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      When a Texas rancher meets a stubborn island veterinarian, sparks fly—and not only the romantic kind.

      Dr. Elaine Hopewell came to Chincoteague Island to rebuild her shattered career, finding solace in the wild ponies she’s devoted herself to protecting. The last thing she needs is Cole Walker—an arrogant Texas cowboy with a poorly behaved cattle dog—disrupting her research and her carefully isolated life.

      Cole has one mission: investigate a suspicious breeding operation and return to his family’s ranch. Simple and temporary. But when he discovers Ellie’s fight to save ponies dying from a mysterious illness, everything changes. As they reluctantly join forces to uncover a dangerous conspiracy, their initial antagonism transforms into something neither was looking for.

      Just as they find shelter in each other during a violent storm, betrayal tears them apart. Cole disappears without explanation, leaving Ellie devastated and alone to face mounting threats.

      When Cole returns, the truth is more complicated than either imagined. Can Ellie open her heart again to the man who broke it? And can Cole prove that his love is as wild and free—and just as resilient—as the ponies that brought them together?

      Set against the windswept shores of Virginia’s famed barrier islands, Oceanside Cowboy is a passionate tale of redemption, trust, and the healing power of love—and one very smart cattle dog who might be orchestrating it all.

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Rachelle Ayala

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

      The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real events or real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

      All trademarks belong to their respective holders and are used without permission under trademark fair use.

      Contact Rachelle at:

      https://www.rachelleayala.net/contact-me

      For Rachelle’s free books:

      http://rachelleayala.net/free-books

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE
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      Assateague Island, Virginia, 1955

      The salt-laden breeze whipped across Elaine Hopewell’s face, tugging strands of blond hair free from her braid. She crouched lower in the tall dune grass, feeling her heart quicken as she counted the wild ponies along the shoreline.

      “Nineteen… twenty… twenty-one…”

      A knot formed in her stomach. Scarlet was missing—the pregnant bay mare she’d monitored so carefully these past weeks. Gone, like the others.

      “Where are you?” she whispered, her voice catching on the wind.

      Ellie scanned the horizon where morning sunlight transformed the Atlantic’s choppy surface into a dazzling display of sparkling gold. The remaining ponies clustered together, nickering in agitation. They knew something was wrong, too.

      She lowered her binoculars and reached for her journal. The pages ruffled in the wind as she made her notes, her fingers working quickly. Sweat trickled between her shoulder blades, uncomfortable and persistent in the July heat. A mosquito whined near her ear. She swatted it away, annoyed.

      “Three years here, and I still can’t stand these island pests.”

      But the discomfort was a small price to pay. These ponies needed someone to notice what was happening. Three missing in a month—now possibly four with Scarlet gone—wasn’t natural. She knew what people said: predators, storms, and the harsh island conditions. They were wrong. Her instincts screamed otherwise.

      Nature didn’t leave boot prints beside hoof marks. Nature didn’t target only the finest specimens in the herd.

      Ellie stood, brushing sand from her trousers. The weight of responsibility pressed down on her shoulders—heavier than the camera bumping against her hip. As the island’s self-appointed pony researcher, she alone documented these disappearances. The annual pony penning was less than a month away. Someone was getting an early, illegal start.

      “I won’t let them take any more of you,” she promised the distant herd.

      Her mind flashed unwillingly to Champion’s Golden Boy. The thoroughbred’s magnificent body collapsing. His eyes rolling white with pain. The prestigious clinic quietly suggesting her resignation after the lawsuit.

      “Not again.” She pushed the memory away. “Not this time.”

      The ponies needed her sharp and focused. This time she would save them. This time she would trust her instincts. This time she would prove her worth.

      The rumble of an engine cut through her thoughts. She turned, spotting a beat-up truck bumping along the narrow dirt road through the marsh grass. Unfamiliar. Out of place.

      She narrowed her eyes. The vehicle stopped some distance away, and a tall figure emerged. Even from here, everything about him screamed outsider—from the Stetson hat to the dusty boots. He stretched, arching his back. A blue-gray dog leaped from the truck bed, racing circles around him with boundless energy.

      The man removed his hat and ran his hand through dark hair. His posture changed as he took in the landscape. Wonder. Awe. Confusion.

      “Another tourist,” she thought, smiling despite herself. They always looked the same—overwhelmed by the wild beauty of her sanctuary.

      Her smile vanished when the dog spotted the ponies. It bolted toward them, barking furiously.

      “No!” Ellie shouted. She abandoned her position and raced down the dune, heart pounding wildly. “Call your dog!”

      The ponies scattered in terror. Mares with foals fled toward the interior marsh. Stallions wheeled around to face the threat, ears pinned back dangerously.

      The stranger stood frozen for one terrible moment. Then his voice boomed across the distance.

      “Snapper! Heel!”

      To her astonishment, the dog stopped instantly. It trembled with barely contained excitement, still fixated on the ponies.

      Ellie reached them, gasping for breath. Fury pulsed through her veins. Her skin felt hot, flushed with anger and exertion.

      “Do you have any idea what you just did?” She glared up at him. “These are wild animals! That dog could have caused a stampede!”

      Up close, she realized he was younger than she’d first thought. Early thirties, with startlingly blue eyes that widened at her outburst. Their intensity caught her off guard. She felt a flutter of something unexpected in her chest and immediately steeled herself against it.

      “Ma’am,” he said, his voice carrying a slow, deliberate drawl that rolled over her like warm honey. “I apologize for the disturbance. Snapper’s a cattle dog. He’s not used to seeing horses running free like this.”

      “These aren’t horses,” Ellie corrected. Heat rose to her cheeks at his casual ignorance. “They’re ponies. Chincoteague ponies. A registered breed with a bloodline dating back to the 1600s. They’re protected.”

      He raised an eyebrow and looked past her to where several ponies still stood watching warily. “Look like small horses to me. Shaggy little creatures, though.”

      His dismissive tone sparked something fierce inside her. Her jaw tightened so hard it hurt.

      “Is there something I can help you with, Mr…?”

      “Walker. Cole Walker.” He extended a hand.

      Ellie stared at it, refusing to touch him. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. After an awkward moment, he dropped it back to his side. A flash of amusement crossed his tanned face, making her even more irritated.

      “And actually, you might be able to help me,” he continued. “I’m looking for Bill Thurston. He runs the stables near the auction grounds.”

      “Mr. Thurston’s place is just over the bridge past Piney Island, then left at the fork.” She crossed her arms tightly. “You’re a long way from Texas, Mr. Walker.”

      “My accent give me away?”

      “That, and everything else about you.” She gestured to his attire, taking in the worn jeans, the boots, the confident stance. Too confident. “We don’t get many cowboys around here.”

      The dog—Snapper—settled at his master’s feet but continued watching the ponies with intense focus. Cole reached down to scratch behind the animal’s ears. His fingers worked through the blue-gray fur with practiced ease. Ellie couldn’t help noticing how those same fingers would feel on a horse’s flank—strong yet gentle. The unbidden thought irritated her further.

      “I’m not planning to stay long.” His gaze drifted past her to the ocean. Something shifted in his expression—a shadow of discomfort that caught her attention despite her annoyance. “Just long enough to complete some business for my family.”

      Ellie studied him more carefully. What kind of cowboy looked at the ocean like it held ghosts?

      “Well, while you’re here, keep that dog leashed when you’re anywhere near the ponies.” She turned to leave, then stopped. “And if you see anything suspicious—anyone who seems too interested in the herds—I’d appreciate knowing about it.”

      Cole tilted his head slightly. A lock of dark hair fell across his forehead. “Suspicious how?”

      “Just… people who don’t belong here.” She hesitated, suddenly reluctant to share her concerns with this stranger whose blue eyes saw too much. “Enjoy your stay on Chincoteague, Mr. Walker. It’s a special place for those who know how to respect it.”

      “And you respect it?” His question stopped her retreat. “Seems to me you’re as much an outsider as I am. That accent isn’t local either.”

      Heat flooded her face. “I’ve earned my place here.”

      “Have you now?” His lips curved into a half-smile that transformed his face, revealing a dimple in his right cheek. “And how does one earn their place on this island, Miss…?”

      “Hopewell. Elaine Hopewell.” She straightened her spine. “Dr. Hopewell, actually.”

      “A doctor?” Genuine surprise registered in his expression.

      “Veterinarian.” The word still tasted bittersweet on her tongue. “Former veterinarian.”

      “Interesting career change.” His eyes held hers, curious now. “From doctor to pony watcher.”

      “I document and protect these animals. They’re endangered by poachers and ignorant tourists alike.” She emphasized the word “ignorant” pointedly.

      “Point taken, Dr. Hopewell.” He touched the brim of his hat in a gesture both mocking and strangely sincere. “I’ll keep my eyes open for your suspicious characters. And Snapper will stay on his leash.”

      As if recognizing his name, the dog looked up adoringly at his master. Ellie felt an unwelcome pang of envy at the obvious bond between them.

      “Good day, Mr. Walker.” She turned away, heading toward the area where she’d last seen Scarlet. She felt his eyes on her back.

      What was it about Cole Walker that unsettled her so deeply? The hint of sadness she’d glimpsed behind his confident demeanor? The way his gaze had darkened when he looked toward the ocean? Or was it simply that he represented everything she’d left behind?

      Here on Chincoteague, she’d found peace among the wild ponies and the rhythm of island life. The last thing she needed was a handsome cowboy with knowing eyes and a slow Texas drawl bringing complications.

      She glanced back once. Cole Walker still stood there, his silhouette stark against the morning sky, watching as the scattered ponies gradually reunited. For a moment, she thought he looked as lost as she’d felt when she first arrived on this island—searching for redemption among strangers.

      Then he turned, whistled for his dog, and climbed back into his truck, disappearing in a cloud of dust that mingled with the sea spray.

      Ellie pressed a hand to her stomach, trying to quiet the flutter there. She had missing ponies to find. A mystery to solve. No time for distractions—no matter how blue their eyes or how well they handled their dogs.
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            OUT OF HIS ELEMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Cole Walker gripped the steering wheel tighter as his truck bounced over yet another pothole. The narrow island roads rattled his teeth and jarred his spine. Beside him, Snapper pressed his wet nose against the half-open window, eagerly drinking in the strange island scents, his tail thumping against the seat.

      “I know, boy. Nothing like home, is it?”

      Home. The word tasted bittersweet on his tongue. The sprawling Walker ranch in Texas, with its endless horizon of scrubby mesquite, seemed a world away from this cramped, water-logged island. Cole’s chest tightened as he thought about why his father had sent him here. Not just to inspect horses but to uncover the truth.

      After his encounter with the fierce pony woman on the beach—whose flashing green eyes and stubborn chin had burned into his memory—Cole had found Bill Thurston’s stables easily. The operation sat nestled between twisted pines, substantially smaller than he’d expected. Nothing like the Walker empire back home.

      Thurston had welcomed him with the bare minimum of hospitality. The older man’s weathered face had remained carefully neutral as he showed Cole to a small cabin and mentioned dressage horses arriving for breeding consultations. Then he’d disappeared, leaving Cole alone with his suspicions and a growing sense that something wasn’t right.

      Now, as dusk gathered, Cole drove toward Mabel’s Diner, following Thurston’s terse recommendation. “Best crab cakes this side of the Chesapeake,” the man had said, with a peculiar calculating look that made Cole’s skin prickle.

      Between gaps in the dunes, the endless expanse of dark water made his stomach clench. Cole had never been comfortable with so much water. He’d grown up with solid earth beneath his boots, not this constantly shifting, breathing thing that seemed alive. The scent of brine and marsh mud invaded his nostrils. The constant lapping of waves against the shore set his teeth on edge, and the muggy July air filled his lungs like wet cotton.

      He parked outside the weathered clapboard building. Fishing nets draped across the porch rails in artful tangles as if the sea itself had decorated the place.

      The moment he stepped from the truck, mosquitoes descended, buzzing around his head like tiny drunken pilots. The evening air clung to his skin, a hot, sticky embrace he couldn’t shake off.

      “Stay, Snapper,” he ordered the dog who’d jumped into the pickup’s bed.

      Inside, conversation hummed like a beehive. Every head turned as the bell announced his arrival. Cole removed his hat and nodded politely, acutely aware of the curious stares assessing every inch of him—the stranger in their midst. He slid onto an empty stool at the counter.

      A plump woman with steel-gray hair piled atop her head approached, wiping her hands on her flour-dusted apron.

      “You must be the cowboy Bill Thurston mentioned.” Her smile reached her eyes, crinkling the corners. “I’m Mabel Hunt. We don’t get many Westerners ’round these parts.”

      “Word travels fast.” Cole set his hat on the stool beside him, uneasy about being a known entity before he’d even introduced himself.

      “Island life.” Mabel shrugged, her shoulders moving like gentle waves. “Everybody knows everybody’s business before they know it themselves. What can I get you?”

      “I hear your crab cakes are something special.”

      “Best on the island.” Pride straightened her spine and brightened her smile. “Coffee while you wait?”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      As Mabel filled a thick ceramic mug with coffee black as midnight, the bell above the door jingled. Cole looked up—and his heart stuttered.

      The woman from the beach stood framed in the doorway. Gone were the practical trousers and stern expression. Her blond hair cascaded past her shoulders in loose waves, catching the golden light from the diner’s fixtures. She wore a light peach-colored dress that hugged curves her earlier outfit had hidden, the color deepening her sun-kissed skin to honey. She looked softer somehow, yet no less formidable.

      Their eyes met across the diner. Recognition flashed in her gaze—followed by something that might have been resignation. Cole expected her to turn and flee, but instead, she squared her shoulders and walked with deliberate steps to a small table by the window.

      “Evening, Ellie,” Mabel called, her tone warm with affection. “The usual?”

      Ellie. The nickname fit her—compact, no-nonsense, with unexpected charm.

      She nodded, and a small smile transformed her face. The curve of her lips revealed a warmth Cole hadn’t glimpsed during their beach encounter.

      “Thanks, Mabel. It’s been a long day.” Her voice carried clearly across the diner, melodic despite the weariness threading through it.

      “Always is with those ponies of yours,” Mabel replied, setting Cole’s coffee before him and leaning in conspiratorially. “That’s Dr. Elaine Hopewell. Came here from some fancy university up north. Studies our wild ponies. Keeps to herself mostly, but she’s good people.”

      When Cole didn’t speak, she continued, “Well, not exactly doctor, but veterinarian. Though she doesn’t practice much these days. Just tends to the ponies when they need it.” Mabel’s eyes flickered with something—concern, perhaps. “Folks say she’s running from something, but that’s island gossip for you. We all have our reasons for washing up on these shores.”

      Cole sipped his coffee, bitter and strong enough to strip paint. A veterinarian who didn’t practice. A woman studying wild ponies on a remote island. The mystery of her pulled at him like an unseen current.

      “You’re here about them fancy dressage horses, right?” Mabel’s question yanked him back to the present. “Thurston’s got quite the operation going. Breeders bring their horses from all over for his services.”

      “So I’ve heard.” Cole kept his tone neutral, giving nothing away.

      Mabel disappeared into the kitchen, leaving him alone with his thoughts and his perfect view of Ellie’s table. She’d opened a book, seemingly absorbed in its pages, oblivious to the chatter around her. The curve of her neck as she bent over her reading pulled his gaze like a magnet.

      Before he could talk himself out of it, Cole picked up his coffee and crossed the diner to her table.

      “Mind if I join you, Dr. Hopewell?” he asked, his voice dropping lower than he’d intended.

      She looked up, surprise widening her green eyes. “Mr. Walker.” It wasn’t quite an invitation, but she closed her book, one finger marking her place.

      Cole sat across from her, the small table forcing their knees to nearly touch. He caught a whiff of her scent—something clean and herbal, with undertones of sunshine and salt air.

      “I wanted to apologize again for Snapper’s behavior this morning,” he said. “He’s usually better trained.”

      “It’s fine,” she replied, though her tone said otherwise. Her fingers tapped a restless rhythm against her book cover. “Just keep him away from the herds. Some of those mares are pregnant, and stress isn’t good for them.”

      “I agree. Was there something wrong out there with the herd?” Cole watched her expression carefully.

      She studied him for a moment as if reassessing him.

      “One of the mares is missing. She’s due soon.” Ellie hesitated, weighing her words. “She’s the fourth pony to disappear in the past month.”

      Cole frowned, genuine concern replacing his casual interest. “You think they’re being stolen?”

      “I don’t have proof,” she admitted. Her teeth worried her bottom lip, drawing his attention to the fullness there. “But it’s not natural for healthy ponies to vanish without a trace, especially this close to the pony penning.”

      Mabel arrived with a plate of steaming crab cakes for Cole and a bowl of seafood stew for Ellie.

      “You two getting acquainted? Good. Ellie could use some friends around here.”

      Ellie’s cheeks bloomed with color. “I have friends already.”

      “Ponies don’t count, dear,” Mabel replied with a wink before bustling away.

      Cole bit back a smile at the exchange, charmed by Ellie’s embarrassment and Mabel’s motherly meddling. He took a bite of his crab cake. The flavor exploded across his tongue—sweet crab meat, savory herbs, and a hint of heat.

      “This is good,” he said, genuinely impressed. “Damn good.”

      “Mabel doesn’t exaggerate about her cooking,” Ellie agreed, her spoon dipping into the creamy stew. “What brings you to Chincoteague? We’re a long way from cattle country.”

      The wariness in her question hung between them. Cole debated how much to share. The mission his father had entrusted him with required discretion, but something about Ellie made him want to tell her more than he should.

      “Family business,” he said finally. “My father sent me to inspect a few of the dressage horses Bill Thurston uses as breeding stock.”

      Not a lie, but not the whole truth either.

      Ellie’s spoon paused halfway to her mouth. “Thurston’s dressage stock? Are you a trainer?”

      “Not exactly.” Cole met her gaze steadily. “My family owns a large breeding operation in Texas. Arabians and thoroughbreds mainly, but he’s looking to expand. I’ll be here until after the pony penning, probably.”

      “I see.” Ellie retreated behind an invisible wall, her expression turning guarded. “Well, Mr. Thurston runs a… distinctive stable. I’m sure your father will be satisfied with his methods.”

      Something in her tone caught Cole’s attention—a hint of reservation, perhaps even suspicion. Did she know something about Thurston’s operation? Before he could probe further, the diner’s door opened again, and a man in a tailored suit entered.

      Cole noticed Ellie tense. Her fingers tightened around her spoon, and every line of her body radiated dislike.

      “Evening, Doctor Hopewell,” the man said, stopping by their table. “Making new friends, I see.”

      “Mr. Greenwood,” Ellie acknowledged stiffly. “This is Cole Walker. He’s here on business with Bill Thurston.”

      Greenwood extended a hand that Cole shook automatically, noting the man’s limp grip and slightly damp palm.

      “Calvin Greenwood. I represent certain investment interests on the island.” His tone suggested his “interests” were far more substantial than he let on.

      “Meaning he wants to turn half of Chincoteague into a resort for rich mainlanders,” Ellie added. Her voice dripped honey while her eyes flashed fire.

      Greenwood’s smile tightened like a noose. “Progress is inevitable, Doctor. Even on this little island.” His gaze slid from Cole to Ellie. “Speaking of which, have you reconsidered my proposal? The university grant won’t last forever, and my offer still stands.”

      “I’m not interested in being your pet scientist, documenting the ponies before you drive them out,” Ellie replied.

      “The ponies are a tourist attraction,” Greenwood countered. “My development plans would bring more visitors and more interest in the penning. More money raised at the auction. It’s a win for everyone.”

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Ellie said, standing abruptly. The chair legs scraped harshly against the floor. “I need to get back to work.” She placed money on the table for her barely-touched meal. “Enjoy your stay, Mr. Walker.”

      Cole watched her walk out, back straight and head high. Greenwood sighed theatrically.

      “Stubborn woman,” he murmured, more to himself than to Cole. “She doesn’t understand that change is coming, with or without her approval.” He fixed Cole with an appraising look. “How long will you be staying?”

      The question seemed casual, but Cole sensed an underlying purpose that made his instincts flare with a warning.

      “Hard to say,” he replied carefully. “Depends on what I find.”

      “Well, if you need anything during your stay—directions, recommendations, company that doesn’t lecture you about wild ponies—my office is on Main Street.” Greenwood handed him a business card, the paper thick and expensive. “Thurston and I go way back. Any friend of his is a friend of mine.”

      After Greenwood moved to the counter, Cole finished his meal quickly. The crab cakes had lost their flavor, and unease sat heavy in his stomach. He paid his bill, nodded goodbye to Mabel, and stepped out into the humid night.

      Ellie stood beside his truck, scratching a delighted Snapper behind the ears. The sight stopped Cole in his tracks. The moonlight silvered her hair and softened her features. Something twisted in his chest.

      “Thought you didn’t like dogs,” he commented, approaching slowly, as if she might startle and flee.

      “I never said that,” Ellie replied, not looking up. “I just don’t like them chasing my ponies.” She gave the dog a final pat. “He’s a beautiful heeler. Australian Blue?”

      “Texas Blue, but close enough.” Cole couldn’t hide his surprise. “You know working dogs?”

      “I know most breeds. Part of the job.” Ellie finally met his eyes. “Sorry about dinner. Calvin Greenwood has that effect on me.”

      “No need to apologize.” Cole stepped closer, drawn by some invisible force. “Seems like the man knows how to get under your skin.”

      Somewhere out in the marsh, a heron called—a lonely, reedy sound that echoed across the water. The night wrapped around them like a private cocoon, intimate despite the humid air.

      Ellie glanced toward the darkening sky. “He wants to build a massive resort on the south end of the island. If he succeeds, it will disrupt the ponies’ grazing grounds and migration patterns. Not to mention change the character of Chincoteague forever.”

      Cole leaned against his truck, close enough to catch that herbal scent again. “Islands change. Everything does.”

      “Some things shouldn’t.” Ellie’s voice dropped, soft but fierce. Her passion radiated from her like heat. “These ponies have survived for centuries. They’ve adapted to hurricanes, harsh winters, and limited resources. They’re survivors.” Her eyes met his, unwavering and intense. “They deserve an advocate.”

      Something in her devotion resonated deep within Cole. He’d grown up surrounded by horses, had spent his life on his family’s sprawling ranch, but he’d never felt the kind of connection to the land or its animals that blazed in this woman’s eyes. For a moment, he envied her certainty, her purpose.

      “Well,” he said finally, his voice rougher than intended, “for what it’s worth, I hope you find your missing mare.”

      A ghost of a smile touched her lips, transforming her face. “Thank you, Mr. Walker.”

      “Cole,” he corrected. “If we’re going to keep running into each other, we might as well use first names.”

      She hesitated, then nodded. “Ellie,” she offered, though he already knew.

      As she turned to leave, Cole called after her, surprising himself. “Would you mind showing me around sometime? I’d like to see these famous ponies properly. Without Snapper causing a ruckus.”

      Ellie paused, looking back at him. The moonlight caught in her eyes, turning them mysterious and fathomless.

      “I’m heading out at dawn tomorrow to track Scarlet,” she said. “You’re welcome to join me, but I leave from the north end of the beach at 5:30 sharp. Just past Tom’s Cove.”

      Before Cole could respond, she was walking away, her figure gradually blending into the deepening twilight.

      Snapper whined beside him, and Cole absently stroked the dog’s head. “What do you think, boy? Should we take the doctor up on her offer?”

      The dog’s tail wagged enthusiastically.

      “Yeah,” Cole murmured, watching the space where Ellie had disappeared. “I think so, too.”
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      The eastern sky was just beginning to lighten when Ellie arrived at the north beach. The tide was out, leaving a wide stretch of wet sand dotted with shells and the occasional horseshoe crab. She tightened her jacket against the morning chill and adjusted the strap of her canvas bag, which contained her notebook, binoculars, and most importantly, her prized Leica camera—a splurge she’d allowed herself when she first received the research grant.

      Sweat beaded along her hairline despite the early hour. Ellie wiped her forehead with a quick swipe of her sleeve.

      “July on Assateague,” she muttered to herself. “Where even five-thirty in the morning feels like a sauna.”

      She surveyed the deserted beach with a mixture of relief and disappointment. The Texan was late. Or not coming at all. Good. She worked better alone—had done so since arriving on the island. The ponies were her responsibility. She didn’t need a distraction in the form of a blue-eyed Texan with shoulders that filled out his denim shirt in a way that made her notice despite herself.

      But as she scanned the beach road, headlights appeared in the distance. Her stomach tightened unexpectedly, and she quickly turned away, feigning interest in adjusting her camera strap.

      Cole’s truck pulled up beside her Jeep. He emerged looking surprisingly alert, a thermos in one hand. Snapper stayed in the truck bed, secured by a short lead—a thoughtful precaution that Ellie grudgingly appreciated.

      “Morning,” he said, his voice carrying a roughness that made something inside her tighten. “Wasn’t sure if you took cream, so I brought it black.”

      He offered her a steel mug from his thermos. The gesture caught Ellie off guard. “Thank you,” she said, accepting it gratefully. The coffee was strong and hot, exactly what she needed. “I didn’t think you’d actually come.”

      One corner of his mouth lifted in a half-smile. Her pulse quickened traitorously.

      “I always keep my word, Dr. Hopewell.”

      “Ellie,” she reminded him, returning the cup after another deep sip. “And I’m glad you left Snapper in the truck.”

      “He wasn’t happy about it, but he’ll survive.” He glanced toward her Jeep. “We taking your vehicle?”

      She shook her head. “We’ll go on foot. The ponies are sensitive to engine sounds, especially now that they’re on edge.” Her gaze dropped to his footwear. “Those boots might get uncomfortable in the sand.”

      Cole looked down at his well-worn cowboy boots and shrugged. “They’ve survived worse.”

      The first rays of sunlight spilled over the horizon as they set out, walking north along the shoreline. Ellie moved with practiced efficiency, stepping lightly across the sand, pausing only to examine tracks or broken vegetation.

      She was acutely aware of Cole beside her—the rhythmic sound of his breathing, the way he matched his stride to hers without seeming to try. The space between them remained consistent, as if he instinctively understood her need for distance. That perception unsettled her.

      “Scarlet is a bay mare, about thirteen hands high,” Ellie explained, focusing on the facts. “She has a distinctive white blaze shaped like a lightning bolt. Hence the name. She was due to foal any day now.” She swallowed against the tightness in her throat. “I’m worried that whoever took her doesn’t realize she’s pregnant, or worse, doesn’t care.”

      “You’re certain she was taken?” Cole’s voice carried no judgment, just focused interest.

      Ellie appreciated his directness. No wasted sympathies or empty reassurances.

      “Ponies are social animals. They don’t typically leave the herd, especially not pregnant mares.” She pointed to a marshy area beyond the dunes. “Besides, I’ve checked all her usual spots and found nothing but human footprints where there shouldn’t be any.”

      Cole nodded thoughtfully. “If someone’s stealing ponies, they must have transportation nearby. These islands are connected by bridges, right?”

      “Yes, but there are also boats. The channels between the islands aren’t that wide.” Ellie slanted a curious glance his way. “You seem to know something about tracking.”

      “Grew up tracking strays on a twenty-thousand-acre ranch.” His matter-of-fact tone carried no hint of boasting. “Different terrain, but the principles are the same. Animals leave signs. So do people.”

      They fell into a surprisingly comfortable silence as the sun climbed higher. Only the cry of gulls and rhythmic waves disturbed the quiet. A great blue heron stalked through the shallows nearby, its reflection mirrored in a still tidal pool.

      “It’s beautiful here,” Cole admitted, his voice softening. “Different from home, but beautiful in its own way.”

      “I thought cowboys preferred wide open spaces and dust.” Ellie heard the teasing note in her voice and wondered where it had come from.

      “We do.” His smile transformed his features completely, erasing the guarded lines around his eyes. “But I can appreciate the ocean from a distance. Just don’t ask me to swim in it.”

      “You don’t swim?” She couldn’t hide her surprise.

      “Never learned. Not much call for it in West Texas.”

      Ellie laughed, the sound startling her. When had she last laughed with a stranger? “You’re on an island, Mr. Walker. Surrounded by water.”

      “Which is why I plan to keep my boots firmly on dry land. The ocean makes me uneasy. Always has.”

      The admission seemed to cost him something. Ellie felt an unexpected surge of empathy. She recognized the shadow of vulnerability in his eyes—she saw it in her mirror every morning. Her own fear stalked her daily: failing again, missing crucial symptoms, being responsible for another preventable death. Champion’s Golden Boy’s convulsing body still haunted her dreams.

      “Well, the good news is you won’t have to swim to help me find Scarlet,” she said, keeping her tone deliberately light.

      They continued along the beach until they reached a small cove partially hidden by towering dunes. Ellie froze, her hand shooting up to stop Cole.

      “Look,” she whispered, pointing to the sand.

      Fresh hoofprints led from the water’s edge into the tall marsh grass. Alongside them were the clear imprints of boots—at least two different pairs.

      Cole crouched beside the tracks, studying them with an intensity that she couldn’t help but admire. His focus remained absolute, his hands hovering above the impressions without disturbing them. The care in his movements spoke of respect for the land.

      “These are recent. From last night, I’d say.” His voice had dropped to a professional murmur.

      “How can you tell?” She knelt beside him, close enough to catch the scent of coffee and something woodsy that clung to his clothes.

      “The edges are still sharp, not softened by wind or moisture.” He indicated a particular boot print. “And see this partial impression? That’s from the tide coming in after the track was made. Based on the tide schedule I saw at the dock yesterday, this would have been made shortly after midnight.”

      “You noticed the tide schedule?” Ellie couldn’t keep the surprise from her voice.

      Cole met her eyes, and something almost sheepish crossed his face. “Force of habit. I like to know the rhythms of a place.”

      They followed the tracks into the marsh grass. The going slowed considerably, the ground soggy beneath their feet. Insects buzzed around them in clouds, and several times they startled marsh birds into flight. The humidity pressed down like a physical weight, the air thick with salt and vegetation. Mosquitoes swarmed relentlessly, and Ellie swatted at them, her forearms already dotted with angry welts.

      “Here.” Cole offered her a small tin from his pocket. “Natural repellent. My grandmother’s recipe.”

      Their fingers brushed as she took it, sending an inexplicable current up her arm. The salve smelled of cedar and mint.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, applying it to her exposed skin.

      The trail led to a small clearing where the grass had been trampled down. Cole pointed silently to a rusted metal stake driven into the ground, a length of rope still tied to it.

      “They kept her here,” Ellie said, anger rising hot in her chest. “Probably waiting for a boat.”

      “Or a truck,” Cole suggested, pointing to wider tracks partially obscured by the flattened grass. “Looks like something heavy was driven in through that narrow path to the west.”

      Ellie knelt and picked up something from the ground—a small, weather-beaten tag with faded numbers. Her fingers trembled slightly as she turned it over.

      “This is from the Fire Department. All the ponies that are auctioned at the penning get these tags.” She turned it over in her palm. “This is from last year’s event.”

      “So this pony’s been auctioned off before,” Cole concluded. “Why was it still on the island?”

      “Some folks buy a pony and donate it back. A mare about to foal is more valuable—two ponies for the price of one.”

      A sudden rustling in the tall grass behind them made them both turn sharply. For a tense moment, she thought the thieves might have returned. Instead, a small, speckled pony emerged, his coat dull and his ribs showing prominently.

      “That’s Pepper,” Ellie said softly, recognizing one of the younger stallions from the southern herd. Her expert eye cataloged his condition instantly. “He looks awful.”

      She approached slowly, making gentle clicking sounds with her tongue. The pony regarded her warily but didn’t flee. As she drew closer, she could see patches of hair missing from his coat and a strange, crusty substance around his eyes and nostrils. Fear clutched at her heart.

      “Stay back,” she warned Cole sharply. “I need to check him.”

      With practiced movements, Ellie took a halter from her bag and slipped it over the pony’s head. He didn’t resist, which concerned her even more—wild ponies didn’t typically allow such handling unless they were severely compromised.

      She felt Cole watching her work. From the corner of her eye, she saw his intent focus, his body poised as if ready to assist if needed. The realization that she found his presence reassuring rather than intrusive caught her off guard.

      “What’s wrong with him?” he asked, keeping his distance as instructed.

      Ellie examined the pony carefully, checking his gums, eyes, and coat. Dread pooled in her stomach as the symptoms aligned in her mind.

      “It could be several things—malnutrition, parasites, or some kind of infection.” She frowned, her fingers gentle on Pepper’s hot skin. “The most worrisome is equine infectious anemia or swamp fever.”

      “EIA?” Cole’s voice sharpened. “That’s serious.”

      Ellie glanced up, genuinely surprised. “You know about it?”

      “Had an outbreak at a neighboring ranch when I was younger. Lost half their stock before they contained it.” His voice held the weight of memory.

      “It’s highly contagious, spread through blood-feeding insects or contaminated equipment.” She carefully took a sample of the crusty discharge and placed it in a vial from her kit, then removed her camera from her bag. “I need to document this. These symptoms might be important evidence.”

      As she photographed Pepper’s condition from multiple angles, her mind raced with implications. EIA didn’t appear spontaneously—it had to be introduced through infected horses. If it was spreading through the wild herds, someone had brought sick horses to the island.

      “Can you treat him here?” Cole asked, nodding toward Pepper.

      “Not properly. He needs to be isolated and monitored.” She met Cole’s gaze directly. “If this is EIA, it could devastate the herds.”

      The gravity of the situation settled between them. Missing ponies were concerning enough—a potential disease outbreak was catastrophic.

      “The pony penning is in three weeks,” Ellie said, her voice tight with worry. “If this is EIA, they’ll have to cancel it. The virus can spread rapidly when horses are gathered together.”

      “Would canceling be so bad?” Cole asked. “If the ponies are sick⁠—”

      “The penning is crucial,” Ellie cut in, passion flaring. “It’s not just tradition. It’s how the Fire Department raises funds for the year. And it’s how they manage the herd size to prevent overgrazing.” She left the consequences unspoken but hanging heavily between them.

      Every year, the Chincoteague Fire Department held the pony swim and penning, where all of the wild herds were driven into the water to swim across the channel to be auctioned off. This event controlled the population and paid for fire-fighting equipment. It was also a significant tourist attraction.

      Cole’s eyes held hers, seeing more than she wanted to reveal. “What can I do to help?”

      The question surprised her, dissolving some of the tension coiled in her chest.

      “I need to get Pepper back to my place,” she decided, mind racing through practical considerations. “There’s a small stable behind my cottage where I can quarantine him. But I didn’t bring a trailer, and I don’t want to leave these tracks unexamined.”

      “I’ll head back and get Thurston’s horse trailer. You stay and document everything. Where’s your cottage?”

      “On a spit of land between Little Oyster Bay and Assateague Channel. Blue with white trim.” She hesitated, fighting her instinct to handle everything alone. “Are you sure? It’s a lot to ask.”

      “It’s not asking if I’m offering,” he replied. His smile, small but genuine, sent an unexpected flutter through her belly. “Besides, I came to see the ponies. Might as well make myself useful.”

      As he turned to go, Ellie called after him before she could think better of it. “Cole? Thank you.”

      He tipped his hat in acknowledgment, the gesture oddly charming, before making his way back toward the beach. She watched him go, noticing the confident set of his shoulders and the ease of his stride across the uneven terrain.

      Left alone with the ailing pony, Ellie felt the old fear crawling up her spine like ice water. Another sick horse under her care. Another chance to fail.

      “Not this time,” she whispered fiercely, stroking Pepper’s dull coat. “I won’t let it happen again.”

      She led the pony to a small patch of shade and secured his halter to a scrubby pine. Then she methodically photographed and documented the tracks, the stake, the tag—anything that might help identify the thieves. Her movements were precise, but her mind kept drifting to Cole Walker. His unexpected knowledge of horses. The gentleness beneath his rugged exterior. The way his eyes seemed to see right through her professional façade.

      “Focus, Ellie,” she muttered. “He’s just passing through. Don’t get attached.”

      But even as she documented evidence, she found herself anticipating his return.
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      Ellie crouched near the dozing pony, her knees aching against the rough sand. The animal’s flanks rose and fell in a steady rhythm beneath the sparse shade of a twisted pine. She scribbled notes in her worn field journal, her handwriting growing more cramped with each passing minute. Every few seconds, her eyes darted to the trailhead. Her ears strained for any sound that might signal someone’s approach.

      “Come on, Cole,” she whispered, surprising herself with the naked concern in her voice.

      The familiar growl of Cole’s engine finally crested the dune. Something inside her chest unraveled—a knot of tension she hadn’t even recognized was there. Relief flooded through her veins, followed by a jolt of something warmer, more dangerous. She stood quickly, brushing sand from her knees.

      The July sun blazed overhead now, beating down with merciless intensity. Her shirt had transformed into a second skin. The messy knot she’d tied her hair into was coming loose, tendrils escaping to stick against her neck.

      The rumble of the truck grew louder. She took a deep breath and forced her features into a mask of professional detachment.

      Cole’s truck appeared around the bend, dragging a gleaming horse trailer. He parked and stepped out in one fluid motion. Ellie’s eyes betrayed her, tracking the long line of his body as he moved toward her. Those worn jeans. That faded blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up. And that cowboy swagger…

      “Found anything new?” he called, his voice carrying across the sand.

      “Nothing helpful.” Her voice sounded tight. “Pepper seems stable enough to move.”

      Loading the pony went more smoothly than she’d dared hope. Cole moved with quiet confidence, his hands sure and gentle on the animal’s trembling flanks. He spoke in low, soothing tones that seemed to calm both the pony and Ellie’s frayed nerves.

      When he stretched to secure a lead rope, the fabric of his shirt pulled taut across his shoulders. Ellie’s gaze traced the strong line of his back and the curve of muscle visible beneath the thin cotton. Heat bloomed low in her belly, spreading upward until her cheeks burned. She jerked her gaze away when he turned, busying herself with equipment she’d already packed three times.

      “Ready to go?” he asked, so close behind her that she startled.

      “Yes.” The word came out breathier than she intended. “Let’s get him to my place.”

      The drive back toward her cottage unfolded in charged silence. The trailer swayed gently behind them. Ellie stared out the window, desperately trying to focus on the marshlands blurring past instead of the man beside her. The subtle scent of his cologne—something woodsy and warm—filled the truck’s cabin.

      “You’re good with him,” she finally said, needing to break the silence before it suffocated her. “With Pepper.”

      Cole kept his eyes fixed on the narrow island road, his profile sharp against the afternoon light. “He’s scared. Animals know when you’re trying to help, if you approach them right.”

      The quiet confidence in his voice awakened something in her. Curiosity. Interest. Dangerous things.

      “Is that what you do on your family’s ranch?” She turned slightly in her seat to study him. “Work with horses?”

      The change in him was subtle but immediate. His jaw tightened. Tension rippled across his features like a stone dropped in still water.

      “Sometimes,” was all he said.

      Ellie recognized the boundary he’d erected. She swallowed her next question and returned her gaze to the window.

      They arrived at her cottage minutes later—a small, weathered structure nestled against the dunes. Blue paint peeled in places, revealing the history of the building in stubborn, curling strips. Behind the cottage stood a modest stable with two empty stalls, normally empty except when Ellie was treating an injured wild pony.

      “Sorry it’s not much,” she said as they carefully unloaded Pepper. Self-consciousness pinched at her. The cottage had always been enough for her, but now, seeing it through Cole’s eyes, she noticed every imperfection. “But it’s home.”

      Cole’s gaze swept over the herb garden she’d planted beside the porch, the weathered rocking chair facing the ocean, and the wind chimes dancing in the salt breeze.

      “It suits you,” he said.

      The comment caught her completely off guard. “What does that mean?” The words came out sharper than she intended.

      Cole turned to her, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

      “Sturdy.” He leaned against the stable door. “Self-sufficient.” His gaze met hers directly. “A little wild around the edges.”

      Heat rushed to Ellie’s cheeks. “I’m not sure if I should be flattered or offended.” She fought against the smile threatening to break through her carefully maintained composure.

      “Definitely flattered,” Cole said, his voice dropping to a tone that sent a shiver along her spine.

      They moved into the stable together. Ellie prepared a solution to clean Pepper’s inflamed eyes and nostrils. Cole filled a water bucket and measured feed according to her instructions. They moved around each other in an unexpected dance of cooperation, as if they’d done this together countless times before.

      Their hands brushed as they both reached for the same brush. A jolt of electricity raced up Ellie’s arm. She pulled back quickly, nearly dropping the brush.

      “Sorry,” they said in unison.

      Their eyes met. Cole didn’t look away. Neither did she.

      “I need to develop these photographs,” she said, patting her camera bag. “The university requires documentation. This could be crucial evidence.”

      “I can stay with Pepper,” he offered, rolling his sleeves higher on his forearms. The motion exposed more tanned skin, dusted with golden hair. “If you need to work on that.”

      Ellie hesitated. The offer of help felt foreign, uncomfortable. She worked alone. Always had. Her routine was her sanctuary. Letting someone into that space…

      “If you don’t mind. I shouldn’t be more than an hour in the darkroom.”

      “I’ve got nowhere to be,” Cole assured her. “Take your time.”

      Ellie nodded and turned toward the cottage, feeling oddly flustered.

      “Ellie.” Cole’s voice stopped her before she’d taken three steps. “Maybe afterward, if Pepper’s stable, you might let me buy you dinner at Mabel’s? To thank you for showing me the ponies.”

      Her heart stumbled in her chest. She turned slowly to face him, searching his expression for any hint of ulterior motive. She found none—just open interest that made her pulse race.

      All her inner alarms blared at once. Getting involved with someone wasn’t part of her plan. Especially not someone temporary. Someone who would disappear back to Texas in a few weeks, leaving her with nothing but regrets and memories.

      “I—I really should get these photographs developed and cataloged,” she said, retreating behind work as she always did. “It could take most of the evening, especially with the new samples.”

      “Of course.” His voice remained easy, but something in his eyes dimmed slightly. “Another time, perhaps.” He paused, his head tilting slightly as he studied her. “Say, I’ve always been curious about photography—wildlife photography especially. Must be nice having your own darkroom.”

      The unexpected shared interest caught Ellie off guard. His expression held genuine curiosity, not the forced interest of someone making casual conversation.

      “Yes, I converted the pantry. It’s small, but it works.”

      “I’d be interested to see your setup sometime, if you wouldn’t mind showing me,” Cole said. “Never seen a real darkroom before.”

      “Maybe,” she said, unable to commit but equally unable to refuse. “If we have time after dealing with Pepper and these missing ponies.”

      “I understand.” He nodded. “The ponies come first.”

      Something in the way he said it—without resentment or impatience—made Ellie soften slightly. Most people didn’t understand her dedication to her work. They certainly didn’t respect it.

      “Thank you for your help today,” she said, more warmly than she’d intended. “I’m not used to having… assistance.”

      “Happy to provide it.” Cole’s smile lit his entire face, transforming his handsome features into something almost unbearable.

      “So, are you getting what you need from Thurston?” She tried to sound casual about his business. After all, she didn’t like strangers prying with her personal life, but with Cole, she found herself curious if he might stick around or at least visit the island frequently.

      “My father thinks this place might be a good investment.” His voice hardened slightly. “Dressage horses, coastal breeding. Says it’s the future.” He gave a short, humorless laugh. “Says I need to start taking things seriously. Settle down. Commit.”

      “And what do you think?”

      Cole didn’t answer immediately. When he did, his voice carried an unexpected vulnerability that made Ellie’s chest tighten.

      “I’d rather be behind a camera than a breeding ledger. But there’s no money in photographing wildlife, not the kind that lets you keep twenty-thousand acres running.”

      The admission created a connection she hadn’t anticipated. She recognized the conflict written across his features—duty versus desire, obligation versus passion. She’d made her choice years ago. She’d chosen passion and independence, even when it cost her family relationships and stability.

      “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      She felt his eyes on her back as she walked to the cottage. Inside, Ellie moved to the window, watching as Cole walked between the stable and the porch. His dog Snapper trotted happily at his heels. The Texan had an easy grace about him, a quiet confidence that didn’t demand attention but commanded it nonetheless.

      “Stop it,” she muttered, pressing her palms against her flushed cheeks. “He’ll be gone in a few weeks. Back to Texas where he belongs.”

      Her darkroom called to her—the one place where everything made sense, where the rules were clear and consistent. She closed the door firmly behind her.

      The chemical smell of the developer filled her nostrils as she carefully agitated the solution, watching as the images slowly appeared on the paper. Clear, unmistakable signs of illness. And there—in one of the photographs of the clearing—something she hadn’t noticed before: a small glass vial half-buried in the mud.

      “Oh my God.” Ellie leaned closer, heart racing against her ribs. If that vial contained medication or sedative, it could be exactly what they needed to prove deliberate tampering.

      She finished developing the photographs with renewed urgency. This was evidence, possibly the first tangible connection between the missing ponies and Pepper’s illness. She needed to show Cole and get his perspective.
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