! HELP ME! HELP ME!”

      “Noah Christopher, I swear to God!” he snapped. He didn’t need this.

      Zoe began to sob like her baby heart would break.

      “Hey, now, little bit. It’s okay.” West moved closer. “You want me to feed her or deal with the boy child?”

      “I—” He didn’t know. He was going to lose it.

      “I HATE YOU! YOU SUCK!”

      West made a sound, a sort of a hmph, and then Noah went quiet. He hoped to God the man hadn’t touched Noah, who would freak out, but when he squinted, West was just standing in front of the kid, hands on his hips.

      Noah hiccupped, crying and trying hard to hide it.

      “I thought so. I reckon you can go to your room, Mr. Noah. I need to talk to Mr. Blanton, here.”

      Noah ran off, feet slapping on the floor, and Zoe held onto him, crying hard.

      “Shh…shh, baby girl. Brother’s just having a hard day, that’s all.” She didn’t remember Kaitlyn, but Noah sure did, and it was hard.

      “You can take him a snack in a minute and make me the bad guy if you need to,” West said. “Who’s this little beauty. Huh? She sure is pretty.”

      “This is my Zoe. She’s my sweetest little girl.” He loved both kids with all his heart, but Zoe made it easy.

      “Hi, Zoe. Hi. I’m West.” West grinned for Zoe, close enough now that he could see the tanned face, the wide smile.

      She waved, sniffling, clinging to him like a little monkey.

      “You are a cutie, huh? Can I tell you a secret?”

      She nodded, her eyes wide.

      “Your brother is so mad at the world right now. And he wants to just yell and yell. But he’s not really mad at you or your—” West looked toward him.

      “Da,” Zoe said, with all the confidence in the world.

      “Right. Your da.” West straightened up. “I’ll mop up that oatmeal while you feed her.”

      “Thank you. You don’t have to. I—were you in town or something?” Why are you here?

      “Mal called.” West grabbed a dishcloth and started mopping.

      “Oh?” Fucking traitor. “What did she want?”

      “She said she was hiring you a foreman. So here I am.”

      What? “She—I—That’s a surprise. She didn’t tell me.”

      And she was going to get an earful once he fed Zoe, dealt with Noah, and got West out of his house.

      “Says you’ve been a bit busy, man.” West rinsed off the dishcloth. “You got a real mop?”

      “I do. In the closet there.” He motioned toward where he hoped the pantry closet was.

      “Got it.” West was always inhumanly efficient. And a damn island, able to do anything on his own.

      He was too, dammit.

      He was independent.

      Brave.

      Not terrified.

      “Da…” Zoe hiccupped.

      “Sorry, love. Let’s get you fed.”

      “Hungy. Da. Hold you?”

      “After food, of course.”

      He fed Zoe, trying to ignore the sounds of West moving around. To ignore West’s scent, which was soap and Old Spice and man. He could smell it so clearly.

      Zoe ate pretty well, and he helped her down out of her high chair, trying hard not to freak out.

      “Da! Hold you.” She tugged at his jeans.

      “Sure, honey.” He wondered if he should go take Noah a Pop-Tart.

      He picked her up, put her on his hip. He didn’t know what to do. He wished someone was here to help. He wished Kaitlyn was here to help.

      “All cleaned up. What else do you need me to do, man?” West asked.

      “I— Would you like a cup of coffee? You caught me flat-footed.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to, but Mal said I should just report for duty. You want me to refill your cup?” West had pulled a cup out of the dishwasher, he thought.

      “I…I need to check on my son. Do you mind, and I’ll be right back.”

      “Not one bit, Trey.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment, then headed toward Noah’s room. He would put Zoe in her little play area for a minute.

      She went down, sweet as pie, going to play with her babies, and he made his way to Noah’s room.

      Noah was face down on his bed, arms spread, sobbing his little heart out. Drama. Llama. Not that he would ever say that aloud.

      He went to sit on the bed, and Noah was in his arms in a split second, holding on tight, wetting his shirt. He rocked the little boy, just giving him all the care he needed.

      He didn’t talk too much besides a few shhhs and, “I-got-yous,” because talking always got them in trouble. Poor Noah was hurting and confused and so tired.

      Trey totally got it.

      They were mourning, and fury came with that.

      “I’m sorry. I’m hungry.”

      “I know you are, kiddo. But thank you for coming in and calming down.” He stroked Noah’s back. “What do you want?”

      “Is there still oats? With peach?”

      “There is. Come on. Mr. West is still here, so that he doesn’t surprise you.”

      “Is he mean?”

      “No, kiddo. He’s just a cowboy. You know how they are.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “There you go. Come on. I’ll get your oats.” He stood, feeling at least twenty thousand years old.

      Maybe twenty thousand and one.

      “Okay.” Noah’s hand slipped into his, and they walked back to the kitchen together.

      “Come sit. I’ll get your food.” Was West still here?

      Noah nodded, his face all tear-stained. Then he heard Zoe giggling, and he peered into the family room, seeing West on the floor with her. Or at least a West-shaped thing.

      “How you doing, baby girl?”

      “Play wif man!”

      “Good deal.” He got the bowl, managed to put the oatmeal and peaches in, and handed it to Noah without disaster.

      Noah ate quietly, and he wasn’t sure what to do next.

      “I washed up pretty much. I can empty the dishwasher if you can tell me where sh-stuff goes,” West said.

      “Thank you, but we should have a coffee and talk. It’s been…a long time.” That was an understatement and a half.

      “It has. And I need to know what all is going on here at the ranch. Since my predecessor has gone.”

      “Yeah. He was a…” He pursed his lips. Ron had been a lying fucker, stealing semen and denying it when he’d gotten caught.

      His cowboys had his back, thank God. They’d stayed loyal to him instead of letting Ron have a free pass.

      “That bad, huh? Not just a quitter but a, uh—” West stopped, and he knew it was the kids keeping him from saying “fucker”.

      “Yeah. I—I know that seeing me again probably wasn’t on your bingo card, but the ranch… it needs help.”

      “So do you right now, huh? I’m sorry about their mom, Trey.” West put a hand on his shoulder, just for a second.

      “Yeah. She was a good woman. Really good. One of my best friends.” And he missed her.

      More than that, he wasn’t sure he was cut out for all this. He wasn’t certain it was fair to the kids to saddle them with a guy who was losing his sight as their dad. It was…

      He sighed.

      “Stop. Breathe. I’m not sorry to be here. You know I was made for this sort of work.”

      “Yeah. You are a cowboy, through and through.”

      “I am that.” West’s tone was gently amused, he thought.

      “So, did Mal show you your house and all? Did you just pull up?”

      “I just pulled in. I haven’t seen Mal. I uh—” West paused, glancing Noah’s way, he thought. “I heard.”

      “Ah. Well, it’s good to see you. I’m glad you’re here.” He couldn’t believe this. How had he ended up in this situation?

      “Thanks, man. I’m happy to have the job.”

      “Yeah? Cool.” How awkward and fucking weird was this? “God knows we need someone in the position who is interested and qualified.”

      “Yeah. Mal said you went through two or three in fast succession.” West touched his arm again. “I ain’t here to make trouble.”

      “I did. I need someone who wants to love the land. You know me. I’m not a cowboy. I’m a computer guy with money, but I inherited, and I have babies to leave it to. I will do right by it.” It was the only thing he knew to do.

      Giving it away. Selling it. None of that would work. This was Blanton land, dammit.

      “I know it, hon— Trey. I do. You’ve always said you’d keep it if something happened.”

      He could hear Noah’s spoon hitting the bowl, and he could see Noah eating out of the corner of his eye, but if he looked dead-on, it was all spots. It was maddening.

      The doctor assured him he would get used to it, but every time he did, it got worse. So he just did what he could. Which was starting to feel like less and less, dammit.

      Zoe gave a little cry, and West peeled away. “Let me get her.”

      “I—” Was he supposed to say thank you? He guessed so, but he was so tired, so worn.

      He leaned on the counter, trying not to doze off.

      “Hey!” He started violently when Mal breezed through the back door. “I saw West’s truck.”

      “Hey, Mal. I’m loving on this baby girl.” West’s voice felt like satin against his ear.

      “Well, she’s a lover, huh, Zoe? Hey, you. Hi, Noah.”

      “Hello, Miz Mal.”

      Mal came to hug him. “I thought I would drop in and chat with West.”

      “You could have warned me,” he whispered. This was a bullshit move on her part.

      “I didn’t have time.” She patted his shoulder. “But it will be fine.”

      “God, I hope so.” He felt as if everything was slipping through his fingers.

      “It will. Not easy. But fine.” She kissed his cheek. “Now, let me see that Zoe. I want to kiss her face.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” West said.

      “Mal!” Zoe’s happy cry filled the air. “My Mal!”

      “Hello, sweetpea. How are you today?” Mal danced Zoe about, her boots sliding audibly.

      “Good. Go horsey?”

      “Maybe in a little bit, sure.”

      “Okay.” Zoe beamed.

      Noah coughed.

      “Hi, Noah! I didn’t want to interrupt your brekkie. How’s it going, my dude?”

      “I threw my food this morning, but I’m better now.”

      “Oh, good. Sometimes things get hard, huh?” Mal was just unflappable, and she loved kids.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Did I tell you I was going to have a baby?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Have you met Mr. West?”

      Noah paused, his breath hitching. “Uh-huh.”

      “He’s going to be the foreman. He’s a good guy, okay? Like a really good man.”

      “He’s scary.”

      Trey shook his head. “I promise. I’ve known Mr. West since college. He’s not scary.”

      “He stared at me.”

      “That was because I wasn’t gonna yell at anyone, kiddo.” That was West. “But you were having a bit of a problem.”

      “I was mad.”

      “You were, but it’s better now, yeah?” Trey couldn’t deal with another tantrum yet.

      “Uh-huh. I’m sorry.” Noah had already apologized, but the fact that he did it in front of West and Mal meant something.

      “No worries!” Mal always sounded as if she was about filled to the brim with pure happiness.

      “So.” West’s voice washed over him, that sweet-as-honey baritone so familiar and yet so wildly new now too. “What else do you need before I run off with Mal, Trey?”

      A hug.

      “Nothing. We’re solid. We’re going to watch TV for a while.” They did that a lot.

      He needed a hug and a shot of good whiskey.

      He sure hoped five o’clock would come early tonight.

      Fuck. What the hell was wrong with him?

      Trey chuckled at himself. He knew the answer to that, didn’t he? He was a bullshit owner of a huge ranch, an incapable adoptive father of two children who weren’t his, and he was sitting there with the one that got away because his best friend Mal had what?

      Felt sorry for him?

      “Trey?” A solid, hot hand landed on his shoulder, and he damn near jumped out of his skin. He’d been in his own head—hell, he lived there most of the time, didn’t he?—and he’d forgotten that Mal and West hadn’t left.

      Motherfucker.

      “Sorry. Sorry, did you need something?” He realized all of the sudden that he didn’t know where Zoe was, that he was totally out of sync with things, and he was fixin’ to have a meltdown in the worst way.

      “You want to come sit for a second. You’re awful pale.”

      “Not enough time in the Mexican Riviera, I’m sure,” he teased. “I just need to hire a nanny. Someone to help with the day-to-day sh-stuff.”

      A nanny.

      A housekeeper.

      At least one of the drovers kept the cactus and goatheads out of the yard, so the kids could play out there, right?

      He rolled his eyes at himself, and Mal chuckled sweet and soft.

      “Yeah, I’m not suited to that, and there’s not many women who want to come out here, deal with the solitude and all. You need a manny. Someone who wants to marry you for your big…” She stopped, her voice dropping. “Bank account.”

      “Don’t make me kill you because I could. It could happen.”

      It was kind of an empty threat, though. It was flat-out unfair, but Mallory was unaffected by any threats. And she was convinced all of this was going to work out, given enough time. He just wished he could be as confident.

      “You just need to not worry for a little while. You’re letting yourself get all het up, and for what? That’s not gonna fix anything.”

      “Mal, what did I tell you about using logic? I don’t need this nonsense.” His tone was sharper than he meant it to be.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Look, I’ll get you set up with the kids and the TV. I’m going to show West the house, give him a rundown of everything, and get him started in the office. He’s got to start getting this paperwork done. It’s only reasonable. Then once all that’s done, I’ll come over, get y’all, and we’ll have some lunch together. Fair?”

      It was more than fair, and he knew it. “Yeah, I’m going to have that service see if they can’t set up some kind of a housekeeper situation for me. I’ll work on that while the kids are watching TV.” He could do that.

      Mal clapped him on the arm. “Good deal. You keep it together, cowboy.”

      He wasn’t a cowboy.

      He wasn’t even close. He was a rich dude with money. A big ranch. And eyes that sucked.

      Still. He guessed there had been worse.

      “Don’t worry about me. I got this.” He wasn’t gonna look like an asshole. Not in front of West, not in front of Mal, and he sure as hell was not going to do it in front of his kids. “I’ll see you at lunchtime. We’ll have a chat.”

      They could all have a chat. They’d eat lunch, and he’d hire himself a housekeeper and a nanny.

      He wasn’t going to think about how he was now the boss of the guy who, once upon a time, he’d offered the entire goddamn world to.

      West could have had this.

      All of it.

      No question.

      Trey figured he was supposed to be tickled about that or some such. He should feel like he’d gotten the upper hand. Instead, what he felt was sad and tired.

      Like maybe like God hated him a little bit.

      Like here—you can have this piece of land, this glorious ranch you don’t know how to run. These beautiful kids you’re not going to be able to see grow up. As a bonus, here’s the man you always wanted. Your one and only. Your ride or die. Except that, he’s not your lover, he’s your employee.

      Christ, this wasn’t fair.

      He knew one day he was gonna have to stop thinking that. Today wasn’t that day.

      Not today, Satan.
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      West headed out with Mal to tour the house, his head swimming. Lord have mercy that was… a lot. They’d settled the kids on the big couch with Trey, glued to the TV, which played some relentless kids show, all high voices and bright colors.

      Wow.

      And Trey…

      “This is the guest bathroom. There’s a powder room back by the family room and the kitchen.”

      “Always good to know where the bathrooms are, lady.” He didn’t want to ask all the questions burning him up until they got outside.

      “And maybe you’re dying to ask me everything. So why don’t you just do it? I mean, this is your house. Congratulations, you have three bedrooms, two and a half baths. It’s furnished. It’s better than anything you’re going to get on any other ranch, and we all know it.” Mal’s frustration was obvious in her voice as well, and he knew it had nothing to do with him. Absolutely nothing.

      Lord, she had a ranch of her own to run, a husband, and baby on the way.

      Then she had her best friend here who was⁠—

      Shit.

      Shit.

      West remembered Trey as this stunning man. This tall stud with a swimmer’s body. A halo of damn near white-blond curly hair, and those so-perfect cloud-gray eyes. Trey had always been the epitome of class.

      West could remember wondering how on earth he’d ever been raised by cowboy people.

      Now it was different. Trey was skinny—like skin and bones. The curls had gone wild, and he looked lost, as if he’d been dropped buck naked into the middle of a hurricane.

      Come with me, baby. Please. I’ll give you everything you ever wanted. Just come with me. I’ve got a place in Seattle, an apartment in New York, a villa in Rome. We can see the world. Just come with me.

      Trey had begged. And West had said no.

      No, because he’d wanted to cowboy. He didn’t want to be tied down to someone. He wanted to ride and not have to worry about wearing a tie or wearing a suit or saying the wrong things and losing a million dollars or a billion dollars because he popped off with his mouth to some guy.

      He’d said no because he had been scared.

      And he said no because he was a cowboy.

      He didn’t want to travel the world. He didn’t want to live in Seattle and New York and Rome. He wanted horses and dogs, cattle. A blue sky with nothing to mar the view. He wanted space.

      Christ it hurt. He hurt.

      Not for himself. He had what he wanted.

      But Trey hadn’t done anything wrong, hadn’t done anything to deserve this, and god damn it, he got it. West wanted to fix it. And he couldn’t.

      But he could help.

      “So what the hell happened? Why is he here?”

      That was the big question as far as West was concerned. What had happened to Trey’s company? Why was he back here in Colorado? Last time he had heard Trey was all West Coast all the way, unless he was in freaking Europe.

      Mal shrugged and went to the fridge. The kitchen was simple, but clean, done in slab of tan stone. She came back with a beer and a bottle of ginger ale. “You want to sit on the sofa or on the back porch?”

      “Are you kidding?” He went to the French doors leading out of the front room, loving the little patio with the ancient patio table and a pair of sturdy wood chairs with wildly colored paisley cushions on the seats. From here West could see the barns, the outbuildings, and the cowboy bunkhouse, as well as the paddocks. Best of all, there were the Rockies, just welcoming him like an old friend.

      They both settled, smiling at each other, because Mal got it. This was her place in the world too. Trey was lucky to have her as a neighbor and a friend.

      “So, where to start… He came home four years ago, give or take. His grandpa had just died, and Granny was the only one who was left. She tried, but she couldn’t handle the cowboys, and he was already starting to have trouble with his eyes. Not as bad, of course, but he knew it wasn’t great. He came in to help her, and they were holding on, getting things done when she died.”

      “What happened?”

      Mal took a long swig from her bottle. “She had a terrible heart attack. Trey stayed in the hospital with her, never left her side. I swear to you, and I can because I was there, her heart stopped, he stood up, and he had a stroke. The hemorrhages started in his eyes, and it just went to hell from there. And then? Not two months later? Kait got cancer.”

      “Okay… Were they?” Surely not, but maybe… He could see Trey willing to find comfort where he could, and it wasn’t like he seemed to be close with any of the cowboys, but what did he know?

      Her eyes went wide as saucers. “Where they what? Fucking? Are you kidding? Do you do know Trey, right? He is like the single gayest guy in the history of gay guys.”

      West could totally tell that the only gay men Mal had ever met were Western. “Well, it had to be asked.”

      “No, it really didn’t.” She shook her head at him. “For fuck’s sake, man. At any rate, she got sick—and I tell you what, that cancer moved through her like a long, black train, and it took everything. But Trey paid for all the bills, moved her into the big house, took care of her when the nurse wasn’t there, took care of the kids. She asked him if he’d take the kids if she didn’t make it, and he couldn’t say no. We told him we weren’t sure it was a good idea.” She held his gaze, so serious. “We told him that he had to remember his eyes aren’t ever going to get better. They’re only going to get worse. But he wasn’t going to give up the ranch or the kids, not for love or money. And he, you know how he is, he just got stubborn on us. And so here we are. Blind ranch owner with kids.”

      “Okay. Wow. I don’t even have a thing to say. But what happened to his business?”

      “He sold it.”

      “He sold?” No. No fucking way. Trey loved inventing computer stuff. It made him happy as a pig in shit.

      She nodded to him. “I know, right? When he came out here, he said he’d decided that he didn’t want to do that particular thing anymore. Whatever it was. I don’t think it was— I don’t think it was because of the ranch. I think it was because the business was going fine on its own, and he was just going to find something else to do. You know how Trey is. He likes to have lots of irons in the fire, and the big business was just, well, that was it. He was done playing with those toys; he reckoned he’d just give them up and make more. The son of a bitch has made enough money to live on until he dies, for Christ’s sake. And add that to the money that he inherited from his folks as well as the money and the ranch he inherited from his grandparents and…”

      Yeah. That was a shitload of cash, and he’d bet that Trey would give it up for a set of good eyes. “I know. He’s not hurting on that front. Well, he’s got kids to raise now, and I’m gonna help him with the ranch. How bad is it?”

      “It’s leaking money like a sieve, but that’s just because it hasn’t been well-managed, not for at least a year.” She shook her head and rolled her eyes. “It’ll take you six months, maybe not even that, for you to get everything back into shape. If you ask me, you’re going to end up having to fire a couple of cowboys, and of course, that means you’re going to have to hire a couple. You’ve got a few that are super solid that just don’t want to be foreman. They just want to cowboy, and they’re going to be the ones you’re gonna want to lean on here at the beginning.” She settled back into her chair, warming to this topic that was so much easier than talking about Trey. “You’ve got a solid livestock situation here—you’re running Beefmasters, Charolais, and Simmental. You’ve got some BLM land. You’ve got a couple of decent horses. Although, you’re kind of weak in that area, I think, but then, you know, horses are my job. There’s chickens, and a couple of milk cows. You’d have to look at your information on what you were supposed to be doing with that BLM land. I’m not sure, and I guarantee you Trey doesn’t know. You know, I really think it’s doable.”

      “Where are we on the hay front?”

      “There’s a hundred acres, and if I were you, I’d get those bastards out there bailing now. So that you get a second round of red rye.”

      “Rock on.” West could feel this frisson of excitement building up inside him. Sure, he was here for Trey, and yeah, he was gonna help with those babies, but this is what he wanted, the chance to prove himself on a spread big enough to rival some of the Texas ranches. He could make this a going thing, and the chance was too big not to grab with both hands.

      “You got that look, cowboy.”

      He grinned over at her, raising his beer to toast. “I reckon I do. I can’t wait to get my hands dirty here.”
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