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Chapter One


Hallie drove down the country road between green fields. Nothing looked familiar. Was that because she was lost or because her memory was faulty? She pulled to the side of the road and stopped. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes. It was fine. She had GPS. She could call for help if necessary. No reason to blink away tears. No reason to get upset or frustrated.

Her brain was healing. Each week, she got a little better. That didn’t mean she’d never have setbacks. Anyway, maybe she was simply lost. She didn’t know the area outside of Last Stand very well. She’d visited for a couple weeks before Christmas to help her aunt at the wild animal rescue—okay, she’d escaped to her aunt’s property to hide—but she’d only moved to Last Stand a week ago, at the beginning of March.

Hallie got out of the car and looked around. The perspective wasn’t that different standing versus sitting, but at least she didn’t have bugs splattered across her windshield to obscure the view. She gazed at the forested hills. She was clearly not still in Houston. Who knew Texas could be so green and rolling? Well, anybody who lived in Texas Hill Country knew it.

The sight loosened something inside her. Maybe it was simply the reminder that she wasn’t in Houston anymore. Or because the deep blue sky contrasted so nicely with the dark green trees and the bright green fields. The dusty road made a pleasantly contrasting pale slice through the landscape, edged with patches of yellow flowers. She should take a picture.

She couldn’t post it online. She didn’t do social media anymore, because he might see and use a photo to track her down. It wasn’t fair that he’d taken that connection away, too. She could follow her friends silently, but she didn’t trust privacy settings enough to share anything with them. Starting over wasn’t so bad, but she resented having to cut so many ties.

It was necessary, though. She hoped she remembered that even on her bad days. It was hard to keep secrets when your memory faltered.

She took the photo, even if she couldn’t share it. Keeping a diary and taking photos of everyday events was supposed to help her retain those new memories. Not that she particularly wanted to remember being lost, confused, and frustrated, but whatever. While she was at it, she double-checked that she didn’t have anything important and urgent on her to-do list.

Everything could wait until she got home. She simply had to get home.

A sudden rustling came from the ditch beside the road. Hallie flinched. But it wasn’t like he would be hiding in a ditch beside a ranch road two hundred miles from Houston, on the off chance she might drive past and decide to stop. It must be an animal.

An odd trilling noise filled the air. The sound would be creepy in the dark of night, but out here under sunny skies, it suggested a bird or possibly a frog. Still, Hallie hesitated with her hand on the car door handle. Instinct said get inside, lock the door, get away. Take no chances. Stay safe.

But the rustling sounded like a large animal. What large wild animal would be near a road in the middle of the day, making noise? Most predators hunted from dusk until dawn. A dog maybe? But a dog couldn’t trill like that. Was she hearing two different animals?

Hallie pulled the car door open wide. Then she headed for the ditch, prepared to race back and dive inside if she needed to escape danger.

She stared down at a fluffy ball that rustled the grasses as it moved. It looked like a giant feather duster had come to life. A tiny head bobbed on a long neck. A beak opened and chirped. What was that thing? Some kind of bird, judging by the beak. A large bird, with a body the size of a basketball.

She looked around. No one in sight. So this wasn’t a bizarre prank. She was pretty sure she wasn’t dreaming, since she had the presence of mind to wonder if she was dreaming. Her memory might be shaky, but it had yet to give her hallucinations.

She crouched for a closer look. The animal chirped and tried to get up, but it quickly pitched forward, flapping short wings. It must be caught or injured somehow. She could do something about that. Many animals calmed down if you covered their eyes. That made it easier to handle them. She didn’t have a towel in the car, and on this warm spring day, she hadn’t brought a jacket. Oh well. Hallie checked again for anyone in sight. She appeared to be alone, so she peeled off her long-sleeved T-shirt, leaving her in a sturdy sports bra in cheerful purple and turquoise.

Hallie duckwalked into the ditch and tossed her shirt over the creature. It jerked its head away on that long neck, but she’d gotten one shoulder of the shirt over its head. She twisted to kneel beside the bird and wrapped her shirt around its head, loosely tucking the long sleeves around the neck a few times to hold the shirt in place.

The animal gave a few last pathetic peeps and settled down. She put her arm around its body. The gray-brown feathers were downy, silky against her bare skin, so it must be young. She gently straightened at the waist, still on her knees, revealing the bird’s long legs with knobby knees and two large toes on each foot. It might be young, but it would stand about three feet high. An ostrich? She’d never seen a young one, but she thought she recalled hearing about an ostrich farm around here.

Well, they apparently weren’t very attentive ostrich farmers, because this little critter had escaped and was far from the herd or flock or whatever ostriches had. It also had a gash on its leg, shallow but long, still oozing blood. Hallie didn’t have first aid material with her, but her aunt had plenty.

“Okay, let’s get you help.” She rose to her feet with a grunt. The bird must weigh fifty pounds.

It squirmed as she carried it back to her car. Great, she’d left the driver’s door open, but she didn’t want to put the bird in the driver’s seat. She needed to open a back door without letting go of the bird. She shifted its weight, got her fingers under the door handle, and pulled. The baby bird kicked, and the door slammed closed again. Hallie huffed out a breath, shifted the burden in her arms, and tried again. This time, she got the door open a few inches so she could tuck her shoulder along the side and open it the rest of the way.

She got the squirming bird in the car, dodging its bobbing head. Its beak might be covered with cloth, but it would hurt if it hit her. At least the thrashing hadn’t opened its gash any further. She glanced down at her jeans, which were covered with baby ostrich poop. It figured.

As she shifted toward the driver’s side door, she glanced down the road. An oversized red pickup truck was coming up fast. Hallie hadn’t noticed the truck approaching, and now it was within fifty feet. She slid into the car, yanked the door shut, and turned the ignition.

That truck was almost on top of her. She’d wait for it to pass.

She glared as the shiny red truck pulled past. It was enormous, so apparently somebody felt the need to compensate for something.

The truck swung across the road and stopped in front of her. A door slammed. A tall, lanky cowboy strode around the front of the truck, scowling.

Hallie gave a squeak worthy of the baby ostrich and hit the automatic door lock.

The man stormed up to her door. He had to lean way over to peer in at her. “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

Hallie gaped at him. How was she supposed to answer that? She thought she was minding her own business. Granted, she was lost, maybe, but she didn’t want to ask this angry man for directions. She was pretty sure she hadn’t passed any signs marking this as a private road.

He rapped on the window. No way was she going to roll it down.

Hallie put the car in reverse. He was blocking the road ahead, so she’d go back the way she came. But she’d have to back up far enough to get away from him and then try to turn around on the narrow dirt road. Could she make a smooth U-turn, or would she have to make a three-point turn? His truck was bigger, so he’d take longer to make a turn, unless he simply drove into the ditch and through the edge of the field, which he probably could do with those big tires.

He tried her door handle. Thank goodness she’d locked it.

He knocked on the window again, his fierce face a foot away. “Open up!”

Hallie shook her head vigorously.

She eased off the brakes so the car started rolling backward. It was tempting to go fast and hope she rolled over his foot. That would distract him for a minute or two! But she couldn’t bring herself to hurt a stranger who had so far only yelled and scowled.

He skipped back from the car. Hallie let out a shaky breath and touched the gas. She couldn’t go too fast in reverse, though, or she might back into the ditch. Then she’d really be in trouble.

The angry cowboy ran after her, shouting something.

It took a moment for his words to penetrate.

“Give me back my ostrich!”

Whoops.


Chapter Two


The car stopped. TC stalked toward it. The woman looked out at him with huge eyes in a pale face.

Yeah, that’s right. I caught you!

He leaned his forearm on the roof of the car and put his face near the window, keeping his feet back in case she decided to roll the car again. She gripped the steering wheel so her knuckles stood out. TC tapped on the window.

After a moment, she rolled it down two inches.

“Are you going to give me back my ostrich?” he asked.

“It’s injured! I found it in the ditch. I wasn’t stealing it.” Her shocked expression shifted to a glare. “If you took better care of your animals, we wouldn’t be in this situation. Why is an animal that young out alone?”

TC shifted uncomfortably. “I’ve been looking for Fluffernutter since I realized she was gone. It’s my first time raising ostriches from the egg. I didn’t realize they were strong enough to push the wire out of the fence.”

Wait a minute, why was he defending himself? Granted, things had gone wrong that morning, but he was doing his best, and it was none of her business anyway.

“Did you say she’s injured?” he asked.

At the same time, the woman said, “Her name is Fluffernutter? Like the peanut butter and marshmallow sandwiches?”

They stared at each other. Then the woman moved her face into something approximating a smile. “Yes, her leg has a long gash. Maybe from the wire fence.”

“Okay, I’ll take her from here.” He shifted to the back door and tried it. Still locked. He rapped on the window with a knuckle.

She twisted to look up at him. “If we move her again, it could cause more bleeding and stress the animal. I’ll follow you to the vet, so you only have to move her once.”

That made sense. Still, TC hesitated. The last few months had been strange, ever since his family won a billion-dollar lottery. The money had brought many blessings but also a lot of weird and overbearing people into their lives. TC had been learning to check his natural optimism and tendency to trust people. Now, he mostly didn’t know what to think.

He peered into the back seat. Fluffernutter had settled down in the corner with a shirt draped around her neck. The chick looked listless, but he didn’t see any obvious injury. Was the woman scamming him?

“How bad is the injury?” he asked.

“I think she’ll survive and keep the leg, but the cut needs to be cleaned and she might need antibiotics.”

TC shifted his gaze to her. “Okay. Follow me. But I’d better see you in my rearview mirror the whole time, or I’m calling the police.”

She rolled her eyes. “Lead the way.”

He turned the truck and passed her. Once she got turned around, TC headed for his ranch. He didn’t want to drive all the way to the vet’s office if Fluffernutter’s leg was still actively bleeding. TC could clean and bandage a cut himself and call out the vet if the injury turned out to be severe.

Of course, that meant he had to let this strange woman onto his property. Had that been her plan all along? Attention had died down somewhat since right after the lottery win. In December and January, they’d had to keep guards posted day and night. Now TC had a security system. It set off an alarm in the main house as well as the bunkhouse where the hired hands slept if they didn’t want to pay for a place in town. During the day, his hired cook-housekeeper answered the door. No one got past Bernajean. He also had an office manager and bookkeeper who answered the phone and deflected appeals for money, insisting that anyone who had a charity request or a business idea apply through the family trust. With all those people acting as buffers, TC only got bothered two or three times a day now.

Well, TC would let the woman onto the property long enough to get Fluffernutter out of her car. Then she could go on her way, unless it turned out she’d intentionally injured the bird as an excuse to get his attention. Then they’d have words. What was she doing out here, anyway, driving along a remote ranch road, wearing a cute little cropped tank top kind of thing and searching the ditches for stray animals? How did he know she hadn’t snuck onto his property last night, damaged the fence, and stolen an ostrich chick, all so she could play the hero and return it this morning?

He didn’t used to be so cynical. That was the price of fame and fortune, or in his case, fame for his fortune.

He turned onto the road to his ranch. She paused at the turn. He waited a hundred feet away. If she planned to take off, this would be the time to do it.

She wasn’t moving. Was she thinking about stealing his ostrich chick after all? That would be foolish in the extreme at this point, but he’d recently seen people behave in all kinds of ways that seemed preposterous to him. TC put his truck in reverse.

Finally, the car turned down the road behind him. TC’s shoulders relaxed, and he drove forward toward the barn with the attached exam room for working on injured animals. He hadn’t wanted to chase that woman across country. Well, a little chase might make for a fun afternoon’s entertainment. He had yet to give his new truck a really good workout. But more than that, he wanted to know what was going on with this woman whose behavior didn’t make any sense.

He parked and got out. She pulled up nearby but stayed in her car. Now what? He walked over there.

She spoke through the two-inch gap in the window. “I thought we were going to a vet.”

“I’ll take a look at things here and call the vet to come out if I need her.”

“Oh.” She studied him a minute and then twisted around and stretched to reach into the back seat. TC blinked at the sight of her cute rear end in tight denim wiggling at him.

The woman twisted back around and pulled on a long-sleeved T-shirt. Ah. She’d been wearing the tank top thing under the T-shirt, which she’d used to cover the ostrich’s head. At least something made sense. It also suggested she had not come out here with the intent of stealing Fluffernutter. Or maybe she just wasn’t well prepared, so she’d improvised.

He should probably give up on trying to understand this woman, or women in general, or people of whatever gender, for that matter.

She got out. TC stepped toward the car’s back door. The woman skipped away from him. He shot her a puzzled look and opened the door. He ducked down and put a knee on the seat, reaching toward Fluffernutter. The ostrich peeped, flapped her baby wings, and pressed back against the opposite door. A thick leg kicked out. TC jerked his hand away from the heavy two-toed foot, which would one day be able to deliver a deadly kick.

“Oh, come on,” TC muttered. “I don’t have any more patience for odd female antics.”

The opposite car door opened. As Fluffernutter started to spill out, the strange woman scooped up the ostrich, tucking her under one arm and wrapping her other arm around the bird’s head.

TC banged his head on the car roof as he backed out. He rubbed his head. What a day this was turning out to be.

“Where do you want her?” the woman asked.

TC pointed toward the shed he’d turned into an on-site exam room and hospital. As they walked there together, he said, “You have pretty good ostrich wrangling skills.”

“I trained to be a vet tech.”

“Trained to be but aren’t?”

She gave him a sideways glance. “Life had other plans.”

“Okay.” He opened the shed door. “I’m TC, by the way, but you probably already knew that.”

The look she gave him suggested he was the strange one. “No. I’m Hallie.”

Right. Like she was the one person in the entire county who didn’t know about the “billionaire bachelor brothers.” It had to be part of her plan to . . . Well, he wasn’t quite sure what she was trying to do yet. If she was trying to charm him, she had a funny way of going about it.

She peered through the door without stepping into the room. Actually, she looked like she was ready to turn and run. TC went through ahead of her and stood by the large white table. “You can put her here.”

Hallie crept into the room, shooting suspicious glances all around like she expected to see severed heads rather than white cabinets and testing equipment on the counters. She went to the opposite side of the table and put Fluffernutter between them but didn’t let go. “Got something to cover her head?”

TC grabbed a towel from a stack on the counter and covered the bird’s head as Hallie removed her arm. Hallie held the ostrich down on its side while TC pulled the bird’s legs out and examined them. One leg had a long scratch still slowly oozing blood at the deepest point.

“Ouch. You’re right. She must’ve torn it on the wire when she escaped.”

Hallie peered over the bird to see the leg. “The bleeding has pretty much stopped. I don’t think she needs stitches.”

“Do you mind holding her for a few more minutes?” TC asked. “I’ll get antiseptic and bandages.”

She nodded. They worked together in silence. Hallie avoided his gaze. When his hand brushed her wrist, she flinched away. She gave every indication of being uncomfortable in his presence. Some kind of reverse psychology? Or had he gotten too full of himself with all the attention recently?

Whatever else she was, Hallie was a competent assistant. TC had considered becoming a vet at one time, before his father died and the family needed him to work on the ranch instead of draining the coffers by going for an advanced degree. He’d learned enough during his undergraduate degree studying animal sciences, and later working on the ranch, to take care of many simple things. It saved a lot of money if a rancher could give vaccinations, help with births, and so on. Not that he needed to save money anymore. Now he did the veterinarian type work because he enjoyed it. Animals were fascinating, with all their strange differences in anatomy. That was part of the appeal to keeping large flightless birds, along with the practical benefits of meat production.

TC studied Hallie while they worked. She was a few years younger than he was, maybe twenty-five. She was pretty, with messy blond hair and no makeup. In her dirty jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt, she looked like she was ready to work outside, not go on a date. That suggested she hadn’t done all this as a ploy to get his attention. He didn’t know what to think anymore.

They got Fluffernutter’s leg cleaned, bandaged, and wrapped in tape. TC lifted the bird down to the floor. They watched the young ostrich walk. She limped a little but put weight on the leg.

“It didn’t feel like her joints were damaged,” Hallie said. “I’d still think about antibiotics. She got scratched with metal, and then she rolled around in the dirt.”

“The fencing was only a month old and not rusty, but I’ll call the vet for an opinion. I’ll keep Fluffernutter in a barn stall for a few days so she stays clean and the other birds don’t bother her while she’s injured. I already had someone fix the fence.”

TC brushed his hands on his jeans. “So. Thanks for helping her out there. Sorry about the, um.” He gestured at her clothing.

She glanced behind herself. “What?”

“Uh, you got some ostrich poop on your pants.”

“Oh, yeah. I noticed.” She shrugged. “It’s not the worst thing I’ve had on my clothing this week.”

Well, wasn’t that an interesting comment? She didn’t elaborate.

“I guess I’ll be going.” She bent over Fluffernutter. “You keep out of trouble, cutie.” Hallie scooted around TC and slipped through the door. By the time he got a hold of the ostrich chick and followed Hallie out, her car was halfway down the road.

She hadn’t asked for anything. She hadn’t flirted, or if she had, she wasn’t good at it. She’d found his missing ostrich chick and helped it. And then she’d gone.

He stood for a moment, watching the car disappear and the cloud of dust settle behind it. He didn’t know anything but her first name. Would he ever see her again? He had a feeling he hadn’t shown himself to his best advantage. He’d thanked her for helping Fluffernutter, but it just now occurred to him that he’d never apologized for yelling at her or accusing her of stealing the bird in the first place.

Last Stand was a small town. If she lived or worked anywhere in the area, their paths would probably cross again. If she was only passing through, he’d likely never see her again, but he didn’t think he’d forget her quickly.


Chapter Three


Hallie sat in the Char-Pie café with her cousin Mallory and Mallory’s friend Carly. Hallie had met Carly a few months earlier, when Hallie had first escaped to Last Stand to stay with her aunt, but they hadn’t seen each other since before Christmas. Hallie hoped they’d be friends and equally hoped she hadn’t said or done anything foolish back then, when her memory was even worse. No doubt Carly would sympathize if Hallie explained why her memory was so bad, but she hated to talk about the incident and was pretty sure Mallory wouldn’t say anything without permission. Of course, it was entirely possible Hallie had given permission or even told Carly herself and since forgotten about it.

Brain injuries really stunk.

On the one hand, moving away from Houston meant she didn’t have to see her old friends and coworkers and the pity in their eyes when she got confused or forgot something basic. On the other hand, the new people she met in Last Stand probably assumed she was flaky or not too bright. And since brain injuries caused more problems with short-term memory than long-term memory, she was constantly exhausted from the new stimuli, and she messed up even more often.

Oh well. Her therapist kept reminding her that she judged herself harder than anyone else would judge her. If she wanted to make friends, she had to let herself be a little foolish and vulnerable, so she was telling them about finding the baby ostrich.

“What was this guy’s name?” Mallory asked.

Hallie thought for a moment. “I don’t remember.” In this case, it was probably less due to her faulty memory and more because she’d only heard his name once, when he introduced himself, and she’d been on the verge of a panic attack.

Carly and Mallory exchanged glances. “It has to be,” Carly said.

“What?” Hallie asked.

“Never mind,” Carly said. “Continue.”

Hallie told the rest of the story, making it funnier than it had seemed at the time. She might have exaggerated the guy’s temper tantrum, purely for comedic purposes. By the time she finished the story, Carly had a hand over her mouth to cover her spurts of laughter.

“Oh, yeah.” Mallory smiled slyly. “That’s definitely TC.”

“What is?” Hallie frowned. Wait, had she said DC, like the city, or TC? That rang a faint bell. “Oh. That could be his name.”

“Yes.” Mallory gave a nod, as if to a clever pupil. “You had your own personal run-in with one of the billionaire cowboy brothers.”

Hallie’s mouth dropped open. For a few seconds, she could only stare. “No!”

“Yep. Brother number two,” Mallory said. “He moved off the family ranch. Bought his own place. He’s raising bison, ostrich, and llamas. Maybe more for all I know. Carly probably has the details, since she’s managing the Tomlinson family trust.”

Hallie’s head spun. She did remember hearing about the local family that won a billion-dollar lottery. She’d talked about it with these women, how the brothers—four of them, maybe?—were all fairly young and good-looking. Carly and Mallory had known them for years. At the Christmas market, Hallie had worked at a table, handing out information about her aunt’s wild animal rescue and rehabilitation center. People from all over had flocked to the market, hoping to meet the billionaire bachelor brothers and marry them or sell them on a business idea or something. It had practically caused a riot.

Hallie started laughing. When she got herself under control, she said, “I’m glad I didn’t know at the time. I made enough of a fool of myself without knowing I was being accused of theft by a guy who was rich and famous as well as handsome.”

Mallory and Carly exchanged another sly glance. Hallie’s face heated as she realized what she’d said. Well, it wouldn’t be news to them that TC was handsome. Hallie would have to be dead not to notice. It didn’t mean anything.

Time to change the subject. “Anyway, we have some new animals at the rescue. One bobcat was hit by a car and has some old shotgun pellets in its shoulder and has mange. He’s got a long recovery ahead, but he’s awfully sweet—for a wild animal, I mean. Aunt Julie wants me to brainstorm ideas for a fundraiser. We owe thousands of dollars in vet bills, and you would not believe how much fresh meat we go through in a week.”

A man at a nearby table turned toward them. “You’re with that place that keeps mountain lions and things?”

Hallie guessed the man to be in his sixties, but with these weather-beaten ranchers, it was sometimes hard to tell. He was scowling from under bushy eyebrows, which told her he was one of the many who didn’t appreciate the rehabilitation and release of predators.

She smiled sweetly. “We do have mountain lions right now, along with several smaller wildcats and a number of other animals.”

Before she could launch into her spiel about why the rescue was valuable, he said, “I don’t know what’s wrong with you women! A predator attacked my lambs this week. Eleven of them had injuries! Eleven! Those wildcats should be killed, stuffed, and mounted, not pampered and protected.”

“I’m very sorry about your lambs,” Hallie said, “but it couldn’t have been any of the animals in our care. Did anyone see the attack so they could identify the species?”

“Maybe one of your critters got out. I’d like to take a shotgun to them all!”

Hallie held onto her patience. A shouting match wouldn’t change the mind of this man or anyone else in the café who was listening, which was everyone.

“None of our animals have escaped,” she said. “We take great pains to ensure they can’t. In any case, I hardly think a mountain lion is going to get out, go to your ranch to hunt, and then return to our place and sneak back in its pen.”

“There’s no call to keep predators around anyway,” he grumbled. “We got rid of wolves, and now people are trying to bring them back too!”

“Bringing back wolves would help control the off-balance populations of mule deer, javelina, and feral hogs and donkeys, all of which cause many problems to humans. Wolves are part of the natural heritage of Texas.” But they were getting off topic. It was highly unlikely a wolf had attacked his flock. Hallie frowned. “Wait a minute, you said eleven lambs were injured. Were any killed?”

“Not yet,” he grumbled. “Vet says the bites should all heal, but we’ll see. I ought to charge you for the vet bill.”

“Isn’t it odd that a wild predator would injure that many animals but not kill and eat any?” Hallie asked. “If it were a true wild animal hunting for food, it would be more likely to kill and consume one or two animals, not injure a bunch and then leave.”

She wasn’t a hundred percent sure a wild animal wouldn’t go into some kind of frenzy and attack a bunch of lambs, but her point seemed reasonable.

“It sounds more like a feral dog hunting for sport to me,” she said. Or maybe a pack of something, like coyotes, or a bobcat teaching her kits to hunt, but still, wouldn’t they drag off a few of the sheep to eat?

“Ha. What do you know?” The man turned back to his pie, ending the conversation.

Hallie looked at her friends and shrugged. She felt like she’d come out ahead on that, but if the attacks continued, it would be bad for the rescue, whether or not they had anything to do with the problem.

She scrambled to remember what they’d been discussing. “Where were we?”

“Fundraising,” Carly said. “You do realize you met one of the richest men in the area, at least on paper? However, I will note . . .” She trailed off, her gaze shifting to look out the window.

Hallie squirmed. “What am I supposed to do, go back there and ask for a donation now? No way. He accused me of stealing his baby ostrich. I’m surprised he didn’t try to have me arrested. That was hardly my best first impression.”

Carly tapped on the café window. “Well, here comes a chance for a second impression. What a coincidence.” She waved to someone outside.

“What?” A glare on the glass interfered with Hallie’s view out the window, but she got a vague impression of a tall, lanky figure heading toward the café door. “No! I don’t want to see him again.” She slid down in the café booth, tempted to curl up under the table to hide.

“It’s a small town,” Mallory said. “You’ll run into him sometime, so it might as well be here with us. We can vouch for you.”

Hallie made a sound that was half moan and half whimper, but she forced herself to sit up straighter. “Pretend I didn’t tell you that whole story.” The man probably had a different version of the story, one that made him look better and her look worse. She couldn’t even say for sure which was correct.

Carly grinned. “No way. I’m going to get hours of teasing TC out of that.”

He strode over to their table. Hallie fiddled with her napkin, wishing she hadn’t finished her food. It made it hard to pretend she hadn’t noticed him when she had nothing interesting in front of her.

“Hi, Carly, Mallory,” he said. “And if it isn’t Hallie!”

She glanced up. “Oh, hi. How’s Fluffernutter?” Sure, she could remember that name. She’d blanked on his again.

“She’s doing great. I wasn’t sure I’d see you again.” He shuffled his feet. “Um, so I could tell you how she’s doing. I thought you might want to know.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Hallie gathered her nerve and smiled up at him. He seemed even taller from this angle. At least he wasn’t yelling or scowling, which made him look nicer, and Carly and Mallory both seemed to like him.

She decided to take matters into her own hands before someone else could bring it up and make her feel foolish. If she was going to feel foolish, it might as well be due to her own choices.

“We were actually just talking about you,” she said. “I told them about finding the ostrich chick.”

His tan cheeks were turning rosy. If he was hoping she wouldn’t tell Carly and Mallory about his behavior the other day, he was out of luck. The signs of embarrassment gave Hallie courage, putting them on more even footing.

“I didn’t realize I’d met one of the billionaire bachelor brothers,” Hallie said.

His face was definitely red now. He rubbed his hands on his jeans and then put them in his pockets, his shoulders hunching. “Yeah, well. It’s no big deal.”

“I kind of doubt that. I’ll bet you wouldn’t be raising ostriches or driving that big red truck if you hadn’t won the lottery.”

“Yeah, that’s true. But I mean, it didn’t change everything. I’m still a regular guy.”

Mallory had a wicked gleam in her eyes. “A regular guy who likes to help the community. The family has made lots of donations to local charities, churches, and schools. Isn’t that right, TC?”

He took a half step back, looking like he regretted ever entering the café. “Well, yeah.”

TC, TC, Hallie repeated in her mind. Would it help to know what the letters stood for, or would that just give her more to forget? She gazed up at him. Tall Cowboy. It was highly unlikely to be his actual name, but it fit and might help her remember.

He shuffled his feet. “In fact, I think we’ve allocated all the money in the charity fund for this year already. Right, Carly?”

She nodded. “That’s what I was about to say before I spotted him. The family is getting the lottery payout in installments. They’ve only gotten the first year’s payout so far. We had a lot we wanted to do right away, so the charity fund is at zero until next year.” She glanced up at TC with her lips parted, as if considering saying something else. Then she closed her mouth and smiled.

Hallie deflated a little. It was a silly hope, anyway, thinking a handsome cowboy would solve all her problems.

“I guess you’re in luck then,” she said. “You don’t have to make an excuse for why you can’t donate to my aunt Julie’s wildlife rehabilitation center.”

“That’s your aunt?” TC pulled up a chair and sat. “I’ve been hearing about that place.”

Hallie gave him a wry smile. “I wish I believed you’d only heard good things.”

“It sounds interesting,” he said. “I think I told you the other day, I like to learn about different kinds of animals. I always liked the big cats at the zoo. There’s something so awe-inspiring about them.”

“Really?” Hallie matched his grin. “Maybe next year, when you get more money, you’ll think about giving some to the rescue.”

His enthusiasm faded. “Maybe. You can always apply for a grant.”

Had she blown it by mentioning money? She didn’t enjoy begging for money, but it was awfully hard to run an animal rescue, or any kind of charity, if you weren’t allowed to ask for help when you needed it.

A voice came from the booth behind Hallie. “I know what you should do, young lady.”

She twisted to see the speaker, another older man, maybe in his seventies, as he hauled himself up and stood with one hand on the back of the booth behind her, looking down. Why did all these men have to loom?

“Have a beauty contest,” he said. “Used to be all kinds of them. Girls would compete to be Miss Pig Queen or Donut Queen or Miss Lube Job. Ah, I remember Miss Sausage Queen, all draped in sausages.” He gazed into the distance with a smile parting his thin gray beard.

Carly and Mallory snickered. TC looked like he was trying to hold back laughter. Hallie blinked, trying to clear the image of a woman draped in sausages from her mind. And she didn’t even want to know what Miss Lube Job wore.

The man nodded at her. “Beauty pageant would be just the trick. Lots of pretty gals around here.” He winked.

“I will consider your advice,” Hallie said.

TC crossed his arms and grinned, apparently enjoying her discomfort. “Sounds like a great idea. You’ll need judges. Count me in.”

Carly huffed out a breath and swatted his arm. “Behave.”

An idea grew in Hallie’s mind. She tried to keep her face blank and innocent. “Really? If we hold a beauty pageant, you’ll help?”

He flashed a smile that had probably charmed hundreds of women even before he got rich. “Sign me up.”

Hallie tapped her lips with a finger and nodded solemnly. “You know, there might be something to the idea.”

Carly and Mallory exchanged puzzled looks. A beauty pageant with one of the billionaire bachelor brothers as a judge probably would get people signing up as contestants. They could make money off of it. But Hallie didn’t think Mallory would be enthusiastic about putting women on display to raise money. Carly didn’t seem like the beauty pageant type either, no matter how pretty she was. Hallie just needed the two of them to keep quiet for a little longer.

“A beauty pageant will be a lot of work,” Hallie said. “We’ll need people to help the contestants get in and out of costumes. We’ll need an MC, and judges, of course. Judges are important.”

She pulled a notebook out of her bag, flipped it open, and wrote Beauty Pageant Volunteers across the top of the page. She slid the notebook toward TC. “Put down your full name, please, so I can tell Aunt Julie who wants to be involved. Can we put your brothers down too, do you think?”

TC hesitated, like maybe he suspected something. The older man slapped his shoulder. “Hurry up there, boy so I can put my own name down! I am an expert judge of female beauty, with years of experience.”

TC gave Hallie one more suspicious glance and wrote his name. The older man added his name. Hallie pulled the notebook back toward herself. TC Tomlinson was easy to read. The spidery handwriting of the second name appeared to identify the older man as Bert Johnson.

“You’ll ask your brothers, won’t you?” Hallie gave TC a look she hoped seemed sweet and slightly pleading. “If we could get all of you, that would be amazing.”

“Well, I don’t like to speak for them, but probably Cody would be okay with it.” TC glanced at Carly. “I don’t know about Josh.”

Carly shot a glance at Hallie. One corner of her mouth twitched as if she suspected the ploy. “I don’t mind if he doesn’t.”

“Just promise me you’ll try to convince them,” Hallie said, all wide-eyed innocence.

TC shrugged. “Sure.”

Hallie slid out of the booth and stood, holding the notebook up so everyone in the café could see. “Y’all heard it here first. We’ll be holding a male beauty pageant as a fundraiser, and we have our first contestants!”


Chapter Four


Oh, she was clever. TC should’ve seen it coming, but he’d been distracted by old man Johnson, the challenge in Carly’s gaze, and the assumption that it was all a joke anyway.

TC had to chuckle even if his face must be bright red. Carly and Mallory were convulsed in laughter. Mr. Johnson sputtered as Hallie smiled sweetly with an innocence that fooled no one.

TC glared at Carly. “You realize if I have to do this, I’m going to get Josh up there too.”

She merely grinned. “I’d vote for him.”

He glanced at Hallie, who was still distracted by Mr. Johnson, and leaned closer to Carly. “She’s not serious, is she?”

“I don’t know. It would raise a lot of money if she had the billionaire bachelor brothers on stage.” Carly turned to Mallory and raised her eyebrows. “You know her better than I do.”

“Hallie is pretty tough when she needs to be.” Mallory shrugged. “I wish I’d thought of it.”

Mr. Johnson went off grumbling, and Hallie slid back into her seat. She crossed her arms and gave TC a challenging look.

“You tricked me fair and square.” TC gave her his most charming smile. “I don’t suppose you’d be an absolute sweetheart and let me off the hook?”

She narrowed her gaze. “Do I look like an absolute sweetheart?”

TC did not know how to answer that. He had a feeling no answer would be safe.

Hallie focused her attention on her empty plate and turned it in a quarter circle so the fork on top was parallel to the table edge. She shot TC a glance. “I’ll tell you what. I need to raise money for the rescue. A male beauty pageant would do that, especially with the billionaire whatever brothers involved, but it would be a ton of work. Both the organizing and dealing with reluctant contestants like you. So if you want to buy your way out of your commitment, I’ll consider a hefty offer.”

“Er . . . But like Carly said, the charitable money is all allocated this year.” TC looked at Carly for support.

“The charitable money is,” Carly said. “You still have your monthly stipend coming in, and you can do whatever you want with that.” At TC’s glare, she spread her hands. “Hey, I didn’t mention it earlier because I didn’t want to put you on the spot. Now you’ve put yourself on the spot. I’m simply helping you find a way out.”

“See, this is why you’re Josh’s girl,” TC grumbled. “He finds that annoying logic cute for some reason.”

He studied the three women, who were amused and confident. They thought they’d gotten the better of him. Well, maybe they had, but that didn’t mean he had to go down without a fight. He was sure—ninety percent sure anyway—that Hallie didn’t actually want to put on a beauty pageant. She was hoping he’d offer a nice sum to buy his way out of it. He could do that. Maybe offer five thousand dollars and go up to ten if necessary. The way the family foundation worked, each of the brothers and their mother got ten thousand dollars per month for bills and personal expenses. They could request money from the family trust if they needed it for a larger expense, like buying property. His purchase of the ranch, the improvements, and the animals had come from the main fund, which was also paying his employees for the moment, until the ranch started to turn a profit.

He could request more money from the main fund to buy his way out of the beauty pageant, but he hated to ask for more when it was already paying for his experiments. None of his brothers had requested as much. Granted, Josh had kept their original ranch. Mama and Xander still lived there, and Cody lived with TC. They weren’t starting major new businesses. But that only meant TC had more to prove—and more to lose.

Besides, if he asked for money from the main trust, the request would have to go through all the trustees, including his brothers, his mother, and Carly. His brothers would think this was hilarious and not let him off the hook.

He could come up with the money by reducing his spending. He’d planned to pay off the truck quickly, but he could make the minimum payment for a couple of months. Or maybe Hallie would take a promise of a steady one thousand dollars a month for a year. That might be better for the rescue than one lump sum anyway.

So, he had options to get out of the trap.

But where was the fun in that?

“Okay. You have yourself a deal.” He turned to Hallie and held out his hand.

Her expression suggested he was offering a snake instead of a shake. “You’ll buy your way out of the pageant?”

“Nope, I’m in!” He’d see just how far she was willing to go. “I’ll introduce you to my brothers, but you have to explain it to them. Let’s start with Josh. Carly can help you, since I’m sure she can sweet-talk him into anything.”

He grinned. He’d pay good money to see Hallie and Carly try to convince Josh to compete in a beauty pageant.

Hallie looked like a deer in the headlights as she glanced at Carly. Finally, she turned back to TC and cautiously took his hand for a brief squeeze. “Okay. I guess we’re putting on a beauty pageant.”

“Great!” TC pushed back his chair and stood. “If y’all are done with your pie, let’s head to the Tomlinson ranch and find Josh.”

“I’m coming with you,” Mallory said. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”

On the way out, TC sidled up next to Carly. “Let’s not tell Josh we’re coming. He’ll enjoy the surprise.”

“Sure he will,” she said dryly. “Don’t worry. I’m only going along as an observer. I’ll let you and Hallie have the fun.”

Excellent. Josh had relaxed some over the last few months, what with all his money troubles over and, more to the point, Carly in his life. He might even be able to take a joke.

They drove out to the ranch in separate vehicles, TC leading the way so he could tell the guard at the gate to let Mallory and Hallie through. When people won a big lottery like the Tomlinsons had, they were advised to go into hiding, but that was impossible with a ranch to run. Instead, they’d put up a portable building at the turnoff. Cameras at important points around the property fed to a computer in the portable. Things had died down from the first excessive enthusiasm to meet the billionaire bachelor brothers, so they only kept one guard on duty now. Maybe they could do without that one, but it was a way for injured or sick cowboys to do a job that wasn’t physically demanding. Most of them were too proud to take charity but happy to work.

TC parked in front of the house. It was funny coming back now as a guest, sort of, when he’d lived his first thirty years there. He knocked and tried the door handle. Unlocked. They’d tried to get in the habit of locking up after news got out about the lottery win, but apparently, that hadn’t lasted long.

He stepped into the house. “Hello! Anyone home?”

His youngest brother, Xander, yelled something from the office and came out a few seconds later.

“Where’s Josh?” TC asked.

“In the barn. I’m heading there. He called me—”

“Great,” TC broke in. “You’re not gonna want to miss this.” He stepped back outside, leaving the front door open for Xander to follow him, and waved the women toward the barn.

He spotted Josh in overalls and a T-shirt, leading one of the cows into the barn. TC picked up his pace. Maybe Josh was going to do a preg check or something equally shocking to city folks. Maybe Hallie would run away screaming. She’d trained as a vet tech, but it didn’t sound like she’d ever worked as one. She probably thought it was all cute dogs and cats, not bloody injuries and smelly messes and sticking your arm shoulder-deep in a cow’s butt to feel for a calf.

They joined Josh in the barn. A calf bleated for attention. One of the hefty beef cattle had her head over a stall. Hallie paused and stared at it. “My gosh. That head is huge. It’s as big as my torso.”

TC chuckled. Yep, city girl. “You’ve never seen a cow up close before?”

She tentatively reached out. The cow turned her head away, cautious about this newcomer.

“TC, good,” Josh snapped. “I need you.”

TC joined his brother next to another cow, rusty red with white on her face. “What’s up?”

“She’s trying to give birth, but the calf isn’t coming out.” Josh put on the long plastic gloves they used for pregnancy checks, artificial insemination, or helping with births. He pulled the thin plastic up to his shoulders. Then he stuck one arm in the cow’s birth canal.

TC looked at the women standing in a row a few feet away. His eyes hadn’t quite adjusted to the dimmer light in the barn, so he wasn’t sure of their expressions. Carly had spent time on their ranch growing up, though her own family raised crops rather than livestock. Mallory was from Last Stand but not a ranching family. And if Hallie was surprised at the size of a cow, surely she’d be shocked by the sight of a calf being born.

“I can feel its head, but the feet aren’t up,” Josh said. “It doesn’t feel right.”

Xander already had his phone out. “You want me to call the vet?”

“Yeah. She’s pushing hard. Good girl,” Josh murmured to the cow. “I know.”

TC’s enthusiasm faded. This wasn’t a normal pregnancy check or birth. The calf could be in trouble and the mother cow as well. He recognized the cow as Vee, so named because of the V-shaped white mark on her face. Since the Tomlinson farm raised beef cattle, which mostly stayed out in the fields grazing, the men weren’t as close to the individual animals as the typical dairy farmer who brought their cows in for milking twice a day. Still, the brothers knew their cows and cared for each of them.

“I don’t understand. What’s wrong?” Mallory asked.

“Cows are born feet first,” TC explained. “This calf isn’t positioned right. Josh needs to get the legs up with its head.”

Bloody liquid spurted out of Vee’s back end. A strong rotten smell filled the barn. Josh was elbow deep in the cow, standing off to one side to avoid the worst of the stinky waterfall.

Mallory gagged and put a hand over her nose and mouth. “Why are they still messing with it? Why not wait for the vet?”

“The longer this goes on, the more risk for the mother,” Hallie whispered.

TC nodded. “If there’s infection, it could go into the birthing canal and kill the mother.” He swallowed. “Given the smell, I’m afraid the baby is already dead.”

“It’s right here,” Josh muttered. “If I could only get a grip.”

TC looked over his brother’s shoulder. “You want a chain?”

Josh nodded, his expression severe. TC grabbed a chain hanging over the wall. Josh adjusted the plastic sleeves on both arms. He stuck a hand back into the birthing canal with the chain.

“What is happening?” Mallory wailed.

TC held a piece of metal with a hand grip and hooked it to the chain close to the birthing canal. Josh grabbed the handle and leaned back, knees bent, putting all his weight on the chain, as TC held Vee’s tail up with one hand and braced her back hip with the other. Xander stood at the cow’s head, soothing her.

Josh fell backward with a curse. The chain had slipped off the calf. Vee dropped down to her knees and then laid down on one side.

“She’s still pushing.” Josh reattached the chain and hauled on it while TC and Xander leaned their weight on the cow, murmuring to her.

The calf finally slid out. The stench was sickening. Josh slumped back with a huge sigh. “This one’s gone. There might be another though.”

TC pulled on his own set of plastic sleeves. He knelt and stuck his arm into the cow’s birth canal. “Yep, there’s another one. Not much chance it’s alive at this point.”

“We have to try,” Xander said. “Poor girl. She’s still having contractions.”

“Yeah. Hold on.” TC felt around. “One leg was forward and one was back, but I have them now.”

TC hooked the chains to the second calf’s feet. He pulled. The second calf slid out inch by inch as TC added traction to Vee’s pushes. When the calf was about halfway out, it slid the rest of the way in one smooth push/pull, along with the torn placenta.

Josh pounced on the calf as it gave a weak kick. “It’s alive.” Someone cheered. Josh cleared the calf’s mouth and rubbed its body with straw. Xander hugged Vee’s head and praised her. TC caught his breath and peeled off the messy plastic sleeve. Death and life and mess: another day on a ranch.

A few minutes later, TC wandered outside where the women had gone. Mallory sat on a hay bale, leaning forward with her head between her knees.

“Everything all right?” TC asked.

“I am never giving birth,” Mallory muttered.

Hallie patted her back. “I’m pretty sure they don’t use chains on human babies.”

“You won’t have to give birth in a barn either,” Carly said. “Hm. Maybe I shouldn’t make promises. You never know what will happen around here.”

Mallory sat up, still looking a little pale. “Ugh. This was supposed to be funny.” She glared at Hallie. “You’d better make things funny.”

Hallie looked at TC. “How are they?”

“Vee is up and eating. That’s a good sign. The vet will give her antibiotics and maybe calcium. The second calf is alive, which feels like a miracle at this point, and it seems healthy enough . . . Wait, did you mean my brothers? They’re okay too.”

Hallie smiled. “That’s good news. All of it. Maybe we should leave Josh alone for now though. He has his hands full.”

“Full and dirty,” TC agreed.

Mallory stood up, brushing straw fragments from her jeans. “This is so unfair,” she grumbled. “I was promised the tormenting of humans, and I got that horrific smell instead. I’m still gagging.”

Hallie put on her innocent look. “Sounds to me like we did torment a human.”

Mallory stood over Hallie with her fist raised. Would he need to intervene? But Hallie didn’t even flinch back, and TC was pretty sure Mallory wouldn’t really hit someone without a much better reason.

Mallory shook her fist at Hallie. “You’re supposed to be loyal to family, cousin.”

So they were cousins. They didn’t look that much alike, and who had the time and energy to pay much attention to the tangled family trees that grew in and around Last Stand?

“Actually, I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to torment family,” TC told Mallory.

Carly nodded. “That has been my experience, especially when it comes to the Tomlinson boys.”

Mallory rolled her eyes. “I’m out of here. Let me know when the beauty contest is so I can heckle.”

She stormed away. Carly went into the barn with Josh and Xander. TC sat on a hay bale next to Hallie. “This wasn’t quite what I was expecting.”

“No, I imagine not.” Hallie smiled. She didn’t look traumatized by witnessing the birth or even smelling the dead calf, which must have been rotting for hours.

To be honest, TC was a little queasy and also grateful he no longer lived and worked here so he could slip away without being assigned to dispose of the corpse. He concentrated on Hallie’s face, the blue-gray eyes and smattering of freckles. The breeze shifted, carrying away the barn smells of manure and decay and bringing the scents of green growing things and blossoms from the small orchard behind the house.

“I’ll talk to Josh some other time,” Hallie said. “Maybe you’d like to come out to the rescue? Meet my aunt, see the animals.”

He glanced toward the barn. The vet would be here soon, and until then, Josh, Xander, and Carly could handle things. TC was curious about the wild animal rescue, which had stirred up passions in town. He was equally curious about the women who ran it.

He stood with a grin and held out a hand to Hallie. “Yeah, let’s get out of here before they put me to work.”

She hesitated but finally slid her hand into his and let him gently pull her upright. He would’ve held on a moment more, but she tugged her hand away. They walked back toward their vehicles with the sun on their backs and, at least in TC’s case, a light heart. This was turning out to be a more interesting day than he’d expected, and he enjoyed nudging at Hallie to see if he could get past her defenses.

“Oh, you might want to change before we go to the rescue,” she said.

He chuckled. “You have a dress code?”

“Not at all, but you have blood on your jeans.” She looked up with those wide eyes. “You might not want to give the mountain lions the impression you’re what’s for dinner.”


Chapter Five


TC suspected Hallie was teasing him, but he still swung by his place and changed. The rescue was not far from TC’s and Josh’s ranches, about ten miles outside of town. The small house didn’t look like anything special from the front. Heavy-duty metal fencing identified animal pens behind the house, but lots of ranchers used those. A young bull could smash through a metal gate. As Fluffernutter had shown, almost any animal could escape confinement with determination and a little luck. Only an unobtrusive sign identifying the place as Last Stand Wildlife Rescue suggested this ranch held more unusual animals.

Well, maybe not more unusual. TC’s ostriches and llamas were pretty unusual, according to most folks. But the rescue had animals that weren’t pets, weren’t working animals like horses, and weren’t livestock for meat, milk, eggs, wool, and so forth. TC had nothing against wildlife, unless it attacked his animals or stole their food. He’d enjoyed visiting the zoo when he was in college, because it gave him a chance to observe animals he wouldn’t otherwise see. He loved the rare glimpse of a racoon or possum, the frogs that came out after the spring rains, and the bats that swooped after insects all summer. When it came down to it, he simply liked animals.

Still, TC got out of his truck with caution. He had a feeling this was some kind of test.

Hallie bounced up the walk and led TC through the house. They crossed a living room cluttered with books and papers and went out a sliding glass door to the back porch. “Let’s start with the mountain lions,” she said.

She was definitely trying to unsettle him. Well, two could play at that game. He wasn’t sure of the game’s rules, but that only made it more entertaining.

Hallie led the way to a fenced area a couple hundred feet from the house. Two pens enclosed large grassy areas. Each had trees providing shade and a mound of dirt about the size of a compact car. A mountain lion stretched out on top of one of the mounds.

“That’s Caramel, on top of her den.” Hallie pointed the toe of her boot at a square of cement in one corner of the pen. “Food goes here. That keeps the raw meat from getting dirty on the ground. We provide enrichment by giving them things that have interesting smells, like spices and evergreen branches. We also give them things they can tear apart.”

Things they could tear apart? Was that a hint or a threat? She didn’t even glance at him, so maybe not.

The big cat stood and stretched lazily. She leaped down from the mound of dirt and prowled toward them, ears up and alert. Muscles rippled in her shoulders. She came up to the corner of the pen and made a sort of huffing sound. TC resisted the urge to step back.

Hallie leaned forward to bring her face closer to the cat’s. “It’s not dinnertime yet. Be patient.”

Caramel gave a snarling growl. The sound and the sight of those teeth made the hair stand up on the back of TC’s neck. The cat might be behind a fence, but TC suddenly understood that in the grand scheme of nature, this was a predator and he was prey.

“We have two females and one male right now,” Hallie said. “The male is in the other pen. We don’t want them to breed, for obvious reasons. Our goal is to rehab animals that can be returned to the wild and to provide a comfortable home for those that can’t. Caramel and her sister Butterscotch were bred in captivity, so they can’t be released.” She scanned the pen. “Butterscotch must be in the den.”

Must be? They didn’t know exactly where all these animals were?

Caramel yawned, sat down, and rubbed her face with an enormous paw.

TC eyed Hallie. “You deal with these animals on a daily basis, and you were startled by a cow?”

Hallie shrugged. “I’m used to big animals, but look at the size of Caramel’s head compared to her body. Even a black bear, which can grow close in size to a cow, has a proportionally smaller head.”

“You’ve seen bears up close?”

“Yeah, we have some in residence right now. Young orphaned black bears, so they’re not huge. Come on.”

Caramel padded back to her mound of dirt on silent paws. Once he got past the instinctive wariness, TC had to admit that a cougar wasn’t all that big. Only a little above knee height at the shoulder, but long, maybe five feet, not counting the tail.

He hurried to catch up with Hallie. “How much does a cougar weigh?”

“Generally, one hundred to two hundred pounds.”

Some dogs got close to that size. Ostriches could weigh that much or more. The average llama was heavier. The cougar was nowhere near the weight of a cow, which could be sixteen hundred pounds—more for a bull.

And yet, none of those animals gave TC the thrill of fear—or maybe excitement, yeah, he’d go with that—of the cougar. When he approached an ostrich or llama or cow, he was in charge. Any of them could be dangerous, even deadly, but they weren’t hunters. You had to pay attention and be careful or you might get a nasty kick, but they didn’t want to eat you. With a cougar in the wild, you might not even know it was there until it attacked, and then it would be too late.

They stood outside the bear enclosure and scanned the area beyond the fence. “They’re probably in a tree,” Hallie said.

“I feel like you should know exactly where your dangerous animals are at every moment,” TC said.

She scoffed. “We try to give them a comfortable natural habitat. That means shelter from the elements, places to hide if they’re not feeling social, and so forth. They’ll come out for feeding. Let’s see if the wolves are visible.” She spun and strode off.

“Oh, of course you have wolves.” TC must have a foot of height on her, but he had to pick up his pace to keep up.

“We’d be busy full-time if we only took in wolves and wolf mixes.” She led the way to another set of pens made of heavy wire fencing. “We get on average two calls a week from people regretting their decision to raise a wolf pup like a dog. Obviously we can’t take in all of those.”

Hallie crouched in front of the cage. A wolf trotted toward her. It did look rather like a large dog, with dark brown fur on its back, fading to tan on the sides, and white underneath.

“He’s a little timid,” Hallie said. “It’s okay, baby.”

TC knelt beside and a little behind her. The wolf danced back a few paces and gave a hoarse howl.

TC flinched, glad he was probably out of Hallie’s line of sight. “He doesn’t like me.”

She glanced back at him. “He doesn’t like hats. Take it off and see what happens.”

TC removed his cowboy hat and set it on the ground. The wolf stood about fifteen feet away and gave a couple of additional short howls. Then it came closer, its mouth open and tongue lolling out. Hallie cooed as if to a tiny puppy instead of a deadly hunter that probably outweighed her.

TC frowned at the wolf. “It’s hard to imagine someone thinking, I’ll bet a wolf makes a good pet. What’s wrong with a dog?”

“They look enough like dogs that people expect them to behave like dogs. They don’t.”

TC had to accept that he was not going to throw Hallie off-balance by introducing her to strange or large animals. She probably dealt with wounds, disease, and malnutrition as well, maybe even animal abuse. If she decided to go through with this male beauty pageant and insisted he participate, he couldn’t stop her. With Carly and Mallory on her side, all the men in Last Stand put together probably couldn’t stop them.

TC stood up and offered his hand to Hallie. She ignored it and pushed to her feet. Maybe TC did have a way to throw her as off-balance as he felt in her presence. He took a step closer. She backed away.

“Let’s see if Aunt Julie is around.” She spun and hurried toward the house.

TC followed more slowly. Did Hallie simply not like to be touched in general? TC’s family was pretty physically affectionate, but he respected that some people didn’t like hugs or casual touches. Was she wary about him specifically? They hadn’t gotten off to the best start, what with him yelling at her and all, but he wasn’t a particularly scary guy. He was a lot bigger than she was though.

He didn’t mind making her nervous, if it was the right kind of nervous. He didn’t want to really scare her though, or force his way past some invisible boundary.

By the time he reached the back of the house, Hallie was coming out with another woman.

“This is my aunt Julie. Julie, this is TC . . .”

She trailed off, pretending again that she’d forgotten his last name, or maybe she didn’t want her aunt to know he was one of the famous Tomlinson brothers. He wasn’t sure why that would be. He didn’t have too much brainpower to think on it, because his mind was busy scrambling to adjust to Aunt Julie as she stepped forward with a smile and offered her hand.

“Nice to meet you,” she said.

TC stared for a second and then snapped his mouth shut. “Er. You, too.” His hand enveloped hers.

He’d assumed Hallie’s aunt would be at least fifty, even though he knew it was possible for an aunt or uncle to be the same age or even younger than their niece or nephew, what with second marriages, blended families, or simply children spread out over a number of years. He hadn’t consciously thought about it, but he’d also apparently assumed a woman who ran a wild animal rescue would be stocky, plain, gray-haired, and gruff.

Julie wasn’t any of those things. She couldn’t be much older than TC, maybe in her mid-thirties, and she looked like Audrey Hepburn at that age, petite, with big dark eyes and a cap of short dark hair.

“I hear you’ve been getting the tour,” Julie said. “What do you think of the place?”

“The animals are magnificent. Why did you start the rescue?” TC didn’t mind having his assumptions shattered. In fact, life was more interesting when people went against stereotypes. Now he was even more curious. “How did you get into it?”

“I began with smaller animals. An injured opossum was my first rescue. Then some foxes, a baby deer, some squirrels. People started bringing more animals to me. Then a private zoo got shut down, and they needed someplace for the mountain lions and bobcats. Texas doesn’t have too many laws against owning exotic animals, although you need permits for some. You can’t keep more than six exotic animals at a time or more than twenty-five non-game wild animals. I got licensed to keep and rehabilitate wild animals so I could help more of them.” Julie spoke as if this progression was perfectly natural. “There’s such a need for it.”

“Huh.” TC scratched his head. “Back when I was first trying to convince my older brother to get into llama and ostrich farming, I thought about opening the ranch to visitors to bring in a little more money. Plenty of places have a farm stand for their produce or a petting zoo with goats and sheep. Anything to make the ranch pay.”

“You hardly need that now,” Hallie said.

“No. And I never thought about keeping dangerous wild animals in a private zoo or as pets. Doesn’t really seem like a good idea.”

“That’s because you have a sensible brain,” Julie said, “but an estimated twenty-five thousand great cats, wolves, and bears are living in private zoos and as pets in America. People get a cub as a pet, thinking it’s cute, and then when it grows up, they can’t handle it safely, so it spends all its time in a small pen on a cement slab. The animals don’t get proper veterinarian care, because they’re too dangerous to handle.”

“There are more tigers in Texas than living in the wild throughout the world,” Hallie said.

TC frowned over the information. “Aren’t tigers endangered?”

“Yes, with only about five thousand wild tigers in the world,” Julie said. “The pet trade doesn’t help, although in the US many tigers are captive bred, so they couldn’t be released in the wild. Still, wildlife trafficking is the world’s third largest source of illicit commerce, after drugs and weapons. But you probably didn’t come here for a lecture.”

TC’s research into exotic animals hadn’t gotten beyond those that were suitable for meat and wool production. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about keeping dangerous wild animals at a ranch near town. It was better than letting them run loose to attack livestock and maybe people, and he could see the cruelty of simply killing the unwanted animals. The obvious answer was to not breed or buy the exotic animals in the first place, but people did a lot of stupid things.

Hallie’s voice broke through his thoughts. “Guess what? At the café this morning, an old man said we should have a beauty contest to raise money.” Hallie spoke to her aunt, but she flashed a wicked smile at TC. “TC agreed to be one of our contestants. Don’t you think a male beauty pageant will raise a lot of money?”

TC’s face went hot. He must be bright red.

Julie patted TC’s arm. “Well, that’s very thoughtful and generous.” Amusement laced her words. “It sounds like a lot of work, but I’m sure you two will have fun arranging it all together.”

Hallie’s smile dropped off her face faster than a cougar pouncing on a rabbit.

“I’ve got to get back to my paperwork.” Julie turned toward the house with a wave. “Nice to meet you.”

TC had felt off-balance for the last hour, but now he grinned at Hallie’s wary expression. “I guess we ought to discuss some particulars. Don’t want to bother your aunt, and it’s getting hot out.”

He stepped closer to her. She didn’t retreat, but she looked like she might punch him if he invaded her space any further.

“How about you come to my place?” TC dropped his voice to a purr. “We can sit down with a couple of cold beers and discuss exactly how our new partnership is going to work.”


Chapter Six


“Let’s talk here.” Hallie felt safer on her own ground. TC had been noticeably nervous around the big cats and wolves, which perversely made her feel better.

TC’s eyebrows went up. “Do you have beer?”

“I’m not sure.” She was crossing her arms defensively. She forced herself to loosen up. “We have sweet tea. It’s not even noon!”

“You’re right. It’s almost lunchtime.” He grinned. “Come on out to my ranch. I have a cook. You can meet my brother Cody and all the ranch hands. Maybe you’ll see more handsome dudes to recruit for the pageant.” He struck a pose, one hand on his hip, gazing into the distance.

Hallie’s shoulders crept up at the thought of being among all those unfamiliar men. TC was bad enough all by himself.

“Look,” she said, “you know you don’t actually want to do this pageant. Why don’t you make an offer to pay me off, and we’ll be done with this?”

“Oh, no.” He shook his head slowly. “You’re not going to let me off that easily.”

Hallie groaned. She could let the whole pageant thing go. That would be easiest. She didn’t want to organize it, and he didn’t want to be in it. He was only playing along to push her buttons and see if she’d back down first. If she did, she wouldn’t have to deal with him any longer, his overwhelming male presence, his long limbs, the amusement in his eyes, and that goofy grin he probably thought was charming. It was, darn it.

Aunt Julie would understand if she backed down. The animals would never know they’d missed out on a big donation.

But Hallie wanted to earn her keep. Her aunt didn’t have to give her a place to live and work. The rescue provided plenty of work for two of them, but Julie had been handling it alone up until now. If Hallie wanted to turn this into a real job, one that paid her more than room and board, she needed to find a way to fund it.

TC studied her. She got the feeling he was seeing more than she wanted to reveal.

“Okay.” He waved toward the chairs on the porch. “We can stay here.”

Hallie didn’t want her relief to show, but she couldn’t hold back the grateful smile as she settled into one of the chairs.

“I know how your aunt got into the rescue,” TC said. “What about you?”

Uh-oh. She hadn’t gotten off easily after all. Well, it was a reasonable question.

“I told you I trained as a vet tech.”

“Yep. And I saw how you handled Fluffernutter. What I’d like to know is how that relates to the rescue. Did you do that training because you expected to work here with your aunt?”

It would be easy to let him believe that. It wouldn’t be honest.

She’d noticed the spark between them, the interest and curiosity, the attraction. She hadn’t felt anything like that in months. She was pretty sure he felt it too, what with the way he studied her and edged into her personal space.

He deserved to know why she wasn’t ready to date. She didn’t have the energy for it, on top of learning a new place and a new job. She didn’t have enough money to waste going out a lot, and she didn’t want to be dependent on anyone else or assume they were going to pay her way. Most of all, she didn’t feel like herself these days. What kind of man would she attract with her poverty and flaky memory? At best, a man with a savior complex, one attracted to weak and needy women so he could “save” them. At worst, one who saw how he could take advantage, lying to her and then blaming her brain injury when she got suspicious.

He didn’t need to know all that, but she could tell him enough to scare him away. He’d back off, and she’d feel safer.

She took a deep breath. “My aunt is part of the reason I got interested in wild animals and veterinarian work. My dad and I used to come out some weekends and help with maintenance, installing fences, stuff like that. I loved seeing the animals. Once I was old enough, I spent a month every summer working with her, like an internship. But I didn’t expect to work here, because she’s always run the place by herself. She doesn’t have the money for employees.”

He frowned. “Aren’t you working here now?”

“I get room and board. I don’t need much else.” He didn’t need to know that her parents gave her a few hundred dollars each month to cover other expenses. It was embarrassing, being twenty-five years old and not able to support herself. In theory, she could try for disability benefits, but that was a long process and most claims got denied. By the time she got through the paperwork and waiting period, her brain should be well enough she could return to real work. Hopefully. She didn’t want to believe anything else.

She rushed ahead. “Obviously, someday I’m going to need a real job—one that pays a salary—but for now, this is great experience and I love the work. It’s wonderful spending more time with Aunt Julie. I always wanted to be like her someday.”

Hallie glanced back at the house and then out toward the animal pens. She hadn’t really understood what it was like to devote one’s entire life to animal rescue. Aunt Julie never took a vacation, because someone needed to feed the animals, give them fresh water, clean their pens, watch for medical emergencies. Finding a dog walker or cat sitter was one thing. It was entirely different when you had mountain lions and wolves. Sometimes Julie and Hallie stayed up all night with injured or sick animals. When they had an orphaned baby that needed feeding every couple of hours, they traded off shifts. But before Hallie had moved there, Julie had done it all by herself. She needed Hallie, and probably a couple of other part-time employees. They didn’t even have enough spare time to search for volunteers, let alone money to pay anyone.

TC didn’t need to know all of that.

“Sorry, you asked how I wound up here.” Something like that anyway. She’d forgotten the original question. “My dream was to work for a zoo, but those jobs are really competitive. I figured I’d work a couple of years as a vet tech to gain experience, and then maybe I’d go back for more schooling. But something happened. There was . . .” She didn’t quite know how to put it. Didn’t even know how to think about it. The incident.

The attack.

TC was still, his posture relaxed but his focus on her. She hadn’t realized until now how much he normally moved, fidgeting or even bounding around like an enthusiastic golden retriever. She preferred that to this intense focus.

She drew in a breath. Let it out. “I had an internship at a veterinarian’s office in Houston. One of the customers got interested in me. First couple of times, I thought he just happened to be in the area when I went out for lunch. No big deal if he showed up at the same sandwich shop and asked to sit with me.”

If she closed her eyes, the memories flooded back. She gave a quick shake and kept her eyes open.

“He started waiting for me after work. Wanting to grab a drink, buy me dinner.”

“You turned him down?” TC’s voice was soft.

“Over and over.” Hallie pressed back into her chair. She squeezed the spot on the webbing between her thumb and index finger, the pressure point that was supposed to relieve anxiety.

“He didn’t listen,” she said. “It got creepy. I blocked him on my phone, my email. The vet’s office refused to have him as a client anymore. I talked to the police, but they said he hadn’t actually threatened me. One officer even said I should be grateful for a nice guy who sends me flowers.”

They were silent for a minute. Finally TC asked, “Then what happened?”

Hallie’s hand crept up to her throat. “He grabbed me one day after work. Jumped out of the bushes.”

She forced her hand down and went back to squeezing the trigger point.

“He tried to strangle me.” The words came out hoarse, the way she’d sounded in the days after the attack.

TC jumped up, his chair clattering back against the railing. She cringed away.

“Sorry, sorry.” He sat back down. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m just angry. Not at you, of course. At the guy who hurt you.”

She drew in a long breath, trying to still the trembling. “It’s okay. I’m mad at him too. Did you know choking is a blockage inside your throat, like from food, but if the pressure is from the outside, it’s strangulation?”

She was talking to cover her nerves. She managed to smile at TC.

“I know you’re not him. I’m determined not to act like every man is the same kind of monster. I don’t want to live like that. It’s only . . .” She spread her hands and realized they were trembling. She made them into fists in her lap. “Sometimes my brain doesn’t go along with what I want. I know one thing logically, but that doesn’t always stop the panic.”

“You’re seeing a doctor, right?”

“I saw a medical doctor after the attack, and a physical therapist for the next six weeks to help with some things like weakness and poor coordination. Physically, they’ve decided I’m fine now. I’m lucky—some survivors can have long-term problems with their vision, speech, blood pressure, all kinds of things. For me, it’s mainly down to memory now.”

He lifted a hand as if wanting to touch her but let it drop again. “Memory is pretty important. That sounds frustrating. And emotional effects can be as tough as physical ones.”

“True. The brain damage caused by depleted oxygen can cause depression. Anxiety. Difficulty concentrating.” She’d learned plenty of the medical jargon in the last few months. She heaved a sigh. “The problem is, I got anxious sometimes before. Felt moody once in a while. Got distracted when I was trying to concentrate. I want to make sure I’m still me, or getting back to who I was, who I want to be, but it’s hard to tell what’s normal, what’s the same as before, and what might be the effect of the brain injury. Or even just the effect of the attack.”

“Yeah, you don’t have to be injured to feel anxious after going through something like that.”

She gave him a smile that felt a little shaky, glad he understood, or at least was trying to.

“When I was twelve, I got head-butted by a calf,” he said.

She gave a little snort of amusement. “And you laughed at me for my reaction to a full-grown cow.”

He grinned. “I know, it sounds funny, but it hurt. The calf knocked me down and almost trampled me. It wasn’t even trying to hurt me. It was just nervous about being separated from its mama. Anyway, took a while before I wasn’t jumpy around cows after that.”

She rubbed her lips together. “How long?”

“Oh, I’d say the calf was nearly as long as one of those mountain lions, but taller,” he said innocently.

She glared.

“Oh, how long did it take to get over the fear? Months. Maybe a year before I didn’t think about it anymore. Before I didn’t have to stop myself from thinking about it, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah. I’m still at the stage where I have to remind myself to stop thinking about it sometimes. I’m doing something else entirely, and then I realize I’m thinking about him again. I hate that. I hate that he still takes up space in my brain.”

He leaned toward her. “What you went through was much worse than getting bumped by a little ol’ calf. It’s going to take time. I’m not trying to discourage you. You’ll get over it eventually, I expect. Or if you don’t, you’ll figure out how to live with the fear, because you’re stronger than the fear.”

He waved toward the animal pens. “Look what you do every day. You’re fierce! But if it takes a while, don’t think that reflects badly on you.”

She blinked her suddenly moist eyes and nodded, unable to speak. She did sometimes feel like she should be getting over it faster. It helped to know that strangulation affected one’s memory. Her occasional confusion and missteps weren’t her fault. It helped to know that PTSD didn’t only affect soldiers after battle. That explained the episodes where her heart raced and she started to sweat. Her body was trying to protect her with a fight-or-flight response, even though the trigger was only in her memory.

Understanding helped, but she’d much rather have it all go away. Why couldn’t she make it go away? That failure was more frustrating than anything else, because she got mad at herself rather than him.

“You don’t really want to put on this male beauty pageant,” TC said. “All those men around. I’m sure that would be stressful for you. We can call it off. No harm done. I’ll request a donation for the rescue from the family fund. You might need to fill out some paperwork.”

Now she felt guilty. She’d wanted him to know why she was so skittish sometimes, why she might seem to run hot and cold. She hadn’t told him about her trauma to get money or avoid work. She’d moved away from Houston for a lot of reasons. To be farther from him, even if he was in prison. To be away from the places that triggered those memories. To be away from her parents, who wanted her to quit her job, move home, and take time to heal—an idea that was all too tempting. She didn’t have the energy she used to, and fatigue made it even harder to concentrate and learn new information. But she wasn’t going to improve by hiding at home and doing nothing. She needed challenges. She couldn’t track her progress unless she had some place she was trying to go.

Maybe trying to organize a male beauty pageant was further than she wanted to go. But that didn’t mean she wanted to act weak and helpless, or be weak and helpless, and have the big strong man swoop in and take care of everything. Besides, now that her anxiety had faded, TC was reminding her of how much fun the right kind of fight could be.

She crossed her arms and lifted her chin. “No way. Like you said, I’m not letting you off the hook that easily.”


Chapter Seven


TC drove home in a thoughtful mood. He was grateful Hallie had explained what had happened to her, but he wasn’t sure what to do with the information now. How did it relate to their growing friendship, to put an optimistic spin on their relationship? How did it affect the male beauty pageant? How could he fix things for her?

He couldn’t, and that stunk. He had all this money, but he couldn’t pay to make her anxiety go away. But surely he could find some way to make her feel safer. Armed guards? No, big guys with guns would make her more nervous. Female guards? A gun and a class on how to use it? But guns could be dangerous to the person who owned them. People heard a strange sound in the night and wound up shooting a family member, or the attacker took away the gun and used it. She could take self-defense classes or martial arts, but it took a long time to get proficient.

There had to be something he could do.

Back at his ranch, he found his brother Cody with the llamas. Cody enjoyed working with the difficult animals. Probably he felt right at home after growing up with difficult brothers. TC leaned on the fence and watched as Cody worked on halter training Llamageddon, a big male. The adult llamas were as tall as a person, five to six feet at the head, with long, thin ears adding another eight or ten inches. They were generally friendly enough, unless you needed to restrain them for some kind of vet care, in which case they’d throw around their weight—three hundred to four hundred pounds. All four brothers together couldn’t hold one of the beasts in place if it wanted to move. It took at least two or three people to get one vaccinated, and the last time they’d done a preg check, each llama simply turned in a circle around the person holding the halter and the vet had to scurry after the moving back end.

No Probllama stepped toward TC. Her slender legs seemed too delicate for her stocky body, giving her a mincing walk. She nosed at his face. TC rubbed her chin and stroked the soft neck. Hallie would probably enjoy petting llamas. After the greeting, No Probllama turned to the hay pile. As she chewed, her lower jaw slid side to side.

Cody hung up the halter. “Lunch time?”

“Yeah, almost.” They walked toward the ranch house. “Interesting morning,” TC said. “I met the women who run the wild animal rescue. The one with wolves and mountain lions.”

“They must be pretty intense.”

“Yeah. They don’t look it though. Julie is in her mid-thirties. Looks like a former model, only short. Hallie’s cute, maybe twenty-five, not someone you’d picture wrangling mountain lions. Hallie was the one who found Fluffernutter the other day.”

“Mallory’s cousin?” Cody asked.

“Right. They were with Carly at the café this morning.” He described how Hallie had tricked him into the male beauty pageant.

Then he waited for Cody to stop laughing.

“Jokes on you,” TC said. “I told her you’d compete as well.”

Cody shrugged. He probably would be up for something like that, and he’d probably win.

“I don’t think she actually wants to go through with it,” TC said. “She offered to let me buy my way out of it.”

“Clever. How much is she soaking you for?”

“We haven’t come to an agreement yet.” No, they were having too much fun arguing about it. “As of right now, the pageant is on, but I’m sure she’d rather cancel and get the cash. The thing is . . .”

He wanted to talk about what he’d learned, but he didn’t want to betray any secrets. Hallie hadn’t asked him to keep her story confidential. If people knew she’d been attacked, they’d understand why she got that panicked look sometimes. They’d give her more space. It was one small way he could help.

“She told me about something that happened to her,” TC finally said. “She was sort of mugged. The guy hurt her.”

Cody gave a grunt of disgust.

“Yeah. I guess that’s why she’s kind of prickly. Not unfriendly, but cautious.”

“Not surprising,” Cody said. “What exactly did the brute do to her? I’ve seen her around town, and she looks okay. No obvious injuries or scars.”

They stopped on the back porch. Savory smells of beef and spices floated out. A couple of the other hands were heading over from the barn. They wouldn’t be in hearing range for a few minutes yet.

“I guess he choked her. No, strangled is the word, she said.” Simply saying it made TC’s shoulders hunch. He couldn’t believe someone would put hands on Hallie’s fragile neck.

“That’s bad,” Cody said. “Cutting off someone’s air, you can do real damage.”

“She’s okay. I mean, not brain-damaged or anything.” Except from what she’d said, she did have some damage to her brain. TC frowned, remembering how she’d claimed she hadn’t heard of the billionaire brothers, and later, she seemed not to remember his last name. Maybe it hadn’t been an act. Her memory could really be that bad, for a good reason. “She seems a little absentminded sometimes, but not more than lots of people.”

“She might have damage you don’t see.” Cody had spent weeks in the hospital and months in physical therapy as a teen. He’d probably picked up plenty about injuries and their aftereffects.

“So what should I do?” TC asked.

“About what?”

“Hallie. How should I treat her?”

Cody’s glance suggested the question was idiotic. “You should treat her like a person.”

“Well, yeah, but . . .”

Cody shook his head. “She’s still a regular person. Lots of us have past traumas we need to work through. Some of them physical, some mental, a lot of them both. Don’t coddle her. She won’t like it. Don’t avoid her.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

Cody studied him. TC’s face heated. He found himself trying to avoid his brother’s steady gaze.

Cody’s smile grew. “You interested in dating this girl?”

TC scuffed a boot in the dirt. “Maybe. I don’t know. She kind of drives me crazy.”

Cody grinned. “That’s the best kind of woman.”

TC punched his arm. “We don’t all crave trouble like you do.” The hired hands were getting closer. A clatter from inside suggested dishes going on the table. They were running out of time to talk in private. “I told her about the calf knocking me down.”

“What? When?”

“I was about twelve. You would have been nine, I guess. A calf knocked me down and almost trampled me.”

Cody frowned. “Oh, I vaguely remember that. You weren’t hurt, right?”

“Not really, but I told her it took a long time to get over being nervous around cows. I wanted her to know I understand a little.”

“I didn’t realize your close call with a calf was a big deal.”

“I was twelve. I wasn’t going to admit I was scared of cows.”

Cody nudged him. “Admit it now. That’s the real reason you wanted to get into raising llamas and ostriches, so you could avoid cattle.”

“Hey, we have bison. They’re bigger than cattle.”

“Do they scare you the same way cows do?”

TC rolled his eyes. “I’m not afraid of cows. As a child, I was slightly nervous around them for a short period after being almost trampled to death by one. I got over that years ago.”

Through his laughter, Cody choked out, “Yeah, yeah. You’re a big tough cowboy. But do you think of bison the same way you do cattle?”

“What are you getting at? They’re similar, but they’re not the same.”

“So a young bison wouldn’t put you in a terror the same way a calf would?”

TC raised his gaze to the sky. “Slightly nervous years ago! But no, I don’t think a young bison would bring back the same memory even if a calf was still a problem.”

“Well then.” Cody seemed to think that meant something.

“Well then, what exactly?”

“Don’t worry about how Hallie sees you. You’re a different species than the guy who hurt her.”

TC thought about it. “I hope so anyway. I don’t know what he looks like. We might be almost twins.”

“Except he looked violent, and you look like a goofball.” Cody punched TC’s shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get lunch.”
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At the rescue, Hallie held down a raccoon wrapped in a towel like a burrito while Julie flushed pus from its paw with dilute iodine. They didn’t normally take in raccoons, but someone had dropped the injured animal on their porch in a cardboard box, rang the doorbell, and left, making it their problem.

“What’s on your mind?” Julie asked. By now, Hallie should know that her aunt could simultaneously minister to an injured animal and read Hallie’s mind. She’d been wanting to talk about TC but hadn’t found a way to make a conversational connection between an infected raccoon paw and a handsome rancher.

“I was thinking about this male beauty contest. I was mostly teasing TC when I tricked him into it. I figured he’d try to buy his way out of it, but . . .” He had, and she’d refused. Why had she done that?

The raccoon hissed its displeasure.

“He’s handsome, your friend,” Julie said.

“He’s not my friend. I just met him. And if he wasn’t handsome, there’d be no point in tricking him into a beauty pageant. Although to do it, I also had to sign up this old guy in the café.” She tried to remember the old man’s name and failed. Oh well, she had it written down. He definitely wanted a way out of the beauty pageant, though he might not be able to pay to escape it.

Julie finished wrapping the raccoon’s paw. They transferred the animal into a heavy-duty dog crate with metal bars. As Hallie let go, the raccoon got a leg free and took a swipe, but she jerked her hand away in time.

Hallie moved to the whiteboard mounted on the wall and checked off that task. Julie had suggested the whiteboard with its detailed list of daily tasks so the two of them could keep track of who had done what and not accidentally repeat or miss something. Checking off the tasks also kept Hallie on track and gave her confidence that she wasn’t forgetting her duties. At first, needing the extra help had frustrated her, but now she found it comforting to know she didn’t have to depend solely on her memory. Plus, it was satisfying to look back at the day and see all the check marks.

“Anyway, putting on a beauty pageant would be a ton of work,” Hallie said. “I think I can get TC to buy his way out of it.” Eventually. She’d refused a deal a little while ago, but the longer she held out, the more he’d likely pay. Yeah, that made sense. She could almost convince herself she’d thought of it before refusing his offer.

Julie watched as the raccoon squirmed out of the blanket and explored its new temporary home. “It’s an interesting fundraising idea. Getting guys to pay to not be in a contest. Kind of like not playing the bagpipes for money.”

“What?”

Julie shifted her gaze to Hallie. “You know, getting people to pay you to stop. But I don’t know how many men you’ll be able to trick into paying to not enter the contest.” She led the way out to the kitchen.

“I don’t really need more than one,” Hallie said. “TC is one of those billionaire cowboys. The family that won the big lottery.”

At Julie’s blank look, Hallie added, “You must have heard about them. They’re practically your neighbors. They have guards at the entrance to their ranch to keep out the riffraff, now that they’re so rich.”

Julie shook her head. “You know I don’t pay attention to gossip.” She pulled the pitcher of iced tea out of the fridge.

If Julie had paid attention, maybe she would have applied for a grant in time, and Hallie wouldn’t have gotten herself into this mess. But Hallie knew what her aunt really meant. Too much of the local gossip was about the “nutty” woman who thought it was a good idea to keep wolves and mountain lions in her backyard. Nobody wanted to listen to people saying nasty things about them. Julie found it easier to ignore her neighbors, ignore the community, and seek funding from outside the state. Her main donors didn’t get worked up over the rescue keeping predators, because they didn’t have livestock or children in this neighborhood.

It had to be lonely though. Julie had bought the property and moved the rescue there eighteen months ago. She’d needed more space and wanted to get out of the growing suburbs. More people building homes nearby meant more people who might freak out, plus higher property taxes. Last Stand was a fairly small town with a lot of open space around it, and the community seemed friendly, at least to Hallie, when she was introduced as Mallory’s cousin and not the wild animal rescue freak.

Hallie looked back at the whiteboard. She’d found her rhythm with the rescue’s daily tasks. Could she take over community outreach? Well, it wouldn’t be so much take over as start from scratch. Someone needed to do it. Hallie used to be good with people. She’d enjoyed meeting veterinarian clients, chatting with them about their pets, offering suggestions for care, or simply sympathizing with worries over an animal’s health issues. She’d been good at it.

Now she forgot names, and she wasn’t too confident about recognizing faces either. Forget about remembering entire conversations. The thought of meeting a bunch of new people was terrifying. How could she keep anything straight?

She took a deep breath, trying to release the panic before it built up. Her memory was improving with time and the memory games she played on her phone. She could take notes after conversations, dictate them into her phone, follow up with an email to make sure things were clear. She had tools, and she shouldn’t feel embarrassed about using them.

But was she ready to get out into the community? Instinct said no. It told her to retreat to her room, close the door, and stay safe.

But that instinct came from fear, and she didn’t want to live in fear and have her life shrink to nothing but this house, her aunt, the rescue animals. It wasn’t a bad life—in fact, it was pretty darn good, in its way—but was it enough?

Julie handed Hallie a glass of iced tea and stood next to her. “What’s up? Did we miss anything?”

“Huh?” Oh, the whiteboard that Hallie had been staring at without really seeing it. “No, I think we’re on track. I was just thinking.”

Julie sipped her tea. “Anything you’d like to share?”

“Oh, you know. The rescue. Fundraising. Billionaire cowboys.” She didn’t want to mention community outreach yet. She didn’t want to build up hope unless she was ready to follow through. “Wondering whether I should have taken TC’s offer rather than dragging out this beauty pageant idea.”

“You can always make a deal with him later. In the meantime, I can think of worse things than hanging out with a handsome cowboy.” Julie bumped her shoulder gently against Hallie’s.

“If nothing else, you might make a new friend.”

Hallie gave a vague murmur of agreement. She wasn’t sure she needed a friend who made her feel as hot and flustered as TC did. Still, she could use more friends. She was used to having a large group of friends, so someone was always up for doing something. Here, she only really knew Julie and Mallory, who had a hectic teaching schedule, and Carly a little.

Julie gave Hallie’s shoulder a squeeze. “You should get out more. Meet more people. You’re too young to hide away here with me and the beasts.”

“I like it here with you and the beasts. But I’ll think about it.”

Though Julie was hardly one to talk about making friends. She still didn’t have any friends in Last Stand besides Hallie and Mallory. As far as Hallie could tell, Julie hadn’t tried to meet people or get involved in the community. Hallie could understand why, but it made it hard to get the help they needed.

Well, Hallie wasn’t about to get into a contest of “how you should be living your life” with her aunt. She wouldn’t come out ahead.

If a couple of perfectly rational, emotionally healthy women wanted to hide themselves away on a remote ranch in rural Texas, seldom making friends and never dating, surrounded by mountain lions, wolves, bears, and grumpy raccoons, who was going to tell them they should do otherwise?


Chapter Eight


Hallie parked and walked slowly toward Valencia’s, the Tex-Mex restaurant. Somehow she’d gotten roped into an evening out with Carly, Mallory, and the Tomlinson brothers. She wasn’t sure whose idea it had been to “show her the town.”

It might be fun. She should expect it to be fun. So far, the people she’d met had been great. It was only that going out might mean meeting lots of new people, and that meant trying to remember names and hoping she didn’t make a fool of herself.

Plus, she hadn’t seen TC since she’d told him about the attack and how it had messed her up. Would he treat her differently now?

A white truck pulled up in front of Valencia’s. Three tall, lanky cowboy types got out before the truck drove away. Hallie recognized TC and Josh, who’d she’d seen at the calving, though she hadn’t really spoken to him. They went into the restaurant. She hesitated, torn between hurrying because she might be the last one there, keeping them waiting, and dawdling because if Carly and Mallory weren’t there yet, Hallie would have to face all three brothers alone.

Finally, she muttered, “Stop making such a big deal of everything,” and marched toward the restaurant.

In the foyer, the Tomlinson brothers were taking up way too much room, not only due to their size but because of their energy. TC bounced and fidgeted like an overgrown puppy. Josh was still but had a strong presence, solid and steady as the world moved around him. The third brother had suppressed energy, like a mountain lion deciding whether potential prey was worth the bother.

It took a moment for Hallie to notice Carly and Mallory talking to them. Carly waved. “Hi! I’m not sure if you’ve met Josh officially.”

Josh had one arm around Carly. He extended his other hand.

Hallie took it. “Josh. Josh Tomlinson. The oldest brother.”

“Um. Yes.” His expression suggested he thought she was a little weird.

Well, he wasn’t wrong. “I’m sorry.” She released his hand. “My memory isn’t great, so I’m trying this thing where you repeat names out loud several times when you meet someone. It’s awkward, but less awkward than having to ask your name again when I’ve already heard it a dozen times.” It made her breathless to admit it, but if she wanted people to make allowances for her faulty memory, she had to let them know it was an issue.

She turned to the third brother and extended her hand. “I know TC, so you must be either Cody or Zan . . . Alex . . . Xander!” Whew. She’d remembered all their names. It had only taken finding an article about them and practicing for ten minutes before leaving home.

He grinned and held her hand in both of his. Wow, that was some intense sexual magnetism.

She swallowed. “I’m going to say Cody.”

He leaned closer. “You’ve heard of me. That means Carly has been talking. Or maybe Mallory.” The glance he sent Mallory’s way would have caused a weaker woman to pass out or catch fire.

“Both,” Hallie said.

Mallory crossed her arms and huffed. “She hasn’t heard anything good from me.” But her cheeks went pink. Maybe Hallie shouldn’t have said anything.

Fortunately, a server interrupted to lead them to their table. Other patrons called out greetings as the group passed. They slid into a booth made of carved wood with leather seats, Carly and Josh on one side, with Cody next to them. TC slid against the wall on the other side. Mallory gestured for Hallie to take the middle spot and squeezed in after her.

Hallie picked up a menu, but it was hard to concentrate with TC so large and warm beside her. His knee bumped hers.

Someone suggested they share the large nachos, queso, and some other appetizers, so she didn’t have to make decisions. Hallie looked around the room. The walls were decorated with sombreros and large black and gold discs with a pattern that looked Aztec. She studied an interior wall lined with beautiful Mexican tiles in many colors.

TC turned a little so he was half leaning against the wall and stretched his arm along the top of the booth behind Hallie. “That’s Valencia tile. One branch of the Valencia family makes the tile, and one branch runs this restaurant. Their ancestors survived the battle of Last Stand.”

“Oh?” Hallie turned to look at him. Their faces were only about eighteen inches apart.

TC dipped his head. “You do know about the battle, right?”

“Um.” Hallie looked at Mallory, hoping for help. “I know Mallory is trying to get the old theater renovated so she can start a variety show about the town’s history.”

“A musical revue,” Mallory said, “about the origins of Last Stand. It would attract tourists, create jobs, and help keep the town’s history alive.”

“It’s pretty heroic.” TC waved a hand. “Picture it. It’s 1836. Santa Anna’s troops were on the move.” He eyed Hallie. “You do know about Santa Anna, right? ‘Remember the Alamo’ and all that?”

“Sure.” Hallie’s memory issues mostly came into play with new information, not the things that had been drilled into her in childhood. Texas schoolchildren learned all about the rebellious Texans trying to separate from Mexico. Santa Anna’s troops wiped out all the defenders of the Alamo, including Davy Crockett. About two months later, the Army under Samuel Houston overwhelmed Santa Anna’s troops and captured Santa Anna. The Republic of Texas was established as an independent country, with Sam Houston as president. After almost a decade of trying to become part of the US, Texas became a state in 1845. She’d had to answer those questions on tests so often that the names and dates stuck in her head.

“The battle of Last Stand might not be as famous as the Alamo,” TC said. “But it was more successful, in the sense that the defenders survived. Townspeople gathered in the saloon, the only stone building around. You can still visit it on Main Street. You can also see the statue of Asa Fuhrmann in the town square. He left the saloon to run for more ammo. He got wounded but made it back with the ammo, so the townsfolk were able to hold out until the Mexican troops gave up. Asa died of his wounds, making him the hero of Last Stand.”

TC grinned across the table at Josh. “Ought to be a statue of our last stand as well, but that’s another story.”

Josh merely shook his head while Carly snickered.

“Big heroes.” Mallory rolled her eyes. “You escape from a crowd of predatory women by hiding in the saloon, and you needed Carly’s help to get there.”

Hallie figured her cousin was trying to remind her of that day at the Christmas market and appreciated it. Her comment also led to some good-natured ribbing about their “last stand.”

The waitress brought their queso and chips. Hallie thought someone might lose a finger, what with the way everyone dove in. When she thought it was safe, she loaded up a chip. She murmured with pleasure at the spicy taste.

“It’s practically famous,” TC said. “Old family recipe. It has some secret ingredient, but you have to marry into the family if you want to know what it is.”

“Might be worth it,” Cody mumbled around a mouthful.

Hallie raised her eyebrows at TC. “I gather you’re the Last Stand welcoming committee and local historian?”

“Nah. You have to talk to the matriarch if you really want to know the history. I’m just trying to give you a little local color.”

“Well, thanks, but I don’t know how much I’ll remember,” Hallie said.

“There will be a test later,” TC said sternly.

Hallie knew he was joking, so she flinched in mock horror rather than real dismay. “Please, no! I’ll get my Last Stand permit revoked and have to move back to Houston.”

“Hm.” TC looked serious. “There is an alternative to the written history test. You could prove your cowboy credentials by helping with the spring roundup.”

Hallie stared. “You mean like rounding up cattle? On horses? I don’t know how to ride.”

TC’s shocked gasp had to be at least seventy percent exaggerated, but everyone had expressions ranging from surprised to distressed.

Hallie tossed up her hands in defense. Unfortunately, she was still holding a chip and the queso on it went flying. It landed on TC’s shoulder.

Hallie winced. “Sorry.” She set the barren chip on her plate.

TC swiped the queso onto a finger and licked it. “Mm, good stuff.”

Hallie dragged her gaze away from his mouth. “We didn’t all grow up in a rural community, you know. I never had a chance to ride horses.”

TC patted his chest as if his heart hurt. “Well, that’s just wrong. We’ll have to teach you.”

Hallie busied herself eating a chip. She kind of wanted to learn to ride a horse. Maybe. She liked horses. She’d been on a trail ride once, on vacation, but that had been merely sitting on a horse that followed the horse in front of it. She suspected actual horseback riding was a lot more challenging, especially if you were also trying to round up cattle.

“You grew up in Houston?” Carly kindly changed the subject. They talked about big city versus small town and rural life for a while. Then they moved on to ranching with beef cattle versus bison and other exotic meats. Hallie got a little lost on all the details, but it was fun to be with a cheerful group of people who had strong opinions but didn’t get mad when they disagreed. She was pretty sure they wouldn’t expect her to remember all these details later, and equally certain that she’d hear the same arguments again if she stuck around long enough.

When they’d eaten their fill, Cody paid the check. Mallory leaned forward to whisper something to him, but he shook his head. Hallie decided that since the brothers were multimillionaires, she didn’t need to feel bad about them paying for dinner.

“Let’s take a walk,” TC said as they slid out of the booth. “We can show Hallie more of the town.” It was a warm night and still fairly early, so everyone agreed. They walked to the corner of Main and Hickory and studied the statue of Asa Fuhrmann. The stone base had scrapes on one side.

“It looks like someone beat up your hero,” Hallie said, “or at least his pedestal.”

“Not on purpose.” Mallory shoved her hands in her pockets. “Couple of years ago, a car ran a red light and caused a big accident. One of the cars crashed into the statue.”

“The statue kept the car from hitting the library. Asa was a hero all over again.” TC struck a pose reminiscent of the statue, one foot forward, chin up.

Hallie touched the crumbled stone. “That must’ve been terrifying. Was anyone hurt?”

Mallory turned to frown across the street. “Two dead, a bunch injured. A wine tour bus went into the tasting room.” She jerked her chin toward the building across the street.

“Speaking of which, should we do a tasting?” TC asked. “We should be supporting local businesses.”

They crossed the street to Verflucht. Hallie tried to sound out the word.

“It’s a swear,” Cody said, eyes sparkling with mischief.

“No, really. What does it mean?” Hallie asked.

“It really does mean cursed in German,” Mallory said. “It can be used as a swear, like these verflucht men.” She jerked her head toward Cody. “The winemaker has a sense of humor, but I’ll bet he didn’t think it was so funny when the bus crashed through his front windows. The apartment upstairs was halfway down here.”

Mallory pointed at the sign beside the door. “They’ll be closing soon.”

TC thumped his chest. “They’ll stay open for us.”

Mallory raised her gaze to the sky and shook her head.

They went in. TC waved. “August!”

Hallie repeated the name in her mind as they went toward the man. He had black hair, eyes of a startling greenish blue, and strong, angular features. TC introduced him as August Wolf. A month and an animal. She should be able to remember that. Or maybe she’d wind up calling him October Coyote or February Badger. Tricks only helped so much.

He welcomed her warmly. Mallory got a hug, Carly a handshake and kiss on the cheek, and the guys got shoulder thumps. They chatted for a few minutes, catching up. Hallie turned her attention to the room. You wouldn’t know now that it had been the scene of a horrific accident. The room was elegant, with wine bottles racked behind a long counter. The cement floor was swirled with burnt umber and purple. Only a few people still sat at the tables and chairs tucked about the room.

Hallie wandered, checking out the artwork on the walls. A man pushed back his chair and stood, bumping her elbow.

“Sorry.” She stepped back, although if he had been paying attention he wouldn’t have bumped her in the first place.

He swayed, his goofy grin and glazed eyes suggesting he’d been doing much more than tasting a little wine. “Hey there. You’re the little gal who’s putting on the beauty pageant for men. I’ll be in your pageant.” He took a step closer, leering.

Hallie grimaced and sidestepped, putting a chair between the two of them. The other two men who had been sitting with the guy watched and snickered.

“Aw, come on, let me show you what kind of man I am.” He stepped around the chair, reaching toward her. “I’ll demons . . . demote . . . demonstrate why I should win.”

She pulled the chair out to keep it between them. Dealing with drunk guys was not her favorite activity, but he was tipsy enough she could probably shove the chair at him and he’d fall over it.

TC pushed between them like a bull going for the matador. Hallie jumped back. TC loomed over the guy. “Back off, buddy!”

The stranger staggered backward, bumped a table which slid away under his weight, and lurched sideways.

August somehow caught the man before he fell. The man’s friends stood up, looking like they didn’t know whether they should fight or run or pretend they didn’t know him.

“Come along,” August said to them. He escorted the drunk man toward the door, murmuring in his ear. When the group was outside, August locked the door behind them.

TC turned toward Hallie. “Are you all right?” He took her arms. “You’re trembling!” He tried to pull her closer.

She put both hands on his chest and pushed. He let go and took a step back, mouth open in surprise.

“You jerk! You’re the one who scared me.” She clenched her hands into fists, wishing she could stop shaking. “I was fine until you jumped in.” It might not be entirely true, but it was close enough. She’d been tense and alert already, but he’d startled her and sent her heart racing.

“I was trying to help. I thought—I didn’t want—” He trailed off, looking confused and miserable.

Hallie closed her eyes and counted to ten. When she opened her eyes, everyone was watching her. She closed her eyes again and counted to twenty. This time, when she opened them, Carly and Mallory were leading Josh and Cody away. August had wandered over to the counter to talk to the woman behind it, leaving only a couple of middle-aged women still curiously watching Hallie and TC from across the room.

Hallie took a few more breaths and got herself under control before she turned her attention to TC.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to make things worse.”

“I know you didn’t.” She pushed her hair off her face. “Look, I know I might need protection sometimes. I can’t help resenting that. And I resent it more that you don’t ever need to get help with jerks like that.”

“I don’t know.” TC tried a tentative smile. “Don’t forget—er, sorry, no offense meant. There was that time Carly had to rescue Josh and me from a mob at the Christmas market.”

“Then you know it’s no fun to need rescue,” she said. “I’d like to at least have the chance to handle things myself first.”

TC nodded. “I’ll try to do better. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?”

Hallie felt prickly, like her nerves were trying to burst through her skin. She didn’t want to sit calmly and taste wine and try to think of something intelligent to say about it. She wanted noise so loud she couldn’t hear herself think. She wanted to move until she felt entirely in control of her own body again.

“Is there anywhere we can go dancing?” she asked.


Chapter Nine


TC wanted to grab Hallie’s hand and run ahead to Hickory Hall, but he slowed to keep pace with the others and kept his hands to himself. Carly had her arm around Josh’s waist, while his was draped across her shoulders. Cody and Mallory eyed each other like two wary cats, each waiting for the other to start a fight. TC never could understand why Carly and Cody were friends with Mallory. She always seemed like she’d as soon smack you as look at you. Granted, Cody probably deserved it as often as not, but most fellows would say that was more of a reason to avoid her.

On the other hand—TC glanced at Hallie—he was starting to see the appeal of a woman who called you on your bull. She’d said her piece, made sure he understood, and moved on. That sure beat a woman who seethed silently and expected you to guess why she was mad.

As they drew closer to Hickory Hall, several women in tight jeans and cowboy boots piled out of a truck and swaggered toward the dancehall. When they opened the door, a lively country song blasted out.

Hallie slowed, frowning.

“Something wrong?” TC asked.

“This is a country bar.”

“Well, yeah.” He exaggerated his natural drawl. “We’re awful country ’round here, dontcha know? What did you expect?”

She stopped and turned to him. “I was thinking more of the kind of club where they play music with a heavy beat and no vocals and you randomly throw yourself around on the dance floor until you’re too exhausted to think.”

“Let me guess.” TC grinned. “You don’t know how to ride, and you don’t know how to line dance either! Here I thought because you didn’t pass out witnessing a calf birth that you had a little country in you. Guess I was wrong. You’re all city.”

She glared at him. “Guess so. And I guess there isn’t another option for dancing in Last Stand.”

“Not really. The Dragonfly sometimes has dancing, but not like you were talking about. Don’t worry. Line dancing isn’t that hard. I’ll teach you.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to learn line dancing in a crowded bar in front of a whole bunch of people. I wanted to work off some adrenaline, not get more of it because people are watching me and laughing about how incompetent and city I am.”

The rest of the group had reached the doors and looked back. TC waved them on. “We’ll be a bit.”

“You can go with them.” Hallie sighed. “I’ll just head home.”

“No way. You wanted dancing, so we’re dancing.” TC held out his right hand and gave a slight bow over it.

“This is ridiculous,” Hallie said. “You can’t spend all your time teaching me to ride and dance and whatever. You have a ranch to run.”

He kept his hand out. “Hey, I’m one of the billionaire cowboy brothers! I can do whatever I want, and what I want to do right now is teach you to line dance.”

“Do you always get what you want?” she grumbled.

“If I can get it with money or charm. Now I have plenty of money.” He winked. “I’ve always had loads of charm.”

She snorted skeptically, but she put her hand in his. He pulled her through a slow spin under his arm. Then he reluctantly dropped her hand, because he needed to stand beside her to demonstrate.

“Okay, this beat is good for the Cowboy Hustle. Stand with your feet together. Your right foot turns out and in.” He showed her, turning his foot out and in to the music drifting from Hickory Hall. “Out and in twice.”

She mimicked him.

“Great. Next, right foot forward and tap the heel twice. Back and tap the toe twice. Then forward and back, forward and back.” They ran through it a few times. “Hey, you’re a natural!”

“Ha. Does this whole dance only use your right foot?”

“Nope, here’s where it gets really exciting. We add some kicks.”

He took her through the rest of the dance. She got mixed up on which foot kicked some of the time, but in a few minutes, she was managing okay.

“Almost through!” TC said. “Next is a grapevine.” He showed her the side steps.

She got it on the first try and looked smug. “I know that one from aerobics class in high school.”

“You had aerobics in high school?”

“It was one of the gym options.”

“You had options?” TC shook his head. “The city really is different. We mainly had lots of running around and throwing balls at each other. Of course, most of the kids did rodeo and 4-H or FFA, so we got plenty of physical activity.”

“Not to mention that whole growing up on the ranch thing you did.” Hallie looked down at her feet as she ran through the first sequence again. “Now what?”

“We put the whole thing together and add a turn at the end.”

She watched his feet and managed the sequence, not quite on the beat sometimes but without major mistakes. At the end, he turned. She turned. He automatically stepped out to the right, because after getting through the sequence once, you turned and did it again at a ninety-degree angle. Only she didn’t know that, so she didn’t step right, and he bumped into her.

“Oops.” He grabbed her arm to steady her. “Sorry. I forgot to mention that part. My feet remembered it but my brain didn’t.”

“Oh, so knocking over your partner isn’t part of the dance?”

He leaned closer with an exaggerated leer. “That’s another kind of dancing.”

She laughed and shoved him away. “What’s next? Or should I be listening to your feet instead of your brain?”

“That’s usually a good bet. Basically, every time you turn, you do the same set of moves in the next direction. And that’s the Cowboy Hustle.”

“You cowboys do know how to hustle, I guess.”

At first he thought that was a compliment, recognizing how they worked all day, seven days a week. Then he realized hustle could also mean swindle. Did she think he was trying to trick her somehow? That he was flirting—which he was—only because he wanted to get in her pants and not because he cared whether she had a good evening?

Or was she talking about the whole billionaire thing? Sometimes TC felt like a fraud, getting all that money because his mama happened to buy a winning lottery ticket. But the family was trying to do good with it, donating millions to charity every year, and TC was building his ranch as a model for the future. He wanted to prove the viability of exotic meats that used less land and water. Hallie was an animal lover, obviously, given her work at the rescue. People like that sometimes saw meat production as cruel. In truth, the big factory farms weren’t kind to the animals or the workers, and they did a number on the land as well, but small ranchers loved their animals and took good care of them.

She was waiting, watching him with a puzzled frown, head tipped to one side. “Well? Should we see if we can keep the steps going through an entire song?”

Okay, maybe he’d been overthinking her comment.

A new song came on. They tried to dance to it side by side. About a minute in, Hallie kicked TC. “Oh, sorry!”

“Don’t worry about it. In the last week alone, I’ve been kicked by a calf, a goat, and a llama. Little thing like you is hardly noticeable.”

“I can try harder.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass. You really have to watch out for the ostriches. They have strong legs, two big toes on each foot, and talons that can disembowel a person.”

“Nice. Speaking of dangerous creatures, how’s Fluffernutter?”

“Doing great. You should come by the ranch and see her. Meet the rest of the herd.”

Her eyebrows went up. “You want me to meet the herd of disemboweling ostriches? Hey, Disemboweling Ostriches would make a good band name.”

“Hm. Definitely not country western though.”

“Punk?” she suggested. “Death metal?”

“Disemboweling Ostriches: They put the death in death metal.” He laughed. “I promise I won’t let them disembowel you. Anyway, you’re the one who lives with all the predators. What’s the most dangerous thing around your house? Wolves, mountain lions?”

“No, it’s probably—sorry!”

He rubbed his shin where she’d kicked him again. “It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the most dangerous thing around your house.”

She paused, laughing and pushing hair off her face. “Well, humans are the deadliest animal. Or is it mosquitoes?”

“My old Sunday school teacher would be shocked to hear you call humans animals.”

“Hey, animals are living things that can move under their own power. From the bacteria in your gut to the mites in your eyelashes to you.”

“There’s another good band name,” he said. “Gut Bacteria and the Eyelash Mites.”

“Alternative? Grunge? Gut Bacteria and the Eyelash Mites: So grungy you’ll want a shower after listening to them.”

He laughed, and she grinned back at him, the streetlight glinting in her hair and eyes.

The moment stretched out, becoming something else, until she broke the silence. “So, dancing. I think I’ve almost got the Cowboy Hustle. One more time?”

He listened to the song that was starting. “This beat isn’t right for that dance. Works for a foxtrot though.” He took her right hand in his left and lifted it between their shoulders.

“Um, hang on, my brain might be full from learning the last dance. My muscles remember things better than my brain does, but I don’t want to push it.”

“The foxtrot is easy.” He put his right arm around her back, settling his palm against her mid-back. She lifted her left arm and rested her hand on his shoulder. “A little farther back.” He moved her hand into place and resumed the closed ballroom stance.

“Good. Keep a nice firm frame at all times.” He shifted forward and back, left and right, to show that they should keep the same position relative to each other. “Not stiff—you need to follow my lead when I move—but you don’t want to be floppy either.”

“Nothing too stiff or floppy. Right.” She snickered.

He decided to ignore that. “So if I step to the right, giving a little pressure on your back, you move with me.”

It took a minute or two before she stopped trying to either fight him or anticipate him, but finally, she started to relax.

“Nice. Now,” he said, “I could teach you the specific steps, but let’s try something else. You just follow my lead.”

“But how do I know what I’m supposed to do?” Her voice held a tinge of panic.

He dipped his head toward hers. “You listen. Not with your ears, with your body. Listen to what my hands are telling you and just go with the flow.”

In the darkness of the parking lot, shadows caressed her face, but her eyes caught enough of the streetlight to show when they widened.

Her voice sounded a little hoarse when she spoke. “So I’m supposed to just let you take control?”

“Hey, isn’t it nice to let someone else have the wheel once in a while?” He kept his tone light. “It’s hard to relax if you have to be in control all the time.”

She folded her lips together. After a moment, she nodded.

He bobbed his head to the beat for a few bars, swaying so she’d loosen up. When enough tension left Hallie’s body that TC didn’t feel like he would be hauling around a mannequin, he moved into the dance.

“Sorry,” Hallie muttered as she tried to guess what he’d do next and pulled against him.

“Relax,” he whispered. “Just feel the music and the cool night air.” He wanted to add and my hands on your body but thought that might send her rigid again.

She blew out a breath and clearly tried to relax her muscles. They finished the song, and TC kept going into the next one. It wasn’t one he’d usually foxtrot to, but he didn’t want to change things up again. He didn’t want to let go of Hallie yet either.

At the end of that song, he regretfully dropped his arms and stepped back. “See? You can dance like a country girl. But I’m sorry you didn’t get to do the kind of dancing you wanted.”

“No, this was good.” Hallie shook out her arms. “Mainly, I was wound up after the tasting room and needed to burn off some energy. I’m more relaxed than I was, so this worked.”

“Then I’m sorry we put you in a situation where that happened. Last Stand is pretty safe though. If I hadn’t interfered . . . well, you would have handled it yourself.”

He couldn’t see how, since the guy was twice her size, but he didn’t want to upset her again.

“But if you were struggling, August would have stepped in,” he said. “He wouldn’t put up with something like that in his place, or anywhere really. Around here, most guys will try to help if they see you in trouble. Most women too, of course. We take care of each other in Last Stand. That guy must have been a tourist.”

She stared somewhere over his right shoulder for half a minute. He turned to follow her gaze, but she wasn’t looking at anything in particular, as far as he could tell.

She finally returned her gaze to his. “I’m not so sure. He mentioned the male beauty pageant. We haven’t done anything about it yet. No posters, news articles, nothing. It’s barely even an idea. The only people who heard about it are our friends and the people who were in the café.”

“Last Stand has a pretty good gossip chain.”

“I imagine so, but either he was in the cafe that day, or else the gossip got to him from someone who was there. That doesn’t sound like he’s a random tourist.”

TC tried to remember who he’d seen in the cafe that morning. He couldn’t recall a table of men that age he didn’t know, but he’d been focused on the women, and to be honest, in the last few months, he’d learned to go about his business without looking around much so no one could catch his eye and delay him with questions about the money.

“Huh. Maybe so,” he said. “I’ll ask at the café and see if they know anything. I can ask August if he knows who those guys were too.”

“It doesn’t really matter now,” Hallie said.

But TC felt a prickling in the back of his neck that told him it might matter. Yeah, those guys probably wouldn’t bother Hallie again. But how did they know about the beauty pageant? How did they know Hallie was involved?

He didn’t like it. Hallie and Julie were vulnerable out at the rescue if anyone wanted to harass them. Sure, they had deadly animals nearby, but a mountain lion wasn’t a guard dog. Those animals were behind fences and wouldn’t offer protection if someone came up to the house.

He suddenly needed very badly to know that she would be safe.

“Do you trust me?” TC asked.

Her eyes opened wide. Before she could answer, he held up both hands.

“Wait, I know we haven’t known each other very long. It’s not like you could say for sure if you trust me with your life or, like, five thousand dollars—although you could probably trust me with five thousand dollars, because I have tons of money, so it’s not like I need to steal someone else’s five thousand dollars. Not that I would anyway!”

She grabbed his hands and pulled them down. “People are going to think I’m trying to mug you.”

He gave a weak laugh. “Sorry. Anyway, I just mean, do you trust me enough to let me know if something’s bothering you, so I can help? Or maybe, you know, I could take you out sometime, just the two of us. Or go riding? Teach you to ride?”

He forced himself to close his mouth before he could ramble on any longer. If she didn’t get the idea that he was hoping to spend more time with her, her memory wasn’t the only thing faulty.

She tipped her head to the side and studied him for a while. “You know, I do. I think I understand what you really want to know. I have a reason to be afraid of a man, or men. You want to know if that extends to being afraid of you. But you’re . . . I don’t feel unsafe with you. Let’s leave it at that.”

“Cody says women sense I’m too goofy to be dangerous.”

“Well . . . I wasn’t going to say it, but you do kind of remind me of a big, friendly dog. I’d say corgi, but you’re too big. Maybe a Labrador or golden retriever.”

He groaned. “You could at least make it something manly, like a German shepherd.”

She studied him. “Hm. I think I was wrong. I’m going to go with Labradoodle.”

When they stopped laughing, he tried to get the conversation back on track. “Okay, so I seem as safe as a ridiculous dog, for what that’s worth. So you’d give me a chance to show you I’m safe as a person?”

She bit her lip and stared past his shoulder. This time he knew better than to look in that direction while she thought.

She looked back at him and smiled. “Sorry. I was thinking, when do you ever really know for sure a man is safe? Some women are married for years before they realize their husband is an abusive psychopath. I’m not ready to give you that much of a test.”

“Well, no. I see that. But you know, if I did anything to hurt you physically, all of my brothers would pound on me, and that’s nothing to what my mama would do. Hey, you should meet Mama! Then you can get her phone number and report me if I misbehave. We don’t give our phone numbers to just anyone anymore, but she’ll make an exception for you.”

Before she could answer, the Hickory Hall door swung open, and a group rushed out. Hallie jumped and took a step closer to TC. He had a moment to appreciate that she came closer to him when she sensed danger, before he recognized his brothers and friends hurrying toward them.

“We need to get out of here,” Josh said.

Several women spilled out after the group.

“The billionaire bachelor hunters are on the prowl.” Carly swung toward the women and yelled, “Back off!”

“Hey, we know Josh is yours.” The woman in the red dress looked vaguely familiar, but TC couldn’t place her. “Cody’s single though, right? We just want a dance!”

Cody shook his head. “No more dancing tonight, ladies. Thanks and sorry.”

The women came closer, hips swaying.

“Let me just give you my phone number.” The woman in red held out her hand. “I’ll put it in your phone so you have it if you get lonely some night.” The others murmured similar ideas.

“No need,” Cody said. “I know how to use the phone book.”

Another woman waved. “Hey, TC! Haven’t seen you in ages. What’s up?”

“What’s up is we’re leaving,” Carly said. She tucked her arm through Josh’s and led the way back toward their vehicles. The rest of their group followed.

“Oh my gosh!” Hallie said. “I can’t believe you have to deal with that. I thought this whole billionaire bachelor brother thing was an exaggeration.”

Cody shrugged. “No need to feel sorry for us.”

Mallory’s lip curled. “Right, you enjoy the attention.”

“No, I mean it’s nothing you ladies don’t have to deal with on a regular basis.”

Mallory turned a startled look on him.

“Come on,” Cody said, “you can’t tell me you’ve never had a guy chase after you and refuse to take no for an answer.”

She stared at him for a few seconds and slowly smiled. “Well, yeah. But if he really gets out of line, I can get away with giving him a knee to the groin. You gentlemen would never hurt a lady.”

“I guess you’re right.” Cody gave a fake sniffle. “You can feel sorry for us.”

Hallie smiled at TC. “Well, this was the most interesting evening I’ve had in ages. I guess that’s what happens when you hang out with celebrities.”

He managed to chuckle, but he really wanted to go back and yell at those women for interrupting the best night he’d had in ages. He also had a sinking feeling that keeping Hallie safe might mean leaving her alone, so his fame didn’t draw attention to her.


Chapter Ten


A few days later, Hallie drove home from a shopping trip in San Antonio with several hundred pounds of meat. She also had a raging headache from the glare, since she’d forgotten her sunglasses. Plus, the van’s air-conditioning only worked when it felt like it, and the temperature had passed eighty degrees.

TC’s flashy red truck was in her driveway. Of course he had to show up when she was exhausted, cranky, and sweaty, with her hair hanging in limp tendrils around her face. Why was he there? They’d texted a few times, and she knew after their group excursion what a coveted prize it was to get his phone number, but they hadn’t made specific plans again.

A white van she didn’t recognize had parked behind TC, so the rescue was really hopping. At least she could still back in the rescue’s van next to the truck, so she could unload the meat directly into the garage. She turned off the ignition, opened the door for airflow, and sat for a moment, massaging her temples and the bridge of her nose. She wanted to drink something cold and then collapse in a dark room.

“Hey.”

She jumped. TC stood next to her open door. She managed a weak smile and slid out. “What are you doing here?”

At the same time, he said, “Julie said you might want some help unloading.”

She nodded and slipped past him to the back of the van. She lifted the tailgate, exposing four large coolers. She grabbed the side handle of the nearest one and yanked it closer so she could access the latches to open it. Each cooler held three canvas totes full of meat. Hallie knew from experience she could carry a bag over each shoulder, but then she wound up with sore shoulders. Besides, over time, the straps broke. It was better to carry one bag at a time in a hug, even if that meant twelve trips.

TC nudged her aside, grabbed the handles on either side of the cooler, and lifted it. “Where to?” The thing must weigh a hundred pounds. Of course, he wrangled animals that weighed much more than that and also wriggled, kicked, and possibly bit or pecked.

She led the way into the garage where they had two refrigerators and a deep-freeze against the back wall. A door led through to the animal enclosures behind the house. At feeding time, they would unwrap the meat here, toss the packaging in the big garbage can, and carry the meat in buckets back to the guests waiting for their dinner. Then Julie and Hallie could wash the buckets and themselves at the shop sink and toss dirty clothes directly into the washing machine, keeping the worst of the mess out of the house.

TC set down the cooler where she indicated. Hallie started unloading it into one fridge while he went back to get the other coolers. That certainly made the job easier, and standing in front of an open refrigerator helped cool her body and her mood—even if she had a hard time feeling grateful for TC’s help because she resented how easy he made it look.

He finished hauling before she finished unpacking and transferring packages into the fridge. He stood nearby while she knelt on a pad made of folded towels as a cushion against the cement floor.

“Can I help?” he asked.

“Thanks, but I know our system. It won’t take long now.”

“Why do you drive all the way to San Antonio for meat?”

She glanced up at him, reluctantly amused. “It’s only half an hour. To city folks like me, that’s nothing. In Houston, I could drive for half an hour and not reach the other side of the city. During rush hour I might not even change neighborhoods. Add to that, we’re committed to buying ethical meat. We do all this because we care about animals, and that includes farm animals. Obviously we’re not going to feed mountain lions and wolves a vegan diet, but we’re not going to buy meat at just any grocery store.”

“That’s a reason to buy it directly from the people who raise it. Plus you’d likely save money over a grocery store.” He waved his arm to generally encompass Texas Hill Country. “You’re surrounded by ranches out here. It’s not like we lack for meat.”

“Mm.” Hallie shoved packages into the fridge. “A lot of ranchers aren’t pleased to have mountain lions and wolves here. Not to mention the tiger Julie had when she first moved in. That put some noses out of joint.”

“Yeah, but not every rancher is opposed. Some of us see the value in keeping species from going extinct, even if we don’t particularly want them on our land. Besides, as you’ve said, it’s not like your animals are likely to escape and rampage.”

Hallie put the last of the meat in the fridge and closed the cooler. She shifted back to sitting on her heels. TC held out both hands. She took them and stood, wincing at the pain in her knees. They should put padded mats in front of the fridge doors. One more thing on the long list of expenses and chores.

TC seemed happy to linger with her hands in his, but she pulled away and turned toward the sink. “I get what you’re saying.” She soaped up and spoke above the sound of the running water. “The thing is, it’s exhausting trying to convince people. What were we supposed to do, drive around to every ranch, explain the situation, and hope for one that didn’t threaten to come after us if one of their animals got killed, even if there’s no way it could have been one of ours doing the killing?”

She grabbed a paper towel. “Aunt Julie had enough of that before. She moved out here for the space, not to make friends. You’d better wash up too. I might have had blood on my hands.” She stepped back.

As he washed, Hallie continued. “So did you come out here to offer us a great deal on bison and ostrich—” She winced. “That’s another reason not to buy from people you know. No way could I feed Fluffernutter to a mountain lion. How do you do that? I know it’s a business, but don’t you get attached?”

He dried his hands and turned toward her. “At this point, I tell myself Fluffernutter will be kept as a breeding animal. If she grows up to be a demon, it will make turning her into ostrich burgers easier.”

Hallie huffed out a short laugh. “Okay. Enough talk about meat. I don’t even want to look at more meat today. Why are you here? Please tell me it’s not to have a long discussion about meat.”

“I have a surprise for you.” He bounced toward the garage door. “Come and see!”

Hallie followed. He really did look like a playful dog when he got enthusiastic. What kind of surprise could he have? A huge donation for the rescue? Costume suggestions for the male beauty pageant? A baby ostrich for her to raise as a pet? She wouldn’t put any of it past him.

He led her to the yard and pointed toward the house roof.

“What am I looking at?” she asked.

“There, under the eaves. See that black thing? It’s a security camera.”

“Okay. Why?”

“For security. The guys are installing more around the back of the house now.”

Guys? What guys? Hallie looked at the strange van. It had Hill Country Safeguard: Technology Solutions for Home and Business Security painted on the side.

“What? I don’t understand?” Hallie pressed fingers into her temples. “Why are we getting a security system? Did you arrange this?”

“Yep!” He had the nerve to look proud. “This camera at the front of the house, plus a doorbell cam so you can see who’s there before you open the door, and you can see if anyone comes to the door when you’re gone. Two more cameras will show if anyone comes to the back of the house, and Julie convinced us to put a few around the pens as security against anyone interfering with the animals.”

“Aunt Julie agreed to this?”

“Well, sure. She’s back there now.”

Hallie’s head pounded. She wanted to be back in the shady garage, standing in front of an open fridge door. Instead, she squinted against the brightness of the sun, glaring at TC. “Again, why? Aunt Julie and I had a huge list of priorities for the rescue, and a security system wasn’t on it. It wasn’t on the top of the list. It wasn’t on the bottom of the list. It wasn’t anywhere.”

“Yeah, but as soon as I explained, she agreed it was a good idea. I guess she’s been afraid someone might come around harassing the animals or even shoot some. We’re struggling with where to put the motion sensors so the animals themselves won’t set them off, or wind blowing branches around, and of course they have to identify larger figures, like people, and not go off if a stray cat goes by. Although I can’t imagine you get a lot of stray cats out here. They’d probably smell the mountain lions and stay away. It will take some time to fine tune the system, but it should alert you to intruders. Even if you can’t stop them before they hurt an animal, you’ll have the security camera footage to show law enforcement. That will discourage other people from causing trouble.”

Hallie could not process all of that. “Okay. So. All of this is to keep the animals safe?” She shook her head. “That doesn’t explain the cameras around our front door.”

“No, that part’s for you. Sorry, I got off track there. My initial plan was just to have cameras around the house, but once Julie got involved . . . She’s concerned about your safety as well, of course. It’s not only about the animals.”

Hallie groaned. She stomped toward the house, glaring at the doorbell cam as she opened the door. She went in, leaving the door open behind her, which TC took as an invitation. Good. She wasn’t done yelling at him. She’d hardly started yelling at him. But she desperately needed a cold drink. She pulled the filtered water jug out of the fridge and filled a glass. She did not offer any to TC.

He stood on the other side of the kitchen counter, watching her with the puzzled look of a dog who’s heard the question, Who’s a good boy? and isn’t sure of the answer.

Hallie drank half the glass of water. She set it on the counter. “Okay. Let’s back up. Why are y’all concerned about my safety, and what does my safety have to do with you?”

“Oh. I didn’t explain that part. Okay, this is kind of bad news, but it’s all right because we’re taking precautions. So you know how that creep at August’s wine tasting place knew about the male beauty pageant? It’s because someone in the café videotaped me when I came in.” His face was growing red. “It was a woman who has a big following on TikTok or someplace like that. If I’d been paying attention, I might have recognized her. I think she was at the Christmas market when we got mobbed. Apparently, she’s been hanging around town, hoping to catch us on camera.”

“Get to the point.” Her head pounded with heat and annoyance, like it might explode.

“Right. Well, she posted the video of us talking, and it’s gotten like fifty thousand views or something. It shows you pretty clearly when you were talking to old man Johnson. She didn’t know your name or anything, but . . . I don’t know if you’re trying to hide here, but it looks like you’re hiding. I don’t want you to have to leave Last Stand because that video got out, and she wouldn’t have even been taking the video if it wasn’t for me, so I’m trying to fix it and keep you safe.”

“Great.” Hallie pressed her fingers over her eyes. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised after the other night.” She dropped her hands and looked at him. “It’s just life with the billionaire cowboy bachelor brothers, right? You talk to me in public, and because of your billions, people pay attention.”

“Millions,” TC whispered. “Billions is an exaggeration for me personally.”

Hallie wasn’t even going to address that. “Your money is disrupting my life, so you come in with more money trying to fix things. I guess you think money can fix anything. Sorry, life doesn’t work that way.”

Now he looked like a dog scolded for getting in the garbage but still hoping to pin it on the cat. “It doesn’t fix everything, but I can help with this.”

She felt hot and exhausted and angry and upset, and it was taking all of her energy not to cry. Her voice rose, wavering with emotion. “Or you could stay out of my life! Take your money and your ostriches and your big red macho truck that is clearly trying to compensate for something and leave me alone!”

She stomped around the kitchen counter and pointed toward the door. “Out! Enough. I can’t—I don’t—”

She needed him to leave so she could cry in private and then think through everything he’d said and call him back to yell some more.

She wanted him to stay and make it all better.

Sometimes you couldn’t win.


Chapter Eleven


Uh-oh. TC had definitely miscalculated, and Hallie looked ready to pitch a fit. “Hallie, hold on a sec!” He grabbed her arms.

Her mouth snapped closed. He immediately gentled his grip. He shouldn’t have grabbed her. Shouldn’t have yelled. At least she was mad enough not to react fearfully. More likely she’d slug him, given her current mood.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to interfere with your independence or control or whatever. I’m not trying to take away your power. I only want you to be safe.”

She jerked away from him. “Why?”

“Why?” How could she even ask the question? “Because I care about your safety. No one should have to go through what you went through. No one should have to be afraid.”

She crossed her arms protectively. “But thousands of women go through it and are afraid. Millions maybe. Are you going to pay for security systems for all of them?”

It was an interesting idea. How much would that cost? How would he even find the women who needed security systems?

He brought his focus back to Hallie. That wasn’t her point. He said, “I would if I could, but for now I can help you.”

“Why me?” she asked.

TC had grown up with three brothers. If you did one a favor, you got a punch on the arm and an insult to show appreciation. But women wanted to know why and how and what does it mean? How to explain why she was the one out of all those women he felt compelled to help?

“I know you,” he said. “I’m interested in—I find you interesting. And something of a puzzle. I haven’t met anyone like you before. I wanted to understand you better—”

He broke off. Uh-oh. Looking up the police records related to her attack was an invasion of her privacy. How had he not seen that? It had seemed perfectly reasonable at the time. He wanted her to be safe. He investigated the danger so he could figure out what to do about it. Simple logic.

Maybe she’d never find out. He could skirt around that part.

But that wasn’t fair, so he braced himself to confess. “I looked up the articles from Houston last year and found the police report on your attack. I got a hold of the arrest record. I wanted to find out what happened to that guy, where he is now.” His gut churned. “I’m sorry. I should have told you—asked you—first.”

She hugged herself tighter, her shoulders hunched, and glared. He wanted to explain further, but he held back. In any case, he didn’t think his reasons, which made perfect sense to him at the time, would satisfy her. Would she tell him she never wanted to see him again? Would she make him take down the security cameras?

She gave a little grunt of annoyance. “What did you find out? Not about what happened. I know that part. Where is he now?”

“You don’t know?” Now he really felt queasy. If he had to tell her, would she blame the messenger?

“I haven’t wanted to ask. I moved here to get away from him, away from the memory of him and the people who knew about what happened. I didn’t want to bring him with me, even in my thoughts.” She shook her head. “Like it’s possible to leave behind your own brain.”

“Sorry,” he whispered, feeling entirely inadequate.

She threw her hands in the air. “Well, you brought him up, so you’d better tell me. What did you find out?”

“He’s being released on good behavior.”

“Good behavior!” she shrieked.

“I know. I suppose that means something different in prison, and probably it had more to do with overcrowding than anything he did or didn’t do. Anyway, he’ll be out soon. I hope he won’t find you here, but if he does, I want you to be safe. As safe as I can make you.”

She made a noise in her throat rather like a growl. “I’m not helpless, you know. I took a self-defense class. Julie and I have been watching survival videos.”

“Uh . . . Like how to survive in the wilderness all alone?” He wasn’t sure how that was relevant.

“How to deal with different situations. Like if someone kidnaps you and puts you in the trunk of a car, and it doesn’t have a trunk release from the inside, you can kick out the taillight and stick your hand through to attract attention from other drivers.”

Oh, that might be relevant if she had a stalker.

“In the self-defense class, I learned how to break a chokehold and what to do if someone has a knife or gun to my back,” she said. “It’s the mental stuff that’s hardest though, so we practice. You have to get the knowledge into your body, so if the situation arises, you don’t panic or freeze up. You have to learn to stay calm while you look for tools to help you survive. Did you know you can saw through zip ties with shoelaces?”

“I did not know that.” He couldn’t quite picture it either, but if she said you could do it, it must be so.

She lifted her chin. “So you see, I’m not simply sitting around waiting for something to go wrong.”

“Okay. Good. I’m glad to hear you’ll be ready if someone attacks you.” No, his mind screamed, don’t let anyone attack in the first place! “It’s smart to take precautions, and the security system is just one more precaution.”

“A security system isn’t going to save me if he does show up. We’re fifteen minutes from town. It doesn’t take fifteen minutes to kill someone.”

He gulped, fighting back panic. If she talked like that, he was going to wind up camped out on her front lawn. He didn’t think that would go over very well. “The security system might keep you from answering the door. It might give you time to lock yourself in a room and call for help.”

“I still say it’s not the best use of the money,” she grumbled.

“It’s my money. I should be able to spend it how I want. On ostriches and llamas or jeweled belt buckles or a gold-plated shotgun or anything else I want. On a big fancy truck that is compensating for something.”

She had the grace to blush.

“I’m not hurting anyone with this spending. It’s what I want to do. Please.” He drew out the word, clasping his hands together and giving her his best puppy dog eyes. “Keep the security cameras. For your sake, for your aunt, for the animals.” He drew out the word again. “Pleeeease.”

She chuckled grudgingly. “All right, on one condition.”

He opened his mouth to say anything but bit back the word in time. She’d tricked him into agreeing to compete in a beauty pageant after he’d been understandably rude about her taking his ostrich. He couldn’t even imagine what she might come up with to punish him if she was really annoyed. “What?”

“You donate an equal amount to the rescue.”

He sighed with relief. “I can do that. I definitely can.”

She finally uncrossed her arms. She looked smug. “Now, let’s talk about our fundraiser.”

“Um. Do you really think the male beauty pageant is a good idea, given the problems it’s caused already?”

Her chin lifted. “It’s a great idea. I simply have to stay out of the spotlight. That means you get to recruit more men. Twenty minimum. Definitely all your brothers.”

Oh boy. “I can ask them. Beg them even. I can’t force them.”

She gave him a glare that could vaporize a building. She was definitely not going to let him off easily after he’d trampled her privacy. She was going to take back her power by putting him in his place.

“I guess maybe I can offer to do the hardest, most disgusting chores,” he said. “It’s not like they’d have to do the chores themselves now, since they could hire someone, but they might make that deal just to see me suffer.”

“And the rest of the contestants?”

TC started to sweat. He imagined going around town begging every man he knew to compete in a male beauty pageant. He could hear the guffaws. He had money though. Maybe he could pay guys to compete. There had to be some decent-looking guys who needed money, right? But male beauty pageant quality? What did that even mean?

And all of Last Stand would know he was spending his fortune to hire good-looking men. That would be fun for his reputation. He could imagine the jokes.

He owed Hallie. She’d looked exhausted when she got home, and he’d put more strain in her face. In trying to make her safe, he’d made her feel more vulnerable and powerless.

He gulped. “I’ll figure out some way.”

She glared for another ten seconds. Then she busted up laughing.

TC smiled hesitantly. At least she saw the humor in making him go through all of this.

Hallie wiped her eyes. “Okay, we’re even. Forget the male beauty pageant. I still say it would bring in a fortune, but I have way too much stress in my life to deal with wrangling a bunch of reluctant cowboys.”

“Really? We don’t have to do it?” TC wanted to pick up Hallie and swing her around. He didn’t think the timing was right. Maybe he could fall to his knees and kiss her feet in gratitude. But who knew where those tennis shoes had been? He settled for grinning like an idiot.

She turned toward the kitchen. “You want a beer?”

TC nodded. Hallie got a couple of bottles from the fridge. They moved to the living room.

Something scuffled and hissed in a large metal cage against the wall. TC tried to see past the bars into the dimly lit interior. “What is that?”

“Angry raccoon. She’s not happy about being dumped here with an injury. We weren’t too happy about someone dropping her off on our porch in a cardboard box either. She needs a few weeks of antibiotics before we can release her.”

Hallie popped the top off her beer. “Okay. I think we’re both happy to say goodbye to the male beauty pageant idea. But we do need a fundraiser.”

“I said I’d match the expense of the security system.” Which was a lot. He wasn’t sure if he should tell her how much. It might relieve her money worries, or it might make her angry all over again. Maybe he could handle the finances with Julie, to save Hallie’s pride the knowledge.

“That’s great, but we need regular donations. And—” She winced. “—you have a point about building connections with the neighbors. It would save us time, trouble, and probably some money if we could find food sources close by. We also need more help. Maybe some teen volunteers, if they have a required volunteer component at the school. Retired folks who love animals. Whatever. At this point, I’ll take just about anyone if it means Aunt Julie and I get a break.”

“Right.” TC sipped beer and thought. It was tempting to offer to hire employees for the rescue or to send some of his workers over, but he had to tread carefully. First, because Hallie had made it clear she didn’t want him trying to solve all her problems with money. And second, because they needed volunteers who wanted to be there long term, not merely temporary hired hands. “A fundraising event could bring in money but also publicize your rescue with the community in a positive way. If you can get some Last Stand leaders to publicly support you—plus local celebrities such as myself—your critics might back off. So you want something kind of fancy and special, an event people won’t want to miss. A big party? Dinner, a silent auction?”

“That’s actually what Mallory, Carly, and I were discussing that morning at the café when you came in. The problem is, it’s hard to pay for an event like that and make money off of it. The fancier you get, the more people are willing to pay to attend, but your expenses go up too. We don’t have the money to rent a place and pay caterers and so forth unless they can wait until after we sell tickets. Carly’s helping me fill out the paperwork to apply for a grant from your family trust to cover some of the upfront expenses, but she said it may take a while to get it approved and access the next round of funding, assuming it does get approved.”

“Okay, this might be where I can help. What if the Tomlinson family pays for the whole event? Then everything you make is profit.”

She sat up straighter. “Do you think you can get the others to agree?”

He grinned. “If I tell my brothers I got them out of the male beauty pageant, they’ll agree to anything. In fact, I’ll guarantee we all attend. At the risk of sounding egotistical, you’ll sell more tickets if people know we’ll be there.”

She studied him, head tipped to one side. “You’re willing to make a blanket statement that your family will pay for the event when you have no idea what it will cost, and I’ve already told you that expensive events make more money?”

He shrugged. “I figure I owe you one for putting you through the ringer today.”

“True. On the other hand, you put me through the ringer by buying an expensive security system to keep me safe. It’s possible I overreacted a tiny bit. You caught me at a bad moment.”

He considered that. “The thing is, some people like surprises and some don’t. If I’d thought about it, I would have reckoned you’d want to talk first so you could agree or send me packing or whatever.”

One corner of her mouth quirked up. “I’m glad you learned that.”

“I’m still figuring out this money thing,” he said. “I can do anything. That doesn’t mean I should do anything. It was never an issue until a few months ago. You would not believe how freaky it is to be able to do literally anything you want, as long as money is the only issue. Which is great, but then you realize there are things you can’t buy, like a guarantee that someone will be safe or happy.”

She gave a sad pout. “Poor rich baby.”

He scowled. “And then there’s the fact that no one sympathizes with you about anything anymore.” He leaned back, sighed, and drank some beer. “I know I tend to get caught up in ideas and barrel ahead without considering all the consequences. Believe me, Josh has told me so often enough.”

“What kind of ideas?”

“Oh, like with the exotic meats. It took me six months to persuade Josh we should get some bison at the old ranch. He wants spreadsheets and budgets for every contingency and forms filled out in triplicate and signed with blood under a full moon. As soon as I had my own money, I bought a neighboring ranch, llamas included, and made an offer on a herd of ostriches I’d been looking at for a couple of months. Without someone to stop me, I just do things.”

He didn’t think his ideas were bad. He could usually make a good case for them if he took the time to lay it out. He hated people thinking he was flaky and unreliable, but he also hated waiting around forever and second-guessing every little decision. Maybe he hadn’t found the right compromise yet between the two extremes.

Hallie tipped her bottle back to drink and then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “The bison herd, the llamas and ostriches, even the security system today. You’re trying to do good things. It’s not like you’re, I don’t know, trying to breed alligators for meat and you get a delivery of a hundred of them without having secure cages. You think outside the box. Maybe outside the whole container store. But it sounds like raising ostriches and llamas and bison is reasonable. Right? You’re not the first person to have the idea.”

“People have been trying it for years, but not always successfully. Josh wants guaranteed success.”

“Is there any such thing in ranching?”

“Ha. Hardly. But there are bigger and smaller risks. Josh always goes for the smallest risk. Maybe it’s because he’s the oldest and feels like everything is his responsibility. Maybe it’s his personality. But I get tired of being told I’m foolish and irresponsible.”

“He’s essentially the head of the family now, and you’re the next oldest? You’re rebelling against his rules.”

He raised his beer bottle in a toast. “Got it in one. I know I shouldn’t do something only because Josh says it’s a bad idea, but we got so used to fighting, sometimes it was knee-jerk to prove my point by doing what he didn’t want me to do.”

“And you got used to him telling you that you were irresponsible?”

“Well, not always in so many words, but that was clearly the message. And sometimes he used those exact words.”

“Who else told you that?”

He stared at her a moment, not understanding.

“Parents? Teachers? Did they call you irresponsible?”

“Oh. Well, my father, when I was growing up. He thought Cody and I were complete screwups. Josh and Xander are the responsible ones. Mama never said anything like that. She tries to mediate.” He thought a moment. “I don’t know about my teachers. They weren’t crazy about some of the pranks we pulled, but it’s not like I forgot to turn in homework or drew cartoons on tests instead of answering the questions.”

He looked around as if for listeners, leaned forward, and whispered, “I drew cartoons as well as answering the questions.”

She snickered. “Why am I not surprised? It doesn’t sound like you’re irresponsible.” Hallie narrowed her gaze. “In fact, judging by today’s behavior, I’d say you may be too responsible sometimes when it’s not your place to be responsible.”

“Well, yeah.” He tried for a charming smile, but it probably looked sheepish. “Like I said, I get caught up and forget other people might have their own opinions. Sorry.”

“But you talked to Aunt Julie and got her feelings on the subject and adjusted the plan. Would you tear out the whole system if I demanded it?”

Uh-oh. Had he been led into a trap? “I thought we’d agreed the security system was okay.”

“Answer the question.”

“Well, yes.” He squirmed. “I’d have to, wouldn’t I? For one thing, if I refused, you could tear it out yourself or cover up the cameras or whatever. But yeah, if you felt strongly that you didn’t want the security system here, I’d have them take it out. But then I’d worry about you.”

“Well, there you go.” She spread her hands.

She seemed to think she’d made a point, but he wasn’t sure what it was. It didn’t sound like she was actually asking him to remove the security system. She was maybe forgiving him for putting it in because she knew he’d take it out if she did ask?

“So you’re saying I don’t completely trample over everyone’s boundaries all the time? That’s not a very high bar.”

She snickered. “No, I’m saying you mean well, and you respect boundaries once you see them. Maybe you need to look for them earlier and more often, but I don’t think you’re a screwup or irresponsible. You’re a nice guy who cares about people, and if you sometimes trample over people’s boundaries, you do it like a big friendly dog who tramples over the flowers without seeing them.”

“Thanks, I think. How did we go from you yelling at me to you talking me into forgiving myself for being an idiot?”

“I’m multifaceted.”

“I’ll say.” He could think of a dozen things he’d like to do with her. For the moment, he said, “Does that mean you’d like to get lessons on how the security system works?”

Hallie groaned. She tipped back her bottle, drank, and smacked the empty bottle down on the wooden coffee table. “Yes, but I’m going to need another beer.”


Chapter Twelve


The next day, Hallie got a text from TC: “Can I ask you something?”

“You just did.”

“Yes. I didn’t want to jump right to the question. It might make you feel anxious, so I wanted to give you some warning.”

“Okay. Thanks, I guess. What do you want to ask?”

“Is it okay if I research the effects of strangulation on the brain? I want to understand what you’re going through, but I don’t want to invade your privacy.”

Hallie closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. It made her squirm to think of TC researching strangulation and assuming what he learned applied to her. But how could she say no? Of course he had a right to research anything he wanted. By asking, he was considering her feelings, as she’d wanted him to do. Anyway, she wanted him to understand her, didn’t she?

No, she wanted him to like her. She didn’t want him to see her as damaged or not worth the trouble. She’d told him about the attack to get him to back off, but she didn’t want to scare him off permanently. She wanted them to be friends.

Yes, friends. She’d stick with that. Anything else was too intimidating.

So what was she going to do, pretend to be someone she wasn’t? He couldn’t like her unless he knew her, and that meant letting him get close. Being vulnerable.

Ugh. She hated being vulnerable.

She’d been working with a therapist since the attack. Seemed like she still had some work to do.

Her phone pinged again. TC had sent a picture, a close-up of a llama with its teeth bared in what could be called a goofy smile. His follow-up text said, Here is a picture of Llamanade to make you smile in case you were getting annoyed with me.

Hallie chuckled. Maybe TC already knew her better than she wanted to admit.

She typed in her answer. “Yes, you can research brain injuries. People are different, so please don’t assume anything applies to me. You can ask. I’ll try not to get annoyed.”

She hit send. Then she went over to the cage with the injured raccoon and pulled back the cover draped over the front. The raccoon lifted her head slightly and hissed. Hallie took a picture. She checked it on her phone. Yep, a perfect disgruntled look. She sent it to TC.

He sent back an emoji, the laughing with tears face.

Hallie checked the clock and the whiteboard. Time to prep for the next feeding. She found herself smiling as she worked.

Over the next week, Hallie got used to the security system and the alerts from the doorbell camera. She had to admit, she felt safer knowing cameras tracked any activity on the perimeter of the property. The security system signs alone might discourage anyone from trying to sneak in to mess with the animals. If someone did trespass, they might do damage before they were caught, but the chance of them being caught went way up.

The doorbell cam was especially convenient, because she could check who was at the door without having to go to the living room window and peer sideways, hoping to see the person clearly enough to identify them. Putting a peephole in the door would have worked almost as well and been a lot cheaper, but the camera sent the alert to her phone so she could decide if she needed to answer the door or if a delivery could stay on the porch while she finished whatever she was doing.

It didn’t entirely eliminate her anxiety about him getting out of prison, but it did help.

It must be nice to have so much money you could afford to set up a system like that for someone you barely knew. Okay, not barely, not anymore. She was getting to know TC better all the time. They’d been texting daily, mostly silly little things, but if she could admit she needed help, she knew he’d provide it. As an example, he’d sent two of his hired hands over to watch the place and handle chores so Hallie and Aunt Julie could both go to a meeting to hash out the fundraiser details.

Julie drove the van while Hallie fidgeted in the passenger seat. The meeting would be at Josh Tomlinson’s ranch. Hallie would meet TC’s mother. It wasn’t like he was taking her home to meet the family, but she still wanted to make a good impression. She decided not to explore her reasons too deeply at the moment.

They turned off the highway onto the ranch road and stopped to give their names to a guard. Hallie had never had to get past a guard to visit someone before. It made sense though, what with the way the brothers had been swamped with attention when they tried to go dancing. Not to mention the near riot at the Christmas market.

They pulled up in front of a modest ranch house. It looked fairly large and well maintained, but definitely older and nothing like the mansions rich folks in Houston had. Hallie relaxed a little. As they got out of the van, two shaggy dogs bounded over with tails wagging, and Hallie calmed even more. Any family with dogs like these wouldn’t be offended by animal hairs on clothing. She crouched to get and give affection. Julie, more reserved, let the dogs sniff her hand and scratched behind some ears.

Hallie stood and took a deep breath. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

They strolled up the walk with the dogs bumping their knees. Maybe Hallie looked nervous, because Julie said, “It will be fine. We have our talking points. In any case, I’ve dealt with plenty of refusals before and even outright anger at what I’m doing. We’ll survive.”

Hallie wasn’t nervous about getting the money. TC had guaranteed it, and she trusted him. No, she was nervous about getting more involved with this family. Sometimes she missed her busier social life in Houston. Most of the time, she was happy to hide out with Julie and the animals. Her social skills had gotten sluggish, and now she had to meet one of the richest families in America.

TC’s family. That shouldn’t matter. It did.

“It will be great,” she said. Her therapist had warned her against a “fake it until you make it” mentality, which could backfire by putting the focus on “making it” regardless of the cost. However, a positive attitude wouldn’t hurt and might help.

The door opened as they reached it. The woman inside smiled. “Welcome! I’m Ava.” She had brown hair threaded with gray. The boys must have gotten their height from their father, but they got their warm brown eyes and the shape of their smiles from their mother.

Ava ushered them inside. “Would you like coffee or tea? We’ll have our meeting here at the dining room table. We’re building a separate office building.” She put a hand over her mouth to cover a giggle. “It still feels funny to say that, but the little room we use as an office here is too small to handle the ranch business and the family foundation without the risk of all the paperwork collapsing and pinning someone.”

Carly stepped out of the kitchen. “Hi, Hallie.” She offered her hand to Julie. “I’m Carly. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

“Carly runs the family foundation,” Ava said. “She’s also my oldest son’s girlfriend and will soon be my daughter-in-law!”

“Carly!” Hallie squealed. “You didn’t tell me.”

She smiled like the Cheshire cat. “We’ve only been dating a few months, so we’re not rushing to the wedding. But we are talking about one next spring.”

“That’s wonderful.” Hallie hugged her. “You got a good man.”

“She did, and he got a good woman,” Ava said. “Now if I can just get my other boys paired up, I could die happy.” She flicked a glance over Hallie, as if in consideration.

Hallie’s face heated. She wasn’t here as a potential daughter-in-law, and she didn’t need the extra pressure of trying to be that impressive. She had to focus on her goal here: put together an amazing fundraiser that would set up the rescue for years to come.

They got their coffee or tea and sat around the table. Carly took notes on a sleek laptop computer as they discussed the fundraising event. Money wasn’t an object, but they agreed that it didn’t make sense to spend more on the event than they would bring in. They’d benefit either way from the publicity, community goodwill, and potential for recruiting volunteers or long-term donors, but they’d prefer to also make money.

“Oh, Mallory was wondering about tagging onto our event with something for the theater renovation,” Hallie said. “At least a table where she could give out information. She said she’d handle the silent auction if she could collect some donated items to raise money for her cause.”

“I don’t see a problem with that,” Ava said. “It might take away some of the income for your rescue, but that’s up to you.”

Julie frowned. “We don’t want this to get out of hand with too many charities trying to take a cut.”

“I know,” Hallie said, “but we might also benefit from the extra publicity with a different community group. People who are reluctant to publicly support a big cat rescue might come out if they can claim they’re supporting the theater.”

They hashed out more details. Hallie quickly felt comfortable with Ava. She still got a jolt when she glanced over and saw the echo of TC’s eyes looking her way, but this was obviously not the kind of woman who thought no one was good enough for her sons.

Not that it mattered. TC was great. Hallie enjoyed spending time with him. She wasn’t planning to marry him. Maybe he was the first person she thought of when she thought about dating, but she wasn’t ready to date anyone.

She frowned and gave her head a quick shake, interrupting her own thoughts. That was the PTSD from the attack talking. She hadn’t even dated that guy, but she still got nervous, being alone with men sometimes. It wasn’t fair that he had hurt her, damaged her memory, forced her to quit her job and move, and screwed up her social life as well. She’d like to kick him where it hurt, if only she could do it without getting anywhere near him.

She couldn’t do that, but she could fight the new instincts that said she should be afraid and avoid other men. She wouldn’t let him win.

“Is something wrong?” Ava asked.

Hallie jerked her gaze upward. Whoops, she’d been scowling. “No. Sorry. Just thinking about something else.”

Fortunately, before anyone could ask more questions, TC blew in through the back door with a fresh spring breeze and the dogs at his heels. His smile seemed to make the room brighter, and Hallie found herself grinning back.

“How’s the planning going?” he asked.

Ava sat at the head of the table, with Hallie and Julie on one side and Carly across from Hallie. TC slid into the seat next to Carly. He was too far away to touch unless they each stretched an arm across the table, but Hallie still felt her senses tingle and lock on to him, as if they were brushing their bodies against each other. She hoped she wasn’t turning red.

“I thought you wanted to avoid this boring meeting.” Carly looked over at Hallie and Julie. “To be clear, all meetings are boring to the Tomlinson brothers unless they involve a good argument and possibly a wrestling match. It’s not my opinion.”

“Yeah, you like writing up contracts and manipulating people into doing your bidding,” TC said.

“Well, I do.”

“I just thought y’all would get more done without me,” TC said. “In fact, I thought you’d get so much done so quickly you’d be finished by now, and I didn’t want Hallie to get away. I offered to give her a riding lesson, and she agreed, but I don’t trust her to stick around.” He narrowed his gaze at her in a comical warning.

“We’re almost done,” Carly said. “I expect if Hallie took off now, we could manage without her.”

“Oh.” Now Hallie was turning red for sure. “I don’t want to skip out on the work.”

Ava patted Hallie’s arm where it rested on the table. “We can manage. You young people should go have some fun.”

“Carly is only a couple of years older than I am,” Hallie said.

“Yes, but to me, this is fun,” Carly said. “Besides, I’m on retainer for this sort of work.”

“Go on,” Julie said.

Well, that seemed to settle it. She followed TC out back. A man was standing in a small area fenced off with chicken wire, frowning at the sky. He turned and headed toward them. He was clearly one of the brothers, but she hadn’t met him yet, which made him Xander, the youngest. TC introduced them.

Xander nodded but didn’t speak or offer his hand.

“What’s up?” TC asked.

“A hawk has been perching on the chicken coop. I’m going to take care of it.”

Hallie gasped. “You’re not going to shoot it!”

Xander blinked at her. “No. That would be illegal. Raptors are federally protected. It would also be useless since another hawk would probably move into the territory.”

“Besides, Xander loves all animals,” TC said. “He wouldn’t hurt one.”

“I’m going to put out pinwheels,” Xander said.

This comment distracted Hallie from her embarrassment at accusing someone she’d just met of planning to murder wild birds. “What?”

“Pinwheels.” He made a circling motion with his hand. “You know, the children’s toy that spins. Not the slices of wrap sandwiches. Sometimes shiny objects will scare away birds. They say to hang up old CDs, because they’re shiny and will move in the wind, but who has CDs anymore? So I ordered a box of reflective pinwheels.”

“Oh. Okay. Good.” Hallie almost told him to carry on, but it wasn’t like he needed her permission. “Sorry.”

Xander gave her a brief, distracted smile and turned toward the house.

TC and Hallie headed to the barn. Hallie had worn jeans and cowboy boots in preparation and been glad that she didn’t have to wonder whether she was supposed to wear a business suit to this meeting.

TC introduced Hallie to the horses and saddled Dixie and Ranger. “Lady is Carly’s horse,” he said. “She wouldn’t mind you riding her, but Lady gets the most exercise already.”

He put Hallie on Dixie. She couldn’t decide if she was more nervous about learning to ride or about TC constantly touching her as he helped her up onto the horse and then showed her how to hold the reins and shift her legs.

Okay, it was definitely TC touching her. Not that she wanted to shrink back from his touch. The opposite, in fact. Parts of her heart and mind still said she should avoid letting any man within arm’s length for a long while. Apparently other parts of her body had different ideas. Maybe it was a sign that she was getting over her anxiety. Maybe she was discovering an unsuspected weakness for sexy cowboys. Maybe it had been too long since she’d been kissed.

Maybe she should focus on what she was doing. She had a hard enough time remembering instructions when she was actually paying attention. Never mind making a fool of herself with her mistakes. The ground was a long way down. She didn’t want to do anything that would encourage Dixie to send her flying toward it.

Finally TC mounted, and they walked in circles until Hallie got comfortable with the basic signals to guide the horse. “You won’t need to do much today,” he said. “Dixie will stick with Ranger, so don’t worry if you forget something. But eventually, you’ll want to know all the commands.”

Hallie reached forward to stroke the dappled gray neck. It was hard for her to imagine becoming much of a horsewoman. She liked horses in theory, but she hadn’t spent much time with them and never really expected to have the chance, unless she became a vet tech for a practice that did a lot of farm visits. Even then, she’d be treating horses, not riding them. Her ideas about what her life would hold shifted again, like a kaleidoscope turning. It was easy to imagine going on long rides out here among the waving grasses and the bluebonnets in spring, with the vast blue sky over the green trees.

She couldn’t imagine stabling a horse at the rescue, even if she could afford to buy and keep one. Horses probably wouldn’t be happy about smelling mountain lions and bears all the time. But as she got to know the Tomlinsons . . . If Carly married Josh . . . Maybe Hallie really would learn to ride well and have a chance to do it often with her new friends.

“How about we head to my farm, and you can see how Fluffernutter is doing?” TC asked. “We can take a path through the woods.”

“Yes, please.” She did want to see Fluffernutter. She’d also like to check out TC’s other animals. And if all that meant spending more time with him, well . . . She snickered to herself. That was a sacrifice she was willing to make.

He turned Ranger and made a kind of clicking noise. Dixie followed along. The two dogs got up from where they’d been lying in the shade and joined them, running ahead and then turning back to make sure the pack was following.

They kept the horses to a lazy walk, which seemed ridiculously slow, but Hallie didn’t have to worry about staying on at high speed or getting bumped up and down. She was already feeling aches in her rear and thighs from sitting in the hard saddle.

They reached the fence. TC swung out of his saddle in a smooth motion. He opened the gate, looked along the fence line, and waved. Hallie didn’t see anyone he might be waving to.

“Cameras,” TC said as he led the horses through the gate. “They feed into the guardhouse.” He shooed the dogs back through the gate. “Go home.” The dogs cheerfully headed back toward the ranch house.

“I was wondering how you kept people from sneaking in the back if you have trails away from your property. Do you get a lot of trespassers?”

“Not so many now.” TC closed the gate and remounted. “We could probably skip the guard shack, but there are always a few guys who need employment.” He cleared his throat and avoided her gaze. “And of course, we do benefit from the extra security. You can never be too safe.”

Uh-huh. That wasn’t a pointed message to her at all.

Hallie watched him from the corner of her eye as they rode. Sometimes he seemed too good to be true—rich, handsome, capable, and nice. But he was only rich through a chance lottery win, and the money must not have changed him much. He really was like a goofy dog, simply happy all the time and ready to be everyone’s friend.

She envied him that more than the money. She knew his life hadn’t been perfect. He’d been fairly young when his father died, and it sounded like his father and older brother had been hard on him. Still, the Tomlinson boys had grown up feeling safe, knowing and known by their community. Hallie had grown up in a big city, which automatically meant she had to watch out for more dangers. Being female increased the risks. Still, she hadn’t been particularly fearful—until the attack.

She tipped her head back to catch the sun on her face and let her shoulders relax. Last Stand was good for her. She would learn to relax and trust again.

She shot another glance at TC. Maybe before too long, she’d be ready to date again. Of course, that assumed he was interested in her romantically. That was the downside of his exuberance. She couldn’t tell for certain if he was attracted to her, or if he simply saw her as a potential friend—or as someone who needed help and protection he could give.

Oh well. She could always use friends. And if she decided she was ready for more, she could always nudge him a bit and see where they stood.


Chapter Thirteen


They rode onward. TC figured he was grinning like an idiot. Who could blame him? It was a gorgeous spring day. He could afford to hire helpers, which meant he had the time to visit his family and take a long ride simply for pleasure. And he had a pretty woman riding beside him.

“Question,” Hallie said. “You said Xander loves animals, so he would never hurt them. But your family raises animals for food. You have to kill them eventually.”

“Well, we don’t kill the cattle and bison ourselves,” he said. “You have to take animals to an approved slaughterhouse. But I get your point. We are part of the food industry.”

He’d wondered if this would come up. She and her aunt ran a wild animal rescue. That didn’t mean they were vegans or animal-rights extremists, but they were animal lovers who were more likely to keep a pig as a pet than to turn it into ham and bacon. On the other hand, they bought meat to feed their rescues, so she must understand the contradictions.

“I’m not criticizing,” Hallie said, “but I wondered how you reconcile it.”

“It’s not like if people stopped raising livestock, all the animals would become happy pets. The herds would die out without us to breed them and care for them.” At her nod, he added, “At a small ranch, we can give them a comfortable life and a humane death, not like the big factory farms. Have you heard of Temple Grandin?”

Her eyebrows drew together. “Autistic woman. Likes cows.”

He chuckled. “That’s the short version. She is autistic and an autism activist. She’s also a professor of animal sciences. She’s passionate about giving cattle and other livestock better lives. She designed stunning practices to make sure the animals don’t suffer during slaughter. I heard her speak when I was a student. So inspiring! I wanted to be her when I grew up.”

Hallie eyed him up and down. “How’s that going?”

TC remembered the woman wearing a fancy embroidered cowboy shirt, her wavy, graying hair pushed back off her high forehead. “We’re totally twins!” He winked. “She was my inspiration for looking at meats other than cattle. She showed that you can be a part of our modern society where people love to eat meat, and you can still look for ways to take care of animals and the Earth. When livestock use land unsuitable for farming, it lets us produce more food. Ranching can be good for the land, and least in comparison to many uses, but you have to do it right.”

They rode in silence for a few minutes. TC resisted the urge to keep talking, keep making his case. People didn’t believe you simply because you talked more or louder. At best, they came around to your way of thinking because you gave them time to consider it. At worst, they were so stuck in their beliefs that they could never change.

Or maybe you were the one who was stuck in your beliefs and could never change. That might be the worst of all. TC was trying to find his way between two extremes. The old way said animals were only on earth for the use of humans, who could do what they wanted with other creatures. At the other end, people said no one should raise animals for food, either for reasons of animal rights or because livestock contributed to climate change and pollution. It was hard to find the perfect middle ground. TC did his best but hoped he was open to changing his mind if new information arose.

“I get what you mean,” Hallie said at last.

TC heaved a quiet sigh of relief. Granted, she hadn’t said she agreed with him, but at least she wasn’t dismissing him entirely.

“The animals we rescue,” Hallie said. “They’re wild. They should be in the wild. But you can’t raise a tiger cub as a pet and when it gets too big to handle, simply send it back to India and release it. It wouldn’t know how to survive.”

TC tried to imagine what would be involved in transporting a grown tiger back to India. Not the point. He brought his focus back to Hallie.

“So your options are to humanely euthanize the animal or to keep it in captivity,” she said. “If it’s capable of living a decent life, we keep it alive and try to give it the best life possible.”

“Right. Humans have screwed up a lot of things. We can try to make up for some of them. It’s not perfect, but it’s something. I used to think perfection was the aim, but I’ve had to get more realistic.”

She snickered. “You lost your youthful passion in your old age, huh?”

He spoke in a creaky, old man voice. “Wait until you get to be my age, young lady! You’ll be too busy telling kids to get off your lawn to worry about making the world a better place.”

She snorted loud enough that Ranger rolled an eye to look at her.

TC swung off his horse to open the gate to his land. It was tempting to keep on riding over the fields and through the forest, to see where Hallie’s intriguing mind took her on this subject. But he’d promised her Fluffernutter. The ostrich, not the sandwich, though he did find himself craving PB and marshmallow cream sandwiches since naming the bird.

They rode alongside the fenced field where the ostrich flock lived. As they neared a group of the giant birds, the ostriches took off, jogging alongside the fence.

Hallie laughed out loud. “Oh my gosh! I don’t know why that’s so funny.”

TC grinned. “It’s those big fluffy butts on top of those long, knobby legs.”

They rode toward the ranch buildings. Chico, one of TC’s new ranch hands, ambled over to meet them as they reached the corral. TC dismounted and handed over his reins. Hallie looked down at the ground with a frown. It did look pretty far away when you were up on a horse, if you weren’t used to it. TC took her reins and passed them to Chico as well.

TC smiled up at Hallie. “Swing your leg over, and I’ll help you down.” That was no hardship.

“You made it look so easy,” she muttered.

“A lifetime of practice.” He stood beside her, hands halfway up to catch her as needed. She swung her leg over the horse, keeping her near foot in the stirrup. Before he could tell her to brace herself on the saddle while she got her foot out of the stirrup, she gave a little squeak and tipped backward. TC caught her around the waist, waited until she freed her foot from the stirrup, and set her on the ground.

Chico had the sense to wipe the grin from his face as Hallie turned toward him. He nodded once. “Ma’am.”

“Don’t worry, I know I looked ridiculous,” she said.

TC gave her an apologetic wince. “My fault. I should have explained how to dismount. It’s been so long since I learned, I forgot it wasn’t obvious.”

“There you go,” Hallie told Chico. “It’s his fault if I’m ridiculous.”

He nodded again, clearly trying to keep a straight face. “Ma’am.”

Chico was shorter than TC but twice as broad. Hallie looked tiny and delicate next to him. It gave TC a weird feeling. Chico was more teddy bear than grizzly, but the size difference was a reminder of how vulnerable a petite woman could be. Hallie had taken a self-defense class, but she only practiced with Julie, who was even smaller than Hallie was. That might give them an unrealistic idea of what it would be like to fight off a much bigger attacker.

Should TC suggest she get a gun? But guns brought their own dangers. She’d have to be willing and able to shoot it, or else an attacker could take it away and use it on her. In any case, she’d surely considered the option. Probably most women thought about ways to defend themselves, even if they hadn’t been attacked. As hard as it was, he needed to stop meddling unless she asked for help.

And it was hard. He’d done some research. Women who were victims of traumatic brain injury due to violence had effects similar to athletes who had sports head injuries. TC had seen what could happen to people who had rodeo accidents, and it wasn’t pretty. Strangulation deprived the brain of oxygen, which caused the brain injury. Victims could die weeks later because of the underlying brain damage. TC shuddered at the knowledge. But Hallie’s injury had happened a couple of months before, and she’d gotten appropriate follow-up medical care. Surely she was out of the danger zone for that.

He still wanted to wrap her up and tuck her away some place safe, but that wouldn’t help her. She deserved to live life to the fullest.

“Chico, get the horses some water and hay,” he said. “We’ll be riding them back in an hour or so.”

“You got it, boss.” Chico led the horses to the barn. TC gestured toward the fence. Several ostriches stood on the other side. The females had brown feathers. The smaller number of males had mostly black feathers with some white on the wingtips and tails.

Hallie took a couple of steps but stopped three feet from the fence. “Wow, they’re big. Are they friendly?”

“You’d want to watch out if you’re on the other side of the fence with them,” TC said. “It’s okay to get close, but watch out for that guy.” He pointed toward one of the black-and-white ostriches. “That’s Happy Flappy, and we misnamed him, because he’s a jerk.”

TC held up a hand. A female ostrich pecked at it. “This is Marshmallow. She’s just checking if I have food.” The bird made a kind of trilling warble.

“Fluffernutter and now Marshmallow, huh? You have a thing for marshmallows?”

“Is it my fault their fluffy bodies look like toasted marshmallows, especially when they’re babies?”

Hallie stepped closer and lifted her hand so an ostrich could check it out. “With those long necks, they should look graceful. But then they have those tiny heads with the goofy-looking beaks.”

“Yep. They always look like they’re frowning. It feels like having a bunch of aunts waiting to scold you.”

Hallie laughed. “Aunt Ostrich does not approve of your nonsense!”

“Miss Marshmallow asks you to use your indoor voice, even though we’re outdoors.”

When she’d had her fill of adult ostriches, TC gave Hallie a tour of the facilities, including the incubation room where they had racks for storing the large ostrich eggs in temperature-controlled cases. “Ostriches can lay over a hundred eggs a year. That means we can incubate some to keep the herd stable or growing, but we can also sell some of the eggs. Each one equals about two dozen chicken eggs.”

“Wow. You could feed your whole family with one egg.”

“Your family, maybe. With my family, you’d also need plenty of sausage or bacon and some muffins or biscuits,” TC said. “Anyway, the eggshells can be carved, and a light put inside to turn them into lamps. I have a shop in Austin that’s interested in selling them if I can find some crafters to produce the product.”

“Assuming you don’t first crack them like chicken eggs to make your omelet,” Hallie said.

“Right. You have to drill a hole to empty them. Ostrich leather is popular for purses and shoes. I don’t want to tan the hides myself, but Keller Ranch has a leather artist. I need to set up a meeting soon.”

Hallie studied him.

“What?” he asked.

“You know, I doubt there’s one person in a million who would win a huge lottery and then spend their time exploring the market for ostrich leather and carved eggshells.”

He chuckled. “Well, no. It’s a pretty niche interest.”

“There’s that, but also the fact that most people who didn’t have to work wouldn’t choose to work.”

“Do you really think so? I’m thirty. I don’t know what I’d do with all my time if I retired. This stuff is interesting. It’s more like a hobby than a job.”

“A hobby that you work on full time, thinking of ways to make money you don’t need.”

“I don’t need the money, but maybe other ranchers will benefit from what I learn. Don’t you think most people want to be useful, do something to make the world a better place?”

She looked up at him with a soft gaze, her lips slightly curved. “You really are something.”

“Er, yeah?” Was that a good thing or a bad thing?

She took a step closer. “No, I don’t think most people want to be useful and make the world a better place. Some people, sure. But I bet the vast majority of people who won a huge lottery would at least take a few months, maybe years, to relax. Travel, if that was their thing. Read or watch TV or play video games. Plenty of guys your age would buy a fleet of sports cars, not a herd of ostriches.”

“Well, I did get my big red truck. You know, the one that’s compensating for something.”

Her cheeks went pink, but her eyes danced with amusement. “There is that. I’m glad to see you indulged a whim or two.”

Should he point out how useful a heavy, sturdy truck was on a farm, especially in bad weather? Nah. Let her have her amusement.

“I wouldn’t mind traveling, I guess,” he said. “Once I get things organized here, maybe. I haven’t done much though. I don’t think I’d want to travel alone.”

“I’m sure you could find traveling companions.” Her eyes were so blue.

TC gulped. “Mama has mentioned travel.”

Oh, great. Had Hallie been leading up to suggesting traveling with him, and he brought up his mama? Way to seem sophisticated.

Her smile grew. “That’s sweet.”

Okay, he could live with sweet. His phone signaled a call from the front gate. Usually that meant a visitor. “Come on through here and check out the young ostriches,” he told Hallie. “I have to take this call.”

The ostriches—one to two months old—had a heated barn and access to a walled area outside during the day. Most of them were out there. Hallie made delighted sounds over the young birds as they scurried around. They were awfully adorable, with all their fluffy feathers. They moved surprisingly quick, like cheerleading pom-poms with long necks running across the grass. TC watched Hallie’s enjoyment as he answered the call.

“Mr. Ward here to see you.”

“Okay. Send him on in.”

TC hadn’t been expecting the old fellow, but he was safe enough. A bit on the cranky side, but not likely to beg for money he didn’t really need.

“I have a visitor,” he told Hallie. “I’m going around front to meet him. Take your time.”

He wasn’t even sure she heard him as she leaned on the wall and took photos of the ostrich chicks with her phone. He’d love to see her face watching a chick hatch. They didn’t have any really young chicks at the moment. He was trying to raise them in batches of chicks about the same age. The eggs in the incubator now should hatch about a week after the current chicks were ready to join the main herd. He’d have to get Hallie back over then.

He strolled around the house to meet Mr. Ward. When the man got out of his beat-up old pickup truck, they shook hands. “Afternoon, sir,” TC said. “What can I do for you?”

“Some varmint got into my sheep again last night!”

“I’m real sorry to hear that,” TC said. “Did you lose any?”

“They’re all still alive, but two have pretty bad wounds. We’ve got to do something about it!”

TC sympathized with the man’s loss, but how did this involve him? “What did you have in mind?”

“Ever since that rescue place came into the area—” Mr. Ward broke off and scowled at something past TC’s shoulder. “Speak of the devil.”

TC turned to see Hallie with her mouth half open.

“Oh, dear,” she said. “Did anyone tell you that the beauty pageant is off? We’re working on another fundraising plan.”

Mr. Ward hadn’t been the man at the café who suggested the beauty pageant, but Hallie might have gotten the two older men mixed up in her memory.

“What? Don’t be ridiculous.” Mr. Ward gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “I was never going to do that. You’re not getting any money from putting me on display.”

TC exchanged a quick glance with Hallie. He figured Mr. Ward meant he’d refuse to participate in anything that would raise money for the wild animal rescue. But he was probably also right that they wouldn’t get any money by parading him across the stage.

“I’m talking about my sheep,” Mr. Ward grumbled. “I can’t keep having some critter attacking my flock. I don’t know what people are thinking, treating wolves and mountain lions like pets. Your place should be shut down!”

Hallie edged closer, coming to a stop close by TC. “I’m so sorry you’ve had problems. But you must realize whatever is attacking your sheep can’t be coming from the rescue center. All the animals are in secure cages.”

“All I know is that woman came to town with her wild beasts, and suddenly, something’s attacking my sheep!”

Hallie’s lips firmed. “My aunt moved here almost two years ago. It sounds like your first attack was about a week ago. That’s hardly sudden and certainly not proof of cause and effect.”

Mr. Ward huffed and grumbled. TC wanted to jump in and fix things, but he didn’t want to step on Hallie’s toes again. He looked to her for guidance.

She watched the old man for half a minute. Then she put on a sweet smile. “I’ll tell you what. The rescue will be happy to set up cameras and traps on your property to identify what is attacking your sheep and hopefully capture it.”

Mr. Ward frowned at her, considering the proposal. “Hm. I suppose that might be all right. You’ll pay for everything?”

“We’ll pay for the traps and cameras and we’ll deal with whatever animal we capture, but in return, you have to promise something: You won’t kill an animal that’s been trapped. No matter what it is, you’ll leave it alone until we can remove it.”

Smart. TC wouldn’t put it past the old rancher to shoot a trapped animal and quietly dispose of the body, whether or not the species was protected. This way, Hallie and her aunt could take in the animal or call Texas Parks and Wildlife or whatever was appropriate.

Mr. Ward glowered. Hallie met his look with a firm stare of her own.

Mr. Ward looked away first. “Fine. You have my word. You’d better get things set up quick though. Otherwise, if I see the varmint, I’ll shoot first and ask questions later.” He turned and headed back toward his truck. “The boy there knows where I live.”

They watched him get in his truck and drive away. Hallie blew out a breath and flicked her gaze to TC. “Well. I guess I know what I’m doing for the rest of the day.”

“Need any help?” He held his breath.

She hesitated. “You know, I think I do.”


Chapter Fourteen


The rescue had one game camera, and TC bought or borrowed a couple more. Hallie didn’t ask which. A lot of hunters used game cams to scout potential hunting areas, so he probably knew people who had some. But if he wanted to use this as an excuse to buy new toys, it wasn’t her place to judge.

She couldn’t help having opinions on how he spent his fortune, but she could keep those to herself.

They decided to hold off on the live traps. It was hard to know what size trap they would need or what to use as bait until they knew what was attacking the sheep.

TC picked up Hallie and drove to Mr. Ward’s place. Hallie felt good about this. Hadn’t her therapist been telling her she needed to make more connections and learn to accept help? They were down to weekly phone sessions, but Hallie had told her about TC installing the security cameras around the rescue. They’d discussed boundaries and money and when it was okay to accept favors.

The therapist had quoted a proverb: If you want to make someone your friend, ask them to do you a favor. Apparently the idea was backed up by psychology. Asking for a favor was a sign of intimacy and trust. It showed you were comfortable feeling in debt to someone. It showed you considered them a friend, which tended to make them think of you as a friend.

Then the therapist had asked if Hallie felt TC expected anything in return. The idea had never occurred to her, which seemed astonishing in retrospect. She’d thought he was interfering in her business, getting bossy and playing the dominant alpha male. She’d never wondered if he’d expected sexual or other favors in return for his generosity. It was comforting to know she couldn’t even conceive of TC practicing that kind of manipulation.

Now she only had to trust in herself, in her gut, that she was right.

The Ward farm looked a bit run down. The house needed a fresh coat of paint, and a couple of junked cars were slowly collapsing in the weedy front yard. The fields looked good, though, with healthy crops in tidy rows.

At the front door, TC glanced at Hallie. She gave him a tight smile and knocked. Mr. Ward didn’t like her, but that didn’t mean he was an enemy. She might never get him to love mountain lions and wolves, but surely she could persuade him that the rescue wasn’t directly responsible for the attacks on his sheep. Maybe she could try that favor thing on him. Would he see allowing her to identify and remove the predator as a favor to her? Or did he think she was doing him a favor, which might make him feel indebted and resentful? Or did he see it as merely her responsibility? She couldn’t think of anything else she could ask of him.

The door opened. “Howdy! I’m Della.”

Hallie looked up at an Amazon. The woman, maybe twenty, must be over six feet tall, with a lean, rangy build, like a basketball player. She had pale blond hair in two pigtails hanging over her shoulders, blue eyes, and a friendly smile. She also had a young sheep tucked inside the front bib of her denim overalls.

Mr. Ward’s granddaughter? Daughter? Surely not his wife? Maybe an employee. It was hard to see any resemblance between her and old Mr. Ward.

The woman studied Hallie with equal interest. “You must be the gal from the rescue.” She thrust out her hand.

Hallie shook it. “Yes, I’m Hallie. And this is TC, or maybe you already know each other.”

She turned her friendly gaze to TC. “Heard about all y’all winning the lottery. Don’t think we’ve actually met.”

They shook hands. TC looked a little dazed.

The lamb made a small baa.

“Is that one of the sheep that was injured?” Hallie asked.

“Yep.” The woman patted the lamb through the overall bib. “Vet thinks she’ll pull through, but she’s such a wee little thing, I’m keeping a close eye on her. Come on through. Pops asked me to get you set up. He had to run down to Tractor Supply. Y’all want some lemonade or sweet tea before we go out?”

So she was a descendent of Mr. Ward. Pops could mean either father or grandfather, maybe even great-grandfather, but he didn’t look that old. She decided to assume this was Mr. Ward’s granddaughter. Oh, drat, what was her name? Hallie had been so busy trying to figure out the connection that she’d forgotten to repeat the name in her mind to lock it in the memory.

“I’m okay. Thanks.” Hallie glanced at TC.

“Nothing for me, thanks.”

“Righty ho!” She waved them inside. “I’ll grab my boots off the back porch, and we can get to work.”

As they followed, Hallie hissed at TC, “What’s her name?”

“Della,” he whispered back.

Della, Della, Bella Della the del-lightful Amazonian farm girl.

Hallie had only a few seconds to process the dimly lit inside of the house as they passed through it. Shelves on one living room wall displayed commemorative plates from different American cities. Another wall had bookcases packed with little figurines of child angels in different poses and groupings. Hallie had a hard time picturing Mr. Ward or Della collecting either of those things, which seemed more likely to appeal to an older woman. On the other hand, she didn’t really know them, so maybe she needed to expand her imagination.

Della led them out back and up a hill, her stride so long that Hallie had to jog to keep up.

“Rescuing bears and mountain lions and wolves and such must be fascinating,” Della said. “Do y’all ever give tours? I’d sure love to see it.”

“I’d love to give you a tour sometime,” Hallie said.

At least one person in the Ward family didn’t automatically think all those big animals should be shot. Unless that was Della’s plan, to sneak in a gun and remove the danger. But it was hard to imagine that from Della, with her sunny smile and chattering questions. Hallie was struggling to keep up both mentally and physically. TC didn’t seem to have any trouble with the pace, given his long legs, but Hallie was practically panting for breath as she tried to answer Della’s questions about the rescue.

Fortunately, the grassy hill where the sheep grazed wasn’t too far from the house. The field housed two dozen sheep with off-white wool and dark faces and legs, plus at least a dozen lambs that were dark all over. They shuffled away, eyeing the strangers nervously.

“They’ll be on high alert for a while yet,” Della said.

The lamb in her overalls wriggled and mewled as it saw its flock. Della pulled it out and set it on the ground with a pat. The lamb had one side of its neck shaved, with a couple of puncture wounds sewed up, but it looked strong enough as it bounded away.

They discussed the best spots to put up the game cams. The cameras were motion activated, so they tried to find places where they’d be triggered by something entering the field but wouldn’t be constantly activated by the sheep. Two they attached to trees about a foot off the ground. A third they put on a water trough.

“That should give pretty good coverage,” TC said.

Della nodded. “I hate to tell you though, Pops might be out here with his shotgun tonight. Can’t say I blame him. Vet bills are expensive. We have to get this critter under control.”

Hallie bit her lip. She couldn’t criticize Mr. Ward for wanting to protect his flock, but she hated to think of a wild animal, possibly endangered, getting killed if there was another option. Maybe they should go ahead and put out whatever live traps they could find with different baits and hope one of them would attract the predator and be big enough to hold it.

“What if I came out to watch tonight?” TC said. “Would your pops trust me to do that?”

Hallie opened her mouth. She should be the one to watch, this was her—

No, it wasn’t her problem. It was a community problem. Besides, she doubted Mr. Ward would trust her to protect his flock the way he’d trust TC. She didn’t trust herself. She could watch for the critter and yell and wave her arms if it showed up, but that was about it. Besides, staying out in the field all night, all alone, went a bit beyond her comfort level. As she’d told TC, she could take care of herself most of the time—but that meant staying away from scary situations, not walking blithely into them.

“I’ll bet he would,” Della said. “He’s a man who likes his sleep.”

TC looked at Hallie with his eyebrows raised. She still had her mouth open. She decided to use it for something more helpful than catching flies. “I’ll watch with you.”

TC beamed at her. “We don’t want to scare off whatever’s getting in here, so we’ll have to stay some distance away but where we can hear any sounds of distress and chase away the critter before it does any damage.”

“But hopefully after we get a picture,” Hallie said. “Do you think we have any chance of capturing it tonight?”

“Ooh, what about a dart gun with a sedative?” Della’s eyes got big. “Wouldn’t that be fun?”

“The problem is, you need to know the animal’s species and weight to get the dosage right.” TC looked at Hallie. “How about if I pick you up at seven? That gives us time to take a nap and come back before dusk, when a lot of wild critters get more active. Wear warm clothes, and I’ll bring a couple of blankets.”

“Great!” Della clapped her hands together. “Come to the house first, and I’ll set you up with a thermos of coffee and some snacks.”

“Thanks,” TC said. “We can find a place for our stakeout while it’s still light out.”

Della’s laughter rang through the air, and a couple of sheep looked toward her. “Stakeout! It’s like you’re the police after the bad guys in one of those TV shows.”

TC matched her grin. “Well, maybe more like the sheriff’s deputies after some rustlers.”

“Maybe I should join y’all. It’s starting to sound like a good time.” Without waiting for an answer, Della waded into the flock of sheep to retrieve the most injured lamb.

Hallie considered the advantages to having Della join them for the night watch. She knew the area. If TC wanted to talk to someone, he’d have an alternative to Hallie, a conversational partner who apparently would not get shy or tongue-tied around him. Della’s presence would act as a buffer between Hallie and TC, forcing them to avoid anything too personal.

On the downside, a chatterbox with a ringing voice might scare away the predator. Hallie was willing to give up one night to resolve the situation, but she couldn’t afford to go without sleep indefinitely. Also, Della’s presence would force Hallie and TC to avoid anything too personal.

Yes, that was a factor on both the positive and negative sides. Hallie could admit to herself that when it came to getting closer to TC, she both wanted it and feared it. She was human. She didn’t have to make sense.

They headed back to the house. Hallie promised Della a tour of the rescue another day. As they drove off, Della stood on the porch and held up the lamb’s little leg as if it was waving goodbye.

TC dropped Hallie off at her house. “See you at seven.”

She nodded. She was going to spend the night with TC. Not in the romantic sense, but still. They were going to spend all night outdoors, the stars twinkling overhead, huddled under blankets for warmth. Her mouth went dry.

“Get some sleep,” he said.

Sure, like that would happen.


Chapter Fifteen


TC couldn’t stop grinning as he drove to the rescue that evening. When Hallie opened the door, he wanted to pick her up and toss her into the air. He restrained himself.

She eyed him suspiciously. “You look like you’re having way too much fun.”

“It’s a night mission! I haven’t had one of these in years. The only thing that would make it better is if I had to sneak out of the house. I thought about trying, just for kicks, but it’s not the same without your parents to punish you if you get caught.”

Her lips twitched, apparently trying to hold back a smile. “And what would you do on one of these night missions? How much trouble could you get into out here in the country? Even if you drove into Last Stand, I imagine the whole town knew you on sight and would report your activities.”

He leaned down to whisper in her ear. “You have to promise not to tell my mama.”

She shivered, just barely, just enough for him to see. He let another breath wash over her neck. It was a lovely neck, and he was tempted to brush back the loose tendrils of hair and explore.

Hallie took a step back and lifted her chin. “I’m no snitch.”

He gestured at the truck and they walked toward it.

“Well, we had an old oil barrel hung between some trees way back in the woods. One of us would climb on and ride it like a bucking bronco while the others shoved it around.”

“I see. Would alcohol have been involved in these events?”

He opened his eyes wide, trying to look innocent. “What are you suggesting? We were too young to drink.”

“Uh-huh.”

He opened the passenger door for her. It was a big step up, and he clenched his hand into a fist to stop himself from giving her a boost. This was going to be a long night if he had this constant urge to touch her and had to resist. He closed the door once she’d climbed in.

When he was in the driver’s seat, he went on. “Sometimes we’d sneak out the ATVs. Tricky, because you could hear the sound of them from the house. You ever try to get an ATV a few hundred yards down the road without the engine making noise?”

“Can’t say I have.”

He gave her a sad look and shook his head. “You poor city folk don’t know what you’re missing.”

He started up the truck. It had a nice diesel purr that gave him a great sense of satisfaction. No finicky tricks to starting it. No waiting to see when it would break down again. Yeah, he was compensating for something—years of never having a new vehicle that did what it was supposed to without a fuss.

“Wouldn’t horses be quieter than ATVs?” she asked.

“Maybe, but you can’t ride a horse all night and expect it to work in the morning. Plus, if you tie it up somewhere, there’s always a chance it will get loose and go home on its own. It’s like having a brother that will tattle on you if it gets a chance.”

“Did your brothers ever tattle?”

“Nah. We argued all the time, but when it came down to it, we had each other’s backs. Xander missed out on some of the fun, being the youngest, and also in poor health when he was little, so the folks kept a closer eye on him. Plus he’s a terrible liar, so we couldn’t include him until we knew he could back up our stories with a straight face.”

“I’ve only met him briefly, but he didn’t strike me as easy to read.”

“Well, no. Actually, he says almost everything with a straight face. But he’s likely to blurt out the truth if he’s flustered. Mainly he had to keep his head down and pretend he wasn’t paying any attention to the questioning. Maybe give Mama and Daddy a blank look if they asked him anything.”

“Sounds like you kept your folks hopping.” She sounded a little sad, like maybe she’d never had that kind of adventure living in the city.

He could ask about her childhood. He was curious.

He’d rather put a smile on her face. “Oh, let me tell you some stories. Another thing you can do with ATVs, build jumps and see who can get the most air. Or head into a field away from any farmhouses and make crop circles . . .”

By the time they got to the Ward farm, Hallie was laughing so hard she clutched her sides. Good. He’d been surprised she’d agreed to this, a whole night alone together, even if it was outside, fully clothed, looking for predators. He wanted her relaxed, not wary.

As Hallie wiped the tears from her face, TC grabbed his bag of supplies from the back. He’d thought about bringing a bottle of wine, but that seemed too obviously romantic. Then he’d considered whiskey as a warmup against the chill and to take off the edge if she was nervous. But if they relaxed too much, they might fall asleep, and they were supposed to be on duty. He settled for some hot cocoa, made to his mama’s recipe with the cakes of Mexican hot chocolate that had a little cinnamon in them. He didn’t want to depend on Della’s coffee. She seemed great, but you never knew what someone thought was good coffee.

TC had to shift his gaze down a foot when Mr. Ward opened the door. He’d been expecting Della’s pretty face.

“Come in,” Mr. Ward grumbled.

“Thanks for letting us do this,” Hallie said sweetly. “I’m so interested in figuring out this mystery.”

Mr. Ward grunted. “Don’t think I’d let a little thing like you out there on her own. You might get dragged away by the varmint.” He looked at TC and nodded. “I figure this one can handle himself.”

“I’ll do my best, sir.” TC hoped Hallie wouldn’t feel slighted. Mr. Ward was clearly old-school and arguing with him was more likely to get them thrown out than to change his mind.

When she remained silent, he glanced her way. Her lips twisted in bitter amusement, but she caught his eye in a look that said, What are you gonna do?

The injured lamb bounced in and bumped Mr. Ward’s leg, crying out with a baa, demanding attention. He leaned down to scoop up the lamb and held it tucked under one arm.

Hallie’s gaze softened. “She’s so cute.”

“She’ll produce a good crop of wool every year, if she survives.” Mr. Ward’s practical statement didn’t fool anyone, not when he was rubbing the lamb’s chest with his free hand, causing the little creature’s eyelids to flutter closed. “This is my livelihood,” Mr. Ward added. “Can’t have it taken away by some killer.”

“I can totally understand that,” Hallie said.

Della’s voice called out from the next room. “Hold on a moment, y’all. I’m just filling the thermos!”

Mr. Ward nudged TC. “Hope you brought a flask. That’s the only way to make the time pass when you’re on watch all night.”

TC made a noncommittal noise. Did Mr. Ward not even realize that TC had the company of a pretty woman? Was he too old to remember when that was the height of any young man’s dreams? TC hoped he never got that old.

Della came out with the thermos and a small cooler. She headed outside with them, leaving Mr. Ward behind grumbling about his bad knee. Della peppered Hallie with questions as they headed up the hill. TC hoped Della wouldn’t linger too long—he wanted Hallie to himself—but it was nice to see the growing friendship. Hallie needed more friends.

Della got them settled, nestled into a dip next to a tree with overhanging branches that was downwind from the flock. She stayed to listen wide-eyed as Hallie finished the story of how the bears had come into the rescue’s possession. Then she hurried back downhill with a cheerful wave, leaving TC and Hallie alone.

TC had brought some stadium chairs, two padded squares held at a ninety-degree angle by straps so you could sit on one and lean back on the other. It was better than sitting directly on the cold ground and leaning against the tree. Hallie squirmed and shifted a few inches. The tree helped hide them, but the ground was lumpy with roots.

To keep the conversation going and the mood light, TC opened the cooler Della had provided. “Sandwiches. I already ate dinner.”

“Me too.”

“We might want them later, if we’re out here all night.”

“Yeah. It could be a long night. Many predators are most active at dawn and dusk. Let’s hope for dusk.”

“Let me know if you get cold,” TC said.

“Right now, I’m still warm from racing up that hill. I thought I was in pretty good shape, but compared to you long-legged people who do farm work all day, I feel like a wimp.”

“If you need to get more physical activity, I can help.”

She turned a startled glance on him.

His face flamed as he realized how that sounded. “Er, I meant I can give you ranch chores. Whip you into shape in no time.”

She glared like a bobcat kitten trying to appear fierce. “I have enough chores at the rescue, thank you.”

“I’m sure you do. Well, if you get cold later, I have a blanket.”

“Okay. Should we stay quiet, so we don’t scare away whatever it is we’re trying to identify?”

TC ducked to look out at the sheep, which were standing in a loose bunch about fifty feet away up the hill. “We’re downwind from the flock, so we should be all right if we keep our voices down.”

That gave them an excuse to lean close and whisper, so he did. “Tell me, city girl, did you ever sneak out to wreak havoc when you were a teen?”

“Not really. My friends didn’t necessarily live in the neighborhood, and my room was on the second floor, with my parents’ bedroom at the bottom of the stairs. Besides, there weren’t that many interesting places where it was safe enough to hang out. Once people started getting driver’s licenses, we might head to the Sonic Drive-In for milkshakes, but that’s about it.”

Her apologetic shrug suggested she felt bad about not having more interesting stories. “I did have a good friend who lived about a mile away,” she added. “After a visit, if she was at my house, I’d say I’d walk her halfway home. But we’d get talking and go all the way to her house. We’d turn around, and she’d walk me halfway back. Sometimes we went back and forth three or four times.”

“Are you still close to her?”

“We keep in touch. She got married two years ago though. They have one kid already and one on the way. We don’t have as much in common anymore.”

“Maybe that will change if you have kids.” Wait, did that sound like some kind of freaky proposition? “Not that I’m suggesting you should have them right away, but someday. If you want kids.”

“Probably, but I’m in no hurry. I’d like to live a little before I settle down.”

“You don’t think you can have kids and still live a little?”

“They take up so much time. I know everyone who has kids says it’s worth it, but I can barely keep up now. I’d like to travel some. I know you can with kids, but it’s more expensive and inconvenient. I’m just not in a rush, you know? Someday. In a few years. Once we get more help at the rescue, so I don’t feel bad leaving Aunt Julie in the lurch.”

She’d been slowly leaning more weight on him. Did she even realize she was doing it? If they turned a little, she could lean against his chest instead of his arm. That would be nice and cozy. But if he suggested it, she might pull away.

“How many?” he asked.

“Years or children?”

“Kids, you goof.” He nudged her. “You’re starting to sound like me.”

“Heaven forbid. A couple, I guess. How about you?”

“Hm. Coming from a family with four kids, I kind of grew up assuming four was the right number. But I don’t know if I really want that many or if I’m only defaulting to what I know.”

“I see what you mean. My mother wanted a big family, but she only had two because of population growth. She didn’t think any couple should have more than that.”

“Really? She thought because the world population is growing, she didn’t deserve to have the number of children she wanted?”

“Yeah, well. If I seem to have an overdeveloped sense of personal responsibility for the world’s problems, you’ll know where I got it.” Hallie nestled against him. She had to know she was doing it. Maybe she was merely getting chilled and trying to borrow somebody’s heat. It didn’t seem cold to TC—quite the opposite, as she snuggled close—but she might get cold easier than he did. He’d hardly complain.

“Anyway,” she said, “it wasn’t easy for my parents to have children. My brother is six years older. They thought he might be their only one. Then I came along.”

He tried to concentrate on her words and not only on her warmth. “So you’re the baby.”

“Yeah, but in some ways not. It’s a big age gap, plus boy versus girl. It’s almost like I was an only child. We rarely went to the same school. He joined the military when I was in junior high.”

“Your whole family shares that desire to be of service.”

“Actually, my brother didn’t do well in school and got in some trouble. Agreeing to join the military probably kept him out of jail.”

“Wow.” TC remembered the trouble he and his brothers had caused. “I guess we were lucky we were never caught by someone with authority and a grudge. Not that I have anything against the military, and Cody wanted to be a fighter pilot. But the rest of us were needed on the ranch.”

“A different kind of responsibility.”

They talked more about family, and how their parents and siblings had made them who they were. It wasn’t something TC thought about a lot, but it was interesting to trace the threads of today back to the past. He told Hallie how he’d given up his dream of being a vet because they couldn’t afford his schooling, and after his father died, he had to help Josh take care of the ranch.

“My parents would have loved for me to become a doctor,” Hallie said. “I didn’t want to stay in school that long, and to be honest, I like animals more than people. I liked the training to be a vet tech. It’s also a career where you can move around pretty easily if you want.”

“Is that something you want to do, move to different places?” The thought gave him a pang. He was only starting to get to know her.

“I figured if I was ever going to get a zookeeper job, I’d have to go wherever the job was. Now I don’t know. Julie definitely needs help, and the rescue is kind of like a small zoo, but without all the visitors, so I get to focus on the animals. Plus I don’t have to go back to school if I stay here. But she can barely afford to pay me anything beyond room and board, so it doesn’t seem like a long-term plan.”

TC turned his head so his cheek brushed against her soft hair. “Would you stay here if you could? You seem to fit in pretty well in Last Stand.”

“Mm. It’s a nice little town. More interesting than I would have expected.”

She hadn’t exactly answered his question, but that sounded promising. They talked about the town and the people they both knew. They discussed how the town had responded to the wild animal rescue and to the news of the Tomlinsons winning the lottery. On occasion, a lamb toddled over to check them out. The adult sheep seemed less interested. By midnight, the sheep were dozing, and the humans were yawning. TC and Hallie broke out the sandwiches mainly for something to do, but once they started eating, TC realized he was hungry.

At one thirty, they poured out some hot cocoa, which at that point was more moderately warm cocoa. TC spread the blanket over them, and they huddled under it, Hallie tucked against his shoulder. He couldn’t believe how much they had talked or how many topics they’d covered. In the darkness, with so many hours to fill, it became easy to talk about things you might normally only talk about with your closest friends and family.

With anyone else—well, with any other woman he was interested in romantically—TC would have taken her hand or leaned down for a kiss and been sure of his welcome. But Hallie, for all her strength and spirit, was fragile when it came to men. He didn’t want to do anything that might break the growing trust between them.

The conversation became less frequent, but the silence felt easy, companionable. After a while, Hallie yawned hugely, which sent TC yawning.

“I don’t suppose Mr. Ward or Della mentioned when they thought the animals had been attacked?” TC asked.

“No. I didn’t think to ask, and they didn’t say. I’m not sure whether they even know or if they only found the lambs injured in the morning. Do you think our stakeout is a bust? I’m tired and the ground is cold and hard, and I’m falling asleep.” She straightened with a little shake. “Also, I really need to pee.”

“We should have asked Della to leave the door unlocked so you could use the restroom. They might have anyway. Lots of people don’t lock their doors out here.”

“I can pee in the grass. I’m not that much of a city girl.” She yawned again. “Walking around a bit will wake me up too. I just hope my moving doesn’t scare off our predator.”

TC checked the time. After four a.m. “You might as well do what you need to do. No reason to be uncomfortable for the rest of the night.”

“Yeah, with this pressure on my bladder, if the varmint startles me, I might not have a choice where I pee.” She shifted to her hands and knees, leaving a chilly gap behind. “Stay here and don’t look in that direction.” She gestured toward the water trough. “I’ll go behind there.”

“Good luck,” TC said. “I’m not sure I could squat, my legs are so stiff. But then I won’t have to.”

Hallie climbed out of their warm little nest, grumbling something about “lucky men.”

TC leaned back and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to risk even an accidental glimpse of her in a situation that might embarrass her. Besides, he was exhausted. Pulling an all-nighter had been a lot easier a decade before. Good thing he had employees and could assign most of the work tomorrow.

He might have drifted off for a second. He jerked upright and blinked. He couldn’t hear Hallie moving over the sound of the wind in the trees. Hopefully that meant any animals approaching wouldn’t grow wary either, though he had to acknowledge that his hearing wouldn’t be as good as a big cat’s.

And now that he was thinking about a big cat, he wanted to rush out there and protect Hallie. Mountain lions didn’t typically attack people, but if one thought a creature sneaking around in the dark was easy prey . . .

But Hallie would not appreciate him bounding over while she was trying to pee.

If they didn’t catch Mr. Ward’s varmint this night, should they come back? How many nights could they do this? They might have to trust the cameras to identify the creature and hope no sheep got injured or killed when the critter finally returned. TC could afford to pay for replacement sheep, but that didn’t mean he wanted to let these little lambs get slaughtered.

A few minutes passed. Hallie must be walking around to get her blood flowing. Dare he look for her? Since she mentioned peeing, now he had to as well. He shifted uncomfortably and tried to listen for any sounds of her movement.

Sheep bleated, sounding startled and alarmed.

Hallie made some kind of wordless cry.

TC launched himself forward.


Chapter Sixteen


TC tried to rise. He fell sideways, his cold legs stiff. He crawled out from under the tree and lurched to his feet. Light from the waning gibbous moon silvered the grass, and his eyes had adjusted to the darkness after hours under the tree. It still took him a few seconds to process what he was seeing.

Hallie ran into the mass of sheep bunched up in one corner of the fenced field. A few lambs and ewes took off in random directions. TC didn’t see any other animals, but Hallie yelled and waved her arms, so she must have spotted something. She wouldn’t run toward a dangerous animal, would she?

She might, if it meant saving the sheep.

He took off after her, clumsy on numb legs. He dodged one fleeing sheep. Another swerved, bumped his leg, and almost took him down. He stumbled, kneed another ewe in the side, and planted his hands on her woolly back to keep from flipping right over her. Finally he managed to stagger the last few feet to where Hallie now stood.

“Okay?” He gasped out the question.

“It’s all right. They’re gone.”

She turned toward him, and he reached for her. Suddenly they were clinging to each other. She was trembling, or maybe that was him. The mass of sheep shifted around them, sometimes nudging their legs.

A shudder went through Hallie from head to toe. She let out a long breath. “I’m okay now.” She loosened her grip.

He didn’t let go. “I’m not. One of my feet fell asleep, and now it’s all pins and needles.”

She chuckled and leaned back into his shoulder. “I’m surprised you moved that quickly. I was so stiff from sitting on the cold ground that I had to walk around for a couple of minutes before I could even squat to pee. And I really needed to pee.”

“Speaking of which, so do I. No, don’t let go. If I made it through that terror without an accident, I can hold it for another five minutes.”

“Sorry if I scared you. I was just trying to scare them. I’m glad I had my pants up before the action started.”

Them? The back of his neck prickled, and he scanned the shadows around the field. Could something still be out there, watching them, waiting? “What exactly—”

A beam of light cut through the darkness, bouncing around but generally aimed in their direction. Voices got louder as people approached. Reluctantly, TC let go of Hallie. Gossip could spread quickly, and he didn’t want more attention turned her way, when she was trying to keep a low profile.

They moved toward the pair coming up the hill and shaded their eyes as the light washed over them. The beam dropped toward the ground. A minute later, Mr. Ward and Della joined them. Mr. Ward wore overalls, rubber boots, and an open coat that showed he hadn’t bothered to grab a shirt before heading outside. He held a powerful flashlight. Della wore a bathrobe over flannel pajamas with house slippers. Her unbraided hair puffed out like a dandelion.

“Hi, Della, Mr. . . .” After a moment of hesitation, Hallie mumbled something vague starting with W.

Mr. Ward was too distracted to notice. “What was it? Did you get it?”

“Hallie chased them off, sir,” TC said.

“I think I know what I saw, but we should have proof on the cameras.” Hallie had her arms wrapped around herself, her hands rubbing her upper arms, head hunched between her shoulders.

Right, it was cold. TC had been too distracted to notice. “Let’s grab the cameras and get inside,” he said.

“I don’t want to leave my flock unprotected,” Mr. Ward said. “What if the varmint comes back?”

“We can take the sheep down to the barn for a few hours,” Della said. “They’ll be safe there, and we can let them back out to graze once it’s light.” Half the flock was already gathered around her.

TC and Hallie retrieved the cameras and their other belongings while Mr. Ward and Della got the flock headed downhill. Once they were all back in the house, Della put a kettle on the stove. The house wasn’t much warmer than outside, but at least they didn’t have the wind cutting through their clothing. TC wrapped the blanket around Hallie’s shoulders.

“How do we develop those pictures?” Mr. Ward asked.

“They’re video files. I can play them on my laptop right now.” Hallie pulled a slim computer out of her backpack and started setting up at the table. TC retrieved the video cards from the cameras. He handed her the first one.

She held it in her hand and looked at him, her eyes wide. Her cheeks had been pink from the cold, but now the redness spread over her face.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

She forced a smile and looked back at Mr. Ward, who stood peering over her shoulder. “I could really use a hot drink,” she said. “Do you know how long Della will be?”

“Takes a bit for the kettle to heat. I’ll build up the stove.” He headed for the wood stove, muttering something that might have been “city folks.” He lowered himself carefully to his knees, opened the front of the stove, and started to build a fire.

Hallie leaned closer to TC. “I just realized I might have been in a camera’s view when I went to pee.”

TC choked on a laugh.

“Yes, yes, it’s hysterical,” Hallie hissed. “But if that man sees that, I’ll never be able to look him in the face again.”

“He’d probably flee in the other direction if he saw you coming.” TC got his amusement under control. “Okay, if you were behind the water trough when you peed, the camera mounted on the other side won’t show you, so that one is safe.”

“Right. Which one is that?”

They studied the three video cards sitting on the table. TC hadn’t paid much attention when he’d removed them from the cameras.

Hallie sighed. “Just try to keep everyone away from the computer. At least I only have to check the last few video files, not the whole night.”

As she linked a video card to her laptop, TC ambled over to the stove so he could distract Mr. Ward with conversation while Hallie worked.

Della appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Coffee or tea?”

The coffee in the thermos she’d provided had been both weak and bitter. The fact that she’d put on a kettle of water suggested it had been instant. “Tea for me,” TC said.

“Anything hot,” Hallie said, her focus still on the computer.

“I have some herbal tea from the folks with the farm stand out west,” Della said cheerfully. “It’s supposed to be good for the bowels.”

TC and Hallie exchanged an amused glance as Della headed back into the kitchen.

Della brought mugs out a few minutes later. Hallie leaned back in her chair. “Everyone will want to see this.”

They clustered around her. Hallie hit play. The video was grainy and in black and white, but it showed the scene clearly enough, lighter in the foreground and fading to black in the distance.

Two animals bounded through the scene. They were only in sight for a couple of seconds. Hallie played the video again but paused it halfway through.

Mr. Ward swore and stomped around the room.

Hallie watched him with fascination. “I’ve never heard anyone use dagnabbit in real life before.”

“He won’t cuss in front of a lady,” Della said.

TC whispered, “It looks like your animals are off the hook for this.”

The video clearly showed two dogs. Not wolves. Not mountain lions. Not even bobcats or coyotes.

“The big dog looks to have some shepherd in it,” TC said. “Some kind of herding dog anyway. That little one . . .” He leaned closer. “A terrier?”

“And I know whose dogs they are!” Mr. Ward said. “I’ll be having words with him. Letting those animals run free all night. He can pay my vet bills!”

TC stood and stretched. “That was a good night’s work.”

Hallie sniffed at her tea with a suspicious look. She took a cautious sip. Her expression suggested she wasn’t sure how she felt about it.

“We sure do appreciate y’all.” Della leaned closer to TC and spoke in what was a low voice for her. “Pops would’ve shot those dogs if he caught them attacking his sheep. Now maybe we can convince the neighbor to keep them inside at night or find them a home away from livestock.”

“Glad to help. If your neighbor gives you any trouble, let me know and I’ll send my lawyer over.” TC dropped a hand onto Hallie’s shoulder. “Ready to get going?”

She put down her mug, now half empty, and closed the computer. “I’ll keep the video file in case you need proof. Should I email it to you?”

Mr. Ward stared at her blankly, but Della said, “Sure, let me give you my info.”

They got out of there a few minutes later. Once in his truck, TC said, “Can I interest you in some breakfast?”

“Is there any place open at this time? It’s not even six.”

TC started his truck. “You forget, we’re in farm and ranch country. Plenty of people will be stirring soon. By the time we get to my place, my cook will be working.”

She gave him a long look. “You have your own cook.”

“Surely you wouldn’t expect a manly cowboy like me to cook.” He laughed at her expression. “Only kidding. I can scramble eggs just fine. But I hired a cook to make meals for all the men.”

“How many people do you employ?”

“Josh’s crew eats meals there too. We live close enough, it was easiest to build one big bunkhouse for any of the guys who don’t want to pay for their own place. Bernajean and her husband have a suite of rooms in my house. Bernajean cooks, and Manny takes care of the landscaping and does maintenance on the vehicles. I was lucky to get them.”

He glanced at Hallie, who was frowning. Did she think only rich snobs hired a cook and handyman? Was she uncomfortable with the differences in their ways of life? TC liked what he could do with money, but it had taken him a while to get used to having millions of dollars. Sometimes he’d be going about his business and suddenly remember he was rich. It was jarring. Maybe Hallie was having the same experience.

“Everything okay?” he asked.

“Sure. I was trying to lock those names into my brain. I’ll probably still forget them, and no way will I remember the names of all your vast staff.”

“You remembered Della’s name tonight.”

“Yeah, well, after you reminded me what it was, I said it in my head about seventy-five times, and apparently that pushed out the name of her pops.”

“Ward. Raymond Ward.”

She sighed. “I’ve tried some of those memory tricks, like thinking of something that will remind you of the name and picturing it. Tends to backfire for me. Like I might think Della is like a Dell computer and picture her holding a computer. Only then I’d remember computer and end up calling her Apple or Microsoft.”

He tried to hold back his laughter. It probably wasn’t funny to her.

“It’s okay,” she said. “You can laugh. Sometimes it’s either laugh or cry, and I’d rather laugh.”

“I’m sorry. It must be tough.”

“My memory for names has never been great, but it’s worse since that guy attacked me. I’m improving, but not as quickly as I’d like.”

It made TC angry all over again. How could any man do that to a woman? How could any person do that to another?

He tried to keep his voice calm. “Is there any way I can help you with this?”

“It helps if you call people by name. If you know we’ve met, you don’t have to introduce them again, but greet them by name and maybe use their name a few times in the conversation.”

“Got it. I expect people would understand the problem if you told them, but maybe you don’t want to talk about it.”

“Yeah. I’m not embarrassed or ashamed, much, but I’m trying to put it behind me and that’s not as easy if I have to explain all the time.”

TC winced. “Sorry.”

“No, it’s all right. I’d rather you know and feel comfortable talking about it. You don’t have to tiptoe around me.”

“Good thing, because I’m not sure I have the coordination. You missed it, since you were chasing down the killer dogs, but I almost took a header into a tree when you yelled. Then one of the ewes practically tackled me. You should see if all that is on the video. You could probably sell it for big money.”

“Hm, definitely bigger money than the clip of me squatting behind the water trough.”

He shot a glance her way.

She smiled wryly. “Yes, I did find it, but the trough blocked the view. Besides, I’m sure people can find more exciting content on the internet without much trouble. But a billionaire bachelor cowboy performing circus tricks with a flock of sheep in the dark? Forget fundraising. My future is set.”

He’d successfully lightened the mood. They relived the morning’s experience—now hysterical in hindsight—as they drove up to his ranch. TC felt loopy with fatigue, but this had been one of the best nights in years.


Chapter Seventeen


It took Hallie a few days to get back on a normal schedule, as much as the rescue could have such a thing when some animals needed care in the middle of the night. Della came for her tour and was so enthusiastic that she practically begged to volunteer on a regular basis. They immediately agreed. Della could carry a load by herself that would otherwise require Hallie and Julie working together. Plus, she knew a lot about animal management and was invariably cheerful. If they got enough funding, maybe the rescue could even hire her part-time. As it was, she spent two afternoons at the rescue, the amount of time she could get away from the Ward ranch.

Plans for the fundraiser progressed. Hallie saw TC several times during the next week, along with Carly, Mallory, Ava, and occasionally one of the other brothers. Hallie also met some of the business owners in town to discuss renting a space, catering, decorations, and sponsorships. She took notes—lots of notes—and reviewed them after each meeting and before the next one.

She felt like her memory was getting better, but this was a lot of new information, and sometimes her brain simply got tired. She wasn’t back to normal yet, but she was starting to see normal in the distance, almost within reach. She counted her blessings. The damage could have been worse. She had a strong support network. She was still on her parents’ health insurance, although only for a few more months, and they were covering the co-pays. Without that help, she would have had to stay at her job and deal with all the triggers of Houston instead of trading that life for the quieter life she had now. Everything would be different and a lot more stressful. She’d be a different person, one she didn’t think she’d want to be.

She shuddered to think what it would be like to go through an attack and recovery without affordable medical and mental health care or the support of friends and family. Her parents still worried and checked in on her almost daily, but she could honestly assure them she was doing well, and life was good.

She knew her way around Last Stand. She knew people. She had friends. She had a satisfying job and a room in a reasonably comfortable, if sometimes odd-smelling and fur-covered, house.

And then there was TC. They weren’t a couple. They weren’t even dating. But something sizzled between them. She was fairly sure it wasn’t merely his general enthusiasm and desire to help anyone in need. He liked her.

Could she really date a billionaire cowboy? Neither billionaire nor cowboy had been on her wish list for a boyfriend. Quite the opposite. Billionaires were ruthless old men who got rich off the work of others. Cowboys were rugged manly men, good at physical labor but probably uneducated and hiding their emotions. Sure, she recognized that those were stereotypes, but many stereotypes had a basis in reality. The point was, she had nothing in common with either type and very little interest in them.

But then, she hadn’t met TC before. He blew away every stereotype with his generosity, humor, and wit—every stereotype except the hard-working part. He was rich enough to do anything he wanted, and what he wanted was to raise llamas, ostriches, and bison on a model ranch, develop techniques for optimal care and productivity, write up his studies, and expand the market for exotic meats.

Mind-boggling. The Tomlinson brothers saw a huge lottery win as a chance to expand their ranches and do even more work.

If Hallie had that kind of money . . . It was hard to imagine. Would she travel? Laze around reading books? She’d like to have money for travel and time to read books, but she hardly needed millions for that. She merely needed a job that paid a salary and had vacation time. How could she possibly spend millions of dollars?

She’d get the rescue on a sound footing first. If they had, say, a million dollars a year for their budget, they could hire workers, expand, take in more animals. Maybe develop an educational outreach center to teach more people about the value of wildlife with a proper balance between predators and prey animals. Would she go back to school to get her Doctor of Veterinary Medicine, so she could take care of all the animals’ needs? Or simply hire someone who had experience with wildlife veterinarian medicine?

Hm, maybe it wouldn’t be too hard to spend a few million dollars after all.

In any case, the question was purely a fun thought experiment. She didn’t have millions. She didn’t expect to get millions. She didn’t want to even imagine, let alone hope, that TC might provide that kind of money. She wanted to be certain her feelings for him were for him, not what he had or could give her. And she definitely didn’t want him thinking she was only interested in his money. She had to keep the business side of things, the fundraising and grant writing for the rescue, separate from their relationship. It helped that he wasn’t directly involved in the fundraising, other than guaranteeing the money for the event.

Of course, he was the one who bought her a security system, which wasn’t exclusively or even primarily for the animals, no matter what he said. At least he’d kept his big gift purely practical and made it easier for Hallie to accept it with the excuse that it benefited the rescue.

One of these days, she’d have to do something nice for him. But what did one do for a man who could get anything he wanted? How could she show him how much he was starting to mean to her?

She had no idea. Maybe an opportunity would present itself eventually.

A couple of weeks after the “night mission,” Hallie and Julie headed for the Tomlinson ranch—the original one, where Josh, Xander, and Ava still lived. The group coordinating the fundraiser wanted to go over the plan one last time that afternoon to make sure they had every piece in place.

Hallie fidgeted as Julie drove.

Her aunt glanced over. “Nervous? Everything seems to be going well. I can’t believe we set up a fundraiser of this magnitude in such a short time, but I guess that’s what happens when you have money.”

“Only two more months.” Hallie pulled down the visor and fiddled with her hair in the mirror.

“Ah. It’s not the fundraiser that’s making you nervous.”

Hallie snapped the mirror shut. Her hair was going to do what it wanted to do, and fiddling with it wouldn’t help. Anyway, she didn’t even know if she’d see TC that day.

“I’d be nervous about the fundraiser,” Hallie said, “but Carly is one of the most organized people I’ve ever met and knows exactly how to deal with folks making ridiculous requests. Ava can track dozens of moving pieces at once. I don’t know how she sees the big picture and all the details at the same time.”

“I imagine she had a lot of experience keeping track of details while raising four boys,” Julie said.

“Yeah. So it’s all under control. Anyway, with the Tomlinsons paying for everything, it’s not like we can lose money even if the worst happens.”

That got Hallie thinking about worst-case scenarios. Occasionally, a tropical storm swept far enough inland to cause torrential rains and flooding in and around Austin and San Antonio. They got tornadoes once in a while as well. One of those would certainly disrupt a fundraiser.

Julie reached over to briefly touch Hallie’s arm. “What’s really bothering you?”

Hallie huffed out a breath. Here she was trying to obsess over details she couldn’t control so she didn’t have to think about the problem she ought to be able to face. It figured her aunt wouldn’t let her get away with that.

“I don’t know what to do about TC,” Hallie admitted.

“What are your options?”

“I could keep doing nothing, but you’ve seen where that’s gotten me. I think he likes me, but he’s not doing anything about it. He is such a gentleman.” She said the word like she had a bad taste in her mouth.

Julie chuckled. “Or you could make the first move.”

“Right. I could do that.” She ought to be able to do that. She was a modern woman who could decide what she wanted and reach for it.

All that sounded good in theory. It was harder in practice. She should have grabbed him under the tree and kissed him that night in the field. That was one of the most romantic nights of her life, and they hadn’t even done anything romantic. She’d been able to forget about TC’s fortune, his family, his fans, and simply appreciate him for who he was. Since then, she hadn’t been alone with him for more than a few minutes except when he was giving her riding lessons, and it wasn’t easy to kiss someone when you were on separate horses. She should have pretended she still needed his help mounting and dismounting. Or found an excuse for them to ride the same horse, but that was probably not as sexy—or comfortable—as some novels made it sound.

No. She wouldn’t act weak and silly and girly around him. She was enough of a mess without pretending to be incompetent on top of it.

Surely she’d have another chance to make a move. No need to rush. At least her brain said that. Her body said Go get him, girl! Now now now!

“What if I’m reading him wrong?” Hallie asked. “He has his choice of hundreds of women. Thousands. Did I tell you about the time we tried to go dancing?”

“You did.”

“Women were literally chasing the brothers! How am I supposed to compete?”

Julie pulled the van to the side of the road. They were almost to the turnoff to Josh’s farm, on a two-lane highway with little traffic. Julie put the van in park and turned toward Hallie with a stern look. “Stop putting yourself down. You’ll always find people who are happy to do that for you. Don’t be one of them.”

Fair enough. “Right. Sorry.”

Julie leaned closer, holding Hallie’s gaze. “It’s not your job to decide what TC wants. It’s his job. Signs suggest he might want you. If you want him back, take him. If you don’t want him or he doesn’t want you, then move on and find somebody else. Or stay single. That’s fine too. You don’t need a partner. You can be happy and fulfilled and amazing all on your own.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Hallie smiled at her aunt. “I don’t know why I bother to talk to a therapist when I have you.”

Julie leaned over to hug her. “Your therapist gives you unbiased advice. I’m totally biased.” She sat back. “Now, are we ready to get to work with some other amazing women?”

Hallie nodded. Julie drove the last stretch and turned at the ranch road. The guard waved her through before they’d even stopped. Hallie couldn’t help looking for TC when they parked and when they entered the house, but none of the brothers were present. She quickly forgot to worry about him as she got caught up in the meeting.

As they wrapped up, Josh strode in through the back door. He jerked to a stop and blinked at the group sitting around the table, as if startled to see anyone there.

“What’s up?” Carly asked. “We’re nearly finished here, if you need me.”

“Got a call from TC,” he said. “The winds have shifted, and they’re now predicting a heat wave starting tomorrow. He needs to get all his llamas sheared today. Xander and I are going to head over to help.”

Ooh, Hallie loved the llamas with their goofy faces and soft fleece. Not to mention it would be an excuse to see TC. “Could he use more hands?”

Josh nodded. “Even if you tie up a llama, it’s hard to keep them still, so it helps to have two or three people. If we can find enough shears, we could get several teams working at once.”

“Sounds like a party,” Mallory said.

They all headed to TC’s ranch. Hallie had to peek in on the young ostriches. They were almost as tall as she was now, but their feathers still had the light and dark pattern of young birds. She couldn’t pick Fluffernutter out of the crowd, but one adolescent ostrich approached, bobbing its head up and down. She held up her hand, and it gently pecked at her. She’d pretend it was Fluffernutter recognizing her and saying hello.

Something clattered nearby. The ostrich took off, sprinting like a debutante in a puffy cocktail gown. Hallie laughed and turned away to find the others.

TC, Cody, and their hired hands had moved the llamas into a small, fenced pen close to the ranch house. The llamas varied in color, some almost white, some sand colored, and some dark brown. They weren’t as bulky as cows or horses, but most stood as tall as a person with their small heads perched on long necks.

TC grinned as Hallie joined the group. “Let’s form teams of three. One to control the animal, one to shear, and one to gather the fleece. Hallie, Chico, you’re with me.”

A chance to spend time with him. Good.

A chance to spend time with him getting dirty and sweaty and probably drooled on by llamas. Oh well. If he had a problem with dirt, sweat, and llama drool, he wouldn’t be doing the work he did.

They approached a chocolate-colored llama with protruding lower teeth. TC shook a bucket of hay in front of it. That caught the interest of several llamas, but the other teams distracted some of them.

The dark brown llama followed TC, or at least the hay, into a barn stall where a rubber mat covered a section of the floor. TC let the llama eat a few mouthfuls as he slipped a halter on it and tied the halter to a post. He plugged in a large pair of electric shears. “I’ll shave.”

Hallie propped her hands on her hips. “I assume you want me to control the llama.” Both men’s eyes opened wide. She laughed. “What? Just because every creature in this barn is twice my weight, you think I should take the easy job and collect the wool?”

Chico grinned. “Spitball even outweighs me. You could do it though. It’s how you use your knees.”

“Maybe you should show me this first time,” Hallie said.

TC pulled a plastic bag from his back pocket and handed it to Hallie. He turned on the electric shears. The llama skipped away from the noise. Chico grabbed its ear and firmly leaned into the animal, tucking his knee behind Spitball’s foreleg shoulder joint. TC started shaving down the neck. Hallie jumped forward to scoop up the falling fleece before it scattered across the barn floor.

Spitball stretched his neck forward and made a bizarre sound, a kind of screaming grunt. It was almost hard to tell what sound came from the electric shears and what from the llama. Then Spitball showed he deserved his name. Saliva splattered several feet of the barn wall.

TC moved the shears down the llama’s body. Thick masses of wool came off in fluffy piles. Hallie scooped them into the bag. Spitball shifted his back legs and leaned on Hallie. She staggered and went down on one knee. That thing was heavy! Chico muttered something and gave Spitball a shove. TC pushed in between Hallie and the llama and leaned against Spitball while Hallie got up.

She lifted the plastic bag and shook it to get the wool to settle. “I’m going to need another bag.”

TC pulled one from his back pocket. “Here. Hang on while I oil the blades. They’re getting hot.” He grabbed a small bottle from a shelf and squirted oil on the shear’s blades. While he did that, Hallie gathered bits of loose fleece from the floor mat.

They got back to work. The fleece on the llama’s torso came off in huge sheets. Collecting it was like wrestling with a fluffy blanket. Hallie filled several bags.

Finally, the llama had been trimmed down close to its skin. It looked much smaller and comically skinny with its long legs and neck. TC removed the halter. The llama sneezed, splattering him.

He wiped a sleeve across his face. “Maybe one day, I’ll manage to get out of the way when they do that.”

“Only if you’re smarter than a llama,” Chico said.

TC heaved a sigh. “I guess it’s hopeless then. Chico, can you take Spitball out and bring in the next victim?”

Hallie’s legs trembled from shuffling around in a crouch while scooping up the fleece. Wisps of wool stuck to her damp skin. It was tempting to flop down on the soft bags for a rest. Instead, she and TC tied off the bags while Chico led Spitball back to the herd.

Kneeling a few feet away, TC asked, “Doing okay?”

Hallie beamed at him. “This is the most fun I’ve had in days.”

“What about nights?”

Hallie’s face heated. “They’ve been quiet since our night mission.”

“Too bad,” he purred. “We might need to do something about that.”

Hours later, Hallie was hot, tired, and itchy with llama fleece. But it was fun working as a team, joking around, petting the soft llamas. The llamas looked ridiculous, all skinny and naked, but they were ready for the heat wave.

TC whistled to get everyone’s attention. “I want to thank all y’all for the hard work you did today. I’d say the llamas want to thank you too, but more likely, they want to spit on you and step on your toes.”

“I don’t see how they could have any spit left,” Mallory grumbled. Her tank top was smeared with dirt that had stuck to the damp llama saliva.

“As thanks, all y’all are invited to dinner and a party tonight,” TC said.

The group whooped and hollered.

“Some of y’all might want to get cleaned up first.” For some reason, his glance strayed to the women. “Others of y’all might want to get straight to the drinking.”

More whoops and hollers from the hired hands.

“But you really ought to get yourselves cleaned up too,” TC added. “So get going but come back in an hour for beer, a big old pot of chili, and a hootenanny to welcome summer.”

Hallie watched the men slapping shoulders and giving each other a hard time. Funny thing. If she’d had time to think about it, she wouldn’t have expected to be comfortable as one of only a few women in a group of men, all of whom were bigger, stronger, and tougher than she was. But the work had brought them together as a team.

Suddenly her eyes stung. She hadn’t felt this kind of community in a long time. Not since she’d had to leave her vet tech job. She wanted it again. She loved her work, she loved her aunt, but she wanted this too.

Last Stand was starting to feel like home. A community. She could build a life here.


Chapter Eighteen


People scattered. Julie was talking to TC and one of the guys who often sat in the guardhouse at Josh’s house. Hallie knew his name but couldn’t bring it to mind at the moment. He was short and skinny, the closest in size to Hallie, though he could probably still wrangle livestock better. The man moseyed off as Hallie joined her aunt and TC.

“Thanks, TC,” Hallie said. “This was an experience. I haven’t gotten to work with llamas before.”

“You’ll have plenty of chances now.” He winked. “See you in an hour.”

“Sorry, but we have our own chores.” The reminder made Hallie’s back ache. She put her hands on her hips and arched to stretch. “We can’t leave Della alone at the rescue all evening.”

“Herman went over to help her.” Julie gestured toward the man who had just left their group. “He’s helped at the rescue in the past when we both had to be away, so I trust him.”

Right, Herman. Hallie should have remembered that. No, she wouldn’t beat herself up for should. She couldn’t control her memory. Her brain was still recovering, and her memory was worse with fatigue, so she’d accept that and appreciate her aunt’s gentle reminders.

“Herman has a bad shoulder,” TC added. “Said he doesn’t want to watch other people throw corn bags and axes when he can’t.”

Before Hallie could ask what that meant, Julie murmured, “To be honest, I think Herman might have a crush on Della.”

Hallie pictured them: tall, pretty, cheerful Della and short, wiry, cheerful Herman. Somehow she thought they’d get along like a house on fire.

“I desperately want a shower.” Julie tucked her arm through Hallie’s. “Come on. Yes, TC, we’ll see you in about an hour.”

As Julie led her away, Hallie glanced back at TC, who grinned. He was probably paying Herman wages for the time spent helping at the rescue. Maybe Hallie should feel bad about that. TC could afford it, but that didn’t mean it was okay to take advantage of him. For her own sake, she wouldn’t. For the animals, she’d consider it a donation to the rescue. As for Herman, he had shattered his shoulder bull riding, if she remembered correctly, which explained why he didn’t want to throw—axes, was it?—but he wasn’t intimidated by dangerous animals bigger than he was.

An hour or so later, Hallie and Julie were back among the crowd of people drinking cold beer and gobbling bowls of spicy chili and stacks of corn bread. Then TC and another guy dragged cornhole platforms into the open area behind the house. Some of the ostriches peered over the fence to watch.

A man started playing the banjo. Other instruments appeared from somewhere. Pretty soon a dozen musicians played lively tunes, while teams of two took turns tossing one-pound bags toward the holes in the wooden cornhole platforms. Nearby, another group threw axes at a target painted on several sheets of plywood that had been clamped together, propped upright, and supported by thick boards. The music couldn’t entirely drown out the players’ cheers or groans and the thunk of their axes hitting the target painted on the wood.

Hallie simply sat back, listening and watching. The sun set over the hills, sending streaks of red and orange across the horizon. The air cooled pleasantly. During a pause in the music, a bird called out with a high, clear sound. One of the llamas rolled on its back, kicking up dust. It made a sound between a snort and a trill.

TC strolled her way and smiled down at her. “You ever play cornhole, city girl?”

“Please. This is Texas. You can’t get to adulthood here without playing cornhole a time or two. I think it’s the law.”

“Well then.” He held out his hand.

Playing a time or two at a party didn’t mean she was any good, and a lot of people would be watching. But not, she thought, judging or laughing or even seeing her as an outsider, despite her city roots. She took his hand. His large palm enveloped hers in warmth. He pulled her up, and for a moment they stood close together, hands still clasped.

“Thanks for helping out today,” he said.

“I enjoyed it.” Her body wanted to sway toward his. She tensed to control it, which meant she squeezed his hand harder without intending it.

He dipped his head toward hers. “You might get your country credentials after all.”

She released his hand and took a half step back so she could see his face without craning her neck. “Let’s see. I’ve learned to ride a horse.”

He tipped his hand in a so-so motion.

She propped a fist on her hip. “Fine. I can stay on a horse that is following another horse. I helped with a shearing, if not the traditional sheep shearing. I’ve been spit on and kicked by livestock. Depending on how you look at it, I either helped save one of your animals or I tried to kidnap one. I can’t think of anything much more country than ostrich rustler. What else do I need to check off the list?”

“Hm. After we test your aim with cornhole, we’ll try you on ax throwing.”

She gave him a cool look. “As a city girl, I’m more comfortable with switchblades and shivs, but we’ll see how it goes.”

She and TC paired off against Cody and Mallory. Hallie had by far the poorest aim, but TC gave her gentle instruction, while Cody and Mallory were more likely to bump each other’s elbows or do something else to mess up their partner’s throw. Clearly the fun of annoying each other appealed more than the potential thrill of victory over their opponents.

In the end, Cody and Mallory still won by a couple of points, entirely due to Hallie’s lack of athletic prowess. She’d hit the platform about half of the time, which earned one point for her team if the bag didn’t slide off. She’d never earned three points by getting a bag through a hole. Still, everyone had enjoyed the game.

TC threw an arm around her shoulders. “Let’s grab another beer and try the ax throwing.”

“If you’re going to put an ax in my hand, you might want me as sober as possible,” Hallie said.

Cody juggled three of the cornhole bags. “Beer loosens you up. Scientific fact.”

Hallie gave them a skeptical look.

TC shrugged. “Well, it’s a theory.”

“I suppose it couldn’t make me any worse,” Hallie admitted. She scanned the area for Julie and spotted her lounging in a chair, talking to Ava and TC’s cook, Bernajean. Good. The Tomlinsons were an important family in town now, so if they showed they accepted the rescue and respected Julie and Hallie, others might follow their lead. But more than that, Julie needed friends too and deserved to feel like a part of this community.

In fact, as Hallie looked around, she realized the crowd had grown with people who hadn’t helped with the llama shearing, including several children corralled into an area away from the axes. Had TC officially invited more people? Had the helpers brought friends and family? Or had word simply circulated like it had in college when rumor spread that someone was having a party on such-and-such a street and everyone headed over to try to find it?

A young woman in a short denim skirt sidled up to Cody. She put one hand on his shoulder and twirled a strand of her hair with the other. A moment later, Mallory stepped up beside him. Cody draped his arm across Mallory’s shoulder, and the other woman retreated from Mallory’s glare. That was interesting. Hallie would have to ask Mallory about it later. For now, TC was tugging her toward the area people had been using for ax throwing.

TC gave Hallie some instructions and stepped back to let her throw. The ax was heavier than the cornhole bags, so she threw harder. The ax hit the boards up and to the left of the target and bounced back. Hallie yelped, jumped back, and stumbled. TC grabbed her around the waist. Hallie’s face heated. The ax hadn’t come anywhere near her and was unlikely to bounce back that far, no matter how badly she threw. Still, shouldn’t it be instinct to leap away from a flying blade?

TC steadied her and handed her another ax. “Let’s try two-handed to start. Grab the handle with both hands and swing the ax back over your head. You don’t have to throw so hard. It’s about releasing at the right moment so you get the rotation right.”

Her next throw also hit the boards and bounced off, but at least she didn’t jump away from it. TC moved her a half step closer to the target. The next dozen throws all bounced off, except one that stuck for about two seconds before it fell.

It didn’t help that Hallie was laughing so hard she could barely see straight. “I don’t think we’ve found my new career.”

“Well, I’m not going to suggest we form a circus act where you throw knives at me. Come on, one more time.” TC handed her the ax again. He stood behind her, his body brushing hers, and put his hands over hers on the ax handle. “Now pay attention.”

Oh, she was paying attention all right. Paying attention to the warmth of his body and the way his breath fluttered the hair on her temple.

He went through the steps, moving her arms slowly through the swing and pointing out when she was supposed to let go.

She tried to focus. He gave her shoulder a squeeze and backed away. “Okay, give it another go.”

She took a few breaths to bring her focus back to—what was she doing?—right, throwing the ax. She flung it.

It hit the board with a solid thud and stayed embedded in the wood. It was even within the circles of the painted target, though nowhere near the bull’s-eye. Hallie blinked in surprise.

“See?” TC said. “You simply need to relax and stop trying so hard.”

Relaxed wasn’t the word for what she’d been feeling, but maybe not trying so hard had helped. She wiped her hands on her shorts and grinned at him. “I think I’ll stop while I’m ahead.”

“Okay. Do you play an instrument?”

“Not really. I took piano lessons as a kid, but I’m not good enough to jam with the group or even play without sheet music.”

“How about a dance then? We can see if you remember what I taught you in that parking lot.”

Country line dancing in front of everyone? Why couldn’t this party feature activities she was actually good at, like . . . Hm. She was good at giving injections and getting large animals with big teeth to take pills. She had decent organizational skills and thought she was pretty good at taking photos of the animals to share on social media and in their fundraising newsletter. Okay, so her skills didn’t exactly lend themselves to party games.

She glanced around. No one cared in the least about what she was doing or whether she was any good at it. Besides, she’d get to hold hands with TC if they danced. “Sounds perfect.”

He led her to an area of hard-packed dirt. Their shoes would slide more easily there than on grass. “Remember,” he said, “let me do all the work. You only have to relax and follow.”

Relax. He would be touching her and holding her and expected her to relax.

She swallowed. “Good thing I had that second beer.”

He took her right hand in his left. His right hand settled on her lower back. She put her left hand on his shoulder and tried to remember how to keep a good stance or whatever he had called it—frame?

TC nodded to the beat for a few seconds. Then he started moving.

They were dancing. She might not get the footwork right all the time, but if she kept her body firm enough but not too stiff, it was easy to follow where TC led. She found herself doing turns under his raised arm without even knowing that was the plan. He spun her out and back in, where he cuddled her at his side.

Other couples joined them. Somehow she was dancing with Chico and then Cody and then back with TC again. Some of the llamas and ostriches peered over their fences to watch the dancers. What did they make of it all?

The only light came from the ranch house porch. The stars overhead made a smeared streak against the black sky, too many stars to count, far more than she’d ever seen from the city. The night felt like a dream.

TC pulled her into the shadows around the side of the house. “I’d like to kiss you.”

“You’d better.” She pressed close.

His arms slid around her waist as his head bent down. His shoulders were firm and muscular under her hands, but his lips were soft, almost delicate as they brushed over her mouth, teasing, coaxing, until her head spun and she felt far more drunk than she had with the beers.

Finally she slid her hand to the back of his head, pulled down, stretched up, and fused their mouths together.

By the time they staggered back out to the party, they probably both looked dazed. Well, no one would notice. Other couples cuddled and flirted. Men told outrageous stories and handed out another round of beers. Somehow the musicians kept playing with skill, and the axes kept hitting the target until TC decided it was time to remove the sharp objects as a safety precaution.

Eventually, most of the hired hands drifted back to the bunkhouse. Josh and Carly had disappeared long before. Herman returned and drove a group of people into town. Julie collected Hallie.

She gave TC a last secret smile and followed her aunt to the van, hoping she could stay awake long enough to get home, hoping her memory wouldn’t fail her this night, because she wanted to hold onto it forever.


Chapter Nineteen


The glow from that night lasted through the next morning. Hallie woke up late to discover that Julie had checked off Morning feeding on the whiteboard and left a note. Going to town for supplies.

Hallie had pleasantly sore muscles from the unusual activity and a less pleasant mild headache, which she chased with aspirin and plenty of water. She closed her eyes and savored the memory of the previous evening, which now had the hazy glow of a dream. Music. Dancing under the stars. Good food. Lots of laughter. And that kiss.

She sighed and leaned against the counter so she wouldn’t melt into a puddle on the floor.

Other memories of the evening filtered back. For a while, Mallory and Cody seemed like a couple, or at least two people working on becoming a couple, but later, they looked like they were arguing. What was going on with them?

Hallie brewed a cup of strong black tea and peeled a banana. In the living room, the angry racoon they’d named Sid Vicious rustled in her cage and made a snuffling sound. Hallie broke off a piece of banana and carefully edged toward the bars of the cage. Most raccoons weren’t aggressive toward people unless they felt threatened, were sick, or had a litter of young to protect. Hallie didn’t know how Vicious would behave under normal circumstances, but she was probably uncomfortable despite the pain relief they gave her, hated being caged, and generally seemed to be a mean-spirited fiend. Hallie wouldn’t risk getting too close to those long claws and sharp teeth.

Vicious barked as she saw the banana. She reached between the bars to grab the piece of banana and retreated to the back corner of the cage, growling.

Hallie backed away, both to leave Vicious to eat in peace and to get away from the nasty smell. They cleaned the cage every time they removed Vicious to give her medicine and change her bandage, but the foul smell of her urine and feces built up quickly. Maybe she could convince Julie to move Vicious onto the porch now that she didn’t need constant observation.

Hallie picked up her tea and wandered out back to finish the banana in the fresh air. She strolled past the animal pens to make sure everything was under control. She also called her cousin to get the dirt on Cody . . . and maybe to share her own exciting news.

Mallory answered with a grunt. She wasn’t a morning person.

That somehow encouraged Hallie to be extra cheerful. “Good morning! How are you feeling today after yesterday’s unusual activity?”

“What? What activity? I didn’t do anything.” Did Mallory sound defensive or merely confused?

“Shearing llamas? Or maybe that’s normal activity for you.”

“Oh. Right. I’m fine. No big deal.”

Hallie paused by the female mountain lion cage. The two big cats lazed in the sun. One yawned and rolled over onto its back. “And the ax throwing?”

“Eh. I like sharp objects and stabbing things.”

Hallie chuckled. “So. You and Cody. Was I seeing sparks? Maybe even some fireworks?”

Mallory snorted. “More like dynamite. He drives me crazy. The only consolation is I drive him crazier.”

“Hm.” Hallie moved on toward the bear cage. She heard rustling but couldn’t spot any of the bears. “Good crazy or bad crazy? Because you kind of reminded me of two kids on the playground, screaming and chasing each other and pretending to be grossed out as you run away but really hoping to be caught.”

“Ugh. Someone has too much imagination.”

“Uh-huh. What about when you showed up to give that woman the evil eye and Cody put his arm around you?”

“Oh, that? No, that’s nothing. Just earning my share of the fund-raising money.”

Hallie paused, frowning. “What does that mean?”

“You looked pretty cozy with TC.”

“Yes.” And that was definitely a change of subject, but since Hallie totally wanted to talk about TC, she let it slide—for now. “He’s so sweet and funny, and he loves animals, which you know is important in my book.”

“Yeah, he’s good to his mother too,” Mallory said dryly. “Be careful with those Tomlinson guys, or you might find yourself living on a ranch, raising babies.”

“Are we talking about ostrich and llama babies or human? And either way, is that so bad?”

Mallory was silent as Hallie stared into the bears’ pen. Leaves rustled, and one of the young bears shuffled into sight. It stood up on its hind legs. So cute! She separated one long section of the banana peel, tucked it through the wire fence, and stepped back. The young bear approached and grabbed the peel, pulling it through the fence and sitting down to munch on it. This was composting at its best. The banana peels were nutritious, and the bears loved them. Hallie and Julie only bought organic so the peels wouldn’t have pesticides on them. Hallie held the rest of the peel, waiting to see if another young bear would appear for a treat.

Finally Mallory said, “Is that what you want? I thought this was temporary and you were planning to move back to a city where you could find a real job.”

“That was the plan. Plans can change.” Hallie took a deep breath. She’d been thinking this for a while but hadn’t said it out loud. It felt like a big moment. “I think I could be happy here in Last Stand. It’s starting to feel like home. If the fundraising goes well enough, maybe Julie can hire a full-time employee. Maybe she can hire me.”

After a moment, Mallory said, “Well, good. I’ll enjoy having you around, and I know Julie appreciates the help. Have you told TC how you feel?”

“About Last Stand or him?”

“Either.”

“Not in so many words, but he probably got that impression.” Hallie’s face warmed at the memory. “Let’s just say my lips were speaking but not in words.”

Mallory barked out a laugh. “Excellent. I like TC. I think you’ll be good for him.”

“Really? Not the other way around? I feel like I’m getting the better end of the deal here.”

“So what if he’s rich?” Mallory growled. “Money means nothing.”

That wasn’t actually what Hallie had meant. In fact, she’d forgotten about the lottery win. Hard to believe, even with her memory issues. But she’d been thinking about how handsome TC was, how kind and thoughtful and generous, how well he kissed. And maybe a little about how she’d get to see and play with and care for baby llamas and ostriches if she stayed with him. He’d probably even let her take in all the stray animals she wanted, as long as they kept the predators away from the prey. How many men could offer that?

Her phone pinged, alerting her to someone at the door. She checked the camera image. A man dressed in brown and wearing a ball cap put a package on the porch and walked away.

Hallie headed back toward the house. “Sorry, someone left a package. I’d better grab it. We don’t like to leave things out for long in case they contain food or medicine that might spoil in the heat. Call you back after I deal with whatever it is? Or do you have time for lunch today?”

“Let’s meet for lunch at Dragonfly. It sounds like we need to celebrate. I’ll invite Carly, if you don’t mind. She’s going to want to hear about her potential new sister-in-law.”

“Her what?” It took a moment for Hallie to process the comment. Carly was engaged to Josh, who was TC’s brother, so if things worked out between TC and Hallie . . . Hallie might wind up with Josh and Carly as in-laws. Ava and Cody and Xander too. Her whole body tingled at the thought. That amazing family, all those lovely people, could be hers.

She reminded herself to breathe. She was getting way ahead of herself based on one kiss.

“Yes. Good. Inviting Carly, I mean. Text me when.” Hallie ended the call before she could get even more flustered.

She passed through the house and reached for the dead bolt.

Wait. She needed to check the doorbell camera one more time. If she hadn’t developed the habit, she might have easily forgotten in her distraction. She shook her head at herself as she double-checked that no one stood on the porch. All clear.

She unbolted and opened the front door. A nice breeze blew through, freshening the air in the living room. Hallie paused to take a deep breath as she shoved her phone in her back pocket. She still held the rest of the banana peel too. She should have tossed it into the kitchen as she passed. Oh well.

She crouched down for the package, which was the size of a standard moving box. She put her arms around it and shifted her balance so she could lift with her knees, not her back. Oof. Whatever it was, it was heavy. Probably kibble. Better to slide it into the living room. She got on the other side of it and pushed the box through the doorway.

Whew. She knelt beside the box. She didn’t see an address label, which probably meant the label was now on the bottom and whatever was inside was all jumbled. Well, she’d close the door, grab the letter opener to cut through the tape, and find out what this was.

The light from the doorway dimmed as something partially blocked it. Hallie looked up. The man in brown stood silhouetted there.

Hallie fell backward. The man stepped through the doorway. Now she could see that his clothing, while similar to a delivery company uniform, had no logo on it. Now she could see his face. It was him. He’d found her.

Her breath caught in her throat. Spots danced before her eyes.

She dragged in air. She had to stay calm. Had to think. Had to—had to—

Run! Scream!

He was saying something, but she couldn’t hear him over the hammering of her heart and the buzzing in her mind. He must’ve been watching the house, waiting until she was alone, planning how to reach her.

He took a step closer. Hallie whimpered.

She forced another breath past her tight throat. She’d practiced this. When attacked, the best defense was to run away, if you could. Hallie looked around wildly. None of the rooms in the house had locks. If she sprinted for the back door, he’d catch her.

No place to run. She’d have to fight.

He loomed over her. She could kick. Go for the knees. That would slow him down. She pulled back one foot.

He sidestepped as she kicked out. He grabbed her arm, hauled her up. Before she could get her feet underneath herself, he shoved her toward the couch. She sprawled awkwardly, hanging half off the couch on her side.

He shoved his knee into her stomach. The breath rushed out of her. He grabbed her wrist.

She tried to scream, but with no breath in her lungs, the sound came out a high-pitched wheeze. Something made a ripping sound.

The pressure came off of her stomach. She gulped in air.

His face loomed close. “Go ahead and scream. No one can hear you out here, and I like the sound.”

She wriggled back, her wrists stinging, her arms awkward, not following commands. He’d duct taped her wrists together. He grabbed her legs and ran tape around her ankles. She tried to pull away, to kick out, but he was too strong.

He took a step back and looked down at her sprawled across the couch with her hands and feet bound. “Now we’ll have plenty of time, you and me.”

Hallie swung her legs down so she was sitting up on the couch. She shook with fear and the desire to flee. The room went gray.

She forced herself to take deep breaths until her vision cleared.

Stay calm. Think.

Easy to say. Hard to do. She couldn’t slow her heart, but as she concentrated on moving air in and out of her lungs, her brain started working better.

She and Julie had watched a video about escaping duct tape. Images spun through her mind.

Please, memory, don’t fail me now!

They’d practiced the motion over and over. They’d even taken turns duct taping each other’s wrists once, to prove the tactic worked. The memory settled into Hallie.

She scooted toward the edge of the couch. The man was still talking, ranting, calling her names, but she paid his words no attention. She raised her bound wrists above her head.

She brought her arms down and back hard, as if trying to punch her elbows back through the wall behind her. The duct tape ripped apart.

He stopped pacing and swung toward her, mouth open. He lunged.

Hallie rolled down to the floor, her ankles still bound. She could get out of that too, but she needed time. A few precious seconds.

He hissed. No, the sound came from behind her. Sid Vicious, in her cage, annoyed at the noise.

Use the tools you have!

Hallie scrambled backward, hands, butt, and bound feet shoving her across the carpet toward the raccoon’s cage. She swung around to her knees and fumbled with the carabiner they’d hooked through the latch to keep the raccoon from reaching through the bars and opening the door.

She yanked the carabiner off. She squeezed the latch and flung open the door, rolling to the side to get out of the way. A raccoon wasn’t much of a weapon, but maybe Sid would distract him for a few seconds.

He stood five feet away. “Nice trick with the duct tape. Guess I’ll have to use more this time.”

Hallie got her feet underneath her and stood. She pressed her hands together, palm against palm. She slid them between her thighs and shoved down hard, toward her feet. The force pushed her ankles apart and the duct tape split.

She blinked. It had worked. She had actually done it.

The man snarled. He took a step closer and held his arms out to the sides, ready to block her path if she ran toward the door or the back of the house.

This is my house! My home! She didn’t bother to speak the words aloud, but they gave her strength.

Hallie put her hands on top of the raccoon’s cage and pushed down to launch herself up to the top. She was trapped there, but she was nearly three feet off the ground, in a good position to kick him in the face if he got closer.

But he could grab her foot if she kicked. Send her crashing to the ground.

“I spent six months in prison because of you,” he said. “Now you’ll pay.”

Hallie found her voice. “Because of you! All you had to do was leave me alone.”

She shook her head. No point in arguing with him. She needed to find the tools that would help her fight or escape. Somehow she still had the remains of the banana peel clenched in her fist. It was hardly a weapon. Except . . .

She flung it at his feet. It landed on one shoe.

He scoffed. “What, you think I’m going to slip on a banana peel, like in a cartoon? Forget it. You’re coming with me. I’ll have you miles away before the security company can get here—if you even managed to call them. I’ll have plenty of time to take care of you.”

The security company! She’d forgotten about them. They wouldn’t know the delivery had been a ruse. Her phone was in her back pocket. She slid her hand back to grab it, not taking her eyes off the man.

Sid Vicious waddled out of her cage.

He paused, glaring at the animal as she edged forward. She hissed, wanting the banana peel but wary of the stranger.

Hallie screamed and jumped up and down to rattle the cage. They were too far from any neighbors for anyone to hear her; she knew that, but anything that put Sid on edge might buy Hallie a few more seconds.

He pulled back his leg for a kick. The banana peel resting on his shoe went back with his foot and fell to the floor just behind him.

Sid Vicious shrieked, a sound like a frightened pig, but in raccoons, it meant they were ready to fight. The animal lunged forward as his kick scraped past her side.

Hallie yanked her phone out of her pocket. The doorbell app was still open, and it had alarm buttons that would call the security company with one press, identifying the danger as an intruder, injury, or fire. She pressed the intruder alert.

The man yelped as Sid clawed his leg. He staggered backward and fell, flailing his arms.

Hallie jumped down from the cage. The security company would take time to get there. She could run now, get outside and hide or head for the nearest neighbor. She turned toward the door.

But she didn’t want him to get away.

His roll of duct tape lay on the floor, but she knew how easy it was to get out of that. She ran toward the back door where they had a rubber tub with various supplies they might need for restraining animals during medical care. Muzzles, bungee cords, leather straps, rope. She grabbed an armload and hurried back to the living room.

The man lay curled into a ball with his arms over his head to protect his face. Sid sat on top of him, her long claws digging into his side, snuffling as she munched on the banana peel. Hallie smiled. When the racoon wanted a treat, she would chew through anyone in her way.

Hallie slid a leather strap around the man’s ankles, pulled the ends through the buckle, and yanked it tight. He shifted, pulling his feet away from her and shoving Sid to the floor. He got to his hands and knees and tried to push up to standing.

Hallie shoved him with both hands. “Stay down!”

With his feet bound, he tipped over, smacking his head on the arm of the couch as he fell. Hallie pushed him over onto his stomach and knelt on his back. She grabbed his wrists and pulled them together behind his back. Maybe he was stunned from the fall, or maybe she was finding strength she didn’t know she had. In a few seconds, she had his hands bound behind his back. He bucked, trying to throw her off. She grabbed a short bungee cord from the pile on the floor and looped it over his bound wrists.

He bucked again, and she slid off. She raised her elbow and slammed it down over his kidney. Well, into his side above the waist. She wasn’t sure her aim was good enough to hit a kidney, but whatever she hit caused a bellow of pain. She wrapped her arm around his bound feet and threw her weight against them, bending his knees. She hooked the bungee cord from his wrists to his ankles.

Hallie stood and brushed her hands on her jeans as the man flopped and squirmed. He yelled and swore.

“That’s enough of that.” She grabbed the duct tape, ripped off a piece, and slapped it over his mouth.

Sid Vicious had finished the banana peel. She spotted the open door and shuffled toward it.

Hallie pushed it closed just in time. Maybe Sid had earned her freedom, but they wanted to release her in a better location. Hallie jogged to the kitchen and got another banana to lure Sid back into her cage. She waved it to get Sid’s attention. The raccoon grumbled. Hallie tossed the banana into the cage.

Now where was her phone?

There, on top of the cage still. She picked it up and backed away to give Sid plenty of room as she checked the security app, which informed her that the security company had alerted the authorities. Police and an ambulance were on their way.

Hallie glanced down at the man. If he hadn’t reminded her about the security company, it might have taken her another few minutes to remember to call. But she’d save her thanks for TC, who coaxed her into accepting the security system, and Julie, who recognized a good idea when offered one.

All at once, Hallie went limp with relief or reaction or something. She sank to the floor, trembling. She gasped in air. She was all right. Help was on the way. She’d survived.

She looked around. Did she need to do anything else at the moment? Her attacker was wrestling with the bonds, flopping around like a landed fish. She doubted he could escape in the ten minutes it would take the police to arrive, but it wouldn’t hurt to have a heavy object to whack him with if he started to get free. Or maybe simply because she wanted to. Perhaps that thought should be beneath her, but she took a moment to savor it anyway.

Sid was back in the cage. Hallie crawled over on her hands and knees to close it. She held onto the cage to haul herself up. She stood there, simply breathing, wishing her trembling would stop.

Hallie wanted TC. She wanted to collapse in his embrace and cry while he held her close. She wanted to tell him how she’d reacted to save herself despite her terror and panic and hear his praise. She simply wanted him. She could call, but she didn’t think she could speak sensibly yet. Besides, it might be hard for him to hear her over the muffled complaints of the man on the floor.

She sent a brief text: Can you come? I’m okay, but I need you.

Something settled inside her. She was okay, or she would be. She headed to the kitchen to grab the cast-iron frying pan, in case she needed a weapon, along with another treat for Sid. She’d earned it. For that matter, so had Hallie. She was overheated, shaky, and suddenly hungry as her body tried to figure out what to do now that the worst of the stress was over. So what if it was not even midmorning? The freezer had a pint of ice cream with her name on it.


Chapter Twenty


TC sped toward Hallie’s house. He was listed as an emergency contact with the security company, since his ranch was so much closer to the rescue than the emergency services in town. He’d gotten the intruder alert and had already made it to his truck when Hallie’s text came through. She’d said she was okay. He clung to that to keep the panic at bay.

She’d also said she needed him. His emotions seesawed between terror because she was in trouble and a warm glow because she needed him. Hallie didn’t ask for or accept help easily, even though she was generous with her own time and knowledge. But when she needed someone, she thought of him.

He was almost to the animal rescue when he heard the sirens. His heart gave a funny jolt in his chest, part relief because help was coming and part dread of what they’d find. He identified the undulating cry of a police car and the higher wail of an ambulance. Hallie had said she was okay, for what that was worth. But she wouldn’t have called for help unless something was wrong. TC’s gut clenched as the possibilities cycled through his mind.

He made it to the house as the sirens grew louder behind him and parked on the verge by the front lawn, leaving the driveway for the emergency vehicles. TC jumped down from the high seat of the truck, his legs almost crumpling when he landed, because he was weak with fear, and ran around to the lawn.

Hallie appeared in the open doorway and lifted a hand in greeting. She retreated inside again.

TC didn’t slow down after seeing her alive and whole, but he managed to breathe. He grabbed the front doorframe to stop his flight and stood panting, trying to take in the scene.

A man lay on the floor on his side. His wrists were bound together behind his back with some kind of strap. His knees were bent, his ankles tied, and a short bungee cord looped between the straps around his wrists and the ones around his ankles.

The man’s gaze landed on TC. He made desperate begging noises behind the duct tape covering his mouth. But TC had already identified him as Hallie’s stalker from the mug shot he’d seen. The monster had come back. He’d showed up here to harass Hallie, maybe hurt her and . . . She’d managed to subdue and more or less hog-tie him.

TC looked at Hallie. She shrugged.

TC still held onto the doorframe, his legs like overcooked macaroni. The feeling would come back to them shortly, now that he knew she was all right. “Do you need me to do anything?”

“Not at the moment. I just needed you here.”

They smiled at each other as the sirens grew louder and then cut out. The man twisted and tugged at the leash around his wrists. From the cage against the living room wall came the snuffling sound of a raccoon eating.

The EMTs and police arrived. TC and Hallie sat on the sofa, his arm around her shoulders, her body pressed against his side, as Hallie explained who her intruder was.

The EMTs checked over the man. He had some scratches and bites. “He might need a rabies shot,” EMT Gage Granger said. “Unless you can say for sure the raccoon doesn’t have rabies.”

Hallie’s mouth opened. It closed again. She looked across the room at the cage where the raccoon now slept. TC was willing to bet Hallie and Julie knew perfectly well whether the raccoon had rabies, and the answer was no or they wouldn’t be keeping it in their living room.

Finally she said, “I understand rabies shots are very painful.”

“Not like they used to be,” Gage said with a hint of regret. “It used to be a whole bunch of painful injections in the stomach. Now I think it’s five regular shots. Still not fun.”

Hallie smiled. “I’m afraid I can’t guarantee that Sid Vicious isn’t a rabies risk.”

Gage smiled back. “Better to be safe then.” They took the stalker away, in handcuffs, and the police sent an officer to the hospital to guard him until he could be moved to the jail.

Hallie told her story to Police Chief Shane Hightower. He had tears of laughter running down his cheeks as she described siccing a raccoon on the stalker. TC managed to chuckle, though Hallie’s close call still made him feel like punching something. Or throwing up. Maybe both.

The security system hadn’t saved her. The bad guy had found a way around it. If he’d managed to kidnap Hallie, the doorbell recording would have provided evidence of his crime, but that wouldn’t have saved her. The man might have gotten Hallie miles away before help arrived.

She was safe because she’d saved herself. She’d fought back in a surprisingly creative way with the tools she had at hand.

TC had never expected to share in a billion-dollar lottery win, but he’d rejoiced in the things he could do with the money to help his community, the ranching industry, his friends.

It turned out money really couldn’t fix everything. Money had failed him, and he’d failed Hallie.

Julie came home, and they had to run through the whole thing again. Julie smothered Hallie in hugs and then fixed an entire fruit salad for Sid Vicious. The raccoon gave a tired hiss when Julie approached the cage.

“You’re not so tough,” Julie said. “Thank you for protecting my niece.”

“Um, I’m pretty sure she only wanted the banana peel and was annoyed at this stranger causing a ruckus,” Hallie said.

“Nonsense.” Julie leaned close to the cage with a sappy smile. “Raccoons fight to protect their young. She sees you as family. We might have to give her a friendlier name.”

Hallie leaned close to TC and whispered, “I have some ornery family members, but none of the others try to bite me.”

Finally Julie headed to her office to do paperwork. She looked back at TC and Hallie with a satisfied smile before closing the door behind her.

Hallie snuggled up to TC on the sofa. He tightened his arm around her shoulders. When she lifted her face, he gave her a gentle kiss. She made a small sound of pleasure.

TC brushed her hair back and studied her face, so familiar and precious, and almost lost to him.

Hallie pulled back a little. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Okay, obviously not nothing. I’m just still—the last few hours have been—” He shook his head. “It’s a lot. I’m still trying to process what happened. I’m so sorry.”

She slipped out of his embrace and turned to lean back against the arm of the sofa, facing him with her knees pulled up. “What exactly are you sorry about?”

“Well, I insisted you take that security system. I tried to make you safe, and it completely failed. Maybe I even made things worse. You might have been more cautious if you hadn’t been able to see the video of the guy pretending to leave.”

She frowned. Great, maybe she hadn’t realized he’d put her in more danger, until he had to go and call attention to it. But it was for the best. He tried to own his mistakes.

“You know my safety isn’t your responsibility.” She gestured toward the back door. “At times I’m going to do something dangerous, such as feeding mountain lions and wolves. Or getting in a car when other people might be out driving recklessly. We all face dangers every day. What about your kicking llamas and ostriches with their deadly nails and thousand-pound horned bison? You can’t cover me in Bubble Wrap and lock me up somewhere. I don’t want to be safe if that’s what it takes.”

“I don’t want that!” He gave a grunt of frustration. “I guess I did want to rescue you. I wanted to be your knight in shining armor. I thought all this money meant I could take care of people, fix things, make things better. But it’s not enough.”

“No. Money isn’t always the answer. You can help people. You might even save a few. But you can’t save everyone. It’s not your job, and it’s not possible.” Her expression firmed. “And we deserve the chance to save ourselves.”

“You did.” TC ran his hand through his hair. “I’m sorry. You just went through hell, and I’m making it about me.”

She looked at him for a long time. What was she thinking? Had he screwed up their relationship too?

Finally she said, “You are making it about yourself, and I’m not happy about that. I didn’t ask you to come here so I could comfort you. But there’s no shame in your reaction. After that guy attacked me the first time, a lot of people were really upset. My parents, coworkers, friends.”

“Of course they were. I was upset just hearing about it later.” He put a hand to his stomach. He still felt queasy thinking about it.

“Yeah, they were scared for me and angry at him. But a lot of them were also angry at themselves, like they should have done more. My dad said he should have escorted me to and from work every day, as if he doesn’t have his own job on the other side of town. My boss completely redid all of the security measures for the clinic, apologizing constantly because she hadn’t done them sooner.”

“Maybe she should have. She closed the barn door after the horse bolted.”

Her lips twitched. “Spare me your country idioms. Remember, he attacked me after I left work. Security at the clinic wasn’t the problem. He got in here too. He’s nasty, not dumb.”

“Yeah, okay.” He tipped his head back with a groan. “I don’t know what we could have done better, but there must’ve been something.”

She grimaced. “Some people told me what I should’ve done to protect myself. That really hurt. I talked to my therapist about it. She explained that people do that as a defense mechanism. If they can convince themselves they know how to avoid a dangerous situation, they think it can’t happen to them. They do it for all kinds of things, like car accidents and cancer, but especially for violent attacks. It’s not fair to blame the victim, but it makes people feel better if they think it could never happen to them.”

TC struggled to process everything she’d said. He’d been doing that defense thing. He thought he was blaming himself, but did that mean in a way he was blaming her too? That hadn’t been his intent. He simply wanted to know how to fix the situation so it could never happen again.

And he couldn’t. He could never protect her from every danger. He had to live with that knowledge—or else he had to give her up. That wouldn’t make her safer, but it might mean he wasn’t worried all the time. She’d go on with her life, maybe somewhere else, and he wouldn’t even know if she was in danger or if she got hurt. The only way to avoid worrying about someone and suffering when they suffered was to keep people out of your life.

That bargain was not worth it.

She was waiting for his response.

“So beating myself up because I didn’t prevent this from happening is a normal response, but still unfair and annoying,” he said.

She gave a slight smile. “It doesn’t help you or me.”

“Yeah. Okay.” He gazed into her eyes. “If you haven’t figured it out yet, I like you a lot. Unfortunately, I’m probably going to screw up a lot in the future too. I need someone who will trust that I’m trying to do my best but still call me on my mistakes so I can do better the next time.”

Her smile grew. “Oh, I will speak up when I’m annoyed.”

“That’s one of the many things I like about you. You’re honest with yourself, and you’re honest with me. You don’t let me get away with stuff just because I’m rich.”

“Or even because you’re handsome and charming.”

He leaned toward her. “Maybe a little because I’m charming?”

Her gaze narrowed. “Don’t push it, buster.”

He chuckled.

“Go on,” she said. “Why else do you like about me?”

“Fishing for compliments?”

“I’ve had a hard day. Indulge me.”

He reached out and gripped her hand, squeezing tightly but no harder than she squeezed back. She was trying to keep things light, but the tension still simmered underneath.

“Okay,” he said. “You’re awfully cute, and you’re sure brave about trying new things, whether it’s learning to ride or shearing llamas. And you’re willing to laugh at yourself when you’re not immediately an expert at something like cornhole or throwing axes.”

“Gotta laugh or cry. I’d rather laugh.”

“Me too. Life should be fun.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “It’s more fun when you’re around, but you take me seriously too, my ideas and plans and dreams. You make me want to be the best man I can be.”

She blinked rapidly, her eyes shiny. “There’s honestly not that much room for improvement,” she whispered. She released his hand to wipe at her eyes.

He touched her bent knee. “What can I do now? What would help you?”

She gulped. Maybe she wasn’t as unshaken by the day’s events as she pretended. “If you hold me. That’s all I wanted.”

He reached for her. “Now that I can do.”


Chapter Twenty-One


“What a night!” Hallie looked around the Jamison House ballroom. Two dozen tables, each seating eight, were covered in bright tablecloths, pretty flowers, and place settings for the catered dinner. Posters of animals hung on the walls, including a blown-up picture of Sid Vicious. Sid had been released into the wild again, but Julie wanted the poster for the house, where it would hang in a place of honor after the fundraiser.

They’d pulled off a better fundraiser than she could have imagined, especially given the relatively short time. You could accomplish a lot if someone with deep pockets was paying the tab while staying out of the way so the people with ideas could work.

TC looked incredibly handsome in his tuxedo. Yes, an actual tuxedo—though he still wore cowboy boots. She might have a slight preference for the way he looked in jeans, especially from the back, but the tux made a sexy change. He wore a cummerbund that matched the moss green of Hallie’s cocktail dress, letting the world know that they were together, in case anyone had missed the news over the last couple of months.

They’d had to work out a few issues in their relationship. TC still wanted to throw cash at any problem he might be able to fix with money. Hallie still bristled when she saw any threat to her independence. But they’d learned to recognize their emotional reactions more quickly, talk about them, and compromise. Hallie had let him pay for her dress, because the gesture pleased him and didn’t hurt her.

Besides, she looked fantastic.

He’d also given her a necklace of stone beads with a center stone carved into a stylized cat head. It was gorgeous, appropriate, and amusing if you recognized the gemstone as tiger’s eye. She had to appreciate a man who understood she’d prefer that to diamonds.

She hadn’t moved in with him yet. It wasn’t that her feelings were uncertain. She simply wanted to establish their relationship on a more even footing. Having her own place helped her feel secure and gave her a retreat if she needed time to think. Besides, Hallie didn’t want to leave Julie alone in the house just yet. Hallie’s stalker was back in prison, having thoroughly broken his parole and earned several new charges as well. It still took time to feel safe after someone had invaded their place. They’d both been on edge for a while.

Julie was thinking about getting a dog. It seemed an odd idea at first, with the big cats they had, but some zoos paired dogs with cheetahs to help the cheetahs stay calm and comfortable around humans in captivity. A friendly rescue puppy might not be bothered by the big cats if introduced slowly, and it could add another layer of security as well as company for Julie.

Meanwhile, working on the fundraiser had introduced Julie to many new people in town, and they already had more volunteers. If the fundraiser was as successful as they expected, they’d have the money to pay Hallie an actual salary to work there full time.

Staying with Julie through the spring and summer also gave Hallie time to get to know the other people who lived at TC’s ranch. She still blushed, remembering the first time she’d slept over. She’d slipped out of his bedroom in the morning wearing nothing but one of his long T-shirts, focused on finding coffee, and almost run into his cook. Bernajean had supplied two mugs of coffee with gentle amusement. Hallie had scrambled back to the bedroom with them as the first of the hired hands came in to get breakfast. Since then, she’d made TC get the coffee. Hallie wouldn’t emerge until she was fully dressed.

TC was building a separate cottage for Bernajean and her handyman husband, as well as a large industrial kitchen and dining hall for the ranch hands. That way, TC and Hallie could have the house to themselves and not worry about wandering out in their robes in the morning. They’d have privacy—and room for children, one day, in a few years. They wanted to do some traveling first, once TC had the ranch settled enough that he could leave for a month or two at a time.

So one day soon, they could be together every night, but for now, occasional distance wasn’t a bad thing. Still, she might have to head home with him after the fundraiser and slowly peel him out of that tux.

Mr. Ward came over and gave Hallie’s dress an admiring look. “Well, don’t you look pretty? Like a . . . a . . . field in springtime.” The extent of his poetic imagination apparently depleted, he shook TC’s hand. “That little lawyer gal did a great job. The neighbors paid all my veterinarian bills, and they put in a tall security fence so their dogs can’t get out at night. Plus, I got a big payment—from the insurance, I guess Miss Carly said. I found a young man to help out, since my knees aren’t what they used to be.”

TC and Hallie exchanged glances. The neighbors had paid the vet bills, but that had drained their ready cash. TC was paying for the fence, for the safety of all the animals involved. He’d also provided the “insurance payout,” enough so Mr. Ward could hire some extra help, since Della was spending more time at the wild animal rescue. Mr. Ward didn’t need to know the origin of that money. He might balk at “charity” while he’d happily take money from a big business like an insurance company. They’d decided that in this case, his ignorance was his bliss.

“We sure appreciate Della,” Hallie said.

“She’s a hard-working gal. Smart, too. Wants to become a vet tech like you. Got a scholarship to start her studies in the fall.” Mr. Ward looked over toward the door.

Julie and Della were greeting people as they arrived. Julie had on a simple black pantsuit, while Della wore a yellow taffeta frock that made her look like a giant daffodil but somehow still looked good on her. Herman hovered nearby, ready to get the women drinks or a chair if they got tired. Hallie had her own idea now about which of the women had really caught Herman’s attention.

“Back in my day, she’d have gotten married and helped her husband on the ranch,” Mr. Ward said. “I don’t doubt she would’ve done well there too, but good enough for us isn’t good enough for you young people. Well, the vet stuff gives her more options. Ranching is a hard business.”

“It never hurts to have a family member who can take care of your animals,” TC said.

“That’s sure true! And the new lad is a hard worker. Who knows?” Mr. Ward tapped the side of his nose. “He and Della might get along well enough they both stay to run the ranch when I’m gone.”

Mr. Ward gave TC a nod, winked at Hallie, and wandered off.

Hallie squeezed TC’s hand and looked around. The silent auction items were laid out on long tables that formed a large square. Mallory stood in the center, answering questions about the items or how the silent auction worked. Tickets for the fundraiser supported the animal rescue. Each auction item was earmarked for either the animal rescue or the theater renovation. Mallory’s cause would get some money and maybe some interest from townspeople. The theater renovation seemed to be progressing, with their first official public show in the theater planned for Independence Day, if they could get the building to pass inspection by then.

Mallory wore a dress out of the eighteen-thirties. Or at least Hallie assumed it was—her fashion history wasn’t strong enough to identify the dress as anything other than “old-fashioned pioneer times.” The full-length skirt worn over petticoats wasn’t Hallie’s idea of comfortable, but the style suited Mallory in an odd way, even if she looked so different that it gave Hallie a weird jolt.

Cody swaggered toward the auction tables. He wore a tux too, which somehow made him look glamorous but also dangerous. He and Mallory leaned over each side of a table so their heads were close and spoke for a moment. Then he strode away, taking a longer route around some tables to avoid a group of women Hallie didn’t recognize. They’d sold tickets to people from Austin and San Antonio, and maybe even farther away, once news that the billionaire bachelor brothers would attend. Well, Josh and TC were decidedly taken, and neither Cody nor Xander were anxious to meet a bunch of strangers, but their publicity hadn’t focused on that part.

TC lifted a hand to catch Cody’s attention. Cody swerved toward them, but before they could speak, he said, “Sorry. I have to get ready for something.” He kept moving, slipping through an unobtrusive door that led to the kitchens.

TC and Hallie stared after him. “He’s been acting mysterious for weeks,” TC said. “What’s going on?”

Hallie thought back to some whispered conversations she’d seen recently. “He and Mallory are up to something.”

TC’s eyebrows drew together. “Together or in opposition?”

She shrugged. “With those two, it’s always hard to tell.”

Laughter drifted over from a table where Ava sat with her cronies. They had all donated knitted items to the silent auction. They’d also worked on a quilt together—a friendship quilt, they called it—which would be offered during the live auction.

Hallie spotted Xander, looking handsome but awkward with his hands shoved in his pockets. He stood by himself near the wall, scanning the crowd but ignoring the giggles and hair flips of a group of young women nearby. They should find a task for him so he’d feel more comfortable.

Hallie felt like she should be doing something too, but everything seemed under control. She didn’t have to do anything except hang out with her sweetie, enjoying his company and making it clear to any of the out-of-town guests that he was not available.

TC squeezed Hallie’s hand. “Happy?”

“Very.” She leaned against him. “I feel so incredibly blessed with what I have already, and after tonight, things will only get better.”

“Are you sure about that? You still have to put up with me.”

“Oh, you’re not so bad. After all, you have a lot of cute baby animals on your farm.”

“I guess there are worse ways to a woman’s heart.” TC turned and slid both hands around her waist. “My city girl turned out to have a lot of country in her after all.”

She linked her hands behind his neck. “Pretty sure I passed all those country tests. I’m still waiting on my certificate.”

“No dreams of moving back to the big city?”

“And leave you? No way.” She stretched up to kiss him. “A vacation now and then, sure. But what I really want is to make a stand, right here, with you by my side.”

“Always,” he murmured as he leaned down to kiss her.

The End
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