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To my husband and hero, Sid, who has filled my life with sunshine. When I think back over the years, I realize that love is an ever-changing journey, and I am so very thankful you are the man who has taken that journey with me. When the way has been rough, you have always been there to steady me. When I’ve grown disheartened, you’ve given me the courage to keep trying. In the good times, you’ve laughed with me and shared in my joy. In the sad times, you have cried with me and given me strength.
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Chapter One

Did they still hang horse thieves in Oregon?

No, of course they didn’t, Molly Sterling Wells assured herself. And she would stop thinking that way immediately. Wasn’t that just like her? Always negative and imagining the worst. No wonder she always lost courage before she finished anything.

She had enough problems to deal with at the moment without borrowing trouble. She’d been on the way out the door early that morning when the phone rang, and now she wished she’d just kept walking. As a result of answering that call, she was now over a hundred and fifty miles from home, her stomach was growling with hunger, and, to top it all off, she was hot, tired, thirsty, and hopelessly lost. The next time she got it into her head to play Good Samaritan, she would think twice.

She had taken so many turns on this gravel country road that she had no idea where she was, and there were no street signs to tell her. For as far as she could see, which wasn’t far given the hilly terrain, there were only juniper trees, sagebrush, craggy rocks, and straw-colored grass. This was only April. Did they get so little precipitation in Oregon, east of the Cascades?

Accustomed to the lush greenery and cooler temperatures in her rainy hometown of Portland, she puffed at a damp, curly hank of reddish-brown hair that had escaped her French braid. He red Toyota 4Runner lurched violently just then. She struggled to keep from driving off into the drainage trench, but the pitching weight of the loaded horse trailer made steering nearly impossible. She tromped on the brake before she lost control. Sweat trickled from her armpits as she twisted to look out the dusty rear window.

“Blast it!”

Through the front opening of the huge white trailer, she could see Sonora Sunset. Eyes rolling wildly, the black stallion shrieked in terror. Her heart ached for him, but there was a limit to one’s patience, and after five hours of fighting the wheel, she had reached hers. She wanted to jump out of the vehicle and scream at him. Didn’t he understand that she was trying to save his life?

Curling her trembling hands over the steering wheel, she rested her forehead on the back of her wrists. This would teach her not to put any stock in Hollywood films. In The Horse Whisperer, a woman had pulled a frantic horse in a trailer halfway across the country with little difficulty, stopping at roadside cafés to eat, staying overnight at motels. What a departure from reality.

She raised her head to stare at the road. I’m not really lost, she assured herself. She’d gotten directions to the Lazy J Ranch from a farmer before leaving the main road. She glanced at the dash to gauge the distance she’d driven, and it was right at ten miles, exactly how far the man had said she would come before reaching the front gate. Jake Coulter, the horse whisperer, couldn’t be more than a few minutes away. Before she knew it, she’d be handing Sunset over to a Robert Redford look-alike, and her part in this crazy rescue mission would be finished.

As if to express his displeasure with the delay, Sonora Sunset shrieked again, making the trailer rock from side to side and end to end. The bucking motion of the Toyota brought Molly’s teeth together in a grind of frustration. Little wonder she was exhausted. She’d been trying to drive the equivalent of a mechanical bull all morning.

She let her foot off the brake and allowed the vehicle to roll forward. No worries. After all the near misses she’d had on Interstate 5 this morning, navigating a deserted country road should seem easy.

Narrowly missing yet another rut, she executed a sharp curve and spotted an arched entrance up ahead. Made of freshly peeled logs, it fit the description of the gate that the farmer had given her. As she drew closer, Molly could see the name Lazy J on the crossbeam, the letters bracketed by old horseshoes.

Thank God. She’d finally found Robert Redford.

She swung wide to make the turn onto the rutted dirt road. As she nosed the vehicle through the open gate, she heard the muted sound of a motor and leaned her head out the lowered car window to follow the noise. The road forked up ahead. The last thing she wanted was to go the wrong way and run into a dead end. Backing up a trailer wasn’t as easy as it looked.

Sunset didn’t like the rougher road surface and lodged a loud complaint. Just a few more minutes, boy. They were almost there. According to the Portland trainer, if anyone could help this stallion, Jake Coulter could.

Ker-whump. Molly’s teeth snapped together as the Toyota bumped over another deep hole. Dust billowed from under the front tires and hit her squarely in the face. She coughed and squinted. Why would anyone in his right mind choose to live out here? Jake Coulter might be a genius with horses, but he was otherwise sorely lacking in brains.

The road suddenly began a steep ascent that made the Toyota’s engine lug under the heavy load. Molly tromped the gas. The engine coughed, and the Toyota lurched. She struggled with the floor shift to grab four-wheel low, breathing a sigh of relief when the SUV labored up the last few feet of hill and the overtaxed engine didn’t die.

At the top of the incline, she braked to stare at the little valley below. It seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, a lush oasis at the edge of a desert. Broad expanses of shimmering green grass cut swaths through stands of tall pine, and a sparkling stream ribboned its way from one tip of the valley to the other. Off to the right, she saw a sprawling log home with a green metal roof and two rock chimneys, its rustic design perfectly suited to the forest around it. Maybe Jake Coulter wasn’t so dumb after all. What a gorgeous place.

The road cut right between the house and a green metal pole building she guessed was a stable. Wide doorways along the back opened onto paddocks, which in turn had gates that led to green pastures fenced with split rails. She saw several horses grazing, the sight so picturesque that the ache of worry in her chest eased. It was a perfect place to leave Sonora Sunset.

Her faith in Hollywood films was restored. All that remained to make the scene complete was for Robert Redford to appear. Though she knew it was foolish, Molly watched for him as she drove the remaining way to the house. After passing the stable, she parked near a corral so she wouldn’t block traffic. Then she cut the Toyota engine, pushed at the strands of hair that kept falling over her eyes, and went limp with relief.

She’d done it. Sonora Sunset was safely delivered to the horse psychologist.

As she climbed from the vehicle, the breeze felt lovely against her hot skin, carrying with it the country essence of pine, grass, wildflowers, and a faintly pungent odor she suspected was horse manure. Oddly, the last didn’t strike her as being unpleasant, merely earthy, which seemed fitting.

The shade cast by the tall pines and the close proximity of the creek made the temperature at least ten degrees lower here than out on the road. Horse paradise. It was so peaceful that she wouldn’t have minded staying there herself. For the first time since leaving Portland that morning, she felt safe.

The feeling was short-lived. She jumped with a start when the engine she’d heard earlier roared to life again. Turning, she saw a man off to one side of the house in a stand of tall trees. He was wielding a chainsaw with fluid precision, cutting up a fallen pine. She got a vague impression of tousled sable hair and dark features. Then her gaze dropped, and for the life of her, she couldn’t force it back up to his face.

Stripped to the waist, his bare upper torso rippled in a glorious display of rugged strength. Muscle bunched and flattened as he moved, his sun-bronzed skin glistening with sweat. Molly wasn’t usually given to gaping at people—she didn’t care to be stared at and felt it was rude—but good manners momentarily abandoned her.

He was beautiful.

It was an inappropriate description for a man, she knew, but it was the only word that came to mind. His broad shoulders and back angled in a classic wedge to a lean waist, the furrow of his spine forming a shadowy line down to the top of his jeans. Faded denim sheathed powerfully roped legs that seemed to stretch forever. His body was as sculpted and perfect as a carving in seasoned oak. Just looking at him aroused everything within her that was feminine.

The reaction surprised her. Since her divorce, she had sworn off men. Some women enjoyed the game. Others could never quite grasp the rules. She’d learned from hard experience that she fell into the latter category.

As if he sensed her presence, the man suddenly turned to look over his shoulder. When he spotted her, he went stock-still. Even at a distance, his eyes were as blue and searing as laser beams.

A wave of self-consciousness crashed over Molly, and she wished she’d taken the time to dress for a trip to the country. First impressions were important, and Sonora Sunset’s life hung in the balance. Her comfortable wedge heels—practical, go-anywhere shoes in the city—were frivolous and inappropriate for this type of terrain. She brushed at her slacks. Beneath her palms, she felt the network of creases her sweaty body had steam pressed into the twill. There was nothing more unflattering to fat thighs than wrinkled khaki.

The man shifted his gaze to her trendy SUV, then to the huge horse trailer. Over here in this land of macho fourwheel drive trucks, a Toyota pulling a two-stall trailer clearly wasn’t a common sight. An expression of incredulity crossed his dark face.

That made them even. She’d been expecting Robert Redford, and instead she’d got “I’m too sexy for my shirt.”

Molly assured herself that he couldn’t possibly be the ranch owner. Men that young and good-looking were far too preoccupied with flexing their biceps to successfully operate a business.

Using one powerfully muscled arm, he swung up the saw to turn off its engine. After laying the wicked-looking piece of equipment beside the log, he grabbed a dark-brown Stetson and a blue chambray shirt from a nearby stump.

As he walked toward her, he carefully dusted off the hat and put it on, tipping the brim just so to shade his eyes. That struck her as odd. If she were nude to the waist, she’d throw on the shirt first and worry about her head later.

The well-oiled swing of his hips measured off slow, lazy strides that covered an amazing amount of ground with an economy of effort. With every movement, his large silver belt buckle winked at her in the sunlight. She stared at the triangular furring of dark hair that bisected his flat, striated abdomen and narrowed to a dusky line just above his jeans.

As he drew up a few feet away from her, he gave the shirt a hard shake to rid it of sawdust, then shoved one arm down a sleeve. His chest muscles rippled with each movement. Tanned deliciously dark, his skin put her in mind of melted caramel.

“Howdy,” he said, his deep, silky voice curling around her like tendrils of warm smoke. “How can I help you?”

He could start by getting his buttons fastened. Her tongue was stuck to her teeth. “I, um … I’m looking for Jake Coulter.”

He brushed wood chips from the rolled-back sleeves of his shirt. “You’ve found him. What can I do for you?”

He couldn’t be Jake Coulter, she thought stupidly. He looked nothing like Robert Redford.

The sheer idiocy of that thought jerked Molly up short. Naturally he looked nothing like Redford. It was just that he was so young. Not that she’d ever met any horse whisperers to know how old most of them were. It just seemed to her that they should be fifty or better, with lots of experience under their belts. She guessed this man to be in his early thirties, only a couple of years her senior.

He searched her gaze, his eyes a blaze of azure that looked too deep and saw too much. Molly groped for her composure.

“Is something wrong?” he asked.

Everything was wrong, the man, the situation, everything. “No, nothing. You just aren’t what I expected.”

His wide, firm mouth twitched at one corner as if he were biting back a smile. “Sounds like you’ve got an unhappy traveler on your hands.”

“Very unhappy.” Molly rubbed her damp palms on her slacks. “I, um—I’m Molly Ster—” She caught herself and gulped. If Rodney had the police combing the state to find her, she didn’t dare give her real name. “I’m Molly Houston.” Where the name Houston had come from, she had no clue. Unless it was because she wished she were in Texas right then. She pressed a hand to her waist. “I—um—”

Um? It was one of her favorite words when she grew tense. At least he was buttoning his shirt. That was good.

Sonora Sunset chose that moment to whinny and kick the doors of the trailer. Molly jumped. Jake Coulter slowly shifted his gaze to the source of the noise. He gave the impression it would take a dynamite detonation to startle him.

When her heart settled back into her chest, Molly swallowed and tried again. “As you can see, I’ve got horse problems.”

He nodded, his eyes filling with questions. “Looks that way.”

“A trainer in Port—” She caught herself and cut the word short. The less he knew about her, the better. “A trainer in southern Oregon told me you’re a horse whisperer.”

His mouth did tip into a smile then—a slow, bone-melting grin that made her insides feel funny.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “If it’s a horse whisperer you’re looking for, I’m not your man. I don’t even believe such a thing exists.”

Right in the middle of a flutter, her stomach dropped. She’d risked life and limb to get Sonora Sunset here. “But the trainer seemed so sure you could help me.”

He glanced at the Toyota. His attention came to rest on her hurriedly packed belongings in the back seat and cargo area. A slight frown pleated his thick, sable brows. “I didn’t say I couldn’t help you, just that I’m no horse whisperer. What seems to be the problem?”

Given the ruckus Sunset was raising, Molly wondered why he would ask. “He, um …” She lifted her hands. “He goes berserk when anyone tries to get near him.”

Jake Coulter cocked an eyebrow and said, “Ah.”

Ah? That didn’t strike her as being a suitable response from a man who was supposedly such an expert. “Can you work with a stallion that’s totally uncooperative, Mr. Coulter?”

“Could be. Depends on the horse.”

Oh, God, she was tired. Down to the bone tired. She wanted him to reassure her and say he’d fix everything. Instead he just stood there, studying her thoughtfully. It was the horse that needed help, not her.

“The trainer says he’s dangerous,” she went on, “that if something isn’t done, he may have to be destroyed.”

“How long has he been acting up?” He swung up onto the wheel well with the ease of a man familiar with horse trailers and the gigantic, four-legged critters hauled in them. As he looked in at Sunset through the side slats, he asked, “Did this just start or—?”

Sunset shrieked and lunged so sharply away that the conveyance pitched sideways. Coulter grabbed for handholds to keep his footing.

“Holy hell.” He directed a smoldering glance at Molly. “Lady, this animal has been whipped.”

She wrapped her arms around her waist. “I realize that. I didn’t do it, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Who did?”

She groped frantically for a safe answer to that question. When one didn’t come to mind, she settled for telling the truth. “My ex-husband.”

“He should be horsewhipped himself.”

Molly thought running Rodney’s male pride through a laundry press sounded more satisfying. “This isn’t the first time it’s happened. It was just never so bad before.”

“Lord Almighty, I’ve seen some mistreated animals in my day, but never anything like this. How could you allow it?”

Molly bristled. “I didn’t allow it. I had no idea it was happening.”

“Your ex has been whipping your horse, and you didn’t know it was happening? If this animal is yours, why didn’t the trainer notify you?”

She thought quickly. “There were never any marks on Sunset before.”

“Even so, the horse must have acted up afterward.”

Until this morning, Molly had observed Sunset only from a safe distance. “I never noticed him behaving strangely, and if the trainer did, he never said anything.”

He mulled that over for a moment. His gaze still sharp on hers, he finally jumped down from the wheel well. “Does this horse even belong to you, lady?” he asked with lethal softness.

Molly was afraid he’d tell her to hit the road if she admitted the truth. Without his help, Sunset could end up at a glue factory. “Of course he belongs to me. How would I have brought him here otherwise?”

“Good question.” The frown creases between his dark brows deepened as he regarded her. “Do you have papers to verify ownership?”

“Papers? Oh, dear. I totally forgot to bring them.”

“He looks like a very expensive animal. If he should injure himself while I’m trying to work with him, I could get my ass sued off.”

“I’ll sign a waiver,” she offered, “absolving you of all liability.”

“A waiver wouldn’t be worth the paper it’s written on if you don’t own the horse.” He rubbed his jaw, his eyes darkening as he searched hers. Then he cut another glance at the trailer and swore under his breath. “I can’t afford a bunch of lawyer fees right now.”

He was about to send them packing. She just knew it. Molly listened to Sunset’s panicked grunts, and her heart nearly broke for him. She couldn’t take him back to Portland and let people who cared nothing about him decide his fate. There was also the very real possibility that Rodney might hurt him again. “I just told you I own the horse, Mr. Coulter. Are you accusing me of lying?”

His jaw muscle bunched, and for what seemed an eternity, they engaged in a visual standoff. She held up her hands in supplication. “Do I look like a horse thief?”

She couldn’t read his expression, and her nerves screamed as she waited for him to answer. He glanced at the stuff in the back of her Toyota again.

“No,” he finally admitted in a gravelly voice, his mobile mouth tipping into a sheepish grin even as he sighed in defeat. “All right. Let’s have a look at the poor fellow.” He turned toward her vehicle, suddenly all business. “Are your keys in the ignition?”

Before she could answer he was in the Toyota and cranking the engine. She stepped out of the way as he jockeyed the SUV to get the trailer lined up with the gate. He made backing a trailer look so easy she wondered why she found it so difficult.

“You aren’t going to turn him loose, are you?” she asked as he climbed back out of the 4Runner.

He was so tall that he’d mashed the top of his Stetson on the roof of her car. “To get a feel for the horse, I have to unload him.”

“If you decide you can’t work with him, will you be able to put him back? He’s being very difficult. This morning it took the trainer and three stable employees to get him up the ramp.”

He drew off his hat to reshape the crown, then settled it back on his head. “I think I can manage. If need be, I’ll get my brother Hank to help. He’s off in the north section, but I can call him in by radio.”

Molly closed her eyes in dread as he opened the trailer doors and extended the ramp. She heard his boots thumping on the wood. Then he said, “Easy, boy, easy.”

Sunset whinnied and, judging by the noises that followed, started kicking for all he was worth. Molly opened her eyes partway, half expecting to see Jake Coulter come flying out the back end of the conveyance.

“Easy, boy,” she heard him say again.

A second later, she glimpsed Sunset’s hindquarters. The stallion nearly danced off the ramp, but somehow Coulter managed to get him going in the right direction again. The thunderous tattoo of hooves on wood made Molly hug her waist and clench her teeth.

Sunset had nearly killed his trainer this morning. She had neglected to tell Jake Coulter that for fear he might refuse to work with the horse. Now she wished with all her heart that she’d been honest.

If the fool man got hurt, it would be entirely her fault.


Chapter Two

As it turned out, Jake Coulter proved to be perfectly capable of handling the stallion by himself. When Sunset tried to rear and strike with his front hooves, the well-muscled rancher foiled the attempt, holding fast to the animal’s halter and using his weight to keep him from throwing his head. In a flurry of sound and motion, man and beast spilled down the ramp into the corral.

Coulter was incredibly fast on his feet. When he released the horse, he made for the fence with such speed that all Molly saw was a blur. She released a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding as he vaulted over the barrier, hat still perched jauntily on his head.

He blotted sweat from his brow with the cuff of his sleeve. “Boy, howdy, you’re right. He’s a handful.”

A handful? A two-year-old child was a handful. The horse whinnied and circled the corral. His hooves kicked up clouds of dust that burned Molly’s nostrils. Still hugging her waist, she made tight fists on her white cotton blouse. She’d seen Sunset in action this morning and was afraid he might jump the fence.

Coulter didn’t seem worried. He shoved up the trailer ramp and drew the corral gate closed. After securing the latch, he rested his folded arms on a fence rail to observe the horse’s behavior. At least that was what Molly guessed he was doing. It put her in mind of the way doctors observed patients after they were admitted to a psychiatric ward, a close scrutiny that stripped away layers and missed nothing.

A thick, suffocating feeling came into her throat. She watched Sunset circling the corral, so sad for him that her bones ached. Maybe horses didn’t feel the same way people did about having their privacy invaded.

The shift of his shoulders snapping the chambray taut across his chest, Jake began tucking in his shirt with hard stabs of his fingers. Watching him, Molly got a bad feeling. Her trepidation increased when he jumped up to straddle the fence. “Mr. Coulter?”

If he heard, he gave no indication of it. His gaze was riveted on the horse. Molly stared up at his profile, noting the determined set of his jaw. In the sunlight, his bottom lip shimmered like silk, the only hint of softness in a face that might otherwise have been chiseled from granite.

“Mr. Coulter, you aren’t thinking about going in there again, are you?”

He flicked her a look. “How else can I decide if I can work with him?”

“But, Mr. Coulter, he’s dangerous.

“A thousand pounds of horse with an attitude problem is most always dangerous. That’s what keeps me in business.”

“At least get something to defend yourself.”

“What do you suggest, a club?” He braced his hands on the rail to lift up and get more comfortable. After watching Sunset for a few seconds more, he shook his head. “If I have something in my hands, he’ll think I mean to beat him with it.”

“I really wish you’d reconsider,” she said shakily as he swung his other leg over the rail. “He almost killed his trainer this morning.”

If that gave him pause, he concealed it well. He glanced down, his blue eyes twinkling. “Don’t worry, I won’t get hurt.”

Molly clung to the fence rail, watching helplessly as he lowered himself into the enclosure. Sunset reared and pierced the air with a frantic whinny that held a note of warning.

“Whoa, boy.” Coulter set his dusty boots wide apart, his legs slightly bent, the flex of muscle in his thighs visible under the denim of his jeans. “No point in getting worked up.”

Sunset was having none of that, not that Molly blamed him. Coulter looked formidable—strong, lightning quick, and prepared for anything. Not even a huge, swift animal like the stallion could hope to escape such an adversary within the confines of a small corral.

Molly knew how it felt to be cornered and helpless. The quivering terror and underlying outrage, the claustrophobic panic that made it nearly impossible to breathe. Oh, yes, she knew.

Sunset wheeled and ran to the opposite end of the corral, then turned to face his tormentor. The whites of his eyes formed crescents over his irises. The muscles in his shoulders quivered with terror.

“You poor, miserable thing.” Jake held out his hands so the horse could see they were empty. Tendons and distended veins roped his bronze forearms. “See there? Nothing to be afraid of.”

Sunset stood on his rear legs. He screamed wildly and struck at the air, forelegs churning, hooves flashing. When he came down on all fours, his feet hit the earth with such force that Molly could have sworn she felt the vibration.

“Easy.” The man was so focused on the horse now that Molly suspected he’d forgotten she was there. “Easy, boy. You’re in no shape for this.”

Arms still held wide, his lean body tensed to spring if the stallion charged at him, the rancher held his ground while Sunset cut circles around him. He turned to keep an eye on the animal at all times, but beyond that, he didn’t move, expending little energy while Sunset exhausted himself.

“You see? I’m not going to hurt you,” he said in that same low voice.

Molly dug her nails into her palms and bit down hard on the inside of her cheek, wishing with all her heart that Sunset would stop fighting the inevitable. Why couldn’t he understand that Coulter was only trying to help him? Sometimes those who seemed to be your worst enemies in the beginning turned out to be your best friends. Molly had learned that the hard way. Unfortunately, there was no way to impart that bit of wisdom to the horse. He would have to find it out for himself—just as she had.

The horse continued to dart back and forth until he was blowing and stumbling with weariness. His sides looked as if they’d been flecked with shaving cream.

She was dripping with sweat herself by the time the stallion succumbed to exhaustion. Hands locked on the fence, she stared at the horse through a blur of scalding tears. He stood with his rump pressed into a corner of the corral, great head hanging, sides heaving. He was so winded that he looked ready to drop.

She prayed the worst was over, but instead of leaving the corral, Coulter turned slightly sideways to the stallion and bent his head. Keeping his gaze fixed on the ground, he made a slow approach. The horse watched warily but didn’t offer to move until the rancher got about five feet from him. Then Sunset grunted and stumbled sideways.

Coulter stopped there. Bewildered, Molly watched him mark the spot with the heel of his boot. Then he backed away, only to approach the line again and again until Sunset showed no reaction whatsoever. Only then did the rancher seem satisfied.

“Good boy,” he said, his voice as smooth as warm honey. “We’ll get there. But that’s enough for today.”

He vaulted back over the fence. “I’m sorry about that,” he told Molly. “I know it’s not easy, letting a stranger do that to your horse.”

“What purpose did it serve? You never got close enough to touch him.”

Resting an arm on the fence rail, he crossed his booted feet. The breeze kicked back up, molding his light blue shirt to his torso. “It’s enough that he knows I could have. On some level, he understands now that I don’t mean him any harm.” His firm mouth tipped in a grin. “And I learned the same about him.”

“You did?”

He nodded. “He’s a big old boy and fast as greased lightning. If he had a mean streak, instead of cutting circles around me, he could have tried to run me down. The horse isn’t vicious, just damn scared, and who can blame him?”

He walked over to a faucet at the north corner of the corral and began filling a five-gallon bucket. Observing him through the rails, Molly asked, “Does that mean you’ll try to help him?”

Instead of answering, he bent to shove the bucket under the fence and then backed away. Sunset eyed him warily. Then he stumbled wearily toward the water. When the horse almost reached the bucket, Jake stepped forward to snatch it away.

Molly clenched her teeth. She watched with growing anger as Jake repeated the process again and again, never allowing the poor horse to drink.

When she could bear it no longer, she cried, “Why are you doing that?”

He flashed her a deadpan look.

“You know he’s dying for a drink. Tormenting him that way is cruel.”

He moved to the east corner of the corral to slide the bucket under the fence again. “You can’t let an overheated horse drink his fill.” Once again, he waited until Sunset almost reached the water, then he quickly retrieved the bucket. “When horses get this hot, you have to walk them. Normally I’d lead him around for five minutes and then allow him to have a little water before walking him another five. Since I can’t put him on a lead, I’m getting him to move the only way I can.”

Molly jerked her gaze back to Sunset. In the heat of the afternoon sunlight, rivers of sweat had begun to crystallize on his lather-flecked black coat. “Oh,” she said weakly.

“I’ll let him have a little to drink here in another minute.” He put the bucket inside the corral again and stepped away so the horse would approach. “Only enough to wet his whistle, though. Then I’ll walk him some more. You keep doing that until the horse no longer seems eager to drink. It should be safe then to let him have all the water he wants.” He moved forward to reclaim the bucket. “If I let him load up right now, he’ll founder or colic. Nine times out of ten, that kills them.”

Molly felt foolish, and she hadn’t the faintest notion what to say.

A couple of minutes later, Jake finally allowed Sunset to have a bit of water. Then he lured the stallion around the corral again. Molly noticed now that he was checking his watch. When the horse had cooled down, he refilled the bucket and left it inside the corral. He looked thoughtful as he moved to rejoin Molly.

“It appears to me you don’t know a hell of a lot about horses,” he said conversationally as he rested his arms on a rail. “Can you explain that to me?”

“Just because I’ve never seen anyone cool a horse off in precisely that way doesn’t mean I’m totally ignorant about them.” Afraid she might appear tense, she lowered her arms from around her waist. They felt like lengths of stiff hose bracketing her body. “In town, most people board their horses and pay someone for the everyday care.” That much wasn’t a lie. Rodney and his Yuppie friends boarded their horses, and she knew they seldom did any actual work. “I hired a trainer and was never directly involved in Sunset’s daily routine.”

In the sunlight, she could see the squint lines that fanned out from the corners of his eyes. His thick, dark lashes cast feathery shadows onto his lean cheeks. “Are you familiar at all with farms and ranches?”

“Farms and ranches?” She sensed her answer was important and that, for reasons beyond her, Jake Coulter might refuse to work with Sunset if her ranch experience was limited. “I’ve been around them all my life.” She thought of the countless times she’d driven past farms and ranches on her way into Portland. That qualified. She’d been around them, right? “Why do you ask?”

He glanced at her wrinkled blouse and slacks. “I’m just trying to get a handle on how much practical experience you have with horses.”

Zilch. “I’m no expert, as I said, but I’ve got enough experience to get by.” The trick was in avoiding the beasts entirely, an endeavor she’d been totally successful at until today. “I fall somewhere between beginner and intermediate.”

The corners of his mouth twitched. “I see.”

Molly was beginning to worry that he really did see, which wouldn’t do at all. “Sunset’s life is on the line. Without your help, I’m afraid he’ll be destroyed.”

His gaze moved past her to settle on the Toyota. “It’s apparent you need help.”

“Well, then? My experience with horses isn’t the issue.”

“I didn’t say it was. It’s just that in training like this, owner participation makes all the difference.”

“Owner what?”

“Owner participation. I know it may seem like a lot to ask, but one thing I insist upon is that the owners come out to work with their horses several times a week.”

Molly felt as if the ground disappeared from under her. She threw an appalled look at the stallion.

Jake raised his dark eyebrows. “Is that a problem? It won’t be much help to you if the horse will respond only to me.”

For some reason, Molly had likened this situation to dropping her car off with a mechanic. She’d planned to simply leave Sunset here, then come back to pick him up when he was all fixed. “You expect me to—to go in there with him?”

“It’s a little hard to work with a horse from this side of the fence.”

She recalled her vow not to be a quitter this time. But, oh, God, she’d never bargained for this.

“I’ll take every precaution to make sure you’re safe,” he assured her. “And I’ll always be close at hand in case anything goes wrong. Does that ease your mind any?”

Only marginally. “I, um … I live quite a distance away, Mr. Coulter. Driving that far several times a week will be impossible for me.”

He glanced at her Toyota again. “Looks to me like you’re living out of the back of your car at the moment.” He rested his weight more heavily on the fence rail. “It also looks to me like you packed in an all-fired hurry.”

She couldn’t very well deny the evidence he could see with his own eyes. “I’m sort of—relocating.”

“So the distance you’ll have to drive won’t necessarily be a problem. You can light somewhere nearby.”

Her throat had gone so dry that her larynx felt as if it was moving up and down inside a tube of sandpaper. “I suppose that’s possible.”

He turned to face her, all trace of humor vanishing from his gaze. “That being the case, your working with the horse on a regular basis shouldn’t be a problem.”

Her courage deserted her, and she almost sold Sunset down the river by blurting out the truth. Just as she parted her lips to speak, she glanced at Sunset. In the slanting sun-light, the blood that beaded his wounds glistened like rubies against black velvet.

Guilt was such a terrible thing, plaguing you every waking moment and then following you into your dreams. Molly remembered the countless nights she’d paced the floors, unable to sleep. Twice in her life, she’d failed people she loved, and they’d both ended up dead. She truly didn’t know if she could live with another death on her conscience, even if Sunset was only a horse.

“No, working with him shouldn’t be a problem,” she said shakily.

“Good.” Coulter straightened away from the fence. “I couldn’t help but notice that your rig is riding on empty. Can I take that to mean you’re short on cash?”

Molly straightened her shoulders. “I’m sorry, but I can’t see how my finances are any of your business, Mr. Coulter.”

“They’ll become my business quick enough when I’m looking to get paid and you don’t have the money.”

“How much do you charge?”

“Five hundred a week. That covers everything, not just the training, but boarding the horse as well, which can be expensive when you tally up stable wages and feed.”

Molly’s heart sank. “That seems a little steep.”

“You said it best. Horses like that are dangerous, and not just anyone will work with them. I’m damned good at what I do. My services don’t come cheap.”

“I’m sure you’re worth every cent. I don’t mean to imply that you aren’t.” She rubbed her arms, feeling suddenly cold despite the warmth of the day. “How long do you estimate that it may take to get Sunset calmed down?”

“Could take as little as a month, or it may take six. It’s impossible to predict. Some horses don’t respond at all.”

“Oh, my.”

“I have a good success rate. Most of the time, a horse will hook on with me, but it’s always a gamble. Regardless of the outcome, my fee is the same. I can’t see my way clear to work for nothing simply because a horse proves to be beyond help.”

Molly didn’t blame him for that. He couldn’t run a ranch successfully on charity. “Actually, Mr. Coulter, five hundred a week will put me in a bit of a pinch. Would it be possible to work out some kind of payment plan?”

He rubbed his jaw. “I hate to sound mercenary, particularly when an animal has been so cruelly abused, but I can’t take any jobs on credit right now. Like I mentioned before, I’m just getting this place on its feet. Things are really tight, and I need to see my money up front. I’ve got only so many hours a day to devote to horse training, and right now, that’s paying my bank loans.”

Molly had gone to an ATM before leaving Portland, but the machine had stopped spitting cash after the daily limit, giving her a thousand in her wallet, all totaled. She’d spent some of that on gas to get here. She had another eight hundred in checking, the only account available to her right now, but she didn’t dare touch it. All bank and ATM transactions could be traced.

If she gave Jake Coulter a small deposit, she might have enough money left over to survive until she found a job, but there was no way she could afford to cough up five hundred dollars a week. Not unless she meant to sleep in her car and scavenge for food until she found work. If she found work. Most employers asked to see an applicant’s identification, wanted a list of references, and needed a social security number on file. Just in case the police had an APB out on her, she didn’t dare give out that information.

Her head was starting to ache, whether from tension or lack of nourishment, she wasn’t sure. Not that it mattered. Pain was pain, and this particular brand was whipping her thoughts into a jumble with the brutal efficiency of a wire whisk.

“Well … that pretty much throws a wrench in the fan blades, I guess.”

“I accept credit cards,” he offered.

That was no help. Crazy, legally incompetent women weren’t allowed to carry plastic. Oh, how Molly despised Rodney Wells in that moment. “I’m afraid I don’t have a credit card.”

He drew off his hat to rake his fingers through his hair, leaving thick furrows in the glistening strands of brown. After staring at the ground for a long moment, he gouged the dirt with his boot heel.

Molly could see that he was trying to think of a way he might help her. As much as she appreciated his concern, she could think of no way around the money problem and doubted he would, either. Her heart twisting painfully, she kept her gaze carefully averted from Sunset, afraid she might embarrass herself with tears if she let herself contemplate what might be in store for him.

“It looks as if I’ve troubled you for nothing,” she said, forcing out the words around a lump in her throat that seemed to grow larger by the second. “Thank you for—”

He held up a staying hand, cutting her off in midsentence. When his gaze met hers, she saw that the twinkle of amusement had returned to his eyes, only this time she had the impression that he was laughing at himself and not her. “Can I be totally frank with you?”

Molly had a feeling he was about to speak his mind whether she gave him her leave or not. “Certainly.”

“I love horses, and I instinctively like you.” His voice dipped to a husky timbre. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep at night if I turn the two of you away.” He hooked a thumb toward her rig. “I have a real bad feeling you’re out of work, out of luck, and almost out of money. Am I right about that?”

Molly tried to smile and failed miserably. “That pretty much covers it.”

“Do you even have anywhere to stay?”

A flush of shame moved up her neck. Now she knew how homeless people must feel. “Not at present. I’ll stay at a motel until I find a job, I guess.”

“With a horse in a trailer? You can’t keep that stallion locked up indefinitely.”

Molly hadn’t thought that far ahead yet. She’d left Portland this morning with only one thought driving her, to deliver Sunset to this man.

Thinking quickly, she said, “Maybe I can pasture him somewhere.”

“You can’t pasture a horse like that just anywhere. He could kill somebody.”

She hugged her waist and shifted her feet, trying frantically to think. It was true; Sunset was dangerous, and pasturing him somewhere wouldn’t be safe. Only someone like Jake Coulter could deal with a horse that difficult, and the man charged more than she could possibly afford.

She thought of the fortune that her father had left her. All that money, sitting in the bank, and she couldn’t get her hands on a single cent of it. Oh, God… oh, God. Without Coulter’s help, Sunset might be destroyed, and she’d be powerless to prevent it.

She couldn’t say why she cared so deeply about a horse. She only knew she felt an affinity with the stallion that defied all reason. Maybe her feelings stemmed from the fact that they’d both been nearly destroyed by the same man, albeit in different ways. If she failed to save the horse, would she be able to save herself?

Struggling to hide how devastated she felt, she thrust out her hand to Jake Coulter and forced a smile so stiff it almost hurt her face. “I’ll manage somehow. Thank you, Mr. Coulter. If you’ll reload Sunset, we’ll be on our way. You’ve been very kind, taking time out of your busy schedule without so much as a phone call in advance. It’s time I let you get back to your work.”

He took her hand, his long, work-roughened fingers curling warmly over her wrist. He said nothing, just looked at her. Then he smiled slowly. “Can you cook and do housework?”

That was the last thing she had expected him to say. “Can I what?”

His smile deepened. “I’ve had an ad in the paper for over a month with little response. If you’re willing to work, maybe we can strike a bargain.”

He still held tightly to her hand. His grip didn’t hurt, but she had a feeling it would be as impossible to escape as a manacle. The pain in her temples sharpened, the sun stabbing her eyes like a pick.

“You want me to be a ranch cook and housekeeper?” She might have laughed, but she was afraid the top of her head might blow off.

“It seems like a perfect solution to me. You’re down on your luck, your horse needs help, and I’m in sore need of a cook.”

His perfect solution was her worst nightmare. She could cook well enough to suit herself, but she was easy to please. Few men were so accommodating. On top of that, it was a risky thing to do. This ranch was miles from town, and Jake Coulter was a total stranger.

“Cooking really isn’t my forte. I can’t possibly do it for a wage.”

“Sure you can.” He winked at her. “Any woman who pulled a horse trailer over the Cascades with that glorified roller skate can do damn near anything she sets her mind to.”

He made the idea sound so reasonable. And, oh, how tempting it was. She might at least buy Sunset some time. If the horse responded quickly, as little as a few days might mean the difference between life and death for him. “It’s a very generous offer.”

“Then say yes,” he urged. “What have you got to lose? Private quarters come with the job.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder at a small log house farther down the creek. “It isn’t fancy, but the roof doesn’t leak and it’s halfway clean. Just a small two-bedroom. I pay four hundred a week, plus board. I usually offer a fairly decent benefit package, but if you’d rather be paid under the table, that’s doable as well.”

Under the table? That meant she wouldn’t have to give him a social security number. It also meant more money because no taxes would be taken from her wages.

“Come on,” he cajoled. “This is the only way I can off-set the costs to help you.”

“Sixteen hundred a month doesn’t quite cover your training fees,” she pointed out.

“If you’re an employee, I can give you a break on my rates. To make up the extra, you can do outside chores. I’m always shorthanded in the stable.”

He expected her to work in the stable? Molly remembered telling him she’d been around farms and ranches all her life. He clearly believed she’d be far more useful than she actually would be.

“I’m not very experienced at working in stables.”

His eyes warmed on hers. “Somewhere between beginner and intermediate? Don’t worry. I’ll show you what needs to be done.”

He had an answer for everything. She stared wistfully at the little log house. It looked so peaceful, a sanctuary along the stream with a forest at its back. This ranch was tucked away from the world. Even from out on the road, it was invisible. If the police were looking for her, what were the chances that they’d ever find her here?

“We can do it on a thirty-day trial,” he offered. “If either of us is unhappy with the arrangement at the end of that time, we can back out, no questions asked. How does that sound?”

It sounded marvelous, like the answer to a prayer. She turned a gaze toward Sunset, feeling numb all over and oddly disconnected from reality. When the going got rough, the new Molly Sterling Wells got going. The stallion’s life was at stake. If she had cookbooks at her disposal, she might be able to get by for a while in the kitchen, and cleaning was a no-brainer. Didn’t a day that had begun so crazily beg for a crowning insanity as its finale?

“Don’t think it to death,” he advised. “Some of life’s best decisions are made on the spur of the moment.”

“Eventually, if I can work out some wrinkles, I’ll be returning to my job. I’m on a leave of absence of sorts.” Sunlight stabbed into her eyes again, blurring his face to little more than a dark silhouette with white spots dancing over his features. “Did I mention that?”

“Not a problem. If you’ll agree to give me a month’s notice before you quit, I’ll have time to find a replacement.” He grimaced. “Hopefully I’ll have better luck with my ad next time around.”

Molly felt as if she were about to take a flying leap off a cliff. Courage. Maybe he was right, and she was thinking it to death. Being too hesitant had always been one of her downfalls. “Life is what’s happening while you’re trying to decide what to do,” her father had laughingly told her more times than she could count. This man was offering her a way out, not only a job but a place to live, with lodging and feed for Sunset tossed into the bargain.

“All right,” she said a little breathlessly. “I’ll give it a try. Why not?”

A slow grin creased his dark face. “We have a deal then?”

“Yes, we have a deal.”

His smile broadened. “Welcome to the Lazy J, Molly Stir-Houston.”

Stir-Houston? Molly’s stomach felt as if it had dropped to the region of her knees. She recalled how she’d nearly blurted out her real last name when she first got here. He had caught the slip, and now he was teasing her about it. That could mean only one thing. He knew she had given him a fake surname.

If he had guessed that much, how much more did he suspect?
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