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        For Brittney.

        We’ve been through many adventures and withstood so many life changes.

        Through it all, you’ve always been there for me without judgement.

        Thank you for your wonderful friendship.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryan

      

      “You’re kidding, right?” I stare at Dane, frustration building as he gives me his “are you an idiot?” look, as though the bomb he’s just dropped on me is an every day occurrence.

      “You knew this was coming!” His tone is calm, despite the frustrated look on his face.

      “How could you do that without consulting me first? We weren’t through discussing the job description and necessary credentials for the position. I can’t believe you went ahead and made this decision without me.” I glare at my little brother. Completely unfazed by my outburst, he tilts back in my chair, his eyes tracking me as I pace in front of my desk, irritation making my feet move.

      It was such a pleasant morning too, until he came sauntering in with his “good news.” Things at the house have been picking up speed again and I woke up to a morning blow job that made letting the chick from last night stay over worthwhile. Dane’s sigh of utter exasperation interrupts the memory, drawing my attention back to the conversation I just want to end.

      “Ryan, I tried. You’re the one who chose not to be a part of the hiring process, to drag out or cancel meetings we’d planned to discuss hiring someone. We sat down as a family and discussed this, agreed it was the best decision for the business. You were taking too long to come up with your ‘criteria,’ so I went ahead because I know you well enough to know the qualifications you want in a partner. You’re out of commission for ten weeks, and that’s only if you do as you’re told. Ten weeks is too long for your clients to wait for their horses’ hooves to be trimmed.” Dane’s lips pull back into a firm line as he straightens, his posture brokering no room for argument. “You bring in thirty-five percent of this ranch’s income. We can’t afford to lose that, especially in this economy.”

      “My clients. Not yours. Mine. You shouldn’t have made this decision behind my back,” I holler, slamming my left hand onto the counter, ignoring his very valid point.

      I had assumed, wrongly apparently, that if I put it off they would drop the subject and let me deal with my time off the way I wanted—to have a few of my farrier contacts take on my clients while I’m out of commission. It never crossed my mind that Dane would go ahead and hire someone without my input.

      “Behind your back? You can’t be serious! I’ve been waiting for you to come around, this wasn’t some random thought, this is a serious decision that needed to be dealt with immediately. You refused to, so as the family appointed operations manager of the ranch, I took it upon myself. I invited you to all the interviews. You made the choice not to be involved, no one else. This is on you. Reese has ten years of experience as a farrier. We didn’t hire someone who is fresh out of shoeing school. Ten years. That’s two years longer than you.” Dane’s voice is exasperated, his brow creasing as he gestures wildly at me. “We can’t risk losing clients, and we definitely can’t sacrifice the money that continuing to serve those clients will bring in.”

      I know what he’s saying makes sense, but I built my business from scratch, my reputation in this community is the result of painstaking work, long hours, and a dedication to improving my craft, including staying on top of new research that comes out and exploring whether it’s something I want to incorporate into my practice. The idea of anyone else coming in with their own ideas and trying to take advantage of the fact I’m out of commission, it’s too much for me to handle.

      “Just remember, I’m still the boss. This guy needs to do things my way. I also reserve the right to fire him should he not work out.” I’m firm on this point, the rational part of my brain knows Dane would never hire anyone he thought would compromise our name and business, but that part of me isn’t louder than the side that hates the idea of sharing my space and my clients.

      He coughs, and if I didn’t know better I would think he’s coughing to cover a laugh, odd considering he’s about ready to rip my head off.

      “Reese is under contract for three months, in that time I expect you to be fair and reasonable. Give this a chance, Ryan.” He gives me a pointed look.

      Rolling my eyes, I move to cross my arms, muttering a curse when my bulky cast gets in the way. “He has the job, that’s his chance. He needs to earn my respect as well as my clients.”

      “You’re going to give this a chance. I’m serious. Don’t make me bring Mom and Dad into this. Reese is coming Sunday afternoon to tour the shop to prepare for Monday.” He continues to speak, but I’m not even listening. I have a few days to adjust to the idea that someone is coming in and becoming the face of my business.

      It’s been on the table for a while to hire an associate farrier, but my siblings have allowed me to delay, saying we didn’t need to add anything to our plate. Especially since Dane and Emma are planning a wedding and Lia’s going to be off soon to rest during the remainder of her pregnancy and for three months afterward.

      Now this damn arm has brought on the inevitable and I can’t even do it my way.

      Dane shouting my name draws my attention back to him. “Do I need to be there to make sure you behave?” His damn smirk is back, causing my face to fall into a glower.

      Glaring at him, I don’t bother to give him a response and just point at my door. He shoves up from my desk and leaves, his laughter taunting me. “This is going to be good for all of us, you may as well get over your tantrum now, it will make life easier.” His taunt trails off as the door closes with a bang. Narrowing my eyes, I glare at the space he just left behind. Why do I get the feeling he’s keeping something from me?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sunday morning is spent cleaning my already spotless shop. It’s never been this clean or as organized. Well, maybe it was when I first set it up, but I’m sure that lasted only a day or two. The rectangular room usually has at least a little dirt on the ground from my boots, or some tools scattered throughout. Maybe a new box of horseshoes.

      My desk is never tidy, there’s always something covering it, even if it’s the week’s invoices and accounting sheet filled out and ready for Dane. Since I couldn’t do anything else, I finally incorporated a filing system, something I’d been avoiding but no longer had any reason to ignore. I also transitioned my billing to strictly electronic versus paper. All this time spent in the office and not out with my horses has made me a crabby bastard.

      Ever since the doctor told me I couldn’t work for at least two months, I’ve felt trapped and the only thing I could do to cope was clean. Now, it’s too spotless. I like a tidy workspace, but this is a little overdone. It’s a constant reminder that I’m not working, a reminder that I’m essentially useless to my family business. Kicking my desk, I curse.

      People need to learn to communicate. That damn horse knew exactly what he was doing when he kicked me, and they knew he would do it, the lack of surprise on their faces when it happened was all the evidence I needed. A few words of warning would’ve been enough to prevent this broken arm. I’m more than willing to work with a tough horse—holding their hoof in a different way or working through their anxiety—but the owners didn’t want to pay me my hazard fee. That level of disregard for my safety is now costing my family significantly more than the hundred-dollar charge for working with potentially dangerous horses.

      I circle the room for the tenth time as I wait until this Reese dude my brother hired shows up, and all it’s doing is putting me in a foul mood. Which doesn’t bode well for my professionalism. We’re a good-natured family, typically, but I can’t seem to shake this cloud hanging over me. My work is my life and being unable to contribute is wrecking me. My siblings have been avoiding me, aside from the mandatory breakfast Lia has imposed, and I can’t say I blame them. I’m a miserable ass right now. I don’t even like being in my own company.

      Sunlight streams in when the door opens, the silhouette of a woman fills the frame. The light shining in from behind her highlights her curves and creates almost a halo around the top of her head. Turning, I watch with interest as she pauses, clearly taking stock of the space I’m so proud of.

      “I’m sorry, we’re closed today, but I could schedule you in. We’re not booking for a couple weeks though.” My voice is friendly as my lips curl into a grin. Tucking my good hand in my pocket, I plant myself on the edge of my desk. It’s not often I have a walk-in client, especially on a Sunday.

      She shuts the door, so I can finally view her clearly, her expression is friendly as she strides toward me with her hand out. She’s cute, with wavy auburn hair and beautiful hazel eyes. My grin turns into a smirk as I check her out. The form-fitting jeans she’s wearing accentuate mouth-watering curves, a plaid button up is tied at her waist and as she walks, I catch glimpses of a smooth stomach and perfect belly button. My lips quirk even more after my quick assessment, maybe she can brighten my mood. Her eyes scan me with the familiar hint of feminine interest, her cheeks flushing a little when my smirk becomes a full-on grin. I know the look in her eyes, I see it regularly before I bring a woman home. I wonder if we’d have enough time for a quick tryst before Reese shows up. My office has a decent amount of surface area we could—

      “Hi, I’m Reese. I’m your new associate farrier.” She gives me a friendly smile, the heated interest gone so fast I wonder if I imagined it. My grin falls as I stare at her before glancing down to her extended hand. I can feel my forehead crease and I’m positive I look completely bewildered.

      “You’re Reese?” My voice is incredulous, and I still haven’t taken her hand. Locking eyes with her, I frown in denial. “That’s impossible.”

      Her hand remains steady, the friendly smile holding firm. She’s not wavering under my scowl. “I assure you, it’s not impossible. I didn’t bring my birth certificate, but I can show you my driver’s license if you need confirmation. Dane let me know you were unavailable for my interview, but when I was hired, he said he’d let you know I was coming today and that he would apprise you to my qualifications. I have ten years of experience as a farrier, two of which were spent apprenticing with Roy Gardner, and the last eight on my own. Dane has my resume, but I have another copy in my truck if you need it.”

      Her hand stays put the entire time she talks, her voice steady and confident as she waits for me to accept her gesture, but my mind is spinning out of control. Why didn’t Dane tell me Reese is a woman? I called her a guy several times, giving him plenty of time to correct me. Pursing my lips, it dawns on me that he omitted that piece of information on purpose, his smirk finally makes sense. He’s going to pay for this.

      I don’t doubt she’s skilled, but I try to limit my time spent with members of the opposite sex to my family members, clients, and the occasional one-night stand. It’s not that I’m incapable of being around women, I’m not a jackass—most of the time—it’s that I prefer to choose when and where I incorporate people into my life, and work is not that place.

      I’ve always loved how solitary my job is, the quiet of my workshop, and now I’m obligated to share it with someone. I don’t want to be stereotypical, but I find women tend to want to talk more, fill the silence which means letting them into your circle. That scares me, the last time I let a woman get close to me, she broke my heart.

      Slowly, I reach my hand out and grasp hers, scowling even harder when my body reacts with eagerness to her touch. Her skin is smooth and silky soft, missing the scrapes and cuts that cover my skin, telling me it’s been a while since she’s worked. Her handshake is firm, strong, which at least fills me with hope that she has the strength for this job.

      “Roy, huh?” I have a lot of respect for Roy, so I make a mental note to call him after this joke of a tour is over. Her hand is small, mine envelops it, and as she draws it away, I feel the need to flex out my fingers, the smooth texture of her skin imprinting on mine. When was the last time I held a woman’s hand in mine? I can’t even remember, it’s been so long.

      “Yes, two years. He typically only keeps students on for one year, but he hired me as an assistant for the second.” Her voice is full of pride, and when she smiles it’s full of affection for the old man. He’s not really that old, I just like to tease him, but he is one of the top farriers in North America. He tours around to different training programs and offers prestigious apprenticing opportunities, taking no more than three apprentices a year.

      “I see. Well, since Dane went out of his way to hire you and plan this tour, let’s get started.” She doesn’t react to my less than thrilled tone, which irks me. I want her to quit, back away and exit my shop. I was already against this idea to start with, but there is something about her that makes me even more resistant. Something in her smile and a twinge in my stomach when those hazel eyes meet my gaze. When she looks at me, her expression shifts to one I can only describe as analytical, there’s something in the depth of her gaze that makes me feel exposed.

      “This is my shop, I don’t tend to stray from here often. Everything is organized exactly as I want it. I’m strict about putting tools and supplies back precisely where they were found as I’ve spent years trying to arrange everything in the most convenient and useful way possible. I’m assuming you have your own tools.” I grunt in response to her nod. “Dane requested I clear a spot for you, so it’s over there.” Gesturing to a small cabinet in the back corner, I wait on an impatient sigh when she goes to check it out, once again without responding to my rudeness. It doesn’t take her long before she’s turning back toward me, her expression carefully neutral.

      “Let’s get on with it then.” I don’t ask if it’s sufficient, I know she can make it work. Leading her outside, I point to Lia’s clinic. “My sister, Lia, runs Hyatt Equine Therapy out of there. She does massage, chiropractic, and rehabilitation.”

      Reese walks beside me, taking in everything without a word. Glancing at her from the corner of my eye, I can’t help but take in more of her features. I was wrong when I first saw her; she’s not cute, she’s stunning.

      This is going to suck ass. I don’t work well with anyone but my family, hence starting my business as a farrier. I’m my own boss and the only people I deal with are my clients. It’s easy to put on a smile for them, but I hate fakeness and refuse to put on a charade for anyone else. Hopefully she has tough skin because I don’t sugarcoat anything.

      Leading her through the barn which houses six stalls, a tie stall, a tack room, a wash stall, a small arena, and a pool, we exit the facility to the back where the pens are. Lia currently has six horses staying for rehabilitation, they’re all in their own corrals that are set to their individual needs.

      One of the horses pops his head over the fence as we pass, blowing out a happy sigh when I scratch his neck.

      “Most of this space is part of Lia’s program. On occasion we work together rehabilitating a horse with laminitis or other issues that I can help with, but typically I stay out of her way. She has a student coming to learn, Nella. Lia has offered her a full-time position which will begin in August, so she doesn’t need me much anymore. Nella, her daughter, and her sister are moving into the house down the road there.”

      We head back inside, Reese standing as I sit in my chair and lean back, eyeing her warily. I guess I should have brought one in here for her, but I didn’t think of it. I add that to my list of things to do once she leaves.

      She still hasn’t said much except the odd soft hum as she takes in our facility. It’s state of the art and I can tell she wishes I would have let her check things out more closely. It’s too bad for her that she’s caught in the crosshairs of a family disagreement. They don’t happen often, but then again, Dane doesn’t often try to impose his “business sense” on my side of the family business.

      “I need you to fill out some forms, including some amendments to the initial contract you signed with Dane. I believe you’ve discussed the changes with him, but we can go over them again if you like. Once the rest of the paperwork is filled out we’ll go over our schedule for the week. I’m going to be blunt because honesty is the best policy, you were hired against my will. My clients expect a specific level of work, and my business is tied to my family business and the Hyatt name. I will not tolerate inadequate workmanship.”

      Tilting back in my chair, I watch as she narrows her eyes slightly, her nostrils flaring. This is the first time I’ve seen a physical reaction to my unpleasant attitude. She pulls her shoulders back and fixes me with a serious look, her eyes blazing. I’d be lying if I said my cock didn’t harden at the sight, the slight flush on her cheeks similar to the flush I imagine she’d get if she were one of my hookups.

      “Mister Hyatt, I’ve been in this business since I was twenty-four years old. I’m used to the attitude that because I’m a woman I can’t do this job as well as my male colleagues, but I assure you that I work hard and provide a quality service. I have no doubt that I will be a positive representative for you and your family.” Her tone is firm, but polite as she puts me in my place. Her manner professional and completely understandable given my attitude. Sadly, she seems to have thick skin when it comes to dealing with assholes, because that’s what I’m being, and her response wouldn’t warrant me firing her. I was hoping with that red hair of hers maybe she would have the temper to match.

      Her words rankle me though, I don’t give a flying rat’s ass that she’s a woman. I would be treating a man that walked in here the same way. Granted, the fact that she’s a woman is inconvenient, but only because my cock has been semi-erect since I first saw her, a troublesome side effect to the fact that my body finds her incredibly attractive. Combining that with the fact that she seems to have a take-no-shit attitude, and I can tell if I let myself I would probably like her.

      “You think I’m angry that Dane hired a woman?” Laughing harshly, I shove my chair back as I stand, ignoring it when it tips over. Pressing the palm of my good arm onto the surface of my desk, I lean forward and hold her gaze. “I couldn’t care less if you’re a man, woman, or purple alien. What I care about is having to surrender MY clients and MY business over to someone while I deal with this.” I lift my broken arm.

      Her eyes drop to the white cast covered in doodles that Lia’s assistant’s daughter drew all over it, her lips twitching as she fights a smirk.

      “I like to work alone, if I didn’t I would’ve hired someone two years ago, the moment I had to turn away my first client. I don’t like to relinquish control and the idea of handing you my entire client roster is something I can’t even think about right now. So, fill out the paperwork and don’t categorize me with sexist assholes who feel threatened by a beautiful woman.”

      Sliding the folder across the table, I slam a pen down on top of it, bend to right the chair and walk away so she can sit down at my desk if she wants.

      My phone is in my hand before she takes a seat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Why didn’t you tell me Reese is a woman?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dane: Does it matter?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Not in the I care either way sense, but a little forewarning would’ve been nice. I’m still against this idea. I think I can still work, I just have to be careful.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dane: You’re kidding, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: No… But I suppose I can deal until my arm is healed.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dane: Dude, we’ve hired her permanently, I told you that. Her three-month contract has a permanency clause. If she gets through probation, she’s here for good. You’re turning clients away, this way we don’t have to… didn’t you listen to a word I said when we discussed this? Or, you know, read the contract I forwarded to you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Staring at his text, I glance over at Reese who’s bent over the paperwork, her lips moving slightly as she reads. Her dark auburn hair falls over one of her shoulders, the soft waves a little unruly, like she was running her hands through them. Her hair shines in the muted light; the silky looking strands would look beautiful wrapped around my fist. Shutting down the fantasy, I widen my stance and focus back on my phone, dialling Dane.

      “Ryan.” His voice is resigned.

      “I thought you were going to hire someone on a contract basis, and then decide to offer a permanent position if the person worked out. I may not be completely on board with this, but I do remember that.” I fight to keep my voice low, glancing over to where she’s still reading. I’m impressed she’s taking the time, so many people sign things without understanding what exactly they’re agreeing to.

      He sighs and I can picture him scrubbing his hand over his face, those creases in his forehead becoming more pronounced the more annoyed he gets with me. “Reese is contracted for the three months, but we made sure she knew that the opportunity is there for something permanent. That’s the only way we could get her. That and offer her Lia’s apartment in the clinic.”

      Hanging up on my brother, I squeeze the phone until my knuckles turn white.

      How did I forget that part? The ruckus over the past week as they added an exterior door to the apartment has been infuriating. A constant reminder that I had someone not only invading my business, but my home as well.

      And, now that I think of it, why would someone with ten years of experience want to work under someone else rather than maintaining their own business? Especially when I do have two years less experience than she does.

      I hear her clear her throat, so I return to my desk and glance over her paperwork.

      Just as she took the time to read her contract, I take the time to read her answers, taking the opportunity to learn a little more about her. She’s thirty-four, five years older than me. Her previous employment was her own business. And she didn’t list an emergency contact.

      So many questions arise from just her employee information sheet.

      “We need an emergency contact.” I hand her the paper, ignoring the rush through my veins when her fingers brush mine.

      She scrawls down a name and phone number.

      “I didn’t see the point; my parents live five hours away.” She hands it back, clicking the pen shut.

      Ignoring that comment, I open my schedule and she copies down the appointments I booked after Dane told me we hired someone.

      Once we’re done, I shove the book back into my desk. I have them saved in my computer, but I like to have a paper copy as well, just in case.

      I walk her out, locking the door behind us. When she reaches her truck and trailer, she turns to face me, her lips pulled back in that same friendly but indifferent smile she’s been wearing all day. It irritates me.

      “Dane said you would show me where the apartment is.” She adjusts the hem of her shirt, looking up at me with the first hint of apprehension I’ve seen since she walked in.

      Of course, he did.

      Sighing, I turn on the heel of my boot and gesture for Reese to follow me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Reese

      

      Ryan strides past me without a word and no attempt to hide his expression of annoyance. He could’ve saved himself the task had he shown me the apartment on the tour, but I’m positive he forgot that I was moving in.

      My eyes drop to his ass as he takes long strides past Lia’s clinic. He has a great ass, his Wrangler jeans accentuating how firm it is. I’m as ass kind of woman, hence why I’ve always been drawn to cowboys because they almost always have nice butts.

      Flushing, I tear my eyes away. I shouldn’t be checking out my boss. With the smirk on his face when I first walked in the door, I know he’s probably a womanizer. I’ve seen that smirk before. I married a man with that same smirk and it landed me in a load of trouble.
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