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        I’LL CALL YOU HOME

        Enderlin Calling #2

        by Sharon L. Clark

      

      

      
        
        She has a second chance at love…

        but will old wounds and new dangers cost her everything?

      

      

      

      When her father is injured on the family horse ranch, Charlotte Trevino rushes home to Zearing, Texas, the small town she put in her rearview mirror years ago. Her brother and father insist that everything is under control, but the recent odd - and costly - run of bad luck on the ranch tells a different story.  The books haven’t been in the black for months, they’re plagued by equipment troubles and supply chain failures, and their neighbors are selling their property to a shady businessman who won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. But Charlotte refuses to give up and sets out to save the ranch, however she can. Despite being confronted by the painful past she tried to leave behind: her high school sweetheart, Jason Archer.

      Jason has a calm and comfortable life in Zearing. He works for his uncle as a respected financial analyst, takes care of his Alzheimer’s-ridden mother, and spends downtime with friends. But then one day the whirlwind known as Charlotte blows back into town and everything is turned upside down. He’s never forgiven himself for breaking her heart, but he’s never gotten over her, either. Determined to earn her trust once more, he offers to help save the ranch, and the lingering heat between them bursts into flame whenever they’re together.

      It soon becomes clear that her family’s trouble is far more than simple bad luck. When Charlotte starts to inch the ranch back toward financial stability, the bad luck turns to threats and near-misses, and the trouble draws closer to home. Jason is right by her side, lending a hand as they grow closer and closer. But secrets come to light and Jason is torn between the woman he never stopped loving and the family that has given him everything. As the danger intensifies, the question is no longer if Charlotte can save the ranch…but will she survive if she does.

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to the teachers who pushed, challenged, and inspired me through the years.

      

      This is all your fault.
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      The heels of Charlotte Trevino’s shoes clicked loudly on the tile floor of the hospital, keeping time with her racing heart. Less than 24 hours ago she’d gotten a call that made everything else stand still: her father had been injured and was in the hospital. She dropped everything and took the first flight from her current home in San Francisco to her childhood home in Texas. It had been a few years since she’d been back and the guilt of not being there for her dad had her stomach in knots.

      When she finally reached the room number her brother had texted her, the door was wide open, and she barreled in. Her larger-than-life dad looked so small, hooked up to a variety of beeping machines, his arm in a sling, and she couldn’t stop the tears that sprang to her eyes. “Dad.”

      He was sitting up in the bed, his wavy white hair longer than she remembered, and his brown eyes popped wide when he saw her. “Charlie-girl! What are you doing here?”

      “Where else would I be?” She kissed his cheek. “How are you feeling?”

      “Charlotte, what the hell?” Her brother Brandon walked in carrying a fresh cup of coffee and a newspaper. “I would have driven to the airport to pick you up if you’d have told me you were coming.”

      She waved him off but wrapped her arms around his waist for a hug. Being barely 5’5” when Brandon was 6’, it was all she could manage. “I didn’t want to put anything more on your plate, so I just rented a car. It’s no big deal.”

      Brandon shook his head. “Of course you did. Still wasn’t necessary. Can’t you just let people do things for you?”

      “When I’m fully capable of doing them myself? Not on your life.” She smiled at her dad. “Wonder where I learned that?”

      Arthur Trevino chuckled and wagged a finger at his daughter. “Ya got me there, Charlotte Rose. Stubborn as a mule—and I proudly take full responsibility.”

      Perching on the edge of the bed, Charlotte held his hand and looked up at Brandon. “So, who’s going to tell me what happened?”

      The two men shared a look she couldn’t read, and she narrowed her eyes. “All right. What’s going on?”

      “Go ahead, Dad, tell her.” Brandon crossed his arms. “This is all you, old man.”

      “Quiet, you.” Arthur patted his daughter’s hand and shrugged. “I was out for a ride around the property at the end of the day and something spooked the horse just as we were getting back to the paddock. Threw me on my ass.”

      “On your head, more like.”  Brandon nudged Arthur, trying to lighten the mood, but Charlotte wasn’t fooled. His smile didn’t reach his eyes, pinched at the edges from lack of sleep and an over-abundance of worry. “Old graceful here ended up dislocating his shoulder and bruising a few ribs. But they’re not sure his heart didn’t do a little dance, too.”

      She’d been so busy planning her flight and lining up a substitute to cover her kindergarten classes, that Charlotte hadn’t allowed herself to be scared—and it seemed that moment was when her entire system decided to jump in with both feet. “Your…heart? Seriously? Like a heart attack or what?”

      “Nothing like that. Your brother is just being melodramatic.” Arthur narrowed his eyes. “It was nothing, barely a blip.”

      Tears blurred her vision, and she was having trouble catching her breath. If she hadn’t already been sitting on the edge of Arthur’s bed, her knees might have gone soft under her. Instead, she squeezed her dad’s hand and tried to sniffle back all the what-ifs that flooded her brain.

      “Damn it, Dad. You’re barely into your sixties and I expect you to be around for at least another twenty years, you hear me? You’ve got to be more careful.”

      Throwing his hands in the air, Brandon scoffed. “That is exactly what I’ve been telling him. It’s time to step back and think about retiring.”

      With a snort at his son, Arthur patted Charlotte’s knee. “Oh, come on now darlin’, you know I’m far too stubborn to go anywhere just yet. You’ll see—give me a couple weeks and I’ll be up turning cartwheels!”

      Just then, the nurse came in to take some vitals and give him some medication, so Charlotte dragged her brother into the hall.

      “Tell me the truth, Bran. How bad was it? I know he’s not telling me everything.”

      He ran his hand through his shaggy dark hair and leaned against the wall. “Not gonna lie, Char, I was pretty scared. He thinks the injuries are the most concerning part of all of this, but I really think he was lucky he didn’t have a full heart attack. If Doc Angus hadn’t still been there to call the ambulance, well…I don’t know. But he’s in the best heart hospital in southern Texas and they said he should recover just fine. He has some artery build-up but not enough that he needs surgery. Which is a good thing because the old man’s cranky enough that he has to take it easy and relinquish a lot of his duties.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s gonna have to rest, probably longer than a couple weeks.” She tapped a finger against her chin and paced the hallway. “Maybe we can give Hank and Calvin some more responsibilities and convince Milo to come out after school, too.”

      It quickly became obvious that Brandon was trying not to meet her eye, so Charlotte laid her hand his arm. “What? I’ll find out one way or another, so just spill it.”

      “We had to let Calvin go about six months ago. Chores and duties were redistributed then, mostly between Hank and me, so we’re already stretched pretty thin.”

      “Oh, no.” Charlotte had always liked Calvin. He was around her age and had always been quick with a smile or a joke. They’d taken him on as a ranch hand during her senior year of high school and he’d been around every time she came home, keeping her company while they worked. Maybe he wasn’t the most reliable employee and had been a little mouthy at times, but he was good with the animals. In fact, Cal was the one who had helped her break the rowdiest colts once they were old enough. “I’ll miss seeing him around the ranch. What happened?”

      Brandon shrugged. “Oh, you know how he was. It just got to the point where he was late more often than not, was getting into arguments with Hank and Dad, wasn’t getting shit done. So when money got tight and we realized we had to let someone go, he made the most sense. Turns out he has a rich uncle who offered him a job up near San Antonio. It’s been rough, but it was best for everyone, all around.”

      Gaping at him, Charlotte tried to make sense of what he was saying. “Wait–back up. What do you mean when money got tight? T & M Ranch has always been able to take care of their employees.”

      There had to be some mistake. But before she could ask any more questions, the nurse slipped by and Brandon scrambled to get back in the room. Charlotte could only follow, compiling a mental list of questions for her brother once they were home. But for the moment, she just wanted to relish the time with her little family.
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        * * *

      

      When Arthur started yawning and having trouble keeping his eyes open, Charlotte and Brandon reluctantly left him to rest. The whirlwind of the last twenty-four hours was starting to take its toll on her, so she left her brother to run his errands in Seguin, and she started on the long drive home.

      T & M Ranch was situated a quarter mile off the highway and Charlotte was glad it was still light out. Coming up the tree-lined drive and seeing the yard open up in front of her was a sight that never got old.

      On her left, the two-story farmhouse was the first thing that came into view, and she was inundated with a flood of memories: Sitting on the covered porch, repotting plants with her mother, or learning how to tie knots with her dad. Her bedroom was on the second floor, just over the porch awning and she grinned thinking about the many times she’d snuck out and shimmied down the trellis. While she never got caught, Charlotte was pretty sure her dad knew what she was up to and stayed awake most nights until she came home.

      She parked in front of the house and just sat with her hands gripping the steering wheel, lost in some other memories that weren’t all that great. Like the day she came home from school and found her father, eyes red, waiting to tell her that her mother had passed. She thought he was joking, just trying to scare her, even though he would never be that mean. Instead, he sat her down on those front steps and tried to explain to 14-year-old Charlotte that Rose Murray Trevino had suffered an aneurysm while hanging out the laundry and hadn’t known what was happening, hadn’t suffered at all. Her heart hurt staring at those steps, seeing in her mind’s eye the day of the funeral and all the black-clad, well-meaning folks who had come out from Zearing to pay their respects and share their useless platitudes.

      “She’s in a better place, dear.”

      “At least she didn’t suffer.”

      “Everything happens for a reason.”

      There were many, many comments about how she was the spitting image of darling Rose Murray. Charlotte knew she was her mom’s carbon copy—which only made it more painful to look in the mirror. Her dad and Brandon were tough. They’re ranchers, and men, and they refused to cry in front of anyone, even Charlotte. Because of that, they didn’t want to see her cry, either. So she suffered alone.

      Well, almost alone.

      Charlotte slid out of the rental car and climbed those familiar steps to sit on the hanging porch swing. The months following her mother’s death had been dark, nothing was good, nothing made her happy.

      She had a sneaking suspicion that Jason Archer was the only reason she’d kept going that summer.

      They had been on their first date just two weeks before Rose died and were a very young and very new couple. Helping someone deal with a death isn’t something many 15-year-old boys would take on willingly or with such care. But Jason was something else.

      Charlotte tucked her legs under her as she sat, a sad smile on her lips. She did everything she could to push him away: refusing his phone calls, sitting silent and sullen anytime he came over to see her, and then turning around to seduce him the next minute. Her cheeks burned in the fading light. Not her proudest moment, that was certain. After years of therapy, she knew it was a desperate attempt to feel something, anything, good again.

      But Jason had been the voice of reason, careful and kind, holding her in his arms while she cried. Or he’d stand as her scapegoat and let her scream and yell out her frustrations. Jason had a calmness about him that was nearly the opposite of Charlotte’s own hot temper. By the time they graduated high school, he could soothe her dark moods with a gentle hand barely grazing the back of her neck. She could almost feel it; the memory was so strong.

      Shaking herself, Charlotte jumped up from the swing and stomped back to the car. Jason wasn’t part of her life anymore and hadn’t been for nearly eight years. After graduation he made it perfectly clear to her that he didn’t want her around. Well, by god, she wasn’t. A fantastic scholarship to City College of San Francisco and the creation of a life with her new best friend, Katie, had kept her mostly on the Coast ever since. When she did make it back to her hometown, she did everything she could not to run into Jason.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t always successful. At least once every time she was in town, they ran into each other. And it always took her breath away.

      The first time wasn’t as much of a surprise as it was a punch in the gut. She’d only been home for a day and was already feeling pretty low. Things weren’t going as she’d thought at school, and she was really homesick, and then when she spotted Jason walking on the other side of the street, an arm around a woman she didn’t recognize, well…it was hard.

      Dragging her suitcase into the house, Charlotte left it in her old bedroom, which was nearly unrecognizable. It was a neutral guest bedroom now, beige and pale green instead of the bright yellows and blues she had decorated it in. Back in the kitchen she poured herself some iced tea and returned to the porch swing to watch the night take over the sky.

      Her mind wandered back to Jason as the deep blue of twilight crept over the vast Texas sky. It was the exact color of his eyes, hovering somewhere between blue and violet. Again, such a contrast to her own light brown eyes. He always called her his golden-eyed goddess which would make her blush. Even remembering it now brought the heat into her cheeks.

      What the hell was she doing? Jumping up from the porch swing again, she paced the boards under her feet. She hadn’t thought this much about Jason in years. It had to be the familiarity of being home, all the memories bombarding her at once in her agitation. Yeah, that was all it was. Having her dad in the hospital brought all those old feelings back and it was natural for her to think about the time she spent with Jason. But he was a topic she needed to banish from her mind. Hell, she didn’t even know if he was still around Zearing. Probably took off for San Antonio or Austin to start a new life.

      He’d probably forgotten all about her.
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      “Come on, Ma. You have to eat.”

      Elizabeth Archer scowled and pushed the spoon away. “Jimmy, you know I can’t eat this stuff! Where’s some of that divine apple cobbler I made just yesterday? Bring that to me and I’ll eat it all.”

      “Ma, it’s Jason, not Jimmy.” His heart fell. “Dad’s been gone for a long time.”

      The older woman sat back in her chair to get a better look at the young man trying to feed her a bite of roasted chicken. “Jason, you say? I don’t know any Jason, although you do look familiar.”

      Jason Archer rubbed his forehead, a headache quickly settling in right behind his eyes. It had been nearly a week since his mother had been this bad. Most days she was perfectly lucid, playing cards with him after dinner and asking him about his job at the investment firm where he worked with his uncle. But not tonight. What set her off? Was there something about the weather, or what she was eating, or watching on television that would send her back decades? He’d likely never know. Dementia was a devilish disease that stole the people you love one memory at a time.

      “I promise I’ll try to bring you apple cobbler tomorrow. But for today, you need to eat something.” He tried to smile but it was obvious she was losing weight, and the nurses were concerned they’d have to feed her intravenously before too long. “The kitchen made this especially for you. It would be rude to not eat at least some of it, wouldn’t it?”

      Elizabeth’s forehead crinkled and she eyeballed the forkful of food for a second. Then she rolled her eyes and took the utensil out of his hand. “Fine. I wouldn’t want to hurt the cook’s feelings. But I want to see some cobbler tomorrow or I’m going to town for dinner.”

      Once that was settled, his mother tucked into the meal as though there’d never been a question about eating it. She made pleasant conversation, laughing and smiling, but Jason knew she wasn’t quite herself. And it broke his heart.

      A young nurse stopped into the room to remove the plate and Elizabeth’s eyes lit up. “Oh, hello darling! Have you met my husband, Jimmy?”

      Jason winced and stood to shake the pretty blonde’s hand. “Hi, sorry. I’m Jason, her son.”

      “Not a problem. We get that a lot. I’m Veronica, although she likes to call me Charlotte, for some reason.”

      Breath catching in his throat, he glanced back at his mother before turning to Veronica and lowering his voice. “Charlotte? Are you sure that was the name?”

      “Yes, yes, Jimmy, dear, this is Charlotte. She goes to school with our son and is the sweetest little thing you’re ever gonna meet.” Elizabeth leaned forward and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I do believe they’ll be married one day, but don’t tell our boy that. He’s far too young to be thinking about such things.”

      Veronica laughed and picked up the tray. “Don’t you worry, Mrs. Archer, your secret is safe with us.” Then she winked at Jason and backed out of the room.

      His mouth hung open as he stared at his mother. How the hell did she remember Charlotte, but couldn’t remember his name from day to day? The nurse didn’t look a thing like Charlotte, quite the opposite. Where Veronica was tall and athletic and blonde with shining light blue eyes, Charlotte was a tiny little thing with a personality as big as Texas. She wore her brown curls shaggy, always blowing her bangs out of her eyes. And those eyes…such a light shade of brown he’d never seen anywhere else. Like molten gold.

      When Elizabeth started yawning, Jason knew that was his cue. “All right, Ma, I gotta go. It’s time for your shows and I’ve got some chores to get done at home.”

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek, and she laid a hand on his shoulder. “I do appreciate you coming to see me, Jason.”

      Startled at the sound of his name, his eyes filled with tears, and he didn’t know what to say. Instead, he just squeezed her hand and kissed her forehead one more time. “’Night, Ma.”

      On the quick drive home, Jason found himself lost in memories. There were plenty of reasons for him to remember Charlotte—they’d pretty much grown up together, leaning on each other as they changed from fifteen-year-old babies into young adults. They had shared so much it would be impossible for him to forget her. Every memory he had from those formative years included her. Even now he could picture her smile and the way her eyes lit up when she laughed—or when she was pissed beyond all reason. She was such a spitfire, the antithesis to his boring, mundane existence. The moment they met he was smitten.

      Jason parked in front of the ranch-style home where he’d grown up. An only child, he had been close to both of his parents and spent almost all of his free time with them until he hit high school. Football is king in Texas and, although he wasn’t very good at it, he joined the team right away his freshman year. Made his dad so proud to see him decked out in his pads and jersey.

      After he’d changed out of his suit and tie, donning a more appropriate pair of jeans and t-shirt, he padded into the kitchen and felt a weight slide off his shoulders. Here was where he felt most at home. Working with his hands, mixing the right flavors and creating dishes that made people happy, experimenting with new ingredients. It had been one of the ways he and his dad had grown so close when he was a teen.

      He let his mind wander while he chopped some onions and rosemary and started boiling water for rice. Being on the football team had made his parents happy, and he didn’t hate it, but it wasn’t where his heart was.

      Until Charlotte joined the cheerleading team and was at every single game.

      Such a high school cliché, the football player and the cheerleader, but it was just so natural for them to end up together. There were plenty of shared bus rides to neighboring towns, and they were frequently practicing on the field at the same time after school, so it was easy to get to know her. Charlotte was one of those people who shined so bright you were drawn into her orbit, full of excitement and life—the penultimate cheerleader.

      And then her mom died, and she was suddenly adrift.

      Ever since that day, there had been a bit of a shadow hanging over her. It took a few months before she let herself be happy again, to laugh at jokes and get excited about, well, anything. But boy, when she was happy, it was like the sun was only shining on you.

      Jason shook himself and got back to work. There was no point in thinking about Charlotte. She’d made her choice, and it was the right choice. If she’d known that Jimmy Archer was sick that summer after graduation, she’d never have left. He couldn’t regret keeping that information from her, knowing that she’d resent him after a few years if she’d stayed. Every day after giving up her scholarship would have been spent blaming him for missing her chance at an exciting, fulfilling life. She’d been gone for almost eight years, and they’d only spoken a handful of times when she was in town, always with disastrous results. It was obvious she’d forgotten all about him, so he was going to have to work harder on forgetting her.

      Wiping his hands on the towel over his shoulder, he chuckled. Forgetting Charlotte Trevino was a feat easier said than done.
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      Waking up in the bedroom that used to be hers but looked nothing like she remembered, Charlotte didn’t want to get out from under the covers. A layer of exhaustion was still wrapped around her, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why. The last few days had left her head spinning.

      She had just returned to San Francisco after visiting her best friend, Katie Parker—soon to be Katie Collins—in Iowa and helping her with the grand opening of her new trauma center. It had only been a little more than a year since Katie had survived a terrifying ordeal at the hands of someone she’d known and trusted. In true Katie fashion, she decided to use everything she learned in her own trauma recovery to help others. It seemed that no sooner had Charlotte settled into her San Francisco routine and gotten back into the kindergarten classroom she so loved, than she got a terse, late-night phone call from her brother telling her their dad was in the hospital. After that, she’d been up all night making flight arrangements, putting together lesson plans for her substitute, and just trying to keep from throwing up. Once she’d eaten and gotten herself settled the night before, she’d nearly passed out. Judging by how stiff her shoulder was, she hadn’t moved at all during the night.

      A quick shower helped bring her back to herself and she made her way downstairs to the sunny yellow kitchen. Brandon was already there making breakfast and grinned over his shoulder at her.

      “Morning, sleepyhead. Boy, you’re out of practice for ranch life, aren’t you? I’ve already been out watering and feeding the horses today while you were catching up on your much-needed beauty sleep.”

      Covering her mouth with the back of her hand, she swatted at her chuckling brother on her way to the coffee. “Give me a break, will ya? With the time difference and everything I am gonna need a couple days, at least, to get my groove back.”

      He set a plate of bacon, eggs, and toast in front of her and kissed the top of her head. “I’m just teasing you. Things are under control for now. But I wouldn’t say no if you wanted to come out and help exercise the crowd when you’re done.”

      A slow smile spread over Charlotte’s face. It had been a while since she’d been home, which meant it had been a while since she’d gotten to ride. Living on a horse ranch, Charlotte had essentially grown up in the saddle. She was barrel racing by the time she was ten and training the horses before she was fifteen. When she was younger there had been no getting out of her share of the chores. Cleaning out the stables and putting down fresh straw, watering and feeding the horses, helping out with anything that was asked of her. But training and riding were as much a part of her as her golden-brown eyes, and she’d missed this life after she left for school.

      “I think that can be arranged.”

      Looking around for something to read while she ate, Charlotte pawed through the pile of mail on the kitchen table. There were catalogs, junk mail envelopes, and various bills and statements. One piece of mail caught her eye, though, and she frowned as she picked up the red-stamped notice from the bank.

      “Hey, now,” Brandon tugged the paper from her hand. “Why don’t you finish eating so we can get to the horses? They get antsy, you know, then they’re impossible.”

      “What was that, Bran? It looked important.”

      Keeping his back to her, Brandon shrugged. “It’s nothing for you to worry about. Dad and I are working on it.”

      She jumped from her chair and snatched the paper from him, scooting to the other side of the kitchen before he even knew what hit him. “Don’t give me that. Just let me look at it.” As she skimmed the page, her eyes grew wider, and her mouth dropped open.

      “Bran, this isn’t nothing.” She waved the paper at him. “This says we could lose the ranch, do you realize that?”

      Her brother hung his head and leaned back against the counter. “I'm aware, Char. We all are. And I told you we’re working on it.”

      Charlotte’s brain was kicking into overdrive, firing on all cylinders. “Okay, we need a plan. I need to know how much we’re behind, exactly, we need to take inventory and sell off what we can, then we⁠—”

      Now it was Brandon’s turn to rip the paper away and he shoved it into a drawer, out of sight. “We will. We’re working on some options. But we—” He pointed from Charlotte to himself and back. “Right now, we need to take care of the day-to-day life around here. Finish. Eating.”

      She grimaced at the way he still treated her like a child. “Fine. But we’re not done talking about this.”

      “Oh, I’m well aware.” Her brother rolled his eyes and nudged her with his elbow. “I know you better than to think you’d ever walk away from a fight.”

      When she was done eating and had helped clean up the kitchen, she grabbed her old pair of boots that were still in the mud room and piled her shaggy brown curls on top of her head. She nearly skipped out to the modern, climate-controlled stable where she’d spent most of her childhood. Almost every stall was occupied, and she frowned.

      “Bran, haven’t we been able to get our horses out to the cattle ranchers? Aren’t we selling as many?”

      Her brother kept his head down and held some hay out to the Quarter Horse closest to him. “Oh, I don’t know. We’re doing all right, I guess. We’ve started taking in some boarders, that’s all. We’re one of the top breeders in central Texas, but we needed a little extra help. I told you we’re working on it.”

      The frown deepened as Charlotte made her way down the row. The Quarter Horses and Appaloosas were friendly and beautiful. She could tell that Dr. Angus had been keeping everyone healthy and happy on the ranch. But the fact that they weren’t making ends meet through their regular business of breeding and selling the finest horses any Texas cowboy had seen was concerning.

      Brandon sidled up next to her and slung his arm around her shoulders. “Now, don’t you get all worried and making plans, Charlotte Rose. It’s fine. I mean, there are challenges, of course, but who doesn’t have a bad year every now and again?”

      “What other challenges, Brandon?”

      He ignored her question and led her to a stall where a beautiful pinto mare, glossy chestnut except for a white and brown dapple pattern on her rump, was already saddled. “I knew you’d want to get back to the hospital as soon as possible, so I had Milo help me trot most of these horses out for a bit. I didn’t get to Bess here, so can you please run her for me?”

      “You’re avoiding the question. But you’re not wrong about me being anxious to get back to Dad.” She poked a finger into his chest, backing him against the wall. “You’re gonna tell me what’s going on, make no mistake.”

      He shot her a toothy grin and steered her toward Bess. “Oh, I know you’re right. But let’s table it for now.”

      Hitching herself into the saddle, Charlotte felt an immediate thrill shoot through her. Oh yes, this was where she was supposed to be. Nowhere on earth had she ever felt so comfortable, so exactly where she belonged. There was a building knot of excitement in the middle of her chest, and she could sense that Bess was just as anxious as she was to get out there and stretch her legs.

      She led the horse out to the paddock and cantered her around for a few laps. It was important to her for Bess to feel comfortable with Charlotte on her back and she needed a minute to take stock of Bess’s temperament and movements. Once she felt they were on the same page, she walked Bess to the head of the trail that wound through the entire property. It was mostly cleared of low-hanging branches, and it was a favorite place of hers to train the horses for the types of terrain they’d be working.

      “Get up, now,” she clucked at Bess, and they started the climb up the rocky hillside. Charlotte was pleased at how sure-footed the mare was and impressed at the speed she was climbing. But her heart was really racing in anticipation of hitting the other side. There was wide-open pasture at the bottom of this hill, perfect for flat-out running, and then another path that wound through trees and fields and back around to the stable. Charlotte couldn’t wait to feel the wind in her hair and lose herself in the rhythm of Bess’s hoofbeats.

      Leaning forward, she lowered her voice so only the horse could hear her. “Ready, girl?” The whinnied reply was all she needed and as soon as they cleared the ridge, she kicked her heels against the horse’s flanks and whooped. “Hyah!”

      She leaned into the wind as they flew down the hill, exhilaration bubbling up inside her. Laughing and squealing, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so free. The powerful animal was taking advantage of the free rein Charlotte was giving her and was barreling along an invisible, twisting path toward the line of trees in the distance that marked the edge of the Trevino property. Just before the tree line lay a trail that wound around the field and back toward the stable and Charlotte was disappointed when it came into view, and she had to slow Bess down to a trot. The horse snorted and shook her head in protest.

      Once Charlotte had caught her breath, she leaned forward and patted Bess’s neck. “I know, darlin’, I know. If only we could just run and run and never stop, right? I understand, believe me.”

      The sun was warm on Charlotte’s back as the pair made their way back toward the house. She was anxious to see her dad and to bring him home, but it had always been hard to drag her away from her horses. Today would be no exception. A heaviness settled in her chest when she slid from the saddle and led Bess to the trough for a well-deserved drink. After removing Bess’s tack and rubbing her down, she left her in her stall with a kiss on her nose.

      “Thank you, Bess.”
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        * * *

      

      Arthur was able to come home a couple days after his accident, with strict instructions to take it easy, to rest, and to not do anything more strenuous than take out the garbage. He scoffed at the doctor but took the printout, anyway, trying to fold it up and shove it in his back pocket. But Charlotte snatched it away from him and added it to the folder of paperwork and information she’d been gathering.

      “We need this, Dad. I know for a fact you’re gonna try to convince us that the doctor didn’t say these things, so this is my proof.” Leveling him with a strict glare, she laid a hand on his arm. “Don’t try to pull any funny business once we’re home, either. I’ve got your number, old man.”

      He scrunched his forehead like he was trying to look angry but then laughed and kissed her cheek. “Whatever you say, Charlie-girl. Let’s just get outta here.”

      Brandon had stayed at the ranch to take care of the morning routine, but he was sitting on the porch when Charlotte and Arthur pulled into the yard.

      “There you are! Finally sprung him, huh?”

      “He’s free as a bird—well, relatively.” Charlotte followed her dad to the swing and snuggled into his good side. “I will be keeping an eye on him to make sure he’s following the doctor’s orders, including no strain to the shoulder for at least two weeks. I can’t in good conscience leave you two here without knowing that he’s going to be alright.”

      Arthur rested his cheek on his daughter’s head and they all just enjoyed the warmth of the Texas spring for a few minutes. Then Arthur cleared his throat.

      “So, how are things going around here, Bran? Have we had any more…visitors?”

      Straightening up from where he’d been leaning against one of the porch beams, Brandon stared into his glass of tea and shrugged. “Nope. No one in the last couple of days. It’s all been quiet.”

      Charlotte narrowed her eyes. Her brother was acting weird, and her dad knew why. But the question was what were they hiding?

      “Been getting a lot of random visitors out this way, have you?”

      No one replied right away or even looked at her. She pushed herself up to glare at both of them.

      “All right, you two. Spill it.”

      Brandon exchanged a look with their dad then shrugged. “It’s not a big deal. We’re handling it.”

      God, she was getting tired of hearing that. She opened her mouth to protest but just then a voice rang out across the paddock from the direction of the stable. “Well, lookie here! Is that my Charlotte home for a visit? Get over here, girl!”

      Walking across the yard was an older woman with gray-streaked brown hair pulled back into a ponytail, straight bangs covering her forehead above a pair of warm green eyes.

      “Dr. Angus!” Charlotte jumped up and closed the distance between them, throwing herself into the woman’s arms. “Oh, I missed you.”

      The doctor laughed and squeezed Charlotte tight. “Oh, sweetpea, you are a sight for sore eyes! Let me get a good look at you!”

      Charlotte’s cheeks were starting to hurt from smiling so much but that was okay. Dr. Janelle Angus had been like a second mother to her growing up. The veterinarian was a staple in the region and had been helping out with the Trevinos’ horses for a decade, at least. But after Rose passed away, Janelle was a comforting female presence for Charlotte at a time when she had none.

      Dr. Angus held Charlotte at arms’ length and beamed proudly. “You don’t look a bit different. Still that fresh-faced, tough little beauty I remembered. How long are you in town?”

      “Not sure yet.” She looped her arm with the older woman’s, and they strolled back to the porch where Arthur and Brandon were sitting. “I just came out to lend a hand while he recovers. Maybe six weeks?”

      Her smile warmed Charlotte’s heart. “Well darlin’ we’ll be glad to have you.”

      “Hello, Janelle. How’re the patients today?”

      Arthur started to stand when Dr. Angus reached the porch, but she waved him down and sat next to him instead. “Better’n you, I’d guess.” She patted his knee and grinned at him. “Coming along just great, Arthur. There are two colts and one filly in there that are just about ready to start their training, and your mare Ginny is looking like she’ll be ready to give birth in the next couple of months.”

      They continued to make small talk for a while, and it didn’t take long for Charlotte to notice that something was up with her dad and the doctor. His arm was laid out along the back of the swing, just behind her shoulders. More than once, she laid a hand on his knee or his arm, or she’d lean into him when she laughed. Brandon either didn’t notice or it was common enough that he didn’t think anything of it. Charlotte smiled to herself. In all the time since her mom passed, she hadn’t seen nor heard anything about her dad dating anyone, not in more than a decade. This was a good pairing, as far as she was concerned.

      They all heard the sound of crunching gravel and turned to watch a big white dually pickup tear up the driveway, and Charlotte felt the atmosphere prickle with tension immediately.

      “Who’s that?” No one answered her, but her dad was on his feet and planted at the bottom of the stairs by the time the pickup’s door was even open.

      “I told you before, we aren’t interested.” Her dad was glaring at the stranger who emerged, while Brandon stood behind him with arms crossed. “So just get back in your truck and head on out of here.”.

      The approaching man wore an impeccable white cowboy hat that looked like it cost more than Charlotte’s car. Smiling under a steel-gray mustache, he had his hands folded in front of him, the sun glinting off his diamond rings and the gold bolo tie around his neck.

      “Come on now, Trevino, listen to reason. You can’t keep running this ranch by yourself and we both know it’s not making any money. This is a fair offer, and you need to consider it seriously.” Just then he caught sight of Charlotte coming down the steps and his grin widened. “Well, now, who is this little filly? I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure. I know I’d remember a beauty like you.”

      Brandon took a step, opening his mouth to defend her, but Charlotte grabbed his arm to stop him. Being the little sister, and nearly six inches shorter than Bran, she knew it was in his nature to protect her. But also because she was the little sister, she’d learned to stand her ground and fight her own battles. Crossing her arms, she glared at the stranger. “I believe my father said he wasn’t interested. It’s time for you to go.”

      She saw the skin around the man’s eyes tighten slightly, but the smile stayed wide and bright. “You must be Charlotte.” He bowed slightly, never taking his eyes off her. “Charmed. But why don’t you just run along now and let us men handle this.”

      Dr Angus let out a low whistle and muttered, “Now you’ve done it.”

      Pressing her lips together, Charlotte breathed deep through her nose before responding. “No, I don’t believe I will. Why don’t you run along before I call the sheriff and have you dragged off for trespassing?”

      He slapped his thighs like she’d told him the funniest joke then wagged a finger at her. “You are quite the delight, Miss Charlotte. So much fire in such a little package!”

      “Don’t be fooled by my size. A rattlesnake is small, but you sure don’t want to tangle with one.”

      Brandon snorted from behind her and Charlotte saw the corner of her dad’s mouth twitch. However, the smile on the stranger’s face froze and he narrowed his eyes quickly before pulling an envelope out of his jacket pocket.

      “Well, little rattlesnake, look this over and see if you can talk some sense into your stubborn old man, here.” Smoothing his mustache, he let his gaze rest on each of them in turn. “T & M Ranch is on its last leg, and you all know it. You can sell it to me, pay off your debts, and have a nice pile of cash to retire on. Or you can take your chances that the bank won’t repossess the land and leave you swinging in the wind.”

      Stepping forward, Charlotte snatched the envelope out of his hand. Then he tipped his hat and backed away. “I know you’ll make the wise decision. I hope to hear from you soon, Trevino family.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.” She was clenching her teeth so hard she thought she heard one crack.

      He climbed back into his truck and sped down their driveway, kicking up dirt and gravel all the way. No one moved until he was completely out of sight, then it was as if they let out the breath they were collectively holding. Charlotte opened the paperwork he’d handed her before Brandon could grab it out of her grasp.

      “So, what’s all this and who the hell was that? God, he made my skin crawl.”

      Reaching over her shoulder, Brandon took the paperwork out of her hands and carried it back to the porch, leafing through the pages as he walked. Arthur rubbed a hand down his face, looking exhausted and sad.

      “That, darlin’, was Gerard Chancellor. He’s some bigwig tycoon from San Antonio who’s been working his way through the families all around Zearing, buying up land like it was going out of style.”

      “You’re kidding. And people are just selling to him?”

      Brandon lifted one shoulder. “A lot of people are. You know it’s not easy maintaining a family-run ranch these days. So far out of the ten or so families with property outside Zearing, there are about six of us who haven’t sold. But I don’t know how much longer we can hold out.”

      Charlotte’s throat was suddenly very dry, and she narrowed her eyes. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “Things haven’t been going too smoothly lately. We’re hemorrhaging a lot of money and haven’t been able to make it up.” Arthur readjusted his sling with a grimace. “Chancellor owns our mortgage now and he’s putting the squeeze on us to pay. We’ve held him off so far, but can’t keep this place running forever, not with the way our income has been dropping recently.”

      Charlotte’s mouth fell open. “Is the ranch really in trouble? We’re still selling horses, aren’t we?” At the look her dad and brother exchanged, her heart dropped to her stomach, and she knew the answer before either of them spoke.

      Arthur lowered himself onto the porch swing and patted the seat next to him. “Come sit, Charlie-girl.” With his good arm around her shoulders, he sighed. “Things have been rough the last couple of years, I won’t lie. The ranch is…a little in arrears to the bank, but I’ve been certain things would pick back up any day now.”

      “A little in arrears?” Brandon raked his hands through his hair. “We are at least ten thousand dollars behind and getting further in debt every month. It has been almost three months since we’ve made a full payment. Chancellor’s been breathin’ down our necks, reminding us he could call in our mortgage at any time. He could repossess, and we could lose everything. And that is why I think we need to seriously consider his offer. Now.”

      “Brandon.” Arthur leveled a stern glare at his son.

      “Right. Sorry.” He scratched at the stubble on his neck and sighed heavily, his jaw clenched tight. “Anyway, I’ve got plans tonight so I’m gonna go clean up.” Then he was gone through the front door, taking the stairs two at a time.

      Arthur patted Charlotte’s shoulder in time with the swing, his expression placid. “Don’t mind him. He gets a little anxious about losing the ranch and would rather we sell it, at least got something for it all. He just doesn’t want to see your old man in financial straits once I retire.”

      “Is he right, Dad? Could we lose the ranch?” Charlotte chewed her lip, already knowing the answer in the way her dad’s shoulders slumped at her question. She nodded. “What are our options? Can we talk to anyone at the bank? Can we sell off any equipment we don’t necessarily need or cut expenses some other way? There has to be something we can do.”

      He pulled her close and kissed the top of her head. “Ah, my Charlotte. Always trying to fix the impossible, so much like your mother. I don’t want you to worry about any of this, sweet girl. You’ve got your life in California to be thinking about. We’ll figure this out, we always do.”

      Then he disappeared into the house, leaving Charlotte alone on the porch, eyes stinging with tears.
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