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“BE RIGHT THERE, D-MAN.” Frank Wembly paused before slamming the receiver into the cradle, giving Derek time to hang up first. No point in letting the boss know you’re not happy to be called in on your day off. At zero five hundred.

Five minutes later, he was dressed. Fifteen minutes later, he swung his pickup down the approach road to the Triple-D Ranch. Two minutes later, he parked by the ranch house backdoor, strode through the mudroom into the kitchen. The aroma of coffee helped his mood—a little.

Tim Halloran, one of the other ranch hands, leaned against the kitchen counter, sipping coffee from a stainless steel travel mug.

Frank filled one for himself. After that first restorative sip, he found his voice. “Where’s everybody?”

“Loading the horses. Glad you came in. D-Man doesn’t need more trouble,” Tim added in a rare show of seriousness.

“You don’t say no to the boss,” Frank said. Especially when the ranch’s budget sheets, although Derek would never admit it, straddled a fine line between the red and the black.

“You didn’t leave some sweet nubile delight behind, did you?” Tim grinned and lifted his coffee.

As if. There was the wisecracking cowboy Frank knew. He ignored the dig and screwed the lid on his mug. “We should get moving.”

They made their way to the barn, where the horse trailer was hitched to the ranch’s F-350 pickup. Derek’s gloved hands tapped a staccato on the steering wheel. Frank climbed into the backseat along with Tim. Bryce Barret, the other ranch hand, secured the tailgate on the trailer and hoisted himself into the shotgun seat. Frank slouched against the door and finished his coffee.

When they arrived at the far north pasture, Frank helped Bryce unload the horses. “D-Man didn’t give me many details when he called.” No need to mention the boss’s call had yanked Frank out of a much-needed deep sleep cycle and half his words hadn’t registered.

“Fencing down,” Bryce said. “Cattle going walkabout.”

Bryce saved his lengthy conversations for the animals. Damned if Frank didn’t swear they understood. He wouldn’t be surprised if one of them talked back one day.

Derek swung out of the cab and joined them. “Order of business. First priority, we find the strays, bring them back. Frank, put your tracking skills to use and see if you can figure out where the herd got off to. Sheriff’s office called early this morning. A man reported a couple of cows alongside the county road, a couple more roaming down the middle. Said he almost hit one, but he couldn’t pinpoint his location. He wasn’t from around here if he didn’t know enough to check mile markers.”

“Time to do your magic, Sherlock,” Tim said, using Frank’s handle from their Army Ranger days.

Frank glared at him. Tracking wasn’t magic. It boiled down to observation, experience, and common sense.

Bryce led Shadow and Pumpkin out of the trailer and chatted with them while Frank headed to see what kind of a trail he could pick up. It hadn’t rained in over a week. The land around the pastures was lined with aspen and pine trees interspersed with granite boulders. “Did whoever reported the cattle say which way they were going? Might save time.”

“East,” Derek said.

Frank scanned the pasture. To his recollection, they were grazing fifty-two head in here this rotation. Steers and heifers. Not ready for market, which was good, but if they had to be replaced, it would set the ranch back a hefty sum. Unusual for all fifty-two to have wandered off. Although cattle were herd animals, in the pre-dawn hours, most should have been asleep, and a few meandering away shouldn’t have initiated all of them following. Derek knew this. He’d been raised on the Triple-D.

Frank strode to a spot where the earth appeared churned up, crouched for a closer look. Damn sage was blooming, and he sneezed. Multiple times. In his early-morning haste, he’d forgotten his allergy meds.

Derek crouched beside him. “This where they left, Sherlock?”

Frank pointed at obvious hoofprints. “My guess is yes, but like you said, it’s more important to find them than study the site. This will still be here when we get back.”

“Need to know where to start looking,” Derek said. “If they headed for the trees, they could have split up and gone anywhere.”

“Or someone took them,” Frank said.

Derek snorted. “Cattle rustling’s a crime.”

Frank stood. “I’m not seeing evidence someone drove a cattle truck in here. Or any large vehicle, for that matter. Someone driving a herd along the road, even a rural county road, it’ll get noticed. Locals will know something’s wrong. All your land is on this side of the roadways. No need to move them out there.”

“Those were my thoughts,” Derek said. “Needed corroboration.”

“We’re wasting time.” Frank pointed to his left. “My money says that’s the way they went. Straightest line to the road to where whoever called the sheriff said he’d seen them. From what he said, he saw four. There’s more than forty others to find.”

They walked to the trailer where Bryce had their horses ready and mounted up. Zephyr, Derek’s black steed, snorted and stomped as if to complain about being kept waiting.

Frank patted Pumpkin’s neck, keeping his voice low. “Sorry you have to work today. I know you were looking forward to your day off.” As was Frank, but he didn’t need Derek to overhear.

“I was going to saddle Elmer,” Bryce said, “but he’s been favoring his right foreleg.”

“Not a problem,” Frank said, patting his horse’s neck again. “Given the terrain, it’s not going to be a rigorous ride.”

“You take point, Sherlock,” Derek said. “Eyes open, everyone.”

Frank clucked and urged Pumpkin forward. That many animals shouldn’t be too hard to spot. His fear was that because of the trees, they’d scattered in different directions and gathering them would be their biggest challenge.

Other than figuring out how they’d gotten loose. If they’d moseyed out on their own, the tracks should be more distinct. Someone had spooked them. Who’d have it in for Derek?

~~
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KIERA O’LEARY CRANKED up the volume in her car and belted along with “Bohemian Rhapsody”. Ten more days of vacation time, and then a new career—she hoped. A new life without Sleazeball Stu Thurman. Of course, her boss didn’t know he was out of the picture yet. She hadn’t told him she wouldn’t be coming back from vacation.

If Stu thought sleeping her way to a promotion was something she’d even consider, he could think again. If he wanted to cause trouble? She had copies of emails, records of phone calls. She gave an involuntary glance toward the glove box, where she’d stashed the printouts.

If she was going to get the sunrise pictures she wanted, she’d have to hurry. She pushed her Lexus as fast as she dared, enjoying the open mountain road. No traffic at this hour. Nothing but nature. Singing, composing shots in her mind, she navigated a series of S turns and was late to notice an obstruction in the middle of the road.

Things played out in slow motion.

A cow?

Kiera stomped on the brakes. Hit the horn. Yanked at the wheel. Tried to swerve around the animal.

Almost made it. Almost wasn’t good enough. The impact deployed the airbags.

Stunned, she waited until her faculties returned, coughing against the powder that filled her car. Was she hurt? Short answer, yes. Everything hurt. She reached for the rearview to assess the damage. Pain shot through her wrist. Switching hands, she adjusted the mirror. A trickle of blood dripped from her forehead.

She took a deep breath—another mistake. Pain stabbed her chest.

What had happened?

The memory returned. A cow. Where was it? She definitely hadn’t imagined it. An imaginary cow wouldn’t set off her airbags.

First things first. Get her car out of the road. Regroup. She ignored the pain. She’d probably feel worse tomorrow. She wiggled her fingers, moved her wrist. They hurt, but weren’t broken, right? She tested her ankles. Fine. Same with her knees. All functioning.

The ignition was off. She pressed the starter. Nothing.

At her father’s insistence when she’d first gotten her driver’s license, she carried a roadside emergency kit. She reached for the trunk latch, popped it open. As she got out of the car, she noticed the cow lying in the middle of the road. Ohmigod. Had she killed it?

This day wasn’t going the way it had started.

She took out the first aid kit and dabbed at the blood on her forehead. That seemed to take care of it. She turned on the car’s hazard lights, then hobbled around the car and set the emergency triangle warnings and flares. One behind, one in front of the car. Should she mark the cow, too?

It was struggling to get up now but seemed unable to do so. Instead, it was bellowing. Constantly.

Time to make a 911 call.

She eased herself into the driver’s seat and took the phone from the console. After explaining to the dispatcher what had happened, and giving the best estimate of her location, including the color of the cow’s ear tag—red—Kiera made her way around the car for a closer look. The left front fender was bent into the tire. Which sported a nice gash. She wasn’t going anywhere. Not without a tow.

She punched in the number for roadside assistance, told them where she was.

“We should have a truck there in an hour,” the dispatcher said, not apologizing for the lengthy wait. Kiera shoved the phone into her purse.

Could she salvage anything from this morning? She was stranded until help arrived. The sunrise had turned the scattered clouds a brilliant pink against the rich blue. A perfect shot, one to add to her portfolio. With a sigh, using her good hand, she dragged her camera bag from under the remains of the airbag on the passenger side and grabbed her camera. Colorado Mountain Sunrise, she’d call it.

She’d better take pictures of the cow, too. She might need them for insurance purposes. And the car. Would the owner of the cow pay for the damages to her Lexus? Or would she owe him for the cow? How much was a cow worth? Not as much as a Lexus, she was pretty sure.

Sunrise first. The colors would change within minutes. The car and the cow weren’t going anywhere. She looped the strap around her neck, bracing her elbow into her ribcage to help support the camera—ouch—and peered at the viewscreen, composing her shots.

Sky, clouds, trees, and a mountain skyline. A palette extending through cotton candy to fuchsia along with a broad range of oranges against a powder-blue backdrop.

Wait. Was something moving in the distance? She zoomed in, trying to bring whatever it was into focus. Another cow? Or a bear looking for breakfast? She’d read they could smell food from miles away. And that they could run really fast.

Dizzy, Kiera climbed into her car and locked the doors.
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FRANK FOLLOWED THE trampled grass. The initial frenzy of the cattle had subsided and picking out individual hoofprints was easier. He suspected most of the animals would be grazing their way along this winding, narrow valley to the road. His skills weren’t needed, but he assumed Derek would rather have him here as a precaution. Plus, rounding up fifty-two strays called for all hands on deck.

That being the case, why hadn’t Derek called in his temps? Money, most likely. Frank raised a hand, bringing everyone to a halt.

“You have something, Sherlock?” Tim said. “Something the rest of us mere mortals can’t see?”

“Doesn’t matter whether you can see it or not,” Frank said. “Looks like the herd separated into two groups. Those tracks are heading north. These—” he pointed— “are headed toward the road. What I can’t tell is how many went each way.”

Derek spoke up. “Bryce, you and Tim take the northern route. Frank and I will head to the road. Keep in touch.” He displayed his cell phone.

“Roger that, D-Man,” Tim said. He and Bryce trotted off.

The sky glowed pink, and they’d have plenty of daylight within half an hour. Derek’s cell rang.

“Derek Cooper.”

While Derek listened to whoever was calling, Frank fished an allergy pill from his supply in his saddlebag and washed it down with the bottle of water he kept there as well. He dismounted for a closer look at the tracks.

After a moment, Derek said, “That was Cecily. She took a call from a woman who’d hit a cow near mile marker twelve. Ear tag says it’s one of ours.”

Cecily, Derek’s sister, was a dispatcher for the sheriff’s office. Frank remounted. “Anything about the condition of the cow?”

“Alive. And not happy.” Derek urged Zephyr into an easy lope. “Let Bryce know.”

Frank punched in Bryce’s number and relayed what little he knew. “If nothing else, you should be able to calm it down.”

Frank kicked Pumpkin and matched Derek’s pace. Anything faster would be too risky in this terrain, but the tree-lined valley had fewer obstructions than the ground they’d traversed to this point. They rounded a bend, and the road came into view. Derek signaled a stop at the top of a rise. He tugged a pair of binoculars from his saddlebag and scanned the area.

Derek pointed to the left. “Over that way. Red Lexus sedan. Can’t see the cow. Might have already wandered off. Or it’s obscured by the vehicle.”

Obscured. Not hidden. Vehicle. Not car. Derek was using his ten-dollar words, which meant he was upset. Couldn’t blame him. Frank turned at the sound of hoofbeats. Bryce and Shadow were catching up, a little faster than necessary. To Bryce, faster than necessary was the norm when it came to an animal in distress. Bryce slowed Shadow to a trot, and Derek and Frank joined him.

“Spot any of our herd?” Derek asked Bryce.

“Eight so far. Tim’s gathering.”

No easy task, solo. “You think there are more?” Frank asked.

“Hard to tell. You want Tim to take those back?”

“I can help him,” Frank said. “At least we’ll know eight of our wanderers are home.”

“Hang on.” Derek pointed toward the road where a cattle truck approached.

“You think those are the rustlers coming for our animals?” Bryce’s tone held an edge of anger. Whether for the would-be rustlers or the injured cow, Frank couldn’t tell.

“No way,” Frank said. “If anyone had been herding those animals, there would have been clear evidence. I found no horse prints. Or ATV tire tracks.”

“Let’s go,” Derek said.

As they worked their way down the rise to the edge of the road, a group of men on horseback advanced along the shoulder. Pushing cattle.

“What the—” Derek said.

One of the horses looked all too familiar. Buck. One of the Triple-D Ranch’s string. As the distance closed and the daylight brightened, it became clear the rider was no man.

“Cecily.” Derek’s shout was a mixture of pleasure and irritation. “What’s going on?”

Smiling, she trotted over. “What? You had a problem. We came to help.”

As the riders moved the cattle toward the truck, Frank recognized two neighboring ranchers, Phil Randall and Rusty Dosela, along with several of their hands. Derek moved closer, where Frank knew he’d be watching—and counting—the cattle as the hands drove them into the trailer.

Bryce left Shadow at the edge of the road and rushed toward the Lexus, then vanished as he ducked on the other side.

Frank motioned Cecily over. “Explain.”

“Explain what? I told Derek, people help each other around here. When I got the call about a cow versus car incident, I called Phil, and he mustered the troops. I know Derek would do the same if the circumstances were reversed. Of course, I rolled medics and deputies for the driver.”

“And you took time off to help, too?”

She shrugged. “My partner can handle things solo for a couple of hours. Plus, I wanted to check on how Javi, my latest Helping Through Horses kid, was working out.”

Helping Through Horses. Cecily’s pet project. Getting kids off the street, putting them to work on ranches. Frank glanced at the hands, noted one of Phil’s holding back. Young. Must be the kid in question. Not sure of himself yet.

“You could head back now,” he said.

She grinned. “And miss a Triple-D breakfast? Not on your life.”

And spend a little extra time with Bryce, Frank figured.

Flashing lights announced the arrival of emergency vehicles.

From behind the Lexus, Bryce stood, wiped his hands on his jeans, then gave a thumbs up.

As the ambulance pulled alongside the car, a wave of guilt washed over Frank. Cecily had said the driver had called in the accident, and he’d automatically assumed she was all right. Everyone’s attention had been focused on the cattle, his included. If the driver wasn’t hurt, why hadn’t she gotten out of the car? Could their prioritizing the herd over her have cost her life?

~~
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KIERA STIFLED A GROAN, trying to be quiet. Or were you supposed to shout if a bear came after you? No, bears couldn’t talk. The memories returned as a jumble of fuzzy images. The cow. The crash. She remembered taking pictures, then hiding from a bear. Not a confirmed bear. A just-in-case bear. She’d taken refuge in her car. She must have passed out. A bright light shone in her eye. She pulled away, sending a drummer trying out for a marching band into her head.

“What’s your name, ma’am?” a voice said.

Kiera turned her head—carefully—to face the speaker, who was standing at the open door of the car. From what she wore, she was a medical person. What was the word? She searched her brain. Paramedic? “Kiera O’Leary.”

After answering a series of questions which Kiera recognized as assessments of her condition, she pushed the medic’s hand away. “I’m okay. Is the cow all right?”

A quiet chuckle came from behind the paramedic. Kiera blinked and shifted her focus to a man wearing a gray cowboy hat. Focus wasn’t the right word. He seemed blurry around the edges, as if she’d used a diffusion effect filter.

He stepped forward. “Frank Wembly, ma’am. I work at the Triple-D Ranch, which is where that heifer belongs. According to our hand, she should be all right, but we’ll have a vet check her out to be sure.”

The paramedic all but shoved him away as she continued to work. “Let me get a butterfly bandage on this cut.” Kiera winced as the medic cleaned the wound.

“Where else are you hurt?” the medic asked.

“Nothing much. My wrist, my ribs, my head.”

The medic nodded. “I don’t think you have a concussion. As a precaution, you need to be checked out. You could have cracked ribs. The wrist is probably a sprain, but you’ll need imaging to confirm. We’ll take you to the ER.”

“What? I don’t need an ER. I’m supposed to be in Breckenridge this afternoon. I’m on vacation.”

“Ma’am, driving in your condition is unwise. You can make your decision after the doctors run their tests.”

The pain in Kiera’s chest as she sighed convinced her to follow orders. “What about my things?” she asked. “I need to wait for the tow truck.” Although where she’d tell them to tow her car was outside Kiera’s ability to fathom at the moment.

The cowboy stepped forward again. “Ma’am—”

“Kiera.”

“Kiera. There’s a decent body shop in Pinon Crest, which is the nearest town. I can make sure your car gets there. Give me your contact information, and I’ll keep you informed.”

Should she trust him? What could he do? She’d already reported the accident to the cops. Even if he got away with it, what was the point of stealing a seriously damaged car?

The paramedic spoke up. “You can trust Frank. The Triple-D’s been around for generations. Classy folks, all of them.”

“All right, I guess.” Kiera and the cowboy—Frank, wasn’t it?—swapped phones and entered their respective contact information. Or that was the idea. Her vision hadn’t cleared, and her fingers couldn’t find the right keys. She dictated her information to the cowboy and let him handle it. More upset that she needed medical attention than anything else, Kiera clutched her purse and allowed herself to be loaded into the back of the ambulance.

The paramedic chatted—annoyingly so—all the way to the hospital. Stupid questions. Repeated questions. Kiera did her best to hide her annoyance, as the paramedic currently held all the cards. Or the needles, or drugs, as the case might be.

“Do you have any painkillers?” Kiera asked. “My head hurts.”

“Doctor’s going to have to make that decision,” she said.

When they arrived—which seemed to take much longer than the twenty minutes Kiera’s watch reported—the paramedic apologized. “I know you weren’t in the mood to talk, but in cases of suspected concussions, it’s important to make sure you’re awake and alert.”

Kiera looked around as they lowered her out of the ambulance and pushed her toward the ER entrance. “Wait. My suitcase. My camera bag. Where are they?”
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FRANK WATCHED THE AMBULANCE drive away. Kiera, whoever she was, intrigued him in a way no woman had in a very, very long time. Clearly banged up in the accident, her first concern had been for a cow. Not that he was one to judge by first impressions, but the meticulously styled hair, black as Zephyr, combined with the subtle yet enhancing makeup, plus the long peach-colored nails said she wasn’t a rancher.

Didn’t mean she hadn’t been one. Or didn’t know one. Nothing adorned her left ring finger, although he asked himself why he’d noticed.

Once the cattle were counted—forty-eight of them—and forty-seven of them loaded into the cattle truck, Frank headed for the ranch, leading Bryce’s mount, Shadow. One of the neighboring ranchers, Rusty Dosela, had brought a small stock trailer, and Bryce had hoisted the injured heifer inside and was riding—of course he was—with the animal.

At the ranch, Frank turned Shadow loose in the paddock. With all the helpful hands from neighboring ranches to get the cattle unloaded into another—and well-fenced—pasture, Frank confirmed with Derek that his time was best spent investigating the site of the breakout in the north pasture.

Given the distance to the pasture, Frank sent Pumpkin into the paddock as well. “Taking the Gator makes more sense,” he told Derek.

“Go for it,” Derek said. “I’ll deal with the horses. I’ve asked Tanya to have enough breakfast for anyone who wants to stick around. I’ll make sure she sets aside enough for you.”

“Appreciate it.” Frank went to the vehicle barn for the Gator.

“Take pictures,” Derek shouted after him.

At the north pasture, Frank parked the Gator far enough away so its tire tracks wouldn’t corrupt the scene. With the majority of the cattle accounted for, Frank could take his time to analyze the damage. No question the wires had been cut, and cleanly. Not much help, as wire cutters or fence pliers were cheap and a standard item in any rancher’s tool kit.

Didn’t mean the culprit was a rancher. Those tools were readily available. Whoever’d cut the wires had left the posts intact, and they hadn’t merely snipped the wires. They’d removed a four-foot section, which would mean more work—and expense—to repair the damage.

Frank grabbed a plastic bag from the Gator and wandered the fence line, looking for any evidence he could show to a brand inspector. Derek and Tim would be checking tags as they released the recovered cattle to determine which four were still missing. The brand inspectors would work with the sheriff’s office, and the more information Derek provided, the better the odds they’d catch whoever did this.

Frank continued his meandering into the pasture, searching for anything out of place. Cow prints, cow patties, grass, and dirt—so commonplace they barely registered. A scrap of leather—perhaps from someone’s work glove—caught his eye. A trampled beer can. After documenting them, he stuck them in his bag and headed to the ranch house. Breakfast was sounding pretty good, and if the other ranchers had decided to stay, they’d consider it an information gathering session. He let Derek know he was on his way.

Ten minutes later, he was seated around the dining room table, digging into Tanya’s egg, sausage, and potato casserole. Rusty and Phil had stayed, along with the Helping Through Horses kid. He wasn’t holding back when it came to eating. Tanya made it clear she’d packed sufficient grub for the rest of the hands.

“Can’t say the Triple-D lets anyone go hungry,” she said as she placed another pitcher of orange juice on the table.

“It’s delicious, Tanya,” Rusty said. “If it’s not a secret, I’ll ask you to share this recipe with Cookie.”

“No secret. Happy to,” Tanya said and returned to the kitchen.

Tim sat at Derek’s left. Notably absent were Bryce and Cecily. Not a surprise. Bryce would stay with the heifer until the vet checked her out, and Cecily was a sucker for any animal needing TLC. She’d consider any excuse to spend time with Bryce an added benefit. Frank wondered how long it would be before she and Bryce made things official.

Frank finished his casserole and Derek gave him a go ahead nod. He took a sip of coffee. “No question this was done by a human, and premeditated. Nobody would have any reason to be at that stretch of the north pasture, and while I can see a rancher having wire cutters or fence pliers in his pocket, removing four-foot lengths of barbed wire would require being prepared. I found no traces of the wire. No way the cattle would stampede and just happen to find that opening. It’s not like they spend their days searching for breaks in the fence. Someone had to drive them to the one spot where the fencing was down. There were no distinct prints, human, horse, or vehicular we can give to the sheriff. The footprints I found along the fence line were cowboy boots. Could have been any of ours.”

Frank paused, waiting for Tim to utter a wisecrack about Frank not working tracking miracles. Didn’t happen. Apparently the serious nature of this morning’s activities had dampened his spirits. Frank set the bag with the leather scrap and beer can on the table. “Anyone here tear a glove recently?”

Head shakes all around.

“Even if it belongs to our intruder, it’s pretty worn. Might be hard to get an exact fit, assuming whoever owns the rest of the glove hasn’t tossed it,” Frank said.

“What about the beer can?” Rusty asked.

“Cheap brand, and the cattle’s hooves messed it up good. Doubt there’s any evidence remaining, but we can give it to the deputies.” Frank returned it to the bag.

“According to Cecily,” Derek said, “this is the only reported vandalism in the last three months.”

“Doesn’t mean there won’t be more,” Phil said. “I’ll have my hands patrolling logical points of entry around the clock until we catch this dirtbag.”

Rusty wiped his mouth and dropped his napkin onto the table. “I’ve got a couple of wildlife cameras. Won’t be nearly enough to cover the spread, but there are only so many ways in. Might get lucky and catch the guy.”

“Lucky would be this is a one-off, someone proving something to himself, or a response to a challenge,” Derek said.

“Like a fraternity initiation?” Tim’s grin disappeared. “Or a gang?”

“I’ll talk to Cecily about gang activity,” Derek said, “but I’ve never heard of a gang wanting to wreak havoc with cattle ranchers. What’s in it for them? Cattle are identifiable. And require maintenance.”

“Good point.” Rusty stood. “Thanks for breakfast. I’ve got to be going. I’ll be moving my herds to inner pastures.”

“Sounds like a good plan.” Phil rose, extended a hand to Derek. “I’ll make sure the word gets around. Anyone spots a cow with a Triple-D brand or tag, we’ll let you know pronto.” He nodded to the kid. “Break’s over. Back to work.”

The kid muttered his thanks and stood, hands in his pockets, a bored expression on his face. For Cecily and her project’s future, Frank hoped the kid would come around.

Derek pushed away from the table. “Thanks again. Anything I can do to repay the favor, don’t hesitate to ask.” He saw the three of them out.

When Derek returned, Tim asked the question that had been rolling around Frank’s head. “You think this is another nutcase who thinks eating animals is bad for the planet and is making his point?”

Derek poured himself a glass of juice and sat. “I think that would be too much of a stretch, but I won’t rule it out. I’ll give Cecily the beer can. Frank, I want to transfer your images to my computer so I can send them to the sheriff’s office and the brands inspector along with my report.”

“Of course, but I don’t know how much good they’ll do. If we’d had rain, or there were patches that would hold prints, we might have something to go on.” Frank caught Tim’s gaze. “Except for Buck, who wears a distinctive shoe, if we had hoofprints, even I, Sherlock the Great, wouldn’t be able to match them to a specific animal.”

Now that the other ranchers had left, Frank expected snark from Tim, but the cowboy merely nodded.

“Based on what Phil said, I’m thinking nobody’s spotted our missing four yet. You think they were the target and the rest was all window dressing?” Frank asked.

Derek frowned. “Can’t see that. One steer, three heifers. Different bloodlines. Nothing distinctive about them.”

“Unless someone wanted a few free cows,” Tim said.

“In that case, why not take the four, leave the rest?” Frank said. “We wouldn’t notice they were missing right away, and by then, the rustlers would be long gone.”

The backdoor opened, and Bryce and Cecily walked in, the vet close behind. Their expressions were somber.

~~
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KIERA SIGNED THE LAST of the discharge papers. By the time the ER doctors had finished with their tests—all bruises, nothing broken, thank goodness—it was mid-afternoon. She had no idea where she’d go. Too late to get to Breckenridge. Plus, the doctors had made it clear she was not to drive while taking the pain medications they’d given her.

Now, she sat in the lobby with her wrist brace and the annoying headache she’d named Rupert. She pulled out her phone, opened her contacts. What was the cowboy’s name? Frank. He’d know more about her car. Nothing in the Fs. What was his last name?

Drawing a blank, she scrolled through the alphabet looking for unfamiliar names. She’d begun to believe he’d been feeding her a story until she got to W. Wembly. Frank Wembly.

If she didn’t already have a terrible memory for names, she might be worried the doctors had made a mistake when they’d said she didn’t have a concussion. She punched in the number.

“Frank Wembly.”

Kiera might not have a memory for names, but the voice was unmistakable. Deep. Warm.

“This is Kiera O’Leary. We kind of met this morning. I hit your cow. How is it, by the way?”

He chuckled. She remembered that about him, too.

“Vet said she’ll be all right. Bryce will mollycoddle her until she’s up and around.”

From the brief hesitation before he spoke, there was more. Vets didn’t work for free. “I want to pay the vet bill. It was my fault, after all. I shouldn’t have taken the turn so fast.”

Was admitting her negligence smart? Or were the pain meds messing with her brain? Telling a perfect stranger you were at fault? What if he sued her? It was her fault.

After a pause, Frank’s warm and mellow voice returned. “Bryce—he’s the animal whisperer of ranch hands—did the math and convinced the boss to treat the animal. Vet bill won’t come close to what the heifer’s worth, and Bryce is donating his time for the mollycoddling.”

“Please, send me the bill.”

“I’ll let the boss know.”

Change the subject before he thought too much more about it. She took a shallow breath, tried not to cough. “What’s the story with my car?”

“Not as good a prognosis as the heifer, I’m afraid. Replacing the airbags and doing the bodywork will probably mean your insurance company will total it. That’s their call.”

“Can you give me the number of the mechanic? Oh, and recommend a hotel? I’m not supposed to drive while I’m taking these pain meds.”

He gave her the number for the body shop, and she added it to her contacts.

“Ask for Iain,” he said. “He’ll be straight with you. As for a hotel. Not many choices in Pinon Crest. Renting a car’s tricky, too. They’d have to deliver one from the Springs. Let me talk to the boss and call you back.”

“About the vet bill,” she said, but he’d disconnected. She called the auto repair number and was glad she was sitting down when Iain gave her the estimate.

“I’d have to replace the front and side airbags, plus repair the impact damage. We’re looking at major body work.”

Was he taking advantage of her because she was a woman? And because she wasn’t there to look at what he was describing? That’s why she paid those hefty insurance premiums. “I’ll call my insurance company. They may want to send an adjuster out to see for himself.”

“You do that, miss. We deal with insurance companies all the time. Your car isn’t going anywhere.” He laughed as though he’d cracked the joke of the decade.

“I’ll be in touch,” she said.

Now what? Frank had said he’d check with his boss. She didn’t have to sit here and wait for him to call with the vet bill. Someone else could recommend a hotel nearby. She shouldered her purse and strode toward the reception desk, where she took her place in line.

She’d advanced to second when her phone rang. Frank’s name appeared on the display. She braced herself for what the damages would be for the vet bill.

“Kiera? This is Frank Wembly again.”

Why did his voice make her smile? “Hi. You have the bill for me?”

“No. I’m calling to offer you a place to stay.”

Stay with a total stranger? He seemed nice, but no way. “Thanks, but I’m going to get a hotel room.”

He chuckled. She smiled.

“Not with me,” he said. “At the ranch. There’s a guesthouse, and plenty of room. Derek says you’re welcome to stay there until things with your car get straightened out.”

Stay on the ranch? Why would anyone want her around after she’d crashed into one of his cows? “You sure there’s room?”

“Yep. Derek’s significant other runs a cooking school on the neighboring property, and the students live at the guesthouse. They’re between sessions now, so it’s empty. One other thing. Derek’s sister is a dispatcher with the sheriff’s office. She said the deputies took your belongings when you were transported to the hospital. I can have her drop them off at the ranch.”

A place to stay and her things back. Seemed overly generous, but it would be for one night—two at the most—until she worked things out with the insurance company and had something to drive.

Her head throbbed, and the thought of a place to crawl into bed pushed her decision into the yes zone. “All right, but I’m paying my way. Give me the address and I’ll get an Uber or a cab.”

Another chuckle. “Not likely they’ll want to come out here, at least not for a reasonable price. Stay put. I’ll be there in less than half an hour.”

Kiera went back to the seating area, wondering if she’d made a stupid mistake. Through the fog in her brain, the paramedic’s words played back. She could trust Frank Wembly. The Triple-D Ranch was a long-standing operation.

Sometimes, you had to trust your instincts. Hers were saying she wouldn’t mind spending time with a man who had a warm, friendly chuckle.

While she waited, she called the resort in Breckenridge and said she wouldn’t be arriving today. Or tomorrow. Maybe the next day?

“The only way we can hold your reservation,” the clerk said, “is if you pay for the missed nights. Company policy.”

“What if I make a new reservation, starting the day after tomorrow?” Kiera asked.

“We have no vacancies.”

“How can that be? I have a reservation, which means you have the room you’re holding for me.”

“As I explained, the only way we can hold that room is if you pay for the missed nights. We have people on a wait list.”

Kiera gave up. “Then cancel my reservation. Since it’s prior to six o’clock, according to my confirmation, there’s no penalty.”

Keys clicked. “It’s done.”

Kiera disconnected and made a mental note to monitor her credit card transactions. She’d hit a rancher’s cow, and he offered her a place to stay. One of his hands was going out of his way to provide transportation. Yet someone in the hospitality industry—whose job was to satisfy customers—had been totally inhospitable.

What if this cowboy she’d accepted a ride from wasn’t what he seemed to be? Even if he was, where was she going to stay for the rest of her vacation?
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Chapter 4
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FRANK HEADED FOR THE hospital, wondering why he’d talked Derek into letting Kiera stay at the ranch guesthouse.

Because people out here look after one another. Inviting her to stay with you would have been stupid.

As if she’d have accepted. She was too smart for that. He still didn’t know what about her intrigued him. Given the same circumstances, most of the women he knew would have gone off the deep end. Injured—even moderately—no transportation, strange town. Yet her first concern had been for the heifer.

Was she an animal person like Bryce? That might explain it.

He yawned, reached for his coffee mug. A measly four hours’ sleep last night, then a busy morning.

Yet you volunteered to drive all the way to the hospital, then back to the ranch, and then back home.

At least Derek had rearranged the schedule so Frank would have tomorrow off.

At the hospital, he found a slot not far from the entrance. As he strolled to the door, he wondered—again—if he was crazy. Although he didn’t notice it anymore, he knew he smelled like cows and horses. Normal for a rancher, but Kiera with her manicured nails and stylish hairdo would probably regret agreeing to ride with him. Or she would have expected him to have cleaned up.

Didn’t work that way for ranch hands.

The doors whooshed open. Frank strode into the lobby, scanning the chairs for Kiera. He spotted her off by herself, studying her phone. One wrist sported a black brace.

He hesitated. No, he’d made the offer. The commitment. Backing out now would be more than rude. He ambled across the space. An involuntary grin teased at his mouth. As he drew nearer, she looked up. Smiled. Stuck her phone in her purse and stood. She made her way toward him. Slowly. Gingerly.

He hurried closer, ready to offer support. Damnation, she’d been in a car accident. No matter what the doctors had said, she had to be hurting.

“My truck’s out front. Shouldn’t you have a wheelchair or something?”

“I’m okay on my own as long as we don’t have to run anywhere.” Her eyes twinkled. “You didn’t sign me up for a hundred-yard dash, did you?”

He offered his arm for support, surprised when she looped her arm through his, dirty shirt and all. Allowing the grin to spread, he said, “No. I thought you’d prefer a marathon.”

She laughed, came to a halt, and grabbed her midsection. “Don’t make me laugh. Not until my ribs are healed.”

“Are they broken?” He didn’t remember her reporting anything other than bruises.

“No, but the doctor said they’d be sore for a while. Coughing, laughing, and deep breathing are on the back burner for the time being. I’m afraid of what it’ll feel like if I sneeze.”

“Then I hope you’re not allergic to sage. It’s blooming all over the ranch.”

“Nope. No allergies.”

“You’re lucky. I survive on antihistamines this time of year.”

They reached his pickup, and if she’d expected something more in line with her shiny red Lexus, not a faded blue Ford F-150, she didn’t show it. She climbed into the passenger seat, a slight hiss revealing she was in pain.

“We’ll be there in about half an hour. Unless you want to stop at the body shop.”

She rubbed her temples. “You said they were reliable. Would that include not taking anything from my glove box? The man I spoke with said they were used to dealing with insurance companies, and I gave him my information. Although, it might be hard to get there tomorrow since I can’t drive—and don’t have a car. Would you mind a quick stop?”

“Not at all. It’s on the way.”

At the body shop, Iain explained the damages. Kiera merely said, “I see” to everything he explained. She asked for something to put her belongings in. He gave her a large envelope, and she emptied the contents of her glove box into it. “I guess we’ll talk after we hear from the insurance company.” Now, she seemed eager to get away.

Frank helped her into his pickup, and they set out again. He hung a left from the parking lot onto the highway, and, seeing the pain she tried to disguise, tried to give her the smoothest ride possible. Once they hit the back roads, all bets were off. Maybe the pain meds would put her to sleep and she wouldn’t notice.

“What made you decide to become a cowboy?” Kiera asked.

So much for a sleepy passenger. He hadn’t expected the third degree quite so soon.

“I was in the army with Derek—my boss. He took over his family ranch, and when I mustered out, I accepted his invitation to visit. After the army, there was something ... peaceful ... about ranching, so I signed on.”

“Soldier cowboy. Interesting.”

“What about you?”

“I’m supposed to be on vacation. Only I’m not going back. My boss doesn’t know it yet, though. He’s a creep, and I finally had enough. Saw no reason to lose my vacation by giving two-weeks’ notice.” She tilted her head. “Does that make me a bad person? I’ve gone back and forth about it. I wanted to be rid of Stu—he’s my boss—former boss, I guess. There are plenty of people who’ll jump at the chance to take my job. The company won’t suffer.”

She paused, and he shot a glance her way. “You do what’s right for you. It’s yourself you have to live with,” he said.

She crinkled her nose. “I think the pain meds have messed up my brain. I’m rambling.”

“Fine by me,” Frank said. “Ramble away.”

“Do your cows get away a lot?”

“Not by themselves,” Frank said.

“You mean someone let them out?”

“Looks that way.”

“Why would they do that?”

Kiera seemed sincere. Interested. Easy to talk to. What had happened wasn’t a secret. “We’re trying to figure that out. Someone cut open the fence and stampeded the cattle in the pasture.”

“Did you get them back?”

“So far, all but four.”

She was quiet for a moment, whether thinking, succumbing to her meds, or didn’t want to continue talking about cattle, Frank couldn’t tell. She was facing the window.

“What about those?” She tapped the glass. “Could any of them be yours?”

Two large spreads lay along the interstate, and the hillside was dotted with grazing cattle. “They couldn’t have covered this much distance so fast.”

“What if someone put them in a truck and drove them here? Maybe saw them in the road, decided it was finders keepers?”

He chuckled. “Doesn’t work that way. Taking someone else’s cow is rustling, which is illegal. All the ranchers know each other. If they see a cow that doesn’t belong, they’re going to notify the owner.”

“How can they tell them apart? Do you microchip them?”

“Nope. Brands and ear tags.”

She seemed to think for a moment. “Nice to know there are honest people. Except for whoever let your cows out.”

“There is that. It makes no sense. The cattle they released aren’t ready for market, which means if someone wants to make money from them, they’re going to have to spend money to feed them. It’s more reasonable to think those four simply wandered off in another direction. The ranchers around us are aware of it, and they’ll be keeping their eyes out.”

“Nice to have good friends, too. In my job, everything was cutthroat. I got fed up.”

“What did you do?” Frank asked.

“Let’s say I saw the light.” She rubbed the back of her neck and turned to stare out the window again.

~~
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KIERA SHIFTED IN HER seat, sneaking what she hoped was a subtle glance in Frank’s direction. Short brown hair, mostly hidden by his cowboy hat. Broad shoulders. From the way he’d practically lifted her into his truck, he was in good shape. It was his smile, though, that attracted her. And the laugh lines around his eyes. Eyes the color of a mocha latte.

He was easy to talk to, and he took her mind off her own problems—at least he had until he asked about her job. This was supposed to be her vacation time. Head clearing time. Erase the past, move on with the future. Sleep on it, regroup tomorrow.

“Seat reclines,” Frank said. “Lever on the right.”

Had he read her mind? Or did she look that bad?

Rupert’s drumming in her head had picked up, along with the volume. She took Frank’s suggestion. The next thing she was aware of was her name uttered softly. The truck had stopped. She blinked awake. Frank’s hand rested on her shoulder, the lightest of touches.

“Are we at the ranch?” she asked.

“We are.” He walked around the front of the truck and opened her door, helped her down. “Derek said Cecily would bring your things by after her shift. Around six-thirty.”

“Cecily?”

“Derek’s sister. Works for the sheriff’s office, so everything’s secure.”

“Thanks.” She followed him up the wooden porch steps, and he opened the door.

“Not locked?” she asked.

“Bedrooms have locks. There’s a housekey in the mailbox—” he tapped a tole-painted metal box hanging beside the front door— “but out here, doors are rarely locked.”

Kiera looked around. Dirt road leading to the house. Trees and rolling hills beyond. Cows, black and brown. If she couldn’t see the road, nobody on the road would see the house. She stepped inside. Hardwood floors, scattered area rugs, a hodgepodge of colors, styles, and shapes.

A strange wooden plaque hung on the wall by the door, about eighteen inches high and four or five wide. Prongs of wire, like two-tined forks, stuck out along its height. Three of them, and two wooden pegs below. Kiera tried to imagine what it was doing there. No accounting for taste.

Frank went into the kitchen and pointed to a key rack. “Bedroom keys are color coded. Take your pick.”

She shrugged. “Yellow?”

He plucked the corresponding key from the rack, strode down a hallway, stopped at a door with a ceramic plaque displaying a yellow tulip.

Kiera let him unlock the door. He opened it, but didn’t go inside. Handed her the key. “Nothing fancy, but it’s a bed.”

She stepped past him. Twin beds covered in blue-and-green plaid spreads sat on either side of a wooden nightstand. Two three-drawer dressers. “This is fine.”

“I can run you up to the main house,” Frank said. “Derek said you could join him for supper. Our dinner meal is mid-afternoon here, so suppers are light.”

Kiera hadn’t thought about food, wasn’t sure she wanted any, but the gesture was nice. More than nice, considering what she’d done. “I’m paying my way, though, remember.”

“You can work that out with Derek. You want to hang around here, or up at the main house?”

“I won’t be in the way?”

Frank chuckled—dang it, she relished the sound— “My guess is everyone’s going to be mending fence for a while yet. Tanya—she’s the cook—will be there. She’ll make sure you’re not hungry.”

Kiera put the envelope with the contents of her glove box into the nightstand drawer, then locked the door and stuck the key into her purse. Just because Frank said nobody came down here didn’t mean nobody ever came down here. Not that anyone knew where she was. Or what she had. As far as anyone at work knew, she was at a resort somewhere in the mountains.

They bumped up a rutted dirt road. From the window, Kiera watched cows grazing. “Are those the ones you found?”

“Nope. Derek splits his cattle into smaller groups. We move them around to give the grass a chance to grow back. Those happen to belong to one of the other hands, Tim. He leases the land from Derek.”

“Are there a lot of cows here that belong to other people? Did I hit one that wasn’t Derek’s? I’ll still pay the vet bill.”

“I said, that’s between you and Derek. Also, as a point of information, a group of cows would be called cattle. Cows are female, although if you see one animal by itself and don’t know its sex, cow is acceptable.”

“You called the cow I hit a heifer. What’s that?”

“Young female who hasn’t been bred. Males are steers if they’ve been castrated, bulls if they haven’t.”

Kiera filed that away as information she’d probably never need. But it wouldn’t hurt to know the vocabulary if she was talking to ranchers.

Frank parked his pickup next to another one, green. At least it would be green after it went through a carwash. He opened the door to a mudroom, then past a washer and dryer and utility sink, into a kitchen. From which heavenly smells emanated. Maybe she was hungry after all.

A sturdy young woman—an attractive mixture of races Kiera thought were Black and Asian, but she wouldn’t bet on it—turned from stirring something on the stove and gave a broad, welcoming smile. “I’m Tanya. Welcome to the Triple-D Ranch.”

“Kiera, and thanks. Whatever you’re cooking smells fantastic.”

“You probably smellin’ the pork roast. Gonna be pulled pork for tomorrow’s dinner. Better if it sits a spell before eatin’.”

Kiera wondered if she’d be included in that meal.

Tanya tasted whatever she was stirring, frowned, and added a few shakes of hot sauce. “The guys do like things spicy.” She flashed another smile at Kiera. “Mr. Derek says you’ll be in the guesthouse a day or two. I’ll get you some fixins, bring them down later.”

“Tanya’s the one who keeps the ranch running,” Frank said. Derek had tried to get Tanya to use their first names, to no avail. At least it was Mr. Derek instead of Mr. Cooper now.

Tanya’s cheeks darkened and a broad smile spread across her face. “You’re saying that so you’ll get extra dessert.”

Frank chuckled. Kiera savored the sound as much as the aroma of the cooking pork.

Tanya made a shooing motion. “Now, you both go into the dining room. You look like you need food.”

“I can’t impose,” Kiera said.

Frank took her elbow and steered her out of the kitchen. “Like I said, Tanya runs the ranch, and you’ll be wise to do as she says.”
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