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        He wants to settle down. she’s still dreaming about the future.

         

        Lisa Coleman committed to stay in Heart Falls until her sister’s baby arrives, but after that she’s not returning home. She’s not sure exactly what is on the agenda, so it’s good there’s still a few months to figure her dreams. Meanwhile, there’s no reason she can’t enjoy herself with the very sexy local veterinarian. A naughty interlude with a man who knows all the right moves is the perfect distraction from Coleman chaos: newborn baby! New dog! New found family?!

         

        Josiah Ryder is beginning to feel women only want him for one thing. Okay, fine, playing fast and loose was fun for a while, but it’s time for a change. He’s ready to prove he’s the type who’s in it for the long haul, but the one woman he truly wants insists she’s in town for six months and not a moment longer. He’ll have to pull out all the stops to make Lisa realize nothing out there can compete with finding forever right under her nose.
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      If you’d like to know what new books I have coming, and stay up to date with releases, please sign up for my newsletter!
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      Unlike the father in this story (who thankfully does get his head on straight eventually) my dad was someone I looked up to my entire life. I always had his encouragement, always knew that he was there for me. Always felt his love. He was my first hero, and he left behind a legacy that I can only dream of following.

      

      I miss you, Papa.
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        Silver Stone Ranch, early March

      

      

      A cry echoed off the barn walls, sliding from a deep moan to a bloodcurdling screech that made goose bumps shoot across her skin. If Lisa Coleman believed in ghosts, she’d be running for the hills. Instead, curiosity tugged her forward as she followed the sound farther into the warm building.

      This wasn’t what she’d expected when she’d stolen away from the house, trying to give her sister and brother-in-law some privacy. A moment to be quiet and alone was a good thing.

      Alone time—maybe. Lisa couldn’t see a soul around, but the quiet part was going to be difficult. It seemed the ghosts of winters past had taken voice and were doing their best to shake the dust from the rafters.

      Lisa went in search of the eerie sound.

      She’d been in Heart Falls since mid-December to help her sister Tamara deal with a difficult first pregnancy. Which meant Lisa cooked and cleaned and helped care for Tamara’s two adopted daughters who were eight and nearly eleven, while juggling all the chores involved in keeping a ranch house running.

      Add in that Silver Stone ranch had hosted a family wedding the day before—a quiet one, mind you, but still—Lisa’s days had been filled to the brim.

      She paced past two long rows of stalls. The horses in them lifted their heads, muzzles turned to the south. Their ears twitched and skin rippled as if chasing away flies. The horse equivalent of asking, What the heck?

      Luckily, none of the beasts seemed upset. Lisa hoped it wasn’t because the caterwauling was a regular occurrence at the Silver Stone ranch.

      She inched forward, slow but steady, as the sound changed in pitch and timbre, no longer at the intense volume it had been when she’d first entered the building.

      Her quest for the source of the noise brought her outside the door leading into the oldest surviving building on the ranch. The massive horse barn where she stood was one of two additions that had been constructed on either side of the historic building.

      The wood before her was weathered dark by time and the floorboards dipped underfoot where millions of boot-clad steps had left their impact over the years.

      The voice echoing off the walls—because it was most definitely a voice, and a male one at that—was growing fainter and hoarser. As if he’d reached the end of his rope.

      She’d finally recognized the noisemaker and as Lisa cautiously unbolted the door and peeked into the gloom of the windowless passageway, she wasn’t sure what to expect.

      Not only because of tonight’s strange game of hide and go seek, but because the owner of the voice, Josiah Ryder, local veterinarian, had turned out to be the biggest enigma she’d ever met.

      She’d bumped into the man a couple times in the previous year while visiting Tamara and at least a dozen more over the past months, but she simply couldn’t get a bead on him. It was annoying as heck. Lisa didn’t often find herself at a loss when it came to judging people.

      Or managing people, if she was honest.

      Lisa pushed the door in front of her, the heavy wood swinging away. She laid a hand on the wall in the hopes of shedding a little light on the situation, but even after flicking the switch upward, gloom filled the narrow passageway between two well-lit spaces.

      “Josiah?” She spoke into the darkness.

      “Hey.” His voice was deep, scratchy, and sexy as sin, dammit. As if he’d just rolled out of bed and hadn’t had a chance to do anything more than blink in her direction after an all-nighter that had left them both sated.

      Gee, Lis, seems your imagination is working, no matter what else you’re failing to exercise.

      Josiah was clearly somewhere in the room, but she couldn’t see him. Or at least, not right away.

      At first glance, it seemed as if a fleece-lined jacket hung from a high hook on the wall. A second later it was apparent the coat was not empty but held a body. Josiah’s jean-clad legs hung toward the ground, leaving well-worn boots suspended a foot above the floor.

      She stepped toward him. “What the heck?”

      The fingers of one hand twitched in greeting. “Lisa. How’s your evening going?”

      She was close enough to see his jacket was twisted awkwardly, rising under his chin and forcing his arms horizontal as if he were lashed to a post like a scarecrow. His handsome face seemed darker in colour than looked healthy.

      Lisa answered as nonchalantly as he’d asked. “Good. The kids have gone to bed, and Tamara and Caleb are having some quiet time, so I decided to go for a walk. You?”

      “Just hanging out.”

      She shoved down the outright laugh that wanted to escape. “Can I give you a hand?”

      “Please. My arms went numb five minutes ago. I’m losing circulation in my feet.”

      Lisa glanced around the small room, but there was nothing that could help her. She stepped over a couple of broken wooden slats that lay on the ground and headed back into the horse stables.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” she tossed over her shoulder.

      He snorted.

      She found a tall barrel in the horse barn, rolling it in and placing it under his feet. She had to physically position his boots on the surface, then climb up next to him, reaching behind his back to detach the hook that sliced through his coat before coming to a stop at the thick collar.

      “You’re lucky you didn’t get skewered,” she said worriedly as they made their way to solid ground.

      “I’m very lucky. I’ve been offering thanks the entire time I’ve been hanging there.” Josiah shrugged, grimacing in pain as he flexed his biceps to get the blood flowing. “No idea how long I’ve been stuck.”

      The man probably ached from head to toe. “Take off your coat,” she ordered. “I’ll give you a rubdown.”

      She expected him to ignore her offer. Possibly excuse himself then stomp away in a manly fashion as if he’d planned the whole thing.

      Instead, he wiggled his shoulders from side to side, grunting in pain as his jacket slid down. “I have zero objections, but first? I’ve got an itch between my shoulder blades, and while everything else went numb, that spot refused to do anything except get more intense.”

      Lisa laughed, putting her nails to the middle of his back and scratching firmly, higher, then lower until she found the spot that made him groan. “Any particular reason you turned yourself into a wall ornament? I have no idea how you got up there.”

      “Comedy of errors.” Josiah pulled an arm across his chest to stretch his shoulders as she switched to massaging. “Barn cats have a terrible sense of humour.”

      “Barn cats. Ahhh, yes. That explains so much. I take it you crawled up on something to try and catch one?”

      “Those slats were attached to the wall when I started. Things were going perfectly well until—”

      He stopped dead, then cleared his throat and changed arms. The move made his shoulders bulge, the already-firm bundles thickening to rocks under her fingers.

      Josiah Ryder was built. There was no denying that the man was in excellent shape, from top to bottom. Not only was the body pleasant to look at, his face was the kind that made a person take a second look. With high cheekbones and a firm jawline, the structure was appealing, and the layer of scruff on his cheeks, chin and upper lip did it for Lisa.

      That, and his piercing blue eyes that looked directly at her as she came around and forced her thumbs into his right biceps, working out the knots that had developed while he was trapped.

      His body was hot, but it wasn’t only physical attraction that hit her hot buttons. It was the slow, stealth-like smile spreading across his pretty face. The mischievous expression she’d seen during her visits had raised her curiosity and her interest, especially when he’d deliver the occasional snarky comment or out-of-the-blue anecdote with perfect comedic timing.

      Intriguing. Sexy. The man had an awful lot going for him, yet every time she’d so much as cracked open a window and tried to flirt, he’d shut her down.

      She forced that puzzle aside because he was being evasive, which meant she simply had to dig for details.

      “Things were going perfectly well until…what?” Lisa prompted, dropping her gaze as she rubbed past his elbow and toward his wrist. Lean, muscular arms dusted with just the right amount of wiry hair.

      Damn the man. He even had sexy forearms.

      “Maybe I don’t want to tell you.” The words held an unexpected lilt. “You’d find some way to torment me about it from now till eternity.”

      “Dude, I found you imitating a fur pelt somebody hung to dry. I’m already going to tease.” Lisa switched to his left arm, starting at his shoulder and working her way down. “Besides, I’m only here for another couple of months, so it’s not as if you’re giving me lifetime ammunition.”

      His easygoing drawl vanished and he spoke sharply. Far more intensely. “You’re leaving that soon? I thought you were here to help Tamara.”

      “Just until the baby arrives and Tamara is back on her feet,” Lisa explained. “The kid’s due late April. I’ve been here since December. I figure six months is long enough to spend living in her basement. By the time May rolls around, I’ll be ready to do the next thing.”

      “What’s the next thing look like?”

      She shrugged. “Don’t really know. It’s probably a terrible thing to confess, but I finally decided that I’m not going back to Rocky Mountain House. The rest of the details are fuzzy, but I’ll figure it out.”

      “You could stick around Heart Falls,” Josiah pointed out. “There are other places to live than under your sister’s roof.”

      “Maybe. I’ve got this wild urge to get on a plane and fly off to somewhere I’ve only read about in a book. But I’ve got a bit of time to decide. I only told my family my decision a couple of days ago.”

      “It’s a big change.”

      “It’s an exciting change,” Lisa said with conviction before eyeing him. “Nice try at distracting me, by the way. I’m not letting you off the hook until you tell me how you got on the hook.”

      “Such a comedian.” He took a step away, picking up his coat and sticking a finger through the hole. He eyed it, deliberately not looking at her as he confessed, “The cat wasn’t the trouble, but there was this spider…”

      As his voice faded, Lisa slammed her lips together. She tossed away the smart-ass comments she’d been planning to make.

      She would not make fun of anyone’s fears. No matter how amusing it was at first to picture such a fine example of manhood running scared from something the size of his fingernail.

      “There will be no tormenting about anything except finding you doing a scarecrow imitation,” she assured him quietly.

      That gorgeous blue gaze of his swept over her face as if judging to see how serious she was. He nodded, pulling his coat back on. “Appreciate that.”

      The thick layers settled over the broad width of his shoulders. It wasn’t right how much her fingers itched to touch him again.

      Then again, what wasn’t right was failing to take advantage of a perfect opportunity to move ahead on something she’d been thinking about pretty hard.

      She was leaving town sooner than later, but there was nothing to say she and Josiah couldn’t have fun while she was around.

      Lisa reached up to arrange his collar, smoothing the fabric into position before letting her hands linger on his chest, stroking the warm lambskin of his coat as she focused on his face. “I’m glad you didn’t get hurt.”

      Josiah was looking down at her as if he wanted to consume her—which, hey, okay by her—the bright blue in his eyes hot and needy. His gaze fell to her mouth, stalling as if debating his next move.

      The motion was trite, perhaps, but impossible to stop—Lisa licked her lips, and his eyes dilated a little further.

      Anticipation hung in the air. A sense of not what, but when, and she found herself leaning forward, adding pressure to her touch. Closing the gap between them.

      Josiah shifted position, his breathing grew ragged, then he—

      He left.

      He turned on his heel and slid past her, gliding like a western gunslinger into the hallway, then past the row of horses. His perfect ass moving away from her as he made a measured yet hasty retreat.

      The hole in his jacket was already fraying, strands spilling outward as a visible sign that something had gone wrong.

      Something messy like her getting shot down again, because unless she wanted to chase after him, Lisa had little choice other than to watch Josiah vanish in the distance.

      She hated not knowing what a person would do next. Especially someone like Josiah Ryder who was intriguing and sexy and a man she would be very willing to get to know better during her remaining interlude in Heart Falls.

      It appeared her love life was on hiatus, the same way the rest of her life teetered on…

      Nothing. She had no idea what the future should look like. Sadly, it appeared she was going to wallow in loneliness while she figured it out.

      Lisa took a deep breath and kicked her own butt. Enough moping.

      While her future was out there, somewhere, her present was waiting in the house. Back where her sister needed help. And if Lisa had learned anything over the past years, it was how to take care of her sisters.

      She gave the nearest horse a pat on the nose then headed through the snowy winter night to the ranch house. Her night’s agenda now involved hiding out in the basement guest room to give her sister and brother-in-law some privacy.

      The sad truth was no matter where she ended up she was going to daydream about Josiah Ryder. About how she wished the two of them were together in the barn. Maybe in the hayloft, generating heat and getting to know each other far more intimately.
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        * * *

      

      Walking away from the temptation of Lisa Coleman had been hellishly difficult.

      Josiah closed the final gate behind him and headed up the long driveway to his spread overlooking the Alberta Rocky Mountains. He lived far enough out of town to have some privacy. Close enough to be able to enjoy the few luxuries a small town could offer.

      His phone rang, and he put it on speaker even as he aimed his truck into the darkness. “Josiah. What’s your emergency?”

      “What’s yours?” Caleb Stone’s deep drawl echoed over the line, and in spite of the twitch of irritation in his belly, Josiah had to smile.

      “I thought you were having a quiet evening with your wife.”

      “That was you I saw parked by the barn. Why didn’t you stop by the house?”

      Josiah made a rude noise. “What kind of a friend interrupts a date? Especially since Tamara’s not feeling one hundred percent that often these days. Speaking of which—why the hell are you on the line with me?”

      “Stop worrying. I intend to enjoy my evening, but I wanted to know how your weekend went.”

      Anyone else Josiah would’ve accused of wanting the dirt simply for curiosity’s sake, but Caleb was a good friend and had been for a number of years. He knew what was going on.

      Which meant he would know the instant Josiah started lying.

      He tried anyway. Or at least attempted to skip the details. “It was good. I always enjoy going back to Rosebud and visiting my parents. They have a production of Oliver they’re getting ready for the summer and I got to make suggestions for set design.”

      “And…?”

      Josiah sighed. “The wedding was great. Darlene and her husband are head over heels. He seems a decent fellow.”

      Caleb offered a low rumble, something between sympathy and annoyance. “I can’t believe your ex-girlfriend asked you to give her away.”

      “Hey, what can I say? I’m an awesome guy. Everybody likes me.”

      “Of course, they do. She still shouldn’t have done it,” Caleb complained.

      “It’s okay, really. We mutually called it off well over two years ago. It’s not as if I’ve been pining away with a broken heart.” Josiah chuckled. “My ego’s not broken. Although I’m starting to understand that always a bridesmaid, never the bride joke a whole lot more.”

      Because that’s what made this annoying. This was the third time. Not the actual giving-away-the-bride part—this wedding had been a first for that oddity.

      With Josiah’s college girlfriend, they’d both been clear what they were looking for. Companionship, some fun. Basically, a great time.

      When she called it off, it was far from the end of the world. They were friends and liked each other, but it wasn’t going anywhere else, yada, yada. Josiah hadn’t been hurt, not even when she started dating someone else by the end of the week.

      Within a month his ex and her new beau were engaged.

      Josiah had laughed. He was happy for her—because even if he’d been considering getting more serious, which he hadn’t, no way he’d have been ready for marriage that quickly. He’d attended her wedding and shared amusing stories, and it hadn’t seemed strange at all.

      Not until the same thing happened with his next girlfriend.

      The third time? Yeah, it was no longer funny.

      “Josiah?”

      Damn. He’d been so busy in his head he hadn’t heard his friend’s question. “Sorry. Woolgathering. What’s up?”

      “Wanted to know if you’re interested in a poker night. Tamara insists I take the chance before the baby arrives. Of course, that means I’m volunteering your house.”

      Caleb sounded apologetic, which was just wrong.

      “Yes to poker. Of course, we can use my house. Stop sounding as if you’re imposing. I know you love your family, but Tamara’s right. Especially if she has a girl. You’re going to need an extra boost of testosterone just to balance the scales.”

      “As it’s been pointed out more than once, with my four brothers, all the ranch hands, and how often you stop by, there’s a decided testosterone overload around Silver Stone.”

      Josiah wasn’t sure he agreed. “Between your two little girls, your wife, and your brothers’ women—I think every one of them is worth at least four of us. Which means you’re coming over Tuesday night, yes?”

      “Yes,” Caleb answered decisively. “Want me to extend the invite to my brothers?”

      “Definitely.”

      “Wait—how did you know I was hanging out with Tamara?”

      Confession time. Although Josiah wasn’t sure how much to admit. “Chatted with Lisa in the barn.”

      “Ahh. She make a bet with you? Swear that woman gets more pleasure out of plotting mischief than anyone I’ve ever met.”

      That was not what Josiah wanted to hear. He would love to be making mischief with Lisa. Hot, sweaty, dirty mischief.

      Not a comment he should make to her brother-in-law, no matter that Caleb was his best friend.

      He must have hesitated too long again because Caleb jumped in. “Dammit, Josiah. Something’s wrong. The weekend hit you harder than you’re saying,” Caleb guessed.

      “No, I mean yes—it’s given me lots to think about,” Josiah admitted. “But I’m not upset. Why should I be? Both Darlene and I moved on with our lives and are perfectly happy. It’s good for people to grow and do the next thing.”

      “I guess. Except sometimes people move on to the next thing because they don’t know how good they’ve already got it.”

      That comment was way too cryptic for this time of night.

      Josiah made the final turn into his driveway, shocked to discover two dually trucks with horse trailers behind them already parked outside his barn. “Looks as if my new roommates have shown up a day early.”

      “Two more sets of pockets to win money from. Gotta like that.”

      “Let’s hope they’re not ringers.”

      “I’m glad they’re there. It’ll be good for you not to be rambling around that big house on your own. And next time, stop in. Jackass,” Caleb muttered with affection.

      “I will,” Josiah promised before he hung up.

      He parked in front of the ranch house, bundling up his coat tightly against the crisp night air as he marched across the snowy ground toward the barn.

      The call from his friend had been a good distraction, but it didn’t change the annoyance in his belly.

      He hadn’t lied to Caleb. The past weekend had hit him with some basic truths, and the trip home from Rosebud had been long enough to mull over an idea hard enough to make a decision.

      It was time to stop messing around. He was ready to do the next thing. He was ready to settle down and put down roots, and all of the things that involved home and hearth.

      He even had the perfect woman in mind. Lisa Coleman.

      Josiah had spent the entire time he’d been trapped on the wall plotting how to convince Lisa to start dating him. Yet the first thing she’d shared was that she was going away.

      Her comment had thrown him for a loop.

      No more. No more was he playing fast and loose and just being with a woman for a good time—although Lisa had never been on the one-night-stand list for so many reasons.

      Still, there nothing wrong with his past sex life—and he obviously hadn’t left a trail of broken hearts in his wake.

      But what chance did he have at forever with someone who was already planning to leave?

      Except…

      Lisa hadn’t been positive what she wanted to do, and he regretted racing away so quickly. He’d never been good at coming up with last-minute changes, and this time it had kicked him in the butt.

      No more living from day-to-day for momentary pleasures. He wanted it all. He wanted a future with someone who considered him valuable enough to stick with, and he was willing to do whatever it took to make that happen.

      If he could figure out exactly why Lisa planned to leave Heart Falls, maybe he could offer convincing reasons for her to stay. Since it seemed she didn’t know what she was looking for, this could end up being a perfect opportunity for them to build a solid relationship.

      It was a brilliant idea. It was an idea that was totally going to work.

      Now he just had to convince Lisa to get on board.
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      Josiah stepped into the warmth of the barn. His gaze slid to the left where a yellow glow fell over the hay bales stacked along the inner wall.

      Two men rose from where they’d been sprawled comfortably, hitting their feet as he approached.

      “I’m Josiah. Sorry I wasn’t home when you got here.”

      “We made better time than expected. We figured you wouldn’t mind if we got our animals under shelter.” The first man shook his hand firmly. He wore his reddish hair cut short, and his neatly trimmed facial hair framed a serious expression. “Finn Marlette. This is Zachary Sorenson.”

      “I go by Zach.” The dark-haired man stepped forward, his bright smile spreading from ear-to-ear. In spite of the lateness of the hour, he looked as if he’d just begun his day. “We’ve got our horses tied up out of the way in your training arena. Where do you want them?”

      “Over here.” Josiah guided them to the end of the barn and the stalls he’d prepared. “I board extra horses, mostly in the summer for visitors to the community. The stalls are empty right now.”

      “These will work great.”

      Josiah joined them in the arena where a half-dozen animals waited patiently. Finn brought forward a beautiful black stallion, pausing to glance back over his shoulder as another animal made a noise of distress.

      Josiah hurried forward to help, catching hold of the stallion’s lead rope.

      The beast stomped his feet uneasily before eyeing Josiah closer. He tilted his head almost like a puppy, nostrils flaring.

      This never failed to give Josiah a thrill. He eased forward, eyes drifting over the animal’s withers. He kept his body twisted to one side, completely relaxed. Breathing deep, he focused on absolute calm inside.

      The next moment the stallion sniffed him, muzzle rising until he could bat his head against the side of Josiah’s face.

      Josiah moved slowly, but he firmly patted the animal on the neck. “Nice to meet you too.”

      He tangled his fingers in the animal’s halter, twisting to discover Finn and Zach staring.

      Zach’s jaw hung open. “How’d you do that? Mywaye gets cranky with anyone but Finn.”

      Josiah shrugged. “We all have talents. Animals like me. I thought we could put him in the first pen. It’s one of the larger ones, so he shouldn’t feel as if we’re slighting him.”

      He gestured to the side.

      Finn finally found his tongue. “That’s great.”

      They worked together easily as Josiah showed them around the barn, pointing out where the feed was and where they could put their tack. All three men were used to working with horses and by the time the animals were settled, Josiah felt as if he’d had a wonderful introduction to his new roommates.

      Finn was the more serious of the two, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have a sense of humour. Zach would set up the perfect straight line and Finn would step in to drop a great response. Josiah appreciated the teamwork involved and the deep-seated affection between the two men was clear.

      They closed the barn door behind them, continuing to chat as Josiah led them toward the house. “I can tell you’ve been friends for a long time.”

      “Us? Friends?” Zach paused. “Oh, right. Finn paid up until the end of the month, so we’re good until then.”

      Finn snorted then ignored Zach, focusing on Josiah as he guided them into the warm house. “You’re a veterinarian?”

      “Yes.”

      Finn settled on the bench by the door to tug off his boots. “Good. Means you recognize bullshit.”

      A soft chuckle escaped Zach as he grinned at his friend. “By the way, thanks again for the lodging. Finn bought a house, but it’s going to need a lot of work before it’s livable.”

      “So you said. You never told me what you bought, though,” Josiah pointed out.

      “Local gossip chain hasn’t let you know yet?” A smile, small but intense, teased Finn’s lips.

      “That answers my second question. You obviously understand the dynamics of small-town living. No, I didn’t hear any rumours about you. Expect that to be over and done with by seven a.m. or earlier if you show up at the coffee shop. Buns and Roses is the best place in town and they open their doors at six.”

      “We’ve got no reason to keep being here secret, right, Finn?” The way Zach said it implied the exact opposite.

      “No reason at all,” Finn drawled. “But maybe we can discuss this over some food. If you don’t mind us helping ourselves to the kitchen.”

      “I’ll grab the food out of the truck,” Zach offered.

      In the end all three of them helped get the supplies, then Josiah offered a quick tour of where all the important appliances were, like the coffee maker and the frying pan.

      They had a simple supper on the table in less than thirty minutes. They loaded their plates then fell silent, concentrating more on shoveling in food than chatting.

      Josiah hadn’t realized how huge the empty pit in his stomach had been. He’d forgone dinner until after stopping at Silver Stone, but getting caught on the wall had knocked everything else from his brain.

      They all finished around the same time, sliding back in their chairs and refilling their cups as they settled in for more conversation.

      “I know you said you bought property, but I’m not clear what you’ve got planned in Heart Falls. It’s a pretty small place for new ventures to take off.” Josiah focused on Finn. “And I can’t figure out why your name sounds so familiar.”

      “I bought land at the north boundary of town. There’s a few old buildings and a ranch house that’s ready to fall apart, but the views are amazing, and I don’t mind putting money into a new structure,” Finn said.

      “Finn is the money man,” Zach said. “Likes to invest in all sorts of things and see what sticks. Property, dude ranches, oil and gas—”

      That was it. “You’re the one doing the oil exploration on my friend’s ranch. Now I remember.”

      Finn glanced up from where he was repetitively rotating a fork on the table. “Been disappointing not to be able to give Caleb better news, but sometimes that’s how it goes. If you’re interested, we can do some testing at your place as well, but you’re not in the right geological zone.”

      Josiah waved off the suggestion. “I knew when I bought the place there were no mineral rights to utilize. But it’s interesting you’ve decided to come out here. To Heart Falls, I mean. Seems as if you’ve got your choice of locations to settle.”

      “Not really settling down,” Finn said. “It’s always good to have more than one pot on the stove. Gives you lots of options.”

      A chair scratched against the tile floor as Zach pushed back from the table to grab the coffee pot, lifting it in the air in question.

      Josiah shook his head. Zach refilled Finn’s cup and his own then sat. “Speaking of options, what can you tell me about downtown? I understand it’s small, but do you know anything about the old Brewster building?”

      “The old bank? I’d guess it’s one step away from a historic site. It’s been empty for as long as I’ve lived in the area.”

      For some reason that answer brought a pleased smile to Zach’s face. “You know who owns it?”

      Josiah thought for a moment. “I could ask around. What do you need a building downtown for?”

      “Zach is the idea man,” Finn offered quietly. “Of course, all his ideas seem to require some of my money…”

      “You’re not required to participate in any of them. You just know a good investment when you hear one,” Zach tossed back.

      Josiah laughed. It was going to be good to have these two around for the next while. Caleb had been right—it was too big of a house to be rambling around in by himself. While he fought to figure out what to do about the Lisa situation, getting to know these two would help pass the time.

      “What’s your idea?” he asked Zach.

      “Microbrewery. I did some research, and there’re none in the immediate area. Depending on how we market it, something like Heart Falls Hops could end up being a lot of fun.”

      “And fun is his middle name,” Finn drawled.

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Josiah said with a nod. “You might do just fine setting up a brewery. Honestly, the only business I wouldn’t suggest is another coffee shop, because supporters of the Fields family would find some way to bury you.”

      For a second Zach looked as if he wouldn’t mind a challenge. Then he shrugged. He gathered their plates and headed to the counter to start washing up. “I’m not looking to make trouble. At least not at first. I need a little time to discover the lay of the land and figure out exactly what I want to do. In the meanwhile, I’ll be swinging a hammer and using a crowbar over at the money pit Finn bought.”

      “You need time swinging a hammer to come up with a better name than Heart Falls Hops. That sounds like a grade two jump rope team.” Finn stood and offered Josiah a brief grin. “Zach’s got his usual twenty-four-seven energy, but I need to hit the sack before I fall over. Thanks for opening your home.”

      “My pleasure.”

      As Josiah helped them clean up and put things away then showed them their rooms, he realized it was the truth.

      He liked having people around. He’d grown up in a big family and being on his own was no longer what he wanted. It was far better to have conversation to occupy his mind rather than cold, empty walls echoing back nonsense when he spoke out loud.

      When he woke in the morning to dreams that involved female hands running over his torso, damned if the illusion didn’t bring up another reason why he was tired of being alone.

      Lisa Coleman was smart and sexy, and both descriptors turned him on.

      In that restless space between sleep and awake, he pictured her perfectly, her dark hair curling softly around her shoulders. He’d only seen it down a few times instead of pulled up into a ponytail as she rushed after her nieces or gave her extended family a hand doing tasks around the barn.

      Slim body, smaller up top, but with more than enough curves. He’d be happy exploring every one of them for a hell of a long time.

      He had far too good of an imagination, which was both a weakness and strength. Josiah forced himself into his morning routine instead of lingering in bed and dealing with his hard-on.

      This impulse he had to press Lisa up against the nearest surface and kiss the grin off her face until she was screaming his name with pleasure—that was only part of it.

      Although that was the part he’d been dreaming about with great regularity.

      Enough. The day was young. Somehow, he was going to move forward and find out more. Find out what needed to happen to make both their dreams come true.

      If he had to do some ahead of time planning to make sure he didn’t once again get caught unawares—

      Oh.

      Oh, yes.

      Josiah found himself grinning as an idea bloomed from seed to actionable. He had plenty of past experience following a script.

      Maybe it was time he wrote one for himself.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa stood on the back porch and stared at the snowy morning landscape in appreciation. The recent warm snap was over, and the huge dump of snow the previous night had turned everything pristine again. Crisp white covered all the spots where dirt had worked its way to the surface along well-trod routes.

      The world was a wintry wonderland, the air crackling with a fresh clean scent. A perfect beginning to the day, yet Lisa itched for more.

      A truck pulled up the long drive, slowing as it approached Caleb Stone and his two little girls, en route to the school bus stop.

      Josiah Ryder rolled down his window and chatted with Caleb for a moment. Sasha and Emma ran in circles, kicking up snow as the big, shaggy dog, Demon, barked his fool head off. Billows of white escaped as the girls shouted and laughed, and the whole scene was full of life and happiness.

      And annoyance, as Lisa realized she’d been staring at Josiah’s firm jawline, imagining what his scruff would feel like against her naked skin.

      He lifted his gaze to hers, eyes crinkling at the corners as his grin widened.

      When he tipped his hat and winked, her cheeks grew hot. No way could he have read her mind, but from the pleased expression he wore? She could have sworn he had.

      She shoved away the thought and turned from the blue Alberta sky and sunlight reflecting off the frozen surface of the lake.

      Sliding into the cozy home Tamara had made with Caleb Stone sent a wave of different emotions through her. First and foremost, though, deep satisfaction. Lisa was so happy for her sister.

      There’d always been something missing in the house where they’d grown up, or at least it had felt that way to Lisa. Her mom had died shortly after Lisa was born and while she couldn’t fault Dad in providing for their physical needs, her childhood home had lacked the little touches.

      Her gaze drifted to the living room. To the soft cushions and throw blankets. The pictures on the wall, and everything else that screamed family—

      No, that was totally unfair to her dad because they’d had pictures on the wall. They’d had artwork from school on the refrigerator, and between them, the three sisters from the Whiskey Creek ranch had developed a deep sense of family and friendship. A far deeper connection than a lot of siblings experienced.

      But something had been lacking. As her gaze settled on a portrait of Tamara and Caleb with their two little girls, the only thing Lisa could think of was unconditional acceptance.

      George Coleman had been a man alone with three girls to raise. Extended family had stepped in to help, but at the end of each day, it had been the four of them. Dad wasn’t the touchy-feely type, and he’d had definite opinions about what occupations were appropriate for a woman.

      That last point had been a major roadblock for three active young girls who had minds of their own and dreams that seemed completely contradictory to everything he wanted them to do.

      Caleb Stone, with Tamara’s help, was creating an entirely different world for his two daughters to grow up in. Lisa was fiercely glad and determined not to be jealous of their good luck.

      As she finished hanging up her coat and putting away her things, Tamara, heavily pregnant and nauseous most of the time, looked up from where she sat at the kitchen island. Her belly seemed noticeably bigger than the day before, and her hand nestled over the top portion of the swell.

      “You ready yet?” Tamara asked, gesturing to the seat beside her. “Karen can chat if you’ve got the time.”

      “Of course, I’ve got the time.” Lisa had too much time. That was part of the problem.

      She slid into position and leaned forward, adjusting the laptop to get both of them into the picture before she hit the call button.

      Karen Coleman appeared a moment later, her dark hair pulled back, a cup of coffee on the table in front of her. “Look at you two slackers. I guess this is how the lady rancher organizes her day.”

      Tamara made a rude noise. “If you expect me to apologize for sleeping in, nice try. I’m stocking up for down the road when I’ve got a newborn.”

      “Were you out already this morning?” Lisa asked Karen. “I feel like I’ve been gone for half of forever. I’m totally out of touch with what’s going on at the ranch.”

      “Uncle Randy asked me to come check their horses and the best time was first thing before they needed them.” Karen glanced at Tamara, concern forming a crease between her eyes. “Lisa is supposed to be making your life easier. You look tired, T.”

      “I’d be tipping over into a hole in the ground if it weren’t for Lisa,” Tamara insisted. “Women who glow during pregnancy must have made a deal with the devil.”

      Lisa tilted her head to the side as if cutting Tamara out of the conversation. She lowered her voice in a mock whisper. “You should’ve seen her last week. She looks way better today. Ouch—”

      She rubbed her shoulder, grinning good-naturedly at her very pregnant sister.

      “Enough smart-ass comments. Karen and I have something serious to talk to you about.” Tamara glanced toward the computer and then back at Lisa. “And we have something for you.”

      Lisa straightened in surprise. “I didn’t do it. It wasn’t me. I swear those chickens were born pink. I have no idea how the snowballs ended up balanced on the top of that doorframe.”

      On the monitor before them, Karen’s jaw dropped. “Lisa Marjorie Coleman. You did do something to those poor baby chicks.”

      Oops. She hadn’t meant to confess to something she was actually responsible for. “You said you had something serious to discuss?”

      Beside her, Tamara rocked softly with laughter. “You’re lucky we love you. Dad was so pissed when he found that entire clutch was dyed red. He was ready to ground us for an eternity.”

      “In my defence, I did use a natural dye. It was just beet juice.” Lisa tapped her hand on the countertop and tried to get back on track. “What’s happening, ladies? Get to it before I end up confessing all my childhood sins.”

      Karen leaned on her elbows. “When you first announced you weren’t coming back to Whiskey Creek after staying with Tamara, I was upset. Now that I’ve had a chance to think about it, you’re right. It’s time to do the next thing, and for you that doesn’t mean returning north. I’m sad you won’t be here, but I’m glad you’re taking the next step. I hope you figure out something that will make you happy.”

      “But I’m grateful you’re willing to hold off until the baby arrives,” Tamara added. “I never thought I’d be the type of person who needed this much help. It’s humbling to have to ask for it, but it’s a lot easier because it’s you. So, thanks.”

      Lisa offered Tamara a smile. “Glad to do it. I’m not putting my plans aside, just delaying them. And who knows, Karen? Maybe someday I’ll come back to Whiskey Creek.”

      “Still, we both appreciate it. So while you’re having to wait another couple of months before you can take off, we figured we’d do something to help you plan that shiny future.” Karen gestured to Tamara.

      At her side, Tamara reached under a stack of books and pulled out a slim package that had been wrapped in a world map.

      “Love it,” Lisa slid her nail under the masking tape and undid the wrapping, putting the map aside and lifting a hardcover journal.

      Inside the first page, Tamara had attached a picture of Lisa as a young girl. She’d dressed up like an adventurer that day, with a rope hanging at her hip and one of their dad’s old hats on her head, making her into a miniature Indiana Jones.

      “Get out.” She turned and wrapped her arms around Tamara, hugging her carefully. She turned to the computer screen to blow Karen a kiss. “It’s perfect. I’ll make notes about all the places I’d like to travel to and all the interesting jobs I might want to try. And if I go away, I can use it as a diary. I’ll write down stories to tell you when I get back.”

      “Glad you like it,” Karen said. “And I’m taking that as a promise—that you’ll come back.”

      “To Rocky Mountain House or Heart Falls,” Tamara added.

      “Right.” Karen nodded. She looked as if she was going to say something else, then forced her smile to widen. “Sorry to keep this short, but I’ve gotta run. A certain person will assume I’m slow because I’m female if I don’t get the cattle moved before dinner.”

      All three of them sighed massively. A synchronized, wordless complaint about their father.

      “Take care,” Tamara offered, pushing her glasses into place before waving at the monitor. “I have to run as well.”

      “Well, not literally.” Lisa said it loud enough to be overheard even as she winked at Karen then said goodbye, shutting down the call.

      “Make one comment about waddling, and you will start your world tour in a body cast,” Tamara warned as she made her way from the room.

      Lisa snickered as she dealt with the breakfast dishes, waving briefly when Caleb stepped back into the house.

      Tamara returned to the room and settled on the couch. Caleb joined her, sliding behind her back. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head as she leaned against his chest, trusting completely. Her eyes closed, and her breathing settled out.

      In spite of it being barely eight a.m., she slipped off into a nap right there and then.

      Caleb’s eyes met Lisa’s. “Thanks again for all your help,” her brother-in-law said, his low grumble of a voice modulated even softer to avoid waking Tamara.

      “I’m glad to be here,” Lisa said honestly.

      “You offered to help Tamara with her pregnancy, not to be our servant with everything else. And I never meant for you to be trapped in the house twenty-four seven.” Caleb’s solemn face brightened as his lips twisted into a smile. “But I’m not going to deny how much I appreciate you stepping in. There’s no way we would’ve been able to get her to slow down otherwise. She needs to take it extra easy these last couple of months.”

      Everything inside Lisa tightened. “She didn’t tell me anything was wrong.”

      Caleb gestured for her to lower her voice. “It isn’t anything specific to worry about. With how sick she’s been the entire pregnancy, though, the doctor warned about overdoing it. So, thanks. Not just for today, but for your promise to stick around.”

      “She’s my sister.” It was the only explanation necessary.

      Lisa would do anything for her sisters and always had.

      She took another look at Tamara’s face, at the dark circles under her eyes and the weariness visible even as she slept against her husband’s chest.

      It was too easy to worry.

      “I’ve got the day off,” Caleb reminded Lisa. “Go. Take some time to yourself and recharge your batteries. And if there are other times you need off, make sure you ask. We’ll get everything important done around here, one way or another. You need to enjoy yourself as well.”

      She didn’t expect her time in Heart Falls to be a holiday, but Lisa didn’t bother to argue because number one, fighting with Caleb was like going a round with a brick wall. And two, he was right about part of it. She needed to get out of the house for a while.

      She slipped a lunch and her new journal into a backpack and headed outside. Shoving aside the temptation to look for Josiah, she marched through the barn until she found the foreman, Ashton Stewart.

      The older man nodded at her request for a ride. He pointed toward the end of the long walkway. “I’ll saddle Licorice for you.”

      “I can do it,” Lisa offered. “I’ve been around for a couple months, and I know where everything is. You don’t need to babysit me.”

      “Treating a lady right isn’t babysitting,” Ashton said, completely deadpan, but then he smiled. “Go ahead. Have a good ride.”

      Lisa was still smiling when she stepped into the tack room. She lifted off the saddle she’d used before, the weight heavy in her arms as she turned…

      And smacked straight into Josiah.
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      Josiah caught the saddle, twisting to the side as he let the weight fall in front of him. With his other hand he caught Lisa’s shoulders and stabilized her, keeping both of them from ending up on their rears.

      Her expression flipped from shock to amusement. “Talented. He can juggle as well as Doctor Dolittle-ing. Sorry for running into you.”

      “I’m glad you did.” Her face twisted in confusion until he laughed softly. “Well, I’d prefer the running to not involve leather objects, but whatever.”

      Lisa recovered quickly. “Not into kink?”

      The flash of heat her comment triggered was way out of line. For a moment, he couldn’t bring himself to respond.

      Her eyes widened, and even in the less than optimal lighting, a sweet flush raced across her cheeks.

      There wasn’t a moment to lose. “Heading out for a ride?”

      “Caleb’s off today, so I’m off as well.”

      “Great. Can I take you to dinner?”

      Lisa’s brow rose. Slowly. Deliberately. Only the right one, without any other part of her face moving.

      Impressive. “Wow. Can you do that again? My brother has amazing facial control, but I think you’re better.”

      “I’m just shocked at the invitation. I figured you’d be heading for the hills in about five seconds,” Lisa folded her arms over her chest. “You seem to have a self-destruct sequence that kicks in the minute we start talking.”

      Josiah thought it through. “Nope. Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “The fact you’ve hightailed it away from me every time we’ve interacted during the last couple of months never registered?”

      More like he’d hoped she hadn’t noticed, but he wasn’t about to confess to that. What he needed to do was make it clear his new path didn’t involve running away.

      He lowered the saddle to his feet so he could grab his proof. “I make it a point of not arguing with the woman I hope to spend more time with.”

      The skepticism on her face kept growing. She swayed from side to side, as if looking behind him. “Is this an alien kidnapping situation? Because you’re confusing the heck out of me, which is a talent all in itself, to be honest.”

      Josiah finally fished the note cards he’d prepared out of his back pocket. “Hang on, this will help.” He handed her one of the cards. “You begin.”

      Lisa eyed him, eyed the card, then glanced back at him, a grimace on her face. “Seriously?”

      “You don’t have to read the setting,” he suggested. “Just start with the dialogue line.”

      “Oh, I’d hate to waste any of your hard work. I’ll start at the top of the page and work my way down.” Lisa cleared her throat before she started. “Setting: interior of a barn.” She glanced around, shrugged lightly. “Okay, pretty good figuring that one out ahead of time.”

      “I have a second set of cards for at the house,” he admitted. “I was prepared.”

      Her lips twitched before she continued. “Characters. Female lead: a young woman in town helping her family. Hard-working, loyal, sexy as sin.” Lisa’s tone became more dramatic as she went along, as if she were a radio-show announcer. “After months of hard work, she’s in desperate need of some R and R.”

      She stopped, looking up at him. That single brow perfectly arched.

      He waited.

      Happily, her amusement grew. “I have no idea what you’re doing, Josiah, but I’ll play along.” She lifted the card again. “Male lead: local veterinarian. A man with a gift for dealing with animals, but also someone who knows how to make a woman happy.”

      A sharp snicker escaped her.

      “Hey, that’s not the punch line,” Josiah complained.

      Lisa held up a hand, raising the card to show she was getting into character. “Josiah. It’s been a long time.”

      He adjusted his cowboy hat, checking her out and enjoying what he saw immensely. “Seems like just yesterday to me.”

      “Not yesterday, or the day before that. It’s been weeks since you came around. I’ve been pining for your company.” She seemed to have a hard time deciding whether she was going to smile, smirk or outright laugh.

      “We’ve both been caught up in our work. We need to make time for us.” Josiah met her gaze. “Dinner tonight. I won’t take no for an answer.”

      Lisa opened her mouth, gaze dropping to the words he’d written. “Okay. Your house. We can make dinner together.”

      He ignored the temptation to lean forward and peek at what she was reading, because he knew damn well that wasn’t what it said on her card. “You’re improvising.”

      “Yep. Because I don’t want to dress up and go out. It’s my first day off in a long while, and I want to spend it in comfy clothes, eating comfort food.” Lisa wiggled the card at him. “And if I read this line about us going to Longhorn’s Steakhouse, that means not being in comfy clothes and eating comfort foods. Although I do like steak, don’t get me wrong.”

      He admitted defeat. “Comfort food, comfy clothes. My house—sounds like a date to me. I accept your revisions.”

      “You still didn’t tell me why the sudden change of heart,” Lisa pointed out.

      “I figured I’d need to clarify.” Josiah pointed to the card and motioned for her to turn it around. “Get back on script.”

      Lisa flipped the card over, and her eyes widened as she read her line. “Am I supposed to keep this date a secret from my brother-in-law? Because I don’t feel comfortable with that idea.”

      “This isn’t a secret,” Josiah assured her. “Although I will have to do some fast talking to make sure none of your extended family think I plan to take advantage of you.”

      Lisa looked him over, her gaze trickling over him from top to bottom. A slow, thorough evaluation as her strong fingers took the note card and folded it decisively in two. “I’m not reading the rest of this. Is that why you haven’t made a move? Because you were worried what Caleb might do?”

      “It’s not about being worried because of some male-ownership thing. I didn’t want to get involved with you as a one-night stand, or just to scratch an itch. I didn’t see that going over well with anyone related to you. To be honest, I’m more afraid of Tamara than anyone else, no matter how sick she is.”

      “My family doesn’t run my life,” Lisa pointed out firmly.

      “I’m glad, but they’re still my friends. Close friends, who mean the world to me. Their opinions and friendship are important. No matter how much you and I agree we’re adults and what we do is our decision, it’s not going to sit well with your family if the two of us mess around.”

      “So why’re you asking me out now?” Lisa shook her head. “Nothing’s changed. You’re still the local veterinarian and I’m still the woman who’s visiting for a while.”

      “But until a few days ago you were headed back to Rocky Mountain House.” He couldn’t admit that until the day before it hadn’t soaked through his thick skull that he was ready for more than casual.

      “Leaving is leaving.”

      “Nope. Heading home is one thing. Deciding you want a change is completely different. I want a chance to show you exactly how perfect a change to Heart Falls could be for you, long term.” This was probably the stupidest thing he had ever done, yet it seemed jumping in with both feet was going to be the only way. Josiah caught hold of her hand. “Hell, maybe we’re totally incompatible. Maybe none of this will work out because there’s something crazy wrong between us, like you’re one of those types who forget to put the cap on the toothpaste on a regular basis. But I’d like us to start dating and see what happens.”

      “But I’m only here for six months total,” she reminded him. “I’m leaving after that.”

      “Maybe you won’t. You said you wanted to move out of your sister’s house after six months. You don’t really have anything else on your agenda, or anything that you’ve had on a bucket list forever. Or at least, it didn’t sound like that to me when we talked yesterday.”

      “I don’t know what I want to do,” she admitted. “It might involve leaving Heart Falls.”

      “But it might not. Since you’re not sure, it seems stupid not to take a chance.” He had hold of her hand, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles in a slow circular motion. “My whole argument sounded a lot better on the script, but can you give it a shot? I mean, worst-case scenario, we enjoy some amazing comfort food and get to know each other a little better, in a way that might build something good into our lives.”

      He refused to think about how much it was going to hurt if yet another woman decided he wasn’t a good enough reason to stay.

      Lisa was shaking her head from side to side, but the words out of her mouth were positive. “There is something to be said for not knowing what the heck a guy is going to do next. Josiah Ryder, you intrigue me. You’re right. Not going to hurt anything in the short term to call your bluff.”

      A shot of warmth that could only be called happiness bubbled in his gut. He was also shocked that his quirky idea had worked. “Damn. That’s awesome. I should get money down on this somehow.”

      A soft laughter escaped her. “Hundred bucks if I’m still here in the spring?”

      Anything to make her keep thinking about staying. “Deal.”

      “What time do you want me to come over for dinner? I can help cook.”

      He thought through his schedule. “Any time after four, and unless your comfort foods are really off the wall, I should be able to handle it.”

      Lisa reeled off her top three favourites, stealing her fingers from his, amusement written all over her. “May I have my saddle back? Please?”

      Josiah lofted it to his shoulder level. “Since I interrupted you in the first place, it’s only right I help you get ready.”

      He escorted her to Licorice, approving of the sturdy ride Ashton had assigned. They laid everything in place: blanket, saddle, reins. He offered his hand for her to hold as she slipped her foot into the stirrup then mounted in one smooth, fluid motion.

      Lisa adjusted her hat, closing her coat around her as she looked down, face shining as she examined him again.

      She shook her head. “Definitely entertaining.”

      “See you at my place,” he said, letting his fingers drift over her thigh as he walked forward. He caught the lead rope, guiding Licorice then pushing open the door to let her into the outdoors.

      He watched them walk away, horse and rider.

      Lisa glanced over her shoulder, the strangest expression on her face. As if she wasn’t sure if she should be laughing or running from him in terror.

      This was the first time he’d ever headed into a relationship straight up admitting he was hoping for something beyond a good time. Maybe that would be enough to change his luck.

      Maybe facing the truth head-on would be the thing that helped him move past not being good enough for forever.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa was still laughing when Licorice stepped onto the trail that headed past the town’s namesake waterfall.

      She hadn’t expected her encounter with Josiah at all. The entire conversation had been uncomfortable, yet oddly pleasurable at the same time. As long as he stuck to his promise and didn’t push her to make any firm commitments, she couldn’t see any downside to his offer.

      She’d wanted to get involved with him, and it seemed that was about to happen. Or would be happening in a few hours.

      For now, she had a different agenda. Lisa took a deep breath and looked around at the pristine white, soaking in the newness of the territory.

      The land where she’d grown up, hours to the north, had been thoroughly explored. Some favourite places she went to find solitude, other spots were inspiring with their beauty.

      As she headed over the Silver Stone ranch, it was fascinating how she felt inside.

      The restless and not knowing where she was going sensation eased and became something more satisfying. More like the spirit of adventure that she hoped would eventually guide her through whatever steps came next. That same spirit was present as Licorice rocked under her.

      After directing the grey mare toward the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, Lisa allowed the animal to set her own pace. The horse meandered along trails she knew better than Lisa. The sun played peekaboo between wisps of white clouds, thin trails like jet streams against the blue sky.

      It didn’t take long until all the tension inside her was utterly gone. It was impossible to stay wound up in the face of such relentless beauty.

      The mare turned into the forest, setting Lisa swaying in a comfortable rhythm. Dappled sunlight broke through the trees, and up ahead, sunlight shone blindingly off a shimmer of ice. Lisa took a deep breath, her glove-clad hands grasping the saddle horn as she sucked in cold air, sharp enough to make her throat tingle.

      Licorice swung her head an instant before a branch snapped. Lisa glanced to her right as a cream-coloured mare broke through the trees.

      Sonora Fallen sat easily in the saddle. Her grey-white ponytail lay over her shoulder, the rest of her head covered by a well-worn black cowboy hat. As she rode forward, faint lines at the corners of her eyes and mouth became visible. Laugh lines as well, as her lips curled upward in a greeting.

      “Well, hello again,” the older woman said. “You recovered from the wedding hijinks?”

      Caleb’s middle brother had tied the knot two days ago with Sonora’s granddaughter.

      “It was a pretty laid-back event,” Lisa pointed out. Walker and Ivy had been married by Ivy’s father in a private ceremony at Heart Falls, followed by cake and coffee with the two families at the Silver Stone house. The couple hadn’t gone off on a honeymoon yet because Ivy was working. “Still, it was special to be able to share the day with them.”

      “I agree.” Sonora was looking her over carefully. “At first glance, I thought you were Tamara, and I couldn’t figure out how you snuck past Caleb and got on a horse.”

      Lisa laughed. “Oh boy. Yeah, Tamara riding right now—not about to happen.”

      The older woman winked. “You’re not identical, but all you Colemans look as if you popped from the same mould.”

      Lisa laughed. “There’ve been a few jokes about that over the years, but you’re right. I think the only ones truly identical are my twin cousins in the Six Pack family. Mind you, they haven’t always acted alike.”

      Sonora nodded. “Your family is only a part of who you are. The choices you make build the rest of what makes you unique.”

      Lisa had never thought of it that way. “That’s perfect.”

      Sonora tugged the reins to one side and gestured down the trail. “If you’d like some company, I’d love to join you.”

      It was always better to ride with another person, especially in the winter. She was competent enough, but Lisa was thinking more of Sonora’s safety. “Anywhere interesting you want to show me?”

      “Depends. How long do you have?”

      “All day.” Then she remembered. “Wait. I have a dinner date at four.”

      She must’ve said it with a lot more enthusiasm than expected, because Sonora laughed then clicked her tongue at her horse, Rainbow. She tugged the mare back onto the path as she pointed to the south. “I know just the place then.”

      Which is how Lisa made a new friend. Didn’t matter that Sonora was twice her age, conversation between them was easy and comfortable from that first moment. They hadn’t had much time to just sit and chat during the wedding, but Lisa found that Sonora was definitely her kind of person.

      “So, my granddaughter is married to your sister’s brother-in-law.” They rode side by side along an abandoned railway track as Sonora puzzled it out. “Which means in some convoluted manner, we’re related.”

      It took a second to unwrap the tangled relationship before Lisa nodded. “It’s easiest to think of you as Ivy’s grandma. And Rose’s and Tansy’s.”

      She’d spent time with all three women during the past months.

      “And Fern. Although I don’t know that I want to take the blame for Tansy.” It was clear Sonora’s words were a tease. “All my granddaughters are wonderful.”

      “Your granddaughters have made me very welcome in Heart Falls,” Lisa told her.

      “Good. It’s nice to occasionally do something right.”

      “Tansy’s baking at Buns and Roses has made me put on at least ten pounds since I got here in December.” Lisa thought for a moment. “There’s one thing I haven’t done yet. Visited the local book store—that’s named after you, isn’t it?”

      Sonora brightened. “Fallen Books. It was too adorable of a pun to pass up.”

      “I can see why. But you don’t work at the store yourself? Or not anymore?”

      “I help out from time to time, but it’s my daughter and son-in-law’s responsibility.” Sonora made a face.

      “Something wrong?” Lisa asked.

      The older woman pulled herself together. “No. Of course not.”

      Lisa eyed her with curiosity.

      Sonora shrugged. “To be honest, retirement is a challenge. It’s good to let them take care of the shop, but sometimes I miss having a clock to punch.”

      There hadn’t been an appropriate moment before to comment. “You seem too young to have retired. Or to have granddaughters as old as me, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

      Sonora grinned. “You really think I’m about to complain you think I’m aging well?”

      “I guess not, but I’m fairly sure it’s more than that.” Lisa paused. “Unless you have a magic pond on your property that offers eternal youth.”

      She got a laugh at that suggestion. “Ivy suspects I use wild magic, but no, the truth is much simpler. I’m sixty, and my daughter is fifty-one. Amazing things happen when you’re eighteen and fall in love with a man who has a nine-year-old daughter.”

      “That does make sense.” Lisa smiled. “You’re still a very young sixty.”

      Sonora preened for a moment then gestured toward a low set of buildings in the near distance. “My place. Can I offer you a cup of coffee and some of my brownies? The ones I refuse to give Tansy the recipe for?”

      “You’re offering me secret recipe chocolate? I accept.”

      They tucked the horses into the warm barn. Lisa helped unsaddle Sonora’s ride, wondering how the woman managed the heavy equipment when she was alone.

      She removed the saddle from Licorice, covering the mare with a blanket before following Sonora into the cozy cabin.

      Ten minutes later Lisa had her fingers wrapped around a cup of steaming hot coffee, and a chocolate brownie was melting in her mouth. “Oh my God, what do I need to do to convince you to adopt me?”

      Sonora laughed. “Honey, that’s exactly how everybody gets into the Fields family. You’re welcome to join us, although I think you probably have a few people who’d be sad if you stopped being a Coleman.”

      “I’ll be an honorary Fields, then.” Lisa took another bite and fought to keep from moaning in ecstasy. “You need to give Tansy the recipe for this. Sales at the coffee shop will triple.”

      “Life is not all about the money,” Sonora teased. Her gaze softened. “But you understand that, considering you’re here helping your sister instead of off somewhere adding cash to your pocket.”

      Lisa hesitated.

      “Oh, you’re just trying to find some way to not be boastful, but obviously, I’m right. You’re here.”

      “Caleb offered to pay me,” Lisa said. “But that’s not what family is about, you know?”

      Sonora sipped her coffee, dipping her chin rapidly like a bird approving the arrival of spring. “So tell me, what are your plans after the baby arrives? Are you going to find a job in Heart Falls?”

      Lisa thought about the journal waiting for her in the backpack. She thought about the date she had with Josiah lined up for that evening.

      She thought about all of the unanswered questions she had and boiled it down to one truth. “I’m not sure what I want. I only know what I don’t want, which is not a bad place to start. Plus, I have a bunch of things on the maybe that sounds interesting list.”

      “Tell me about some of those, then,” Sonora encouraged. “Even if you never do them, it’s fun to let your imagination go wild.”

      “I think I’d like to travel,” Lisa said. “I definitely want to go farther away than four hours from the place I was born. I have money saved if I decide to do that. Not enough to do things up fancy, but enough to be a tourist with a backpack. Maybe I’ll even get work along the way.”

      “That would be a big adventure.” Sonora nodded in approval. “A lot of good comes from travelling. I did volunteer work with the Peace Corps, myself.”

      It was Lisa’s turn to be surprised. “Really? Where did you travel to?”

      “Uganda. That’s where I met Mr. Fallen and my daughter, Sophia.” Sonora looked out the window as if glancing back in time. “Falling in love in a foreign country was not at all what I imagined was going to happen during my time away, but it was the right thing in the end.”

      Travelling as a volunteer hadn’t even been on Lisa’s radar until that moment, and as Sonora shared a few more stories about her years in Africa, ideas spun in Lisa’s brain.

      A beeper went off.

      Sonora stopped in the middle of her sentence, blinking in surprise before rolling her eyes and shaking her head in disgust. “It’s a good thing I set an alarm. I’m sorry, I need to go to town. I promised to meet someone, and if I don’t show up, he’ll probably send out a search crew.”

      “Good trouble to avoid.” Lisa eyed Sonora, tempted to ask for more specifics of who he was, considering the older woman’s cheeks had suddenly flushed red.

      She didn’t have to wait long to satisfy her curiosity. As she and Sonora cleaned the table, the woman snorted in indignation as she worked.

      “That man needs to get it through his head that I’m not helpless,” Sonora complained before whirling on Lisa, fists planted on her hips. “I suppose that’s part of what makes a man feel important. Bossing around a woman who already knows what she needs to do.”

      “Sometimes,” Lisa said, thinking about her father. Then Josiah’s blunt honesty regarding not wanting to mess things up with his friends offered a different possibility. “Sometimes guys get protective for reasons other than my way or the highway. Maybe he likes you?”

      The woman all but sputtered, her mouth opening and closing as she fought for words. “Ashton Stewart does not like me. We’re not twelve-year-olds, poking each other in the side because… Well, just because.”

      Lisa fought to keep her expression blank. The foreman at Tamara’s ranch had steely grey eyes, silvering hair, and was a very fit and attractive sixty-three-year old.

      He was also stubborn enough to give Caleb a run for his money. “Oh, you’re talking about Ashton. No, you’re right. He’s just bossy.”

      “Exactly.” Sonora got herself back under control quickly, but it was clearly an act as she straightened up primly. “But we’re neighbours, so I do my best to try and get along.”

      “As is proper,” Lisa commended Sonora, keeping her amusement hidden as she made her way to the door. “Thank you for the treats, and for the company on the ride today. I enjoyed spending time with you.”

      “So did I. I hope we can do it again, soon.” She looked flustered for a moment, then handed Lisa her phone. “Put your number in. I’ll send you a text so we can touch base in the future.”

      Lisa did as commanded. “I want to hear more about your time in Africa.”

      But Sonora wasn’t paying attention. Instead, the older woman was staring into the mirror and fussing with her hair. The upcoming meeting had obviously distracted her more than she was willing to admit.

      Lisa slipped outside and headed to the barn, thoroughly amused.

      The break had been good, just as Caleb had suggested. She ate her lunch sitting in the saddle as Licorice meandered lazily, both of them enjoying the winter day. But with grey clouds gathering on the horizon, Lisa decided to not push her luck. She headed back to Silver Stone and into the warmth of the barns.

      She took care of the mare, patting her nose fondly before returning to the house.

      A quick shower later, Lisa pulled on the prescribed comfy clothes—worn blue jeans that were soft and faded, and a favourite shirt she couldn’t bear to throw away even though it had recently developed a hole in one elbow. She dragged a brush through her hair then used the hair dryer until the long, dark strands lay smoothly over her shoulders.

      Lisa was putting on a layer of lip balm when she finally admitted to herself she was primping as much as Sonora had earlier that day.

      Nothing wrong with that. There was nothing wrong with liking Josiah, and as Lisa stepped up the stairs from her temporary room and her sister’s basement, which was the truth she focused on.

      Because Josiah’s little script asking what she was going to tell Caleb and Tamara was also buzzing in her brain. Did she admit where her destination was tonight?

      The question became a nonissue when she stepped into the kitchen and found a note waiting for her on the counter.

      
        
        Lisa,

      

        

      
        I’m feeling an eight out of ten for the first time in days, so we’re headed over to Brad and Hanna’s for dinner. The girls are over the moon at getting to see little Crissy and the kittens. We won’t be late, but Caleb says you’re off duty until the morning, no matter what.

      

        

      
        I won’t even pretend to know what is in the fridge for supper because you’ve been taking care of all of that. (I love you. I don’t say it enough!) Here’s some cash if you feel like going into town, though, our treat.

      

        

      
        Enjoy your peace and quiet.

        Tamara

      

      

      Lisa tucked the note away then slipped most of the money back into Tamara’s purse. She kept just enough to stop at the grocery store to pick up her contribution to the comfort-food smorgasbord Josiah had promised.

      At precisely four o’clock she stood on the front steps of Josiah’s house, shopping bag in hand and a flutter of excitement in her belly.
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      He’d rushed through most of his day, eager for this moment to arrive. Josiah opened the door to the most tempting sight he’d seen in forever.

      Lisa’s dark gaze met his, amusement and happiness shining on her pretty face. There was a brush of pale red on her lips and a brighter colour on her cheeks from the cooling temperatures outside. Her dark hair swung over her shoulders, every inch in order, sleek and beautiful.

      She held forward a fabric grocery bag. “I brought dessert.”

      Josiah stepped aside far enough to let her in then closed the door behind her. He caught her by the hand, removing the bag from her grasp then moving in closer to press a kiss to her knuckles. Staring into her face as his lips made contact.

      She outright snickered. He gave her fingers a squeeze before straightening and motioning her farther into the house. “Come in and make yourself at home.”

      Lisa paused to take off her shoes. “You want to put that bag in the freezer,” she warned.

      Josiah glanced into the sack. “Ice cream. Three containers?”

      “I didn’t know your favourite, so I made a few guesses. Don’t peek.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He headed to the kitchen and shoved the entire bag into the freezer compartment without unpacking it. He turned to watch Lisa explore.

      It was interesting to watch someone else experience a place that was familiar to him for the first time. The open inquisitiveness in her expression and the clear delight at the comfortable home he’d created made him happy.

      His house was built on an open-room concept. The corner of the great room held an airtight fireplace framed by floor-to-ceiling windows that faced south and west. The hallway to the bedrooms was at the north end of the building, and between them was the kitchen and dining room.

      Leaning back against the counter, Josiah watched her stroll past his sofa and easy chairs, trailing her fingers over the soft leather as she looked around.

      Her gaze landed on his favourite painting and her eyes widened. It was a ranching scene painted from a snapshot of him at work. The sun had been scorching hot that day, and simply looking at the image was enough to bring back memories. The sweat on his brow and the ache in his muscles from a full day inoculating calves. A solid wood fence around an arena held the animals still needing attention, but in the picture, they had just opened the gate to let out the animals that were done.

      The little creatures had immediately run to their mamas, bleating the entire time. The cows had filled the air with worried noises as well, but somehow in the midst of all that confusion, the animals reconnected. A crazy miracle every time it happened.

      There’d been dust in the air, a mass of sound, and the heady scent of life.

      “Very sweet.” She glanced over at him. “I’m impressed.”

      “The artist is a friend of the family,” he admitted. “As payment for being a model, she gave me one of the limited-edition prints.”

      Lisa crooked her finger at him and he willingly stepped to her side. She glanced between him and the painting a couple of times. “I like it.”

      “Me too.”

      “You look very competent and very happy.”

      “That’s good, because I’m both,” he teased with a wink. “I enjoy being a vet. It’s hard work, but the animals like me, and at the end of the day, being able to help keep them comfortable and healthy—I figure it’s a worthwhile endeavor.”

      “I have a cousin-in-law who’s a veterinarian. She says pretty much the same thing.” Lisa took a deep breath, and her eyes closed for a moment, smile widening. “The house smells fabulous, by the way.”

      “Comfort foods always smell good.” Thank goodness his abilities in the kitchen were enough to meet her requests. “It’s my brother’s meatloaf recipe. Or more accurately, his wife’s recipe, and considering she runs a Michelin-ranked restaurant in New York, it should meet with your approval.”

      “Am I allowed to slather it with ketchup?” Lisa asked. “That might be wrong, you know. A bad thing to do to New York meatloaf.”

      “Then we can be wrong together. I have the industrial-sized bottle,” he confessed.

      She smiled, leaning casually against his side as she looked around the room again. The warmth of her body set off pinpricks of excitement all over his skin. Heck, he was having a hard time keeping his breathing under control with her so close. The scent of her shampoo, something fruity, twisted around him as tightly as a rope, encouraging him to get closer.

      “Where’s—?” She interrupted herself, twisting on the spot and tilting her head to smile up at him. “Oh, you’re tricky.”

      She grabbed the control from beside his chair, glancing at the buttons briefly before aiming at the ceiling above the painting. The hidden screen rolled down, and Lisa grinned happily at having unearthed one of his secrets.

      “Family rule of no TV in the living room is kind of silly for a single guy who lives alone. This was a compromise my mind could accept. Plus, when my mom comes over, I can hide the evidence that I’m a heathen and eat dinner while watching a show.”

      Lisa made herself at home, settling on the couch and curling her legs underneath her. “I like it. I like that you’ve still got the view outside. You don’t have to twist the chairs when you want to use them or have your furniture aimed in a weird direction.”

      Josiah ignored his chair and sat next to her. Just far enough away to leave some space between them, but when he stretched his arm along the back of the couch, he could tangle his fingers in her hair if he wanted.

      He resisted. For now.

      “Have you lived here long?” Lisa asked.

      “Been in Heart Falls for over five years. I bought the house a year after I arrived from a couple who were retiring to Calgary. Made a few changes like that projection screen, but it’s pretty much their design.”

      “It’s beautiful. And comfortable.” She leaned back on the high armrest which slid her farther from him. He was disappointed about that until she shocked the hell out of him and planted her wool-socked feet in his lap. “Tell me about your family. You’ve mentioned a brother, and your mom. I take it they’re around, somewhere.”

      “Around here, only occasionally. They still manage to be up in my business often, though, some of them from five hundred miles away.” He picked up her foot and started massaging it, digging his fingers into her arches, because that’s what any smart man did when a woman was clearly looking for a foot rub. He pointed briefly at a picture on the side table. “That is the mess of people I call family. Mom and Dad live in Rosebud, Alberta, where I grew up. I have an older brother and two older sisters. They’re in New York, Hollywood, and, temporarily, the UK. Specifically, London.”

      He wasn’t sure if that expression on her face was from the pressure on her feet or if she was impressed with the list of his siblings’ hometowns.

      “That’s a lot of distance between you,” she said, wiggling her foot closer. “Oh. Right there. Yes.”

      Josiah swallowed hard and ordered his cock to behave. Because that last phrase had sounded far too sexual. Everything in him had gone hard, so he focused down at where he was rubbing the ball of her foot.

      He had to concentrate to remember what the last sensible comment was that she’d made.

      Right. Distance.

      “I don’t know if you’ve heard this, but Rosebud is the hotspot for dramatic development in rural Alberta. My parents run the boarding house and theatre school, and all three of my siblings are very successful graduates of the program.”

      “Ha.” She pulled her foot away from him and offered the other one, demanding the same treatment. “That’s where your cue-card setup came from. You’re a graduate of the theatre school too.”

      “More like a dropout,” he confessed. “It’s a bit of a stretch from the stage to pulling calves. When I hit my teens I realized, while I don’t mind being in the spotlight, I didn’t love it the way the rest of them did. I wanted to work with animals, so I went in a different direction.”

      She folded her arms over her chest and looked at him thoughtfully. “That must’ve been tough to do in a family full of performers.”

      “It wasn’t too bad.”

      He focused down on her foot, applying extra pressure in the hopes of possibly changing the topic.

      Everyone in his family had known that he didn’t have the talent. They’d made that clear. Not necessarily in a cruel way, but there wasn’t much beating around the bush when everyone had roles to play except him.

      Lisa was eyeing the photo again. “You get along with your Mom and Dad? I mean, other than having to hide the sin of keeping your wicked bachelor television in the living room?”

      “We get along fine. They’re good people. Don’t always understand what makes me tick, but I don’t understand why they do some of the things they do. It works.”

      The buzzer went off on the stove, and they got to their feet and headed to the kitchen. Josiah paused to wash his hands before they worked together, dancing around each other a bit as he piled everything from the oven onto the island.

      Lisa followed his orders and grabbed supplies from the fridge before filling glasses with cold water.

      “We can sit on the couch,” Josiah offered. “This is your comfort-food meal. Put your feet up if you want.”

      Lisa considered, her nose wrinkling adorably. “I don’t want to have to juggle anything. That would be more work.”

      They settled at the solid oak table, sitting kitty-corner to each other with plates full of steaming hot food. Lisa took a deep inhale and made another one of those noises that set his body on fire.

      “You are a prince among men,” she proclaimed boldly. “Meatloaf, mashed potatoes, and macaroni and cheese. It’s the trifecta of perfection.”

      Josiah brought forward one more dish, pulling off the lid and scooping up a large serving. “Two of your comfort foods are also mine, but you forgot the veggie. Witness true perfection—creamed corn.”

      He dropped a hearty serving into the narrow space he’d left between his meatloaf and mashed potatoes, wiggling the spoon to get the proportions just right.

      His fork was already in the air, aimed at the meatloaf when he paused and glanced up.

      Lisa’s grin was enormous. Without a word she scooped up a hearty portion of corn as well and deposited it directly on top of her meatloaf.

      When she proceeded to break the slice apart and mix it with her mashed potatoes, Josiah knew he was in big trouble. That was the right way to eat this meal, as far as he was concerned. He’d been planning on a politer approach out of consideration for those poor souls who weren’t in the know.

      Lisa finished with a flourish, half of her plate a mixed combination of meatloaf, mashed potatoes and corn, the other half macaroni and cheese. She grabbed the ketchup and proceeded to add a spiral of red to the entire surface of her plate, and Josiah was one second away from proposing marriage.

      Not that the idea was extreme or anything.

      Instead he inflicted the food on his plate to the same treatment. “My mom calls this Canadian hash. On the days rehearsals went too late, there would inevitably be three pots on the stove. We’d eat whenever we made it home. I would take a scoop of each and mix them together.”

      “Food memories are amazing things,” Lisa agreed.

      “Tastes like happiness.” Josiah lifted his water in the air. “To comfort foods.”

      “To comfort dates,” Lisa replied, clinking her glass against his.

      Comfortable, yet not, because he wanted to know more. Not the least of which was how soft her skin was. How she tasted. What other noises she made beyond the ones that were currently driving him wild as she casually licked mashed potatoes from her fork.

      Time to concentrate. “Your turn. You can hear more about my family some other time. Yours— I know Tamara because she’s been the best thing that’s happened to Caleb in a long time. And I know you have another sister, Karen, because she brought those hellion goats to the Silver Stone ranch.”

      “Josiah Ryder. Those goats are practically family.” She sounded suitably scandalized. “For a man who supposedly loves animals, I’m disappointed.”

      “Hellion goats,” he repeated. “I do love animals, but one of those jerks ate my hat. I haven’t figured out which one to blame, so they’re all in my bad boy book.”

      Lisa laughed. “And here I thought my friends and I were the only ones who kept lists of bad boys.”
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      The food and the company were more delightful than she’d anticipated.

      “Why does that sound as if it’s a good list to be on?” He winked. “So, two sisters and a whole lot of cousins. Just your dad, right?”

      Lisa poked at her macaroni and cheese a little more forcefully than necessary. “Yeah. Karen, Tamara and I are tight. Dad? Not so much.”

      His expression lost all teasing and flipped to concern. “Didn’t mean to hit a hot button.”

      “It’s okay—he’s not a terrible, horrible person or anything. But he’s definitely part of the reason I don’t want to go back to Rocky Mountain House. He’s not an easy man to work with. Not as a woman.”

      Understanding struck, and Josiah nodded sharply. “Oh. Old-time rancher?”

      “Very old school. Plus small-town, plus three daughters.” She stabbed a chunk of meatloaf viciously before offering a wry smile. “I guess you should congratulate yourself because I don’t bitch about him to many people.”

      “Venting about a shitty situation makes total sense. Don’t worry about it.” He reached over and caught her fingers in his. “And knowing what you don’t want is a huge part of making your future better.”

      What she wanted? She’d been doing a great job figuring out what everybody else needed. Heck, that’s all she’d done for years and years. Where she needed a lot more practice was in the what’s good for Lisa decision-making department.

      She glanced at their joint hands for a moment. Josiah gave a gentle squeeze, then let go and they went back to their supper.

      Lisa told him a little more about the Whiskey Creek ranch where she’d grown up and how it had recently reconnected to the rest of the Coleman family spreads. She didn’t say anything about her part in the deal because it wasn’t necessary. The important thing was change had happened.

      Josiah told her a couple of stories about growing up in the theatre world, which was something completely outside of her realm of experience.

      The food went down easy as the light outside began to change. Sunset mode slipped into play as six o’clock passed.

      It was a tough choice, what to look at. The sharp, sexy lines of the man’s face beside her, or the clear lines of the Rocky Mountains as reds and golds edged the craggy peaks in the distance.

      The corners of Josiah’s eyes crinkled as he spoke, lips curling in a smile as he shared another story. Sunlight reflected off his hair, a glint in his eyes as he passed her the bowl of macaroni and cheese and she helped herself to another scoop.

      Eventually her stomach could hold no more. “I’m done. So very done.”

      Josiah leaned back with a sigh of satisfaction. “For now.”

      She groaned. “Oh God. Mercy.”

      He snorted. “You’re the one who brought ice cream. Three types.”

      They stacked the dishes into the machine, Josiah moving easily as he put things away. He was obviously a man comfortable in his own skin and his own place.

      A place that continued to impress the heck out of her. “I know you said you bought this from someone else, but the house is gorgeous. Show me the rest?”

      “Sure. Let me put on my tour director hat.”

      Before she could ask any more questions, he caught her by the fingers and tugged her across the floor. He paced, pointing toward collectible knickknacks hanging on the walls or arranged on side tables.

      “My oldest sister, Kelsey, grabbed that picture for me from England the last time she was there. She said it made her think of the veterinarian stories we used to read back on rainy days when we were trapped in the house. And Lenora gave me that statue for my birthday. She and Micah are taking turns giving me horses. At this rate, I’ll eventually have an entire herd around the place.”

      “That’s a nice tradition to start.” She peeked her head into the next room to find an office with sleek leather upholstery and solid wood furniture everywhere. “This place is over the top for a single guy.”

      “Which is why I’ve got a couple of roommates joining me. I’ve done this over the years, whenever we’ve had veterinary students doing time at the clinic. Couple of guys moving into town were looking for a place to stay, and I offered.” He cursed softly, pausing in the middle of the hallway to stand close to her. “Which is good, and bad. We’re only alone tonight until they get back, which they guessed would be around nine.”

      “Plenty of time for a private tour,” she said as deadpan as possible.

      The heat in his eyes was not just her imagination. It was there, it really was. The same bubbling curiosity that lived inside her. Simmering, yet ready at a moment’s notice to slide into something far more delicious.

      Josiah stared at her lips. “Next two doors are the rooms I gave the guys. Door after that on the right is a guest bathroom. Door at the end of the hallway leads to the master bedroom.”

      “I bet you’ve got some amazing views from that vantage point.” How she kept from leaning into him, she had no idea. The attraction between them was rock solid and growing.

      If he walked them into his bedroom, she would be more than happy to take a thorough tour, wherever that led.

      Only he surprised her again, tipping his head toward the only door he hadn’t labelled. “Talking about amazing views, I’ve got just the thing.”

      The door opened onto a spiral staircase rising upward in a tall, round building. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “If you think it’s an old grain silo, yes. The homestead was originally a barn. They renovated and added on the kitchen and living room section. I call this part the castle.”

      “Prince Josiah. There’s a bit of gossip I didn’t expect.”

      He laughed, gesturing her up the steep staircase. “I thought dukes were all the rage. Hurry, before we lose the light.”

      A moment later, she understood why he’d rushed her. The staircase opened into a large, open space, and the entire wall dormer facing the mountains was made up of windows.

      The room was lit with a thousand red, yellow and gold lights shining off reflective surfaces and turning the space into a true fairytale setting.

      “Wow.” Lisa turned in a slow circle, taking in the room and all the gleaming bits and pieces around the walls before stopping at the feature event—the view to the west.

      They were much higher now, and the fences and fields that had looked like a rolling carpet from the living room stretched out for miles. The nearby foothills rose and fell in a series of asymmetrical bumps and hollows. Snow that appeared cream white in the daylight was lit with the setting sun as everything turned to rose and blush.

      Lisa stared in fascination. Again, that sense of being in an unfamiliar place sent a thrill through her. She’d seen beautiful sunsets before. She’d made a point of enjoying them, but this one seemed more miraculous.

      More impactful, especially as Josiah stepped to her side and slipped his arm around her waist.

      The goose bumps she’d felt when she’d spotted the view spread rapidly as his strong fingers pressed against her lower back.

      “Wait until the sun reaches the notch.” Josiah’s voice was a deep, sexy rumble. He spoke softly, and the words caressed her skin.

      Lisa shivered.

      His response was to step behind her, wrapping his arms around her body and gently tugging them together. Warming her with his embrace.

      No way was she going to tell him she wasn’t cold. In fact, she was hot. Scalding hot and heading toward a meltdown, as if all the heat of the sun was being stored up in her. Pressure building as the colours turned a shade darker.

      He leaned forward, and his cheek brushed hers. He lifted a hand to point into the distance.

      Temptation stroked her. She twisted her head enough to feel the light tug of the scruff on his cheek against her skin. “What are we looking for?” she whispered.

      “You know how they say there’s a green flash at sunset when you watch the sun go down over the ocean? If you see it, you’re supposed to make a wish.”

      “I’ve heard the story.” Her lips were inches from his. His arms were around her again, his hand caressing softly up and down her biceps.

      “The couple I bought the place from insisted they’d seen the green flash, and that every time they did, something wonderful happened.”

      “I like stories like this.” Lisa leaned against him and away from temptation to follow the line of his pointing finger to where two mountain passes met and formed a sharp vee. From their location up on the second story, it looked as if a giant hand had chiseled out a perfect square. A glint of light shone at the bottom, a golden pool. “Did they say what wonderful things? How many times did they see it?”

      “They told me many times, but no other details.”

      The sun was nearly behind the mountains, the glittering red ball nowhere near the notch. “We’re not in the right month for it to line up properly,” Lisa said sadly.

      “Spring solstice,” Josiah told her. “But that’s just to see the standing stone effect with the sun slipping perfectly into the notch. The green flash can happen at any time. Or so they said.”

      Half of the sun had disappeared. Josiah stepped to one side and turned her toward him. Their bodies rubbed as he moved, and Lisa’s heart rate kicked up a notch.

      There was no time to wait in anticipation. Josiah tucked his fingers under her chin, tilted her head up and brought their lips together.

      She closed her eyes, but the light in the room was bright enough to make her world glow as his mouth enticed her. Soft at first. A brief contact before he pulled away. He came back in a second time, and a third, pressure increasing as urgency rose.

      Sunset heat lit a fire between them.

      His tongue slid against her lips and Lisa opened to him. As their tongues explored each other for the first time, she threaded her fingers into his hair. Stroking, sliding as close as possible. Josiah’s hands skimmed down her back, pushing their torsos tighter, reaching farther until his hands cupped her butt and a tortured groan escaped his lips.

      Sometime soon she was going to need air, which was too bad. Breathing was overrated compared to his kisses.

      Josiah scooped her off the floor. Her legs wrapped around him instinctively, the thick length of his hardness pressing against her.

      Lisa broke the contact between their mouths and slid back just far enough to stare into his face. “We missed the green flash.”

      His lips curled. “We’ll have to watch for it next time.”

      There would definitely be a next time. But she was more concerned about this moment. “Kiss me again,” she demanded.

      He laughed, twirled suddenly, and the next moment she was flying helplessly through the air.
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      Letting go of Lisa was worth it just to see the expression on her face. Not panic, but definitely surprise. She bounced off the mattress he’d aimed her at, rolling to a stop against a pile of pillows. He paced closer, waiting for her reaction.

      She didn’t disappoint. A peal of laughter rang out followed immediately by one of the pillows.

      The projectile caught him full-on in the face before falling into his arms.

      “You’re a dangerous man, Josiah Ryder,” she said as she scrambled to her knees.

      He dropped beside her at the very edge of the mattress, pleased to see her looking so relaxed in spite of him changing the rules. “You scored the first point,” he protested.

      Lisa snagged a second pillow from the pile, holding it at the ready. “Are we waging war?”

      “That all depends. If tonight is all about comfort and what makes us happy, what’s your favourite game?”

      The room was still bathed in sunset colours, and as she settled back on her heels and pressed the pillow against her belly, everything about her softened, head tilting down and eyes heating up. “Well, I kind of thought we were getting started on it a few moments ago.”

      Josiah chuckled. “Your favourite childhood game,” he clarified.

      She adjusted position, looking thoughtful as she glanced around the room. “We weren’t much for board games. Cards or maybe Yahtzee.”

      “Younger,” Josiah encouraged. “What games did you want to play over and over again that drove your older sisters mad?”

      He had her attention. “Hungry Hungry Hippos. Kerplunk. Twister. You got any of those lying around?”

      “Do I have any of those? What kind of a comfort date would this be without a rousing game of Hungry Hippos?” He stood and went to the cupboard built into the side wall. He opened both doors wide then turned to watch as Lisa pressed both hands to her face, mouth falling open.

      “Oh my God. You’re not serious.” She scrambled across the mattress on her hands and knees, swinging her legs around and all but throwing herself to the floor so she could pop up and examine his treasure trove of classic children’s games more thoroughly. “This is incredible. Where did you get them all?”

      “Some are from when I was growing up. Some from garage sales or thrift shops. Every time I spot a game, I grab it.”

      Lisa ran a hand along the shelves, glancing back at him with delight dancing in her eyes.

      Her reaction was a total kick. The tension in his shoulders eased away.

      Diving into sex was a temptation, especially after how hot a simple kiss had been. Going the right speed was going to be brutal. He liked his pleasures, and he liked making a woman feel good. Lisa seemed to run her life at that happy to give, happy to receive pace as well.

      But he hadn’t lied when he’d talked about how them being a couple was complicated. Falling into bed tonight would be the simplest thing in the world.

      He was also convinced it would be the biggest mistake ever.

      “This one. I haven’t played Operation in ages.” Lisa twisted toward him with a box in her hands. “Tamara always thought she was the best, but I am unbeatable.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Josiah returned.

      She crawled back onto the mattress, opened the box and set the game squarely in the middle of the space. “Interesting place for a bed, Joe.”

      He settled at an angle beside her, slapping down the shot of annoyance that rushed out of nowhere. “This big space is a nice place to just hang out and read, or for extra overnight guests. And I’m not particularly fond of Joe as a name.”

      He said it casually, but Lisa’s head snapped up. She examined him thoroughly before nodding. “No problem. So, you want to go first?”

      “Rules say the youngest goes first.” Josiah glanced at her. “Which means for the first time in my life, I don’t think I start.”

      “We’re going to play by the rules? Shocking.” Lisa relaxed on her elbow, smiling up at him. “My birthday is June twenty-third, and I’ll be turning twenty-seven.”

      “September thirteenth, and I blew by thirty over five years ago.” He couldn’t resist. He leaned in close enough to brush his lips against hers. A brief, almost chaste, touch. “Looks as if you start.”

      She let out a slow, uneven breath. “You sure this is the game you want to play?”

      No, but the game they both wanted was off the table for the night. “I think it’s safer if we keep something between us,” he said softly. “Let’s not rush, although I’ll admit I’m looking forward to our next date very much.”

      Her gaze drifted down his body before returning to his eyes. She nodded firmly. “You’re right, on both counts.” Lisa pulled a card. “Let me deal with your funny bone.”

      She leaned over the board, her hair falling in a curtain over her cheek. As she reached the tweezers toward the narrow opening, he stroked his fingers through the long, satiny length.

      The buzzer went off the instant he touched her, and Lisa swore softly before lifting her face to him. A mock scowl scalded him. “You’re playing dirty.”

      “This surprises you?”

      That got him a snicker. “Not at all. Just wanted to point it out so that you know everything I do going forward is in simple retaliation.”

      “Bring it,” he encouraged.

      She handed over the tweezers. “And your card says…broken heart.”

      Figures. He pasted on a grin. “Not my favourite piece.”

      “Then let’s get rid of it,” she encouraged, complete innocence in her tone as she waited for him to take his turn.

      He had the tweezers on the edge of the plastic, concentrating hard to keep his hand from twitching because—

      Sure enough, she’d leaned in, adjusting carefully so the mattress didn’t wiggle too much. The new position let her press against him. Her long hair brushed his forearm, then up over his biceps. Her cheek slid past his, a slow exhale hot against his skin.

      He lifted the piece past the edge of the buzzer, but didn’t say anything as he waited for her next move. From her position, she couldn’t see the board. Had to be waiting for a clue from the buzzer or him to announce his success.

      Her tongue flicked against his earlobe briefly, a low murmur of approval as her lips ghosted over his ear. “Good job.”

      “I have good hands,” he assured her.

      “Tease.” Lisa swung back to a sitting position, cheeks bright with colour. She grabbed the next card, and for the next fifteen minutes they took turns playing a child’s game with a very adult twist.

      Gentle touches, barely there caresses. Butterfly kisses and slow, sultry glances.

      He set off the buzzer trying to remove the charley horse piece. He’d lost control because she’d angled up on her knees to reach him, her hand drifting along his thigh.

      Lisa pulled the card for the wishbone and, in spite of him leaning over and undoing two of her shirt buttons, his fingers caressing the skin he bared, she got the piece out without a problem.

      She lifted it in the air, her lips wet from where she’d just licked them. “I think this means I get a wish granted.”

      He was asking for so much trouble. “I guess you do.”

      She pushed the box aside. “You were right to slow us down. But as much fun as it is to play childish games, the other comfort thing I want tonight is totally grown up.”

      She laid a hand on his chest and pushed him to the mattress.

      All his willpower seemed to have pooled around his toes and at that moment, he couldn’t have denied her anything.

      “Lisa?” He didn’t know if he wanted her to break another set of rules or if he was begging her to show restraint.

      She stretched out beside him, their bodies touching. Heat flashed through him, setting off all sorts of warning signals.

      “I want to cuddle. We’ll keep all our clothes on, but I want to fool around and kiss you and just know that…” Her words trailed off. “Maybe that’s silly.”

      “Not silly at all.” Hell yes, he could do this.

      Wanted to do this.

      He wrapped one arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer to reach her lips. Teasing against her, tongues tangling briefly. Hot and needy, yet controlled. As if they knew they didn’t need to push too hard. Knew at some point they’d move beyond this, and it would be very good.

      His fingers were back in her hair, stroking. Silky smoothness drifted over his wrist. His body was achingly hard, and his heart pounded, but a sense of peace blanketed it all.

      Lisa ran her hands over his shoulders, down his arms. Linking fingers briefly. He liked that.

      So much so that he caught her hand again then pressed their joint fingers against the mattress, rolling partly over her. Keeping the pressure light but enough that she had to be utterly aware of his interest. Of what kissing her did to his body.

      He lifted off and she took an unsteady breath. Her gaze drifted to his face, lips curling into a smile as she slipped one hand free to stroke his cheek then back over his chin and lips. A single finger traced the shape of his mouth.

      She curled toward him and he let her guide him to the mattress again, and when she laid her head on his chest, it was utterly natural to wrap his arms around her and hold her close.

      They lay in the quiet stillness as the colours of sunset faded to darkness. The small overhead lights he’d turned on barely broke through the gathering night.

      Their breathing synchronized, and though he ached, there was something spectacularly perfect about the nonsexual moment.

      Comfort dates. Who knew?
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      The morning chaos in the Stone family ranch house made it easy to not go into details about how she’d spent her evening. But once the girls were off to school and breakfast dishes had been dealt with, Lisa knew she had to say something.

      Although she wasn’t sure exactly how she was going to explain what she and Josiah were doing.

      Tamara sat upright at the table, a cup of tea beside her and a stack of bills and paperwork in front of her.

      “I thought you had an accountant taking care of that for you,” Lisa said.

      “We do. She needs me to double check a couple of the files that are mixed up from Caleb’s creative accounting days.” Tamara tilted her head. “Did you have a nice day off?”

      Oh boy. Here it came. “It was a very relaxing day, and interesting.” Tamara’s eyes widened, and Lisa laughed. “Oh my God, all of us have such similar expressions. I swear that’s exactly what Karen looked like the last time she wanted to kill me.”

      “This is not my ‘I’m about to kill you’ expression, though. It’s a ‘satisfy my curiosity quickly’ expression. What on earth was so interesting?”

      Lisa opened her mouth then closed it.

      Tamara no longer looked amused. Concern slid in far too quickly. “Honey, what’s wrong? Because I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at a loss for words.”

      “It’s nothing wrong. Not really. It’s just difficult to explain.” It had seemed simple enough last night, curled up against Josiah’s chest. Listening to his heartbeat as warmth tangled around them.

      A session of screaming hot sex would’ve provided a certain kind of pleasure. A satisfaction that would’ve left her sleeping easy…yet unsettled at the same time.

      What they’d shared had been so far out of her ballpark she wasn’t sure how to categorize it. Maybe as “cuddling,” and “comfort,” and “pretty amazing.”

      She got the easy part out of the way first. “I went for a ride. Met Sonora Fallen and got the most amazing chocolate brownies. I think Ashton might have a crush on her.”

      Tamara grinned. “I think you’re right. That would explain an awful lot.” She eyed Lisa. “Spill. What’s the real thing you’re trying to avoid telling me?”

      “Josiah Ryder asked me out,” Lisa admitted. “I went to his place for supper last night. He made me meatloaf and macaroni and cheese, then we played kids’ games and chatted. It was a lot of fun and I’m looking forward to seeing him again.”

      It was Tamara’s turn to open her mouth and then shut it. She pulled a face. “Huh.”

      “Right?” Lisa settled in the chair beside her sister. “He said he didn’t ask me out before this because he assumed I was heading back to Rocky, and he didn’t want to start anything short-term and potentially cause problems.”

      “But you’re leaving in a couple of months. This is starting something short-term, isn’t it?” Tamara shook her head. “Never mind that, it’s not important. I had no idea you were interested in Josiah.”

      “Well, you haven’t been around the barns the few times I’ve bumped into him there. Trust me, you would’ve seen me flirting because I was interested. I am interested, but back up. What do you mean it’s not important this might be short-term?”

      Tamara shrugged. “According to Caleb, Josiah is a diamond in the rough. He’s had a few steady girlfriends, but mostly he sees women who are short-term fun. I’ve never seen you with anybody for more than the same thing. I’m not about to try and run your life if the two of you want to spend time together.”

      Which was pretty much the response Lisa had expected from her sister. “Yeah, but you’re awesome, and you don’t have hang-ups about the proper way things are done. Josiah mentioned he’s worried Caleb won’t approve.”

      “Oh.” Tamara wrinkled her nose. “Frankly, I think Caleb’s going to be more worried about you breaking his friend’s heart than anything else.”

      “It’s not like that,” Lisa insisted. “I mean, we’re getting to know each other. That’s all.”

      “I get it, and I’ll run interference for you with Caleb as best I can.” Tamara rested an elbow on the table, holding her head up as if she was running out of energy. “So. You had a good time?”

      Lisa grinned. “I beat him at Operation. He’s as bad at the ankle bone connected to the knee bone as you were.”

      Her sister rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe you got a grown man to play kids games with you on a date.”

      “There might’ve been a little bit of kissing involved,” Lisa admitted. “He’s a good kisser.”

      Tamara pushed herself upright until she could lay her hand on Lisa’s and give it squeeze. “I’m glad you’ve got someone to have some fun with, but take care of yourself, okay? You’ve done so much for everyone over the past years, including me. But it’s more than that. When you’re done here, I want you to spread your wings and experience everything you’ve put off.”

      “Spending time with Josiah doesn’t mean I’m giving up on my dreams,” Lisa assured her. “He’s fun and…he’s right— He pointed out I don’t know exactly what my dreams are. That’s what I need to spend time on over the next few weeks. Figuring that out.”

      Tamara nodded, but it was obvious she’d reached the end of her rope. She’d grown pale, and Lisa helped her back to the bedroom to lie down for a rest.

      Lisa got things planned for supper, loaded the machine with the never-ending laundry a family produced, and put on some soup for lunch.

      Then she broke out the new notebook her sisters had given her and went playing online. She hit Pinterest and Instagram, and surfed from one site to the next, writing down all sorts of ideas that intrigued her and caught her attention. Places, and menu items, and unusual jobs. Some of which were impossible, because she wasn’t about to go become a marine biologist no matter how intrigued she was by the picture of sunfish against crystal blue water and pristine white sand.

      Time and again she caught herself, though, staring off into space, daydreaming as she remembered the sensation of Josiah’s strong fingers stroking her skin. Thinking of his kisses and the heat they had stirred deep in her core.

      She wanted to see the Grand Canyon. She wanted to visit Paris. She wanted to go to New York just once, and the idea of taking a trail ride into a desert intrigued her.

      But all those adventures were fuzzy on the details. They were located somewhere in the future, far enough away they were hard to focus on. Not like the vivid memory of Josiah’s touch. His taste. His laughter and the deep-seated heat she’d seen in his eyes.

      She wanted to finish the tour of his house and explore his bedroom. Oh, yeah, she wanted that a whole lot.

      Lisa abandoned her research and decided the best thing was to face one of her issues straight on. She dressed warmly and headed out onto the ranch, hoping to find her brother-in-law.

      The last thing she expected to find in the barn was Josiah in a pen, jacket off and sleeves pushed up, helping a horse in labour.

      All of Caleb’s brothers were crowded into the space. Luke Stone held the mare’s head steady as Walker assisted Josiah. Dustin stood next to Caleb, the youngest and the oldest Stone boys trying to stay out of the way while obviously unwilling to completely abandon the other men to their jobs.

      None of them saw her, which gave her plenty of opportunity to ogle the vision of perfection revealed in front of her. Josiah’s shoulders and back bulged with muscles as he moved, guiding a set of perfectly formed little feet out of the mare. “There we go. Things should go quickly now,” Josiah assured them.

      He’d barely finished speaking when the mare must have sensed a change, completing the job of delivery in an orderly fashion. A moment later, a black-and-white foal lay in Josiah’s arms, wet and gangly, head moving shakily.

      “Damn. Never ceases to amaze me.” Caleb stepped forward with a cloth.

      Josiah took it from him to rub the little creature down. Lisa drifted forward, staring in admiration at man and beast. “Pretty little thing. Nice job, Josiah.”

      He glanced up at her, surprise in his eyes and a slow rush of red rising to his cheeks. “Thanks.”

      She peeled her gaze off his body, forcing herself to remember that they weren’t alone.

      “Everything okay in the house?” Caleb asked.

      “Tamara’s resting,” she assured him.

      He glanced at her with concern, stepping closer. “Did you need something?”

      Beyond them, things were getting straightened out with the mare and foal. Josiah had wiped himself clean and was doing up his shirt again. It wasn’t the private setting that she’d hoped for.

      She motioned a few feet away where it would be a little quieter. “I wanted to talk to you for a minute.”

      Caleb stepped aside with her. “What’s up?”

      She wasn’t going to beat around the bush like she had with her sister. “I just wanted to let you know…”

      Josiah was making his way toward them. Beelining, in fact, as if it was vitally important that he reach her side before she said something, only his lips were turned up in amusement. “Lisa. Didn’t expect to see you today.”

      Caleb glanced over his shoulder, frowning for a moment. “Everything okay with the foal?”

      “Everything’s fine. Luke’s got it under control. I figured I should be here for this.”

      Caleb grew more confused. “Here for what?”

      Josiah stepped around until he ended beside Lisa. He looked down at her. “I planned to have this conversation earlier, but Cherry Blossom decided to take priority.”

      Uncertain if she should roll her eyes or huff at him in annoyance, Lisa kept her tone steady as she responded. “I didn’t think it was your responsibility to do this. That’s why I came out to the barn.”

      A low rumble of annoyance slid from Caleb. “You two mind? What the hell is going on?”

      Josiah slid an arm around Lisa before turning to face his friend head on. “Lisa and I are seeing each other, that’s all.”

      He’d spoken no louder than usual, but the words seemed to echo in the unexpected silence that had fallen in the barn.

      This was definitely not the way Lisa did things. So much for her calm, cool, and very much under-the-radar method.

      She debated goosing Josiah on the butt but went with slipping a finger into a belt loop instead, tugging gently to let him know she was at least moderately annoyed.

      It meant she was close enough she could stomp on his feet if necessary. She took a deep breath and smiled as brightly as possible at her brother-in-law.
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      It was on par with being thrown on the stage with an improv item. Josiah had never expected to see his best friend looking at him with something like betrayal in his eyes.

      “Josiah?”

      Before Josiah could dive into any kind of explanation, Kelli James marched forward. The woman, whose five-foot-nothing frame was clad from top to bottom in jeans, wore a stone-cold expression. Not her typical attitude by a long shot and with her narrow face framed by her long ponytails, she looked like a pissed-off Pippi Longstocking.

      She was a long-time Silver Stone employee, recently engaged to Luke Stone, which made her Tamara’s future sister-in-law. More importantly, though, over the months that Lisa had been in town, it seemed the two women had hit it off.

      As the petite ranch hand stomped past the shocked males in attendance, Josiah kept an eye on Kelli in case he needed to protect any body parts.

      Only she ignored him, marching straight up to Lisa. Kelli folded her arms as she glared at her friend. “You’re dating him?”

      “Seems that way,” Lisa drawled.

      Kelli made a face, shaking her head before she shrugged. “Fine.” She grinned hard and slapped out a hand, palm up. “You owe me twenty bucks.”

      Lisa rolled her eyes. “You’re such a jerk.”

      “Hey, you’re the one who loves making bets. Just so happens this time I won.” Kelli grinned at Josiah. “Good job, man. She swore she wasn’t going to see anyone while she was in town. I was beginning to think I’d have to bribe one of the ranch hands to ask her out if I wanted to win.”

      “I did it just for you,” Josiah said, sincerely as possible.

      Kelli snickered before turning her attention back on Lisa with a warning glance. “Catch you later.”

      Josiah assumed that meant she planned to get all the details out of Lisa some other time.

      “Stop by the house when you’re on your break. I’ll make apple turnovers,” Lisa said.

      “Is that offer open to everyone or only Kelli? Because damn, I could use an apple turnover.” Dustin declared as Kelli planted her hands against his back and shoved her youngest future brother-in-law toward the door. “I’m just saying.”

      “Your taste buds are fine with frozen popovers,” Kelli teased. “Come on, kiddo. Ashton said he had a job for us. Standing around gossiping like old women—we’ll leave it to the old men.”

      “Who you calling kid? You’re barely older than me.” But Dustin snickered as the two of them disappeared out the door.

      Josiah glanced back at the foal and mare, but Luke was taking care of them. His friend glanced up, though, a warning in his gaze, and Josiah offered a stage-worthy sigh. “If any of you three have something to say, save it.”

      Lisa shook her head. “I thought you were supposed to be charming,” she muttered, amusement in her voice.

      “He’s having a rough day,” Luke suggested. “Lisa, you’re old enough to know your own mind. That said—”

      “Is this where you insert some kind of warning about impending physical doom if he steps out of line?” She was leaning against Josiah’s side, the warmth of her body like a comfortable blanket. “Because if you are, I’m going to side-eye you really hard.”

      “It’s a time-honoured tradition,” Walker offered as an excuse. He patted the mare’s nose, then eased past her. “You don’t have any brothers of your own, and all your cousins are a couple-of-hours’ drive away.” He turned to Luke. “What do you need?”

      Luke responded, and the two of them dove into their own conversation while continuing to care for the newborn and its mama.

      Leaving just Caleb.

      He stared at Josiah, his face unreadable.

      Then, slap him silly with shock, Caleb turned to Lisa. “Treat him right.”

      He turned on his heel and rejoined his brothers. The three of them went about their business as if Josiah and Lisa weren’t standing there.

      It took a moment before Lisa managed to haul her jaw back into place, and she looked up at Josiah, blinking hard. “Okay, then.”

      “Best friends,” he offered with a shrug before continuing, “I have no idea what the hell he meant.”

      Her lips curled. “It seems the world is determined to make sure anything involving you is convoluted enough to keep me on my toes.”

      “We wouldn’t want life to get boring, would we?”

      “Heaven forbid.”

      They grinned at each other. Josiah glanced toward where the others were peeling off to different tasks. He stole one more moment, tugging Lisa to the side of the hall and twisting them until his body hid her from view. “You going to make enough apple turnovers that you can save one for me?”

      “Maybe.” She leaned sideways, peeking past his shoulder. Then she quickly caught hold of his lapels and tugged him down as she lifted her lips in offering.

      He really needed to get back to work, but he really needed to accept this small moment of pleasure even more. He slid his arms around her and pressed their mouths together for a brief, intense connection that left him breathing hard when they broke apart only a few seconds later.

      Lisa patted his shirt then tucked her hair behind her ear as she took off with a wave. “Call me.”

      “I will.”

      He watched until she’d left the barn, then turned back to discover Caleb only a few feet away.

      His friend eyed him wordlessly.

      “I know. I know,” Josiah said quickly. “It seems as if I was keeping something from you, but this whole thing came up kind of quickly.”

      “Obviously.”

      “It wasn’t as if I knew on Sunday, because I didn’t.”

      Caleb didn’t answer. He was wearing his stone face again.

      Great. The complete and utter lack of words coming to mind right then would have made his family, all masters of the stage, tease him mercilessly. Josiah had to find the right thing to say. “I like her. And she does need a chance to unwind.”

      Nothing. Not a single reaction beyond the death stare.

      “Come on,” Josiah begged. “Say something. I swear I have nothing but her best interests at heart.”

      Then damn if Caleb’s lips didn’t twitch once before he ran a hand over his face, twisting away to hide his expression.

      Curses rose in Josiah’s mind as he realized his friend was a second away from breaking into serious amusement, if not outright laughter.

      “You’re a bastard,” Josiah muttered.

      Caleb clapped a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Not often I get to pull one over on you. Had to grab the opportunity when it happened. I’m not upset. You’re right—Lisa needs time to relax, and you’re my best friend. If you’re not good enough for her, no one is.”

      He hesitated, walking at Josiah’s side toward the mare.

      “But…?” Josiah prompted. Because there was obviously more to this conversation.

      Caleb shrugged. “I mean it. You’re my friend, and I want what’s best for you. I don’t want to see you hurt. Last I heard there were no guarantees Lisa planned to stick around.”

      “There’s no ticket in her pocket yet that says she’s leaving, either,” Josiah pointed out.

      “I know. I’m still worried.” They stopped just outside the pen, and before Josiah could get back to work, Caleb looked him straight in the eye. “Take care of yourself.”

      Josiah could hardly complain about his friend having his back. “I will, and I’ll take care of her. You’ll see.” Because too much potential was tied up in the situation to retreat without trying one hundred percent.

      He slipped into the pen and got back to work, thoughts of dates and friends and futures mixing together.

      Life was good. It could get even better.
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      Of course, now that she and Josiah had outed their relationship, his week got complicated. An emergency call hauled him into the wilderness of Highwood Pass.

      Lisa found her time vanished in work and outings, compounded when the family realized Sasha and Emma had events over the weekend that required them to go in totally separate directions.

      The solution to that strange setup was completely orchestrated by little Emma.

      “You need to keep close to home to keep the baby safe,” Emma told Tamara. She caught Lisa and Tamara in the kitchen while Sasha was out of sight. Emma leaned forward, curly blonde hair bobbing as her bright blue eyes turned serious. “Sasha wants Papa to come see her play. Can you take me to 4-H camp, Auntie Lisa? So Mama and Papa can stay with Sasha?”

      Tamara gave Lisa a nod of approval, and Lisa hurried to agree. “You’re a very good sister,” Lisa told her quietly, pressing a kiss to the little girl’s cheek. “I would love to come with you.”

      So rather than finding time to get together with Josiah, Lisa took her younger niece to the 4-H event being held in Crowsnest Pass over the weekend, while Caleb and Tamara stayed closer to home with Sasha.

      Which meant it was Monday again before getting together with Josiah was even a possibility. Oh, they’d texted a few times, but the conversation stayed very generic and very surface, and very much not how Lisa wanted.

      Finding people to chat with online was far simpler than having real-life connections to enjoy.

      The girls were off to school, and she was diving into the household chores when Caleb marched back into the house and looked at her in surprise. “What’re you doing?”

      Her hands were buried in a sink full of soapy dishes. “Is this a trick question?”

      Caleb glanced around the room. “Tamara didn’t tell you? Never mind. You’re off again today.”

      She leaned a hip against the counter as she looked at him in confusion. “I need to find the Modern Way to Be a Rancher book you’ve been reading and send my father a copy. A day off, two weeks in a row? I think that’s illegal.”

      She finally got a chuckle out of him.

      “Spent far too many years working twenty-four seven. The work never goes away—you know that. Since things are running a lot smoother at Silver Stone, all of us committed to making some changes.” He placed his boots on the rack by the door and hung up his hat. A soft smile unfurled. “This isn’t about you taking a day off, honestly. It’s me getting extra time with my wife and family.”

      “My time off is a bonus? Sweet.” She offered a wink. “I’m glad you’re spending time with the people who are important to you.”

      What she couldn’t bring herself to say was how much she’d wished that had been the circumstance while she was growing up, but she figured he knew. Tamara must’ve shared with him what it was like over the years with George Coleman as a father.

      Never terrible, never good. That strange, swampy middle where she felt bad for complaining because the man had never hurt them or outright neglected them, but she wished they’d gotten through to him how much more they needed.

      “I’ll finish my chores then get out of your hair,” Lisa said, getting back to work.

      “Josiah’s back in town,” Caleb offered.

      She stared into the dishwater as she scrubbed vigorously at a frying pan. “That’s nice.”

      “In case you wanted to get in touch with him.”

      Lisa worked hard to not give away her amusement. “I think I’ll go for a ride.”

      “He might want to go with you.”

      Lisa rolled her eyes but made sure her face was set to innocent when she turned toward him. She dried her hands on a cloth as she looked him over. “Do you know what you want? I mean, the other day it sounded as if you were warning me off dating your friend, but now it seems you’re trying to shove us together. Which is it?”

      “I warned you off hurting him, but I’d love to see you guys get together.”

      That was an unexpected twist after his comment the other day in the barn. “Really?”

      Caleb shrugged. “If he’s good enough to be my friend for all these years, he’s good enough to be with you.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that. “Thank you. I think.”

      He lifted his phone in the air. “Want me to call him?”

      A laugh rolled across the room as Tamara made her way forward and settled in one of the kitchen chairs. The swell of her belly was covered by a bright pink sweater that matched the frames of her glasses. “Caleb? Are you setting up a date for my sister?”

      “She doesn’t seem to be doing it on her own,” he grumbled.

      “She barely has her hands out of the dirty dishwater,” Tamara pointed out. She glanced at Lisa. “Of course, I could call him instead.”

      Lisa snorted. This was hysterical. “You know what? I would hate to take your fun away, so why don’t we all text him? See who can get a response faster. Ten dollars to the person who—”

      Tamara already had her phone out. Caleb patted his pockets, looking for his, which was really funny until Lisa realized she’d left her phone downstairs.

      She raced away, taking the stairs two at a time, listening to their laughter.

      Her phone lay beside the bed, and she sat on the mattress as she typed in a quick note.

      
        
        Lisa: Got the day off. What are you up to?

      

      

      She headed upstairs, announcing her return with a cackle of laughter as her phone vibrated before she hit the top landing.

      “Take that, suckers,” she said with glee.

      Only when she glanced down at the phone, the message wasn’t from Josiah.

      
        
        Sonora: I need to talk to you.

      

      

      Lisa strolled forward, typing in a response: Phone me?

      
        
        Sonora: I don’t have good enough reception. Remember the big maple tree? How soon could you be there?

      

      

      Lisa was thoroughly intrigued and a touch worried. Her phone buzzed as a message came in from Josiah, but she ignored it, stepping into the kitchen to discover both Caleb and Tamara holding their phones in the air toward her. “Hold that thought, guys. I’ve got another hot date on the line.”

      She typed in a quick message to Sonora: Thirty minutes if I grab a horse. Fifteen if I use an ATV.

      
        
        Sonora: I think you should bring the horse. Don’t rush, but please get here as fast as you can.

      

      

      Well, there was a contradiction. Lisa sent a final acknowledgement then lifted her face to Tamara and Caleb. “I gotta go.”

      “Something wrong?” Tamara asked, the amusement on her face slipping away.

      Lisa shrugged uncomfortably. “I don’t know. Sonora Fallen asked to meet me, and it sounds as if she’s out on the trail. Something’s off.”

      Caleb moved toward the door. “Want me to come with you?”

      “I don’t think so. Could be she just comes across a lot more abrupt in text than in person, know what I mean? I’d hate for us to show up and have her think we overreacted.”

      Caleb pulled on his coat anyway. “Tell you what. Grab what you need. I’ll saddle Licorice for you.”

      “Thanks.”

      She spun on her heel and headed back downstairs, changing quickly into warmer clothing. As she rushed through the kitchen, Tamara handed her a bag. “Not much more than granola bars. Sorry.”

      Lisa gave her a quick hug and a kiss. “Tell me later who I owe ten bucks. But in the meantime, can you text Josiah? I’m meeting Sonora by the maple tree along the far south border. The one next to where the trail splits three ways. I’ll get in touch with him as soon as I can.”

      “No problem.”

      She headed out to the barn and found Caleb leading Licorice out to meet her. He held the horse steady while she mounted, passing the reins to her and nodding in approval. “Don’t rush. Sonora’s got a good head on her shoulders. I expect she’s just looking for a little company.”

      “I hope you’re right. If that’s the case, then I’ll carry on and enjoy my day off. You and Tamara have a good time. I’ll text as soon as I know anything.”

      The sensation hovering over her wasn’t the same as a week ago. The sky wasn’t quite as clear, and the temperature was a little sharper. The bite of winter was hanging on hard, with no chance of a warming pattern anywhere in the forecast. Add in she wasn’t sauntering out for a casual exploration, and suddenly the day seemed fraught with danger.

      Lisa moved Licorice forward at a steady pace. Not too fast, and always careful to stick to well-set trails for safer footing.

      It was close to twenty-five minutes after Sonora’s first text when Lisa spotted Rainbow tied to a tree at the side of the trail. She dismounted and ground tethered Licorice, following footprints that led deeper into the trees.

      “Mrs. Fallen? I’m here.”

      A soft hiss carried on the air, and Lisa hurried forward to discover Sonora peeking over a log pile, shaking her head as she held a finger pressed to her lips. “Keep it down, honey.”

      She gestured Lisa closer.

      Just past a pile of fallen trees was a small clearing. An oversized work shed with two side-wings was positioned at the western edge. A delivery van was driving down the bumpy road, disappearing into the trees almost immediately.

      “What’s going on?” Lisa asked in a whisper.

      “I thought I saw something the other day and came back because I was curious.” Sonora pointed a finger at the shed. “That is supposed to be empty. It was part of Doc Carter’s property, and his kids have been fighting over the inheritance for years. Somebody’s renting the main house, but none of the out-buildings were being used, or least they weren’t the last time I talked to anyone. There’s no reason for a vehicle like that to be back here. Not in the dead of winter.”

      Lisa glanced around, but there were no other people or vehicles anywhere in sight. “You think somebody’s storing things in the shed?”

      “That’s exactly what I think,” Sonora said. “I don’t recognize the vehicle, and I can’t think of a single reason why someone should take a van out here in the first place.”

      Lisa’s mind went immediately to stolen goods. It was a little far into the country to be convenient for thieves, but that also meant the hiding spot was a lot harder to find in the first place.

      A moment later, everything changed.

      They both heard it. In the quiet that settled after the loud buzz of the van engine faded, a noise that was far too familiar shattered the icy stillness.

      Sharp barks. Shrill yelps. Mournful howls.

      Lisa and Sonora glanced at each other, dismay rising as they spoke at the same time. “Dogs.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      What a pickle. Lisa needed to convince Sonora to stay safely in the trees before hurrying forward to find out exactly what was going on.

      The older woman seemed to read her mind because she frowned and shook a finger in Lisa’s face. “Don’t you dare think about going off on your own. No heroics.”

      Sneaking in by herself was an entirely different thing than dragging someone’s grandma into potential danger. “I won’t do anything more than peek in the window,” Lisa promised.

      “Then I’ll come with you to give you a boost.”

      Not the answer Lisa was looking for. “I’m just going to look. If something illegal is going on, we’re not poking into it without backup.”

      Sonora wrinkled her nose. “Who’re we going to call? I mean, we don’t even know if there’s something there to bother the RCMP over.”

      Lisa held up a hand as her phone vibrated. She checked to find a message from Josiah.

      
        
        Josiah: I see your horses. Where are you?

      

      

      A huge sense of relief rushed in. “I don’t know how he made it this fast, but we have backup. Josiah Ryder is just around the corner.” She stuck her finger in Sonora’s face and gave a retaliatory warning wiggle. “Stay here. No heroics.”

      She said it forcefully. The older woman’s lips twitched into a smile before she nodded her agreement. “Josiah is a good man.”

      Lisa stumbled back through the deep snow, figuring it was easier than responding.

      She was just about out of the trees when she reached him, the worry on his face softening as he spotted her. “It’s a little cold to be playing hide-and-go-seek, isn’t it?”

      “It’s a bit of a treasure hunt, but not necessarily the good kind. Sonora found something,” she explained, motioning with her head to where the older woman waited. “She swears the barn up ahead should be empty, but we watched a truck leave just five minutes ago.”

      A crease formed between his brows. “She’s right. Come on, let’s see what’s going on.”

      They inched through the snow at the very edge of the tree line, keeping the visible snow undisturbed until they could follow a deer track to the packed-down ruts left by the van.

      The area was clearly abandoned. The quiet stillness of the remote winter wilderness was only broken by the sound of dogs barking.

      Lisa and Sonora stayed back for the first moment as Josiah peered in the window.

      He shook his head in disgust and motioned them forward. “We’re not going to get shot, but this is an unpleasant surprise.”

      He picked up a piece of metal that was propped against one wall and used it to pry open the lock. As the door opened and light poured in, the barking and whining got louder.

      Lisa gingerly followed Josiah into the building, the waft of putrid scents in the air hitting like a slap of mud to the face.

      The barking got more frantic.

      Sonora made a noise of distress herself as she stepped beside Lisa. “My word, how many dogs? Oh, the poor things.”

      Pens had been formed out of wood nailed into rough squares. In addition, crates and baby playpens were jammed together in tight rows with barely enough room for a person to walk between. Each space held three or more puppies, some with bitches that showed their teeth, but didn’t have the energy to do more than growl menacingly as they moved past.

      “It’s a puppy mill,” Josiah said softly. “A poorly run, mismanaged, fucking abusive puppy mill.”

      He stopped beside the nearest pen. The mama dog was lying on her side nursing a couple of pups who were whining piteously. The bitch didn’t move as Josiah drew his hand down the back of her head, petting her carefully.

      “She’s so dehydrated she doesn’t have any milk left to give.” His voice was an angry rumble.

      Sonora had her phone out. “Who do I call?” she asked Josiah. “The RCMP?”

      “Yes. I’ll call the clinic.” Josiah stood, furious tension in his body as he looked around the building. “What a mess.”

      Lisa stepped to his side and caught his arm. “What can I do to help?”

      The whimpering around her was breaking her heart, but she steeled her spine and searched for strength until she could meet his gaze as evenly as possible.

      He glanced quickly at Sonora before twisting, pulling Lisa closer so he could speak in low tones. “There’s plenty of things you can help with, but when it’s time, can you make sure Sonora leaves? She doesn’t need to be here while…”

      His grip on her arms tightened, and Lisa swallowed hard. “Some of them aren’t going to make it, are they?”

      Josiah hesitated, then shook his head. “Truth is, finding this many animals at one time creates a hell of a situation.”

      He excused himself, calling in to the Heart Falls veterinary clinic. He turned his back and spoke softly.

      Lisa didn’t want to make him say it, but she’d already figured out the trouble. She’d dealt with it often enough when one of the cats or dogs on the Whiskey Creek ranch had an unexpected litter. Placing four or five animals in new homes when you knew the animal’s lineage was one thing.

      This was an entire building full of pups, indeterminate breeds, none of them with shots or basic inoculations—

      There weren’t a lot of people who would take that kind of risk, introducing unknown animals to their own well-cared-for pets.

      Sonora finished giving directions to the RCMP. She put her phone away and walked straight up to where Lisa stood. The place stunk of wet dog, feces, and piss. Somewhere, something was rotting.

      Ignoring the echoing volume of complaints around them was hard. It was constant, soaking into their ears and vibrating through their bodies.

      In the future, whenever Lisa thought about hopelessness, this sound would be what she remembered.

      “Come on,” Lisa said. “Let’s see if there’s a water supply anywhere.”

      It was over an hour before anyone else showed up to help, but eventually there was a veritable crowd in the building. Lisa had called Caleb, and he had contacted their foreman.

      Ashton walked in the door moments after Josiah’s staff arrived.

      Josiah clipped out orders. “Any of the dogs coming out of here need to stay in quarantine. We have room in the kennels at the clinic, but I can’t take more than a dozen between there and my place.”

      Ashton looked apologetic as he spoke. “The men and I can give you a hand moving the animals, but we can’t bring any of them to Silver Stone. I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologize,” Josiah assured him. “We’ll just need to—”

      “You can move them all to my place.” The proclamation came with shocking clarity, cutting through the wailing chaos.

      Everyone turned to look at Sonora. She was staring defiantly at Ashton, of all people. As if daring him to protest.

      Josiah glanced at Lisa briefly before taking a deep breath. “Sonora, that’s a generous offer. But while you’ve got the room, there’s no way you can take care of this many animals. Not without help.”

      “Then I’ll hire some,” she said. “I’m no wide-eyed child. I know what’s going to happen to the animals I don’t take in.”

      “It’s going to cost money as well as time,” he warned. “I’m hugely grateful you want to make a difference, but you need to know what you’re getting yourself into.”

      “It’s too much,” Ashton grumbled. “You’ll work yourself into an early grave.”

      Sonora stiffened her spine. “I think I’m the best judge of how I spend my time and energy. It’ll be good for me. And I don’t mind that it’s going to cost money.” The last comment was directed at Josiah. “In fact, I’ve been thinking about ways to use my property more effectively. I don’t want actual livestock anymore, but it’s kind of lonely without more critters around. I was thinking about setting up an animal rescue.”

      “An animal rescue—?”

      Ashton’s protest cut off sharply as Sonora glared ice daggers at him.

      Lisa stepped forward to wrap an arm around the woman. “I can’t commit long term, but if this is something you’d like to do, I’ll help however I can while I’m here.”

      The tension that eased out of Sonora’s body made it clear Lisa’s support was appreciated, unexpected as it had been.

      Sonora lifted her chin defiantly at Ashton. “So.”

      He didn’t say anything, but he nodded.

      She turned to Josiah. “It’s up to your people to decide which animals are in good enough shape you think they’ll make it. I don’t envy your task, so I’ll let you get on with your job and I’ll get on with mine. I’ll head home to start getting things ready.”

      “Thank you,” Josiah said softly. He looked around the barn, motioning to one of the staff from the clinic to join them. “Pam will go with you. With her help, and maybe a couple of the hands from Silver Stone, you should be able to get things set up for the first arrivals.”

      Lisa squeezed Sonora’s arm. “I want to stay to help Josiah so someone else will need to ride Licorice back to Silver Stone. I’d appreciate it if you’d go with them.”

      Because no way did she want Sonora heading off on her own. But no way could she leave Josiah, either. The man looked as if he was turning to granite.

      Sonora nodded, then huffed in annoyance. “Then I may as well take the biggest pain in the behind with me. Ashton Stewart,” she called loudly. “You’re taking me home. Get a move on, buster. I don’t have all day.”

      She patted Lisa firmly on the arm, took one more look around the barn and shook her head sadly. She adjusted her hat and headed for the door, leaving Ashton to scramble through pens until he could catch up.

      Lisa turned to Josiah. “Put me to work.”
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      It was the worst sort of hell. As they stood in the midst of the barn, Josiah remembered all the reasons why he’d gone in for veterinary training. It was good to be able to reach down and find a healthy little pup squirming with excitement, tongue lashing out to bathe Josiah’s fingers enthusiastically.

      Josiah’s job was to help make animals feel better. Not to have to save them from pain that should never have happened in the first place.

      They ended up with two different teams working different sections of the barn. The healthy puppies were all sorts of ages, from newborn to weeks old and already weaned. With the bitches that were in good enough shape, Josiah made sure to move carefully, letting them sniff him and feel his gentle touch before he moved them or their puppies.

      Fifty percent of the time, he could shift them into one of the blanket-lined crates that had been brought forward. Lisa would offer some of the high concentrated liquid packs—kind of like an energy drink for dogs. Meanwhile, Josiah would concentrate on the puppies, separating out the ones that were too weak to survive from those that had a fighting chance.

      He passed over the healthy ones, working side-by-side with Lisa. Her soft voice wrapped around him as she spoke quietly to the animals, calming them before placing them beside their moms.

      The gentleness in her tone helped him stay calm and in control as he dealt with the sorry task of easing dying pups on their way.

      Inside, though, he was swearing, furious at the people who had set up this horrific situation. This wasn’t why he’d become a veterinarian. He hated putting animals down, but it was better than letting them suffer.

      Every time he had to push the plunger, it was as if another rope tightened around him. He grew colder, and it was hard to breathe. So many innocent creatures were suffering because of someone’s greed and stupidity.

      The chaotic noises in the barn faded as the healthy animals were carried out the door and taken to Sonora’s ranch.

      The hands from Silver Stone had brought a truck, the back bed lined with a heavy tarp. They would bury the poor beasts that hadn’t made it where they could use a backhoe to dig a hole in the frozen ground.

      Lisa returned from handing over the last of the puppies that would never bark again. The building was finally empty.

      She settled beside him, and Josiah paused, leaning their bodies together. “You didn’t have to stay,” he said softly. “I know this was hard.”

      “I’ve had to do it before,” she said, sadness clinging to her words like icicles. “Not to this degree, but everyone who grows up in the country has dealt with death at some time.”

      He put an arm around her and pulled her close. They both stunk, their bodies were tight with anger and sorrow, but it had been easier because she was there. “Thank you.”

      She looked up, her lashes wet with held-back tears. She didn’t say anything. Just tipped her chin briefly, swallowing hard.

      They sat there for a moment, holding each other, using the wall at their backs to stay vertical.

      Suddenly, a scratching noise behind them interrupted the near quiet. And then another, followed by a soft whimper.

      Lisa blinked. “There’s another dog somewhere.”

      She scrambled to her knees and pushed on the wooden surface at their backs. It creaked but didn’t move.

      Josiah began looking as well. It didn’t take long. “Here. Hinges.”

      “It doesn’t look like a door,” Lisa complained, but her gaze darted rapidly over the surface. She pointed. “There. Someone stacked those cages in front of the doorknob.”

      They moved everything out of the way as quickly as possible. With all the animals gone, the sniffing and small yipping sounds clearly declared, Don’t forget about me.

      Josiah grabbed a board to wedge in front of the base of the door so he could open it carefully without the animal escaping.

      Turned out he didn’t have to worry, because while the scratching and barking continued, nothing rushed out to greet them.

      Lisa poked her head around the corner. “Oh my God.”

      She pushed past him before he could say anything. Josiah grabbed her arm to slow her, which meant they both arrived at the same moment in front of the source of the noise.

      It was a cream-coloured terrier, eyes bright, ears upright. Definitely not one of the puppy-mill animals. The animal had a collar around its neck.

      As Lisa knelt and held a hand forward, the little creature sat on its hind legs and tilted its head. Looking between the two of them as if waiting.

      A sharp bark rang out and then silence. As if to say, Hello, could you get me out of here a whole lot faster, please?

      The dog didn’t move forward, though, and that’s when Josiah saw it. “Back leg. It’s caught in something.” He placed an arm on Lisa’s shoulder to make sure she didn’t move as he inched closer. “Seems like a good-natured creature, but if it’s in pain, there’s no telling how it might react. Give me a second.”

      He pulled on his thick pair of leather gloves, squatting on his haunches as he met the creature’s eyes. He glanced over its body. Ribs were a little more pronounced than they should be, but the animal was in far better shape than a lot of what they’d just dealt with.

      “Boy or girl?” Lisa asked from her position at his back.

      “Looks like a girl,” Josiah told her. “Hey, darlin’. Give me a chance to come help you out.”

      He reached forward a hand, and the terrier sniffed it. Her stubby tail thumped a couple of times before she reached back and grabbed with her teeth at her ankle, worrying at whatever had her trapped.

      Josiah slid closer, moving cautiously, but when the dog did nothing more than glance at him, then go back to work to free herself, he relaxed.

      He ran a hand over her head and caught hold of her scruff. “My turn to try and get that off you.” He examined it for a minute, the terrier eyeing him but staying remarkably still. “Lisa, come closer. I need another set of hands.”

      She bent around him, making soft noises. “Hey, pretty girl. What’d you get yourself into?”

      “Looks like a stupid accident. That’s a mole trap.”

      Lisa was pulling on her gloves. “How’d you get tangled up in this mess?” she cooed at the dog before glancing at Josiah quickly. “You got a good hold on her? Because she’s probably not going to like it when I get this off.”

      Josiah stretched an arm across the terrier, pinning her against his body so that she couldn’t struggle while Lisa went to work. “I got you, little one. Hang on. Lisa’s going to help.”

      It only took a moment for Lisa to detach the trap, laying it aside. “Her leg doesn’t look broken, but I’m not the vet.”

      He adjusted his grip and rearranged the dog to examine her paw. Lisa took over scratching the dog’s ears and holding her for Josiah’s examination.

      “Nothing’s broken, but she’s been trapped for a while. She’s been trying to gnaw herself free.” Josiah turned over the nametag on the collar. “Ollie. Okay.”

      The dog wiggled, and Lisa loosened her grip enough that Ollie could adjust position and lick her back paw.

      “She’s not the same breed as the others,” Lisa said.

      “No. She looks like a purebred terrier, and she definitely wasn’t in here for breeding. Thank God, because I don’t think she’s more than a year old.”

      “She seems well-trained for a dog that young. She must belong to someone.” Lisa stroked a hand over Ollie’s head. She sat up, nuzzling closer until she was nearly sitting on top of Lisa and Josiah. Her tail thumped as she looked between the two of them.

      “They’re a smart breed, but yes. She’s definitely someone’s pet.”

      He scooped Ollie up, rising to his feet and bringing Lisa with him. “Come on. It’s time to get out of here.”

      “Will you send Ollie to Sonora’s as well?” Lisa asked.

      That was probably the smartest thing to do, but as he held the dog against him, and she laid her head on his biceps, it was too easy to give in to temptation. “I think I should bring her home with me. I’ll put out some inquiries to find who’s missing a purebred. She looks the type to have been on the show circuit. I’ll probably only have her for a week or so before her owners show up.”

      Lisa swore softly as they walked back into the main shed, the smell barely diminished even though the animals were all removed. “I think we were in an office. I hope there’s something in there that identifies who did this. I hope they get caught and punished.”

      He felt the same way, yet that was no longer where he needed to focus his energy. “Let’s do what we can to get Sonora up and running. I think she’s bitten off more than she can chew. If she can make the rescue center a reality, though, it will mean the world not just to these animals, but to the entire community.”

      They were nearly at the door when Lisa smacked her hand against her forehead. “I didn’t think this through.” She turned and grimaced as their eyes met. “I sent Ashton home with Sonora on my ride. I figured I’d go home with you, but you rode as well. And we have Ollie to deal with.”

      He grabbed an additional blanket left by one of the Silver Stone hands, then wrapped Ollie up tightly. “We’ll make it. Do up your coat,” he ordered. “It’s going to be cold out there.”

      He waited until she was bundled up then passed over the swaddled dog. Ollie took complete advantage and slid her tongue along Lisa’s face from jaw to forehead.

      Lisa turned her face away, laughing as she made a sound of disgust. “No. No kisses,” she said firmly.

      “Damn. That’s not what I wanted to hear.” Josiah put an arm around her shoulders and guided her outside.

      “I didn’t expect you to be able to tease,” Lisa said.

      “There are moments when if you don’t laugh, you’ll cry,” Josiah admitted. “Come on. There’s room for all of us on my horse.”
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      Lisa climbed into the saddle. Josiah handed up Ollie, then mounted behind her.

      They didn’t talk much during the first part of the ride to his place. Both of them were lost in their own thoughts, she guessed. The terrible situation they’d had to deal with wasn’t something she wanted to spend a lot more time talking about, either.

      In her arms, Ollie wiggled until the blanket was free from her head, the little dog glancing around with curiosity before resting her chin on Lisa’s arm. Her position created the perfect vantage point to be able to stare at both her and Josiah.

      Ollie took a deep breath and let it out. A perfect puppy sigh.

      Josiah chuckled softly, one hand coming off the reins to tease a finger between the dog’s ears. “She’s a cutie.”

      “Good-natured too,” Lisa pointed out. “Her back leg has got to be hurting, but she’s not fussing at all.”

      “Sadly, she might not have a lot of energy left to fuss. But we’ll get it fixed up when we get home.” He turned down a side path Lisa hadn’t taken before. “I’ve got enough stuff at the house. I can patch her up, no problem.”

      Lisa watched as they headed cross-country, cutting behind the hillside and toward the river. “You do know a secret route. Either that, or we’re going to be swimming in a minute.”

      “Very secret. It travels through the Haunted Woods, though. You might have to hold on tight.”

      She twisted to examine his face. His comment had to have something to do with his dramatic background. “Haunted Woods? As in Anne of Green Gables?”

      “It’s a classic.”

      “Tell me you’ve played Gilbert and some young woman got to hit you over the head with a school slate.”

      His face twisted before his smile returned. “Never Gilbert, but one time I was the stand-in for Diana. It was my crowning glory.”

      Oh my God. She grinned, then felt terrible for being amused considering what they’d just dealt with.

      “Hey. None of that,” he ordered. “It’s okay to smile.”

      “Are you reading my mind?”

      “Possibly, but only because the expression on your face is familiar. It’s pretty much what I feel in my gut.” He adjusted his grip, pulling her closer to rest his chin on her shoulder. “Whenever I have to deal with death, whether it’s a tragedy on the job or having to put an animal down at the end of a long life, this happens. An incredible sadness sinks in, for good reason. Then something will come along that makes me laugh, and I’ll feel like shit, at least until I remember staying sad and unhappy isn’t healthy. And it sure the hell isn’t what a good friend like a dog, or a cat, or whatever animal that’s been a part of your family for years would want.”

      Ollie’s eyes were closed. Her breathing even. Perfectly content, it seemed.

      Josiah continued. “Do you really think something we call ‘man’s best friend’ would want us to spend even a single day crying? Heck, most dogs would be jumping over themselves to try and put a smile on your face. They’d want you to be thinking about all the fun times you’d had together.”

      He was right. “We had an old dog at Whiskey Creek ranch. We called him Grampa because every time a new litter, cats or dogs arrived, he would end up in the middle of them. Sniffing and giving them a tongue bath if he had half a chance. Any time we lost one of them, he would come and put his head on your knee and look real sad for a while. But then he’d go off and find one of his ‘grandkids’ to pin them down and clean them up whether they wanted it or not.”

      Another laugh escaped Josiah, this one a little brighter. A little hardier, as though he was giving himself permission and in doing so, proving he meant what he said. It was okay to feel joy. “Yeah, that’s dogs.”

      “Cats, however…” She felt the rumble of laughter in his chest this time, deep and intense. “You know their minds work completely different.”

      “True. Cats would prefer for us to set up effigies to them and spend the rest of our lives worshiping their memory. Probably how those Egyptian beliefs started in the first place.”

      They were in the middle of a nearly overgrown path, the tree branches connecting over their heads in a perfect arch.

      Lisa glanced up, looking around in amazement. Under the horse’s hooves, the ground was nearly free of snow because the trees were so thick overhead. The dry brown grass poked through a few inches of ground cover instead of the feet that lay everywhere else. “Is this the Haunted Wood?”

      “It is. And up ahead there’s a Lake of Shining Water.” This time he paused as she laughed softly. “I can’t take credit for all the names. My sisters were up here shortly after I bought the place, and they had a heyday naming everything in sight. I think they drew a map—it’s probably up in the great room.”

      They fell quiet again as the trees opened up. The trail grew steeper, cutting behind the mountainside, with the huge rise of the Rocky Mountains on the right-hand side. It was beautiful and Lisa stared, secure with Josiah’s arms around her.

      “Before Sonora contacted me, I had sent you a message. I wanted to get together with you today.” Kind of a shitty date, yet at the same time, she was glad that she’d been there to help.

      “We’ll just consider this the start of our date,” he said. “By the way, I got a message from you, and Caleb, and Tamara. Any idea what was going on?”

      Oops. “I might have suggested a slight challenge.”

      “Aha. The infamous Lisa-betting-spree continues.” His house was quickly approaching, and he headed toward the barns.

      “I don’t make that many bets.”

      “How about Kelli demanding payment just a week ago? Or the fact Caleb complained you got money out of him for being clueless about one of his brothers falling in love?” He brushed his cheek against hers, humming gently. “People talk to me, darlin’. I hear all sorts of things.”

      He stopped beside the barn doors, sliding them open. Lisa guided the horse forward using her knees. Once inside, Josiah took Ollie from her, then Lisa slid to the ground.

      Josiah sent her off to the house. “I want to take care of Ollie’s paw and feed her. There’s no reason you have to stay and plenty of reasons for you to go hop in the shower.”

      They both sniffed involuntarily.

      Lisa nodded briskly. “If you’re sure. I don’t mind helping.”

      He pointed at the door. “Use the shower in my bedroom. There are clean clothes in the dresser. Bottom drawer has some stuff that my sisters left behind once, if any of it fits you.” He paused. “Or if you want, you can use my truck and go home. I shouldn’t be too bold and assume.”

      Lisa looked him over, slow and steady. “I’m just fine hopping in your shower. If it’s not too bold, I’m fine with you joining me once you’re finished here.”

      His cheeks flushed before he turned away, talking to Ollie in that sweet, even tone.

      She was still grinning as she made her way into the main house to ditch her boots in the mudroom. It only took a second to strip down to nothing and leave her clothes in a somewhat orderly pile next to them. No way was she putting any of those things back on until they’d been thoroughly sterilized.

      Naked, she walked quickly through the living space to the bedroom hallway. She slowed once she was in the master bedroom and then she was too cold to take more than a brief glimpse around the room. It was neat and tidy, with lots of blues and browns, but the space she was currently interested in lay to the west.

      Lisa pushed past the heavy door to find a shower big enough to host a party. She cranked on the tap and stepped in before the water had a chance to warm.

      A second later, welcome heat rushed over her skin, and she sighed with relief. Rotating toward the window, she shook her head in amazement. The master bathroom had a view of the mountains nearly as impressive as the one from the great room.

      She used Josiah’s shampoo and soap, the thought of having invaded his space so intimately sending pulses of heat deep into her core that had nothing to do with the refreshing water. The woodsy-scented suds washed away the smell of the barn, replacing it with a far better one. And while she lingered for a while in the hopes he might join her, she didn’t feel comfortable staying there forever in case he was waiting to take a separate turn.

      The bottom drawer held some women’s sweatpants and T-shirts. Lisa pulled on a pair of thick woolen socks and bright red sweats, but she ignored the ladies’ shirts. Instead, she stole into Josiah’s T-shirt drawer to grab one of them for a top. She held the fabric against her nose and took a deep breath, the scent she was coming to associate with him sliding from the fabric and through her system. The clean, crisp aroma chased away a few more of the lingering blues from the work they’d faced that day.

      She blinked guiltily then quickly pulled the shirt over her head. Josiah was going to think she was some kind of psycho stalker if she wasn’t careful.

      Lisa stepped back into the main part of the house, totally surprised to find Josiah had beat her to the kitchen and was standing at the stove. His hair was wet and he’d pulled on clean clothes as well. He was wearing worn jeans and a red-and-white checked flannel shirt.

      He twisted to check her out, a smile creasing his cheeks. “You look good in my shirt.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Lisa did a little twirl, spinning on the spot, pleased to see his eyes lingering on her body. Go for broke. Be honest. “I’m glad you got a chance to get cleaned up already, but I meant it, Josiah. You could’ve joined me.”

      He closed the distance between them, hands falling to her hips to pull her against him. “I heard you. Next time.”

      Josiah lowered his head, and the next thing she knew, their mouths were connected. He was kissing her again—

      God, the man could kiss.

      It wasn’t something he did halfheartedly. Unlike guys who seemed to have a checklist to work down—not that Lisa tended to spend much time with those guys once she’d realized they were shitty lovers, but there were men out there who acted as if each activity was something to get out of the way so they could get to the main event.

      Josiah kissed like it was the main event. His tongue teased, his teeth nipped, and by the time he picked her up and turned her in the air, she was far enough gone to not care where he was taking her.

      Not far. Her hips landed on something solid, and she opened her eyes to find she was sitting on the island in the kitchen.

      Josiah ran a finger down the edge of the T-shirt neckline, caressing her skin. “I wasn’t staying away because you aren’t attractive. You’re exactly my type.”

      It took a moment for her to remember what they’d been talking about. Or that they’d been talking in the first place.

      “Just saying you’ve got a go-ahead from me.” Lisa undid the top button on his shirt. “I find you very attractive too.”

      “Fantastic—” The word vanished into a breathless moan.

      She’d leaned forward and kissed his jaw. It would have been a shame to pull back too quickly, so she moved to the side of his neck and nipped then kissed the spot. Then again, this time just above his collar bone.

      Lisa worked at his buttons until she could slide her fingers over his chest. A light tangle of hair scratched her knuckles and another breathless groan escaped him as she pushed the fabric aside far enough to press her palms against his torso.

      “Do you have something cooking on the stove?” she whispered, staring down at her hands, loving the texture of his skin under her fingertips. “Something that’s going to burn?”

      “Who the hell cares?” Josiah grumbled.

      He caught the bottom of her borrowed T-shirt and jerked it off over her head. A second later, the fabric was scrunched into a ball and thrown mindlessly to one side, the material catching on the lampshade beside the couch before dropping to the floor.

      His gaze locked on her naked torso. Blue eyes swept over her as a smile grew on his lips. “I’m hungry,” he muttered. “Excuse me while I enjoy my appetizer.”
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        * * *

      

      Josiah had been trying to be patient. Dealing with Ollie’s paw, then giving the animal a quick wash and a meal had taken less time than expected, and he’d been two seconds away from joining Lisa in the shower when the old reluctance kicked in. Unwelcome, unwanted, but undeniable.

      He knew the reasons behind this particular hesitation were unfounded—he was now fit, and in shape, and Lisa had made it clear she was interested in a more physical relationship.

      Demons from the past were tough to defeat, no matter how strong the current motivation.

      Instead, he’d scrubbed down quickly in the guest bath and gotten supper started.

      Seeing Lisa turn up in his shirt? He’d gone so fucking hard he didn’t think his brain was firing on all cylinders anymore. And when she touched him—that gentle tease had melted every remaining concern, and he was cursing his past self for being stupid and missing out on naked and wet time with her.

      Thankfully, one swift move had corrected part of his mistake, and she sat in front of him, dusky red nipples and sweet rounded curves, and any chance he’d had of thinking fled entirely.

      “Yes?” he asked. His voice trembled. He wasn’t even sure what he was asking, except she had to say yes.

      Lisa leaned back, arching as she placed her hands behind her on the countertop. Her gaze met his, bold and unwavering. “Oh, yes.”

      He slid one hand around her back, palm flaring with heat as he touched her, pressing her knees apart with his other hand so he could slide her to the very edge of the counter, he stepped in close, drawing her against his body to take her lips again. He feasted on her mouth as heat passed between them. Naked skin caressed briefly with each rub. Josiah eased back far enough to slip his hand up and cup her breast. Teasing his thumb over her nipple as it peaked.

      Somewhere in the distance, a long, sorrowful howl sounded.

      Lisa tensed. “Ollie?”

      It had to be. They both sat motionless for a moment, hearts racing fast enough her pulse vibrated against his chest.

      A second later the sound cut off.

      They listened, hard.

      Silence.

      Lisa grabbed him by the head, leaning in as if to resume where they’d stopped—when the howl rang again. A heartbreaking sound full of gloom and utter despair. If this had been a performance, his parents would have called the actor out for overplaying their role.

      She swore. He swore.

      Neither of them could ignore the plea. Not after what the poor creature had experienced.

      “Stay here,” Josiah ordered. “Please.”

      He sprinted across the room and down the hall, sliding into the garage that had been made over as a clinic room.

      The instant he opened the door, Ollie rose to her feet, tail wagging a million miles an hour as she approached the front of the penned area he’d left her in.

      “You’re a great mood killer,” Josiah muttered. “But whatever. I’ll forgive you this time. Just try not to do it again.”

      He opened the door to the dog kennel, and Ollie stepped out, balancing daintily on three legs. He grabbed a blanket from the shelf, following after the dog that seemed intent on making herself at home.

      She headed unerringly to the kitchen, stopping at Lisa’s dangling feet and staring up adoringly as her tail thumped the side of the cupboard, butt shaking hard enough she nearly tipped over.

      Lisa had folded her arms over her chest, naked from the waist up. Leaning over, she reached down as far as possible to offer her fingers for Ollie to sniff. “You’re safe, sweetie. Go lie down.”

      Josiah took the blanket and headed to the corner of the room. Ollie followed after him, crawling onto the soft surface then scratching to form a nest.

      He backed away, hoping that was going to be enough to satisfy the little creature.

      “She okay?” Lisa asked.

      “She’s fine. Bruised, and a little on the thin side, but healthy. Also, damn, she’s well behaved.”

      Lisa laughed. “Except for the howling loud enough to be impossible to ignore.”

      “Yeah, except for that.” He glanced over to discover Ollie had snuck off the blanket for long enough to grab his T-shirt—the one that Lisa had been wearing. The dog dragged it back to her blanket, turned in a circle and settled with her chin buried under her tail.

      Firmly on top of the stolen T-shirt.

      “Oh my God, she’s adorable,” Lisa whispered.

      They both watched for a moment, but it was clear that Ollie had nothing more on her agenda except sleep.

      “She’s a family dog.” Josiah glanced over at Lisa. “Is it going to bother you to have her in the room?”

      Lisa’s expression turned into a dirty, sexy smirk. “As long as she doesn’t post any pictures to Doggie Instagram, I’m good.”

      Thank God.

      Josiah took hold of her wrists, pulling her arms away from her torso. It was like unwrapping the sexiest present ever. “Where were we?”

      Lisa opened her knees, inhaling deeply. The movement lifted her breasts, and he moved without hesitation. He kissed her again, moving against her. His hand rose instinctively, teasing her nipple back to hardness. Dragging his lips away from hers, he shifted position to cover the tight tip with his mouth, sucking hard for a moment before licking.

      She wiggled, pressing toward him. Wrapping her legs around his hips even as she arched against his mouth. “Yes. Oh yes. God, that feels good.”

      Tormenting her was tormenting him. Josiah reached down and adjusted his aching cock best he could while multitasking. Then, he slid both hands up her back, moving closer until she was arched back and he hovered over her. His erection pressed tight to her hot core as he alternated nipping one breast and then the other.

      Impossible to stop. He scraped his teeth along the edge of her ribs, heading downward. Kisses pressed along her navel, a brief dip with his tongue into her belly button.

      He lowered her fully to the granite countertop, and she shivered. “These goose bumps are impossible. I’m so hot I’m about to melt,” she murmured.

      “I’ll finish warming you up,” he promised. He tucked his fingers into the edge of her sweatpants and stripped them away.

      Such a glorious sight. A completely naked woman lay spread like a feast. Soft and beautiful, her eyes glazed with passion as he adjusted until he could see her fully and make sure she was still on board with being ravished.

      Lisa propped her heels up on the edge of the island, and her knees fell apart. An invitation if he’d ever seen one—a golden, emblazed, illustrated invitation.

      He put his mouth over her. With one hand he separated her curls to lick lazily. The sweet scent of her drifted up, filling his nostrils and soaking into his system. Her pleasure coated his tongue as he greedily tasted one side of her folds, then the other, followed by lots of attention to the most sensitive spot in the middle.

      A low rattle of pleasure began, escaping her lips as if he were heating up a kettle—the old-fashioned type that whistled when it was ready. She wasn’t whistling, but she was damn noisy. Perfectly noisy, the kind of sounds that brought a man to the brink.

      He slid a finger into her, and this time, a pulse of need raced over his skin. Wet heat that promised perfect pleasure was waiting for him. But this was all about Lisa. He moved his hand slowly, gliding in and out, stroking his fingertips against the front of her body. He used every trick in the book to make sure those amazing sounds kept escalating in volume.

      “Josiah,” she gasped.

      A series of breathless little pants followed as he sped up his strokes, using fingers and tongue until she was trembling. He used his free arm to pin her down, one hand spread across her warm belly that quivered under his touch.

      He curled his lips around her clit and sucked.

      She went off like a firecracker, exploding as she jerked against him. Body tightening, core shaking. Wordless noises bursting free.

      A gust of icy wind shot through the room as the front door opened, and his houseguests called out a greeting. “Hey, Josiah. We’re back. You around?”

      Lisa curled up partway, panic in her eyes as she clutched the arm that stretched over her belly.

      Josiah pulled his hand free from paradise, swung her into his arms, and stepped toward the only place he could think of that was safe.

      He had the door open to the pantry and both of them inside before Finn’s voice finished echoing through the house.

      They stood there for just a brief second, utterly motionless.

      Lisa’s look of panic rapidly changed into astonished shock. “My clothes are out there,” she whispered.

      He was already shrugging out of his shirt. “If I’d taken you anywhere else, they would’ve seen you. Damn open-room concept.”

      Lisa snickered, covering her mouth with both hands as she waited for him to finish.

      He held out the shirt, and she slid her arms into it, doing up the buttons before motioning to the door. “You need to get rid of them. Oh my God, or at least go pick up my sweatpants.”

      She snickered softly, and Josiah found he was grinning far too hard.

      “I’ll tell you when it’s safe to come out,” he promised, leaning in and pressing a quick kiss to her smiling lips. “I should be able to distract them for a little while.”

      “Josiah?” Finn’s voice was louder, and closer.

      Josiah held a finger to his mouth in warning to Lisa, then stepped backward, slipping from the pantry and closing the door firmly behind him as he pulled on his best performer’s smile. “Hey, guys. I didn’t expect to see you this early.”

      Finn and Zachary stood in the kitchen. Both of them eyed him with confusion as they took a calculated glance around.

      Yeah, it wasn’t going to take long for them to figure this out. Josiah stood there wearing nothing but jeans, after coming out of the pantry. There wasn’t a good explanation, so he didn’t even bother to try.

      Zachary poked his elbow into Finn’s side, both of their gazes falling to the sweatpants strewn on the floor.

      Distraction arrived from an unexpected corner. Ollie had gotten up and approached, although her tail was doing its usual metronome imitation.

      Both of Josiah’s new roommates turned to say hello, the lady’s sweatpants temporarily ignored. Thank God for dogs.

      “Careful,” Josiah warned. “She seems like a good-natured animal, but we rescued her from a backyard breeder pit today. I don’t know much about her.”

      Zach squatted and offered a hand for Ollie to sniff. “Someone down at the coffee shop told us about the puppy mill. You got it all straightened out?”

      “Started to.” He glanced at both of them. “If you guys want to grab a shower, I’ll work on getting dinner on the table,” he offered in a desperate attempt to get them out of the room so he could help Lisa escape.

      Finn stooped, picking up the sweatpants on the floor, his amusement showing. “Sounds like a plan. Right, Zach? We can totally get out of Josiah’s hair for—what half an hour? An hour?”

      Josiah could put up with teasing. Half naked, clearly interrupted— “Great. Whatever. Yeah, great.”

      “Always glad to be of help.” Finn winked.

      Just when Josiah thought they were going to get away with it, the pantry door jerked open behind him, and Lisa stepped out, pushing him aside with her shoulder.

      She stared at the two men who gawked unashamedly at the woman dressed in nothing but a man’s flannel shirt.

      “Finn Marlette?” Shock coloured her voice. “Oh my God, it is you.”
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      Any embarrassment she might’ve felt had totally fled at the sound of the familiar voice. It’d taken a moment to place it—five years had passed since she’d last seen the man.

      It barely registered when Josiah slipped an arm around her and tugged her against his body protectively. Lisa was too busy checking Finn over with complete astonishment.

      He recovered quicker than she did, a lazy smile spreading across his handsome face. “Lisa Coleman. Fancy meeting you here.”

      She wasn’t sure if she should poke him or laugh for leaving that comment so open ended. Here in Heart Falls? Or here, mostly naked, in Josiah Ryder’s kitchen?

      But she didn’t get a chance to decide which because Finn stepped forward, hand outstretched—

      The next thing she knew, Ollie was between them. The beast crowded at her feet, front paws spread wide. The little thing tucked her head down and bared her teeth. A protective growl worthy of a creature five times her size rattled at Finn.

      He pulled his hand back immediately. “Easy girl. Just saying hello.” He glanced at Josiah. “You never said she was an attack rat.”

      The third man in the room laughed softly, tipping his head at Lisa, his amusement clear. He kept his eyes firmly focused on her face as she offered him a quick wave.

      Considering the possessive hold Josiah had on her, this newcomer obviously had good survival skills. “So you’re Lisa Coleman. I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Zach. Finn and I are staying with Josiah. Which means we might be seeing a lot of you. Ahem.”

      Her cheeks flashed at the second tease in under a minute, but she grinned back. “Nice one. If you don’t mind, though, I’ll take those.” She plucked her borrowed sweatpants from Finn’s hand, easing toward the hallway even as she shook a finger at him. “Don’t even think about running away before I get a chance to interrogate you.”

      “We’ll be a minute,” Josiah added. Then his hand was on her lower back, and he was escorting her from the kitchen, down the hallway to the master bedroom.

      He waited until the door closed behind them before whirling on her. “You know Finn?”

      She was undoing shirt buttons as she headed back to the drawer to grab another one of his T-shirts. “He and his brothers came out to Whiskey Creek to help one summer. He was a pain in the ass, but a good-natured, good-intentioned one. What’s he doing in Heart Falls?”

      Josiah was at her back, hands on her shoulders and turning her to face him before she could strip off his shirt and make an exchange. “We’ll figure that out in a minute, but first—”

      He slid a hand along her cheek to the back of her neck, and an instant later he was kissing her intensely. Not a “we’re starting something” type of kiss, but a sweet, spicy, “thank you and I can’t wait until the next time” kind of deal.

      She gasped for air when he opened space between them, just far enough to look in her eyes, tipping their foreheads together as he spoke quietly. “I didn’t get nearly enough time to play but thank you.”

      Lisa’s lips twitched. “You’re saying thank you for giving me an orgasm? You’re welcome. Anytime, honestly.”

      Josiah’s smile was sincere, the heat in his eyes unmistakable. “I had fun, and I will take you up on that offer. But also, thank you for not freaking the hell out when we got invaded.”

      “You reacted a lot faster than I did,” Lisa admitted. She eyed him. “Do we really need to go out there?”

      “Don’t tempt me.” He aimed her back toward the cupboard, slipping his shirt from her shoulders and pressing a kiss to the top of her shoulder. “Grab a T-shirt and sweats. Then put this back on.”

      “Your house isn’t that cold,” she said, even as she followed his instructions.

      He rummaged in the closet. “I don’t want them to be able to see through the T-shirt that you don’t have a bra on,” he admitted.

      “No panty lines, either,” she teased, jerking on another set of clothes as she smiled at his tortured groan. She twisted to find he’d pulled on a flannel shirt, this one with faint red lines crossing the black.

      He gave her a dirty look. “Careful or I’ll make you wear a pair of mine.”

      Lisa grinned and offered her hand. She glanced over at the side of the room where Ollie had settled after following them. The pup had curled up, but was watching both of them intently. “Seems strange she decided to defend me like that.”

      “Protective breed. Obviously thinks you need looking after,” he taunted.

      “Says the man who had me laid out on the island like a smorgasbord without remembering his roommates would be arriving any minute,” she murmured softly as they walked down the hall. Ollie trotted after them, right on their heels.

      Josiah glared at her as he spoke quietly. “Behave.”

      “You don’t mean that,” she teased again.

      He shook his head. “No, you’re probably right. Come on. I’ll let you cross-examine him first.”

      Lisa tangled her fingers with Josiah’s as they returned to the kitchen, the connection very right.

      What felt weird, though, was seeing Finn Marlette. It was like slipping back in time to when he and his brothers, Levi and Duncan, had come out to the Whiskey Creek ranch.

      Catching up on what had happened since the last time they’d met was not a conversation she’d ever imagined having sans underwear.

      Ollie walked underfoot, close enough to defend, far enough away to not be tripped over. She got along amazingly well for limping on three legs. Only once Lisa was sitting on a stool at the island did Ollie go back to her blanket and settle with another of those enormous sighs.

      Finn and Zach had been working while she and Josiah were getting dressed, and a pot of water boiled on the stove. Zach was chopping vegetables into a huge bowl and the scent of garlic hung heavy in the air.

      Finn looked up from where he was crushing the fragrant cloves under his knife. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re looking good.” He didn’t crack a smile as he said it.

      Lisa laughed. “Thank you. How’s your family?”

      He shrugged. “As good as can be expected. Duncan is working with a transport company, and Levi took over the ranch when Mere and Papa decided they’d had enough.”

      “And you?” Lisa had heard part of it through the grapevine and from Tamara, but she wondered what Finn would say when asked.

      “A little bit of this. A little bit of that.”

      “If you break into song, I will hit you,” Zach warned.

      Finn glanced at him, his expression going stone blank.

      Zach snorted.

      Finn faced Lisa. “I speculate in oil prospects, among other things. I’m looking into some different moneymaking opportunities in the Heart Falls area. What about you? Josiah didn’t mention your name the other day.”

      She could’ve sworn he tossed a reprimanding glance at Josiah.

      “You didn’t need to know,” Josiah said. “Besides, you two have been running all over the countryside for most of the past week.”

      “Successfully, I might add,” Zach offered. “And the only reason we’re wondering about you two is so that we can avoid any embarrassing situations in the future.” He grinned unashamedly.

      Lisa wasn’t ready to give up grilling Finn yet. “I thought you were supposed to take over your home ranch. Wasn’t that what you were headed to when you left Whiskey Creek?”

      “Change of plans.” That was all Finn said as he stirred a mass of finely chopped garlic into a pad of butter and began methodically slathering it on huge chunks of a French loaf.

      “Obviously.”

      She stared at him. He was handsome, but he’d always been too serious for her taste. She’d had a lot more fun with Levi, although nothing of a sexual nature. It had been like instantly having three brothers tossed into the mix. Ones who hadn’t been nearly as protective as her Coleman cousins, mostly because they hadn’t all grown up and gone to school together for years.

      She’d enjoyed Finn’s company, but sometime that summer, something had happened between him and Karen, and she’d never been able to figure out what.

      All of her protective instincts were running on high, but this wasn’t the time or place to push for more information.

      She glanced at Josiah. “I should probably head home.”

      “You don’t have to. Stay for supper and a visit,” he offered. “I’ll drive you home later tonight.”

      Zach pulled the entire contents of a box of spaghetti out and broke it in two before dumping the mess into the bubbling water. “Just a reminder, Josiah. You left a message a few days ago to say there’s a crew coming over for poker tonight.”

      A soft swear escaped Josiah. “You’re right. From when I had to reschedule last week.” He lifted hopeful eyes to hers. “Your choice. There’s time after supper to escape before more people invade.”

      She stayed.

      In no time, she was filling her plate with the savoury sauce and potent garlic bread. Enjoying the discussion very much as Finn and Zach bantered back and forth the way old friends do.

      At her side, Josiah had slipped a hand onto her leg, resting it there while he ate one-handed. His thumb rubbed softly against her thigh, as if he wasn’t aware of the motion.

      She was aware. Every inch of her skin was lit up even through the layer of heavy cotton. The day had been such a roller coaster, and while the bad moments were beginning to fade, they laid a bit of a pall over the amazing shining times.

      Ollie sat at her feet.

      Josiah had warned the dog off from begging, but she wasn’t there to misbehave. She’d settled at the start of the meal, torso solidly on Lisa’s foot, butt on Josiah’s, but she’d tilted her head back to rest her chin against Lisa’s knee, eyes closed as she breathed in an even pace.

      What a strangely comforting yet outrageously not typical evening.

      The guys turned down her offer to help wash the dishes, so Josiah bundled her up, her dirty clothes helpfully loaded into a tightly tied garbage bag.

      He drove her back to Silver Stone, heat blasting from the vents. “Looks like temperatures are going to drop hard. We won’t be riding any time in the next couple of days.”

      “You want to come over to Silver Stone sometime this week?” Lisa thought it through and made a face. “You’ll get attacked by mini people, though.”

      “I don’t mind,” he said. “I know you’re busy helping Tamara, and we’ve both committed to help Sonora, so that might be where we end up spending a lot of our spare time.”

      She was glad she made the promise to help, yet felt a little saddened. “I want to spend time with you. Alone, if that’s not too forward.”

      “Trust me. We’ll find a way.” He lifted her hand to his mouth, kissing her fingers gently. His tongue snuck out and traced the line between two knuckles, and a shiver rolled over her so hard there was no way he could miss it. “Oh, yeah, we’ll find a way.”
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      There were five at the table that night. Finn and Caleb both wore impossible-to-read poker faces. Zach looked as if he planned to spend the entire evening with an ear-to-ear grin, which was as good a way to hide information as any, Josiah supposed.

      Luke, Caleb’s brother, had also made it. Both of them had been good friends to Josiah for a lot of years.

      Finn and Zach were welcome additions, although their presence added a twist in the air, now that a certain tidbit of information had been revealed that Josiah hadn’t known before.

      “So, you know the Coleman family.” He dealt the cards around the table, staring at Finn as he spoke.

      Luke and Caleb both straightened.

      “We knew that,” Luke said. “Friends of the family or something like that.” He glanced at Finn then back at Josiah. “Is that not what we know?”

      “If you say so.” Josiah picked up his cards and stared at them intently.

      Zach broke the silence with a long, low, chuckle. “The gig is up, Finn. To tell the truth, it lasted almost a week. I’m impressed.”

      Caleb had his hand of cards tucked away carefully as he placed his elbows on the table, leaning toward Finn in a manner that most people would find immensely intimidating. “Why is Josiah making a big deal over the fact you know the Colemans?”

      “You should ask him.” Finn adjusted the toothpick in his mouth as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “I will.” Caleb glanced at Josiah. “Why are you being a shithead?”

      Zach and Luke both snorted, Zach trailing off into gasping coughs as he tried to swallow the beer he had just put in his mouth.

      Josiah shrugged. “Something Lisa said when she saw Finn this afternoon made me curious.”

      “Why don’t you tell us more about Lisa and this afternoon,” Finn suggested dryly.

      Oops. Damn, not a road he wanted to travel down. “I just meant it sounds as if there’s previous business between the Marlette family and the Colemans. That’s all. Seemed a little strange that you’re here all of a sudden, planning on investing in their new community.”

      “Whose new community? As far as I know, Tamara is the only Coleman who’s moved to Heart Falls full-time.” Caleb put his cards down on the table and folded his arms over his chest, his annoyance only partly faked. “Why is it that you always do this, Josiah? How’s a man supposed to concentrate on the game when you keep yammering?”

      “Have another drink,” Luke suggested, switching out Caleb’s beer bottle for full one. “I think this is entertaining. Finn definitely knows the Colemans. If I remember correctly, it was Karen who got us in touch with you.”

      It was nice to have backup, whether they knew that’s what they were or not. Because suddenly Caleb, Luke, and himself were all staring at Finn.

      The man’s expression went blank. “Not that it’s any of your business…”

      Zach pointed at Caleb. “Married to Tamara.” He swung his finger toward Josiah. “Appears to be involved with Lisa.”

      Finn leaned back in his chair. “Fine. Not that I expected to have to declare my intentions this soon, but because someone’s a blabbermouth and more gossipy than any old woman…” He offered his friend an intense glare.

      If anything, Zach’s grin got wider.

      “I plan to convince Karen Coleman it’s about time she came to her senses and agreed to be with me.” Finn said it straight up yet simple, as if announcing he was going to plow the road in the morning.

      Blunt, and completely not what Josiah had expected. “She doesn’t live here, you know,” he pointed out.

      “And Lisa’s just visiting,” Luke added, glancing at Josiah with a shrug. “At least that’s what I heard from Kelli. Sorry.”

      “I’m working on it,” Josiah muttered softly.

      Finn dipped his chin decisively. “I know Karen doesn’t live here. But I know she’s going to visit, often. It seems as good a place as any to make a move. I’m not planning on staying here forever, just as long as it takes.”

      “Having lots of options is at the top of Finn’s to-do list.” Zach shared that tidbit blankly, without any inflection. It was impossible to tell if he was being judgmental or simply stating a fact.

      “Damn right.”

      Caleb eyed Finn, his usually unreadable expression gone dangerous. “You watch how you go about that convincing. Understood?”

      Finn didn’t say anything for a moment before nodding decisively. Then he picked up his cards and shook them in the air. “Anyone who’s interested in giving up some money, I’m ready to play.”

      By the time they’d played a few hands, the remaining questions on anyone’s minds had been brushed aside by the need for full concentration to keep from getting fleeced by the grinning Zach. The man had way too much luck—he had to be counting cards.

      Laughter and companionship grew stronger as the evening passed, and when they called it a night, Josiah headed off to bed far more content than he’d ever dreamed possible after the roller-coaster events of the day.
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      It was interesting how much a small change in information could adjust a man’s mindset.

      Josiah worked like usual the next days, nightly juggling space with Finn and Zach. The fact Finn had publicly declared his intentions to pursue Lisa’s sister—it added a twist to Josiah’s growing relationship with the two men in his home. It wasn’t necessarily more stressful, but considering Finn was not just a temporary roommate but a potential brother-in-law down the road…

      Because him and Lisa—they weren’t just temporary and wasn’t that an enormous change in the grand scheme of things? Thinking about the future in solid, concrete terms, not just “someday I’ll settle down.”

      Which led to thinking about how to persuade Lisa over the coming days and weeks to look at permanent things to do in the Heart Falls area.

      She was busy caring for her nieces and working with Tamara, who continued to grow more uncomfortable yet not any less nauseous as her pregnancy lingered.

      In the times when they could get away, he and Lisa headed over to Sonora’s where the rest of the puppies had been transported. It was good to see the little creatures they’d saved begin to bloom. What had been piteously matted messes were now bundles of fluff. The group was predominantly Bichons, all of them finding their feet and their voices.

      Sonora’s ranch was a trifle loud at times.

      Another change that grew more right as days passed—Ollie.

      Josiah had kept her that first night. She’d spent the entire evening sitting on his feet, sighing often as she got up to walk to the door as if waiting for the moment Lisa would return.

      He’d taken her out to Silver Stone a few days later after making sure her shots were all up to date. Ever since, they’d been alternating. A few days with Lisa, a few days with him.

      There’d been no response to any of the inquiries he’d posted on the lost-and-found sites across the province and through his contacts.

      Weeks later, when he’d finally gotten away from a long day’s work, he stole over to Silver Stone. It was already after eight, and the sun had set a couple hours before he arrived. The wind was picking up, and the chill in the air was shoving the temperature back below freezing. March was going out like a lion.

      He didn’t care. He wanted to see Lisa, and the only way to get privacy at Silver Stone was to be creative.

      So they bundled up and sat out on the porch swing, kissing and fooling around as much as they could with two winter coats and a thick blanket covering every inch.

      The only redeeming feature was the porch swing was a double wide, padded enough that Josiah finally tossed the back cushions to the ground and stretched out on the wider base. Lisa’s eyes lit up, and she crawled beside him, tugging the blanket over top of them as they proceeded to heat up the outdoors a few degrees.

      When they took a break from necking to catch their breath, Lisa stroked her knuckles over his jaw, staring into his eyes. “It’s like being back in high school and having to sneak around corners. I don’t think there’s anywhere on the ranch we can go to be alone. Not without someone coming to check on us.”

      They could be alone at his place. No one was going to interrupt them if he closed the door to his bedroom, but he still didn’t feel right pushing to the next stage.

      “It’s okay. I like kissing you.” He was leaning in to prove his point when it finally registered. The howling just on the other side of the wall.

      The porch door swung open, and Caleb’s dry tones echoed into the darkness. “I know you’re out there because this demon creature insists it needs you.”

      “We’ve got her,” Lisa called as Ollie appeared around the corner, tentatively using her fourth limb. “Thanks, Caleb.”

      “It’s cold enough you could get frostbite. You two are insane,” Caleb said. “But you’re welcome.”

      Ollie arrived next to the swing, her front paws resting on the edge as she peered hopefully at them. Not only were kids and adults determined to interrupt, but the dog was as well—more than once.

      “You really think you get to come up here?” Josiah asked.

      Lisa was already in motion, rolling over to pick Ollie up.

      “Lisa,” Josiah scolded. A moment later he had a chest ornament in the form of a cream-coloured, furry water bottle.

      “She likes us,” Lisa said apologetically, snuggling against him but keeping one hand free to stroke Ollie’s back. “She likes us maybe a little bit too much.”

      “It’s kind of like hero worship,” he agreed.

      “Last night I’m sure she understood every word I said when I told her you weren’t coming over. We should send in a picture of her face and get Merriam-Webster to make her an example of what puppy dog eyes means. It was as if she desperately wanted to tell me something, and I just couldn’t understand.”

      “Did she let you sleep?” he asked. “That’s what I want to know, because the days I’ve had her, the only way I could get her to stop pacing was to give her that T-shirt you wore. I put it on the foot of the bed, because otherwise she kept getting up and going to the door, as if waiting for you to appear.”

      Lisa laughed, twisting toward him. “Get out. I had to pull on that second shirt you lent me before she’d quiet down last night.”

      Wonderful. They had a stalker dog to deal with on top of the lack-of-privacy issue. “How are you doing otherwise? You get any more ideas added to your adventure book?”

      “I should’ve added ‘fool around on a porch swing.’ And would’ve, if I’d known how much fun it was.”

      Josiah moved cautiously, giving Ollie time to rearrange herself at the foot of the swing. He tugged Lisa on top of him, groaning softly as her weight settled on his aching cock. “It’s even more fun in the summertime. Fewer clothes—”

      “More mosquitoes, same number of snoopy visitors.”

      She cupped her hands around his face and kissed him. Long and luscious, tongues tangling, and while it wasn’t what he’d been craving, it was nice to realize what they were doing was unique.

      He’d had his share of love affairs, one-night stands, and short-term flings. He’d always treated the ladies right and he’d always tried to go whatever speed they were comfortable with.

      For the first time in his life, it seemed both he and Lisa would’ve been comfortable going a whole hell of a lot faster if time and circumstance weren’t getting in their way.

      He reached down and squeezed her ass, the weight of her on top of him giving him a head rush.

      Both heads.

      “I like this,” he admitted reluctantly.

      Lisa snickered. “That’s good, ’cause I’m fairly firmly attached to it.”

      “Not your butt, mischief.” He lifted his hand under the blanket and gave her ass cheek a sharp rap, kissing her pouting lips briefly before he explained. “I’m enjoying this. Spending time with you, as chaotic and hit-and-miss as it’s been. Taking our time. Are you having fun?”

      She put her elbows against the middle of his chest and rested her chin on her hands, thinking seriously for a moment.

      “Yeah. I am.” She leaned in and her voice got quieter and huskier. “Although, I have to admit I’m having an awful lot of very dirty dreams.”

      Jeez. “Me too. I keep picturing you in my shower and wondering what the hell I was thinking to leave you alone in there.”

      Her eyes brightened. “So it would be mean to tell you I really liked your movable showerhead?”

      She lost him for a moment until understanding hit. The mental image of her holding that showerhead with the water directed at her sex sent a lightning bolt down his spine. “Evil creature.”

      “I think I have another day off this week.” She stared at his lips. “Are your roommates going to be locked out of the house at some time?”

      “It doesn’t matter if they’re there,” he pointed out.

      She made a face. “Yeah, no. Sorry, I just can’t get into the idea of screaming during sex knowing that Finn Marlette, who plans on making a play for my sister, is in the next room.”

      His brain had gone foggy. “Sorry, I kind of lost track of the conversation when you announced you scream during sex.”

      “Doesn’t everybody?” The words were said in a low, sultry tone and he wrapped his hand around the back of her head and brought their lips together just to stop her from talking because he already had enough dirty pictures in his head tormenting him.

      One way or another, though, it was very clear. His roommates would be out on Very Important Tasks whatever day Lisa happened to get off next.

      If he had to invent things for them to do, so be it.
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      “I left a lasagna for you to pop into the oven. It’s in the fridge, and the directions are on the top.” Lisa edged closer to the door. “If that’s everything?”

      Caleb eyed her with curiosity. “In a rush?”

      Tamara snickered. Didn’t say anything. Just snickered.

      Lisa was about to make some sort of scathing remark when Caleb’s phone went off. He turned his back to answer it, and Lisa stepped closer to her sister. “I do not need a peanut gallery.”

      “Just giving back what you gave me,” Tamara pointed out. She squeezed her eyes tight for a moment then stuck out her tongue. “My God. How is it possible that I can have nausea and wicked heartburn? I swear I haven’t had anything to eat that would make me gassy.”

      “I hear pregnancy is way better with your second kid,” Lisa said sweetly. “Or your third. Or maybe you could have twins the next time.”

      She made sure she was standing far away from her sister when she said it. Taunting a bear would be less stupid, but there were moments that simply called for sisterly love.

      Caleb laid a hand on Tamara’s shoulder, his face gone serious. “I’m sorry. Lisa, I have to go. Ashton says one of the trailers broke an axle, and the whole thing is hanging halfway off the bridge down by Black Diamond.”

      Oh my God. Any plans of sneaking away and turning Josiah’s house into a pleasure-pit vanished.

      Lisa pushed Caleb toward the door. “Go. Go. We’ll figure this out.”

      Caleb headed out at a dead run.

      They both watched silently through the window, lost in their own thoughts, as he sprinted to his truck and raced away. Silence fell in the room as the sound of the truck’s motor faded.

      “How far away is he headed?” Lisa asked.

      “Thirty minutes, depending on the roads.” Tamara struggled off the chair. “Don’t worry about me. Go have your day with Josiah. I’ll go back to bed.”

      “I wasn’t worried how long it would take for Caleb to get back,” Lisa insisted. “I want to know the truck’s okay. And the driver. And the horses.”

      “Of course. I know that. Sorry, I’m just cranky.” Tamara pointed at the door. “Now go. I insist.”

      Lisa was torn. It wasn’t as if Tamara couldn’t take care of herself, but there was no reason she had to go today.

      She and Josiah had been teasing each other for nearly a month and the texts and phone conversations were getting more interesting, but not only in a sexual way.

      It was a different kind of relationship than she’d ever had before.

      “Tell you what. I’ll give Josiah a call, and we’ll arrange to go out for lunch, okay?”

      Tamara looked as if she was going to get pissed, but she nodded. “Okay. But how about you—” She cut off, the words turning into a low rumble in her chest. “Oh, shit.”

      Moisture pooled at her feet.

      Lisa’s heart flipped into high gear. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Tamara looked up at her. “Call the ambulance. This is way too early for my water to have broken.”

      “Caleb—”

      “Oh…” Tamara wavered on her feet, and Lisa rushed forward to catch her. Her sister swore like a fishwife before closing her eyes and moaning out a complaint. “I do not need to be throwing-up nauseous right now, thank you, universe.”

      “You want to sit or lie down?” Lisa asked, one arm wrapped around her sister, phone clutched in her free hand.

      Tamara laid her head on Lisa’s shoulder. “Oh my God, I feel horrible. I just want to stand here.”

      Which is how Lisa ended up propping her sister in place and dialing emergency services with one hand.

      “We’ll get a team out there as quick as we can,” the woman told her. “Stay on the line. Can you tell me if she’s feeling any contractions?”

      Lisa shoved the phone at Tamara. “Sorry, sis. She’s got a bunch of questions and I don’t know how to answer them.”

      As Tamara took over that phone, Lisa stole Tamara’s out of her pocket. She shuffled through contacts until she found the number she needed.

      The very efficient front desk staff that Lisa had been introduced to answered. “Heart Falls veterinary clinic. How can I help you?”

      “Sharon, this is Lisa Coleman. Can you connect me directly to Josiah’s cell phone?”

      “Sure. One second.”

      When he answered, it was with a touch of hesitation. “Tamara? What’s going on?”

      “It’s Lisa—there’s an emergency. Tamara’s on my phone, so I took hers. We have a slight change in date activity. Again.”

      “No problem. What’s up?”

      “Tamara’s water just broke. Caleb is out on the road, and I just realized that the emergency crew might not be able to get here for a while because—well, never mind that. More importantly, can you come over to the house?”

      “I’ll be there in ten.”

      “Thanks, Josiah.”

      She switched her attention to her sister.

      Tamara had just hung up as well, grimacing as she handed Lisa her phone back. “I convinced her it’s not that kind of emergency. I don’t even feel as if I’m in labour. Maybe we should get in the truck and head to Black Diamond.”

      Nope. Lisa shook her head vehemently. “I’ve seen too many shows. The instant we get in that vehicle and out on the highway, you’re going to go into full-blown labour, and I am not catching my niece or nephew at the side of the highway in a snowstorm.”

      “Good. It’s not snowing.” Tamara pressed one hand to the island top, knuckles going white. “I’m scared,” she admitted softly.

      “I know. But we’ll get through this,” Lisa promised, sliding in to offer a hug.

      “We will.” Tamara sounded ruthlessly determined to make it true.

      They stood for a moment, clasping each other tightly, staying quiet as the stillness in the house grew thicker. Not in a scary way, but peaceful. When they finally took a perfectly synchronized deep breath, gentle laughter followed.

      Tamara rubbed a hand over her belly. “Kid, you’ve been an awful lot of work, but I’m okay with that. Just hang in there a little longer.”

      Lisa squeezed her shoulders. “Tell me when you want to switch positions. Oh, and we need to decide when to call Caleb.”

      Tamara tilted her head toward the kitchen table. “I think I can sit down, and I’d really like to get out of these wet pants. Sorry.”

      Of all the things to be worried about. “Honey, depending on how things go, we might be dealing with a whole lot more than a bit of amniotic fluid. For a nurse, you’re far too squeamish.”

      “I’m not squeamish about dealing with it myself. I just don’t want to make you deal with it.” Tamara picked up her phone. “I’ll call Caleb. He won’t get the message until he stops, but that way he can decide if he can turn around and come right back or not.”

      Lisa threw a towel over the chair before helping Tamara strip off her pants and sit.

      She hurried away to grab a washcloth and a warm blanket to cover her sister with instead of messing with pants. It took under three minutes, but obviously something had changed. Tamara had her eyes closed, hands clutching the edges of the chair as she pursed her lips and blew.

      “Tamara?”

      Her sister’s eyes popped open and she shook her head. “Trust the woman with medical training to have the weirdest pregnancy and delivery in the history of humanity. I swear I am not having contractions, but oh my God, I want to push. I took a feel and I think the kid is crowning.”

      A harsh bang struck the back door an instant before it swung open and Josiah stepped in. “House call.”

      Tamara glanced at him in confusion before rolling her eyes at Lisa. “Sure. Call in the veterinarian as a baby catcher.”

      “I’m just here for moral support,” Josiah insisted, kicking off his boots then marching over. “Hey, Tamara. How’re you doing?”

      “Peachy. I want a puke bucket, and I really, really want to push.”

      She had Lisa’s hand squeezed in a death grip.

      Josiah laid a hand on Lisa’s arm. “You do plan more exciting dates than me,” he muttered. “Catch me up.”

      They updated him quickly, including who they’d called, but Tamara was breaking off into clenched teeth and painful noises as she squirmed on the spot. “All modesty is out the window. Please tell me I can push.”

      Josiah worked gently as he arranged her at the front edge of her chair, a serious expression on his face as he moved aside the blanket Lisa had draped over her sister’s knees.

      His eyes widened. “Well, I guess you’ve managed to not have labour and still get to the baby-arrival part. You’re definitely presenting. Lisa, I dropped a pile of blankets outside the door. Grab them.”

      Heart pounding, she was back in under a minute. Josiah pushed aside the chairs and covered the ground before manoeuvering Tamara to a position on the floor.

      “This. Is. Not. Going. As planned,” Tamara complained. She tucked her chin down, digging her fingers into Lisa’s forearm.

      “Breathe. Breathe,” Lisa ordered.

      “You’ve got to slow down,” Josiah warned. He was kneeling in front of her, her free hand resting on his shoulder. “You know this. You can do it.”

      Tamara ground her teeth together before panting hard.

      For the second time that day, loud banging rang from the back door seconds before it swung open. Icy cold air floated in with the arrival of two people. First came the oversized Fire Chief—the real local emergency backup—Brad Ford.

      The second person—

      “Karen? What’re you doing?” Lisa demanded.

      Tamara jerked her head up, interrupted from her task. “Oh my God. You’re here.”

      Brad rushed forward with a medical kit in his hand. “Not Karen. This is Julia. You messing with our baby pool, Tamara?”

      Josiah willingly stepped back, squeezing Lisa’s shoulder for a moment as he gave up his position to Brad and…Julia?

      Lisa couldn’t stop staring. The woman who had entered the house at Brad’s side—it was like looking into a mirror. She wasn’t identical to Lisa because her hair had a reddish tinge, but the face was one hundred percent Coleman.

      She knelt by Tamara, talking the entire time she worked. “Sorry this is our first introduction, but your baby is top of the agenda for the day. I’m Julia Blushing. I’ve just started my practicum here in Heart Falls as an EMT. Brad and I will take good care of you.”

      Competent, confident.

      “My God, it’s like watching Tamara take care of Tamara,” Lisa muttered.

      A low moan escaped her sister. “I’d prefer if she was the one pushing the watermelon out instead of me.”

      “Sorry. I have no training on that side of the arena,” Julia offered dryly.

      “Me neither, it seems,” Tamara gasped. She stared up at the new woman between grimaces. “Apologies if I throw up on you.”

      Both the EMTs chuckled. “It’s okay. We’re wash and wear.”

      “I know,” she panted. “Better than seventy percent chance, though, so I’m sorry in advance.”

      Josiah leaned in, his face close to Lisa’s. “Like I said, your dates are definitely way more exciting than mine.”

      Lisa stared down at the incredible scene in front of her, fingers meshed with Tamara’s as she tried to offer support while a stranger with a Coleman face worked at Brad’s side…

      Yeah. Josiah was right.
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      In the tangled, mixed-up minutes that followed, Josiah was glad he wasn’t going to miss any of it.

      While there was stress involved, he knew everyone in the room was competent, far more than him having to be a human baby catcher. Plus, there was something very special about getting to watch the miracle of birth without being the guide.

      It took longer than he’d expected, considering he’d figured the baby was pretty much ready to pop.

      But Brad and Julia talked Tamara through breathing exercises and slowed everything down enough to keep the delivery safe. Instead of the room being filled with a sense of panic, a strange peacefulness shifted in.

      Heck, Lisa untangled her fingers from her sister’s for long enough to punch up a music mix on her phone.

      “Ha.” Tamara managed a smile. “Now you can tell me I told you so for having that ready early.”

      “Music always helps,” Julia said.

      The door swung open, and Lisa jolted upright. “Caleb.”

      Josiah’s friend looked a little wild around the eyes. His gaze went straight to Tamara as he hurried out of his winter gear. “Figured you’d do something to shake up the place. Hey, darlin’.”

      Tamara burst into tears. “Oh my God, you’re here.”

      “Hey. Deep breaths,” Brad reminded her. “Ditch your boots then get over here, Caleb. Slide in behind your wife and act as a backrest. We’re ready to roll.”

      Lisa moved aside for Caleb as he followed Brad’s directions.

      An instant later Caleb had Tamara between his legs, resting against his chest, his cheeks pressed to hers. He held on as if he were holding his heart in his arms. “I’ve got you. You can do this.”

      Lisa stepped away, tugging Josiah closer to the living room which put them still in the middle of the event, but offered the illusion of privacy. She slipped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest, and when he curled his arms around her, something perfect turned inside her.

      There wasn’t time to talk. There wasn’t time to do anything except watch with wonder as new life came into the world.

      Fifteen minutes later, a brand-new baby boy was bundled up in a soft cotton blanket, lying in his mama’s arms as she stared at him in awe.

      Caleb looked shocked. Happy, but totally blown away. He pressed a kiss to Tamara’s cheek, his arms cradling the two of them, before leaning in to kiss his son. “Hey, Tyler. Thanks for showing up safely.”

      Tamara took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “His name fits him perfectly.”

      “Of course, it does,” Caleb teased. “You chose it.”

      They smiled at each other and the room was filled with a kind of magic Josiah had never dreamed of getting to share.

      He waited until the moment was interrupted by the cleanup taking place beside the new parents before speaking.

      “Congratulations,” Josiah offered softly. “He’s beautiful.”

      Two faces swung toward him—tired satisfaction on Tamara’s, pride and worry on Caleb’s.

      “Thanks. Thanks for being our emergency backup,” Caleb said.

      “Thank you for getting back so fast,” Lisa added. Her gaze drifted again to Julia.

      This wasn’t the time or place to dig for that story, but oh boy, something was going on.

      Julia kept glancing at the other two women as well. Discreetly, in between sessions of working briskly with Brad, but it was obvious she’d seen the same thing.

      Finally satisfied everything was done, Brad rose to his feet. “I know according to the calendar Tyler arrived early, but I swear your dates were off. As far as I can tell he’s a healthy, full-term newborn. I don’t see any reason why you need to hit the hospital today. Not unless you want to. Agreed, Julia?”

      She nodded. “Make an appointment to see your physician this week. You have to go in for Tyler’s initial shots, but there’s no reason for you to trek anywhere today on icy roads.” She glanced at Lisa. “As long as you have some help for the next couple of days.”

      “That’s great news, and yes, I have help. My sister is here.” Tamara closed her eyes briefly before whispering something to Caleb.

      He hesitated. “If you’re sure…”

      “Caleb.” She peeled one eye open to scold him. “Two highly trained medical experts just told you their professional opinions, and this medical expert is telling you the same. I feel fine. We’ll go see the doctor later this week.”

      Caleb looked concerned. “Okay, I guess.”

      Tamara kissed his cheek before turning to Lisa. “Auntie Lisa, can you take Tyler while Caleb helps me get cleaned up?”

      “You bet.” Lisa came forward to take the baby.

      She cooed over him, cradling the bundle in her arms as she brought him back to where Josiah had settled on the couch.

      Lisa bumped her foot against his knee. “Shove over.”

      He wiggled until there was more than enough room between him and the armrest, then damn if she didn’t sit closer than necessary. Legs touching his, arms draped over his as well while she arranged the baby to stare at his face. “Hello, Tyler. Welcome to the family.”

      “He’s a cutie,” Josiah said, stroking a finger down the baby’s cheek.

      Tyler’s face wrinkled, lips quivering.

      Lisa shushed the baby softly before responding. “He’s too squishy-faced to tell if he looks like a Coleman or a Stone.”

      Unable to stop themselves, both he and Lisa pivoted to look at Julia.

      She was staring as well, but the instant she caught their gazes, she snapped back to her task.

      Brad gestured to the blankets. “I recognize these. Want me to take them to your shop, Josiah?”

      “Drop them in the back of the truck. I figured I’d save Tamara from ruining quilts. I always have an emergency stash with me.”

      Brad and Julia gathered up the mess and the rest of their equipment, working efficiently.

      It was the strangest day ever. Especially when Brad and Julia let themselves out and the familiar Silver Stone ranch house was back to the way he’d always remembered it. Or at least the way it had been since Tamara came on the scene.

      Warm, comfortable. A home.

      The urge to have all those things in his life struck so hard he could barely breathe. Maybe he was feeling lightheaded from proximity to some very unusual events, but there was a baby damn near lying in his lap and he didn’t feel the slightest urge to escape.

      Something welled up inside that was huge and important. An acknowledgement of an internal change that only sharpened his earlier decisions about home and hearth and finding forever.

      Maybe that was part of the reason he’d never stuck with anyone before. He hadn’t been ready and they’d known.

      His earlier girlfriends—with their mysterious womanly intuition—had known.

      It was an intriguing thought, but he pushed it aside to ponder later because the sensation twirling around him and Lisa and little Tyler needed his full attention. He wanted to appreciate it and wallow in it, in how strangely uncomfortable it was to feel…comfortable.

      “I’m a few seconds away from freaking out,” he shared. “Because I’m not freaking out, if you know what I mean.”

      A soft laugh escaped Lisa. “Trust me, I’m right there with you.”

      They sat in the quiet, Imagine Dragons playing in the background, a newborn resting between them. He didn’t want to say anything for fear he might disturb whatever weird magic had entangled itself around them.

      Silence reigned, at least until Lisa spoke. “That EMT, Julia. I wasn’t imagining things, was I?”

      He knew exactly what she was wondering. “That she looks like a dead ringer for one of your family? No, we all saw it.”

      “Something weird is going on. I know Tamara’s going to be curious, and I don’t want her worried about anything.” She lifted big brown eyes toward him. “Help me set up a meeting?”

      “Sure.”

      Caleb marched back into the room, head swiveling toward them. He let out a deep breath. “God.”

      “Tamara’s okay?”

      “She’s fine. She’s better than fine.” His lips twisted. “She told me, and I quote, ‘I can damn well wash my own ass, get the hell out of here.’ She suggested I go bond with our baby.”

      Lisa rocked to her feet, Josiah placing a hand on her butt to help her hit vertical. She snickered as she gave him a dirty look, but she walked toward her brother-in-law. “Bonding with Tyler is a wonderful idea. Sit down.”

      Caleb offered a deadpan stare. “I have done this before.”

      “No, you haven’t,” Lisa said. “Doesn’t matter how many babies you’ve taken care of, this is your first time with this sweet thing. Sit down and relax. I’ll take care of everything else.”

      “But your day off—”

      Lisa snapped up a finger and pointed at Caleb’s easy chair.

      He quick-marched over and sat as ordered, glancing at Josiah with amusement. “I hope you have better luck getting her to listen than I do.”

      “Not a chance,” Josiah offered. “Face it. Sometimes it’s fun to be bossed around.”

      Both Caleb and Lisa missed his joke because Tyler was being transferred between loving arms.

      An instant later his friend was totally mindless, lost in staring at his son, untangling the blankets to examine fingers and toes, the baby squirming and complaining until Caleb swaddled him up again. Competent as he’d said.

      Obviously head over heels in love.

      Josiah slipped into the kitchen. Lisa was turning on the kettle and putting a pot on the stove. He stepped behind her, wrapping his arms around her and pressing a kiss to the side of her neck. “Unless you need me for anything, I’m going to take a rain check on our date. I’ll rearrange things and line up some work so I can take time off in a couple of days.”

      She pivoted in his arms, grinning up at him. “I’d like that. Sorry for the messed-up date.”

      “It’s been a good day.” He pressed a quick kiss to her lips because he couldn’t help himself. “I’ll talk to Brad and get contact information for Julia. I’ll let you know what we organize.”

      Tamara called from the back bedroom.

      “Coming, sis.” Lisa gave him a quick hug before vanishing around the corner.

      He took one last look at Caleb sitting with the baby in his lap. His best friend was cooing and making baby noises.

      Then Josiah took that aching need in his belly, slipped on his coat and boots, and quietly snuck out the door.
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      The next hours were a blur.

      Lisa helped Tamara into clean clothes then brought her out into the living room to join Caleb. She left the two of them to bond with their newborn, moving as quietly as she could in the background, making phone calls and sending texts. Tamara travelled between the living room and the bedroom, Caleb hovering like a mother hen.

      Caleb met Sasha and Emma at the bus stop before bringing them in to meet their new brother. They were thoroughly impressed, at least until Tyler screwed up his face and began crying.

      Lisa got dinner on the table then prepared for a steady stream of visitors. Each one of Caleb’s brothers stopped by, offering congratulations and hearty pats on the back.

      Tamara snuck off to bed after nursing Tyler, leaving Lisa to field the remaining phone calls from family, including one from their sister.

      Karen wasn’t able to come for a few days and she was annoyed as heck. “I was trying to make sure I had nothing dire on the agenda for a month from now. Figures Tamara would do this.”

      Amusement snuck in. “While the silent labour part was a nice surprise, I doubt she would’ve picked April first as Tyler’s birthday if she had a choice.”

      “You’re probably right. Anyway, I’m stuck here in Grand Prairie, but as soon as I can get away, I’ll be over.”

      “Whenever you can get here. Tamara might be caught up on her sleep if you put it off for a bit.” Lisa held her tongue about the EMT with a similar face to theirs. If Karen wasn’t going to be around for a few days, that might give Lisa a chance to at least touch base with the woman. “He’s a cute kid. Barely even squished.”

      Karen laughed. “You’re so maternal.”

      Lisa chatted for a little longer, then hung up before she was tempted to poke Karen for details regarding Finn Marlette.

      Amazing how seemingly overnight there were all sorts of secrets she was keeping.

      Which meant when Josiah texted her the next morning to ask if she wanted to get together with Julia for coffee, Lisa was even more eager to make it happen.

      She’d had her years of juggling a million balls in the air at once. She was looking for simple, but she needed to figure out the mystery of the doppelgänger. Figure out the mystery of Finn and Karen.

      And drat—somewhere in there, figure out what the heck she was doing next with her life, and where Josiah fit in.

      Lisa approached Caleb at the breakfast table. Tamara and Tyler were still sleeping. Sasha and Emma were flying around the room gathering last-minute items for their backpacks. “I know this is short notice, but you mind if I step out for an hour or so this morning?”

      Caleb shrugged. “Of course not. I might send you with a shopping list, if you don’t mind. But I’m taking some downtime, so there’s no reason for you to be here every minute of the day. Other than Tamara loves your company.”

      “Shopping, no problem. And I’m glad you get to enjoy time with Tyler.”

      She hurriedly made her way to the Buns and Roses coffee shop where Josiah had set up the meeting.

      He met her outside the doors, tugging her next to the building to offer a sweet kiss.

      She slid her fingers into his. “This is really weird,” she said.

      “It’s weirder than you think. You asked me to set this up, but Brad Ford phoned me about thirty seconds before I could dial him. Said his trainee was completely floored after meeting you guys and both of them are curious as heck.”

      Lisa nodded. “It’s probably just one of those weird coincidences. The type of thing when people keep saying ‘I know somebody who looks exactly like you. Do you have any family in Ontario?’”

      Josiah grinned. “I had somebody swear they saw me on a mountainside in Germany.”

      She snickered before forcing an innocent expression. “Billy goats run in your family?”

      “Jackasses, I was told.” He squeezed her fingers. “Come on. I’ll buy you a coffee.”

      It was a quarter past nine, so the early-morning rush was done. Buns and Roses wasn’t a typical hangout for the older crowd. Most farmers who took a morning break went to Connie’s where they could get bottomless cups of simple brewed. Or at least that’s what Lisa had been told by Kelli and heard mutterings about during the girls-night-out evenings she’d enjoyed with the owners of Buns and Roses.

      So the place was only a quarter full, which meant a dozen people were seated at small tables. Still, the instant they walked in the room, questioning gazes started darting back and forth between Julia and Lisa.

      She and Josiah stepped up to the counter to order their coffees, the question in her friend Tansy’s eyes clear.

      Tansy did a quick little finger twitch between the two women, hiding the motion behind her other hand.

      “Two shot sixteen-ounce latte, and I have no idea,” Lisa admitted.

      “Brad ordered breakfast croissants, so unless you’re stuffed, I’ll make you and Josiah some as well,” Tansy informed them.

      “You don’t really expect me to turn down food, do you?” Lisa asked.

      “Always good to check. Josiah rarely raids the goodies counter.” She turned to Josiah. “Coffee, black?”

      He nodded, sliding cash across the counter before Lisa could break out her wallet.

      And then there was no more procrastinating. Josiah marched them over to the table where Brad and Julia were waiting.

      Brad rose to his feet, gesturing Lisa to the free spot at his side. The position put her directly across from the other woman who was eyeing her with great curiosity.

      They all settled, and then, thank goodness, Brad took charge of the conversation.

      He ran a hand over his shaved head, smiling easily at Josiah. “You did a good job pinch-hitting yesterday.”

      “Hey, delivering newborns is a job perk. Some times are messier than others, but it was kind of fun setting up for a delivery where I wasn’t too worried about accidentally being kicked halfway across the room.”

      “Was that your first human delivery?” Julia asked. “Because it was nice to come in and not have people freaking out.”

      “First time. And I don’t know that I get the actual baby count since you guys came in for the finish.” He snuck his fingers under the table and grabbed Lisa’s hand. “I’ve lost count of how many other creatures I’ve help bring into this world.”

      “I’m glad you were willing to come.” Lisa turned to Brad. “I was worried the ambulance wasn’t going to make it past the block on the bridge.”

      “Good thinking, because it wouldn’t have. But for the next six months, Julia is apprenticing with the Heart Falls emergency services. Not as extensive as an ambulance, but definitely first-responder. It’s a trial program we hope will improve rural coverage without huge costs.”

      Julia spoke up and it was the strangest thing, like listening to a familiar voice from a familiar face, but with a fraction-of-a-second pause in the wrong places. “I have to do a practicum for my EMT and I’ve wanted to live in rural Alberta for a while.” She glanced at Brad and her cheeks flushed before she straightened and went all professional. “Brad was one of my trainers during my first year and he always spoke about Heart Falls like it was a magical place.”

      That sounded like a good opening. “Where are you from? I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.”

      Julia smiled. “It’s kind of like the elephant in the room, isn’t it? Trying to figure out why we look so much alike? I’m from Calgary originally, but Mom and I moved to Vancouver when I was five. She always joked that the Alberta skies were calling me home every time I got restless.”

      Brad’s phone went off. He grinned as he pulled it out. “Sorry, guys, I’ve got to take this.”

      “Emergency?” Julia asked, straightening as if ready to leap out the door.

      “My fiancée.” He rolled to his feet, happiness clear and present. “I’ll be back.”

      As he left the table, Josiah leaned toward Lisa. “I’ll stay if you want, but if you’re okay on your own…?”

      She squeezed his fingers. “We’re fine. Thank you, though. For everything.”

      Josiah tucked his fingers under her chin and lifted her face for a kiss. PDA-level heat, but sweet enough to make a chill run up her spine.

      He tapped her on the nose. “Call me.”

      She watched him walk away before turning back to Julia. “We’ve been abandoned.”

      The other woman was examining her closely. “Are you okay with us chatting by ourselves? Because, I’ll admit, I’m curious like crazy, but I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable or on the spot. If you want to wait until—”

      “I have no problem talking with you alone,” Lisa assured her. Although it was very thoughtful that Julia was worried. “I’m from Rocky Mountain House, a smaller community north and west of Calgary. My mom passed away over twenty years ago, but if there’s any family connection between us, I doubt it’s from her side. You look an awful lot like a Coleman.”

      Julia’s expression went sorrowful. “My mom passed away a year ago.”

      Lisa was struck with the urge to reach across the table to offer a sympathetic hand squeeze. “I’m sorry.”

      Julia shook her head. “It was quick—breast cancer. She’d beat it once, but the second time, nothing helped.”

      “Fuck cancer.”

      The other woman nodded her agreement firmly, her eyes bright with tears she blinked away. “I miss her like crazy. But I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to derail our conversation.”

      Screw it. Lisa leaned forward and caught Julia’s hand, squeezing it briefly before letting go. “It’s never a bad time to talk about the people we’ve lost. Honestly, I don’t mind one bit.”

      Julia nodded again. “Thanks. In the meantime, I don’t want to take up your whole day but I am curious. You live in Rocky Mountain House and you mentioned you’ve got other family… You and your sister look a lot alike.”

      “There’s Tamara, me, and our older sister, Karen. But there’s also extended family, which means a lot of people wearing a face very similar to this.” Lisa drew a circle in the air in front of her head.

      The other woman lifted her eyes toward the ceiling, thinking hard. “It was just me and my mom. She was a single child, and her family was from Ontario. I never met them.”

      “What about your dad?”

      That earned a twisted expression. “Didn’t have one. Well, obviously there was a sperm donor, but he wasn’t in the picture.”

      There had to be Coleman blood involved, because no way was she looking at someone who could double as a mirror without genetics having a say.

      Julia took a sip of her coffee and smiled. “Just to assure you, while I want to figure this out, I’m not trying to shove my way in anywhere I’m not welcome. My mom wanted me. I know that, and she made it really clear. Being a mom was important to her and she loved me very much.”

      Lisa waved a hand at the first part of her comment. “Honey, if we’re somehow related by blood, which I figure we have to be, it isn’t going to be a case of you trying to shove your way in. You might have to run and hide to not be overwhelmed by masses of Coleman clan who want to haul you in for assimilation.”

      Julia offered an instant response. “Resistance is futile.”

      A snort escaped Lisa. “Oh my God, you can quote TNG. You truly are a Coleman.”

      The other woman leaned forward on her elbows. “Okay, we don’t need to sleuth this all out today and I certainly don’t want to cause any stress in your family. Because I can’t imagine having someone show up on your doorstep uninvited being anything but stressful.”

      Lisa agreed, yet she didn’t. “There’s an uncle who moved away years ago. I mean, way before most of us were born. He’s been out of the picture for a long time. Maybe he’s your dad, but if he is, there’s not much I can tell you about him.”

      “Then don’t worry about it. Tell me about you and your home,” Julia suggested. “I’m only in Heart Falls for six months, but I’ve been looking forward to this for years. Maybe longer, if I’m honest. I meant it earlier. My mom used to tell me I was possessed by some spirit of the foothills that was longing to go back. This just feels so much like home, even after a few days.”

      “It is a pretty place,” Lisa agreed. “But I don’t live here.”

      Julia’s expression slid through a range of emotions. Confusion, brightening, then right back into confusion. “Your sister lives here, and you’re here to help with the baby. And Brad said your boyfriend is one of the local veterinarians.”

      “Wow, you’re pretty good, Sherlock Holmes,” Lisa said in admiration. “I came out to help Tamara in December. When she’s got her feet under her, I’m not sure what I’m doing.”

      “But that was your boyfriend?”

      It felt strange to be saying this. “He is, I guess.”

      Julia laughed, the sound breaking over them brightly. “Sorry, but that’s the most reluctant acknowledgement I can imagine for such a good-looking guy.”

      “It’s complicated,” Lisa drawled.

      “Usually is,” Julia returned with a smile. “Want to walk while we talk?”

      “Sounds good.”

      Lisa waved goodbye to Tansy, who was still making highly inquisitive hand motions. Then she and Julia headed outside, strolling in the brisk air and talking at random about anything that came to mind.

      Strangely comfortable, all things considered.

      Plus, Julia was right. No matter who her father ended up being, someone in the Coleman family was about to get an enormous surprise.
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        * * *

      

      Sliding into his day’s tasks took Josiah’s full concentration, since what he wanted to be doing was sticking to Lisa’s side in case she needed him.

      Although “need” seemed too strong a term when it came to Lisa. The more he got to know her, the more he admired her. She was bright, and capable, and enticing, and nothing they did together seemed to turn out normal.

      He had to accept that.

      Somewhere in the next couple of days she would need a distraction, so as he made his rounds and dealt with animals and ranchers, he plotted as best he could.

      When she did have free time, he was going to be ready.

      Meanwhile, Josiah had enough going on. Not only with his regular work, but he’d been out a number of times to the newly organized animal rescue, working with Sonora.

      The woman had somehow managed to get all fifty of the surviving fuzzy creatures not just penned and doctored but groomed as well. The improvement in smell alone was astonishing.

      Sonora might be small, but she was a force of nature.

      She planted her fists on her hips and glared at him. Josiah stiffened his spine to stop from caving instantly to her request.

      “That’s the best I can do,” he said as kindly as possible but in a tone that brooked no argument. “Not because I don’t want to help, but it’s one of the things they gave us a special class on in school. Donating our time to a good cause—that’s up to us. Donating supplies, though, is the quickest way to kill a business. No business means none of the animals in the area get the care they deserve. I can’t lower the price of the medical supplies any farther.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t asking you to bankrupt your business for the sake of the animals. I do understand—I’ve worked the land for many years, and robbing Peter to pay Paul never ends well.”

      Josiah shook his head. “Then I don’t understand.”

      “I need help figuring out how to afford to run this place, and don’t you dare repeat that to Ashton.” She glanced over his shoulder as if the older man was going to pop out of the woodwork. “I have money, but the truth is if I want this to work properly, even as these animals get adopted, I’m going to end up with more. At some point my family is going to protest. Even though it’s my savings I’m digging into, I want to do this the smart way.”

      That made a whole lot of sense. Josiah nodded. “I don’t have any answers for you right now, but let me do some brainstorming, and we’ll see what we come up with.”

      “I’d appreciate that.” Sonora stooped to offer Ollie a scratch behind her ears. “This one seems to be doing well.”

      “Other than she’s pouty whenever she’s not near Lisa,” Josiah said with a tolerant grin. “I posted her information on all the boards I know, but I haven’t heard back from anyone yet.”

      “You needed a dog,” Sonora said easily.

      He chuckled, but there wasn’t much to say to that.

      They headed home, Josiah’s head filled with half-baked plans to help Sonora, but nothing that was brilliant or long-term. Ollie jumped into the cab with him as if the height was nothing, running from board to floor to seat. She stood on the passenger side, peering with interest out the windows.

      Back at home, Finn was in the living room, feet on the coffee table, fingers moving rapidly over a laptop.

      “How goes the war?” he asked without looking away from the screen.

      “Won another battle.” Josiah settled into his easy chair and flipped up the foot rest. “If you consider it a battle when you have to convince a sow you’re not actually taking her piglets away forever.”

      Finn nodded. “Protective.”

      “I’m thankful they don’t have horns like bulls.”

      The other man grinned, then pressed his laptop closed. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Am I that transparent?”

      Finn shrugged. “I’ve been here for a month. You’re not that hard to read.”

      Josiah folded his hands behind his head. “Zach said you’re the money man. That you front other people’s ideas with cash.”

      “He’s not lying.” Finn examined Josiah. “Looking to expand your clinic?”

      Josiah waved off the suggestion. “Not me. Thinking about the new animal rescue Sonora Fallen wants to set up. She’s in a good location, and she can probably get some grants, but it’s not going to be enough. Not at the beginning.”

      “Most startups fail within the first year,” Finn agreed. “What makes this one different?”

      It was an honest question. “Not sure. Might be one of a hundred places out there trying to do the right thing. Picking up the animals that have been abused or abandoned, hoping to give them a chance to enjoy life.”

      “Ahh, so you’re appealing to the kindhearted animal lover in me,” Finn said.

      Josiah eyed the other man. “Is there one?”

      “Hell, yes. I have ranching in my bones. I love the land, and I love the creatures that live in the country, the four-legged ones a lot more than most two-legged to be honest.” He put his computer aside and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Again. What makes this shelter different?”

      Josiah went a little deeper. “Community involvement? Training programs in conjunction with the schools? Integrated programs?”

      Finn nodded. “You’re getting the idea. Those things mean being able to run the shelter year-to-year for a long time.”

      “If it can last long enough to get any of them into place,” Josiah pointed out.

      The other man tapped his finger against his lips. “I’m working on a couple of things myself that might tie in nicely with this. Tell you what. Let me ask a couple of questions before I commit to anything. It should only take a few days.”

      An answer in the future was better than no ideas at all. “Appreciate that.”

      “Have you seen Lisa lately?” Finn asked.

      There was another tangle to unwind. “This morning.”

      Finn’s grin flashed for the briefest second before it vanished. “You were quiet.”

      Josiah picked up the nearest pillow and casually flung it into Finn’s face.

      The man laughed. “You know when Karen’s coming to town?”

      “I imagine she’ll show up soon to see the new baby.” He eyed Finn, curiosity and protectiveness battling. “You plan on dropping in?”

      “Nope. Not in the middle of ‘meet the nephew’ time.” Finn shook his head. “I was upfront about my plans to pursue her, but I’m not going to steamroll in. First off, because it won’t do any good.”

      “I don’t think you can keep it quiet that you’re in the area,” Josiah said. “It’s not the kind of secret Lisa would stay mum on, even if you asked her to.”

      “I’ll let fate decide what gets said. I’m not worried about that.” Finn stared out the window. “I need to get everything in place before I make my move. As it was pointed out, Karen doesn’t actually live here. She can avoid me for as long as she likes until I’m ready.”

      Josiah looked the man over. “You get too creepy and I promise the evidence will be gone before anyone notices you’re missing.”

      “First Caleb, now you?” Finn snorted, but he raised a hand. “I solemnly swear I won’t harm a hair on the woman’s head. We just need to clear up some old misunderstandings and get our feet under us so we can head down the right trail.”

      Mostly satisfied, Josiah offered a final warning: “Still going to keep an eye on you.”

      The other man cracked another brief grin. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      She must have rushed her trip, because only two days later, Karen arrived at Heart Falls. She slipped into the Silver Stone ranch house and wrapped her arms around Tamara, squeezing tight.

      A second later she stepped back and glanced around. “Okay, enough of that. Where’s my nephew?”

      Laughter danced through the room as she swooped down and stole Tyler straight out of Caleb’s arms.

      “Hello to you, too, Karen.” It was said dryly, without any true censure. Caleb rolled to his feet and embraced her, kissing her cheek.

      “What? You know you’ve slid way down the list for greetings.” But she snagged an arm around his neck and squeezed tight. “Congrats, favourite brother-in-law. You done good.”

      “I’m your only brother-in-law. And Tamara did it all.” He took the few steps across the room to his wife’s side to pull her into his arms. “I’m so thankful they’re both safe.”

      “Plus, no more puking my guts out,” Tamara added. “Bonus.”

      Caleb kissed her before heading toward the door.

      Karen caught him by the sleeve. “Dad should arrive sometime within the hour. I convinced him to stay overnight, but he wanted to bring his own truck. Said something about picking up supplies in Calgary on the way home.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for him, then.” He examined Tamara again, his gaze drifting over her. “If you need anything, call.”

      “I’m fine,” Tamara insisted. “I have both my sisters with me in case I want to order them around, which I won’t need to because I feel fine.”

      Caleb smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Call me.”

      He slid out the door.

      Tamara all but growled at him after it clicked closed. “Frustrating, stubborn, caring jackass of a man.”

      Karen carried Tyler into the living room and settled on the couch, stroking a finger down his cheek as she examined him. “It’s good to see everything is well in Tamara-land. Pretty baby you made. Good job, sis.”

      Lisa settled next to Karen, resisting the urge to steal her nephew away. She’d already had a couple of days to cuddle him, but it hadn’t been nearly enough. “He is pretty. Although, don’t get too sucked in. In spite of the act he’s pulling of adorable, quiet baby, he’s got a set of lungs on him that would make a fire alarm proud.”

      Tamara sat next to them, tucking her legs beneath her and leaning back against the cushions. “After nine months, you’d think I’d be tired of sitting in this corner, but it’s gotten pretty comfy.” She sighed. “I’m glad you came.”

      “Of course, silly. Where else would I be?” Karen was unwrapping Tyler enough to grab his fingers, sliding a pinkie into his little fist. “What’s up with Caleb?”

      “You mean his hyper-paranoia?”

      Lisa snorted. “Is that an official analysis?”

      “Doesn’t have to be. God, I love the man, and I want to simultaneously string him up in a corner and tell him to calm the fuck down.” Tamara snorted. “You should see your expressions. It’s not as if you haven’t heard me swear before.”

      “Why’s he paranoid?” Karen asked.

      “Because his first wife suffered from postpartum depression, twice, so he keeps wondering when Tamara’s going to tip over into gloom and doom.” Lisa glanced up to find both of them staring at her. “What? It wasn’t some huge secret. You told me your suspicions at one point, and that’s gotta be a god-awful thing to have to deal with. The fact she wasn’t a nice person doesn’t mean I can’t feel sympathetic. The woman had a legitimate chemical and emotional issue caused by a highly traumatic experience.”

      “The traumatic experience being childbirth,” Tamara deadpanned to Karen. “Thank you, Dr. Lisa, for that wonderful layman’s diagnosis. But you’re right. Caleb is walking on eggshells as if one wrong move could blow the whole thing up. It would be sweet if it weren’t so annoying.”

      “He’s just worried about you,” Karen said.

      “Of course he is, but this is the best I’ve felt in a long time. I’m going to develop a psychosomatic illness from watching him watch me while he waits for something to go wrong.”

      Tyler began to fuss, going from nose and mouth wiggling to a full-on baby shriek in under thirty seconds.

      “Pass the baton,” Lisa ordered. “That’s a hungry cry.”

      “Damn, you’ve already got it all figured out.” Karen lifted Tyler, passing him to Tamara who squirmed until she got him to latch on.

      They all went quiet for a minute as Tyler drank noisily.

      Lisa pushed down the tingling in her gut that was far too obvious for her to ignore. It seemed there were a few lines she needed to add to her journal. Items she’d like to experience sometime in the future.

      Maybe the wish-list items weren’t about faraway adventures or classical architecture, but they were definitely about building into the future.

      The three of them chatted quietly for a while about nothing and everything. Comfortable, the way they’d always been.

      Tamara brought it up. “We didn’t get a chance to mention this to you before, Karen. The EMT who showed up to help with Tyler’s delivery looks so much like a Coleman, it’s frightening.”

      “I met her for a coffee,” Lisa offered. “Already told Tamara, but she’s nice. She’s definitely not some scary wacko. Her mom lived in Calgary when she was born. We were wondering if she might be a daughter from Uncle Mark.”

      It made sense.

      Six brothers had originally lived on the Coleman land. One had passed away, four had established homes in the community, the sixth had left town, and as far as Lisa knew, lived somewhere in Southern Alberta. He’d been mentioned a few times in the past couple of years, but Uncle Mark had never come around Rocky Mountain House to meet the new generation.

      Karen looked confused. “There’s someone out there who looks like a Coleman, but you’re not sure if she’s related to us? How did she end up here in Heart Falls? That’s some kind of wild coincidence.”

      “Yes, and no,” Lisa admitted. “She’s doing her EMT practicum, which like for teachers and nurses tends to happen in the rural areas. One of her trainers lives locally and I guess she applied to come here specifically to mentor under him.”

      “Weird.” Karen rocked to her feet, pacing momentarily. “Well, if we do have some sort of long-lost cousin showing up, we’ll deal with that. In the meantime, Dad will be here in a couple of hours. He’s actually been pretty decent the last few days. Although he nearly bit my head off when you went into labour early, for some reason.”

      “Yeah, because I could totally see that being your fault,” Tamara said. She took a deep breath, then sighed. “Sorry you had to put up with him.”

      “Yeah, whatever. Par for the course. I’m just glad you and Tyler are okay.” Karen slipped back onto the couch as Tamara unlatched Tyler who had fallen asleep mid-meal. “He sure is tiny. They don’t think he was premature?”

      “Doctor figured we had a mix-up calculating his due date. It’s possible he was a couple weeks early and perfectly within normal range.” Tamara patted him on the back gently, working out a burp. “I no longer feel as if I’m in a chemical haze.”

      “I called it,” Lisa said. “I said you were having a boy because it’s always the testosterone that’s to blame.”

      Tamara laughed. “Well, I’ve heard just as often of people being sick when they had girls. I’ll tell you though, I’m thinking long and hard if I want to go through that ever again. The only redeeming feature was labour didn’t suck too much. If only we could choose what kind of pregnancy we have.”

      “Nine months of nausea versus twenty-four hours or more of pain.” Karen made a face. “Difficult decision.”

      “Shut up.”

      “I was being serious,” Karen insisted.

      The afternoon passed quickly. The little girls arrived home from school and joined the mix. Lisa soaked in every minute of the time with her sisters, pausing supper preparation when there was scratching at the back door.

      Emma raced across the room and peered out the glass. “It’s Ollie.”

      What? Lisa dried her hands on a towel and headed to the door. “What’s she doing here?”

      “Maybe Josiah’s on the ranch,” Tamara suggested. “I thought you said he was taking care of her.”

      “I didn’t think he’d bring her along if he was working,” Lisa said.

      She glanced out the door to check for Josiah’s truck. When she didn’t see anything, she sent him a message.

      
        
        Lisa: Where are you?

      

        

      
        Josiah: Steven’s. What’s up?

      

        

      
        Lisa: Ollie just arrived. I’ve got her in the house, but I didn’t want you to worry about her.

      

        

      
        Josiah. Damn it. How the hell did she do that?

      

        

      
        Josiah: Never mind. I’m nearly done. I’ll swing by and grab her.

      

        

      
        Lisa: Want to stay for supper?

      

        

      
        Josiah: Sure. Or I can take you out.

      

      

      Which is when Lisa realized she’d just dropped Josiah into the middle of a “meet the parent” event. Did she want to do that? It was kind of impossible to retract her invitation at this point, but there was no way she could not be there when her dad arrived.

      It seemed she was going over the waterfall in the barrel, and there was no changing direction.

      She’d let him decide.

      
        
        Lisa: No can do. Dad is arriving to meet Tyler, and if I’m not here I’ll be on the naughty-daughter list.

      

      

      She expected him to take a moment to respond, but seconds later he was already writing back.

      
        
        Josiah: That doesn’t surprise me. I fully expect you to be at the top of any naughty list. I’d love to stay. I’ll swing by Buns and Roses after I shower and grab something for dessert.

      

      

      She bent and offered Ollie a firm rub on the back. “I don’t know how you found me, but I’m glad you’re not lost out there somewhere in the snow. Silly creature.”

      Lisa filled a bowl with water, grabbed some food, and then tucked Ollie into the laundry room. She left the door partly open so Ollie could see out without actually being underfoot. Caleb was in the dogs don’t belong in the house camp and Lisa didn’t want to push it. Not when her dad was going to be here soon and was very firmly of the same opinion.

      And then she chased down the little girls and made them haul out their homework. The same things she’d been helping with over the past months. But as a pair of big brown eyes watched her intently from where Ollie had settled down on the nest Lisa made for her, it felt different.

      Not only was there a brand-new little life in the house, but Lisa stood at a split in the road. She wasn’t planning on running off and leaving Tamara that minute, but change was close. Very close. She’d have to make a decision about what to do next.

      She was nowhere near ready.
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        * * *

      

      Mealtimes at Silver Stone ranch were never awkward. They were noisy, they were loud. There was usually enough tempting food to make Josiah want to overindulge until he had to adjust his belt—something he tried extremely hard not to do.

      The two things he wasn’t used to experiencing when he joined the Stone family for dinner were babies and parents, and tonight he was getting both.

      At all of four days old, Tyler Stone was making ample impact on the dozen or so family members gathered together. For something not much bigger than a Kleenex box, the kid had everyone jumping when he so much as squeaked.

      In other words, he was a typical baby—the world revolved around him, and Josiah had zero problems with it.

      The parent bit of the equation, aka, Lisa’s dad, took up a whole lot more mental room and, unlike Tyler, nobody seemed to quite know how to deal with the man.

      He’d already been in the house when Josiah arrived, and Lisa hurried to introduce them.

      George Coleman stepped forward, hand stretched forward in greeting. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, and congratulations on becoming a grandpa. Again,” Josiah added quickly, in light of the girls Tamara had adopted.

      George stuttered for a second, as if not quite believing it. A small smile crossed his face. “Appreciate it.”

      “Grampa George has already been shortened to Geegee,” Lisa informed him. “I won twenty bucks calling that, by the way.”

      “Of course you did.”

      She grinned as she relieved him of the bag he held in his left hand. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” He glanced at George then at her sisters and brother-in-law, who were milling around the room, not quite certain if he was brave enough to kiss her in front of them all.

      Her lips twitched. “Go rescue Ollie. She’s been complaining ever since we closed the door.”

      He followed her pointing finger to the laundry room. “Was she acting up?”

      Lisa shook her head. “I’ll explain later.”

      He gave Ollie a hello and a treat from his pocket before warning her to be good and closing the door again.

      Josiah washed his hands, then joined the family, and after they’d all settled at the table, he waited for his friend to follow tradition and serve up the meal.

      The little girls chattered, grown-ups shared stories. Tyler got passed around like the football in a rugby match to give everyone a chance to eat.

      Josiah found himself frequently being stared at by George Coleman. He couldn’t remember exactly what Lisa had said when she’d introduced him, and now that the moment passed, it seemed awkward to back up and formally announce they were dating.

      Awkward. Very awkward.

      “Julia wants to know if she can come over tomorrow. She’s got the afternoon off.” Lisa glanced at Karen who had Tyler braced against her chest and was eating one-handed like a pro. “You plan to stick around for a couple of days?”

      “Yes.” Karen faced their father. “As long as that’s okay with you.”

      George waved a hand. “Of course it’s fine. I’ll take care of things. The Moonshine boys offered to come out and help deal with that pole shed that needs to be shored up.”

      Karen’s face tightened, but she nodded firmly. “Good. Then I’m definitely here until the seventh. I can’t wait to see this Julia. I figure the odds of someone like her being here in Heart Falls are like winning the lottery.”

      Their father frowned sternly. “Who is this person? Tamara, you’re not letting some total stranger into your home, are you?”

      “Yes, Dad. I’ve been taking out advertisements, asking anyone who possibly wanted to come and invade—”

      “Julia is part of the emergency team that helped deliver Tyler,” Lisa interjected. It was a smooth move to try to ease the tension that was clearly there between George and his daughters.

      Not that Josiah blamed Tamara for getting snarky.

      George was bristling, eyeing Caleb as if sitting in judgment. “Well, I guess that’s fine.”

      Lisa’s dad was a bit of an ass, but at the same time, it wouldn’t hurt to do whatever Josiah could to try to help ease the situation. “She looks a lot like your family. That’s why the girls find it so interesting.”

      “We’re wondering if Uncle Mark has kids he’s never told us about,” Karen said.

      George shook his head. “He’s been away for a long time, but we’ve gotten back in touch recently. As far as I know he’s been single his whole life.”

      “Julia’s mom was in Calgary for a while. It’s possible she was seeing him at one point. Or maybe the other uncle before he passed away—John?”

      Another headshake of denial. “John didn’t go anywhere outside of Rocky Mountain House. Definitely not without Mark.”

      “It’ll take some digging, but we’ll figure it out, if Julia is interested,” Tamara said. “I had to do DNA testing back while I was in university. If she wants, we can release the privacy on it to see if we’re actually related before we worry about anything else.”

      Lisa nodded, then pulled a face. “It’s too bad we can’t ask her mom, but Sharon Blushing passed away a year ago.”

      George’s fork fell from his fingers and clattered on the table, the potatoes and gravy he’d been about to put in his mouth splattering half on, half off his plate.

      He grabbed a napkin and dabbed at his mouth, but his face had gone white.

      “Dad?” Tamara was on her feet, pushing back from the table. “You okay?”

      George shook his head, reaching for his water glass. “I’m fine. I’m fine.”

      But the man was not fine. Josiah laid a hand on Lisa’s leg to keep her in place before turning to catch George’s eye.

      He’d gone white right down to the bone, as if shock was settling in. Something in the last moment had hit hard enough to send him nearly over the edge.

      “Deep breath,” Josiah ordered. “Hold it for second then let it out as slowly as you can.”

      Tamara was there, pushing her dad’s chair back. “He’s right. Focus on your breathing. Do you feel any pain? Is it your heart?”

      “No. Just stop.” George had pressed his hand against his chest, but he glanced quickly across the table at Sasha and Emma, who were both watching with wide-eyed horror. “Geegee is okay,” he told them. “Just swallowed wrong. Go back to your dinner. All of you.” Their father said it forcefully, twisting away from his daughter and back to the table. If he had been having a heart attack, he was hiding it well.

      When he deliberately picked up his fork and pushed it into his meatloaf, everyone started to move again.

      “Lisa. My brother found a spare guitar for you. You were talking about wanting to practice.” Caleb deliberately kept his gaze off his father-in-law, but he wasn’t fooling any of the grown-ups. They were all doing their best to get to the end of the meal when the little girls could be dismissed.

      At that point, George Coleman would have to either fess up or lie his ass off. Because it was all too clear when he’d reacted.

      Fight or flight? From what Lisa had shared earlier about her father, and the tension in the room before everything had blown up—Josiah wasn’t sure which way it was going to go.

      He stayed at Lisa’s side, stealing her fingers into his and holding on. Offering himself as an anchor.

      He had no idea that getting involved with her would involve so much drama. So be it—he was the king of dramatic families, when it came right down to it. None of this could scare him away. And if he could somehow make the night a little less traumatic for her, he was on board.

      They finally finished the meal, and with impeccable timing, Kelli James showed up at the door. “Knock, knock. I have two little girls I need out in the barn, stat.”

      Sasha and Emma eyed their grown-ups suspiciously, but Kelli was a big temptation. “Why?” Sasha demanded.

      Kelli grinned. “I’ll give you a hint. What has twenty legs and purrs?”

      “Kittens,” the girls shouted, racing for their coats and boots.

      “That was convenient,” Josiah whispered toward Lisa.

      She pushed her phone toward him and let him read her messages.

      
        
        Lisa: Family emergency. Nothing wrong with Tamara or baby, but we need you to kidnap the girls in fifteen minutes.

      

        

      
        Kelli: I’m on it.

      

      

      While they were waiting for the girls to leave the room, Lisa stood and put on the kettle for coffee, but other than that there was no pretense of clearing away dishes and moving to the living room.

      Tamara stared at her father. “Now that the girls are gone, what’s wrong?”

      George opened his mouth then snapped it closed. “I don’t like being interrogated by my daughters in front of my son-in-law and a total stranger.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” Caleb leaned back in his chair then did a good imitation of a rock. “Seems as if you’ve got something big on your plate you need to clear and if it’s going to affect Tamara, I’m not leaving her alone. Not now. Not ever.”

      George glanced briefly at Josiah.

      “You can pretend I’m not here, but Lisa’s going to tell me everything anyway,” Josiah said blandly. Taking a clue from Caleb, he leaned back and folded his arms across his chest. He wasn’t about to announce the not leaving her alone part, although he was sorely tempted to.

      Karen spoke softly. “Dad. What’s wrong? Do you know Julia?”

      “No.” Instant denial. Sincere and strong, and a little—hurt?

      George pushed up from the table and marched toward the kitchen, jerking back and pacing toward the living room as if his tangled thoughts wouldn’t let him stay in one place.

      “Do you know the name Sharon Blushing?” Lisa didn’t demand, she didn’t roar. She was squeezing Josiah’s fingers as if she was about to explode.

      George twisted toward them, misery on his face. He nodded. A sharp, blunt motion, as if that’s all he could get out.

      Then he took a deep breath, just like Josiah had told him to. He let it out slowly, his gaze meeting each of his daughters in turn. He paused on his son-in-law and once more on Josiah. Clearly confused why he was there.

      George squared his shoulders. “I don’t know Julia. I’ve never heard of her, but a long time ago I had a brief—” He swallowed. “Ah, hell. I was with this woman for about a week. Her name was Sharon Blushing, and when I said goodbye, I never heard from her again. Swear to God.”

      A pin drop could’ve been heard in the room as the three women registered exactly what their father’s confession meant.

      Caleb rose from his chair and met his father-in-law in the middle of the room. He placed a hand on his shoulder, and Josiah wasn’t quite sure what was going to happen.

      Then like the rock he was, Caleb cut through the tension and took control.

      “You’ve had a shock. We don’t know exactly what’s going on, but you deserve some time to process before anyone asks you more questions.” Caleb glanced back at the table, warning in his eyes. But Tamara nodded in response, cradling Tyler against her chest.

      Caleb pushed his father-in-law toward the door. “Come on. I’ll walk you to your room.”

      None of the women protested as the two of them pulled on coats and boots and left the house.

      It was the strangest situation. Outside of reality, yet most definitely happening and real, and life-changing in ways no one could yet understand. A small part of Josiah wished at that moment that he too was out in the barn, innocently chasing down kittens.

      The bigger part of him was so very glad he was there as Lisa squeezed his fingers and held on as if she was never letting go.
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      “Does that mean—?” Karen shook her head. “Of course, it means Julia’s probably our sister. That’s not what I’m asking.”

      “How old is Julia?” Tamara asked.

      “That’s my actual question,” Karen said.

      “Twenty-five.” Lisa was tapping her fingers on the countertop. Counting. When she glanced up there was relief in her eyes. “Young enough that our mom was already dead when Julia was conceived.”

      All three of them relaxed like wilting balloons.

      At her side, Josiah shifted until his hand could slide around her waist. “Are you guys okay? I mean, as okay as you can be? And if you want me to leave, let me know.”

      Karen waved off that suggestion. “Forget it. It’s not as if you’re getting information that won’t be out on the street in a short while. Seriously, Dad had an affair?”

      “Not that my brain wants to go there at all, but he is a guy. Mom would’ve been dead for at least a year.” Lisa glanced at Josiah. “Mom rolled a tractor. I was about one, so I don’t really remember her.”

      “Neither of us remember her that well, either,” Tamara said. “I mean, things we think are memories might just be our imagination, or stories we were told by others.”

      Silence fell again, all of them staring at the table, lost in thought.

      Josiah shot to his feet. “You’ve had a shock, which means you need to do the next thing. I’ll clean the table, but someone should probably help me or your leftovers will end up in strange places.”

      Lisa was beside him, punching him lightly on the shoulder as she led him toward the kitchen. “You’re right. This isn’t life-and-death. Julia seems like a nice enough person.”

      “A nice enough person who’s about to get her mind blown,” Tamara said, moving to the couch as Tyler chose that moment to begin to fuss. “You need to warn her,” she told Lisa.

      “Agreed.” Karen joined them, working easily as they let Tamara deal with the baby. They cleaned up the mess in the kitchen and dining room. “I know it’s fast and we should ask Dad how he feels about it, but if he can handle it, it might be good to get us all in a room together.”

      Josiah stayed quiet while the girls continued to talk. He kept an eye on all of them, checking expressions, but especially watching Lisa.

      Other than being completely perplexed at times, she seemed to have bounced back. As the girls had said, it wasn’t a terrible thing. Possibly not even as shocking for them as it would be for Julia. The other woman had admitted she didn’t have a lot of family. Being thrust into a new mix might be more than she wanted.

      Lisa was quieter than usual.

      Ollie had snuck into the room and was ricocheting between him and Lisa, side-eyeing them as if to complain about the shut door she’d had to put up with for the last couple of hours.

      When Caleb came back into the room, Josiah prepared to make his escape.

      It didn’t work. Lisa caught hold of him and held on tight as they all waited.

      “Your dad’s pretty shook up, but he’s okay,” Caleb assured Tamara. “I put him in one of the empty rooms in the bunkhouse. We’ll tell the girls they can go visit for a bedtime story, but this way Geegee gets some peace and quiet instead of having to listen to a baby cry at night.”

      It made sense. Lisa relaxed, leaning into Josiah as if using his strength to stay vertical. He slipped an arm around her shoulders.

      Caleb noticed, but when his gaze met Josiah’s, he simply dipped his chin a fraction of an inch in approval before moving on to check Karen, then his wife.

      His gaze lingered on Tamara. He went to say something a half dozen times, each time choking back words, his expression going blank even as he sat on the coffee table in front of her and watched her finish nursing Tyler.

      It seemed Tamara knew exactly what was going on. She sighed heavily. “I’m going to send you ass over teakettle if you don’t stop waiting for me to fall apart. Please, Caleb.”

      “It’s just, this has been a shock,” he began.

      “It has been, but it’s not necessarily a bad one. I need a shower, and somebody needs a diaper change.” She glanced at Karen and Lisa. “I’m calling time out. No more talking or thinking about this tonight. You guys okay with that?”

      Karen nodded as she came forward to take Tyler in the continuing game of pass the baby. “I plan to stick around, so if you want to head out with Josiah, Lisa, I’ll take care of things. Just let us know if you touch base with Julia.”

      “Will do.” Lisa tugged Josiah toward the door. “Give me a minute to grab some stuff, okay?”

      “No problem.” He glanced out the window to find snow had begun to fall sometime in the last hour. “I’ll clear off the truck. You can ride with me, and I’ll bring you back later.”

      Lisa headed away. Ollie glanced at Josiah then took off after Lisa. The dog nearly walked into a wall, though, shoulder-checking as if trying to keep an eye on Josiah even as she followed Lisa.

      Josiah chuckled. Crazy dog.

      He was headed for the door, hat firmly in place, when Karen tugged on his sleeve. She had a hand on Tyler’s belly, holding him securely on the changing area set up at the side of the room. “Thanks for being a voice of reason in the midst of the Coleman madness.”

      “No problem,” he repeated. “None of you were out of control, you know that.”

      Caleb and Tamara had both left the room, so it was just him and Karen. She wrinkled her nose then shrugged, reaching one handed under the counter and pulling out a brightly wrapped package. “I suppose this is probably strange timing considering how this evening turned out, but Tamara said she wanted Lisa to have this. I assume it’s some sort of thank-you for having taken care of things up until now.”

      “I can give it to her.” He wasn’t quite sure why he was being involved.

      Karen grabbed a second package. “And this one is for you. Same thing. Thanks for showing up and helping Tyler arrive safely.”

      Josiah chuckled. “I have zero objections to receiving presents. You don’t need to look so worried.”

      She went back to the diaper change, working quickly and efficiently. “Just don’t shoot the messenger. Tamara can have a twisted sense of humour. I have no idea if those are real or gag gifts.”

      “Twisted sense of humour? Sounds like Lisa.”

      Karen wrinkled her nose, not just at the task at hand, as she ditched the messy diaper and got Tyler suited up in a clean one. “I guess we’re going to find out if these family traits truly run from genetics or if it’s more based on how you were raised.”

      The needy tone in her voice was too clear to miss.

      He waited until she’d scooped Tyler up then held his arms out. “Not to jump the gun or anything, but if you need a hug from a big brother…”

      Josiah left the offer open, not wanting to push, but to his surprise she accepted immediately. Karen shuffled Tyler to one side and stepped in to squeeze Josiah tight. Even with just one free hand, she patted him on the back nearly as hard as his brother did on a regular basis. “You’re a good guy, Josiah. Welcome to the chaos.”

      There was a warm spot glowing inside as they pulled apart. Something completely family-like and caring in her words…and it felt good.

      Josiah tipped his hat, tapped Tyler on the nose, and snuck out the door.

      He barely had the truck ready by the time Lisa showed up.

      She threw a gym bag into the back seat of the crew cab, lifted Ollie to the floorboards, then climbed up and slid into the middle next to him. “I’m running away tonight. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not.” He headed carefully down the snowy drive. “My roommates will be home,” he warned.

      “I don’t think I’m in the mood for screaming,” she said quietly.

      “No assumptions.” He slid his arm around her shoulders. “You want to wait until we get home to call Julia?”

      “Part of me wants to wait until forever to make that call, but that’s not fair to anyone.”

      Ollie whined softly before hopping up on the passenger seat. She stepped daintily across Lisa’s lap to deposit herself in the narrow space between their thighs.

      Nope. Josiah slowed to a stop before pulling out onto the highway. He snapped his fingers and pointed to the other side of Lisa. “You’re already pushing it riding in the cab, dog. Get over there.”

      Ollie rose, a disgruntled look on her face, but she obeyed. She settled with her chin on Lisa’s thigh and proceeded to stare piteously at Josiah.

      “You offended her,” Lisa scolded as he resumed driving. “She simply can’t get comfortable unless she’s sitting on both of us.”

      “I noticed. She might need to adjust her standards because that’s not going to fly with the veterinarian.”

      Lisa pulled out her phone and stared at it for a moment before letting out a huge sigh. “Here goes nothing.”

      As difficult it was for Lisa to make the call, in some ways Josiah thought it was even harder to be on the listening end. To have no control—

      But wasn’t that the problem? None of the people who’d been thrust into this situation had control. The only option they had was to face the future.
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        * * *

      

      The evening had been over-the-top crazy, yet through it all, Lisa clung to two facts.

      One, the mysterious woman who had shown up and might be family seemed a decent individual. It wasn’t her fault any of this had happened. All Lisa could do was to try to mitigate the shock that was about to arrive.

      The other? How much she appreciated that Josiah had been beside her. Lisa couldn’t remember a single time in the past when she’d been the one who had someone looking out for her.

      But no one else could do this. It was on her shoulders.

      She made the call.

      “Hey, Lisa,” Julia said. “I didn’t expect to hear from you this soon.”

      “I’ve been thinking about you lots, and there’s been an interesting development I need to mention. It’s kind of big,” Lisa warned. “Are you sitting down?”

      A moment’s silence came from the line. “I’m not driving or doing anything dangerous. What’s wrong?”

      “Not necessarily wrong, just a bit of a surprise. Remember I mentioned there might be an uncle who lived in Calgary around the time you would’ve been conceived?” Lisa made a face as she watched the gate in front of them open. Way to go beating around the bush. She wasn’t about to win any awards for charm, not picking such a stupid way to approach this.

      “Do you think he might be my dad?” Julie asked. Nothing in her tone said she was freaking out or excited. She just was.

      “From the conversation we had tonight around the dinner table with my sisters and my dad, it appears you might be a little more related than we first guessed. I’m not positive, but my dad seems to know your mom.”

      The silence stretched on a lot longer this time. “Wait. That’s— Are you saying—?”

      “He was shaken up when I mentioned your mom’s name, and we didn’t want to push, but he pretty much came out and admitted he had an affair with her.”

      “Wow.” More silence.

      Josiah was driving cautiously, both hands on the wheel as the headlights shone forward, dancing off the falling snowflakes. Everything seemed hushed, as if speaking the wrong words would somehow make the world vanish.

      “Julia?” Lisa asked. “Are you okay?”

      “Are you guys okay? I already knew my mom had been with someone, even though she refused to tell me who. This has got to be a huge shock for you.” Her quick inhale was audible over the line. “I’m not trying to mess anything up for your family, I swear. Or push myself in where I don’t belong.”

      “It’s not that at all. If you’re family, you’re family. We just need to find out for sure.” Lisa stared out the side window at the growing darkness. “Either way, I’m not trying to run away from getting to know you.”

      “Thanks.”

      Lisa decided it was better to just cut it short. “I’ll let you go, but if you need to call me tonight, don’t hesitate. Dad’s around tomorrow. If you want, you can come by to meet him.”

      “This is all a little over the top, but yes, that’s a good idea. I’m on call tonight until noon tomorrow, so if it’s possible to meet after that, I’d appreciate it.”

      “No problem. Take care of yourself tonight, okay? And I mean it. Call if you need to,” Lisa reminded her.

      “I will. But I’ll be fine.” Julia actually laughed softly. “I’m always fine.”

      Which made Lisa feel even worse as she hung up.

      Josiah had parked the truck in front of his house. He pulled her out the door after him, pausing to make sure Ollie made it to the ground safely. He tugged Lisa tight. “That sounded as if it went well. As well as it could.”

      “I guess.” Lisa laid her head against his chest and squeezed tight, closing her eyes and leaning into him. “I feel like I should call someone to make sure they keep an eye on Julia.”

      “Good idea. No reason why we can’t give Brad a call.”

      “What if he’s not working?”

      “He’s probably not, but he’ll know who is.” Josiah pulled out his phone and called right then and there, giving their friend the quick-and-dirty update. He nodded as he hung up. “Brad’s got it under control.”

      “Okay, that helps.”

      Josiah whistled for Ollie, who had taken off to do her business and explore the hedges beside the house. “Come on. Let’s go inside where it’s warm.”

      Walking into the house was like stepping into comfort. The memory of their first date swept in powerful and strong as she took off her boots. Josiah took her coat and hung it in the closet.

      She headed straight for the fireplace, ready to add a couple of logs to the coals that were still burning.

      “Let’s get the one in my room going,” Josiah suggested. “Unless you want to spend the evening with my roommates, which if you do, fine. They might be a good distraction.”

      That wasn’t the kind of distraction she was looking for. “Brilliant reminder.”

      She caught Josiah by the hand and tugged him down the hallway.

      They were at his bedroom door before she realized she’d basically been running. From the way he was grinning, he was aware.

      “You make one comment about me being eager to get into your bedroom…” she warned, unable to keep a smile from flickering across her face.

      Josiah twisted the doorknob, letting the door swing away from them as he gestured her in. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      But he smiled back and stirred more dizzying emotions inside her than she’d like to admit.

      Josiah headed to the side of the room and got the fire going as promised. Lisa stared out the window for a moment, the clouds gathering behind the mountains shining with yellows and reds. “Will we get another chance to see the green flash?”

      “We can try if you’d like. We’d need to sneak upstairs in an hour.”

      He was stacking wood carefully on top of kindling, teeny flames crawling up the wood like eager fingers.

      “Maybe not.” Lisa slid in close and placed her hands on his shoulders, running her palms along his arms and over his chest as she leaned into his back. Resting her weight against him. Soaking in the heat of his torso.

      He closed the airtight door. “You need some more cuddles?”

      She moved with him as he settled on the floor, landing in his lap with her arms around his shoulders. “I don’t know what I need, to be honest.”

      He tucked his fingers under her chin and adjusted her head to brush his lips over hers. Brief, almost chaste. “This might sound off the wall, but let’s go with it.” He wiggled, pulling something from his back pocket.

      A set of note cards. Familiar looking—

      Lisa laughed. “You have another scene for us to play out?”

      His cheeks had gone red, but he kept a happy expression in place. “Only if you want to.”

      She pressed her palms against his face and stared into his blue eyes intently. “That would be perfect. I want to get out of my head, and what better way than to get into somebody else’s? What kind of classical entertainment are we duplicating tonight? Another historical Western?”

      This time Josiah’s smile reached his eyes. “You pick. I didn’t give us a script this time. We’re going to improvise.”

      “Sounds interesting. You have any props?”

      A burst of laughter escaped him. “Damn. When you do a thing, you get into it one hundred percent, don’t you?”

      He lifted her, bracing until she found her balance and sliding back on the floor with the cards he handed her. The fire was beginning to take, heat sliding past the glass front to create an oasis of warmth.

      Lisa glanced at the first card and read out loud. “Setting: a castle in France. Mid-eighteenth century. Female lead: housekeeper. Male lead: Lord of the Manor.” She snickered, not even trying to hide it. “Josiah Ryder, you have French maid fantasies.”

      He grinned. Unashamed and totally amused. “You’d look damn good in a short skirt.”

      She tucked the card behind the others. “Setting: high school gymnasium. Female lead: head cheerleader. Male lead: captain of the football team.”

      Across from her, Josiah leaned back on his elbows, the long length of him stretched out before her. His thigh muscles pressed against his jeans and a prominent bulge rose behind the worn spot at the center of his groin.

      “Short skirt. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Another card got tucked behind, not because she wasn’t interested in potentially playing out that situation, but because this entire setup was far enough out of the norm to delight her. It wasn’t every guy who could put down their fragile male egos long enough to truly have fun in the bedroom.

      After all his short-skirt comments and the scenarios he’d set out—this was definitely ending in bed. There’d been way too many days of dirty thoughts and getting herself off.

      “Setting: a doctor’s office.” She tucked the card behind the others. “Sorry, no. Maybe if I hadn’t just seen a kid pop out from my sister.”

      “In my defence, I set these cards up a couple of days ago,” Josiah admitted.

      His gaze drifted over her, lingering on her breasts, then rising up to take in her face. Slow enough to be an actual caress, it slid over her shoulders. Over her skin and deeper.

      It wasn’t just sexual, this attraction between them.

      He was right. The past weeks had built a tie stronger than she’d expected. But the sexual part? Oh, hell yes, it was there.

      It was time to do something about it.

      Lisa glanced at the next card. “Setting: a remote hotel room. Two strangers—” She looked up with a grin. “I’m going to burst your bubble, but this is kind of how my cousin met your best friend’s sister.”

      Josiah’s eyes widened as he scrambled forward to see which card she had. “Damn. You’re right. I never thought about it that way.” He tossed the card over her shoulder. “I mean, I’m glad it turned out well for them, but I’m not looking to reenact that.”

      Considering the one-night stand had resulted in a baby—neither was Lisa. Not yet, at least.

      “Setting. A lonely stretch of highway in the English countryside. A young lady’s carriage is beset by highwaymen.” She whistled, glancing up. “Are you the hero coming to rescue me or one of the highwaymen?”

      He was no longer sitting a few feet away, but beside her. Smoothing his fingers over her thigh. “I can go with either.”

      “Definitely the hero. I always assumed highwaymen had questionable hygiene.”

      Josiah burst out laughing. He rolled to his back to gaze at the ceiling. “God. This is more difficult than I imagined.”

      “But a lot of fun, right?” Lisa swung carefully over him, thighs resting on either side of his hips as she stared down. She leaned forward and pressed her hands to his chest. “Scottish countryside.”

      He slid a hand into her hair, tangling the length around his fingers. “Why the revision?”

      “With a heroic Scotsman coming to my rescue? You’ve got to have a kilt somewhere. You’re not the only one who likes skirts.”

      He wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and tugged. She let him guide her down until their lips met.

      Stretched out in front of the fire, creating their own type of heat, the scenarios on random cards vanished.

      Josiah had one hand on her hip, holding her steady. He slipped his fingers just high enough to separate her T-shirt from her jeans, then his thumb made contact with skin, rubbing back-and-forth at the edge of her waistline. A barely there touch, yet big enough her entire body felt as if he were petting her.

      And the kisses. Long, slow, drugging exchanges. His tongue slipping against hers just long enough that when he pulled back she couldn’t help but follow, stretching more fully over him, his solid muscular body a gloriously hard cushion.

      Josiah rolled, bringing her under him onto the soft woven carpet in front of the fireplace. He held himself up on one elbow, the weight of his torso barely brushing hers. His hips firmly nestled between her thighs, and when he rocked, the hard length of his cock brushed her aching sex, and she moaned.

      “Do you actually want me to go find a kilt?” he muttered between kisses that drifted across her cheek and down her throat. “Do you want to stop and go look for the green flash?”

      Lisa lifted her legs and wrapped them tightly around his hips, locking him in place even as she regretted the layers between them. “Later. Right now if you want to ravish me, I’m fully on board.”

      “You have no idea what you’re doing to me,” Josiah said, pulling up her T-shirt. He shoved down the cup of her bra. An instant later, his mouth covered her nipple and he sucked.

      Lisa arched, the response jolting from her body. A pulsing need began deep in her core, as if he’d tipped the top of a metronome and the heavy pulse was echoing off the walls to land solidly between her thighs.

      She caught hold of his shirt, fingers twisting in the fabric as she tugged with a faint hope it would magically disappear and she could make contact with skin.

      No magic. Words were required. “Not that I want you to stop, but take this off,” she whispered.

      Josiah slid farther down her body, nipping at her waist. “I’m busy.”

      “Josiah,” she complained with an exasperated moan.

      A clatter of doggie nails rattled across the floor as Ollie came running from her bed in the corner of the room to see what was wrong.

      Josiah laid his forehead against Lisa’s belly and laughed as Ollie stuck her head over them both, whining in concern. When he lifted his head, laughter danced in his eyes. “This overprotective dog does not like you making that noise,” he pointed out.

      Lisa struggled upright, pushing Ollie aside and shoving down her shirt. Cock-blocked by the dog. Again.

      “Ollie. Go, sit.” She pointed at the dog bed as she put every bit of command into her words.

      The dog glanced at Josiah, blinking piteously. It was clear she hoped for an overrule of Lisa’s order.

      He lifted his arm and pointed as well. “Go.”

      Ollie snorted as if she’d been cruelly abandoned, shuffling back to her bed. She turned in three increasingly slow circles before collapsing with a loud huff of air.

      Josiah and Lisa glanced at each other for a moment in sheer amusement before he scooped her up, spinning her in a circle then tossing her toward his bed. “We might be safe up there.”

      Lisa slid higher on the mattress, patting the spot beside her. “There’s no time like the present.”

      His eyes flashed, and he held up a hand. “You’re right. I’ll be back.”

      Josiah turned on his heel and left the room.
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      Josiah left the door to the bedroom open, so Lisa assumed he was coming back. She curled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them, laughing inside.

      His unpredictability scored another point.

      He jetted back into the room then slowed, as if he hadn’t been sprinting a moment earlier. “I forgot these.”

      He held up two brightly wrapped packages. He closed the door firmly and locked it before marching to the bed and climbing on the mattress beside her.

      The smaller of the two packages was offered to her. “It’s not from me. It’s from your sister. Some sort of thank-you for us being there the other day.”

      Her curiosity kicked into high gear. “Instant proof Tamara’s feeling better, because a week ago she would’ve had to ask me to do the wrapping.” She picked up her box and held it by her ear as she shook it.

      A low sliding rattle echoed back.

      Josiah was unwrapping the other gift, a beautiful leather belt slipping from the box onto the mattress between them.

      “That’s nice.” Lisa wiggled closer. “And observant. You could use an upgrade.”

      She tugged on the end of the belt he wore. It wrapped far around his waist until it nearly reached his back.

      Lisa glanced up at his face to discover his pretend smile was in place. “What’s wrong?”

      Josiah blinked, then put his thoughts aside. “I’m picturing you wearing my belt and nothing else.”

      A shiver of anticipation struck. “We can totally do that. We just won’t tell my sisters, okay?”

      His smile was back. The real one that lit up his eyes as he mimed putting a key to his lips, locking it, then throwing the key over his shoulder.

      Lisa scrambled at the wrapping paper on her present, watching his face. She’d let him get away with keeping his secret for the moment, but there was definitely something more to discover. “If Tamara gave me a wooden spoon, we know she’s going with a theme.”

      “It’s too short to be a wooden spoon,” Josiah pointed out.

      That was true. The box turned out to be a shiny metallic tin with a brightly coloured image of a mountain scene. “Pretty.”

      Josiah took it from her fingers. “What’s inside? Chocolates? Tea?”

      “Something decadent, I hope.”

      He popped the lid off, and the tin slipped from his fingers. A rainbow of colourful condom wrappers showered onto the mattress.

      Lisa couldn’t help it. She burst into laughter at the expression on Josiah’s face. “Oh my God, I’m going to kill her.”

      “Do I even want to know?” Josiah asked.

      He was picking up the condoms, putting them back into the tin two and three at a time. Lisa grabbed one, waving it in the air like a baton. “Long-standing joke. I might have given Tamara a box of these once upon a time.”

      He reached for the one in her fingers, but she tucked it away with sleight-of-hand.

      Josiah paused as she showed him empty palms. “Good trick. You Coleman girls are dangerous.”

      Lisa glanced toward the corner of the room to make sure that Ollie was settled in place. “I’m sure a heroic Scotsman like yourself has no problem dealing with danger.”

      His demeanor changed. Josiah put the tin down beside his present on the side table. “I don’t need to role-play tonight, and I don’t want to wait any longer. I want you, Lisa.”

      Oh my God. “Yes. Definitely yes.”

      He reached for her, and this time the T-shirt didn’t just go up partway. It was over her head and tossed to the floor in mere seconds. Josiah undid her bra, pressing a kiss to her shoulder before slipping the straps off one at a time. The cool air mixed with the heat from the fireplace and brushed her skin as he got her naked.

      Jeans undone and stripped away. Panties vanishing.

      He caught her wool socks by the toes and dragged them off so slowly her skin lit up. Every inch was so sensitive that when he wrapped a hand around her ankle and caressed his way up, Lisa quivered.

      “So beautiful,” he whispered before pressing his lips to her calf. To the inside of her knee. Barely moving before licking and nipping all the way up to her inner thigh.

      Josiah pressed her knees apart, staring at her sex. Just looking, as Lisa watched.

      His eyes—so expressive when he was being himself. When he showed what he was actually feeling and it was clear there was no pretending going on. This wasn’t acting. It was simple need and want and desire.

      Josiah glanced up and their gazes met

      “You’re making me nervous,” she admitted. “And I don’t get nervous.”

      “Let’s just call it anticipation then,” he suggested. “Trust me. I’ll make you feel good.”

      She wanted to complain that he wasn’t getting naked, but she already knew he had the mouth of a god. Interrupting his plans seemed like a sin.

      He leaned in and put his lips to her sex, and she closed her eyes and just felt.

      Felt each teasing stroke as he worked either side of her sex, circling her clit before giving it the briefest bit of attention. Again, and again, each move slightly different, so she couldn’t anticipate where he would touch next. Each time adding a little twist until the ache inside was so big she could barely breathe.

      He’d slid a finger into her, stroking softly. He switched to two fingers, barely there, barely moving, yet most definitely present. Especially in contrast to the rapid motion of his tongue.

      The next time he withdrew, a shudder shook her as he raised three fingers to his mouth and licked.

      Oh. My. God.

      He pressed the thick mass into her, and she slapped a hand over her mouth to trap the wordless whimper that wanted to escape.

      His grin flashed. “Good thinking. Don’t disturb the puppy.”

      His fingers moved with infinite patience. A deep tingle radiated everywhere, as if he were attaching electrodes to her body.

      “Josiah. Please.” The words were as close to a whisper as she could manage at that moment.

      His smile only widened. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He put that magical mouth to her again, and she could’ve started a countdown timer. Three, two, one—

      She was gone. Waves of pleasure rolled over her as if a rock had been dropped into a basin. Impact shot to the edge then back, ripples smashing into each other, creating a hard pulse that went on and on. Every time he moved his fingers, her body lit up again.

      When he finally slipped his hand free, Lisa wanted to catch him by the shoulders and drag him over her, but she couldn’t move. “I’m boneless.”

      Josiah shoved off his jeans, reaching for the condom she’d laid on the pillow beside her. “I’m not.”

      She glanced down in the hopes of getting to finally see him naked, but the instant he covered himself, he was back between her thighs. Kissing her senseless before aligning his cock with her sex.

      He rocked, groaning against her cheek. “Not going to last,” he warned.

      “It’s okay—”

      Josiah pressed deep. A single motion that buried him completely.

      Air rushed from her lungs. Lisa clutched his shoulders, fighting to remember how to breathe. He felt so perfect inside her. Stretching her, filling her.

      Moving in her as he slowly withdrew before thrusting forward.

      His expression—one hundred percent real. His eyes closed and his jaw slid open as he moaned in pleasure. The next second his eyes snapped open and his gaze caught hers as his lips twisted upward. “Better than I dreamed.”

      “Me too.” She tugged at his shirt. “Except for this.”

      Josiah hesitated, then leaned on one arm and reached over his head. He jerked the fabric forward and she helped gather it up and off as he rocked onto the other arm to free the last sleeve.

      Finally.

      Lisa curled herself around him, savouring the heat of his naked skin touching hers. Josiah adjusted their position until they ended up sitting on the bed. His legs dangled off the side as she sat in his lap, fully embedded on his cock.

      His torso quivered as she stroked her fingers over the muscular planes of his chest. “Now it’s perfect,” she said.

      His fingers pulsed on her butt and he put his lips to hers as he lifted her. Effortlessly sliding her up before bringing her down carefully. Lisa used her thighs and helped, and they picked up speed.

      Josiah groaned. “So fucking good.”

      Harder, now. He brought her down rapidly, thrusting upward to connect them forcefully. As she rocked over him, he slid one hand against her back, drawing them closer until their bodies rubbed.

      Sex slicked and wet. The scent in the air—decadent. The sounds—enough to make the spiral of heat inside her flare all over again.

      Lisa felt the tremor before he clutched her, hips pulsing erratically as he came, his shaft thick within her.

      She was so close. She ground down, bumping her clit against his body in a desperate search for the final pressure she needed.

      Josiah snuck a hand between their bodies, his thumb going unerringly to her clit. He circled a couple of times and then pressed down, hard. Pinching and rolling between thumb and forefinger, and it was enough.

      More than enough. It was a stick of dynamite when a match would’ve worked, but she wasn’t about to complain.

      “Josiah.” The word escaped somewhere between a cry of pleasure and a wheeze.

      He laughed as he caught the back of her head and brought her mouth to his. Kissing her. Both of them gasping for air between tongue-tangling demands. As if they couldn’t get enough of each other.

      It took a long time for their breathing to return to normal, the fire between them having heated the room to perfection.

      Lisa peeled back just far enough to stare into his eyes. Her fingers caressed the back of his head as she stroked his hair. “Not bad considering you weren’t wearing a kilt.”

      Josiah’s face lit up. “It’s good to have something to look forward to.”

      Oh, she had plenty to look forward to. They were just beginning—

      She had no idea what they were beginning. She had no idea what the next days or weeks were going to bring.

      He caught her against him, pressing her head against his chest as he stroked her back.

      Thank God, because her face would’ve given her away. He was inside her, joined as intimately as two people could be. It seemed so right. It seemed like exactly where she was supposed to be.

      Lisa put aside the worries about what was coming tomorrow and concentrated on the present.

      “You are a screamer,” Josiah teased softly.

      “Only when necessary,” she assured him. Lisa tilted her head back to watch his expression as she ran a hand over his stubble-roughened cheek. “Although we might have to test that theory a few more times tonight.”

      “A scientific experiment. I like that idea.” He nodded firmly.

      Then he brought them apart just for long enough to clean up before dimming the lights and curling his arms around her. It was too early to go to bed, but this was the perfect place to be.

      “Get some sleep,” he ordered. “You’re going to need it.”
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      Whatever crazy kind of dream he was having, Josiah Ryder didn’t want it to end.

      Lisa Coleman was in his bed. A warm, generous woman who, when he’d woken her in the night, hadn’t gotten all cranky on him but enthusiastically offered herself up to his hands and mouth and cock.

      Although when he pressed a kiss to her neck at five thirty in the morning, she sighed heavily and burrowed herself farther into her pillow.

      Josiah forced himself to stay quiet as he rolled out of bed. Some solitary time wasn’t a bad thing—he had his morning routine to follow. He pulled on a pair of briefs, sweatpants, and a muscle shirt before dropping to the floor to begin his workout.

      He was on his third round of push-ups and sit-ups when he felt two sets of eyes staring at him. Ollie’s head hung over the foot of the bed where the creature had magically landed sometime right before dawn.

      A foot or two higher, Lisa had her chin resting in her hand as she stared at him.

      He focused on the ceiling and counted sit-ups, trying to ignore that her eyes were on him, drifting over his body.

      It shouldn’t feel so uncomfortable, but it did.

      “Energy to burn?” She sounded well-fucked, and a pulse of satisfaction hit.

      “Morning routine. Being done with far less energy than normal, thanks to you.” He teasingly flashed a grin even as he cranked out another couple of crunches.

      She examined him closely. “Nearly done?”

      “Nearly.”

      He rolled to his stomach, placed his hands on the floor and swung into the final set of push-ups. Lisa’s feet hit the ground beside him, bare toes with pale pink on the nails circling around.

      “Join me in the shower when you’re done,” she said.

      His cock reacted, hardening to the point of pain.

      Josiah pushed up again.

      She squatted so their eyes met on the same level. “I mean it,” she said. “Please?”

      His arms quivered, so he focused down and continued without answering her.

      She stepped away.

      Ollie jumped down from the bed and paced over to Josiah’s side, nose slipping against his neck briefly. The dog stretched lazily then curled up on the floor outside the closed bathroom door, stalking Lisa again.

      In the distance, the water turned on. Josiah stopped his workout, collapsed to the ground, and stared at the door with less than a dozen push-ups to go.

      Last night had changed things, yes. But what had gone on in the days before had changed things even more. Now that Tamara’s baby had arrived, Lisa was narrowing in on the final weeks of needing to be around. Even having her in his bed last night had been a happy coincidence because of Karen being in town. Lisa had needed company after too many shocks.

      For him, it was so much more. He didn’t want this to end.

      God, he wanted this to be the beginning, but there was no way he could expect her to keep herself open to all the possibilities for them if he wasn’t willing to be one hundred percent transparent.

      No matter how frightening it would be. No matter how vulnerable he had to make himself.

      Josiah pushed to his feet, stepped over Ollie, and marched himself to the shower.

      Lisa stood naked under the water, and while he knew he had to do the next thing, that in itself was a reward. Sweet curves, her brown hair turned darker as she lifted her face to the shower and let the water stream over her skin.

      As she lifted her arms and the motion lifted her breasts, Josiah took a deep breath and peeled off his muscle shirt. He pushed down his sweats and underwear in one motion, his erection so thick it thumped upward toward his belly.

      He knew what he looked like. The image in the mirror lied, though. No matter how often he looked at it, it was still difficult to believe.

      But he was working on it. Working on having the confidence to do what was necessary, which currently was toss a spare towel onto the rack and pull the door open.

      Lisa twisted toward him, eyes widening as they danced over his body. He stepped under the water and pulled her against him.

      Her soft skin was a present that helped chase away his fears.

      She pressed a kiss to his chest, fingers playing in the light dusting of hair there. “Hello, gorgeous.”

      A rush of pleasure struck. “That’s my line.”

      “We can have a mutual admiration society. Founding members.” She leaned back, stroking her fingers over his waistline and toward his hip. Admiration on her face, and something more.

      Heat.

      She glanced up and her tongue snuck over her lips.

      “You’re killing me,” he warned her. “This is killing me.”

      “I want to touch you everywhere. I want to kiss you everywhere.” She slid her fingers toward his groin and wrapped strong fingers around his erection. “Everywhere.”

      The windows were not fogging up because of the hot water.

      Josiah closed his eyes as she stroked softly, with barely enough pressure. He reached down and wrapped his fingers over hers, increasing the tightness of their joint grip until it was right. Until each stroke of their hands was like a row of thumbtacks being applied along his spine. Pleasure and pain wrapped up and forced upon him until far too soon, he lost control.

      Semen spurted over their hands. He eased his grip and slowed their motion. Lisa followed his guidance. Touching him. Rolling her hands over his body until the shaking stopped. Until he wasn’t sure what force was holding him vertical, because neither his leg muscles nor his brain seemed to be functioning.

      Lisa draped her arms around his neck, and he leaned back on the tiled wall behind him, adjusting the showerhead to pour over them while they stood together. Perfectly naked.

      She stroked his cheek. “I liked that.”

      He hummed happily. “Obviously, I did too.”

      His attempt to lighten the situation failed as Lisa examined him closely. “Something on your mind?”

      Josiah took a deep breath and considered his revelation that in this moment it was important—vitally important—to be honest. “I don’t do this. Not with anyone.”

      Lisa tilted her head, considering. “Have sleepovers? Have showers together?”

      “Get naked,” he admitted.

      Her brows went up.

      “Don’t give me that look. Yes, I have sex. I make women feel good, but I usually do it with as many clothes on as possible or in the dark. I’m not always comfortable stripping down.”

      Lisa opened her mouth then gave a very firm nod. “Gotcha. That’s why…” She glanced down for a moment and back at his face, a little curiosity but mostly caring in her expression. “You’re naked right now. Which, I have to say, makes me very happy.”

      “Making you happy is why I’m here. It’s why I’m doing it, even though I’m uncomfortable.” He caught her fingers in his hand and nibbled on her knuckles, finally letting his amusement show through. “I refuse to be stupid again and miss this opportunity, and figured you’d probably notice if I walked in with all my clothes on.”

      “I might’ve,” Lisa agreed, lips curled upward.

      She stroked the back of his neck with her free hand, almost as if she were petting him. Whether she was waiting for him to say something more or she was thinking about what to say herself, it didn’t feel uncomfortable.

      It felt like an inhale. A moment to get ready to do the next thing.

      Which made it easier for him to continue. “Growing up, I was a pretty pudgy kid. That affected a lot of my early years, what with being on the stage so much. Or more like not on the stage. I always got the understudy roles. Or the sidekick, not the star.”

      Lisa made a face. “The best friend in Anne of Green Gables?”

      He snorted. “Guys playing girls is traditional in theater. That part wasn’t what hurt, but the fact far too many people pointed out how perfect I was for the role since I was on the ‘dumpling’ side of the scale. My family weren’t mean about it, but between my weak acting talents—and yes, my skills truly are three or four levels below the rest of them—and being heavy, I was always less than acceptable. Never quite what they were looking for.”

      She watched him closely, her words a gentle tease. “Well, five hundred points to Gryffindor, because you grew up rather spectacularly.”

      It was easy to laugh at that and it helped lighten his mood. “Thanks, but I didn’t lose the weight until I went away to veterinary school, and it took a heck of a lot of work. Still does.”

      “Thus, the morning routine.” Lisa stroked him again, hands running along his forearm and between his fingers. “Thus, the old, worn belt?”

      Damn, she was good. “There’s a sense of power when you move a notch on a belt. It’s a warning sign, as well, if you have to go the opposite direction. I took a hammer and a nail to make new holes when I needed to.”

      “Thank you for sharing with me.” She had meshed her fingers with his and she squeezed, glancing up. “You need to do what you’re comfortable with, but, Josiah? I do like how you look. Very much. I appreciate the muscles you’ve gained, but I also like you. The man who is caring and smart and funny. You don’t have to worry that I’m judging you.”

      “I know.” He tipped her chin and moved in for a slow kiss. “It’s me judging myself, but I’m working on it. But pigs would fly before I’d strip down and go Magic Mike in front of a gathering.”

      She caught him by the back of the neck and tugged their lips together. Their tongues brushed leisurely before she nibbled on his bottom lip. “I’m not much for sharing publicly,” she admitted between kisses. “But if you want to put on a private floor show at some point, I won’t say no.”

      He turned her in his arms, grabbing the soap and proceeding to have a wonderful time getting her squeaky clean. If he left a trail of water across the floor to grab a condom from her present, he’d deal with it later.

      He was taking one more step on the road toward forever and a few puddles were totally worth it.
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      Lisa pulled on clean clothes, catching herself grinning as she headed back to the bathroom to finish getting ready for the day.

      Josiah had already left the room after giving her a peppermint-fresh, tooth-brushed kiss that sent her toes wiggling.

      It had been a magical night. No doubts about it, and despite everything she needed to decide and the huge things her family had to deal with, the spot of happiness inside her was real.

      She mentally shoved everything aside and laid that happiness down like a foundation. There were going to be tough things to face, even that day, but deep inside where it mattered? She was happy.

      Lisa stepped down the hallway to the kitchen with Ollie at her heels. The scent of bacon in the air mingled with rich coffee. Finn and Zachary were poring over the maps spread across the entire kitchen island.

      Finn glanced at her before smiling into his coffee cup without saying a word.

      Zachary’s appreciation was a little more blatant. “Morning, sunshine.”

      It only took two steps for Josiah to walk past the other man, “accidentally” nudging him backward so Zach had to catch his balance or flail into a wall.

      “Sorry about that,” Josiah claimed bluntly. “Two eggs or three?”

      Finn chuckled. “Don’t give the man a reason to hate you,” he warned Zach. “It’s a little cold to sleep in the barn.”

      “I wasn’t going to touch,” Zachary muttered.

      He was just charming enough to not be annoying. “Good thing,” Lisa offered. “I have Wookie in my background.”

      At the stove, Josiah broke another set of eggs into the pan. “That explains so much.”

      “Hey,” Lisa complained, whirling on him, but she matched him grin for grin.

      “In other news, I have a question for you.” Finn grabbed a couple of maps and dropped them on the table. He pushed aside the chair beside him and patted it. “Come here. I need your opinion.”

      She made her way forward, sliding into the chair and looking over the maps as Ollie settled on her feet. “I don’t know the area that well. If you have specific questions, I can find someone else to answer them.”

      “Awesome, and if I need it, I’ll ask. I’m wondering which looks like a better view.” Finn tapped two different areas of the map where there were red circles at different elevations. “Existing buildings are here and here.”

      Lisa eyed the roads and mountains and considered what she’d learned from her short time in the region. She tapped one of them. “This one would have the view, but I don’t think you’d want to live there unless you’re a kite-flying enthusiast.”

      Josiah glancing at them, nodding in agreement. “My place is pretty protected because of the crown land to the west of us. Those tall trees absorb the wind when it gets roaring, but the farther south you go, the higher the gusts.”

      “And by gusts, think hurricane-force. Last fall, Caleb said a big rig flipped. It was headed north and the winds from the west were strong enough to shove it right over.” Lisa pointed at a circle. “Where is this on your land?”

      He drew a rectangular-shaped box around the circle. A big one.

      She slid her fingers slightly north and west. “Unless the house is in really good shape, you’d be better off building here.”

      “What if this was a place for people to visit, not live all the time?”

      “That could work, but it’s still going to be windy.” She glanced at him, curiosity rising. “Karen’s in town,” she told him.

      “That’s nice. Arenas on this side of the barn?”

      He was going to play it like that, was he? Lisa pointed again. “Here. I bet you twenty bucks you end up running into her sometime in the next week.”

      “With or without you interfering?”

      “I don’t cheat,” Lisa declared indignantly.

      Finn grinned and held out a hand. “It’s a bet.”

      Well, that was easy. “Want to lose some more money?”

      “How about making me spend money, period?” Finn offered. “Josiah says the new animal rescue could use some cash. Whatever you help raise, I’ll match.”

      Lisa stopped dead in her tracks. The suggestion had come out of the blue and it took her a moment to realign her brain.

      “Really.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you get out of it?”

      “Personal satisfaction at having contributed to a worthy cause.”

      In the background, Zachary made a gagging noise.

      Lisa snickered. Yeah, it had sounded like bullshit to her as well. “Really?”

      Finn met her gaze straight on. “I’ve got a project I’d like to start in town that will take off better if the animal rescue is already in place. I don’t want to say more because until it’s a done deal, I can’t. But mostly, the personal satisfaction, on more than one front, isn’t a lie.”

      Lisa thought about it. She was still in that nebulous “not sure what to do with herself” place, no matter that her family was facing interesting chaos. Tamara would be settled into a routine with Tyler soon enough, and that was her main deadline for doing the next thing.

      For all Lisa knew, this was going to be her last free night in a long time. “I like the idea, but I can’t do it by myself.”

      In the background, Josiah dropped something. A lid, rattling on the counter as he swore softly.

      Oh.

      Oh.

      There was an idea. Lisa glanced over to examine him for a moment. It might be another strange kind of date, but maybe this was what she needed. One final project to help other people, and then she could move on and do something for herself.

      She made her way over to him at the counter, Ollie contentedly leaning against them both. “What do you think?”

      “About what?” Josiah pushed aside the pans and turned the heat down to give her his full attention.

      As he watched her, the strangest sensation struck. Lisa stood there, completely unable to say anything for a moment.

      She’d just realized she very rarely asked other people for help.

      Oh, she ordered people around. She cajoled, she wheedled, and when it came to working behind the scenes to get done what she thought needed to happen, she was invincible.

      In her world, though, standing in front of someone and straight up asking for a favour never happened. She knew she could have with her sisters, but she hadn’t. And this wasn’t them.

      It seemed both she and Josiah were having to stretch some new muscles today. “Would you help me? The two of us could set up some kind of fundraiser for the rescue center.”

      He examined her carefully. “That kind of project would take a while to organize, you know. It’s not something we can have happen in a week’s time. Not if we want it to be successful.”

      “May Long Weekend is a good time for a special event,” Zach offered. “By that time of year, people are looking for something to do, yet it’s far enough away from the holiday season so you might be able to get them to open their pocketbooks.”

      “There you go. Third week of May and the long weekend.” Lisa nodded firmly. “Work for you?”

      His lips twitched before unfurling into a beautiful smile. “Love to help you. By the way, you owe me a hundred bucks.”

      She blinked. Damn, he was right. She was going to be here past her original estimate of spring. “It’s a double or nothing kind of day. Want to let it ride?”

      “If you’re here by the end of summer, I get two hundred dollars?” Josiah thought for a moment then nodded. “Deal.”

      He stuck out his hand, and they shook briefly before he ignored the fact there were two others in the area and a dog at their feet. Josiah tugged her against his body and stole a kiss hot and demanding enough to leave her breathless before he offered a wink then moved to load food onto plates.

      The day was just beginning, but it seemed at least one of her questions had been answered. How long was she staying in Heart Falls?

      At least until the end of May.
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      Josiah dropped Lisa off at Silver Stone and headed straight into his day. He left Ollie at the veterinary clinic where she obediently settled on the dog bed beside his receptionist’s feet, but sadly lowered her head to her paws as if she were being betrayed.

      “Poor doggie.” Sharon bent down to rub Ollie’s head. “You’re stuck without your favourite people.”

      Ollie whimpered, milking sympathy with everything in her, weepy eyes fixed on Josiah.

      “Sorry, pup, but I have places to go today, and you can’t come,” Josiah explained as he hid his amusement. Lisa’s day at Silver Stone was going to be unusual enough without tossing a love-sick dog into the mix.

      The last thing he heard as he left the office was a long, heartbroken sigh.

      Josiah wasn’t surprised when Finn and Zach both answered his request to join him at Buns and Roses midmorning.

      Zach stood in the doorway between the coffee shop and the flower/knickknack store. He leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb as he chatted with Rose Fields, owner of said flower emporium.

      The dark-haired beauty was nodding vigorously, gesturing back into her shop. The two of them disappeared from sight around the corner.

      Josiah dropped into the seat opposite Finn. Curiosity and a wild streak of protectiveness struck out of nowhere. “What’s Zach up to?”

      “He’s still playing with that local craft-brew idea. Getting some of the local businesses onboard might help when he wants to apply for permits.” Finn pushed a plate of doughnuts toward Josiah. “Help yourself.”

      Automatically, Josiah waved off the offer. “More importantly, what are you up to? I thought you were thinking on it when it came to fundraising for the rescue.”

      “I did think on it. I thought it would be good to get some local people involved.”

      Josiah glared at him briefly. “You pretty much steamrolled Lisa into agreeing to run a fundraiser.”

      “With you. Remember that part—” Finn cracked a rare smile. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

      Yeah, Josiah had noticed that part. “Thanks. I guess. She’s not sure if she’s planning to stick around, so I was hoping to spend quality time sweet-talking her and making Heart Falls seem like a destination. Not using that time in meetings and shop talk.”

      “Then delegate. You don’t have to do everything. Any successful event needs a good, strong figurehead at the top, though. Having the local veterinarian offer support goes a long way toward the community pitching in.” Only then did Finn wrinkle his nose in a modest apology. “Didn’t know her timeline was so tight. Sorry about that.”

      “That’s fine. Just means when I ask for a favour at some point in the next six weeks, I hope you’ll open up your schedule.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” Finn picked up one of the doughnuts and took an appreciative bite, glancing around the Buns and Roses shop. “This place is nice.”

      “They don’t need any backing,” Josiah drawled.

      “Everyone can use backing to get to the next level,” Finn corrected.

      “Not everyone wants to get to the next level.”

      The other man winked. “I like your style, Josiah Ryder. Don’t worry, I’m not planning on stirring up Heart Falls too much. I just have a tendency to see things that could be done. I’m working on the part where I remember to decide if they should be done.”

      Conversation changed to a discussion of menu ideas for the following week. Finn promised to hit the grocery store and stock up, which left Josiah with one less thing on his to-do list.

      Which was good, because the day exploded after that, with the office calling to tell him to kiss his afternoon and evening goodbye.

      He headed out to the first farm to take care of a project, following the farmer in his tractor as he pushed the snow aside to make a route to the old barn where Josiah’s patient waited.

      His phone rang with the distinctive tone he’d assigned his brother. Josiah answered it. Distracted driving rules didn’t apply when you were going five kilometres an hour and one of two vehicles headed across the field.

      Also, calling Micah back was always hit and miss. If he could get him on the line the first time, it was a miracle. Same with his sisters, Kelsey and Lenora.

      “Micah. How’s it going?”

      “Great. Sold-out shows lined up until midsummer. I’m hoping my understudy can take a few weeks in August, though. Kelsey’s new London show opens August tenth. Wanted to touch base with you in case you can wrangle it.”

      “I saw she mentioned the date in the last family post. I’ve got it on the calendar, but I’ll have to see. It’s a tough time to get away.” Although going to London could be amazing, Josiah wasn’t sure he would enjoy the big family event. His parents would be there, and inevitably them and his three siblings would do nothing but talk shop and reminisce about past performances.

      He loved his family, he truly did, but there was a point where the world they lived in and the world he did simply didn’t mesh anymore.

      Micah coughed. “If you need me to spot you plane fare, it’s no problem—”

      “Stop it,” Josiah snapped. “You know damn well I’ve got the money.”

      “Correction, you had money. Just because all of us get a hefty annual dividend doesn’t mean you have any left. It’s got to be expensive running your own business. I don’t imagine veterinary equipment grows on trees.”

      The longer his brother talked, the more lecture-y his tone became. Josiah glanced around and wondered if he could fake a reception problem to explain why he’d hung up.

      “Just think about it. Kelsey would love to have you there,” Micah said.

      Which was true. None of his siblings actively avoided him, and they all got along. They were just…different. “I’ll make sure I figure it out with enough time we don’t have to scramble.”

      “That’s the spirit. Okay, so the other thing I needed to tell you was Mom and Dad are joining me for Easter. Kelsey is swamped and Lenora is busy shooting in L.A., so the folks said they’d come out to New York and take in some Broadway shows.”

      Again, fine by Josiah. “Spring’s a busy season around here, Micah. It’s probably best I don’t have to head to Rosebud.”

      “Always so busy,” Micah teased. “Miss Muffet really needs to find some time to sit on her tuffet and enjoy life.”

      Annoyance shot through Josiah, hard and fast, and his temper flared. Only family knew all your secrets, like a fear of spiders, and felt no remorse in poking.

      He clamped his lips together to stop from snapping something rude, instead counting to five so he could respond calmly. “I’m enjoying life plenty. But I have to get to work. I’ll talk to you later. Break a leg.”

      “Thanks, let me know what you decide.” Micah hung up, seemingly unaware of exactly how pissed off Josiah was.

      Again Josiah considered the stupidity of it all. His family didn’t consider him talented, but he was obviously a good enough actor to fake it during conversations. Micah had no idea how close he’d been to receiving a verbal lashing.

      Josiah pulled to a stop outside the barn and reached for his work kit. He stomped through the snow in an effort to get his annoyance out of his system before the animals sensed it.

      He took a deep breath and then another, before stepping into the sweet-scented barn.

      It wasn’t the animals’ fault that his family was a half step out of sync with him. Or he with them. Either way, his wasn’t a horrible lot and they weren’t terrible people. They did learn and change—only a little at a time, though. Like at least Micah had finally got it through his thick skull that calling him Joe was off the table.

      Unwelcome nicknames and offering financial aid when there was no damn reason for it were more like reflections of the problem than the problem itself.

      They didn’t think he was enough and for too many years he’d wondered the same thing.

      As he slipped forward to deal with the task, he wished that he could call up Lisa right then just to hear her sweet voice. That he could track her down and pull her against him and hear her laugh. Have her listen to him, watching closely with those bright eyes and quick wits that seemed to see right into him.

      Into the true Josiah Ryder. The guy no one in his family seemed to know. And none of them seemed to care about getting to know.

      The guy who was more than enough.

      Josiah snorted at himself. Goddamn emotional baggage. Just because he was a grown-ass man didn’t mean his family and flashes from the past couldn’t swing in and knock his feet out from under him at times.

      Being with Lisa was different. It wasn’t as if he was using her to help him move on, but she brought clarity. Being with her helped him see he had changed. He was strong and competent and enough to make her happy.

      He needed to tell her that so they could talk about the future in more specific terms, and soon.

      But with Lisa dealing with her own family crisis, he wouldn’t put any more on her load. Heck, he wouldn’t blame her one bit if she decided as soon as the fundraiser was over that it was time to move on.

      Josiah wouldn’t blame her, but he was going to do everything he could to be worthy to keep her by his side.
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      After Josiah dropped her off, Lisa hurried back into the house at Silver Stone and dove immediately into tasks and conversation.

      First off, though, she slipped to Tamara’s side and offered her a light poke in the side in retaliation for the gift of condoms. “Brat.”

      Tamara looked up from where she’d been contentedly staring at Tyler, a grin spreading across her face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      It was a tough choice, but Lisa went with the most mature move she could think of. She stuck out her tongue.

      Karen was sitting at the table, notebook in front of her, phone beside her as she scrolled and scribbled. She glanced up in time to see the exchange and shook her head as only an oldest sister could. “You two never change.”

      “You wouldn’t want us to,” Tamara pointed out. “What are you working on?”

      She blinked. “Ideas for diversifying.”

      Suspicion rose. Lisa slid over, glancing at the table casually in an attempt to read Karen’s notes. “You think the amalgamated Coleman holdings aren’t diverse enough?”

      Karen snapped her notebook closed before glaring at Lisa. “There’s always room for new ideas.”

      Lisa dropped it. Whatever Karen was keeping from them would come out eventually. More important to deal with the current situation.

      “How was Dad this morning? Did he say anything?” Damn. Guilt shot in hard. She hadn’t thought this through. She should’ve been there. Should’ve been there to support her sisters, and—

      “Relax, Lisa. It was fine you weren’t here,” Tamara assured her.

      “How—?”

      “Your expression just changed like you got caught with your hand in the cookie jar.” Karen eased her chair back. “But honestly, you didn’t miss anything. None of us have talked to him yet. Caleb decided to take Dad out for breakfast. Said it had been a long time since they got to have some guy time.”

      “Convenient, but brilliant.” Lisa glanced at Tamara. “He’s a good man, your husband.”

      “One of the best,” Tamara agreed. She adjusted Tyler, awkwardly wiggling for a moment to get her bra back into place before laying a cloth over her shoulder and lining up the baby to be burped. “It was a good idea all of us got some space last night. I admit I was pretty shocked at first, but at the same time, I don’t see how this changes things that much for us.”

      Karen made a face. “That’s the truth. I came to the same conclusion. We’ve always had each other. We don’t even know if Julia wants to spend time with us. I’m willing to get to know her, but it’s got to be up to her.”

      Lisa could gladly ease a few concerns. “She’s more worried about making trouble in our lives than anything else. I guess we’ll just take it as it comes.”

      “What time is she getting here?”

      “One o’clock.” The three of them headed into different tasks, tag-teaming on baby Tyler. He was little enough to not be very much work.

      After a couple hours, though, Lisa began to wonder if Tamara was pushing too hard. Her sister had gotten it into her head to organize something in the living room and Lisa didn’t remember the last time she’d seen Tamara sit down.

      She eyed Tamara closely until her sister glared at her. “Stop it.”

      “I haven’t seen you move this quickly in months,” Lisa pointed out. “You’re making me nervous.”

      Her sister grinned. “I feel amazing. I’m obviously one of those people who do not do well with parasitic creatures growing in their belly. Now that he’s out, I feel wonderful.”

      “After nine months of nausea, you deserve a break,” Karen said, stealing the baby from Lisa again.

      Tamara lifted a finger at Lisa. “Please don’t do anything to get Caleb more worried.”

      “I won’t,” Lisa assured her.

      Time passed quickly. Tamara got a message from Caleb that they finished with breakfast, but he was taking her dad on a tour around the ranch. He said they’d be back by the time Julia arrived.

      When a well-used Ford truck pulled into the yard two minutes before the top of the hour, all three sisters were ready or, more truthfully, almost quivering with anticipation as they stood by the backdoor.

      Lisa turned to her sisters with a smile. “Pretend you’re nice.”

      Karen snickered. “You’re such a brat.”

      “But no longer the youngest brat,” Lisa pointed out. “Julia has that privilege.”

      “Oh my God, that’s right. That means I have two little sisters to torment me,” Tamara said dramatically.

      Lisa pulled the door open before Julia had a chance to knock just as Karen made a mock gagging noise.

      The newcomer on the porch eyed her suspiciously. “Can you speak?”

      Tamara snickered. “Airway is open. She’s breathing and she’s got good circulation.”

      Julia stepped in and pulled off her toque and gloves, glancing around the room at both Karen and Lisa before returning her gaze to Tamara. “I see why you did the double take the first time you spotted me. How’s that sweet baby doing?”

      Tamara’s smile bloomed. She pointed to the bassinet on the kitchen table. “He’s amazing. Gorgeous and perfect, and I couldn’t be happier.”

      “Thanks for helping him arrive safely.” Karen stepped forward and held out her hand. “Hi, Julia. I’m Karen. It’s nice to meet you.”

      Julia moved instinctively before stuttering to a stop. “This is a little overwhelming,” she admitted.

      Screw it. Lisa went with her gut, opening her arms and drawing Julia into an enormous hug. “Get used to it. There’s a whole lot more of us, but we Whiskeyteers are of course the best part of the Coleman clan.”

      Tamara made a rude noise. “I can’t believe you’re still trying to make that nickname stick.”

      Her decision had been a good one. Julia had been stiff as a board as she leaned into the hug, but by the time they let go, both of them were more relaxed.

      The other woman smiled at her. “Thanks.” Then she frowned. “What’s a Whiskeyteer?”

      As the other girls laughed, Lisa led Julia into the living room. “Remember I told you all the Coleman ranches have different names? We’re Whiskey Creek.”

      Understanding lit Julia’s face. “That’s cute.”

      “See? See?” Lisa jumped on the faint praise. “Someone who shows true appreciation for my genius.”

      “How much did she pay you to say that?” Karen grumbled. “Never mind. Just a heads-up, Lisa may be smart, but she’s also dangerous. Do not get in a betting war with her.”

      “I’ll try to remember that,” Julia said with a smile as she settled onto the couch. She glanced around again. “And just to be upfront, I’m a little nervous about meeting your dad.”

      “Our dad,” Lisa corrected softly. “He’s not…scary.”

      It seemed the softest word she could use that wasn’t an outright lie.

      “I think he’s probably more nervous about meeting you than you are of him,” Karen admitted. Her lips tugged sideways for a moment. “He had no idea you existed. And I think he’s embarrassed his daughters know he was fooling around at some point.”

      “Intellectually we get that our parents have sex, but it’s nothing that we ever truly want to look at straight on.” Tamara went to the bassinet and lifted the baby into her arms. “I mean, ick.”

      It was a valid point and as they continued to talk about other things, like Julia’s apprenticeship, the tension eased out of the room.

      Lisa watched the others closely, but it was pretty much as she’d expected. They weren’t pushing too hard, to avoid overwhelming the woman, but Julia was clearly welcome at whatever speed she wanted. It seemed to be hesitant friendship at the moment, which made perfect sense.

      Lisa wondered what Josiah would suggest to help ease these early growing pains.

      And then she caught herself because she wondered what he was doing, and whether he’d be free later, because what she actually wanted was to be able to sit down with him and just talk it all through.

      It was a new sensation.

      It was a good sensation.

      The one thing all three of them were avoiding was speaking too closely about their father. The fact he had definite rules and thoughts about women in the workplace—it didn’t seem like the thing to up and warn a newfound family member about.

      Heck, maybe it wouldn’t make any difference. Julia was grown and not living at the Whiskey Creek ranch.

      Still, there was a flutter in Lisa’s belly as the door swung open and Caleb walked in, followed by George Coleman.

      Their father’s hair had gone silvery white over the past couple years, lines of tension radiating from the corners of his eyes and leaving a permanent furrow between his brows, yet he retained the sharp good looks of the Coleman clan, with a square jawline and strong features.

      His gaze darted around the room, pausing on each of them before settling on Julia.

      Caleb took his coat and George muttered thanks before taking a deep breath and walking across the room. He stopped beside her chair, staring down.

      Julia rose to her feet. “Hi. I’m Julia Blushing.”

      His voice was a whisper. “You’ve got your mom’s hair.”

      Lisa found she’d been holding her breath. It spilled out of her in one sudden gasp as her father wrapped his arms around Julia and squeezed tight.

      Julia’s arms rose hesitantly, then she buried her face against his chest and wholeheartedly embraced him.

      They all sat in silence, watching. Caleb strode across the living room to join Tamara, his arm curling around her and his son.

      “How’re you doing?” he asked Tamara quietly.

      “Great. Looks as if the family expanded again.”

      Caleb’s shoulders shifted. “Never a bad thing.”

      Their dad let Julia go and then, wiping at his eyes, settled on the couch next to Karen.

      George Coleman’s stern face grew softer. “I guess I’ve got a story to tell. Not much, though. I spent last night racking my brain for any details I missed, but for the life of me I can’t think of any.” He looked across at Julia. “Your mom and I knew each other for a short time. I liked her plenty, but she said she wasn’t looking for anything long term. She’d been with someone for nearly ten years, but they’d broken up recently. I gave her all my contact information and asked her to call when she could, but she never did.”

      Julia nodded. “Mom told me she’d been engaged to someone for a number of years when he decided he didn’t want kids. She called it off because of that.”

      George’s face tightened before he deliberately relaxed. “The girls told me she passed away recently. I’m sorry.”

      Julia pulled out a tissue, fighting tears. “Thanks. I miss her. And her being gone makes things that much harder because this is definitely one thing I wish she’d told me more about. I’m sorry she didn’t get in touch with you. She should have.”

      “It’s done and it’s not your fault.” George took a deep breath and looked around the room, his gaze pausing on Lisa. “I don’t know that I would’ve been a very good father if she had contacted me.”

      Lisa’s throat tightened.

      It only got worse when he continued, making eye contact with each of them in turn. “I’m not the easiest man to get along with. I suppose I’ve got my reasons, but that doesn’t mean they’re the right ones.”

      They were all going to be watering pots if this continued. This had to be the first time Lisa had ever heard her dad admit the tension between them wasn’t necessarily one of their faults.

      George cleared his throat, glancing at Caleb before continuing. “But sometime what’s in the past has to stay there. We don’t know what I would’ve done, but I can tell you what I’m going to do. You want to be a part of this family, you are.” Their dad snorted softly. “Forget that. Truth is, we’re Colemans. You’re part of this family whether you want to be or not. What’s up to you is how much you let us interfere in your life.”

      Tears were running down Julia’s face. “Thank you.” The words came out choked and soft.

      Lisa shot to her feet. She grabbed a tissue box and marched around quickly, tossing a bunch at Tamara, dropping a few by Karen, and then plopping the box on the arm of Julia’s chair.

      The next few minutes were composed of everyone getting themselves back together.

      Karen pressed her hands to her thighs. “Well, I know you’re busy with your apprenticeship, but we need to take a look at the calendar and find a date for you to come to Rocky. You need to see the ranch and a visit will give us time to get acquainted.”

      “And you’re going to be over here when you can,” Tamara insisted. “We’ve got lots of room and lots of people who want to get to know you.”

      The soft sound of Caleb’s chuckle drifted on the air. “God, I love women. You go from soft and weepy to getting it done.”

      “Definition of a woman,” Tamara murmured.

      George cleared his throat. “I know I wasn’t there when you were little, Julia. Heck, in some ways I wasn’t there for the three of you who grew up under my roof. But I’m going to do better.” He smiled at Julia. “You definitely come for a visit, but I plan to come down more often to Heart Falls, anyway. Got a brand-new grandbaby I need to watch grow up, along with a couple of granddaughters who are growing way too quick.”

      Lisa glanced at Caleb in wonder. What twisted magic had he worked on her father?

      But then again, it didn’t need to be talked about now. Like her dad said, maybe it was time to put the past behind and focus on the future.

      George got to his feet, awkwardly rubbing his hands on his thighs. “I need to go for a walk.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Caleb said.

      Her dad hesitated, then glanced around the room. “Any of my girls want to join me?”

      Karen took a deep breath. “Julia? Want to come?”

      She dipped her chin. “Okay.”

      It felt as if the room was suddenly filled to overflowing, emotion ready to spill everywhere.

      “I’ll skip this time,” Tamara said.

      “You guys go ahead, but Julia, we’ll be getting together soon.” Lisa felt her father’s gaze on her. “Dad?”

      He waited.

      “Thanks. That must have been hard, but…” She smiled and, for the first time in a long time, truly felt there was a connection between them. “Thanks.”

      The three of them left. Lisa leaned against the wall, her eyes closed, letting go as the weight of the day rolled away.

      Tamara’s voice carried clearly in the quiet. “Caleb Stone, you’re one hell of a man. I love you.”

      Caleb hummed thoughtfully. “I love you too. And I’m sorry for being a jerk earlier. Seems it takes spotting someone else being an ass for me to recognize I’m doing the same thing. So I’m sorry. Not for being worried about you, but for not admitting I was being overprotective because I was worried.”

      Lisa shifted position in the hopes she could leave them in private, but when she turned, it was to discover Caleb looking straight at her. A serious expression on his face and something on his mind.

      “Yes?”

      He glanced between the two sisters. “Since I was an ass in front of you, I figured you should hear my confession as well. I should’ve known better, just like your father should’ve. This is nothing to do with Julia, but everything to do with the way he’s treated you guys over the years. I’ll let him tell you more when he’s ready. I think he’s pretty overwhelmed at the moment, but I believe him. That he’s going to try and do better.”

      “That’s all we ask. That’s all anyone can ever ask,” Tamara said. She leaned her forehead against Caleb’s, the baby cradled between them. Tyler squirmed in protest, waking up and beginning to make noises, but not enough to drown out her “I love you.”

      Lisa turned away and left them, her heart and head full.

      Itching to call Josiah.
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      Josiah stared at the words for a second before rolling his eyes in amusement. It had been three days since he’d gotten a chance to see Lisa in person. It seemed when the animal kingdom decided to go wild, they all went at once.

      Other than messages on his phone, and the very sweet handwritten note he’d found tucked under his windshield wiper, he’d been home too late and too exhausted to talk in the evening. It wasn’t nearly enough.

      It appeared someone else was determined to ensure they connected.

      
        
        Lisa: Ollie is here again

      

        

      
        Lisa: I can drop her off at your place

      

        

      
        Lisa: How on earth is she finding her way over to Silver Stone?

      

      

      Josiah wasn’t sure, either. When he had more time, he would love to follow the creature just to figure it out, but he was still behind because of the emergencies piling up on his plate.

      The opportunity to get together with Lisa was too strong to miss.

      
        
        Josiah: If I swing by the house, can you come with me to Sonora’s for a while?

      

        

      
        Lisa: YES. Tamara is ready to kick me out of the house. Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi. You’re my only hope.

      

      

      He laughed and messaged back quickly: Han shot first

      
        
        Lisa: Of course he did

      

      

      She and Ollie were waiting for him on the porch as he drove up. A Chinook wind had arrived and the warmer air had turned the deep snow into messy clumps of slush everywhere.

      Ollie reached him first, tail wagging so violently her back legs slid out from under her before she recovered, tongue at the ready for a sneak-attack lick when he bent to ruffle her fur.

      “I don’t know why I’m petting you, brat,” he grumbled before lowering his voice and quietly telling her “thanks.”

      He rose to his feet in time to catch Lisa and spin her feet off the ground, holding her against his body as he gave her a welcome kiss that got his blood boiling.

      Lisa stepped away and jammed her hat back into position, whistling happily as she crawled into the truck cab. “Well, now. That was pretty awesome. Ready to go? Sounds as if you don’t have much time.”

      She sat next to him, thigh tight against his as Ollie reluctantly sat on the floor, staring at them pleadingly.

      “I’ve been busy,” he admitted, “but it pays the bills.”

      Although that wasn’t really a worry. His trust fund was more than enough, but he was trying hard not to touch the principal. Heck, he was stubborn enough to try to save the interest as well.

      Lisa tugged off his glove and slid their palms together, linking their fingers as she stared up at him, all big brown eyes and contented smile.

      “So, to catch you up. Tamara has decided being postpartum is the greatest thing since sliced bread. She barely needs any help—you’d think she’d take advantage of me being around, but she’s up doing laundry before I can get out of bed. Said she’s got nine months’ worth of cooking she wants to catch up on as well.”

      “If she needs a challenge, she’s welcome to come over to my place to cook,” Josiah offered. “If it would help, of course.”

      Lisa grinned. “You’re all heart.”

      He stroked his thumb over her knuckles. “I’ve missed you. Texts are all good and well, but not the same.”

      She wet her lips. “Me too. Missed you, that is.” She twisted until she could rest her head against his shoulder. “On the other hand, I have gotten a whole bunch done on the fundraiser, since Tamara is busy doing my work and hers. I’ve seen Sonora a couple of times and we’ve talked about a May twenty-fourth event. If you like the ideas we’ve collected, we can get things rolling.”

      A deep shot of guilt hit. “I’m sorry. I was supposed to help you with that.”

      She shrugged. “There’s plenty to help with. We only started. It’s not as if you can guess when you’re going to be busy.”

      No, but him being busy right when she had tons of time on her hands wasn’t a great way to make it clear there were good reasons for her to stick around. He kicked himself for screwing up again.

      Especially when she continued cheerfully, “Ended up having lots of time to research, so my travel notebook is getting full. It’s kind of fun to write down a whole bunch of ideas that lead from one to the other. I know most of them are impossible, but it’s a great exercise.”

      He was turning in the driveway to Sonora’s, so he squeezed her fingers before putting both hands back on the wheel. “Who’s to say anything is impossible? Dream big. You’re an amazing woman—I bet there’s nothing you couldn’t do if you put your mind to it.”

      “You have to take a look at my ideas. Some of them are pretty over the top.”

      He pulled the truck to a stop outside the barn at Sonora’s. Before he could move, she leaned up and tipped his hat off so she could press a kiss to his cheek.

      “By the way. You’re pretty amazing too,” she whispered.

      Screw it. Josiah reached over and undid her seatbelt, hauling her into his lap. He tossed aside her hat to thread his fingers into the hair at the back of her head and hold her close. Then he took her mouth hard.

      She caught him by the collar, diving right in, their tongues sliding together and sending jolts of pleasure all over his body.

      He had no idea how long they sat there, kissing and touching. She unbuttoned the top of his shirt so she could rub her palms over his skin. His fingers dug into her hips and he wished he’d had the presence of mind to drape her over him instead of having her sidesaddle.

      Dragging her over his cock at this angle wasn’t nearly enough. Not for either of them.

      A sharp knock struck the window next to them and they broke apart rapidly. Through the steamy glass, Sonora Fallen stared at them in exasperation.

      “Oops,” Lisa muttered, waving quickly as she cautiously crawled off him.

      Josiah couldn’t keep the grin off his face as he opened the door. “Afternoon, Sonora.”

      “Would’ve been evening before you knew it if I hadn’t interrupted you,” the woman said grumpily, but she tipped her head, directing them toward the barns that had been partially renovated. “Come on. I’ve got the office area set up since you were last here.”

      First, though, Sonora marched them all around the barn. Josiah noted with approval the new pens and holding areas that had been constructed. “How deep are you digging into your own pocket to pay for this?” he asked.

      “I’m not poking holes in the bottom yet,” she assured him. “Besides, it’s just temporary. That’s what this fundraiser is all about.”

      Lisa took a deep breath, then launched into an explanation of the event she and Sonora had envisioned. “Think of it as a community barn party. We’ll have entertainment and auction tables with donations from businesses like Buns and Roses. We’ll make it a family-orientated gathering, so add in a petting zoo, and a pet photography station, and maybe fort-building in the hayloft, or horse rides. But the kicker is we combine the day with an adoption celebration. People who want any of these rescue animals can get all the paperwork done ahead of time, but that’s the day they’ll get to pick up their new family member.”

      Sonora listened with an approving smile while Lisa spoke, then added her two bits. “If there are dogs that go out in the next while, before the week of the auction, well, we’ll have them back as special guests. We figure it’ll just be a few adoptions that week to work out the timing, and we’ll already have the money and vaccination shots done. But won’t it be a motivator to see someone picking up their puppy? Seeing the ones that already found good homes?”

      It was brilliant. Big enough to make some money and build a ton of community spirit, yet small enough to be managed by a modest crew.

      Josiah checked the paperwork that Sonora had already begun to fill in for permits to host the event. “One suggestion. Anyone who falls in love with an animal still needs to complete the usual wait-and-approval period. We don’t want anybody moved on the spur of the moment to take a dog home and then realize they can’t keep it.”

      Sonora and Lisa nodded in agreement.

      “We figured they could put down a deposit, so they get to feel like a part of the party and celebration,” Lisa said.

      Of course they’d already thought of that issue. Josiah caught himself staring at Lisa in admiration as he shook his head. “Doesn’t look as if you needed my help at all.”

      Lisa’s expression had suddenly gone all mischievous. “We have a very specific task in mind for you.”

      Sonora patted him on the arm. “I know you’re not interested in acting with the community players and I don’t blame you. You’ve got enough on your plate. But you’re comfortable in front of a crowd, so will you agree to work with Lisa as emcees for the event?”

      He glanced at Lisa. At the brightness in her eyes and the happiness on her face about everything she’d been able to accomplish in such a short time.

      No way was he saying anything to take that expression away. “It would be my honour.”

      They worked a little longer on the details. At one point during their discussion, when Lisa and Sonora slipped outside to check something, Ollie following like a shadow, Josiah took Lisa’s earlier offer to snoop at face value. He flipped through a few pages of her idea notebook, taking mental notes on some of her shiny “someday in the future” ideas.

      She was right. Some of them were pretty dramatic and out there. But some…

      Ideas were brewing in his brain. He moved quickly, grinning at the bit of mischief he accomplished before the women returned.

      Sonora was beaming hard by the time they were done. When they got back into the truck to drive away, Lisa leaning against his arm, Josiah was happy to be able to pronounce it a successful meeting.

      Now to turn it into a very successful night—

      He turned to face her. “What’re the chances of you and me stealing away for the rest of the evening?”

      Lisa’s eyes lit up. “I’m betting one hundred percent.”

      He headed toward the grocery store while Lisa busied herself sending a text to Tamara.

      There was only one issue. Josiah eyed Ollie.

      To hell with it. She’d just have to come along for the ride.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lisa had been sent into the liquor store with orders to buy a bottle of red or white, whichever she wanted—with one caveat. Screw top only.

      To be contrary, she bought both. If he was able to constantly surprise her, she figured it was fair to reciprocate.

      As soon as she was back in the truck, Josiah disappeared into the store, coming back ten minutes later with two full grocery bags he placed in the back seat. “Ready for an adventure?”

      She eyed him carefully. “I don’t see any cue cards.”

      “You’re not looking close enough,” he teased. “Open your notebook.”

      What? She pulled it out of her bag to find a thin strip of burlap being used as a bookmark. “Creative.”

      “Desperation,” he countered. “Sonora is way too tidy. In any other office, I would have been able to find a scrap of paper.”

      Lisa laughed as she opened to the designated page and saw her notes on France. Or that’s what it had turned into. On the left side of the page she’d drawn a rough sketch of the Eiffel Tower with a list of bullet points opposite to it. Below she had written visit the Eiffel Tower or some other huge landmark and enjoy a delicious meal.

      Josiah turned off the highway and train tracks rattled under the truck wheels. “You know a shortcut to France? Because that’s gotta be one heck of a tunnel,” she said.

      He grinned. “I don’t have the time to fly you to France, but I can certainly take you to an important landmark for a delicious meal.” He pulled to a stop outside the old Heart Falls grain elevators.

      She shuffled out the door after him, staring up at the paint-worn buildings. “They’re in slightly better shape than the ones outside of Rocky.”

      Which wasn’t saying much.

      Ollie took off ahead of them to explore. Josiah grabbed the groceries in one hand and her fingers in the other, bringing her with him to the door at the base of one of the towering structures. “She’s sound inside. And I happen to have a key and permission to go in anytime I want.”

      She wasn’t quite sure why anybody would want this privilege, but his enthusiasm was huge and that alone was attractive. She took the bags from him so he could open the door. When he flicked the switch, a set of LED lights came on in the passageway and they waited for Ollie to join them before shutting the door.

      Lisa glanced around, but he hadn’t been exaggerating. She thumped her knuckles against the sturdy posts rising upward in the three-story building. “Wow.”

      “There’s not much to offer wear and tear in this neck of the woods. They’re built to withstand the snow and wind. The outside looks terrible because of the sun and weathering, but in here, there’s the potential for so much more.” He glanced at the dog. “Wait here. We need one more thing.”

      He was outside and back in no time flat, another grocery bag stuffed to the brim with what looked to be a blanket tossed over his shoulder.

      “This way.”

      Josiah grabbed a flashlight off the shelf and handed it to her. He took a second one for himself and then, leading the way, headed up a set of worn wooden stairs.

      He stepped briskly, causing an occasional groan from the wood, but with him marching so confidently, Lisa had no reason to hesitate. They rounded a corner for the sixth time, the space to her left once again opening up into a wide room with wooden flooring.

      She paused, suddenly uncertain. “I’ll just stay here until I can see where I’m going. Or at least more than two feet ahead of me.”

      Josiah put his bags down and returned to her side, grabbing her hands and examining her face closely in the dim light reflecting through the window. “Is this okay?”

      She nodded. “Just a teeny bit wary of heights when I’m not certain of the floor stability.”

      He linked their fingers together. “I’ve got you,” he promised, his voice quiet yet intense, telling a whole story in one sentence as he brushed their lips together briefly. “You can protect me from the spiders.”

      Something inside her tumbled hard. “I can do that.”

      He took the flashlight from her gingerly, placing it on the floor by the window sill and aiming it toward the ceiling. He took his a few steps farther and did the same thing before going to his secret bag, shaking out a blanket, and laying it on the ground.

      Ollie immediately took possession. She settled herself right smack-dab in the middle, grinning happily as only a dog could.

      Lisa laughed. “That backfired.”

      “It worked perfectly,” he corrected. “Stay where you are. I have one more thing to do.”

      There was another chunk of fabric in the bag and he shook it out, metallic sounds ringing as oversized hooks hit the floor. A third time he reached into the bag, pulling out ropes, but before she could make some kind of smart remark, he was peering up and tossing the ends over the open beams directly overhead.

      In a few minutes, he had a hammock suspended directly in front of the window that faced the mountains.

      “That’s a neat trick,” she said.

      “Thanks. Your chariot awaits, my lady.”

      He held the edge for her to climb in, discarding her shoes to the floor. It was a double-sized or bigger hammock, and when he grabbed a pole from the corner of the room and inserted it into a hidden sleeve at one end, there was suddenly a space being held wide open.

      He brought the grocery bags closer and attached them to straps she hadn’t noticed before.

      “You’ve got the most luxurious hammock of anyone I’ve ever met,” Lisa noted.

      “I’ve slept in this,” he admitted. “Basically lived in it one summer. The bunkhouse I was assigned to had a few too many snorers and earplugs didn’t cut it. So I hung this in a quiet spot in the barn and roughed it out a whole lot more restfully than the other guys. I keep it in the truck as an emergency backup”

      He’d leaned back, lying somewhat crosswise over the fabric. His legs were stretched out comfortably with his feet hanging over the edge. When she matched his position, facing the other way, she found it was like having a built-in backrest, bottom support and everything else.

      He pointed beside her elbow. “There’s a cup holder there for you.” He reached into the first bag and pulled out one bottle of wine, twisting open the top and handing it to her. “Welcome, Mademoiselle, to Chez Heart Falls Granary. I hope you enjoy your visit.”

      He was a goofball, but he was a darling.

      “Thank you. I hope I do as well.”

      She raised the bottle in the air before taking a drink. She passed it to him and Josiah took a sip before popping it into the cup holder beside him.

      Then he brought out a collection of meats, cheeses, dips, and an already sliced French loaf, spreading all of it over a large cardboard plate.

      They took turns stealing slices of food from each other and talking easily while the sun sank behind the mountains.

      Lisa pointed toward the south ridge. “Is that your green flash pass?”

      Josiah paused. “Could be.”

      “I have to come back and try to see it from your house again.”

      “You’re always welcome.” He paused, gaze drifting over her face. “You’ve got a lot of neat ideas written down in your book. Could keep you busy for a long time.”

      “Yeah.”

      He spoke softly. “Are you excited to start exploring?”

      There was more he was asking than the simple question. So much more, and she knew it. Things were changing, slowly. Her family, her needs…

      Her dreams.

      Even though the time they’d had together had passed in fits and starts, being with Josiah had become important. It meant not tossing out some glib answer. It meant being truthful in a way that she’d rarely been with anyone.

      Lisa spoke quietly. “It’s funny. When I started thinking about all the places I could go and all the things I wanted to do, it seemed like such an incredible and important goal. But with Tyler’s arrival and Julia being here, I’m not sure I want to go away. Plus, Finn showing up— I don’t think Karen knows he’s here, by the way. I haven’t told her. Totally got distracted.”

      She didn’t mention him specifically as one of her distractions, but her gaze was glued to his face. On his almost too pretty jawline and those blue eyes that held the captured joy of a summer sky.

      Josiah let her get away with it. “You’ve had a lot of big things happening at once.”

      “True,” she agreed. “But not more than I’m used to. Not when I consider what I used to juggle. Why am I being utterly floored when it comes to deciding what happens next?”

      She played with the bread crust in her fingers, looking up to find Josiah watching intently.

      “I did a lot of stuff behind the scenes,” she admitted. Some of the family had finally figured it out—but only a few while she was orchestrating it. “Most ranches divide up when they reach a certain size, or as sons grow up. That’s what happened to our family too, but in the end, the Coleman land wasn’t distributed right. Not after more kids were born, and died, and left. Add in that the Whiskey Creek part of the ranch only had girls and my dad was not easy to work with, it meant things got tough. Tamara rebelled and left, deciding to become a nurse. Karen just fought with our dad on a daily basis but kept working with him. I didn’t want to fight or leave.”

      Josiah was slipping the leftover food into the bag, listening intently. “But you did something.”

      “I organized. Dropped hints and made suggestions in times and places where eventually it all sank in yet never seemed like it was my idea. Now all four ranches are back together, sharing operations and making the workload easier for everyone. I don’t need to be there anymore. I don’t need to be there to run interference between Karen and my dad.” She looked up at Josiah. “This is great news, and yet I’m panicking now that Tamara doesn’t need me anymore. I always thought the next thing I would do was something for me, but it seems I really like running other people’s lives for them.”

      “I don’t doubt that you did a lot of behind-the-scenes work, but I’ve come to know Tamara,” Josiah said. “Trust me. She needs you. Maybe not in the same way she needed you a month ago, but you girls have got some pretty strong bonds between you. That’s important.”

      “It is,” she agreed. “But warm familial feelings aren’t enough for me to base my life direction on, or so my brain says.”

      He kept listening intently, rubbing a hand over her thigh in a comforting motion.

      Lisa shrugged. “I’m a tiger who’s spent too much time in an undersized cage. The walls are suddenly gone, yet I don’t know how to step out any farther than I’ve gone all my life.”

      Josiah nodded as he stared out the window at the sunset. “Your drive to go away and do something different makes sense. It’s not necessarily the away, it’s the doing that you love.”

      “But I’m almost always doing for other people,” Lisa said. “At some point in my life, aren’t I supposed to do things for me?”

      He caught her fingers in his. He raised them to his lips and kissed them. “If you’re doing what makes you happy, why define it more than that? It’s okay to have the kind of heart that thrives on giving to others.”

      Lisa had to think about that more. In the meantime—

      She swung her legs over the edge of the hammock, stealing away the wine bottle and tucking it safely against the wall.

      Josiah folded his hands behind his head, smiling at her. He looked completely at home in the swinging contraption. “I take it I’ve had enough to drink?”

      She grabbed the food bag and hung it from a nail beside the window, high enough Ollie couldn’t get at it, although she probably didn’t need to worry. The dog was curled up and snoring happily. Ollie had gathered their footwear into a pile and was sleeping on top of the lumpy mass, completely content.

      Lisa stepped in front of the window, undoing the buttons on her shirt one by one. She shimmied the fabric off, then reached behind her to undo her bra.

      Josiah squirmed.

      She paused. “Troubles?”

      He eased his legs a little. “You’re blocking the sunset.”

      Lisa threw back her head and laughed.

      A second later he was out of the hammock, stripping off his shirt and tossing it aside. Hands flew to the button of his jeans. He pushed off the fabric and his briefs at the same time.

      Lisa rushed to catch up. A second later they were both naked.

      Cool air brushed past her and her nipples tightened, but she wasn’t sure if she should blame that on the temperature or the way he was looking at her. Hungry. Needy. His cock hard and waiting.

      “Oops.” She scrambled for her jeans, pulling a condom out of the pocket the instant before he picked her up. Heated skin met heated skin, then their hands were stroking, lips connecting. He held her off the ground in his strong arms, walking to the hammock as they kissed.

      Lisa wiggled so when he sat, she was straddling him, the condom tucked between the firm muscle of his thigh and the hammock material.

      Hands once again free, she pressed her hands to his chest, caressing her way up, leaning over until her breasts touched his torso. His fingers skimmed her butt, adjusting so he could rock her sex over his hard length.

      Kisses. Caresses. When he cupped her breasts and teased, she sat upright and let her head fall back, sounds of pleasure escaping her lips without fear of being overheard.

      When he covered himself and lifted her, carefully lining them up, Lisa sank onto his thick length with a contented sigh.

      It was a precarious thing, having sex in a hammock, but as they moved together, she gave herself over to his protection. As his slow languid touches drifted over her breasts and between her thighs, she let the pleasure rise.

      Josiah took a deep breath, lifting her just slightly before beginning a hip motion that heated the fire between them to blazing hot. Pleasure teased from her clit outward and when he pressed his thumb, rubbing hard, she broke. Squeezing tight around his cock.

      “C’était putain incroyable.” Josiah breathed the words in one long exclamation as his head arched back and he came.

      The hammock shook and rocked, and when Lisa’s arms quivered, Josiah pulled her against his chest. His heart was pounding and she was definitely not cold anymore.

      “Okay. That was a lovely adventure.” Outside the window, the sky had gone dark, the sun fully set behind the range. “We missed the green flash,” she complained.

      Under her ear, his heart raced, and his chest shook with a rumble of amusement. “Trust me, darlin’. There were plenty of flashes, and the earth moved, and all the rest of it for me. If it didn’t happen that way for you, I’ll just have to try harder next time.”

      “Trying harder might just kill me,” she admitted.

      Still, not a bad way to die.
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      Tamara smirked at Lisa then crooked a finger to motion her forward. “We seem to have had a visit from snow pixies last night.”

      Lisa rubbed her eyes and blinked hard, waking herself up enough to figure out what Tamara was talking about. Last night—

      Right. In one of a long line of amazing dates over the past weeks, it had been nearly two o’clock in the morning when Josiah had dropped her off after dancing at the local pub, Rough Cut. “Okay.”

      She stepped beside her sister, following her pointing finger to the gentle slope leading up to the small cottage across the yard. It had been snowing when they got home, the gently falling flakes trailing off as she’d kissed Josiah on the porch.

      It had taken a little while to finish saying good night.

      But it seemed after she’d gone in the house to dream happy thoughts, Josiah had taken to the hillside.

      He’d stomped the snow down in a series of strange twisting patterns that Lisa recognized from history books. “That’s hysterical. He turned Silver Stone into a second Nazca site.”

      Tamara leaned on the counter, looking her over. “Having fun?”

      She didn’t have to think about it for long before being able to offer an enthusiastic answer. “So much fun.”

      It was true. Not only the dates and the dancing, but the fact Josiah was great at texting when they couldn’t get together, which was often between his work and her helping at the ranch.

      But even their message exchanges made something inside her warm and fuzzy.

      She scrolled back to reread an exchange from a couple nights earlier simply because it made her smile.

      
        
        Lisa: If you could go anywhere in the world to watch a sunset, where would you go?

      

        

      
        Josiah: Upstairs, and about 5 feet to the north

      

        

      
        Lisa: Seriously

      

        

      
        Josiah: I am serious. But if you demand more, then I’d watch the sun set over an ocean. I also like to watch the sun rise over an ocean—I’ve never been to the East Coast.

      

        

      
        Lisa: I’d like to watch the sun not set. Summer solstice north of the Arctic Circle

      

        

      
        Josiah: Cool

      

      

      Little tidbits. Sharing slivers of their hopes and dreams. It was good.

      It scared her to pieces at times, but mostly it was amazing.

      She still didn’t know what she was doing, but as she’d told Tamara, she was having fun despite her confusion.

      The first of May arrived. This night was not about time with the delectable Josiah, but a moment to sink deep into happiness with her friends and sisters.

      She glanced around the room and noticed with pleasure all of her gal pals had arrived, except for Kelli. Time to get things rolling,

      Lisa stood on the bolster by Caleb’s chair and raised her voice. “Hear ye, hear ye. Tonight’s gathering of HFH has officially begun,” she announced.

      Tansy Fields enthusiastically offered help by knocking a spoon against the side of her glass, changing to gentle taps when baby Tyler’s arms shot out at the loud burst of noise. “Oops. Apologies to the youngest attendee. Enjoy it, kid, while you’re still allowed into this sacred women-only territory.”

      Tamara held Tyler comfortably with one arm as she stole a cookie off the tray Tansy had brought as her contribution to the evening. “I appreciate you bringing the evening to me. I’ve missed you.” She glanced around the room, gaze landing on Julia. “I’m glad you get to meet all my friends. They’re pretty awesome.”

      “I think I’ve met everyone over the last couple of weeks. And I’m always game for a gathering.” Julia had a drink in one hand and a fistful of chips in the other. “Is there a particular agenda for the evening or is it just to visit?”

      Lisa was the official host for the evening which meant according to the girls’ night out rules, she was in charge. She’d had all sorts of ideas, yet couldn’t seem to settle on one—

      She snorted. Seemed a familiar recent predicament.

      She offered a partial answer. “Mostly chatter and food, but since I’m too wishy-washy to come up with a new project to learn, we’re headed back to grade school and making collages.”

      Rose flipped her long black hair over her shoulder. “Nice. Honestly, collaging is getting popular again. I was thinking about setting up a class at the shop. One of those wine and art evenings.”

      “There you go, Lisa,” Tamara teased with a smile. “Once again on the cutting edge of fashion.”

      Hanna Lane, the petite, brunette woman with a soft smile and a very sparkly ring on her left hand, got to her feet. “Let me help. I swung by the library and picked up the discarded magazines you asked for.”

      “I will continue to pour drinks, although most of your drink preferences are far from challenging,” Brooke Silver offered. Her long, brunette ponytail swung as she swooped in to grab Tamara’s empty water glass to refill.

      Lisa sat next to Julia, enjoying the easy conversation that flowed between them. She’d been officially meeting with the local girls for the last couple of months, but it was neat to suddenly have Julia there. It was also entertaining to observe the interaction among some of the women, like Rose, Tansy, and Brooke, who had been friends for years.

      “By the way.” Tansy’s tone was full satisfaction. “Heard through the grapevine the police made a couple of arrests over the puppy mill business.”

      A sharp stab of pain struck Lisa at the remembrance of that day. “Good,” she growled. “I hope they get locked up without food or water or heat.”

      “There’s the bloodthirsty sister I know and love,” Tamara drawled.

      Lisa glanced at her.

      Tamara showed her teeth. “Notice I didn’t say there was a single thing wrong with your suggestion.”

      “Anyone we know?” Brooke demanded.

      “A couple guys out of Okotoks.” Hanna offered the tidbit. “Brad told me they were with a pet store and it’s been shut down. There will be more in the news this coming week.”

      It didn’t change the past, but maybe it meant a few more animals would be safe in the future.

      Kelli James slipped into the room, shaking the snow off her cowboy hat before hanging it and her coat up. “Hey, guys, sorry I’m late. I was helping Uncle Luke figure out how to make a pillow fort for the girls.”

      Laughter drifted among the group. Lisa’s nieces had been in heaven at the idea of having a sleepover at their uncle’s house, no matter that it was just across the lake and only five minutes away.

      “I thought Dustin was helping Luke take care of the girls tonight. And thank you for sweet-talking your guy into that, by the way,” Tamara said.

      Kelli blew a raspberry. “Luke loves your kids. And Dustin is there. Between the two of them, they were debating the merits of building a reenactment of Stonehenge.”

      Tamara shook her head. “As long as they don’t plan to make any sacrifices.”

      “Caleb was walking in the door as I slipped out, so I’m pretty sure the girls are safe.” Kelli slapped high-fives with Tansy and Rose en route to stealing Tyler from Tamara and planting a kiss on his cheek. “Hey, cutie. Did you miss your Auntie Kelli? Of course you did. She’s the bestest cowgirl auntie in town since Auntie Karen’s not here…” Kelli paused, glancing at Julia and making a face. “Damn. Lisa’s still here. And you—you’re not a cowgirl, are you?”

      Julia wiggled her fingers. “Maybe? EMT by training, but I grew up on a dude ranch. You could probably call me a cowgirl.”

      Kelli sighed dramatically. “Well, I can’t go around handing out false advertising.” She rearranged Tyler to shake a finger in his face. “I’m your favourite auntie under five-foot-five. Lisa’s your favourite funny auntie. Julia can be your favourite red-haired auntie.”

      “Does that make you Auntie Shorty?” Tamara asked with a snicker.

      Kelli gave her the evil eye as she accepted a drink from Brooke. “Tell me what we’re doing, because it looks like it might burn off a little frustration.”

      She gestured with her free hand at the piles of paper waiting on the table.

      Lisa gave Rose the go-ahead to explain, settling back beside Kelli and watching Tyler attempt to focus.

      “Pick a theme if you’d like,” Rose said. “An emotion, a place. A word. Let’s go with a word. Pencil that on your page, then flip through the magazines and find pictures and sentences that you like. Rip them out or cut them out, and pop them on the paper however you want—no perfectionists allowed.” She glanced at Brooke. “If I see you get out a ruler, I will spank you with it.”

      “Promises, promises,” Brooke answered with a grin.

      Rose made sure everybody had glue sticks and solid pieces of cardboard to use as a base.

      Lisa rearranged herself, sitting on the floor with her frame on the coffee table. Her brain flitted everywhere—butterflies with ADHD would be calmer.

      She forced herself to put her pencil to the paper and, with clear block letters, wrote the word ADVENTURE across her page.

      Maybe this would help get some of her jitters to settle.

      “Toss me that National Geographic,” she told Tansy.

      It took a while, but as they ate and drank and chattered, all the while ripping pictures out of magazines and gluing them on their pages, a sweet sort of peacefulness snuck in. Lisa let her mind wander, halfway paying attention to the conversation, barely paying attention to the pictures she was selecting.

      “What does HFH stand for?” Julia asked out of the blue. “You know, when Lisa said the HFH was officially open?”

      Rose opened her mouth and then paused. “Hang on. We’ve never had a title to these meetings before. Lisa?”

      Oops. “Twenty questions time,” Lisa said perkily. “I bet—”

      “Don’t do it,” six voices said in unison to Julia, who Lisa just happened to be looking at.

      Everyone laughed.

      Lisa tried her hardest to look indignant. “I wasn’t actually setting up a bet,” she insisted.

      “With you, it’s hard to tell,” Tamara flashed back. “HFH. If you followed any kind of logic it should be Heart Falls something, but this is you. It’s probably a spin on the whole Canadian tradition of using Her Royal Majesty’s etc. etc., which would make it Her Finest…Hussies?”

      Brooke snorted. “I know. Heart Falls Heartbreakers.” She breathed on her nails and buffed them against her shirt. “Although two of you are no longer solo—oh wait. I miscounted. Tamara, Hanna, and Kelli. That makes three permanently out of circulation.”

      “I hear you’re seeing a certain firefighter,” Hanna teased. “Either that, or he’s having an awful lot of engine troubles. Brad swears that his partner’s truck is constantly at your mechanic shop.”

      “So that’s who you are,” Julia said eagerly before slapping a hand over her mouth. “Oops.”

      All eyes pivoted. Brooke put down the magazine she was glancing through, leaning on an elbow toward Julia. “Who said what? And there is no lying or evasion allowed amongst us Heart Falls Hooligans.”

      Another snicker sounded.

      Julia shrugged. “I hang out down at the Fire Hall when I’m not out on a call. Seems there’s a certain tall, built firefighter who burnt supper three days in a row because he was distracted by texting with his mechanic.”

      Brooke’s grin widened. “Good to know.”

      “Lisa, you have to tell us when we guess the answer.” Rose said sternly. “Or are you just making this up as you go along?”

      “Yes.” Lisa ducked as glue sticks flew across the room from all directions, smacking into her. “Hey. I should make you pay a penalty to get them back.”

      Conversation continued, all of them taking turns holding Tyler when he fussed, wandering the room with that rocking motion that kicked in out of nowhere when holding a baby.

      Finally it was time to display their projects, holding them up to accept both friendly banter and admiration. Eight different projects, eight different messages.

      Tamara had filled the word LOVE with pictures of family and sunsets and food. She grinned as they teased about that last one.

      “I’m going to put on so much weight if I’m not careful,” she said. “It’s nice to not get nauseous at just the thought of food.”

      “Considering you lost weight with your pregnancy, I don’t think putting on a few pounds is a bad thing,” Lisa pointed out.

      Rose and Tansy held up their pictures side by side.

      “There’s a theme,” Tansy announced. She looked straight at Lisa. “Five bucks says you can’t figure it out.”

      “What you mean there’s a theme?” Rose asked indignantly. “I didn’t agree to that.”

      “Trust me,” her sister insisted. “Heck, there’re two themes.”

      Lisa examined the two poster boards closer. Rose had written the word BEAUTY across her page in all sorts of fonts, with a dozen different markers. Some italics, some block—all of them floating at different angles. Between each she’d glued pictures of knickknacks, flowers, and what looked like beautiful earrings and jewellery.

      “Very pretty,” Julia said.

      “And now mine.” Tansy wiggled her board from side to side. “Guess if you can.”

      Kelli made a face. “You’re a cheater. You didn’t put any words on your page.”

      “Didn’t need to.”

      Lisa took a closer look. Tansy had been snatching up all the pictures of good-looking guys she could find, or at least their bodies. Not all of them had heads, but all were fit, muscular, and in some way, partially presenting their backsides.

      Lisa’s laughter emerged and she squeezed the baby in her arms a little tighter. “Oh, you’re bad. You’re good, but you’re very bad,” she chastised Tansy.

      Tansy looked disappointed. “You figured it out already?”

      “You can give me my five bucks tomorrow morning in the form of a latte.” Lisa didn’t bother to keep the gloating out of her voice.

      Tyler went from sleeping to screeching in his usual three point five seven seconds. Tamara hauled him away, settling him to eat as quickly as possible. “Don’t make us keep guessing. Or at least give us a hint.”

      “I just did.” Lisa could not stop gloating.

      Tamara grumbled for a moment before tilting her head at Julia. “See what you you’re in for? Years of being annoyed by this woman.”

      Julia was focusing hard, glancing between Tansy and Lisa. Her lips moved as if she was reciting the words that had just been said and then her lips twitched up. “I get it.”

      “You can tell us,” Brooke said, staring into the glass as she swirled the liquid. “I’ve had three of these and I’m not thinking very straight anymore.”

      Julia pointed at Rose’s board. “Flowers, knickknacks—that’s what Rose sells in her shop.” She swung her finger toward Tansy’s bevy of beefcake.

      “That’s not what Tansy sells,” Hanna said with a soft snicker.

      “I would if I could, but laws and yada, yada, yada.”

      “Oh my God, it’s buns. You two did a collage of Buns and Roses,” Kelli said in the midst of a hearty giggle.

      Lisa made a motion for Rose and Tansy to exchange places. “And there’s the second theme. Beauty and the Beast.”

      They were all thoroughly amused. As they looked through the poster boards that Hanna, Brooke and Kelli had made, laughter stayed present. Especially since Kelli’s was ninety percent horses and ten percent boots.

      Lisa wasn’t even sure she’d picked up the right board when they all teased it was her turn. There were some appropriate things on there, like a picture of New York and the Sydney Opera House. There were guitars and cowboy hats, and tents on a remote mountainside wilderness.

      But right in the middle, almost underlining the word that she’d determinedly written down as inspiration—a pair of masculine eyes stared off the page. Nothing else. She didn’t remember doing it, but the paper had been ripped to remove almost all of the man’s features leaving nothing but clear blue eyes staring intently her.

      Familiar eyes looking directly at her as if to demand he be a part of her adventure.
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      The fundraiser was less than a week away and while everything about the event seemed to be going well, Josiah wasn’t sure what was going on in Lisa’s head regarding her plans for after.

      Anytime he tried to steer the conversation in that direction, she evaded his question or went to the other extreme and shared a mass of information from some of the pages in her notebook.

      It was getting annoying, but he was fighting to keep things positive. Keep them fun. Holding on to his optimism was taking too much energy. Combined with springtime emergencies going into overdrive, getting a good night’s sleep was becoming nearly impossible.

      Josiah stumbled into the kitchen, heading straight for the coffee maker. He stood over the sink and drank a cup before going back and filling it to the brim a second time.

      When he finally realized he wasn’t alone, it was too late to be embarrassed. “Gentlemen.”

      Zach’s grin flashed. “I like how you managed to say that with just a hint of a British accent. Makes me feel like I’ve been tossed into some sort of Downton Abbey remake.”

      “Having a classical education is always entertaining,” Josiah agreed. He dropped into a chair beside them at the kitchen table.

      Finn and Zach exchanged glances before Finn pushed aside his coffee cup, leaned his hands on the table and cleared his throat, waiting until Josiah looked him in the eye. “You look like hell.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You shouldn’t look like hell,” Zach offered. “You’ve got a great job, an amazing house, and a set of wonderful roommates.”

      “More importantly, a wonderful woman. You’re not letting that get away without locking it up, are you?” Finn asked. Blunt. Unwavering and hammer-on-the-nail-head direct.

      Josiah played it casual. “We’re good together, but it could be we want different things.”

      Finn’s response was immediate. “Bullshit. You want each other. The other stuff can be juggled.”

      Zach didn’t say anything, just jerked a thumb toward Finn and tipped his head in agreement.

      “Do you guys expect a reduction in rent for offering love-life advice? Because I don’t think I can swing that,” Josiah drawled.

      “Consider this an early Christmas present.” Finn said.

      “A very early Christmas present, but whatever.” Finn and Josiah both glared at Zach, and he lifted his hands in surrender as he leaned back in his chair. “Shutting up.”

      Finn looked Josiah over with that impossible-to-evade assessment. “Look, we are stepping over the line, but it’s tough to watch you stumble around waiting for something to happen when you need to act. I’ve missed out on five years with Karen because I was too stupid to see there were more than one or two solutions to a problem. You need to get creative and find some options, but for God’s sake, man, don’t do what I did and let the woman walk away.”

      “You think I should tie a rope around Lisa so I can reel her back?”

      Finn didn’t look at all upset by the suggestion. “Why not?”

      “Is this the time to mention I’m currently sponsoring an independent rope-maker?” Zach didn’t move as both Josiah and Finn tossed utensils at him.

      “You’re so annoying,” Finn stated blandly.

      “I love you too. Speaking of which. You mentioned Karen.” Zach glanced pointedly at Finn. “Five years and counting, bro…”

      Finn took another considered sip of his coffee. “Working on it. Soon.”

      The guys were right, though, Josiah realized. Exasperating, but right.

      It had been good to have other people in the house. The evenings when Lisa was busy and he had time off, Finn and Zach had been excellent company. They’d worked together caring for the animals, but also willingly put up their feet and relaxed with him. Watched TV or chatted about what was going on in Heart Falls.

      And apparently, offered romance therapy.

      He hadn’t figured out what to do with the call to action before his afternoon blew up and he ended up having to contact Lisa to warn her their date that night would have to be postponed.

      “I promised to stop by Sonora’s and I’m over an hour out from finishing here.” A calf bawled in the background. Somewhere an animal kicked boards of the barn in frustration, dust rising in the air.

      “Anything I can help with at Sonora’s?” she asked. “Actually, why don’t I meet you there? There’re a couple last-minute things I need to make sure she finished so we’re ready to go on Saturday.”

      “I won’t be dressed to head out afterward or anything,” he warned. “I’m coming straight from work.”

      “That’s fine. I’m a cowgirl. I know exactly what working with animals smells like,” she teased. “It doesn’t have to be a late night or anything. I just want to see you.”

      Her words warmed his heart way more than they should have. He hung up feeling moderately optimistic.

      Of course, when it was nearly two hours before he made it to Sonora’s, some of those warm, bubbly feelings had escaped. Great way to make a good impression, Ryder. He’d had to stop for a shower and fresh clothes or no one would have wanted to spend time with him.

      Thankfully, Lisa hadn’t given up. The two women were sitting in the main reception room and their laughter was the first thing he heard as he opened the door and entered the cozy building.

      The room had undergone a huge change over the past months. It was painted in bright, clean colours, with playful animal pictures on the walls and plenty of room for pictures of adopted animals to go up on the corkboard.

      Two heads pivoted his direction, one with grey-white hair, the other with beautiful brown waves that tumbled over her shoulders. Brown eyes that met his with warmth and affection.

      Three heads—Ollie appeared from under Lisa’s chair and headed straight for him, mouth open in her best doggie smile.

      “Hello, ladies.”

      Ollie stopped next to him, her tail thumping into his shins.

      Sonora rose to her feet and came over, offering him a quick hug before shaking a finger. “You’re not supposed to work that hard,” she chastised him. “You need to take more days off.”

      “I promise I’ll take as many days off as I see you take,” he offered.

      Lisa whistled in amusement. “Oh, good one.” She slid in beside him and caught his hand in hers, squeezing tightly.

      Sonora glanced between the two of them and rolled her eyes. “I’m taking myself off to my comfortable living room for a cup of tea. Casey will be here after midnight to make the rounds and check the animals. Lock up when you’re done smooching.”

      She disappeared, obviously happy to have gotten the last word.

      Lisa leaned against Josiah, arms wrapped around his waist. “I think this whole animal rescue has been good for her. She’s enjoying herself.”

      “And she’s especially enjoying that the animal shelter annoys Ashton,” Josiah said with a grin.

      Ollie barked once, scratching at the side door. It led to the large indoor arena that would be used for the auction events that coming weekend and animal training the rest of the time.

      Lisa freed herself enough to head toward the door, tugging Josiah after her. “Come on. Ollie obviously has something on her mind.”

      What the dog wanted was to make the rounds along the edge of the building, sniffing and scratching and examining everything, which was fine by Josiah because it meant he got to walk hand-in-hand with Lisa, planning out the final details of the auction.

      It was natural; it was easy.

      It was so damn perfect, especially when they paused at the end of the arena and Lisa leaned back against the wall, tugging him over her.

      It was natural to lean in and put their lips together, teasing as he took in her taste.

      It was comfortable in a way that didn’t mean taking that comfort for granted. She fit—against his body, her fingers sliding through his hair. Little moans sounded as she pressed up against him, giving generously. A thoroughly sensual, beautiful woman.

      They fit.

      So damn perfectly that he put his forearms on the wall by her head, just far enough back to look into her eyes. “Sonora said we should lock up when we’re done.”

      Lisa grinned. “Was that a mistake?”

      He couldn’t stop himself. “I never want to be done,” he whispered.

      Her smile faded. “Josiah?”

      “I want to kiss you today, tomorrow, and every day from now till forever.” There was no holding back.

      Maybe he’d made the decision one snowy March night, driving home alone and realizing that wasn’t what he wanted from life. Back then, getting involved with Lisa had been some nebulous good idea. He’d been attracted to her, and intrigued, and a whole lot of things that made going after her seem right.

      All of that had changed to so much more and the words spilled off his tongue. It seemed impossible to hold back what was the biggest truth in his world.

      “I love you.”

      Lisa’s hands fisted the front of his shirt, her eyes wide. She opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, and then—

      She ducked under his arm and took off, racing across the room.

      “Lisa.” He turned to follow her, but Ollie got underfoot and Josiah ended up sprawled on the ground. He rolled to his feet just in time to see Lisa slip out the exit.

      Well, shit.

      He strode across the arena, shoving open the door just in time to see her red taillights disappearing down the road.

      It was interesting, the sensation he felt inside. He was shocked and a little disgruntled that she’d reacted to his spontaneous confession by bolting. But…

      Things had changed. He had changed, and a lot of that had to do with Lisa.

      Josiah knew the truth. He wasn’t the man he’d been even a few months ago. If this had happened back then, he would have felt utterly rejected. Like he’d once again judged unworthy. But there was something different going on.

      He’d seen the flash of panic in Lisa’s eyes, but he’d also seen the longing.

      Finn’s comment about there being more than one solution—it seemed Lisa Coleman hadn’t quite gotten that figured out yet. She was usually so good at coming up with a solution and moving with everything in her toward it.

      He was pretty sure he wasn’t the only one with deep feelings. Ones that would be a shock to a certain woman’s system because it turned out falling in love wasn’t manageable. It was wild and extreme—and perfect.

      Over the years Josiah had learned there were a lot of ways to work with a skittish beast. When he’d first started at veterinary school he’d been too out of shape to physically intimidate the animals, so he’d learned to schmooze. To cajole. To convince them he was worthy of trust.

      It had taken a lot of effort, but it had been worth it.

      It’d taken a lot of work to get in shape, pushing his muscles to the limit. He’d done it—

      Hell, he still did it. Every single damn day he put in the energy because it was worth it.

      Josiah stood there in the cold, staring into the evening sky until no doubt remained.

      Lisa loved him. Maybe she wasn’t ready to say it yet, but that didn’t matter. He was going to do the hard work. He was going to hang in there, and be there, and listen to her until she couldn’t help but say it back.

      Because he knew she wasn’t leaving Heart Falls. Not without them finding a way to be together.

      He hauled out his phone and made a call.

      Lisa Coleman, no matter where you run, I’ve got a rope tied on you, he thought. It’s called love and there’s nothing stronger.
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      It felt as if she’d driven for hours and Lisa wasn’t sure her head had reattached itself to her shoulders.

      So. That’s what a panic attack felt like. Interesting.

      It was strange how it’d come completely out of the blue. Feeling warm and cozy inside one minute to being a second away from freaking out the next.

      She wasn’t proud that she’d run, but the fact it’d taken over half an hour for her hands to stop shaking said at least part of her reaction had been right.

      Josiah wasn’t supposed to have said that. Not yet. She wasn’t ready.

      It was the only thought that kept going through her brain. I’m not ready.

      When her phone went off, she considered ignoring it, but it was her dad. He’d come to visit Tamara and Caleb and the kids, and to attend the fundraiser. The open communication line between her and her father was still new and she didn’t want to do anything to mess it up.

      “Hi, Dad. What’s up?”

      “I was wondering where you were,” he said quietly.

      “On a date. You knew that.”

      A gentle sigh sounded on the other end of the line. “You’re not with him, so come and get me,” he ordered. “I want to talk to you.”

      Great. First she ran out on a date and now she had to deal with her father.

      There seemed to be no good reason to turn him down, so she swung past the bunkhouse where he was staying. Tamara and Caleb had offered him space in the house, but he’d insisted he’d be more comfortable letting them have their own space.

      George Coleman climbed into the passenger side of her truck and sat there wordlessly.

      This just got better and better. “Anywhere in particular we’re going?”

      “Yeah. Your boyfriend’s,” he said sternly.

      Oh hell, no. “Did Josiah call you?” she demanded.

      “He’s called me a couple of times because we both have a lot of interest in horses and Caleb has spoken highly of Josiah’s skills,” her dad admitted. “Or are you talking about tonight?”

      She wasn’t putting the truck in gear until she knew what was going on. “Tonight.”

      George looked out the window as if sitting in a truck was a perfectly fine place to have a conversation. “He didn’t call me. I have a standing invitation to see his place. I thought I should take advantage of the opportunity before I head home.”

      Dammit. First she didn’t know from one minute to the next what Josiah was going to do and now her dad was surprising her? She was losing her touch.

      There seemed to be no plausible excuse she could make to not take him to Josiah’s house without having to offer up a confession she wasn’t ready for.

      She kept her foot as light on the gas as possible, but they still made it to Josiah’s house faster than legally possible. And miracle of miracles, her father restrained himself from making any comments about women drivers. Huh.

      There were no trucks parked outside—small mercies. She wasn’t ready to face Josiah yet.

      Oh my God, he’d said I love you and she’d walked out on him. What the hell had she been thinking?

      Right. She hadn’t been thinking, she’d been panicking.

      Her dad got out of the truck and completely ignored her, letting himself into the house and wandering around quietly.

      Lisa had to admit she was totally lost.

      Her dad even found the door to the silo stairs on his own and Lisa followed him up, trying not to look at all of the things and places that were already full of memories.

      How could she have made so many memories in such a short time?

      “I know how much you did to get the Coleman ranches back together.” Her father’s words came out of the blue. He was standing beside the bookcase, running his finger along the shelf, pausing on one of the spines.

      Lisa blinked. She was tempted to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming things up. “What did you say?”

      He turned to face her. “The amalgamation. I didn’t see it at the time, but over the past while, every time someone made a comment, it hit home a little harder. You orchestrated that, didn’t you?”

      Wow. This was not the conversation she expected to have with her father. Not tonight. Not any night, truthfully.

      Maybe because her emotions had been stretched to the edge already, she simply confessed. “Yeah. I don’t get all the credit because I wasn’t the only one who saw that things needed to change. Lee did, as well, but considering he’s as young as I am, nobody was ever going to listen to the two of us.”

      Her father had gone motionless. He was staring out the window, the sun drawing closer to the top of the mountains. “You’re probably right, but then again, not all my brothers are as stubborn or as stupid as I am.”

      “Dad—” she chastised.

      “What, I’m not supposed to call myself stupid? I mean, when the boot fits.” He took a deep breath. “I wish I’d been smart enough to see it, but I wish a whole hell of a lot more that I’d been the kind of father that you felt you could come to. So I could’ve…”

      His words trailed off and a rush of frustration hit. “So you could’ve been proud?”

      His gaze snapped to hers “Oh, don’t you do that. I have always been proud of you. You and both of your sisters. It’s never been about your skills.”

      “But it sure as hell felt like it, Dad. And I don’t want to flog a dead horse, but it sure felt that if we’d been sons, things would’ve been a whole lot different.”

      “Of course it would’ve been.”

      Her stomach fell. Of all the things—he wasn’t supposed to say that.

      But then he went on and exploded her world into a million pieces.

      “Do you remember how your mother died? The stories you were told?” He stepped forward and grabbed her hands, trapping her so she couldn’t escape. “She wasn’t supposed to be on that tractor, I was. But I was late, and she knew she could do it. She’d done it a million times before, but the axle broke and the angle of the hill was wrong and all the things the investigators told us. Doesn’t matter, though, that they figured out how it happened. In the end, she was dead, and I didn’t have her and neither did you girls. She was gone and it was my fault.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Lisa began, but he cut her off.

      “Is it? They said if there’d been more weight in the seat, the tractor would’ve stayed upright, but she was too light. If your mom hadn’t gone out to do my job that day, she’d still be alive.”

      The guilt in his voice nearly took Lisa’s knees out. “You don’t know that.”

      “I know it in my gut,” he insisted. “And it changed the way I treated you girls down the road when you started to want to help around the ranch. I felt so terribly guilty that your mom was gone and so afraid. I didn’t see that until Caleb told me he was doing the same damn thing to Tamara.”

      Lisa jerked upright. So that’s what had triggered the apology the other day. “Caleb’s a good man.”

      Her father nodded. “He is. But when he told me what he’d caught himself doing, overprotecting Tamara, my first instinct was to smack him upside the head because none of you girls deserve to be treated like that. Not by the men who care about you and love you. But I was doing the same damn thing. I was so scared every time you girls walked outside, I would do anything to keep you safe. And after a while, it was just easier to try and box you in and keep you where nothing could hurt you.”

      His confession explained so many things. “You can’t protect somebody like that,” she said softly.

      His laugh was brittle. “I sure tried. And when ordering you not to do it didn’t work, I tried to humiliate you into stopping. That backfired in other ways. Tamara left the ranch and got her training as a nurse—and didn’t that give me just as many nightmares.”

      Lisa stood silently, watching the sun closing in on the top of the mountains.

      “I wanted to keep you safe. I figured if you weren’t doing tasks out on the ranch, but working in the house, nothing could harm you.” Her father squeezed her fingers to let her go, pacing toward the wall of windows and staring out. “Caleb was the one who put it into words, but the fact I was so scared when we heard Tamara had gone into labour—hell, that’s as womanly a task as you can get and I still couldn’t protect her.”

      Oh my God. The hurt and sadness in his voice wrapped around Lisa, knocking away any smart-ass comments she might have regarding womanly tasks.

      She stepped up and wrapped her arm around her father, leaning her head against his shoulder. “We don’t need you to protect us, Dad. We need you to love us.”

      He nodded. “I know that now. Like I said, I’m working on being how you need me to be.” He turned to face her, smiling. “Which is why I’m about to give you some fatherly advice, and I hope you don’t just dismiss it because of all the stupid mistakes I’ve made in the past.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “Whatever spooked you today with Josiah—” He held up his hand when she would’ve spoken. “I didn’t lie earlier. He didn’t call me, he called the house, trying to track you down. And yes, I finagled this get-together to force you over here. But, sweetheart, the years I had with your mom were the best. You never actually got a chance to know her, but she was wonderful and I miss her every single day. Except, and now I sound like a fool, but the week I had with Julia’s mom had that same kind of perfection to it. It wasn’t long enough and it wasn’t deep enough, and if I could have another minute with either of them, I would jump on that opportunity and grab it with both hands.”

      Lisa stayed motionless for a moment, staring up at his earnest expression. “I don’t know what I want,” she admitted.

      “Truly? Or are you not certain of all you want?” he asked softly. “Because there’s nothing wrong with grabbing the part you do know while you’re figuring out the rest of it.”

      And then, stubborn man, he pressed a kiss to her forehead and walked away.

      She stood and stared out the window, watching as the sun slid into the distant notch.

      No matter how much it pained her to admit it, her father was right. She totally knew part of what she wanted. She just didn’t see how she could have Josiah and everything else.

      After all her years of coordinating behind the scenes sneaking and teasing people into doing things her way—the way that was best for the most people—she had no idea what came next.

      She kept staring at the sky. At the sky’s pinks and purples, streaks of dark clouds gathering as the wind moved the clouds like in quick-motion reel.

      What do I really want?

      I want to be with Josiah. I want to experience life. I want a family, yet I want to stretch my mind in new ways.

      It still seemed far too tangled and impossible. Like throwing darts at a map and then trying to arrive at all four destinations on different continents at the same time.

      I want everything.

      Even as she made the wish, the sun dipped lower, sliding from a quarter of an arc showing to vanishing behind the brim and for one brief second, she could have sworn—

      A flash. Not neon green like she’d been imagining, but a rich, growing colour that matched a forest of mature spruce trees.

      “Oh my God.”

      She pressed her palms to the window, staring, but it was gone.

      Had she imagined the entire thing?

      She wasn’t sure how long she stood there when a warm body moved in at her back. The familiar voice and familiar touch of Josiah as he placed his hands over hers, cheeks brushing, and the bristles on his jaw scratching lightly. “You okay, darlin’?”

      Lisa took a deep breath and turned. “I think my father abandoned me here.”

      Josiah looked thoughtful. “Seems you’re right.”

      She didn’t know what to do long term, but she knew what needed to happen today. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have run away.”

      He tucked his fingers under her chin, stroking his thumb across her cheek. “Apology accepted, if you accept mine as well. I moved too fast.”

      She shrugged. “Not really. You kind of started this whole thing by being pretty blunt and normally, that would have been okay. I am capable of telling you to slow down. I’m not sure why I got so scared.”

      But her father’s story was maybe giving her a few hints.

      George Coleman had been trying to protect them because he was worried about losing something precious, but in the process he’d still lost something.

      How terrible would it be for Lisa to not learn from his mistake?

      Lisa stroked Josiah’s cheek. “Can I have a couple of days?”

      His smile remained, but his eyes no longer glowed. “Of course.”

      Oh no. No. That was not what she wanted. Hurting Josiah any further was not on the agenda. “I love you.”

      His eyes widened.

      “I really do and that’s not up for debate. That’s not what my problem is.” She caught his collar in her fists and held on tight. “Just a couple of days, okay?”

      He hesitated, then nodded. “Stay with me tonight?”

      She curled her arms around his waist. “I’d like that. I want that.” She leaned up on her toes and lifted her lips to his. “I want you.”

      They stole down the stairs hand-in-hand, then into his bedroom where he pushed open the curtains to let the sunset hues fill the room. Josiah proceeded to strip everything off her one piece at a time, pressing kisses on her skin, making her feel adored and cherished.

      Right around the time her legs gave out, he scooped her up and carried her to the bed where he kissed her senseless, stroking and caressing until she was quivering with need before he pressed her legs open and slid home.

      A quiet lovemaking. A joining together that was so right and so them. Unexpectedly tender, gloriously passionate. Honest…

      Real.

      Josiah cupped a hand to her cheek, their bodies twined and connected. “No expectations, no promises. But I love you. Stubborn, mischievous, drives-me-wild you.”

      Lisa wrapped her legs around him and pulled him deeper. Closer. Meshed together as they rose over and over until they both fell into pleasure.
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      When Lisa woke in his arms, she wondered briefly if it was going to be awkward, but the only notable part was how very undemanding Josiah was. He didn’t push or prod or demand explanations.

      He just held her.

      In fact, he insisted they not talk about what had happened beyond generalities. “Your brain is figuring it out,” he insisted. “And I don’t want to toss something at you that later makes you feel as if you were coerced. Like you asked, we’ll give it a couple of days. But in the meantime, you need to know that I’m not going away. Extra time isn’t going to change the way I feel about you and you can count on that.”

      He’d silenced her in one of the most fun ways possible before stealing out of bed and heading to work.

      Over the next two days, she thought and poked at her problem from a million angles. Lisa spent all her free time with Josiah, Ollie curled up contentedly on their laps as they sat together on the couch or lay quietly in front of the fire in his room.

      She loved Josiah. She truly did, so the idea of leaving him behind to travel for a few years to satisfy her wanderlust held little appeal. But giving up the travel to just stay home seemed like cheating herself out of a promise she’d made.

      While Lisa thought, Josiah watched silently, his closest hand constantly stroking her arm, or back, or hair, as if reminding her he planned to always be there.

      Ollie just loved on both of them as much as possible.

      Lisa had almost figured out a solution she felt comfortable with, maybe, when suddenly the day of the fundraiser arrived and she didn’t want to do anything to distract from the event.

      But as soon as the day was over, she was ready to do the next thing.

      The truth was, at the core, while she wanted to do something for herself, Josiah had been right. Doing things for other people also made her happy.

      She didn’t need to leave to find herself. She didn’t need to run away from the wonderful things happening right there in Heart Falls. But she also didn’t need to give up her dreams of adventure. Somewhere out there was a way to have it all.

      The best part, though, was she didn’t have to figure out how on her own.

      What she did need to decide was a way to absolutely and completely blow Josiah’s socks off when she told him. Because, hey, telling a guy that she wanted him forever should be big and bold and memorable, right?

      But first, the fundraiser.

      Positive energy and excited people milled around the new Heart Falls Animal Rescue. They’d hauled in a good number of media reps and the local community members had come out in full force.

      Lisa and Josiah stood at the side of the modest stage that had been built in the arena, preparing to go up on the platform to run through their spiel to convince people to open up their pocketbooks, and possibly their homes, to one of the healthy, happy, and ready-to-be-adopted dogs.

      Lisa held Ollie’s leash even though there was little chance of the dog wandering off.

      Decorations were everywhere, including helium balloons in the shape of farm animals, cats, and dogs.

      Josiah laid a hand on her arm, then poked a set of cue cards toward her. “I made some changes. Here’s your script.”

      She’d already taken them from him before she realized what he was saying. “But I thought we had it all figured out already.”

      “This script is better,” Josiah insisted. He stuck a finger in her face. “No improvising.”

      Lisa folded her arms over her chest. “Me? You’re the one who—”

      “Be right back,” Josiah tossed over his shoulder as he hurried behind the left-wing barrier.

      She glanced down at the stack of cue cards to discover he’d wrapped a dozen or more elastic bands around the pile. He’d twisted some and changed direction, so removing them wasn’t going to be easy. She began peeling them off one by one when Sonora slipped an arm around her waist and tugged her toward the stage.

      “Come on, Lisa. Time to shine.”

      Drat, Josiah, changing the rules at the last minute. Lisa followed Sonora, smiling at the faces turning toward them while frantically pulling elastic bands free and juggling Ollie’s leash. She didn’t want to drop the elastics to the ground where some animal would find them, so she slid them onto her wrist one after the other.

      While she worked, Sonora had stepped up to the microphone.

      “Welcome. We’re so glad you could come out today. You know like anything we do here in Heart Falls, we like to do it up right. A lot of you put in time to help make this happen and we sure appreciate it. But it’s not about us, is it? It’s about those sweet puppies we rescued. And all the other animals we plan to help over the years to come with your support.”

      There was a smattering of applause from the crowd standing in the arena. Some of them had pets on leashes as well and the entire group moved constantly as the animals explored.

      Sonora smiled down at the kids in the front row. “I think we need to hear straight from the dog’s mouth, so to speak. What do you think of that?”

      A far more enthusiastic cry went up, the kids jumping up and down.

      Lisa had finally removed the last elastic, the cards moving freely through her fingers. Thank God. She stepped toward Sonora because it was time for her and Josiah to begin, when a cry went up, laughter following hard on the heels of delighted squeals.

      Lisa spun to discover a human-sized dog was joining them on the stage. With long, floppy brown ears and big brown eyes, the person in a dog costume waved their arms in the air and then clapped overhead as the crowd got excited.

      When the dog rotated on the stage and wagged his tail, the walls echoed with laughter.

      Lisa blinked in confusion. This was not on the agenda.

      The dog wiggled its way over to her side, poking her gently in the arm with one big, furry mitten. “Your turn, darlin’,” he whispered.

      Oh. My. God. “Josiah?”

      He did an exaggerated stage bow before standing and nodding his head vigorously.

      She should have known. No way would Ollie have let anyone else get that close to her without reacting.

      She would’ve gaped at him for a little longer, but Josiah tilted his head in a move so reminiscent of Ollie, she slapped a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing out loud.

      Instead, she turned toward the crowd and lifted the first of the cue cards, trusting they would help get her through without making a mess of the event. “We’re here to fundraise for the shelter, which is going to help a lot of animals over the years. We’re also here to talk about how pets make things better right here at home. Let’s see what’s up with this very adventurous puppy…”

      She gestured toward Josiah as the card instructed her to, watching with amusement as he raced around the stairs pretending to sniff everything. He stomped back to her side and pretended to sniff her as the kids at the foot of the stage squealed with delight.

      When he pretended to run his tongue up the side of her face, Lisa squeezed her eyes together and grimaced, and giggles raced in from the crowd.

      She lifted the next cue card. “He doesn’t need bright lights or faraway places to be happy. There’s tons to explore right here in his own backyard.” Lisa kept smiling, but she turned toward Josiah, lowering her voice in the hopes it wouldn’t get picked up on the microphone. “I am so getting even with you for this.”

      Out of nowhere, Josiah pulled out a fake microphone of his own. He lifted it deliberately until it was right in front of his oversized canine mouth.

      All the kids leaned forward in anticipation.

      “Woof.”

      Lisa had checked the next card. “If any of you don’t speak dog, I’ll interpret for you. He said this puppy hopes to stay right here in Heart Falls. But more importantly, he wants to stay with the people he loves. That’s what every dog wants most.”

      Josiah had lowered the mic and was pacing along the front of the stage. He peered here, and there, as if trying to spot the perfect person.

      With one paw held over his brows, he twisted. Looking, looking—

      Kids were waving and pointing and making suggestions, but it wasn’t until he was once again facing Lisa that anything happened.

      Josiah threw his arms in the air and jumped before rushing to her side to poke his head against her, tail waggling the entire time.

      She was laughing so hard it was difficult to read the card. “Every puppy has to decide what’s important to them and that’s a lot easier to do when you’re with someone you love.”

      Josiah barked. Not just once, but a dozen times.

      Ollie barked back.

      The entire room exploded with laughter.

      “What did he say?” the kids shouted.

      “Josiah or Ollie?” some joker quipped.

      Lisa flipped to the next card. She read the whole thing quickly before glancing up at Josiah. “He asked if I loved him. Because if I did, he’d be willing to go anywhere with me.”

      A collective awwww rose from the audience.

      “So, do you?” It was her niece Sasha, of course. Front and center, Emma by her side, their fingers tangled together. “Do you love him, Auntie Lisa?”

      Lisa folded her arms over her chest. The next cue card had been blank, with nothing but ???? over the entire surface.

      She knew what she was going to do, but Josiah deserved to suffer a teeny bit for surprising her. Or more, for once again surprising her and stealing her thunder, because talk about getting her socks blown off.

      If she’d thought of it first, she totally would have done this. Maybe without the dog costume, though.

      Lisa turned to face the audience. “Do you really think I should admit something like that to a man dressed in a dog suit?”

      Sasha and Emma weren’t the only ones who nodded their heads vigorously.

      Beside her, Josiah pulled off the head of his costume, sneaking over to wrap a furry paw around her waist. “The dog suit is what made this perfect for you and me. I know you’re a sucker for big brown eyes and a perky tail.”

      The microphone was on, but Lisa didn’t care. “You goof.”

      “I am a goof. I’m also adaptable and brave enough to stand here in a dog costume and announce that I love you, Lisa Coleman. No matter where that takes us or what we end up doing, I want to be with you.”

      “Is this part of the auction?” someone called from the back of the room.

      The crowd turned toward him, fingers pressed to their lips. “Shhhhhhhh.”

      Lisa glanced at Josiah. She glanced at the patiently waiting, before turning back and nodding. “Fine. You win. I love you too.”

      Josiah picked her up and kissed her, right there in front of everyone, as Ollie barked enthusiastically. Catcalls and whistles rang out, and when Josiah put her back down, it felt as if her feet were still floating above the stage.

      He winked. “I believe this means you owe me at least four hundred dollars because you will definitely be around by the end of the summer.”

      “Double or nothing?” Lisa offered.

      A laugh escaped. “We’ll donate it to the fund. And with that—” He twisted toward the audience. “Time to get down to business. We have all sorts of exciting things to auction off and once we’re done, I get to take my new owner home and celebrate, so let’s get to it.”

      Another rumble of laughter echoed back and as they slid into the real portion of the event, Lisa realized she felt very much at home.

      Still uncertain, but somehow that was okay.

      If Josiah was willing to get up on a stage looking like the Big Red Dog and admit he loved her, she figured there was pretty much nothing he wouldn’t do to make her happy.

      Somehow this relationship would work because she’d be doing her best to make him happy too.

      Lisa leaned down and cut the strings on a batch of the balloons fastened to the front of the stage and watched as cats, dogs, pigs, and horses floated over the crowd to the sound of loud cheering.
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        * * *

      

      It was late by the time the auction was over and the last piece of cake had been consumed. Sonora gave them both huge hugs before she left. The shelter went quiet with just the night watchman remaining when Josiah finally took Lisa and Ollie home.

      Home. Which was going to be wherever the two of them were.

      The three of them, he corrected himself, because it appeared Ollie was going to be a permanent part of their world.

      Neither of them spoke much until they reached his room, satisfaction at their successful completion of the auction offering enough adrenaline to get them there. There was anticipation as well because it was time to make some things very clear.

      But first…

      Josiah pointed firmly at the bathroom. “Shower. Get comfy. Meet me back here when you’re done.”

      Lisa went willingly, smiling over her shoulder at him as she carried her gym bag into the master en suite bathroom.

      He hurried to get cleaned up in the guest bath, then grabbed the food he’d asked Zach to prepare for him earlier in the day. By the time Lisa appeared, decked out in soft flannel pyjamas and smelling like a spring day, Josiah was waiting for her in front of the fire he’d started.

      Lisa pressed herself against him briefly in a full-body hug before slipping from his arms and attacking the sandwich tray. “Sorry, but I’m starving.”

      Josiah chuckled as he all but inhaled his own sandwich. “We earned these.”

      Ollie had finished inhaling her own food only moments earlier and was batting puppy eyes at both of them, desperately hoping for crumbs, no doubt.

      Ten minutes later, they reclined against the pillows Josiah had arranged and Lisa let out a huge sigh of satisfaction. “God, that was delicious.”

      Joshua offered her the plate of cookies. “Eat. You’ll need your strength for later,” he warned.

      Lisa nibbled on a chocolate chip cookie, eyeing him with amusement. “I love you, Josiah Ryder, but you confuse the heck out of me.”

      “I love you too, and I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      She leaned toward him. “When I asked for a couple of days to think, you said you weren’t going to toss anything at me that might make me feel coerced.”

      “Ah, now I know what you’re talking about.” Josiah rested his arm along the couch seat to play with her hair.

      “I’ll say it again to make sure you hear it. I love you, but explain to me how getting me to confess that up on stage in front of the entire town isn’t at least a teeny bit coercive.”

      “If you hadn’t already figured out that you wanted to stay with me in Heart Falls, I wouldn’t have done it,” Josiah promised earnestly.

      Her jaw dropped. “Really? I mean, wait— I mean, how did you know? I hadn’t said anything yet. I mean I was going to, so you’re right, but how?”

      Josiah cupped her chin in his hand so he could stroke his thumb over her lower lip. “You didn’t say it with words, Lisa, but you’ve been saying some variation of it over the past few weeks. And the past couple of days, it’s been in your eyes…”

      He touched his fingers to the corner of her temple, her skin silky soft under his caress.

      “You have this expression that shines so brightly when you’re content and happy. I’ve seen it when you’re with your sisters. When you’re helping with your nieces or holding Tyler.”

      “You’ve been watching me that closely?” She was whispering, turning her face to his hand and cuddling against his palm. “I like that.”

      “I know, because you get that same light in your eyes when you look at me. When you’re here at my side. Not plotting or planning or working at something, but just being.” He leaned in and stroked his lips over hers. “We belong together. We’ll figure out the rest of it, I promise.”

      Lisa caught his hand and pressed a kiss to the palm before wiggling back. “I was going to tell you tonight. That I want to be with you and that I want to stay in Heart Falls. But I also want to travel, so yeah, I kind of want it all.”

      “Then that’s what we’ll do,” Josiah assured her. “We’ll start here in this house, if that’s okay with you, then we just need to figure out what trips we want to take. It doesn’t mean we have to be gone for long periods of time. Heck, we can start by visiting my family. They’re conveniently tossed around the world.”

      She nodded. “I’d like to meet them, and that sounds like an awfully good idea. The being away for little periods of time and exploring new things while having a home base here. I don’t actually want to be gone for too long. Not with Tyler so little and I don’t want to miss the chance to get to know Julia while she’s in Heart Falls. We have no idea where she might end up.” She wrinkled her nose. “It could be expensive, but we can figure that out. Travel cheap, save up for trips.”

      “We can afford it.” Josiah tugged her closer. “In the category of things that we didn’t talk about yet because there wasn’t a reason to, I have a trust fund that drops money into an account every year. Not millions, but enough.”

      Utter shock slid over her face. “A trust fund? Get out. From who?”

      “My great-great-aunt was a very successful stage actress with no immediate family of her own. She left her money to her brother’s descendants in trust. We’ve reached the stage where my brother, sisters, and I are the only ones receiving money and it looks like it will last for quite a long time. So we don’t need to worry about funds.”

      Lisa looked as if she was fighting to wrap her brain around that one. “Really.”

      He nodded earnestly.

      She frowned. “But you’re making Sonora pay for supplies. She told me.”

      Josiah understood where this was coming from. “The clinic runs as a business. It needs to pay its own way and run on its own merit or it doesn’t run. That was a decision I made when I started it, not because the clinic isn’t worth putting effort into, but because it is worth the effort. I don’t ever want to let my work ethic slacken because we don’t need the cash flow.”

      She thought about it for a minute, then agreed.

      “But just to reassure you, I always planned to match Finn’s donation to the rescue center, anonymously.” He had her in his lap. “I like to be generous. You’ll get to be as well, but there’s something to be said for working for your accomplishments.”

      “Makes sense.”

      Just as he was reaching for her to begin the most interesting and hands-on part of the evening, Lisa took her turn to mystify the heck out of him.

      She snuck off his lap and into the chair in front of the window. Legs curled under her, she offered him a blinding smile. “Oh, wait. Let me get something ready for you.”

      An instant later she’d pulled out her phone and started playing music, looking up at him expectantly.

      Josiah eyed her in confusion. “Yes?”

      “I’m waiting,” she said.

      “I noticed. For what?”

      “Your Magic Mike strip routine. You said the only way that would happen is if pigs flew.”

      Hysterical. “Pigs flew today? I think I missed it.”

      She cued something on her phone and then passed it over.

      He swore. She’d taken a shot of the balloons drifting over the crowd before he’d begun the actual auction. There amidst the other animals…

      Floating pigs.

      “You cheated,” he said. “That’s why you volunteered to be in charge of picking decorations.

      She pressed a hand against her chest, jaw dropping as if in shock. “Moi? Cheat?” Her expression softened. “You don’t have to, but I’m just saying, if it’s something you’d like to do, you’re not going to find a more appreciative audience anywhere.”

      Josiah faked a long-suffering sigh. Seems she had a dramatic streak as wide as his. Still, the joy in her eyes wasn’t something he could deny and there were parts of his background he did enjoy.

      So…

      He turned up the music and placed her phone on the table at her elbow, slowly stepping away.

      Lisa clasped her hands and laughed, her smile growing wider as he swung his hips and attempted to make taking off his T-shirt sexy. Her gaze drifted over his torso, her tongue slipping past her lips. Lips glistening, pulse beating at the base of her throat.

      When she popped up on her knees and tossed aside her pyjama top, suddenly the whole stripping idea got a lot hotter.

      Josiah took his time, enjoying the show he was getting in return, because when he finally dropped his pants, Lisa had also lost her clothes.

      She joined him, completely comfortable as she swayed naked in his arms.

      “You’re going to miss my best moves, watching from so close,” Josiah teased.

      “Trust me,” she offered back with a gasp as he cupped her breast, then stole down to suck her nipple into his mouth. “I don’t need to see them to appreciate them.”

      They made love, slow and sweet at first, until neither of them could hold back. Hands and teeth and touch and pressure increasing until red-hot pleasure melted his spine and they finished in a panting tangle in front of the fire.

      Lisa adjusted position to rest her head on his still rocking chest. “Love you. So much.”

      “Good,” he got out with the limited energy he had remaining. Debating if they really needed to move all the way to the bed.

      She laughed softly. “Yeah, I suppose it is.”
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      Dinner at Silver Stone felt different. Not just because Lisa hadn’t cooked the meal by herself and not because there was more family around than before.

      Beside her, Josiah’s fingers meshed with hers as he chatted comfortably with Caleb and that was what made the difference.

      Without pausing his discussion, Josiah leaned over and picked up another fresh biscuit and popped it onto her plate before she could interrupt him to ask for one.

      Lisa squeezed his fingers, then stole her hand free to butter and demolish the flaky treat. The fact the man had learned how to read her mind was equal parts creepy and delightful.

      Karen and Julia were both at the table and their father hadn’t yet left town. George Coleman seemed to be taking advantage of every opportunity to spend time with his grandchildren and his girls.

      No longer did Caleb look worried, either, because Tamara glowed with health. She’d chased Lisa out of the kitchen the last time she tried to help, and only caved when all three of her sisters—astonishing to think that…three sisters—had demanded they wanted to spend time together.

      Julia was learning there was no use being hesitant when it came to dealing with siblings.

      In a different direction, Sasha and Emma beamed as they boasted about how wonderful their baby brother was. At nearly two months old, Tyler was changing rapidly, but while Lisa thought he was adorable, he didn’t have much personality yet.

      Not according to his sisters, though.

      “Tyler is really smart. He wants me to read to him tonight again. Uncle Walker says Tyler is going to be a great rodeo star someday and Uncle Luke says he’s going to be a great horseman. Uncle Dustin says Tyler will be a great singer—Kelli says that’s because he can cry really loud.” Sasha got that all out without taking a breath.

      “Although he does get stinky,” Emma admitted softly, leaning closer to Josiah as she spoke. “Can I play with Ollie after supper, Uncle Josiah?”

      Lisa froze, wondering what he was going to do with that oops of a title. She didn’t blame Emma for making a mistake when all the other men around them were uncle.

      Only Josiah just leaned closer like a co-conspirator, speaking so softly Lisa couldn’t hear, but whatever he said sent her niece giggling.

      Across the table Tamara beamed as she glanced between Lisa and Josiah.

      It had to be done. Lisa stuck out her tongue.

      When Julia spotted her and snickered, Karen sighed as only an older sister could, then the four of them burst out laughing.

      George shook his head, but he offered Caleb a wink.

      After supper while they were clearing the table, Karen took a deep breath, then oh-so-casually dropped a bomb. “I started work on my application for equine therapist training today.”

      “Get out.” Josiah was the first to react with his usual enthusiasm. “I didn’t know you were interested in that.”

      “I love working with horses and the program is worthwhile. It seems as if I should get some official training, so…” She glanced at their father. “Dad and I were talking and he thought it was a good idea.”

      Lisa opened her mouth to ask what the hell was going on when she caught herself barely in time.

      Slamming her mouth shut didn’t go unnoticed, though. Josiah placed his hand on her waist and squeezed, promising attention later.

      George spoke up. “Karen’s worked hard for Whiskey Creek, and if she wants to try something new, she deserves the chance.”

      “There’s no guarantee I’ll get in this year,” Karen shared. “Deadline to apply is the end of this week and they’re announcing the final positions within the next two weeks. So the good part is I don’t have long to brood.”

      “You’ll make it,” Julia said eagerly before glancing around with a hesitant smile. “I mean, you seem to know what you want and I hear you’re great with horses, so… Good luck?”

      Karen laid a hand on Julia’s shoulder. “Thanks. I appreciate that, more than you know.”

      Everyone hurried to offer their good wishes, including Lisa, but something inside still burned.

      Josiah didn’t say anything until later, but once the conversation broke up a little and they were speaking more in small groups, he tugged her back against him. He arranged his lips close by her ear to whisper, “What’s wrong?”

      She turned, pretending to be indulging in a public display of affection, but she caught herself one step away from growling the words. “Everything I did to orchestrate the Coleman ranch amalgamation? I did it so Karen could be happy there. And now she’s going to leave?”

      “Ahhh.” Josiah stroked a finger over Lisa’s cheek. His love shone so clearly it soothed the ache inside her. “The good thing is your work went into making a better future for your entire family. The better thing is your sister is doing something to make herself happy. Right?”

      Yes. A hundred, thousand times yes as Lisa realized that was exactly what was happening.

      She kissed him quickly, shoving aside the rapidly fading bit of annoyance. “You’re so smart.”

      “Your brilliance is wearing off on me. Want to make a bet that in fifty years I’ve almost caught up?”

      Her eyes opened wide for a moment. She’d caught it. His reference to forever, and she wasn’t running scared. “Ha, as if I’d make another bet with you. You’d figure out some way to make it double or nothing and I’d have to live to three hundred to get paid.”

      “Good by me,” Josiah teased, kissing her quickly.

      A delicate cough rang in front of them.

      Emma, waiting patiently impatiently and squirming on the spot like a typical eight-year-old. She glanced briefly at Josiah before turning her pleading gaze on Lisa. “Auntie Lisa, can I play with Ollie? I promise I’ll take good care of her.”

      “Of course you can, sweetie, but you’ll have to keep her in the laundry room, okay?” Lisa said. Temptation flared and she leaned in close to whisper her question. “What did Josiah tell you earlier?”

      Emma covered her mouth, then slipped her fingers open to giggle her answer. Softly, but loud enough Josiah easily overheard. “He said Ollie loves you almost as much as he does, so I need to be extra sweet to her.”

      Something melted inside Lisa’s chest. Her throat was tight as she rubbed Emma on the head, then sent her off to the back of the house to cuddle with Ollie.

      Then she lifted her eyes to Josiah. “You are…”

      She swallowed hard, unable to finish.

      Josiah’s grin widened. “I know.”

      A laugh burst free. “Trouble.”

      “That too,” he said. Then he picked her up and dropped her into his lap where he proceeded to kiss her silly, in spite of the teasing comments that instantly rang out from the rest of the family.

      Love made the difference. Love, and Josiah.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        End of May, Heart Falls, a remote dead-end road…

      

      

      Josiah opened the text he’d received from Lisa, laughing for a moment at how smoothly she’d transitioned into their new world. They weren’t travelling yet, but they were having fun. For the time being, this suited them and they were fully embracing that it worked. Lisa had moved in with him at the same time that Finn and Zach had moved out and suddenly he had a home where friends and family stopped by and filled the place with noise and laughter.

      But today was just him and Lisa.

      He opened the message from her and grinned.

      
        
        Lisa: All I need is an estimated time to count down. Read and enjoy!

      

        

      
        Setting: a lonely stretch of Alberta Highway. Specifically, the dead-end road past the Mitchell’s corner. If you don’t know where this is, please call because I don’t want to be out here by myself! :)

      

        

      
        Female lead: she’s an up-and-coming country singer headed to a gig when her truck breaks down.

      

        

      
        Male lead: he’s a local reclusive billionaire eccentric who finds her walking down the road. It’s instant attraction and neither of them can keep their hands off each other.

      

      

      He approved one hundred percent with all of it. Her scene, her characters…the mischief they were about to enjoy.

      
        
        Josiah: I hear this director is very demanding

      

        

      
        Lisa: She is. You’d better be on your best behaviour

      

        

      
        Josiah: Yes, ma’am. Leaving now. Should be able to make it on stage in ten minutes.

      

        

      
        Lisa: Break a leg.

      

      

      “You are one amazing woman,” he announced out loud, tucking away his phone. Josiah scrambled under the seat for the one prop he had with him. Considering the odds, he’d hidden it away for just such a moment and after slipping it on, he gunned the engine, then peeled out of the parking lot and headed down the highway.

      It was a gorgeous day. While it was possible they’d still get snow, it looked as if they had one of those years when spring arrived early and planned on staying.

      The grass at the side of the road had barely begun to green up, but it was warm—springtime warm, with the sun painting the sky with pastel hues that screamed happiness.

      Josiah turned down the dead-end off Mitchell’s road. Lisa’s truck was parked to the side, out of sight from curious drivers. As the road dipped to the north, then curved to the west, he slowed to enjoy the scenario Lisa had created.

      She was strolling down the middle of the road—strutting, really—and a thrill raced through him.

      The closer he got, the more his amusement rose. Lisa looked every inch a country rock star. A guitar hung over her shoulder and she wore a cowboy hat and boots with a barely-there skirt—damn, he liked that she remembered things.

      But the laugh that burst free was because she’d brought Ollie and the instant the dog heard Josiah’s truck, she’d stopped moving right there on the road. The dog glanced at him, then toward Lisa, then back to him as if utterly torn which direction to go.

      Josiah pulled over to the side of the road behind Lisa’s truck.

      Lisa twisted, waiting for him with a wide grin in place as he marched forward.

      She eyed him up and down, gaze lingering on his chest and the formal tie he’d quickly knotted into place before leaving the cab.

      If anything, the happiness in her expression increased. “Hey, stranger. Have you come to save me?”

      “If you need it. Maybe you’ve come to save me.” He stopped a foot away from her and looked down in admiration. “Been a long time since anybody serenaded me.”

      “And you think I’m willing to do some…serenading?”

      He grinned. “Yes, please.”

      She laughed, sliding toward him and tucking the guitar behind her back so he could pick her up, kissing heatedly before returning to his truck.

      Lisa whispered as she tapped on his shoulder. “Sorry to break character, but I have to put the guitar away because if something happens to it, Walker Stone will have my head.”

      Too funny.

      He lowered her so she could head to her truck. She pulled out a guitar case, tucking everything away carefully and laying the case across the front seat of her truck. Meanwhile, Josiah grabbed Ollie and put her in the back of his truck bed so she’d not be underfoot or wandering unsupervised.

      They finished their tasks at the same time, Lisa turning to him, wiping her hands clean.

      Josiah paused. “Are we ready for the next act?” he whispered.

      “I think so,” she whispered back. “Nice outfit, by the way.”

      She gestured at his tie.

      “I figure it’s what all the best-dressed reclusive billionaire eccentrics are wearing this year.”

      Lisa wrapped her fist around the fabric and used it to tug him toward her. Lifting her voice back to full volume with a sexy lilt, she stepped back into character. “You’ll have to take me back to your place later so I can play for you. But I’m feeling a little shy and lonely.”

      “I can cheer you up,” he promised. Josiah pressed her against his truck and, as always, passion flared.

      At least it did until a wet tongue slid up the side of his face. Josiah pulled back in shock to discover Ollie frantically attempting to give Lisa a tongue bath as well. “Ollie. Down.”

      Dejectedly, Ollie jumped off the raised truck bed where she’d been balancing precariously and made her way to the back of the flat bed, wagging her tail furiously until Josiah came to grab her.

      “We can’t have you running all over the countryside while we’re busy,” he explained, opening the truck door and dropping the dog inside. He cracked open the window then snatched up a set of blankets. A moment later, he had closed the door firmly and tossed the pile of material into the back of the truck.

      “Are we going to be busy?” Lisa asked innocently.

      “It’s a good way to not be lonely,” he said.

      Josiah loosened his tie before picking her up and easing them onto the tailgate.

      Soon they had the blankets spread out and he was looking down at the prettiest cowgirl he’d ever seen. “I love you,” he said past a throat that had gone tight.

      She grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him over her, kissing him intently. Her hands roamed down his buttons until she could skim over skin. “I love you too, you eccentric billionaire recluse.”

      Josiah laughed. “It’s a little fast to fall in love, isn’t it?” he teased.

      That got an immediate response. Lisa shook her head. “When it’s right, it’s never too fast. When you’re looking at spending forever together, it’s important to get started right away.”

      She was right.

      He leaned down to kiss her again when a sudden scratching at the back glass of the truck cab was followed immediately by a long, drawn-out howl.

      Ollie, heartbroken at being separated from her people.

      Josiah kept going, kissing Lisa enthusiastically until she planted her palms against his chest and pressed him away.

      She looked apologetic, “I’m sorry. I can’t do this when she’s doing that.”

      Josiah gave a mock sigh before spinning them around until Lisa was sitting upright. “Softie,” he teased before sneaking away. He jumped down to go rescue the dog.

      Lisa leaned her arms over the edge of the truck bed, smiling sweetly at him. “I love you,” she repeated.

      He scooped Ollie up and tossed her in the back, separating out one blanket and firmly ordering the dog to sit and stay.

      Then he grabbed Lisa and slid her into his lap, leaning against the outer edge of the cab and bringing Lisa close enough they could concentrate on the next thing. “I’ve never kissed a cowgirl rock star before. I don’t know if I’m any good at it.”

      Lisa ran a hand along his cheek. “You never know until you try. And besides, we’ve got forever to practice.”
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        End of May, Rocky Mountain House. Whiskey Creek ranch.

      

      

      Karen Coleman stared at the letter from the Department of Education. No matter how long she looked, the words didn’t vanish. “I got in.”

      Her father looked up from the newspaper in his lap. “Got in where?”

      She waved the envelope but kept reading. “Helton. Therapeutic training. Oh my God, I start in October.”

      “Good for you.” George Coleman cleared his throat as he closed the paper to give her his full attention. “Glad you get to spread your wings and try something new.”

      “I’m glad you’ve got a lot of people who can help you here on the ranch.” She was about to put the letter aside when a name caught her eye and she stopped to read the comment again more thoroughly. And then just once more, because she wasn’t sure what she was seeing.

      Of all the things she could have imagined, this was not on the list of possibilities.

      She looked up. “You sent in a recommendation?”

      Her father’s lips twisted. “You had the papers lying all over the table. They said you were supposed to send in recommendations, right?”

      “Yes, but that’s usually from teachers and employers, not family.”

      George shrugged. “Not your fault you’ve worked for family all your life. You’re good at what you do, honey. Just sorry it took so long to get my head on straight and say it without making it into a backhanded compliment. This equine training is something you want, so I need to help you succeed. I wrote up a note and slipped it into the envelope before you sealed it.”

      Her throat was closing up. They still had their moments when they butted heads, but ever since Julia had come on the scene, George Coleman was acting a lot more like a father than he ever had over the thirty-two years previous.

      “I appreciate it. A lot,” Karen said sincerely. “But I want you to know, I wouldn’t be doing this if Whiskey Creek didn’t have the help she needs to run.”

      He waved a hand. “I know that. If you ever want to come home, there’ll always be work here for you.” He made a face. “I’m going to catch so much shit from my brothers and nephews for letting the best horsewoman in Alberta slip away.”

      She stepped to his side, meeting in the middle as he rose to embrace her in a hearty hug, patting her on the back as if she was one of the guys.

      He stepped back and eyed her. “Here’s something else I think. Go spend some time with your sisters.”

      “Now?”

      Her father shrugged. “Why not? You’ve never taken any holidays, and when you start the program in October, you’re not going to get any then. Not for a long while. Go to Heart Falls. Spend the summer. It’ll give you a chance to spend time with Julia while she’s around.”

      The next hug was impulsive and perfect, building a more positive connection between them than ever before. “That sounds like a fantastic idea. Thanks, Dad.”

      Suggestion turned into action.

      The next week was a whirlwind as she talked to all her sisters about the incredible plan. Karen lined up some work to do in the Heart Falls area because she couldn’t imagine having four months without doing anything. She arranged to board her horse with Josiah and she packed up things that would be in the way for her father if she left them at Whiskey Creek.

      The hardest part to organize was a space to live.

      She didn’t want to bunk at Silver Stone, and Lisa had just moved in with Josiah. No way was she harshing that buzz.

      Julia offered for Karen to join her, but she was in a bachelor suite near the fire hall and that was a little too intense of a “get to know you” situation.

      The next offer that came through was too tempting to resist.

      Josiah and Lisa got her on speakerphone to tell her the details.

      “It’s a little cabin behind the main house. It was an in-law suite until recently, but the property has new owners. They plan on renovating everything, starting with the house. The cabin isn’t that big, but the owners would appreciate having somebody in it,” Josiah said. “The price is right and I can vouch for them.”

      “I think you’re supposed to vouch for me,” Karen teased.

      “That too. Should I tell them you’ll take it?”

      She’d jumped on the opportunity and only three days later, she was settling in and looking forward to her upcoming adventure.

      It was only four months. That was all the time she had before she’d be moving on, but a short stop in Heart Falls was exactly what she needed before getting started on her new life.

      The house was perfect—fully furnished. All Karen had to do was drive up and bring in her suitcase.

      The place was small but cozy and as she tucked her things away in the bedroom and came back into the kitchen, it was with a brand-new sensation wrapping around her like a ribbon and a bow.

      When had she ever had a place to herself?

      Exactly never. Somewhat pathetic for a thirty-two-year-old woman, yet her dad had been right. She’d always worked for family. Always lived at Whiskey Creek ranch.

      It was time to do something new.

      She meandered for a while, picking up things and putting them down just because she could. With a squeal of happiness, she threw herself on the couch and stared at the ceiling.

      Time off. Time with her sisters. Time alone. God, this was going to be glorious.

      A solid knock sounded on the door and Karen bounced to her feet happily. She peeked through the side glass window to see a tall masculine figure wearing a cowboy hat, looking back over his shoulder as if examining the land.

      Probably Josiah. He’d said he’d come to check up on her and make sure she’d settled in okay.

      She swung open the door. “Hey, what’s up?”

      The next second her heart leapt into her throat and adrenaline flooded her system because it wasn’t Josiah or one of the Stone brothers. It was a memory from her past.

      Finn Marlette, larger-than-life. His muscular frame was covered head to toe in brand-new black denim, a cowboy hat on his head, and a familiar serious expression on his face. Same chiseled jaw, same bright eyes.

      Same tempting, oh-so-kissable lips.

      He had a bouquet of her favourite wild flowers that he extended toward her. “Welcome to Heart Falls.”

      Karen stepped back and slammed the door in his face.
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        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed Lisa and Josiah’s story. I’m excited to get to Karen and Finn’s love story next. There’s something so satisfying about reuniting two hearts that belong together. Add in the bonus of more time for the Whiskey Creek girls—this is going to be fun! Get ready for The Cowgirl’s Secret Love.

      

      In the meantime, have you read all the Heart Falls books? Start with A Rancher’s Heart and discover how Tamara Coleman ended up falling in love with rancher Caleb Stone.

      

      Are you new to my books? Check out my handy newbie guide to all things contemporary romance by Vivian Arend!

      

      If you’d like to know what new books I have coming, and stay up to date with releases, please sign up for my newsletter!
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