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			Chapter One

			The black-robed judge rapped the gavel, and the courtroom fell silent. As the judge rose and stepped down from the dais, a rising tide of chatter swelled among the wooden pews filled with spectators, miscellaneous family members, lawyers and their clients.

			“I’m sorry, Libby, but the judge has made his ruling. Your uncle’s will stands as written. That includes the provisions that apply to you.”

			The tall doors opened with a clang, and Liberty Hale rose from her place next to her attorney, Bert Strieber.

			“As far as the ruling applies to Uncle Marty’s greedy family, I couldn’t be happier,” Libby said. “None of them deserved a nickel more than they received in the will. Uncle Marty’s contribution to the Save an Animal Foundation was his business, not theirs. That money will do a lot of good, exactly what my uncle wanted.”

			Bert waited for her to step into the aisle behind the crowd exiting the courtroom, then followed. He was an older, gray-haired man, a little stoop-shouldered, one of Uncle Marty’s best friends. For an instant, Libby’s mind strayed to the dignified, handsome older man who had raised her. The only family member willing to assume the burden of providing a home for an orphaned twelve-year-old girl, her grandfather’s brother had taken her in after her parents had been killed in a car accident.

			Tears threatened. Libby clamped down on her emotions. Martin Hale had died two months ago. Libby was still grieving, trying to accept his death, though after months of battling cancer, Uncle Marty had seen the end as a blessing.

			She took a shaky breath. “As I said, I’m glad Judge Barrymore refused to give in to my cousins’ outrageous demands. As for me, Uncle Marty left me more money than I ever imagined. It’s the provision he created in order for me to get it that I don’t understand.”

			Bert came up beside her as they moved along the aisle. “I can only tell you that whatever your uncle did, he always had your best interests at heart.”

			It was true and yet... “Or else he’s still trying to control me.”

			She loved her uncle as much as the parents she had lost fourteen years ago. Uncle Marty had always been there for her, had always given her anything and everything she wanted. Then he’d fallen ill, and something had shifted between them.

			They’d argued about her future—the fact that she really had nothing specific in mind, nothing beyond having a good time and indulging herself in wildly expensive shopping excursions.

			Uncle Marty had continually brought up her childhood, reminding her of where she had come from, the small Kansas wheat farm where she was born and raised until the accident.

			Somehow that concern had morphed into the strange codicil to the will requiring her to spend the summer in the middle of Nowhere, Colorado—on some dude ranch she had never even heard of.

			Libby sighed. Trailing behind the grasping family members streaming through the tall mahogany courtroom doors, she and Bert made their way into the anteroom. A few feet ahead of her, Martha Newman, her second cousin by marriage, stopped and turned to face her.

			“I hope you’re happy, you spoiled little bitch. A bunch of stupid animals are getting half of Martin’s fortune. He never should have taken you in when your loser parents died.”

			A wave of fury hit her so hard her whole body tightened. If Bert hadn’t grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back, she would have launched herself at the red-haired witch married to her cousin Ferris.

			“Ignore her and keep walking,” Bert said.

			Since a wrestling match in the foyer of the courthouse was probably a bad idea, Libby kept moving, making her way out through the glass front doors onto Centre Street in Lower Manhattan. The black Lincoln Town Car they had arrived in pulled away from the spot where it had been waiting and drove up to the curb.

			As the driver opened the rear door, a rush of warm July wind sent Libby’s hair flying, tossing long blond curls over her shoulders. She ducked into the car and slid across the seat, leaving plenty of room for Bert, who climbed in beside her.

			“You shouldn’t pay any attention to Martha,” Bert said. “She’s always been a jealous fool.”

			Because it was true, Libby didn’t argue. “Are you sure there’s nothing else we can do about the will?”

			Bert shook his head. “At this point, Libby, you’ve got two choices. You can spend a month on the guest ranch, as your uncle’s will insists, or you can forfeit your inheritance. I realize you have income from your career as a makeup model, but it’s sporadic at best, and let’s be honest, your tastes are extremely expensive. Your apartment costs a small fortune.” He glanced down at the red leather stiletto heels that matched her outfit. “I would venture to guess the shoes you’re wearing cost at least six hundred dollars. Am I correct?”

			“Eight hundred.” She turned her slim ankle one way and another, showing off her pretty pumps. “These are Louboutins.”

			“Yes, well, then I suggest you do as your uncle wishes and spend your summer at the ranch.” He leaned back against the seat. “You know, there is always a chance you might actually enjoy yourself.”

			Libby scoffed, rolling her long-lashed, heavily mascaraed blue eyes. As a model for some of the top cosmetics companies in the world, she felt an obligation to always look her best. “You have got to be kidding.”

			Bert chuckled but made no comment.

			Crossing her arms over her chest, Libby fell back against the seat. For the first time since Uncle Marty had died, she felt something besides agonizing grief. She was filled with anger and resentment toward the man who was still controlling her, even from the grave. Worse yet, he was determined to put her life in the hands of yet another man.

			Libby tried to form an image of the rancher whose orders she would have to follow for the next four weeks. According to Bert, the rancher’s father, Chet Bridger, had been close friends with Uncle Marty. Then Chet died, his son inherited the property, and the friendship had continued.

			The Bridger Ranch in the mountains northwest of Denver was a working cattle ranch that catered to visitors for a few months in the summer. But the requirements of the will were specific—Libby wouldn’t be one of the paying guests; she would be working as one of the employees who served the guests.

			Fresh irritation rolled through her. Sam Bridger would be in control of her life—for now. But in a little over a month from now, she would be free to live as she pleased. Libby vowed that from this day forward, no man would ever control her life again.

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Sam Bridger stood outside the Vail Valley Jet Center, the executive terminal at the Eagle County Airport, watching a sleek white Citation taxi toward the gate and brake to a halt.

			The stairs were put in place, and the door swung open. A well-dressed blonde emerged from the plane, the only passenger aboard. Sam chafed with annoyance as he watched her descend the metal stairs, the spoiled city girl he would be babysitting for the next four weeks.

			During the summer, when they opened the ranch to visitors as a means of making extra money, Julio Santiago, his foreman, or Big John Coolwater, his top ranch hand, usually picked up passengers for the hour ride from the airport back to Coffee Springs.

			Unlike today, guests usually arrived at the regular passenger terminal, not the fancy private-jet runway. Most of the people with that kind of money flew in during the winter to ski in nearby Vail.

			Unfortunately, this was Martin Hale’s niece, and Sam considered Marty a friend. In accordance with the man’s dying request, Sam had agreed to adhere to the terms Marty set out in the video he’d sent. In exchange for employing his niece, the Bridger Ranch would receive fifty thousand dollars, a sum Sam couldn’t afford to turn down.

			Not after last year’s drought, the drop in beef prices, and the grass fire that had destroyed two of his best grazing pastures.

			Sam would have agreed to Marty’s request without the money. No way would he have refused a friend’s last wish. But Martin Hale wasn’t a fool, and Sam was sure the man knew all about the ranch’s financial situation. The money was Marty’s way of leaving him a bequest.

			Sam watched the petite woman with the beautiful face and gorgeous long hair descend the last of the metal stairs and walk toward him across the tarmac. In a short skirt and matching jacket, she was stunning, with shapely legs, a tiny waist, and a full bosom, the kind of woman who could make a man hard just by looking at him.

			Unexpected arousal tightened his jeans, and his annoyance grew. Sam wondered if he had made a bargain with the devil.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Libby looked up to see a tall man in worn cowboy boots and jeans, his blue denim shirt sleeves rolled up to the elbows, revealing muscular forearms. One of the ranch hands, she was sure. Good-looking, she had to admit, with a chest that threatened the snaps on the front of his shirt.

			His hair was a shiny dark gold and long enough to curl over the back of his collar. He had a solid jaw and a cleft in his chin. Sun lines crinkled at the corners of his dark brown eyes.

			He was better than good-looking, she thought, adjusting her first impression. But—she reminded herself—he was a man. That was reason enough to block him from her thoughts.

			She waved as he approached, and he stopped right in front of her.

			“Ms. Hale?”

			“That’s right. I assume you work at the ranch. If you’re here to pick me up, my luggage is over there.” She pointed a pink, freshly manicured nail toward a stack of leather-trimmed bags on a rolling cart, everything she might need for a month in near isolation in some wilderness outpost.

			His gaze followed hers to the cart, and one dark gold eyebrow went up. “All of that’s yours?”

			She frowned. “If you don’t think I brought enough, I can call a friend, have her UPS a few more things.”

			“Oh, I think you brought enough.” He turned toward the valet working behind the concierge counter. “We could use your help over here.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Take Ms. Hale’s luggage out to my truck. It’s parked right in front.”

			“Yes, sir.” The young valet couldn’t seem to move fast enough. The ranch hand did have a commanding way about him. Uncle Marty had spoken with the same kind of authority. People did whatever he asked without question. She knew it was more than just the millions he was worth, though that clearly added to the motivation.

			A memory arose of the warmth in her uncle’s eyes whenever they were together and the crooked smile she had come to love. Her eyes misted. Libby blinked away any hint of tears. It was time to move forward, and that was exactly what she intended to do.

			Four weeks from now, her life could begin in earnest, she thought as she followed the valet pushing the cart out of the terminal, across the sidewalk to a big black Dodge Ram truck. The weather was warm, but the air was dry, not humid as it had been in Manhattan, and at this altitude, not nearly as hot.

			She watched as the tall blond ranch hand started grabbing luggage off the cart and tossing it into the back of the pickup.

			“Be careful, that’s Louis Vuitton! It was a gift, customized with my initials.”

			He clamped his hands on a pair of narrow hips, and his eyes darkened. “You want to load it yourself?”

			“Well, no, of course not, but—”

			“Then stay out of my way.” He loaded the rest of the bags with only a little more care than the first few, walked over and opened the passenger door. “Get in.”

			“How far is the ranch?” she asked.

			“It’s about an hour’s drive from here.”

			“I guess if we’re going to be together for the next hour, I ought to at least know your name. I’m Libby Hale.”

			“Oh, we’re going to be together a lot longer than an hour.” When she struggled to climb into the truck, he gripped her waist, hoisted her up as if she weighed nothing and practically tossed her into the seat. “We’ll be spending a lot of time together in the next few weeks. My name is Sam Bridger.”

			The door slammed loudly as the name echoed through her head. Sam Bridger. The man who would determine her fate until she completed the provisions of her uncle’s will.

			As the driver’s side door opened and Bridger slid in behind the wheel, Libby felt the color climbing into her face. She didn’t like to hurt people’s feelings, and clearly she had.

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you. I thought the owner would be older, you know, gray-haired, maybe a man a little closer to my uncle’s age.”

			“Sorry to disappoint.” Firing the engine, Bridger put the truck in gear and pulled away from the curb.

			“It’s not your fault. I’m just not used to, you know, being around people like you.”

			“Country bumpkins, you mean?”

			Her cheeks burned. “No, of course not. Rural people. People who live in small towns. I was raised in the city.”

			He seemed to relax a little, the tension leaving those ridiculously wide shoulders. “With any luck, you’ll get used to it out here. Maybe you’ll even learn to like it.”

			“That’s what Bert said.”

			“And Bert is who? Your boyfriend?”

			“No. I don’t have a boyfriend. I don’t date.”

			For the first time, he actually seemed interested in what she was saying.

			“What do you mean, you don’t date? A woman who looks like you?” He flicked her a glance that ran from the top of her head to the toes of her five-inch heels. “You have to have men fawning all over you.”

			She gave him a look. “Exactly the reason I don’t date.” Men did fawn all over her, but only for one reason—the way she looked. She’d been born with amazing genes, which had given her a near perfect body and a face to go with it. It was nothing more than pure luck.

			Men were interested—no question about that. But once a man got what he wanted, he was gone. None of them gave a damn about her beyond sex. Fortunately, it hadn’t taken her long to figure that out.

			“When you say you don’t date, do you mean since last week, last month, or last year?”

			She sighed. “I mean I haven’t been out with a guy for three years.”

			“So, what then? You’re a lesbian?”

			She sighed. “Sometimes I wish I were, but no. Not that there’s anything wrong with it and not that it’s any of your business.”

			“True enough.”

			“What about you? You live out in the middle of nowhere. How long since you had a date?”

			Sam laughed. It was the first time she had seen any expression of humor on his face. It changed his looks so dramatically she felt a warm tug in the pit of her stomach.

			“Well, it hasn’t been three years.”

			No, he was probably another womanizing snake. She seemed to attract them, though so far, Sam Bridger appeared to have no interest in her at all on a male-female level.

			They rode along in silence. She was sure she would catch him checking her out. She was wearing a short navy-blue pencil skirt, a pale blue sleeveless silk blouse, and her usual spike heels. Bridger didn’t seem to notice.

			His lack of interest should have pleased her. Instead, she felt a trickle of irritation. Fortunately, the scenery along the route to the ranch kept her entertained: rugged sage-and-mesquite-covered mountains at the lower elevations, tall pine-covered peaks in the distance. The road wound through the countryside, climbing upward, each turn more intriguing than the last.

			Just before reaching the tiny town of Coffee Springs—a mile ahead according to a sign on the side of the road—Bridger turned off Highway 131 onto a narrower strip of pavement.

			“How far are we from the ranch?” she asked.

			“About eight miles.”

			“So town’s not that far away.”

			His head swiveled toward her. “If you can call Coffee Springs a town.”

			That didn’t sound promising.

			Sam kept driving, finally pulling onto a gravel road that led to a wooden gate. A sign read: BRIDGER RANCH. Below it was a big wrought iron B with a circle around it.

			“That’s our brand,” he explained. “Circle B.”

			He used a device to open the gate, then continued up the hill, passing lush green pastures dotted with clusters of black steers whose glossy coats gleamed in the sun.

			“Black Angus,” Sam said. “That’s what we raise here on the ranch.”

			She loved animals. She trusted them way more than people. “They’re beautiful.”

			Sam’s gaze swung toward her. “You think so?”

			“Don’t you?”

			“Sure, but that’s different. I live here. I deal with them every day.”

			Her gaze went back to the grassy pastures. “Look at those sweet little calves. Such darling faces.”

			Amusement touched his features. “On a ranch, you learn very young not to get too attached to them.”

			Because they grew up and people ate them. “I’m a vegetarian,” she said.

			Bridger’s eyebrows shot up. He cast her a look of pure disbelief. “I can see you’re going to fit right in.”

			Libby’s mouth tightened. She didn’t have a problem with people eating meat. After all, humans were carnivores. It was part of their nature. In the back of her mind, she still remembered the taste of a charcoaled hamburger. Her mouth watered at the mere thought of it. It was just that she kept thinking of the animals who provided the nourishment.

			She spotted the ranch house ahead, a long, sprawling wood-frame structure. Huge plate glass windows looked out at the mountains. The view had to be spectacular. A barn sat on one side of the house, and a little farther up the hill, there was a row of wood-framed guest cabins, each with a covered porch out front.

			Sam drove up to the house and turned off the engine, climbed out of the truck.

			“Welcome to Bridger Ranch. Let’s go inside. Clara’s going to need your help in the kitchen.”

			“Clara’s your wife?”

			Those piercing dark eyes fixed on her face. “I’m not married.”

			“Oh.” Why she felt a sweep of relief, she would never know. “So she’s your chef?”

			He scoffed. “Clara Winslow’s my aunt and the ranch cook.” Bridger unloaded her bags from the bed of the truck and grabbed the handles of the two biggest pieces. “Grab a couple of those others and let’s go.”

			She looked down at the bags. Bridger was already walking toward the front door, leaving her to fend for herself. She grabbed two of the other three bags, which turned out to be a lot heavier than they looked, but her apartment building had bell staff, and one of them had carried the luggage down and loaded it into the limo for the drive to the Teterboro jet terminal.

			As she entered the foyer beneath a wrought iron chandelier in the shape of a wagon wheel, one of the bags slipped out of her hands and hit the slate floor in front of a pair of long, jean-clad legs in worn cowboy boots.

			“Sorry,” she said.

			“No problem. Just pick it up, follow me, and I’ll show you your room. You can come back and get the other stuff later.”

			She glanced back the way they had come. “I thought I’d be staying in one of the cabins.”

			“Sorry, those are for paying guests. You’re an employee.” Bridger started walking. 

			Libby grabbed the leather handles, hoisted up the bags, and followed him up the stairs.

			“Your room’s at the far end next to the bathroom,” he said.

			“What do you mean next to the bathroom? Are you telling me the bathroom isn’t en suite?”

			Sam Bridger actually grinned. “Mine is.”

			Libby swore a nasty oath beneath her breath. She was surprised he even knew the meaning of the French word. She couldn’t believe she’d have to stomp down the hall in her nightgown in the middle of the night.

			Suspicion crept through her. “Where’s your room?”

			Sam’s mouth edged up at the corner. There was a ruggedness about him that should have made him less handsome but didn’t.

			“My room’s at the other end of the hall.”

			“Where does your aunt sleep?”

			“She’s got her own quarters off the kitchen.” Bridger opened the bedroom door and stepped back to let her in.

			Libby spotted her big bags tossed up on the queen-sized four-poster bed, dropped the ones she was carrying, and fought an urge to rub the muscles in her lower back. Her gaze went to the door.

			“There’s a lock,” Bridger said, reading her mind. “But you don’t have to worry. I’d never cross the line between employer and employee.”

			Libby clenched her teeth. Dear God, the man was insufferable. She hated the place already, and she had only just arrived!

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Leaving Libby with instructions to change into her work clothes and meet him in the kitchen, Sam strode back down the stairs and out the front door, slamming it behind him harder than he intended.

			Dammit! If Martin Hale were still alive, Sam would curse him straight to hell.

			For chrissake, he wasn’t the kind of man who let a woman carry her own bags! Or made her feel anything less than welcome. He’d been raised to treat women with respect, even a certain reverence. He was nearly a foot taller than Libby and at least seventy pounds heavier. It wasn’t fair to make the same demands on her that he would make on a man, no matter how sexist that sounded.

			But Martin’s video had been specific. No special treatment. She must carry her own weight, just like any other employee.

			Sam had known Marty Hale for years. When they first met, Sam had been a twenty-year-old kid, just enlisted in the army for a three-year stint after graduating from junior college. Martin had spent two weeks every summer at the ranch for fourteen straight years, had continued even after Chet Bridger had died. He knew Sam well enough to trust that if he accepted the fifty-thousand-dollar payment, he would uphold his end of the bargain.

			He would treat Liberty Hale the same as any other person who worked on the ranch for the summer. Which, considering she was one of the most beautiful, sexiest females he had ever laid eyes on and he was a red-blooded male, wouldn’t be easy to do.

			After a couple of deep breaths, Sam walked back into the house, heading for the kitchen. Though the stainless appliances, cabinets and countertops were new, the room itself was as old as the house, built sixty years ago, a big country kitchen with yellow daisy wallpaper and pale yellow curtains.

			An old-fashioned butcher block sat opposite the sink, and there was a long wooden dining table surrounded by ladder-back chairs next to the window.

			Both Sam’s parents had passed—his dad six years ago, quickly followed by his mother. They’d been a close family, and the loss had hit him hard. Aunt Clara, his mom’s older sister, had helped him through the worst of it. She had arrived at the ranch for Olivia Bridger’s funeral and never left. Sam was thankful every day to have her there.

			Standing at the stove stirring a pot of chili, Clara was a silver-haired woman, still attractive at sixty, with a few extra pounds smoothing out the wrinkles in her cheeks.

			She smiled. “So...is she as pretty as she looks in her pictures?”

			Photos of Libby had been included in the video, along with cosmetic ads from magazines, though Marty had shown Sam pictures of her on his phone over the years.

			“They don’t begin to do her justice.”

			Clara smiled. “I can’t wait to meet her.”

			Good luck with that, he wanted to say, but didn’t. Liberty, so named because she was born on the Fourth of July, was haughty and overindulged, clearly used to people waiting on her hand and foot. But he would let Clara make up her own mind.

			He looked up just as Libby walked into the kitchen in a pair of skintight jeans with silver embroidery and rhinestones on the back pockets and a sleeveless white tank that showed a hint of cleavage. Sam felt the same punch in the gut he’d experienced the moment she had stepped out of the jet and started down the metal stairs.

			As if his world had tilted sideways.

			He didn’t like it. He had a job to do, and it didn’t include being sidetracked by a spoiled, rich, city girl. No, he didn’t like it, but he was beginning to understand why Marty had sent her to the ranch. She needed a dose of reality, needed to come to grips with a future that no longer included her overprotective billionaire uncle, to prepare herself for a life she would be facing on her own.

			“Libby, this is my aunt Clara.”

			Libby’s warm smile surprised him. “A pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Winslow.”

			“It’s just Clara, dear. Or Aunt Clara. That’s what everyone calls me. And it’s nice to meet you, too. Your uncle always spoke highly of you.”

			“I really miss him.”

			“I’m sure you do. He was a good man. It was always a pleasure to have him here.”

			“How well did you know him?” She flicked a glance at Sam as if the question were actually meant for him.

			“Martin came here every summer,” Clara answered. “Fourteen years in a row.” Her eyes sparkled. “I think he liked my cooking.”

			Libby smiled. “He did love to eat.”

			“Marty loved spending time at the ranch,” Sam said. “I think that’s why he wanted you to come, to discover the peace he found when he was here.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “You called him Marty?” She had the biggest, bluest eyes he’d ever seen, and the thickest black lashes. He wondered if they could possibly be real, then decided she was probably wearing a lot of mascara.

			“We were friends,” he said simply.

			Libby shook her head. “It’s hard to imagine. No one ever called Martin Hale Marty. Not even his friends.”

			“No one but you—is that what you’re saying?”

			Her chin inched up. “That’s right. No one but me.” She glanced away, and he thought he caught the sheen of tears. It was probably just the light in the kitchen.

			“He never even mentioned this place,” Libby said. “He traveled a lot. Two weeks out of town was not unusual for him, but he never spoke about the Bridger Ranch.” She sighed. “It’s as if he were a different person when he was here.”

			“I think he was different,” Sam said. “He told me once, these mountains were the only place he felt completely free.”

			Libby walked over to the window and looked out at the distant peaks, a few still touched with snow even at this time of year. “It’s beautiful.”

			Sam’s gaze followed hers. “Yeah, it is.”

			Silence fell. It took a moment for him to realize his attention had strayed from the scenery to the woman staring at it.

			Anxious to get out of the kitchen and get his thoughts back where they belonged, Sam returned to the subject.

			“Part of your duties include helping Clara with breakfast and dinner. She’ll take care of the box lunches for the hands and any guests who want them while you clean the guest cabins. Once you’re finished, the rest of the afternoon is yours. Your evenings are free after supper is over and the dishes are cleaned up.”

			One of her eyebrows arched, not golden like her hair, but darkened by a pencil. She was, after all, a makeup model. He wondered how much of her beauty was real and found himself wanting to find out.

			“So that’s what...?” she asked. “About a twelve-hour workday? Maybe I should have my lawyer negotiate overtime pay.”

			His lips twitched. Her uncle had had a sharp wit. Apparently his niece did, too. “What would normal overtime pay be for a makeup model?”

			Her gaze sharpened. “How much did Marty tell you about me, anyway? Obviously you know a lot more of my background than I know of yours, which is nothing.”

			He shrugged. “Fourteen summers is a long time, and he liked to talk about you.”

			“Good or bad?”

			He smiled. “Both.”

			Libby flipped a golden curl over her shoulder. “Overtime pay at my level is around two hundred an hour.”

			Whoa. Plus, Marty would have left her a barrel of money. “I don’t think that’s what your uncle had in mind.”

			She sighed. “No. For whatever reason, I don’t suppose it is. Actually, being a model is a lot like being an actor. Sometimes you work, sometimes you don’t. And waiting around for something to turn up can really be boring.”

			Her honesty surprised him. Then again, everything about her surprised him.

			She flicked Clara a glance. “I guess if your aunt is willing to work that hard, I can too.”

			Sam would have to see it to believe it. Still, there was a chance she had more grit than he’d first thought.

			His gaze went to the rectangular shape in her front pocket. “One more thing. Your cell phone stays in your room. You’re free to use it on your own time when you’re upstairs, but you can’t bring it down here.”

			Her hand went protectively to the phone. “You’re kidding, right? That’s your idea of a joke?”

			Sam cast her a pitying glance. “Sorry, no joke. One of the reasons people come here is to escape the outside world. Families want their kids to appreciate the beauty around them. People like your uncle...they just want a chance to be free from outside pressures, at least for a while.”

			Libby grumbled something he couldn’t hear. “Fine,” she said.

			“All right, that’s it for now. In the morning, I’ll show you around. The first guests will be arriving sometime tomorrow. You can help me check them in. Part of your job is to make them feel welcome.”

			She said nothing.

			“Clara can fill you in on what she needs you to do in the kitchen. I’ll see you both at supper.” Turning, he walked out of the kitchen.

			On his way to the barn, Sam spent a full five minutes trying to erase the memory of perfect breasts beneath a sleeveless white tank top and the sexy behind that was impossible to miss with the glitter of rhinestones on each cheek.

			He gave a long-suffering sigh. The next month was going to seem like a lifetime.

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Libby made it through supper preparations with only a few minor mishaps. She had warned Clara ahead of time that she had no idea how to cook anything more than frozen pizza and an occasional omelet, but she was willing to learn.

			“You’ll do fine,” Clara said, patting her hand, but the woman was smart enough not to give her any difficult tasks.

			Libby peeled potatoes, saving the skins to feed the chickens, then washed lettuce and sliced tomatoes for a salad. She hadn’t known dicing onions was such a miserable task until Sam walked in and saw tears rolling down her cheeks. His worried expression looked almost sympathetic.

			Libby burst out laughing. “Onions,” she told him, wiping the wetness from her cheeks.

			Sam smiled with relief, and a warm feeling rose in her chest. It had been years since a man’s smile had made her feel anything more than wary. She reminded herself not to let her guard down and quickly went back to work.

			The meal—roast chicken, mashed potatoes, and gravy—came together smoothly, evidence of Clara’s years of experience. There were vegetables right out of the garden and homemade bread, so there were plenty of vegetarian options for Libby.

			Sam introduced her to the cowhands who worked at the ranch. Starting tomorrow, while guests were in residence, the men would take their meals in the bunkhouse.

			Tonight they sat grouped around the kitchen table: Julio Santiago, the ranch foreman, an older Latino man with leathery skin burnt dark from the sun; Big John Coolwater, Native American, at least six-six with long black hair in a single thick braid.

			Dare Landon was in his late twenties, a good-looking guy with sandy-brown hair who seemed quiet, capable, and kept to himself. He’d been raised on a ranch in Montana, Sam said, been in the marines before he’d come to work at the ranch. Ronnie Yates was a handsome African American man who struck her as intelligent and friendly. All of them were pleasant and respectful.

			Fortunately, her kitchen duties didn’t look all that daunting. Libby had worked a lot of different jobs in the city, but her boredom threshold was low and none of them had lasted very long. Sooner or later, she would find her true calling, she was sure, which definitely wasn’t cooking or modeling of any kind.

			In college at Columbia, she had taken a class in astronomy merely to satisfy a requirement for graduation, then ended up dropping out of school at the end of her third year. Much to her uncle’s chagrin.

			But the class had sparked an interest that remained. She thought of the hard-sided travel case up in her bedroom that held a Celestron NexStar Evolution portable telescope, one of Uncle Marty’s most precious gifts. She planned to find a place outside to set up the scope as soon as she got settled.

			She made another pass around the kitchen, paused to wipe up a trace of grease on the counter that she had missed. Clara had already gone to bed, but Libby felt oddly restless.

			“The kitchen looks fine.” Sam’s deep voice rumbled through her, sending little flutters into her stomach. He had left right after supper, and she hadn’t seen him since. “You’ve had a long day,” Sam said. “Why don’t you go on up to bed? You’ve got an early start in the morning.”

			She flicked a glance out the window. She had never seen a night sky so clear. The stars looked as if a huge crystal ball had exploded, scattering diamonds from one horizon to the other.

			Libby nodded and untied the apron around her waist. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how exhausted she really was.

			She didn’t look at Sam as she crossed the room, but she could feel his eyes on her until she disappeared out the door.

			Tomorrow would be her first official day. She groaned to think how many more days there would be until this nightmare was over.

			* * * *

			The first guests arrived just before noon, when a white four-door Subaru SUV pulled up in front of the cabins. The Dunbar family lived in Denver, a three-hour drive away. It was their second year at the ranch, which Sam considered a sign of approval for a job well done.

			As a young man, Caleb Dunbar, the father, had nursed a secret yearning to rodeo. Instead, he’d married, taken an accounting job in the city, and had a couple of kids. Though the man was clearly happy and crazy about his family, being at the ranch revived a little of his long-ago dream.

			Sam heard the crunch of sneakers on gravel behind him and knew Libby had joined him. The scent of orange blossoms gave her away.

			“Libby, this is Caleb and Jenny Dunbar.” A lean, lanky, dark-haired man, and his wife, a petite woman with curly, light brown hair. Sam looked down at the couple’s ten-year-old son and eight-year-old daughter, miniatures of their parents. “These guys are Jordy and Suzy.”

			Libby smiled. “Nice to meet you all.”

			“Libby will be helping with chores while you’re here,” Sam explained. “She’ll be taking care of Cougar Cabin. If there’s anything you need, just let her know.”

			Libby’s features tightened. Housekeeping definitely didn’t appeal to her.

			Too bad, Sam thought. Everyone carried their weight at Bridger Ranch.

			Sam gave the Dunbars their keys, and the family went to work unloading their gear. Cougar Cabin was the largest, comprised of a living room with a fireplace, a kitchen, two bedrooms, and two baths. There was a queen bed in one room and twin beds in the other.

			“We’ll see you at supper,” Sam said. 

			Caleb gave a wave, and parents and children hurried away.

			“Cute kids,” Libby said.

			Sam cast her a glance. “You like kids?”

			“Sure. But they’re a lot of work.”

			“True enough.”

			“Animals are a lot less trouble.”

			Sam just smiled.

			The next guests to check in were a pair of older women, both widows, Alice Weeks and Betty Spurgis. Alice was short and plump, Betty slightly taller and thin. Both had short-cropped, iron-gray hair. They were staying in Badger Cabin, a smaller accommodation. It was their first time on a guest ranch, and both were excited.

			Betty glanced around. “Oh, it’s just beautiful here.”

			“We think so,” Sam said, his gaze automatically going to the range of mountains surrounding the pastures, rising toward the endless blue skies.

			“We’re especially looking forward to the pack trip,” Alice said, following the line of his gaze.

			Betty smiled. “I haven’t been on a horse since I was a little girl.” But she was dressed in jeans and boots, ready to go anytime.

			“And we get to sleep in a tent,” Alice added excitedly.

			The corners of Libby’s pouty lips turned down, and Sam couldn’t stop a grin. “I guess Libby’s not as enthusiastic about the trip as you two are. Maybe she’ll change her mind once she’s up there.”

			Betty’s silver eyebrows went up. “You don’t like camping?”

			“I don’t really know. I’m from Manhattan.”

			“We’re from Phoenix,” Alice said. “The photos on the website look wonderful. We can’t wait to visit the high country.”

			“It’s beautiful up there,” Sam said. “You won’t be disappointed.” He helped the women with their luggage, then left them to settle in. Libby caught up with him as he strode toward the barn.

			“You didn’t say anything about sleeping in a tent,” she muttered darkly.

			“You’re here to work. Guests enjoy different activities. Their days are pretty much their own. Some like to fish; others like hiking or sightseeing. One of the add-ons we offer is a camping trip into the mountains. Guests ride in on horseback. We lead a string of pack mules in with supplies, stay two nights, then ride back out.”

			“Do all the guests go on the trip?”

			“Not all of them, no.”

			“Then I’ll stay here and take care of those who remain behind.”

			If she were anyone else, he might let her. But it wasn’t what Marty had wanted, and Marty was paying the bill. “Sorry, that’s not going to happen. I’ll need you to help with the cooking.”

			“So Clara’s going on the trip?”

			He almost laughed at her hopeful expression. “I do the camp cooking. You’ll just need to pitch in with the meals and help with cleanup.”

			“But—”

			“But what?” He cast her a glance. “You aren’t afraid of horses, are you?”

			“No, but—”

			“The weather plays a role. At the moment, it looks like we won’t be going till the end of next week. That’ll give you some time to get used to the idea.”

			Libby grumbled something he was glad he couldn’t hear.

			At least so far she’d been pleasant to the guests. Still, she wasn’t used to taking orders. He wondered how long her good humor would last.

			* * * *

			The afternoon passed more quickly than Libby would have guessed. Between visitor check-ins, Sam had given her a tour of the ranch, or at least a portion of the 5,100-acre property he owned.

			Along with the cabins, there were two barns—one with a large tack room—an equipment shed, the bunkhouse, and a metal structure that sheltered huge rolled bales of hay stored for winter feed.

			“We’re a working cattle ranch,” Sam explained. “That’s our main source of income. Having guests in the summer helps raise a little extra money, but it’s not really what we do.”

			According to Sam, along with a thousand head of Black Angus cattle, there were thirty horses, the remuda, he called them. There was also a pigsty and a chicken coop.

			Libby paused to watch the black-and-white speckled hens pecking in the yard around the coop.

			“Oh, you raise Plymouth Rocks!” she exclaimed. “And look at that beautiful Rhode Island Red rooster.”

			Sam’s head swiveled toward her in amazement. “You know chickens?”

			She shrugged. “I was raised on a farm.” But most of the first twelve years of her life were buried behind the wall of grief she had built to protect herself after her parents were killed. She remembered almost none of her childhood and didn’t really want to.

			When he continued to stare, she found herself telling him the truth. “I don’t remember much about my life back then. Seeing the chickens, I remembered going with my mom to collect eggs from the coop. Some days it was like an Easter egg hunt. My mom had a way of making it fun.” Libby swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. She didn’t like thinking about the past. It was just too painful.

			Sam said nothing, but she thought that his features softened.

			Next they went to visit the pigsty, an open-field enclosure with mounds of fresh straw, half-round metal shelters where the small group of pink-and-white pigs could get out of the sun, and a shallow pond where they could bathe and cool themselves.

			“We only raise enough animals for our own use, but the visitors enjoy them,” Sam said. “We’ve also got five miniature goats. They’re a real favorite with the kids.”

			Her interest sharpened. “Where are they? I’d love to see them.”

			Sam pulled out his cell and checked the screen. “Unfortunately, we’re out of time. Our next guests should be arriving any minute.” He tucked the phone into the back pocket of his jeans, and Libby’s gaze lingered on his tight behind.

			“Why do you get to use your cell and the rest of us don’t?” she grumbled, annoyed with herself for noticing.

			“Now that we have guests, I won’t use it unless there’s an emergency. As I said, people come here to escape the digital world we live in these days.”

			Sam started walking, and Libby lengthened her stride to keep up with him. “I’m surprised you have any cell service out here at all.”

			“It’s spotty, that’s for sure. There’s not much once you head up in the hills, but close to the house it’s fairly reliable.”

			At least she could use her phone upstairs.

			She looked up to see one of the ranch vehicles, a black Ford Expedition, pulling up in front of the cabins. The next guests to arrive had flown from Los Angeles into the Eagle airport, and Big John Coolwater had gone to pick them up.

			According to Sam, they were on their honeymoon.

			“You must be Brad and Kim Hillman,” he said, shaking Brad’s hand as Big John unloaded their luggage from the back of the SUV. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Sam Bridger, and this is Libby Hale.”

			“Good to meet you,” Brad said. He was a lawyer, and he looked like one—attractive, with short, perfectly styled dark hair and blue eyes.

			“Libby will be taking care of your cabin. If you need anything, just let her know.”

			Brad slid an arm around his pretty blond bride. “I’ve got everything I could possibly need right here.”

			Kim blushed.

			“Congratulations to you both,” Sam said. “You’ll be staying in the Dove’s Nest. That’s our honeymoon cabin. I think you’ll like it.”

			It turned out to be a one-bedroom with a natural rock fireplace in the living room, a king-size four-poster bed, and a kitchenette. All of the cabins, Libby discovered, were cozy and welcoming and reflected the mountain setting of the ranch.

			When Big John set the couple’s bags on the pine floor at the foot of the bed, Brad leaned down and brushed a soft kiss over Kim’s lips. Warm color crept into her cheeks.

			“This looks great,” Brad said, his gaze sweeping the room furnished with a pine dresser and nightstands. “The bed looks real comfortable.”

			Kim’s flush deepened.

			“We’ll leave you two to settle in,” Sam said. “Part of the honeymoon package is your choice of supper with us in the main house or having your dinner brought over so you can eat here. You just need to let us know ahead of time.”

			Brad flicked Kim a heated glance. “We’re both pretty slammed after the flight. I think we’ll have supper here.”

			It wasn’t hard to read Brad’s plans for the evening, or the anticipation in Kim’s pretty face. Libby’s glance strayed from Sam to the big four-poster bed, and a little thread of heat curled low in her belly.

			Sam’s eyes met hers and seemed to turn a shade darker, but he made no comment as they left the cabin and headed back to the house.

			“I don’t think we’ll be seeing much of the Hillmans,” he said. “At least not for the first few days.”

			Libby glanced back over her shoulder and saw that the curtains had already been drawn. Unexpected longing welled inside her. “They really seem happy,” she said.

			“They’re newlyweds and they’re in love. That’s the way it’s supposed to work.”

			Libby pressed her lips together. “I suppose.”

			Sam paused outside the back door. “What? You don’t believe in love? Is that the reason you don’t date?”

			She tilted her head back to look up at him. “I don’t date because most men are selfish bastards. I hope Brad Hillman isn’t one of them.” With that she brushed past him, marched into the house, and closed the door.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			After supper, Sam spent a couple of hours in his study. There was always work to do: QuickBooks entries to check, supply orders to prepare, cost analyses to examine. The work was endless. He was grateful for Clara’s help, along with the CPA in Coffee Springs who kept everything running smoothly.

			Tonight his mind kept straying to Libby. She didn’t trust men, that was for sure. Obviously, she’d been hurt badly. He wondered who had done it and felt a surge of protectiveness he hadn’t expected.

			The house was quiet as he walked down the hall to the kitchen for a glass of milk before heading up to bed. When something glinted on the deck off the dining room, he stepped outside and was surprised to find Libby sitting in a chair peering through a thick tube perched on a tripod.

			“You’re up late,” he said, walking toward her. “Is that a telescope?”

			Libby turned away from the scope. Although it was dark, he could tell she was smiling.

			“Stargazing is my passion. I got interested in college, and it just stuck with me.” She stared up at the blanket of stars overhead. “Isn’t it amazing? The sky so black and clear, almost no light anywhere. The stars look like white diamonds on black velvet.” She pointed up. “That’s the Milky Way. You can just look up and see it. There’s nothing like this in the city or anywhere else I’ve ever been.”

			Something shifted inside him. He was learning there was more to Libby Hale than he had first thought. “Except for the three years I spent in the army, I’ve lived in Coffee Springs all my life. You begin to take things for granted, I guess.”

			“Like being able to see the stars whenever you want?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Want to take a closer look?”

			“Sure.” But he regretted the impulse the minute he moved closer and inhaled the soft, sweet scent of her. 

			Libby shifted forward to adjust a few knobs and bring the picture into focus, brushing her breasts against his shoulder and putting her cheek close to his. If he turned his head, he could kiss those full pouty lips.

			His body stirred to life, and Sam bit back a groan.

			“So what do you think? Isn’t it something?”

			He forced himself to concentrate. “Spectacular.” But he couldn’t help wondering if he was talking about the stars or the woman looking up at them.

			He took a deep breath and eased away. “Thanks for sharing.”

			“You think it’s safe to leave it set up out here?”

			“We’re not in New York. If you’ve got something to cover it and keep out the moisture, it should be fine.”

			“I’ve got everything I need.”

			Sam nodded. “Well, goodnight then.”

			He heard her moving around in the darkness behind him. “Goodnight, Sam.”

			There was an intimacy in the way she said his name that made his groin tighten. It was impossible to deny he wanted her. Sam cursed Martin Hale again for putting him in this position.

			* * * *

			The last two guests arrived the next day, a couple of fishermen. One was a black-haired man named Max Stoddard with a wiry build and darkly suntanned skin. The other, Vince Nolan, was big and beefy, with straight blond hair that nearly reached his thick-muscled shoulders.

			Libby stood next to Sam as he made the introductions; then the two men left to unpack their bags and make themselves at home in Wolverine Cabin.

			They seemed different from the other guests, Libby thought, a little less friendly, but maybe it was just her.

			By the end of the first few days, she had settled into a routine, finding the chores less distasteful than she had imagined. The Dunbar kids picked up after themselves, while the honeymooners, Kim and Brad, passed on housekeeping for two days in a row and mostly stayed in their cabin. If Alice and Betty were in Badger Cabin when Libby arrived, the women both pitched in to help.

			In Wolverine, the fishermen, Max and Vince, slept late and missed breakfast their first morning, picked up sack lunches, grabbed fishing poles, and headed off to the creek. At supper, they stayed mostly to themselves. The next day, they ate and left but declined housekeeping, which was fine with her.

			The guests all seemed to be having a good time, and Libby had to admit she was enjoying these days away from the city far more than she had imagined.

			This morning, she’d awakened early and wandered over to the window. Noticing the spectacular sunrise taking shape outside, she quickly dragged on jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt, pulled her hair into a ponytail, grabbed her cell to take pictures, and headed downstairs.

			Standing at the rail on the deck, she snapped a string of photos, excited to post them on her Instagram page and text them to her best friend, Caroline Thompson, back in the city. Finished, she stuck the phone in her pocket and just stood there watching the light, an array of pink, orange, rose, and gold that reminded her of rainbow sherbet.

			Memories tickled the back of her mind, mornings she had stood outside the barn on the farm with her dad, watching the gray dawn brighten to a palette of beautiful colors. She remembered the smell of bacon frying and her mother humming in the kitchen as she cooked.

			More memories surfaced. Her first day at school when she was five, getting on the school bus in the winter, her mom reminding her not to lose her gloves. Her chest ached. It took a moment for the sound of bootsteps to register behind her. Libby turned to see Sam, a worried look on his face.

			“You’re crying. What’s wrong?”

			She hadn’t realized. She swallowed past the lump in her throat, reached up and wiped the wetness from her cheeks. “It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

			Sam didn’t look convinced. His hand covered hers where it rested on the railing, and his touch gave her strength.

			“Tell me,” he said softly.

			Libby dragged in a shaky breath. “I was twelve years old when my parents died. Marty probably told you that.” 

			Sam nodded. 

			“I was devastated. My world fell completely apart, and I-I just couldn’t cope.”

			“It had to be a terrible time for you.”

			She swallowed. “I couldn’t handle the memories, so I blocked them. Even after I went to the city to live with Uncle Marty, I refused to talk about my mom and dad or the life I left behind. Over time, it got easier just to forget those years ever happened.”

			She looked up at him. “And then I came here.”

			His eyes locked with hers, dark brown and compelling, as if he really wanted to know her thoughts.

			“You were raised on a farm. Marty told me that. I guess in a lot of ways, a ranch is similar.”

			She looked back at the horizon, which had lightened to a soft yellow glow. “We had beautiful sunrises in Kansas. It’s not mountainous like Colorado, but I loved living there as a kid. I hadn’t realized how much I missed it until I came here.”

			The hand that covered hers gently squeezed. “Maybe that’s why Marty sent you. So you could deal with the past you’ve tried so hard to forget.”

			Fresh tears threatened. “Maybe.” Not wanting to look weak in front of him, she pulled her hand away and immediately felt the loss. “I need to go in and help Clara.”

			Sam nodded. As Libby turned away, his expression darkened. “What’s that in your pocket? I thought I told you no phones allowed anywhere but your room.”

			Her mouth tightened. “I was taking a picture. I didn’t bring my camera. Next time I’ll ask your permission, though I don’t think the sun is going to wait.” She turned to leave, but Sam reached out and grabbed her arm, stopping her before she reached the door.

			“I’m sorry,” he said, surprising her. “I should have thought of that. I can’t change the rules, but I can drive you into town, where you can buy one of those disposable cameras they sell at the mercantile.”

			Some of her anger faded. At least he was trying not to be a dick. “That sounds fair.”

			Sam’s gaze went to her bare feet, and his lips twitched. “You might want to buy yourself a pair of boots while you’re there.”

			One of her eyebrows went up. “You’re worried about the camping trip? You don’t think my sneakers will work?”

			Sam smiled. He had the nicest smile. “It’s the horseback ride getting there that’s the problem.”

			Libby smiled back. “I’ll give it some thought.”

			Something shifted in the air between them, heating her from the inside out. Sam’s eyes remained on her face, and Libby couldn’t look away.

			Worse yet, she didn’t want to.

			Until that moment, she hadn’t realized what a danger Sam Bridger posed. As she headed into the house, Libby vowed not to forget again.

			* * * *

			Sam thought of the woman taking pictures of the sunrise, and his chest felt tight. He was beginning to understand why Martin Hale had sent his beloved niece to the ranch. Marty hadn’t been able to help her deal with her grief. Sam figured Marty was making a last-ditch effort to give her the gift of her past.

			And he had enlisted Sam’s help to do it.

			Sam blew out a breath. Unfortunately, Marty hadn’t anticipated the attraction Sam would feel to his niece. Hell, Sam hadn’t expected it, either.

			Sure, she was beautiful. Petite and feminine, with miles of shiny blond hair. He wanted to grab a handful and drag her mouth to his, see if those pouty lips tasted as good as they looked. Just thinking about it made him hard.

			This morning he had seen her without a trace of makeup, and if anything, she’d only looked more beautiful. At least to him.

			He reminded himself there were a lot of beautiful, sexy women in the world, and he had never had trouble attracting a female he desired. He didn’t understand his fierce attraction to this one.

			But Libby had caught him completely off guard. He had banked on her being spoiled, selfish, and demanding. He grinned. She was a handful, no doubt. But there was a sweetness to Libby he hadn’t expected. It drew him as no woman had in a very long time.

			Sam was man enough to know when a woman was equally attracted. And though they’d been at odds at first, that attraction was growing.

			He had to put a stop to it. Martin had entrusted the niece he thought of as a daughter into Sam’s care. Seducing her was out of the question. He sighed as he checked the repair he had made in the fence and headed for the barn.

			During the summer, the hands all pitched in to help with the guests. Dare was a fisherman, and he was good. He helped rig the poles and showed the men the best fishing holes on the creek.

			Ronnie Yates gave riding lessons. As Sam approached the barn, he spotted Alice and Betty, who looked like silver-haired pixies compared to the muscular African American, and Ronnie looked small compared to Big John. The women seemed enthralled with the horses they had been assigned, an older chestnut mare named Biscuit for Betty, and for Alice, a big red Appaloosa named, aptly, Red.

			The two horses were circling the ring while Ronnie instructed the women on their position in the saddle and how to hold the reins. Clearly they trusted him to make sure they would be all right.

			Sam glanced around for Libby but didn’t see her, which was good. The less time he spent with her, the better.

			* * * *

			Finished cleaning Cougar Cabin, which, being the largest, took the most time, Libby picked up the bucket that held her cleaning supplies, grabbed the mop and broom and headed for Wolverine.

			The fishermen’s car, an older model faded blue Ford Fusion, was parked in front, but the DO NOT DISTURB sign hadn’t been hung on the door, so she gave it a quick, firm knock.

			Max opened the door. He was shirtless, dressed in jeans, his black hair damp from the shower and sticking to his head. He had a hard, sinewy body and a chest covered by curly black chest hair. There were tattoos on his arms, a serpent on one, a skull and crossbones on the other.

			“We were just leaving,” Max said. “Come on in.”

			Libby stepped into the living room, set the bucket on the floor and propped the mop beside it, then took the broom and started sweeping in front of the iron stove.

			The bedroom door opened, and Vince walked out. He eyed her up and down. “Damned shame,” he drawled with a trace of southern accent. “Woman looks as good as you?” He shook his head, moving the stringy blond hair that brushed his shoulders. “You could do a lot better than sweeping floors and cleaning toilets.”

			Annoyance trickled through her. “It’s only for the summer. I’ve never been on a ranch, so I think of it as an adventure.” That was total BS, but why she was there was none of his business.

			She started sweeping, and Vince moved up behind her. She stiffened at the heat of his big body standing so close.

			“If you’re looking for adventure,” he said softly, “I could give you a little thrill.”

			Her mouth tightened. She turned, set her palms on his chest and pushed him a few steps back. She was used to men like Vince. They all wanted the same thing. She just needed to make sure they understood they weren’t going to get it.

			“Look, Vince. I’m not interested in anything you’re selling, okay? I have a job to do. That’s the only reason I’m here. Max said the two of you were leaving. Once you’re gone, I can finish my work.”

			Vince’s pale blue eyes fixed on her breasts, and the corner of his mouth slid up. “I like a female with spunk, so I won’t take offense. You change your mind, you know where to find me.”

			Libby gritted her teeth.

			“Leave the girl alone,” Max said. “We’ve got things to do. We need to get going.”

			The men left the cabin, and Libby blew out a breath. She’d been right about those two. They were more secretive, more unapproachable than the other guests. They hadn’t tried to make friends, just stayed off to themselves. She’d noticed Vince watching her a couple of times, but she was used to that. Now that she’d stood up to him, she figured he wouldn’t give her any more trouble.

			Just to be safe, next time she’d make sure they were gone before she went in to do the housekeeping.

			Libby made the twin beds, cleaned the bathroom, finished straightening up and left the cabin. She hadn’t done this kind of work since she’d left the farm, but it wasn’t that bad, and it made the time pass swiftly. She hadn’t had a chance to see the miniature goats yet, so she headed in that direction.

			As she passed the barn, she noticed one of the stalls stood open and Big John knelt on the straw inside. Changing course, she wandered over just as he was rising, a small blanket-wrapped bundle tucked into the crook of his thick, powerful arm.

			“What happened?”

			“It’s one of the barn cats. Looks like she ran into trouble last night. Probably a coyote. She got away, but the damage was already done.”

			“You mean...she’s dead?”

			He nodded, his heavy black braid shifting across his broad back. “I’ll take care of her and the kittens she left behind.”

			Libby’s gaze swung to the stall, and she saw a tiny squirming mass in the straw. “Oh my God, she has babies!”

			John stopped in the opening, the mother cat still in his arms. “They’re too small to make it. It’s kinder just to get rid of them.”

			She dropped to her knees, and her eyes filled as she looked down at the tiny gray bodies. “They just need someone to feed them. I can do it. It won’t be that hard.”

			“You’ll be up all hours of the night,” Big John said.

			“I don’t care. You can’t just kill them. Please, John, let me take care of them.”

			John said nothing, just stood there staring as if he was trying to read her thoughts, then he nodded.

			“What’s going on here?” Sam strode up to the open stall door.

			Libby put herself between the two men and the kittens. “I won’t let you take them. They deserve a chance to live.”

			Big John looked at Sam. “One of the barn cats died. She just had a litter. They may be too small to survive, but Libby wants to try. I said it was okay.”

			Sam’s gaze swung in her direction. He must have noticed her mutinous expression. “They’re going to take a lot of work. Are you sure?”

			“I’ll take care of them. I can still do my other jobs.”

			Something moved across his features. “All right. We’ll all pitch in if you need help.”

			“I won’t,” she said firmly.

			Sam nodded. “I think Clara has some doll bottles. She’s done this kind of thing before.”

			Libby felt a wave of relief. “I just need to get them up to my room.”

			Sam found a cardboard box and lined it with straw. They placed the minuscule newborn kittens in the box, and Sam carried it upstairs.

			Libby had never really thought about backing out of the conditions of her uncle’s will and returning to New York, but if she had, the kittens would have ended the notion.

			They needed her. It had been a long time since anyone had needed Liberty Hale.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			With Clara making preparations for the three-day pack trip coming up tomorrow, Sam had no choice but to drive Libby into Coffee Springs.

			The small community, just a little over a block long, had a narrow redbrick post office at one end and Rocky Mountain Supply at the other, and a mercantile and gas station that serviced the area for miles around. The only other businesses were the Coffee Springs Café, the Elkhorn Bar and Grill, Murray’s Grocery, the Coffee Springs Bed and Breakfast, and Fred’s Gun Shop and Dentistry.

			Sam helped Libby out of the truck, and they headed into the big metal building that housed the mercantile.

			“Mornin’, Sam.” Fran Tilman, one of the employees, hurried over to help. A stout, older woman with silver hair cut in a bob, Fran knew everyone in town and was always full of gossip.

			Just what Sam didn’t need.

			“Morning, Fran.” He turned. “Fran, this is Libby Hale. She’s working at the ranch this summer. She needs a few things.”

			Fran’s shrewd gaze went from him to Libby. “Always happy to help.” Meaning she was happy to get a chance for fresh gossip.

			Fran smiled, and Libby smiled back. “We got just about anything you can think of,” Fran said. “What do you need?”

			Libby glanced around the big open area that held everything from farm equipment to saddles and horse gear, along with racks of clothing, heavy winter jackets, and Western wear.

			“I’ll leave you to your shopping,” Sam said, eager to escape. “I’ve got some errands. I won’t be gone long.” He started to leave, stopped and turned back. “I don’t think I mentioned there’s a lake in the mountains where we’re camping. If you don’t have a bathing suit, you can probably find one here.”

			Libby’s smile widened, betraying the first real excitement he had seen. “A lake. That sounds great. Don’t worry, I’ve got my own suit. I never travel without one.”

			Sam ground down on the image of Libby in a miniscule bikini, but his body ignored him and stirred to life. He managed to nod as he walked away. Maybe he should have let her skip the pack trip after all.

			* * * *

			Libby glanced around the dome-shaped metal structure, taking in the automotive supplies, bags of dry dog food, saddles, bridles, and RV equipment.

			“I came to buy a disposable camera.” She thought of her cell phone with longing. “If they still make those things.”

			Fran nodded wisely. “Fujifilm Instax Mini. They come in different colors. There’s a rack right over here.” The plump woman led the way and Libby followed.

			“Which one’s the best?” she asked.

			“Well, you can buy the camera bundle, which has some extra goodies, but it costs quite a bit more.”

			“I’ll take it.”

			Fran eyed her a little differently, plucked a pink plastic camera off the rack and handed it over. “So how did you come to be working on the ranch? Are you a long-time friend of Sam’s?”

			“My uncle was a friend. He suggested I come up for the summer.”

			“Maybe I knew him. What was his name?”

			Libby was there because she had no choice, but the woman didn’t need to know that. “Uncle Martin only came for a couple of weeks. He passed a few months back.”

			“Oh, I’m so sorry.” They started toward the register. “You said you have a swimsuit. Is there anything else I can show you?”

			She looked over at the Western clothes. “Sam thinks I need a pair of cowboy boots.”

			Fran grinned. “We have a big boot department. And you might want to look at some Western shirts or jeans. We just got in a new shipment. Oh, and we got some beautiful Montana Silversmith’s jewelry: earrings, belt buckles, bracelets, that kind of thing. You’re new here, but eventually, you’ll probably end up over at the Elkhorn Bar and Grill. They have dances there on the weekends.”

			“They have a band?”

			“Sure do. If you don’t know how to country dance, I’m sure Sam can teach you.”

			The implication was clear, but Libby didn’t take the bait, just smiled and made no reply. She followed Fran over to the Western wear department, which immediately captured her interest.

			By the time Libby walked out of the mercantile, she was carrying an armload of jeans, boots, shirts, Western tank tops, some pretty silver jewelry, and of course her Fujifilm Mini.

			She set the bags down on the sidewalk and began to watch for Sam’s truck. Across the parking lot, she noticed Max and Vince’s blue Ford Fusion sitting in front of the gas pumps. Vince filled the tank while Max stood a few feet away, deep in conversation with a bearded man in jeans and a red flannel shirt. There were a few streaks of gray in his reddish-brown hair, and above the scraggly beard, a suntanned, weathered complexion.

			Preoccupied, they didn’t seem to see her in an alcove near the front door. Vince finished pumping gas, and he and Max got into the car. Max started the engine while the bearded man took off around the side of the building and disappeared.

			They sure didn’t look like fishermen, Libby thought, but then what did she know?

			As the sedan drove away, Libby spotted Sam’s big Dodge truck pulling into the parking lot. Sam got out of the pickup, his eyes widening at the stack of packages at her feet.

			“I knew I shouldn’t have stayed away so long.” He took the armload of bags and began loading them into the back of the truck. Libby tried not to notice the lean muscles shifting beneath his denim shirt, or the way his behind, outlined by faded butter-soft jeans, flexed and tightened with his every move.

			The lift in her stomach surprised her. She hadn’t felt the least desire for a man in...well, years. She’d just been burned too often. But Sam was different. Nothing like the men she used to date in the city.

			Or at least that was the way he seemed. Maybe it was all just an act, a way to get her to let down her guard. It had happened before.

			“Time to go,” Sam said, snapping her out of her dismal thoughts.

			Libby climbed into the truck and buckled her seat belt. Tomorrow she was going on a camping trip in the mountains. A memory stirred, her dad promising to take her on an overnight camping trip with two of her girlfriends. He and her mom had been killed the week before they were supposed to leave.

			Sadness rose inside her. Libby took a deep breath and forced it away. She thought again of the pack trip and instead of dread felt an unexpected surge of anticipation. Maybe a camping trip into the Rocky Mountains wouldn’t be all that bad.

			Then she remembered she was a city girl used to five-star hotels and three-star Michelin restaurants. Not a sleeping bag on the ground and no bathrooms.

			She grimaced. More likely, it would be exactly as bad as she imagined.

			* * * *

			Sam awoke to a sound in the night. He felt restless and uneasy, probably because he had so much on his mind. Tomorrow they would be heading out, packing into the high country. The guests were all excited. Even Libby’s attitude had improved. She was ready to go, she’d told him at supper—after Clara had volunteered to take care of the kittens while she was away.

			Libby trusted Clara. Sam was pretty sure she didn’t trust him. Or any other man for that matter.

			He wondered again who was responsible for hurting her and found himself wishing he could land a punch in the city-boy’s face.

			Unable to sleep, he climbed out of bed, pulled on his jeans, and started down the hall toward the kitchen for a glass of milk.

			A noise sounded at the other end of the hall, and he turned to see a faint light coming from under Libby’s door. Knowing he should just keep walking, instead he padded back the way he’d come and kept going till he reached her room. Hearing what sounded like crying from the other side of the door, he knocked gently.

			“Libby? Are you okay?”

			“I’m okay,” she said, but her voice sounded shaky and a notch too high.

			Sam opened the door, peered into the dimly lit bedroom, and saw Libby sitting on the bed, holding one of the kittens against her chest. Tears streaked down her cheeks.

			She looked up at him, and her lips trembled. “He’s dead, Sam.” She swallowed. “He was the smallest, so I named...named him Tiny. I couldn’t get him to eat, and now...now he’s dead.”

			Sam felt a tug in his heart. He sat down on the bed beside her. “It’s not your fault. You knew it could happen when you brought the kittens up here. He was just too little to survive.”

			She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I know.”

			Sam gently took the miniscule gray body from her hands, went into the bathroom and grabbed a hand towel, wrapped up the kitten, and carried it downstairs to the mud room. He’d bury it in the morning. In the meantime, he needed to get back to Libby.

			He found her just where he’d left her, sitting on the edge of the bed in her shorty nightgown. Thank God it was cotton and not transparent, though he could clearly make out the soft swells of her breasts. He managed to keep his mind out of the gutter and tamp down any forbidden thoughts.

			The bad news was she was still crying. Sam returned to his place beside her.

			“It’s all right, honey. Sometimes bad things happen. You did the best you could.”

			She looked up at him with big, tear-filled blue eyes. “Why does everything I love have to die? My parents, Uncle Marty. Now Tiny is dead.” She sobbed, bent over double, and started crying even harder.

			This wasn’t just about the kitten, he realized. This was about her parents and Marty and the grief she had managed to keep bottled up until now. He hadn’t meant to touch her, but somehow she was in his lap and sobbing against his shoulder.

			“It’s okay.” He gently smoothed a hand down her back. “Just let yourself go.”

			Libby’s arms went around his neck, and she clung to him, her body shaking with the force of her tears. He was bare-chested, and he could feel the dampness on his skin. Sam let her cry until her tears turned to hiccups and she finally relaxed against him.

			“You okay?” he asked, brushing pale damp strands from her cheeks.

			She nodded but didn’t let go. Instead, she drew a little away, looked up at him and pressed a soft kiss on his lips.

			For an instant, Sam went still. God help him, so far he had managed to stay away from her, but with her body so warm and feminine against his, nothing could hold him back now. His mouth claimed hers, and the soft kiss deepened into something more, something hot and fierce.

			Libby made a sound in her throat, urging him to take the hot kiss even deeper. Tangling his hands in her hair to hold her in place, Sam ravaged her mouth, taking everything she offered, giving her what she wanted in return.

			“Libby,” he whispered, forcing himself to slow down. “If we don’t stop, I’m going to want more. In the morning you’ll regret it.”

			“I need you, Sam,” she said, kissing him until he groaned. Her waist was tiny before it flared into a pair of womanly hips. Her breasts felt soft and full against his bare chest. 

			He eased down the bodice of her nightgown and found that each perfect breast exactly filled his palms. Her skin was smooth as silk, the small tips as hard as berries. He yearned to take them into his mouth and taste the sweetness.

			God, he wanted her. Ached to bury himself inside her.

			He kissed the corners of her mouth, her nose, her eyes, tasted the wetness of her tears, and felt a sharp pang in his chest that finally pierced his conscience. His heart was hammering, the arousal beneath his fly hard as stone.

			Sam released a shaky breath. “Libby...honey. I can’t do this.” 

			She looked up at him, her eyes glazed with passion. 

			“Your uncle was my friend. I can’t betray his trust.”

			She just stared. “I know you want me,” she said. “Men always want me.”

			His chest tightened. “I want you. I won’t lie about it. But this isn’t what Marty had in mind for you.”

			She stiffened, pulled up her nightgown, slid off his lap, and turned to face him. “I don’t care what my uncle had in mind. He’s gone. He’s dead, just like everyone else. I’m my own person now. Uncle Marty doesn’t control my life anymore.”

			“Libby...”

			“Get out, Sam. Go away and leave me alone.”

			He didn’t want to go. He wanted to hold her again, pick up where they’d left off. He rose from the bed and started for the door.

			“I probably would have disappointed you anyway,” she said softly from behind him. “I’m not very good at sex.”

			Sam turned and walked back to her. Leaning down, he cupped her face in his hands. “You don’t have to be good at it, Libby. You just have to be with the right man.” He kissed her softly one last time. Sam warned himself not to say the words but couldn’t seem to stop himself. “This isn’t over. We’ll have time to figure things out.”

			Turning away before he could change his mind and show her exactly how good sex between them could be, Sam opened the door and walked out of the bedroom.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			As soon as breakfast was over, Libby ran upstairs to change into her riding clothes, pulling on the jeans she had bought at the mercantile, which were snug but comfortable, the boots Fran had assured her wouldn’t hurt her feet even the first time she wore them, and a pale yellow Western shirt with pink roses embroidered on the yoke in back.

			The final touch was the straw cowboy hat Fran had insisted she needed as protection against the sun. She grinned as she looked in the mirror. Not bad, she thought, for a city cowgirl.

			She grabbed the small overnight bag of necessities she had packed from the list Sam had given each guest and headed out of the house.

			The horses were saddled and waiting, along with three mules to carry the supplies. Sam had explained that he would ride in front while Big John rode at the back of the group, leading the pack string. She spotted him talking to his foreman, Julio Santiago, who was staying behind with the rest of the hands to handle the cattle and any ranch problems that might come up.

			So far Libby had managed not to think about what happened with Sam in her bedroom last night. It was just a moment of weakness because of the kitten, she told herself. It didn’t mean anything. But dammit, why did the man have to look so incredibly hot this morning?

			Just the way he carried himself turned her on, his shoulders so straight, his strides so relaxed and confident. In his dusty straw cowboy hat, khaki T-shirt, snug jeans, and worn boots, he looked as if he’d just stepped out of a city girl’s Western fantasy.

			Libby hated him for making her want him all over again.

			His eyes raked her from head to foot as he walked up, taking in her hat and boots. The look in those intense dark eyes said she wasn’t the only one who remembered last night.

			“You ready?” he asked, his eyes carefully fixed on her face. Libby knew she looked good. Score one for her.

			Pasting on a smile, she tipped her head back to look at him from beneath the brim of her hat. “Which horse is mine?”

			Sam pointed to a little palomino mare with the sweetest long-lashed brown eyes she’d ever seen. “That’s Sunshine,” he said. “Most of the others have ridden at least once or twice since they got here, so they’re ready to go. I wish you’d had the chance, but you don’t need to worry. Sunshine’s good-natured and easy to handle, and you’ll be riding right behind me.”

			Oh, lucky me! She could watch his broad back and tight buns all the way to the top of the mountain.

			“You were raised on a farm,” Sam said. “You know how to ride, right?”

			“We used to have a couple of horses, but it was a long time ago.”

			“I’m sure it’ll come back to you, but I can give you a quick refresher course.”

			Sam walked her over to Sunshine, who turned a patient look in her direction.

			“All you have to do is grab the horn, stick your boot in the stirrup, and swing up into the saddle.”

			She bent to the task, saddle leather creaking as she settled herself in the seat.

			Sam adjusted the position of her boot. “Stirrups are just about right.” He lifted the reins over Sunshine’s head. “She’s got a soft mouth, so keep your touch light. You remember how to use the reins?”

			Surprisingly, she did. And sitting on a horse again felt good. Really good.

			He smoothed a gloved hand down Sunshine’s sleek neck, and she remembered his palm kneading her breast. A rush of heat hit her that had nothing to do with the warm sun and everything to do with how good he’d made her feel.

			Sam rested a hand on her thigh, then hastily jerked it away. “Just relax and have fun, okay?”

			Ignoring a fresh rush of heat, Libby focused on the day ahead. She had decided to make the best of the situation. Other people were there to have fun. She wasn’t going to spoil it for them.

			Or so she thought until she saw Max and Vince come out of Wolverine Cabin and walk toward them.

			“I thought they were staying behind to fish,” Libby said.

			“They changed their minds at the last minute and decided to join us. Fishing’s always good up at the lake.”

			Libby said nothing. But as the men walked past, she felt Vince’s pale eyes skimming over her, and a chill slid down her spine. Max nudged Vince toward the barn, where a pair of bay horses stood saddled and waiting.

			Sam tied a bedroll on the back of Libby’s saddle, took her overnight bag and packed it in one of the mule panniers. According to Sam, each side of the box had to be weighted exactly right in order to keep the load from shifting and creating a problem for the mule.

			* * * *

			“Everybody’s mounted and ready,” Sam said. He swung up into the saddle of a sorrel quarter horse with a thick chest and bowed neck and turned to give her a last reassuring glance. “You have any kind of problem, don’t be afraid to let me know, okay?”

			Libby nodded. “Okay.”

			“Let’s go.”

			They set off single file, with the Dunbar family on the trail behind Libby, Caleb looking nearly as comfortable in the saddle as Sam. The perky black horse Caleb rode had plenty of energy, dancing from side to side and tossing his pretty head. Jordy and Suzy followed, grinning from ear to ear, Jenny smiling as she rode behind them.

			Betty on Biscuit and Alice on Red were clearly enthralled. Kim and Brad Hillman mostly grinned at each other, barely noticing the spectacular scenery. Max and Vince rode in silence. They didn’t look particularly happy to be there, but maybe their attitude would improve once they reached the lake.

			Big John led the pack string, three mules plodding along in a line tied together with a length of rope. The riders made their way along the main ranch road, then turned onto a trail across one of the pastures. Clusters of curious Black Angus watched them; then Sam dismounted and opened a gate, and they headed up into the hills.

			Libby shifted in the saddle, but it didn’t take long to get familiar with the roll and sway of the horse, and she found herself relaxing. It was hard to admit, but she was glad she had come. If she didn’t have to look at the broad shoulders and narrow hips of the man in front of her, the dark gold hair that curled over his collar beneath the brim of his hat, she might have thought the day was perfect.

			By lunchtime, she wasn’t so sure. Her legs and bottom were aching, and sweat trickled down the back of her neck. She was working up the courage to swing down from the horse when she felt Sam’s big hands wrap around her waist and lift her down to the ground.

			Pain traveled up her thighs, and Libby inwardly groaned. Sam smiled, and she wanted to hit him.

			“You’ll get used to it,” he said. “If you walk around a little, your muscles will loosen and some of the stiffness will ease.”

			He walked off to help Betty and Alice, but they had been riding in the arena next to the barn every day. Libby had been sure she could talk Sam into letting her stay back at the ranch. Now she was paying the price.

			Eventually, the ache in her legs and behind began to fade. She took one of the sack lunches and sat down on a log next to Jenny, a cool breeze ruffling Jenny’s light brown hair.

			“Where are the kids?” Libby asked.

			“Caleb took them for a walk. The two weeks we spend up here is like heaven for him.” She sighed. “If he hadn’t married me, his life would have been completely different. Sometimes I feel bad about that.”

			“Caleb loves you and the kids. You can see it every time he looks at you. Maybe someday you’ll find a way to give him his dream, and both of you will be happy.”

			Jenny smiled. “We’re saving for a weekend home in the mountains. We’ve almost got enough.”

			“That’s wonderful.”

			They chatted as they each ate one of the thick ham-and-Swiss sandwiches Clara had packed, along with an apple, a carton of orange juice, and a chocolate granola bar.

			Sam walked up when they’d finished. “If you need to make a pit stop, there’s an outhouse on the other side of the clearing. I’ll see you back here in fifteen minutes.”

			“We better go,” Jenny said, rising. “We might not get another chance till we get to camp.”

			Libby reluctantly followed, thinking how much easier it was for men out here in the middle of nowhere. She and Jenny joined the other women in front of the wooden outhouse door. When her turn came, she held her breath and fought down her gag reflex.

			“Not exactly the Ritz,” she grumbled as she walked back outside. 

			Next in line, Betty laughed and disappeared into the wooden shed.

			As she started back toward the horses, Libby spotted Vince on the other side of the clearing. He was looking over his shoulder at her as he urinated in the grass behind a tree. He turned so she could see that his fly was open, his dick in his hand.

			Heat rushed into her face. Libby turned away and kept walking. She thought about telling Sam. He’d be furious, she was sure, but if Sam confronted Vince, anything could happen, and she didn’t want to ruin the trip for everyone else.

			Besides, she’d known Vince was a dick. Seeing it just proved the point. She grinned. In her line of work, men often made fools of themselves. No way was she letting an asshat like Vince Nolan get to her.

			Besides, she wasn’t really afraid of him. Uncle Marty had insisted she take a self-defense class in Manhattan. She wasn’t particularly good at it, but she’d passed the course. If Vince pressed her again, maybe she’d get a chance to use what she had learned.

			She smiled at the slim possibility the moves she’d learned would actually work.

			Making her way back to the horses, she pulled out the half of an apple she had saved for Sunshine, held her hand out flat, and let the horse pick it up.

			Sunshine chewed the treat and gave a soft whiffle of thanks. Libby swung up in the saddle, ignoring a twinge of pain. She ached in places that had never ached before, and once they got to camp, there would be chores.

			And it was only day one. Libby groaned as Sam settled into the saddle of the big sorrel in front of her, and they headed up the trail. She wanted to curse Uncle Marty.

			Then they reached a turn in the trail, and she looked down at the lush green valley below and the tiny speck that was the ranch house and found herself smiling instead.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Night had settled in. The steaks Sam had grilled on an iron grate over the cooking fire had been a big success.

			Bridger Camp was a permanent fixture in a clearing just above Wolf Lake. Besides the cooking fire, there was a portable stove that had been packed in earlier and assembled.

			The tents had also been set up days ago, each furnished with a pair of cots. There was an outhouse in the forest not far away and a solar shower that could be filled with water from the lake.

			The most popular spot was the fire pit, where the flames were currently blazing into the clear night sky. It was surrounded by a circle of logs that made the perfect spot for everyone to gather after the meal.

			Sam smiled. As campsites went, it definitely wasn’t five-star, but it wasn’t completely primitive either.

			Big John and Caleb had unpacked the mules and tended the horses; then Big John had wandered off somewhere, as he liked to do.

			The honeymooners had taken a blanket and disappeared into the forest with a word of caution not to wander too far away. With their dad’s help, Jordy and Suzy were shaving branches off sticks for marshmallow roasting. Vince and Max sat drinking beer on one side of the fire pit, with Betty, Alice, Jenny, and Libby on the other.

			Sam thought of the way Libby had gone to work when they reached camp, pitching in with the cooking, determined to pull her weight. She was exhausted, he knew, and part of him felt guilty. Libby wasn’t used to this kind of hard labor, or riding, or any of the things she’d been exposed to on the ranch.

			But aside from the money, Marty had been a friend, and Sam knew the man believed sending Libby to work on the ranch was the right thing to do.

			“Time for marshmallows!” Jordy hollered, racing back to the fire. 

			Caleb and little Suzy followed, Caleb passing around the marshmallow-roasting sticks they had made.

			Sam headed for the camp kitchen set up beneath a canvas awning, took out a couple bags of marshmallows, and returned to the fire. Everyone loaded their sticks with the puffy white balls and stuck them into the flames.

			Sam’s gaze went in search of Libby. She’d been quiet all evening, and though every lustful part of him wanted a repeat of what had happened in her bedroom last night, Sam had forced himself to stay away from her. Even so, he found himself watching her, wanting to make sure she was okay.

			Feeling a tug on his belt, he glanced down to see little Suzy looking up at him, blond ponytail drooping to one side of her head. 

			“My mars-mallow keeps falling off.” Suzy handed him her stick. “Can you fix it?”

			Sam smiled. “Sure.” He grabbed the stick and a couple of marshmallows and slid them on just right. He walked her over to her mom. “Hold it right here, but don’t get too close to the fire, okay?”

			Suzy bobbed her head, ponytail swinging precariously up and down. Jenny gave him a grateful smile. Unconsciously, Sam’s gaze went in search of Libby again. She was standing a few feet away, leaning over the fire to help Jordy.

			Sam saw the flames racing up her pant leg at the same instant she screamed.

			“Libby!” He hit her like a linebacker tackling the quarterback, taking the brunt of the impact as both of them went down. Sam rolled her beneath him, back and forth, back and forth, till the flames running up the side of her jeans were out.

			Her eyes were huge and frightened as he jerked out his knife, flipped open the blade, and sliced open her pantleg. Her calf was red but not badly burned, and Sam felt a sweep of relief.

			“I-I’m okay,” Libby said, her voice wobbly. “I’m okay.”

			Sam pulled her to her feet and straight into his arms. She was shaking, but so was he. He didn’t let go, couldn’t force himself to let her go.

			“I-I’m okay,” she said again, holding him tight, her face pressed into his chest until the trembling in her body began to ease.

			Sam took a slow, deep breath and turned to see they were surrounded by everyone in the camp.

			“She’s all right,” he said. “She’s going to be okay. I’ll put some aloe on the burn, and she’ll be fine.” But instead of going after the medicine, he swept her up in his arms and carried her into his tent. The flap fell closed behind him as he set her on one of the cots and grabbed the medical kit, took out a bottle of the clear, gooey cactus salve that was the best burn healer he knew.

			Sam looked at her pretty face and those incredible blue eyes, and anger swept in to hide how frightened he had been.

			“What the hell did you think you were you doing? Surely you know enough to stand back from a blazing fire!”

			Libby stiffened and tried to stand up, but Sam shoved her back down. 

			“Sit still. You aren’t going anywhere until I take care of that leg.”

			“Give me the bottle, and I’ll do it myself.” She held out a hand Sam ignored.

			He took a tortured breath and slowly released it. “Look, you scared me, okay? You could have been burned very badly.” Crouching beside the cot, he gently smeared on the cooling medicine, then turned her ankle to make sure the red streak running up her calf was completely covered with the gel. “I don’t think it’s going to blister.”

			“I was trying to help Jordy,” Libby said. “I didn’t realize we were standing so close. I’m sorry.”

			Sam reached up and framed her face in his hands. He looked into those beautiful blue eyes, leaned over and very softly kissed her. “I should have been paying closer attention. I usually do, but...”

			Libby leaned in and kissed him. “It’s not your job to babysit me. No matter what you think.”

			Sam kissed her one last time, then pushed to his feet. “I need to get back out there. They’re all worried about you.”

			Libby stood up from the cot. “Sam...?”

			He turned. “Yes?”

			“My first day of camp? It wasn’t really so bad. At least not until I set myself on fire.”

			Sam laughed with sheer relief. “Good to know.”

			He opened the tent flap and held it while Libby walked outside, where even the kids stood silently waiting.

			“I’m fine,” Libby said to them. “Sam put some salve on my leg, so it barely hurts. Thanks for worrying about me, but I’m okay. I’m going to take a couple of Advil and go to bed. I’ll see you all in the morning.”

			“Goodnight, Libby,” Jenny said, and the others chimed in.

			She flicked Sam a last glance, then crossed to the tent she’d been assigned. The crew tents were set a little apart from the others to give the guests a feeling of privacy. As the group dispersed, Sam glanced over to see Libby disappear into her tent.

			A shadowy figure stood in the darkness not far away, and unease filtered through him. The man in the shadows was Vince.

			* * * *

			Libby awoke in the middle of the night. It was pitch dark, so black she couldn’t tell the front of the tent from the back.

			Outside, a soft shuffling and occasional sniffing sound moved along the bottom of the tent. Her hands tightened around the sleeping bag. Exhausted, she had forgotten to zip the tent when she’d gone to bed.

			The shuffling and sniffing continued, the animal moving toward the open tent flap. Was it a bear? Oh, God, what should she do? If she didn’t sound the alarm, was she putting everyone in danger?

			Her heart was pounding so hard she could feel it in her temples. The shuffling was getting closer. Sam would know what to do. She slipped out of her sleeping bag. It was now or never.

			Libby bolted through the tent opening and rushed out into the darkness and over to Sam’s tent, which fortunately wasn’t zipped either.

			She ducked inside. “Sam...” she whispered, leaning down to shake his shoulder. “Wake up. There’s a bear—”

			He was already awake, she realized as he sat up in the dark and swung his long legs to the side of the cot.

			“It’s not a bear,” he said quietly as he drew her down beside him. “It’s a raccoon. They won’t hurt you.”

			Libby breathed a sigh of relief. “I was afraid it might attack someone.” Her eyes had finally adjusted, and she could see him sitting there, shirtless, in just a pair of boxers. He had a beautiful body, all smooth muscle, just a dusting of gold on his hard, amazing chest. Soft heat curled low in her belly.

			“I’ve never seen a raccoon,” she said, forcing her mind back where it belonged. “Except on TV.”

			She caught a flash of white as he smiled. “They come looking for food scraps. That’s one of the reasons we keep everything packed up.”

			“I guess I screwed up again. I’m sorry I bothered you.”

			“You didn’t screw up. You’ve never been camping. When we get back, I’ve got a book you can read on animals in the area. Next time you’ll know what it is, and you won’t be afraid.”

			Next time. Something warm blossomed inside her. She wasn’t leaving yet. She would still have time with Sam. The warmth inside her swelled. She wanted to reach out and touch him.

			“How’s your leg?” he asked, barely above a whisper, and yet she thought his voice had roughened.

			“The aloe worked. I’m okay, but...”

			“What?”

			“But maybe you should...umm...take a look.” Oh, God, had she really said that? Was she making a fool of herself again?

			Sam took her hand and placed it over his heart. It was beating as hard as hers had been when she rushed into his tent.

			“If I touch you, Libby, I won’t want to stop. I’ll want to touch you all over.”

			It was dark and quiet, the whole camp dead asleep, the other tents some distance away. Libby ran her hand over the muscles on his chest. “That’s how I feel, Sam. Every time I look at you, I want to touch you.”

			A low sound came from his throat. Sam framed her face between his palms, and his mouth came down over hers. It was a soft, sweet, melting kiss that went on and on until she was clinging to his shoulders. Then suddenly it was more.

			Desire rose inside her, turning her body hot and damp. She was wearing only a sleep-tee, no panties, no bra. It would be so easy just to... Libby slid her arms around Sam’s neck and pushed him backward on the cot. She started kissing him again, and he groaned.

			Sam took it from there, lifting her astride him, pulling the sleep-tee off over her head and taking her breasts into his mouth. A rush of heat hit her, spreading like fire through her body. She could feel his erection pressing against her, big and hard, his callused hands gliding over her skin, moving down to her hips, then sliding between her legs to stroke her.

			Sam kissed her again, and the fire inside exploded into white hot flame. It had been years since a man touched her this way, and it had never felt so good. Libby came with a violent, unexpected rush that had him silencing her cry with a deep, penetrating kiss.

			Libby rested her head on Sam’s chest, and he held her as she drifted down, held her for what seemed like forever. Then he pressed a kiss on her forehead.

			“No condom,” he said, and she realized he was still hard.

			“Oh, Sam, I’m—”

			“For God’s sake, don’t say you’re sorry.” He traced the outline of her lips. “We’ll make up for it next time.”

			Next time. The words he had said before washed over her like a balm.

			Sam eased her off him, and she noticed it was getting light outside. Apparently, it was later than she’d thought.

			“You better get back to your tent,” he said softly. Then he slid his hands into her hair to hold her in place and kissed her one last time. “I’ll see you at breakfast.”

			Libby just nodded. Every bone in her body felt limp and pliant without the stress that she had been feeling ever since her uncle died. A smile hovered on her lips. She had never been so bold with a man. She had always let the guy set the pace and just gone along with it. With Sam, it was different. Everything about Sam felt different.

			Hurriedly, she slipped out of his tent and made her way back to her own. The sky continued to lighten. As she lifted the canvas flap, she spotted a hulking shape in the shadows.

			Vince stepped out where she could see him and cupped the bulge at the front of his jeans. The faint curl of his lips said he knew what she and Sam had been doing in the tent. In the hazy dawn light, something dark and cold flashed in his eyes.

			Fear slid through her, but Libby forced it down. She wasn’t letting Vince Nolan or any other man intimidate her again. Disappearing into the tent, she zipped the flap.

			She’d decide what to do about Vince in the morning.

			In the meantime, she would have to figure out what to do about Sam.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Sam wasn’t a man who spent much time on regrets. If he made a mistake, he left it in the past and moved on with his life. Last night, he had made a huge mistake, but so far he hadn’t figured a way to move past it.

			Instead, all he could think of was finishing what he’d started. Or more accurately, what Libby had started. He almost smiled. He wanted Libby in his bed, and not for just one night, but even thinking about it wasn’t fair to Libby. And it wasn’t fair to him.

			In a few weeks’ time, Libby would return to the city. With any luck, she would be a better, happier person for the experiences she’d had on the ranch. Libby would go back to the lavish, glamorous life she’d lived in New York, and Sam would stay here on the ranch, the only place he could ever be happy.

			There was no chance of a relationship, no future for the two of them.

			Hell, how had the word relationship even entered his mind?

			He shook his head and concentrated on cooking breakfast, which everyone waited eagerly for Libby to serve. The bacon sizzled in a giant frying pan, and next to it a pan of scrambled eggs turned a perfect fluffy yellow. There was even a batch of biscuits he’d cooked in a Dutch oven over the open flames.

			A thought that reminded him of Libby, the fire last night and the terror he had felt. Sam shook it off. Accidents happened. He knew that. Still, it was Libby, and the idea of her being hurt in any way sent a ball of dread into his stomach.

			“Everything ready?” Libby asked. She was surrounded by Suzy and Jordy and the rest of the guests, all wearing eager, hungry expressions.

			He nodded. “You got the plates?”

			“Right here.” Libby handed them over one at a time, Sam filled them, and Libby passed them around. The kids ate first, then everyone else. It took three batches in all, the last for him, Big John, and Libby—though she passed on the bacon.

			The weather had been warm and would be even warmer today. As the guests wandered off to explore the area, Sam worked with Libby to clean up the breakfast dishes. Libby had barely looked at him all morning. He tried not to wonder what she was thinking, but it was impossible to do. He had promised her sex would be good between them, but he hadn’t really had a chance to show her. He hoped she at least liked the sample he had given her.

			Sam inwardly smiled.

			“It’s warming up,” he said as they finished drying the last metal plate and tin coffee mug and put them away. They’d already dealt with the trash, put away the leftover food and hoisted the food box into a tree. No bears in camp last night, but he sure as hell didn’t want to attract them, or more raccoons.

			“You going swimming?” he asked.

			Libby smiled. “Absolutely.” Was there an impish tilt to those big blue eyes? Because just thinking about Libby in a bathing suit was enough to make him hard. “What about you?” she asked.

			“Maybe. I’ve got some chores to take care of first.”

			She glanced up at the sky. “It’s eleven o’clock. I think I’ll go change.”

			Sam cocked an eyebrow. “Was that just a guess, or can you actually tell time by the sun?”

			“I can navigate by the stars, and yes, I can use the sun to tell time. My dad and I made a sundial once when I was a kid.” She glanced away, shadows in her beautiful eyes. “I still remember how it works.”

			He knew the memories must be painful. But he deeply believed remembering the past was the only way Libby could move forward toward a happy future. As she walked away, he glanced over to see Big John standing in the shadows. The man was as silent as a cat.

			“Your woman...she is different from the others you have known.”

			The muscles across Sam’s abdomen contracted. John had a way of knowing things that was almost spooky. “She isn’t my woman. She’ll be leaving in a couple of weeks. And you’re right. She is different.” He tossed the last of the cold coffee he had been nursing all morning and set the tin cup aside. “She belongs in the city. Soon as her time here is over, she’ll be going back to the life she lives in Manhattan.”

			John said nothing, just gave him a pitying stare out of eyes as black as onyx. Turning, he walked away.

			Forcing thoughts of Libby aside, Sam worked around the camp for a while, then changed into his swimsuit, grabbed a towel, and headed down to the lake. The water was clear enough to see the round multicolored rocks at the bottom. On the camp side, there was a long stretch of sandy beach. Sunlight glistened on waves slapping lightly against the shore.

			Sam’s gaze roamed over the guests enjoying the water. One of the camp rules was that one person stayed out of the lake at all times to observe and make sure everyone was safe. At the moment, Caleb sat on a log on a low hill above the beach, a pair of binoculars beside him on the grass. His wife and kids played in the water. Betty and Alice were splashing around and laughing. Kim and Brad were both sunbathing on a flat rock a little way down the shore.

			Sam glanced around for Libby, spotted her as she emerged from the lake a few feet away. Water streamed over her perfect breasts, tiny waist, and curvy hips. She was wearing a one-piece white swimsuit cut high on the sides and low in the front and back, tasteful, and yet she was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen.

			His mouth went dry while his skin felt hot and tight. Jesus. He’d learned the shape of her body last night, but seeing her half-naked stirred an erection he fought to conquer. He clamped down on his lust but still had to concentrate on something else to bring himself under control.

			“You should join us,” Libby said. “The water feels great, once you get used to it.” Her gaze slid over the front of his swimsuit, and her pouty lips edged up. Sam had no doubt she knew exactly the effect she was having on him.

			“I think I’ll spell Caleb, let him go swimming with his family.”

			Libby propped a hand on her hip, drawing his attention to the sexy curves he had touched last night. “Are you sure I can’t convince you?”

			At the moment, there was almost nothing she couldn’t convince him to do. “Maybe later,” he said gruffly, and forced himself to walk toward the hill.

			“Why don’t you take a swim?” he said to Caleb. “I’ll take a turn watching for a while.”

			“Great. Thanks.” Caleb whipped off his shirt and tossed it on a bush, adjusted his swimsuit, and walked down the hill. He grinned as he waded into the water to join Jenny and the kids.

			Sam sat down on the log, his gaze skimming the water for any sign of trouble. This was a job he took seriously and expected the same attitude from everyone else. The only people missing from view were Max and Vince, who had gone fishing on the other side of the lake.

			Sam picked up the binoculars and scanned the shoreline, saw the two men reclining on towels spread open on the ground, both of them asleep.

			They had come to fish, or so they’d said. A lot of places along the creek were catch-and-release, but the fish in the lake were keepers. So far neither man had brought back any photos of trophies they had caught, and there was no sign of a fish near their poles, which lay abandoned against the trunk of a tree. They had to be the worst fishermen he’d ever seen—or they weren’t there for the fishing.

			Unease filtered through him. So far they hadn’t given him any reason to be concerned, and yet there was something about them he just didn’t trust. Over the years, he’d had lots of different people as guests. That was what made life interesting. Most of them had been really great people, but there had been a few troublemakers in the crowd.

			The good news was the men would be leaving in three more days. He would just have to keep an eye on them until then. He checked the water, counted heads, then focused the binoculars back on the men across the lake. Neither Max nor Vince was anywhere in sight.

			Apparently nap time was over. The unease returned. He’d be glad when they were gone.

			* * * *

			It was time to return to camp and help Sam get ready for supper. There was always work to do in the camp, Libby discovered. Big John handled the livestock, but Sam took care of the rest. He needed her help, and she was glad.

			The evening meal went smoothly, a combination of fried lake trout Brad and Caleb had caught, hot dogs, potato salad, and chili beans. Libby ate more than she should have, fish not being a problem for her conscience, and Clara’s potato salad was delicious.

			Afterward everyone sang songs around the campfire. Tomorrow morning they would pack up and head back to the ranch. Libby was enjoying herself, but a long hot shower sounded like heaven, and a comfortable mattress beat a narrow cot any day. She had to admit she’d be glad to get home.

			A soft pang echoed in her heart. Not that Bridger Ranch was actually her home.

			In a few more weeks, she’d be leaving, returning to her life in the city. All she’d have left of Sam and the ranch were the memories she made while she was there. Her throat tightened. She wanted Sam, and he wanted her. Libby vowed to make a memory that would stay with her through the years after she left.

			As everyone dispersed to their tents, she glanced toward the tent that belonged to Sam. She wanted to spend the night with him, wanted him to finish what they had started last night. A sigh of frustration escaped. No way was she being the aggressor again tonight, and she knew Sam wouldn’t come to her.

			He had duties, responsibilities. Once they got home, maybe they could find a way to be together.

			The thought hovered deliciously in the back of her mind as she headed for the outhouse before she went to bed. The moon was out, bright enough she didn’t need a flashlight to find the wooden building in the woods.

			Finished, she descended the two wooden steps and walked down the trail back to camp. It was darker here among the pine trees. She gasped as a tall, bulky figure stepped into the trail, blocking her path.

			Libby stiffened. “Get out of my way, Vince.”

			His teeth flashed in a smile more wolfish than friendly. “I’ve been looking for you. I figured you’d have to come here sooner or later.” His blond hair glinted in the moonlight, paler than Sam’s, long and stringy, not thick and silky.

			Libby stiffened her spine. No way was she letting the guy intimidate her. “I’m warning you, Vince. If you don’t get out of my way, I’m going to scream.”

			Instead of backing off, he moved closer. She caught the sudden flash of silver, saw the knife in his hand, and shock rolled through her. She opened her mouth to scream, but Vince’s thick arm wrapped around her neck, dragging her back against him and knocking the breath from her lungs. She felt the edge of the blade at the side of her neck.

			“You aren’t going to scream,” Vince said. “Not if you’re smart. You’re going to give me what you gave Sam Bridger last night, and you’re going to keep your mouth shut. If you don’t, Bridger’s throat will be the next one I cut.”

			Libby was shaking as Vince pressed the knife a little deeper, forcing her off the trail into the forest, spilling a drop of blood that ran down her neck. He was big, more than twice her size, and the hard look in his eyes said he wasn’t bluffing.

			She thought about her self-defense classes, but as long as he held the knife, he was in control. She had to wait, bide her time. She stumbled as he dragged her farther into the forest, turned her around and forced her up against the trunk of a tree. He sheathed the knife, but his big hand remained around her throat, holding her in place.

			Libby whimpered as he popped the snap on the waistband of her jeans and unfastened her zipper. 

			“A smart woman would relax and enjoy herself.”

			Bile rose in her throat. It was now or never. Taking a deep breath, she jerked her knee up into his groin hard enough to make him grunt, but the impact wasn’t hard enough to make him stop.

			His mouth tightened. So did the thick fingers around her neck. “I like a little fight in a woman, but not too much.” He ran a finger over her cheek. “Just give me what I want, keep your mouth shut, and you’ll be okay.”

			He used his free hand to unzip his pants, and Libby started struggling. No way was she giving in to this animal without a fight. The moment he lowered his head to kiss the side of her neck, she drew back and head-butted him as hard as she could. Pain shot into her skull, and stars appeared behind her eyes. The next instant, Vince was flying backward, a big fist hit him hard in the mouth and he went down.

			Big John Coolwater stood over him, his giant hand fisted. “You can leave now, you and your friend. Or you can ride down with us in the morning and face the sheriff. The choice is yours.”

			Vince worked his jaw. A trail of blood oozed from a cut at the corner of his mouth. “We don’t know the way back.”

			“The horses do. Give them their heads, and they will find their way home. If you have other ideas or plan to make trouble when you get there, I’ll be somewhere behind you. You won’t like what will happen if you make me angry.”

			Max walked out of the woods just then, his gaze running over them as he took in the scene. He was smaller than Vince, dark and wiry instead of blond and beefy. “What the hell have you done, Vince?”

			“Take him and go,” Big John commanded. “Or face the law tomorrow.”

			Max eyed Big John, assessing the situation. Then he turned and nudged Vince’s shoulder with his boot. “Get up, goddammit. I told you not to make trouble.”

			“Fine.” Vince rolled to his feet, wiping the blood off his lips with the back of his hand. “I’m sick of these fucking hillbillies anyway. Let’s get our ass on the road.”

			They stumbled off toward the horses, Big John right behind them. He stopped and turned. “I will be back in the morning.” He started walking and didn’t turn around again.

			Libby took a moment to compose herself. She was trembling all over, her head aching, her mind still spinning. Nausea rolled in her stomach. She took a deep breath and waited until she could control her shaking limbs. Then she adjusted her clothes and started through the trees back up the trail toward camp.

			By the time she got there, she had made a decision. If Big John wanted Sam to know about Vince, he would have said something. Sam was responsible for all the people in camp. If he knew what Vince had done, Sam would go after him. If he did, anything could happen while he was gone.

			Libby decided to wait, tell Sam in the morning. She prayed Big John would be okay, but there was a calm certainty about the man that assured her he would be.

			The camp was quiet when Libby crawled into her tent. A few minutes later, the flap lifted and Sam appeared in the opening.

			“I was starting to worry,” he said.

			She hoped her voice didn’t tremble. “I was...umm...stargazing,” she lied, hoping he wouldn’t see the moisture in her eyes.

			Sam lingered in the doorway, and she thought for a moment he might come inside. It was what she wanted most and the very last thing she wanted.

			“Goodnight, Sam,” she said.

			A long moment passed. “Goodnight, Libby.” Sam left the tent, zipping it behind him. 

			Libby could hear his soft footfalls as he returned to his tent. Then everything went quiet.

			Tears burned her eyes. If Big John hadn’t shown up when he did, Vince would have raped her. More tears welled and spilled over onto her cheeks. She muffled her sobs with the sleeping bag.

			As the hours slipped past and sleep wouldn’t come, Libby thought of Sam and wished he had stayed.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Something was wrong. Sam could feel it in his bones. He’d spent a lousy night in the tent, sleeping off and on, worried and not sure why.

			He climbed out of bed well before dawn and packed up his things for the trip back down the mountain. Big John would be tending the livestock, getting the horses and mules watered, fed, and ready for the journey. Sam felt anxious and unsettled, eager to get back home. He needed to start breakfast, get everyone fed, make sandwiches for lunch on the trail, then get the guests on their way.

			He looked over at Libby’s tent. She’d been up early every morning, but no sign of her yet today. He headed in her direction, paused as he heard movement inside the canvas walls. The zipper went up, and Libby stumbled out.

			She looked up at him, and there were dark circles under her beautiful eyes. “Sam,” she said as he walked toward her. “Sam...” Libby burst into tears and threw herself into his arms.

			“I knew it!” Sam pulled her closer. “I goddamned knew it!” His heart slammed hard inside his chest. Libby was trembling. Sam didn’t let go. “What’s happened? What’s going on?”

			Libby clung to him a few seconds more, then eased away to look into his face. “I-Is Big John back? Is he okay?”

			“I don’t know. I haven’t seen him yet this morning.” He drew her over to a fallen log, sat down and pulled her down beside him. “Tell me what happened.”

			Libby dragged in a shaky breath. “I wanted to tell you last night, but I...I knew it was the wrong thing to do.” She leaned against him, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

			“Tell me, baby. What’s going on?”

			A slow breath whispered out. “Vince followed me last night. He was waiting in the forest. He had a knife. He tried...he tried to rape me, Sam. Big John came...and...and he stopped Vince before he could hurt me.”

			Sam felt a wave of fury unlike anything he had ever known. If he’d had Vince Nolan’s knife in his hand, he would have killed the son of a bitch right there.

			“Tell me the rest,” he softly commanded, forcing himself under control.

			“Big John hit Vince hard enough to knock him down. Then Max showed up, and Big John gave the men an ultimatum. Leave right then, ride down the mountain last night, or face the sheriff when we got back. The men left, and Big John followed them to make sure they didn’t cause trouble at the ranch.” Libby slid her arms around his neck and leaned into him. “I’m afraid for him, Sam.”

			Sam kissed her temple. Libby was worried about Big John Coolwater. This petite woman who’d been attacked and nearly raped was worried about a man three times her size with skills Sam couldn’t begin to match. It made his chest feel tight.

			“I’ve known John Coolwater for years,” he said. “The man has skills you wouldn’t believe. He may have followed them, but they would never know he was there—not unless he wanted them to. And if something happened, he could handle it. I promise you.”

			She wiped tears from her cheeks. “He said he’d be back this morning.”

			“It’s a helluva ride down and all the way back, but if Big John says he’ll be here, he will be.” He stood up from the log and drew Libby up beside him, had to force himself not to pull her back into his arms. “Are you sure Vince didn’t hurt you?”

			Libby rubbed her forehead. “I head-butted him. I learned it in self-defense class. The teacher forgot to mention how bad it hurts.”

			Sam hadn’t noticed before, but there was a bump near her hairline the size of an egg. “Jesus, honey.”

			“I took some Tylenol. I’ll be okay.”

			“You could have a concussion. Any blurred vision? Anything like that?”

			“No, nothing like that.”

			“We’ll get you checked out as soon as we get home.”

			She touched her forehead. “It hurts, but I don’t think I hit him hard enough to do any real damage. I think I might have helped Big John a little, kind of gave him an opening, so I guess it was worth it.”

			Sam’s jaw clenched. “Vince Nolan assaulted you. You have the right to press charges. Is that what you want to do?”

			“No. Oh, God no, Sam. Please. I don’t want to talk to the sheriff. I only have a short time left here. I don’t want to spoil it.”

			He swallowed, pulled her close. “A guy named Glen Carver is the Eagle County sheriff. He plays things close to the vest. I’ll let him know what happened. Glen can check on Nolan. If Nolan tried that with you, maybe he’s done it to someone else. There may even be some kind of warrant for his arrest.”

			Libby glanced away.

			Sam didn’t push it. They still had to get back home. “In the meantime, I’ve got some things I need to take care of so we can get out of here. Then I have to cook breakfast. Why don’t you go lie down while I take care of everything?”

			Libby shook her head. “No way. I’ve been lying there staring up at the canvas half the night. I need something to do.” She glanced toward the portable camp kitchen. “I’ll peel the potatoes and start breakfast while you handle whatever you need to do.”

			“Are you sure you’re up to it?”

			“I’m okay. Really.”

			Sam watched her walk away, and feelings he didn’t know he had welled up inside him. He had underestimated Libby Hale from the moment he watched her getting off that fancy jet airplane. His feelings swelled, mixed with the anger he felt at himself for not being able to protect her. His jaw hardened. No one, he vowed, was ever going to hurt Libby again.

			Dragging in a steadying breath, Sam forced himself to concentrate on the work that had to be done. Heading for Caleb’s tent, he found the dark-haired man ducking through the flap in his boots and jeans, his cowboy hat pulled low.

			“Morning, Sam.” Caleb finished popping the snaps on the front of his plaid Western shirt.

			“Caleb, we had some trouble last night, and Big John had to make a trip down the mountain. I could sure use your help.”

			Caleb’s head came up. “Is he okay?”

			“Far as I know. John plans to come back. Just not sure when he’ll get here.”

			“Anything you need me to do, I’m glad to help.”

			Sam nodded. “You’re good with livestock. Think you could manage to water the horses and mules and get them saddled and ready to leave?”

			“You bet.”

			“Thanks, Caleb.”

			“No worries.” Caleb grinned, clearly in his element. “I’ll take care of everything.”

			Sam had to smile.

			Once people realized he was short-handed and Vince and Max never appeared, everyone began to speculate. Sam said nothing. Libby had been through enough. The good news was everyone pitched in to help, so breaking down the camp after breakfast went faster than it usually did.

			Sam left Libby to finish cleaning up and went to find Caleb. They needed to get the mules loaded, not a job for a novice. He found Big John there, already hard at work.

			“I’m glad you made it back safely,” Sam said, relieved, though he knew how well John could take care of himself.

			“Libby told you?”

			Sam’s hand unconsciously fisted. “She waited till this morning. She figured I had responsibilities here, and you could handle Vince and Max on your own.”

			Big John grunted. “Smart woman.”

			“I don’t know whether to be pissed off or thankful.”

			Big John just looked stoic, as if Sam would eventually figure it out. He thought of what Vince Nolan had tried to do, and his jaw clenched hard.

			Sam forced his muscles to relax. “She said you got there before Vince hurt her.”

			Big John spat on the ground. “I was watching him. I saw the way he looked at her. When I noticed she was gone and so was he, I followed.”

			“I’m damned glad you did. Thanks, John, for looking out for her.” He owed his friend a debt he could never repay. Just thinking of what could have happened made an ache throb in his chest.

			“We need to get back,” Big John said. “He could still cause problems.”

			Sam nodded. “I’ll round up the rest of the gear. We’ll ride out as soon as you’ve got the mules packed and ready.”

			As he headed back to camp, Sam thought again of what Vince Nolan had done, and a shot of anger hit him so hard perspiration rose at the back of his neck.

			He wasn’t done with Nolan.

			Not by a long shot.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			They arrived back at the ranch late that afternoon. Tired, needing a shower and a nap before supper, everyone headed for their cabins. Big John and Caleb tended the animals while Sam strode toward Wolverine Cabin.

			Libby hurried to catch up with him. “I don’t see their car,” she said, searching for the older Ford Fusion that had been parked in front. Sam opened the door, which wasn’t locked, and found the cabin empty. He checked the bedroom, looked in the closet, and checked the bathroom.

			“Their gear is all gone.”

			“Good riddance,” Libby said, her hand touching the scab that had formed on the spot where Vince had pressed his knife against her throat. She suppressed a shiver.

			Sam’s gaze went around the empty cabin, and his jaw tightened. “I almost wish they were here.” He urged her back out the door and closed it behind them. “Clara will have supper mostly done. Why don’t you go upstairs and shower, maybe catch a nap?”

			She didn’t protest. She was exhausted, and after her fight with Vince, her body ached all over.

			“How’s your head?” Sam asked. “You haven’t had any nausea or blurry vision?”

			“No, nothing like that.”

			“Still have a headache?”

			“I took some more Tylenol. That helped. Mostly, I’m just tired.”

			“All right, then.” He reached out and touched her cheek. “Go get some rest. I’ll check on you in a while just to make sure you’re all right.”

			Libby nodded and hurried toward the house. She was eager to see the kittens, make sure they were okay. Her overnight bag was still packed in one of the mule panniers, but she had plenty of clothes, makeup, and everything else. Funny, she didn’t seem to need all that stuff anymore.

			She sighed. She probably shouldn’t get used to not wearing makeup. It was part of her life in the city, an essential part of her job. She’d done magazine ads for Revlon, L’Oreal, Maybelline, all the big cosmetic firms. She felt kind of guilty when she went au natural.

			In truth, wearing a little makeup made her feel feminine and pretty. She enjoyed looking pretty, especially for Sam.

			Memories stirred of their encounter in his tent, but she forced them away. She thought about Sam way too much. She didn’t want to get hurt, and there was every chance she would if she fell for Sam.

			Libby paused as she walked into the kitchen. She must have looked awful—dark circles under her eyes, her hair a rat’s nest, and a bump on her forehead—because Clara hurried over and hugged her.

			“You must be exhausted. What in the world did Sam do to you?”

			A faint smile touched her lips. Not enough, she thought. “It was a hard trip but mostly good.” Except for Vince Nolan attacking her. “I...umm...hit my head.” She touched the lump on her forehead. “Sam said it would be okay if I went upstairs and took a nap.”

			“Oh, honey. Of course it’s okay. I’ve had all day to get supper ready. You just run along now and don’t come down until you’re feeling better.”

			“What about the kittens? Are they all okay?”

			Clara smiled. “They did just fine. Their box is still in my room if you want to check on them.”

			“Thanks, Aunt Clara.” It was the first time Libby had ever called her that, but everyone else did, and in the moment, it felt right.

			Libby headed down the hall to check on the kittens, who looked bigger already, and healthy, their gray fur shiny and beginning to fluff out. She didn’t want to wake them, so she continued upstairs, stripped off her dirty clothes, and took a hot shower. As soon as she climbed into bed, she fell asleep.

			Morning sunlight streamed through the windows when she awoke. Shocked she had slept through the night, she grabbed her clothes and hurriedly dressed. Glancing out the bedroom window, she spotted a black-and-white SUV parked in front of the house; Eagle County Sheriff was painted on the door.

			Dread rolled through her. Libby steeled herself for the conversation ahead, but by the time she got downstairs, the sheriff’s car was driving off toward the gate.

			“I’m sorry,” she said as she walked into the kitchen. “I can’t believe I slept so late. I should have set my alarm.” Breakfast was over, everyone gone.

			Clara tossed aside the potholder in her hand. “Don’t you worry about it. You needed the rest or you wouldn’t have slept so long. How are you feeling today?”

			“Good. No headache.” Libby smiled. “I slept straight through. I feel great this morning.”

			“A good night’s sleep can work miracles,” Clara said.

			Still half-asleep, Libby headed for the coffeepot on the kitchen counter and poured herself a mug.

			Clara returned a baking pan to the cupboard. “Sam told me you had trouble with one of the guests. Vince.” She said the name as if it burned her tongue. “I tried to like him, but he was never really friendly. Are you sure you’re okay?”

			“I’m all right.” She didn’t want to think about it. She especially didn’t want to talk about it. “It’s over and they’re gone.”

			Sam walked through the back door just then and spotted her next to the sink. He strode toward her in that sexy way of his, long legs moving with power and confidence. There was an air of authority about him that always made her feel safe.

			He poured himself a cup of coffee. “The sheriff just left. Let’s go into the living room where we can talk.” Reaching out, he took her hand, and they started in that direction.

			The living room was large, a beautiful high-ceilinged room with big plate-glass windows looking out at distant snow-capped peaks. Sam led her over to the seating area in front of the river rock fireplace, and they sat down on the brown leather sofa.

			“Sheriff Carver was here,” Sam said. “I called him to report what happened on the mountain.”

			Libby nodded, coffee mug cradled in her hands. “I saw his car through the window.”

			“Carver ran a check on Vince Nolan and Max Stoddard, but nothing turned up. No outstanding warrants, nothing like that.”

			“That’s good, I guess.”

			“Maybe. Max had an apartment in Denver, where apparently Vince was staying, but Max recently moved out, and neither of them left a forwarding address.”

			Sam ran a hand over his jaw. He had shaved that morning, exposing the cleft in his chin. “I checked Max’s driver’s license when he arrived. Address matched the one in Denver he used when he booked the cabin online. That’s our usual procedure.” He shook his head. “Even if I’d dug deeper, nothing would have turned up.”

			“It wasn’t your fault, Sam. There’s no way to tell if you can trust someone just by looking at them. They’re gone now. That’s the important thing.”

			Sam said nothing.

			“I need to get going,” Libby said. “The cabins need to be cleaned. I want to make sure Wolverine is thoroughly scrubbed. Before we left on the trip, I smelled cigarette smoke in there.”

			A muscle ticked in Sam’s jaw. “No smoking allowed. They agreed to that when they booked the cabin.”

			“I’ll air it out before the next guests arrive.”

			“I had a bad feeling about those two,” Sam said. “I should have listened to my instincts.”

			“What happened wasn’t your fault,” Libby said again.

			Sam exhaled a slow breath, and Libby could tell he was trying to hold on to his temper.

			“Why don’t you take the day off?” he suggested. “You deserve it. I’ll have Dare or one of the other hands fill in for you.”

			Libby shook her head. “No way. I already missed breakfast. I can’t just sit in my room.” She took her mug and rose from the leather sofa. “I’ll see you later.” She took off before Sam could try to persuade her. Sitting around all day wouldn’t make her feel any better.

			She worked through the morning and had the afternoon to herself. With nothing to do until it was time to help with supper, she wandered outside.

			The first time she had seen the tiny, miniature goats, she had completely fallen in love. Some snowy white with black legs, some brown and white, others black and white, they were funny and sweet and were beginning to recognize her because she sometimes sneaked them treats.

			Libby headed in that direction. Shoving open the gate, she went into the pen and sat down on the grass beneath the tree to watch them leap and play and butt their heads in mock battles. It was a sunny, beautiful Colorado day as she leaned against the tree trunk and let the sun warm her.

			The little goats came up to nuzzle her hand, and she smiled in pleasure. She would only close her eyes for a moment, she told herself. Just a few seconds to feel the sun on her face and the goats’ silky coats beneath her hands.

			She smiled as she drifted to sleep.

			* * * *

			Sam had been looking for Libby all over. Finding no sign of her, he was beginning to worry. He had no idea which rock Stoddard and Nolan had crawled back under or whether they might return to the ranch. Vince seemed to be obsessed with Libby. Sam didn’t trust the man not to cause more trouble.

			He spotted Big John and headed in his direction. “I’m looking for Libby. Have you seen her?”

			The big man nodded. “I will show you where she is.”

			Sam followed John’s long strides toward the pen that held the pygmy goats. Libby sat on the ground at the base of a tree, her legs out in front of her, a tiny goat curled up on each side of her, another in her lap. Her golden hair streamed over her shoulders, her eyes were closed, and there was a soft smile on her face. All of them were asleep.

			For a moment, Sam thought he must have fallen down the rabbit hole and stumbled across Alice in Wonderland. He looked at this woman he had reluctantly accepted into his life, and his heart simply turned over.

			Big John grunted low in his throat. “I wonder if she knows yet that she is home.”

			Sam glanced over at his friend. “What?”

			“This woman, she does not belong in the city.”

			His chest clamped down. “What are you talking about? Libby lives in Manhattan. In a few weeks, she’ll go back and we’ll probably never see her again.”

			Big John cast him a glance that was far too perceptive, then just turned and walked away.

			What the hell? But when Sam looked back at Libby, emotion tightened his throat. You can’t have her, his mind warned. She’s a city girl. She could never be happy here.

			But for the first time since Libby’s arrival, Sam wasn’t so sure.

			One thing he knew—he was setting himself up for heartache if he didn’t get his feelings in check.

			Instead of waking her, Sam left her sleeping with the tiny goats and headed back to the house.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“Why don’t you go to bed,” Libby said to Clara when supper was over. Clara’s rooms off the kitchen were comprised of a living area with TV, bedroom and bath. She enjoyed crocheting and reading in the evenings and usually headed off as soon as supper was over.

			“I’ll make sure everything is put away before I go upstairs,” Libby finished.

			Clara yawned. “Are you sure?”

			“Of course. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			Clara shuffled off down the hall, and Libby finished putting away the last of the supper dishes. After sleeping so late that morning, then napping in the afternoon, she wasn’t ready for bed. She went out on the deck to look at the stars through her telescope for a while, secretly hoping Sam would join her.

			He’d been distant all day, saying very little, working with the hands longer than usual, then heading for his study as soon as supper was over. She wondered if he was avoiding her. Maybe he regretted what had happened in his tent, or maybe he hadn’t enjoyed it as much as she had.

			Her eyes burned. She had warned Sam she wasn’t that good at sex. When he never came out of the house, she finally gave up, went inside and up to her room.

			As she undressed and pulled on a sleep-tee, she thought of Vince Nolan and what had almost happened. She liked to leave the windows open at night so she could see the stars and feel the evening breeze, but tonight she felt restless and edgy, and the breeze didn’t help.

			It was almost midnight, and she was still wide awake. She felt lonely in a way she hadn’t since she had first come to Bridger Ranch. She glanced up at the sound of a quiet knock at the door. It swung open, and Sam stood in the hallway, tall and broad-shouldered, his dark gold hair gleaming in the moonlight streaming through the open window.

			“I heard you moving around in here,” he said. “I thought maybe I should check, make sure you’re okay.”

			She tossed back the sheet and sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m glad you came.”

			Sam moved closer, and she could see the day’s growth of beard along his jaw.

			“Are you?” he asked. “Because this thing that’s happening between us...”

			“Yes...?”

			“If we don’t stop it now, it isn’t going to end well for either one of us.”

			Sadness rolled through her. “I know.” Sam was right, but she no longer cared. Sam wanted her. That was all that mattered.

			“I want to make love to you, honey, but it’s only going to make things more difficult when it’s time for you to leave.”

			Her throat felt tight. She rose from the side of the bed and stepped into his arms. “I don’t care.”

			Sam pulled her closer. “I want you, Libby. I want you so damned much.”

			Her eyes burned. “Sam...”

			She felt his fingers sliding into her hair; then his mouth came down over hers. It was a soft, sweet kiss that went on and on, slowly turning hot, wet, and erotic.

			Libby gripped the front of Sam’s denim shirt and took the kiss even deeper, inhaling the sexy male scent of leather and horses. His big hands moved down to the hem of her sleep-tee, and he pulled it off over her head, then eased away to look at her.

			“So beautiful.” He cupped her breasts and caressed them as he kissed his way down the side of her neck.

			Desire burned through her. His mouth took the place of his hands, and she thought she had never felt anything so sensual as the tug of his warm lips, the zig of pleasure when his teeth grazed her nipple.

			A soft moan escaped. She tipped her head back to give him better access, and Sam trailed kisses over her neck and shoulders. It wasn’t enough. She wanted him naked, wanted to see his amazing body, see the heavy male part of him that had been hidden from her too long.

			“Please, Sam, I want to touch you.”

			He kissed her one last time and began to strip off his clothes. In moments he was naked, more beautiful than she had imagined, all taut muscle, his erection thick and hard against his flat belly.

			She had never wanted to give a man oral pleasure before, but she wanted to give that gift to Sam. He stopped her just as she made the first move.

			“I want this to last, baby. The thought of you touching me that way is enough to make me go off like a schoolboy.” He flashed one of his devastating white smiles, bent his head, and kissed her.

			The next thing she knew they were lying in bed, Sam trailing kisses along her neck, over her breasts, moving lower.

			“I want to feel you inside me, Sam. I want to feel your weight on top of me while you make love to me. I’ve never wanted anything so much.”

			Sam kissed her as he came up over her, kissed her until she was hot and achy, damp and needy all at once.

			“Please, Sam.”

			“Soon, baby.” He touched her, stroked her, filled her, then held himself in check until she was squirming beneath him, silently begging for more. She arched her back, taking him deeper, riding the edge of climax, which Sam clearly knew.

			He drew himself out and sank in. Pulled out and sank in. Stars exploded behind Libby’s eyes, and sweet pleasure burned through her. Sam didn’t stop, just moved faster, deeper, harder, driving her up all over again. Gripping his muscular shoulders, she clung to him, her body tightening around him as Sam followed her to release. Head thrown back, muscles straining, he clenched his jaw to hold back a sound of passion.

			Libby’s eyes filled as Sam eased down on top of her. He was heavy, but she didn’t want to let him go. She toyed with a strand of golden hair, and her heart throbbed. She loved him. She had tried not to let it happen, but she loved him, and there was nothing she could do to save herself from the heartbreak ahead.

			“Are you okay?” Sam asked, lifting himself away from her.

			Libby blinked back tears she hoped he wouldn’t see and managed to smile. “Better than okay.”

			Sam kissed her softly one last time and left to deal with the condom she had barely noticed him put on. He returned and settled her in the crook of his arm, her head on his powerful bicep.

			“You were right, Sam.” She traced a finger over the muscles on his chest. “It just has to be the right man.”

			Sam caught her hand and brought it to his lips. She could feel him smile. “The right man is just getting started, honey.”

			Sam kissed her long and deep, arousing her once more.

			Proving his point even better than he had before.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Sam was in trouble. The kind he had given up on long ago. Sam was in love with Liberty Hale, and there was no way it could ever work.

			He knew she cared about him, maybe more than cared. But Libby was a beautiful, sophisticated woman who had studied at Columbia University, part of a wealthy, high-society family in New York. He couldn’t ask her to give all that up, no matter his feelings for her. It wouldn’t be fair to Libby.

			He tried not to think of last night and how good it had been between them. Tried not to think about how he wanted to spend tonight—and every night until she left—in her bed.

			Instead, he concentrated on the work he needed to do. He had a ranch to run. He didn’t have time to spend mooning over a woman.

			It was check-out day for the current group of visitors. With group two arriving next week, it was amazing how quickly time passed. Which meant his time with Libby would soon come to an end.

			The thought cast a dark pall over an otherwise spectacular day.

			The weather was warm, heading toward hot, the heat nice for a change. Betty and Alice had already checked out, hugged him, vowed to come back next year, and driven off with a teary smile and a wave. The honeymooners were gone, too, thrilled with their stay in the Dove’s Nest and their adventures these past couple of weeks.

			Sam had seen Libby earlier that morning, but not lately. He figured she would want to be there to say goodbye to Jenny, Caleb, Jordy, and Suzy.

			His cell phone rang. He always felt a little guilty using it, but it was his job to run the place and keep everyone happy and safe.

			“Bridger.”

			“Sam, it’s Glen Carver. I’ve got some news you need to hear.”

			“What is it?”

			“Max Stoddard and Vince Nolan had another roommate. His name is Deacon Mitchell. Three weeks ago, Mitchell robbed a bank in Denver. Shot two security guards and got away with more than two hundred thousand dollars. One of the guards died, the other is in critical condition, but it looks like he’ll make it. There were three men involved in the robbery, but only Mitchell was identified. All three fled the scene.”

			Dread formed a knot in his stomach. “You’re thinking Vince and Max are the other two men?”

			“There’s no evidence at this point, but as I said, Mitchell was living in the apartment with them, and now they’re in the wind. We’ve got an arrest warrant out for Mitchell and a BOLO out on Stoddard and Nolan as persons of interest.”

			“Anything else?”

			“That’s it for now. I’ll keep you posted.”

			“Thanks, Glen.” Sam made a mental note to tell Big John, Julio, and the rest of the hands to be on the lookout for the men. They were likely miles from the area, but he didn’t like taking chances.

			Shoving the phone back in his hip pocket, he headed for Cougar Cabin, where the Dunbars would be getting ready to leave. Sam stopped at the bottom of the porch steps when the door swung open, and everything inside him went cold.

			Vince Nolan stood in the opening, his arm around Libby’s waist, holding her in front of him like a shield. A big semiautomatic pistol was pressed against the side of her head.

			Vince’s lips curled into a smirk that was far from a smile. “I’ve got something that belongs to you, Bridger. You want her back—and the happy little family inside—you’ll do exactly what I tell you.”

			The knot in Sam’s stomach tightened. “What do you want, Nolan? Name it and you’ve got it. Just let them go.”

			The smirk faded. “You think I’m an idiot? We’ll let them go when we get what we came for.”

			“And that is?”

			“This rich bitch brings in the family jet to fly us the fuck out of here.”

			How the hell did they know about Libby? But Libby and Jenny were friends. A memory stirred of the two of them sitting around the campfire talking about their families. He remembered Libby saying Martin Hale was her uncle. Either Vince or Max must have overheard.

			Libby’s gaze met Sam’s across the distance between them. There was fear in her eyes but also determination. “I told Vince I could help them get away. I said I could arrange it if they would let the Dunbar family go.”

			He should have known. It was exactly like Libby to risk herself to save the people she cared about.

			“All right,” Sam said. “That sounds like it could work. You let the Dunbars go, and we’ll work out the details.”

			Vince laughed, a harsh, grating sound. “I don’t think so. I think we all stick together till the jet’s on its way. We’ll leave the Dunbars here when we leave. We’re taking Libby with us to the airport.” 

			Sam wondered where they’d parked their old blue Ford. Too bad no one had spotted it.

			“Once we’re on the plane and the pilot’s been told what to do,” Vince continued, “you can have her back.”

			Sam clenched his jaw and fought to keep his hands from fisting. He could read the lie in Vince’s face. No way was he letting Libby go. He’d wanted her from the start.

			“Why did you come back here, Vince?”

			Vince smoothed a finger down Libby’s cheek. “The bitch and I have unfinished business.” He ran a hand over Libby’s breast, and Sam felt a fresh shot of rage.

			Libby’s eyes slid closed, and Sam wanted to kill Vince Nolan.

			Max Stoddard stepped up beside him in the doorway. “We figured Libby might be useful. Turns out we were right.”

			Libby’s gaze met Sam’s. “I need my phone, Sam. All my contacts are in there.”

			He didn’t want to leave her. He was afraid of what Vince might do while he was gone. He didn’t have any choice. “I’ll be right back.”

			“One more thing.” Vince’s gun pressed more firmly against Libby’s head. “You call the cops, and we start shooting.”

			Fear tightened Sam’s chest. He didn’t doubt Vince meant every word. “No cops,” Sam said, forcing himself to turn and walk back to the house.

			Clara’s worried gaze met his as he stormed into the kitchen. “What’s going on?” she asked.

			“Vince and Max are holding Libby and the Dunbars hostage. They’re bank robbers, Clara. They want Libby to arrange for a jet to pick them up and fly them somewhere safe.”

			“Oh my God, Sam. What are we going to do?”

			“We can’t call the police, or they’ll shoot someone.” He glanced toward the window. “See if you can make your way around back. Find Big John and tell him what’s going on.”

			He started for the stairs, stopped and turned. “And call Kade Logan.” Kade owned the biggest spread in the region, the Diamond Bar Ranch, just down the road. Kade was Sam’s best friend. “Tell him we’re in trouble and explain the situation. Kade may be able to help.”

			Clara nodded, her face as pale as glass.

			“And tell him definitely not to call the sheriff.” Sam raced for the stairs.

			* * * *

			Libby sat next to Jenny on the sofa. Jordy sat close to Libby on one side, while Suzy sat curled up next to her mom. Caleb was lying on the floor in the bedroom, his ankles bound, his hands tied behind his back. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, and his right eye was swollen almost shut.

			By the time Libby had arrived at Cougar Cabin to say goodbye to the family, Vince and Max were already there. Another man was with them, the bearded man she had seen at the gas station. Caleb had put up a valiant fight against the men to protect his family, but he was battling three hardened criminals.

			Libby had walked into their trap, and now all she could do was try to protect her friends. Her lips trembled. Vince was there because of her. Her looks had always attracted men, some good, some bad, but nothing like this. She was terrified of what was going to happen, but she couldn’t let the Dunbars down.

			She heard Sam’s voice outside, met Jenny’s gaze for an instant, then rose from the sofa and hurried to the door. Vince drew his weapon and shoved it into her back. He cast her a warning glance as he opened the door.

			“I’ve got your cell,” Sam called out to her.

			“Set it on the porch and back away,” Vince commanded.

			Sam complied. Vince kept the gun on Libby while he picked up the phone; then he hauled her back inside the cabin. Libby flashed Sam a last glance, hoping he could read the love in her eyes before Vince closed the door. The bearded man—Deke, Max had called him—lounged in a chair near the sofa as if he belonged there.

			Max walked toward her, his lean, wiry body moving with purpose. He was smarter than Vince, but Vince was stronger. “Make the call,” Max demanded. “And don’t say anything more than necessary. Just tell them you need to leave early and arrange for the jet to pick you up as soon as possible.”

			Libby swallowed and nodded. She phoned Bert Strieber on his personal cell. “Hi, Bert.” She hoped her voice didn’t tremble.

			“Libby. It’s good to hear from you. How are things going at the ranch?”

			She took a deep breath. She hated to lie, but there was nothing she could do. “Unfortunately, things aren’t going too well. I need to come home, Bert. I’m not going to be able to stay. I want you to send a jet to pick me up as soon as possible.”

			“Are you sure, Libby? You know you’ll be giving up your inheritance.”

			“I know. Please, Bert. Just do it. We can talk about it when I get back.”

			Bert sighed. “If you’re sure it’s what you want, I’ll arrange for a charter to pick you up at the Eagle County jet terminal. I’ll call you back as soon as everything’s set.”

			“Make it a priority, Bert.” She flicked a glance at Max, who looked harder than she remembered, with tight lines around his mouth and a dark edge in his eyes she hadn’t noticed before. “How long do you think it’ll be?” she asked.

			“You’re close to Denver. Shouldn’t be more than a couple of hours. I’ll let you know.” Bert ended the call. 

			She knew he was disappointed in her. Libby wished she could tell him the truth, that she wasn’t ready to go back to New York. That the ranch was exactly where she wanted to be.

			The thought struck her like a blow. Did she really want to stay? Did she want to give up her glamorous life in the city to live in the middle of nowhere with Sam?

			And even if she did, would Sam want her to stay?

			Whatever the answer, she didn’t have time to think about it now.

			“The jet should be here in a couple of hours,” she said. “My attorney is going to call me back as soon as he has everything arranged.”

			Vince walked over to where she stood near the window, slid an arm around her waist and pulled her close. “We’ve got a little time. Why don’t you and me go have a little fun?”

			She tried to unwind his arm, but he was built like a bull and she couldn’t break his hold. “Get away from me, Vince.”

			Jenny shot up from the sofa. “Leave her alone, Vince!”

			“Mommy!” Suzy’s eyes welled with tears.

			“Leave Libby alone,” Jordy said, standing up next to his mother, clearly Caleb Dunbar’s son. The tension in the room was thick.

			The bearded man, Deke, spoke up. “Use your head, Nolan. You don’t have time for that now. You can have her when we get where we’re going.”

			Libby’s insides crawled. Vince released his hold, and she took a step back. At the same time, her cell phone rang.

			“It’s Sam,” she said as his contact info popped up on the screen.

			Vince jerked the phone out of her hand. “What do you want, Bridger?”

			She could only hear half the conversation, but it was enough.

			“They’re fine,” Vince said. “For now.” Sam must have demanded to talk to her, because Vince handed her the phone.

			“Are you okay?” Sam’s worried voice eased some of the fear inside her.

			“I’m okay.”

			“What about the Dunbars?”

			She needed to give him as much information as possible. “Caleb tried to fight, and the three of them beat him pretty badly. He’s tied up in the bedroom. Jenny and the kids are in here with me, and they’re okay.”

			Vince jerked the phone out of her hand and pressed the button ending the call. “You better hope Bridger keeps his cool and doesn’t call the cops.”

			“He won’t.” At least Libby didn’t think he would. But Sam wouldn’t sit around waiting for something to happen. He would be taking action to try to resolve the situation. She trusted Sam. Libby just wished she knew what he was planning to do.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Sam paced the living room. Libby had relayed valuable information. Deacon Mitchell was in the cabin with Vince and Max, and Caleb was hurt and unable to give him any help. Across the room, Clara sat on the sofa while Big John stood next to the fireplace.

			“We have to do something!” Clara said, breaking into the silence.

			“I plan to,” Sam said. “I’m going to try to get Vince to release the Dunbars in exchange for me.”

			Clara leaped up from the sofa. “No, Sam, you can’t do that. It’s too dangerous. Surely there’s another way.”

			A sharp knock at the door drew everyone’s attention. Sam walked over and checked the peephole, saw Kade Logan standing on the porch. A dark brown Stetson rode low on his forehead. There had been no engine noise to signal his arrival.

			Sam pulled open the door. “How the hell did you get here?”

			“The old-fashioned way,” Kade said, taking his hat off as he walked into the house. “I rode my horse. Clara called and gave me a rundown. Now tell me what the hell is going on.”

			Kade was a few years older than Sam, just as tall with the same hard-muscled build. He had short dark hair, dark eyes, and a square-jawed, ruggedly handsome face women seemed unable to resist.

			“We’ve got a hostage situation, a young woman named Libby Hale and the Dunbar family: mother, father, and their two kids. Three armed men in the cabin: Vince Nolan, Max Stoddard, and a guy named Deacon Mitchell. They’re bank robbers, Kade. Killed a guard and put another in the hospital.”

			Kade’s jaw tightened. “What do they want?”

			“They want Libby to arrange a jet so they can escape.”

			“She can do that?”

			“It’s a long story, but yes, she can.”

			“So what’s the plan?”

			“I’m going to try to exchange myself for the family. I’m responsible for the people who stay here, and I want them safe. Aside from that, Vince is obsessed with Libby. I need to be there to protect her as much as I can, but I’ve got to have someone to run a rescue operation from here.”

			Kade assessed him shrewdly, probably guessing Sam’s interest in Libby ran deeper than he was saying. His friend was right. Sam loved her. He’d do anything to keep her safe.

			“Just tell me what you need,” Kade said.

			Sam scrubbed a hand over his jaw. He sighed. “Even if Libby gets them a jet, there’s no way they’re letting her go—and I’m not letting them take her. I’m thinking we arrange a little party to stop them somewhere along the road to the airport.”

			Kade mulled the idea over, seemed to approve. He flashed a glance at Big John. “You in?”

			John grunted. “You couldn’t keep me out.”

			Kade nodded. He knew Big John was former military, some kind of undercover reconnaissance, though John had never actually said. Kade knew the man had skills.

			“Anyone else we can bring in on this?” Kade asked.

			“Dare Landon was a marine,” Big John said. “He will help if we ask.”

			Sam had already considered it. He shook his head. “We can’t risk too many people knowing. If Vince gets wind of it, they might kill someone just to make a point. We need to handle this ourselves.”

			Big John started nodding. “You are right. With scum like these, the three of us should be enough.”

			Sam almost smiled. “I need to get back out there. If the jet’s flying in from Denver, it could be here in an hour or two, maybe less. That gives us a little time, not much.”

			“Leave it to Big John and me,” Kade said.

			Sam gave him a nod and headed for the kitchen. He walked out the back door, making himself obvious to whoever was watching from Cougar Cabin. None of the hands were around. John would have made sure they stayed away.

			Sam stopped in front of the cabin. “I need to talk to you, Nolan!” he called out. “I want to make a deal!”

			Vince pulled open the door but didn’t step out on the porch. “What kind of deal?”

			“Sooner or later, the kids and their parents are going to be a liability. They need to be fed and looked after. You let them go, and in their place, I’ll be your hostage.”

			Vince laughed. “No way. They leave here, they’ll call the cops.”

			“No, they won’t. They can stay in the house with Clara until you’re safely on the jet and on your way.”

			“What’s the matter, Bridger? You worried about your woman?” His lips curled in the smirk Sam hated. “If you haven’t figured it out yet, she’s going with us. She stays till we reach our destination—then you can have her back.” The smirk broadened. “She might be a little shopworn, but she’ll be alive.”

			Sam fought down a surge of fury as Vince stepped back inside and closed the door.

			Sam bitterly cursed.

			For the next half hour, he, Kade, and Big John made plans. They decided to intercept the vehicle at a spot John suggested, a curve in the road where the vehicle would have to slow down. The trees were dense on one side of the road, and big granite boulders covered an area on the hill on the opposite side.

			Sam would stay behind to orchestrate the men’s departure. At that point, the Dunbar family would be a burden rather than an asset. Sam believed the men would leave the family behind as they had promised. Libby was all they needed to insure their escape.

			The knot returned to Sam’s stomach. Libby would be in the car when the trap was sprung.

			The plan was for Kade, the best shot in Eagle County, to take a position in the rocks about fifty yards from the road, armed with his .243 hunting rifle, a smaller caliber weapon that was less likely to be heard with the windows up and the air conditioner running. Kade would shoot out the rear tire of the sedan, causing a blowout and forcing the vehicle to stop.

			Sam would be following the Ford, staying as close as possible without being spotted. As soon as he reached the ambush spot, he would park out of sight and come up on the men from the rear. Big John would be somewhere among the trees while Kade moved down off the hill into a closer position.

			If everything went as planned and luck was on their side, all three men would get out of the car to change the tire, and Sam, Kade, and Big John would take them down.

			If everything went as planned, Libby would stay safely inside the car.

			The problem was, everything never went as planned.

			Sam silently cursed.

			* * * *

			On the coffee table in front of the sofa, Libby’s cell phone rang. She glanced at the screen. “It’s my attorney calling about the jet.”

			“Answer it,” Max demanded. He’d been getting more and more edgy. It seemed that dealing with Vince was bad enough, and now Max was asserting himself. “Put it on speaker.”

			Libby pressed the button. “Hi, Bert. Did you get it done?”

			“The jet’s on its way. It’s coming from Denver, so it won’t take long. The airport is an hour from the ranch—the plane will be there by the time you arrive.”

			“Thanks, Bert. I’ll see you in New York.”

			“Are you sure about this, Libby?”

			“I’ve got to go, Bert. We’ll talk soon.” Unless she was dead. Because there was no way she was getting on a plane with Vince Nolan and his criminal friends. Vince jerked the phone from her hand and tossed it back down on the table.

			Earlier she had overheard him and Max talking about the man who had come with them. Vince had said something about the big haul they scored and that Deke had brought the money. Now that they had a way to escape, they didn’t have to worry about the guy double-crossing them.

			“Time to get rolling,” Max said. “Vince, you go get the car. We’ll be ready to leave when you get back.” He turned to Jenny. “Get your kids and go in the bedroom with your husband.”

			Deke scratched his scraggly beard, pulled his pistol, and pointed it at Jenny. “You know what’s good for you, girl, you’ll keep your mouth shut and do what Max says.”

			Vince flashed Libby a lascivious glance as he lumbered out of the cabin. Deke turned his gun toward Libby while Max urged Jenny and the kids toward the bedroom.

			Jenny paused long enough to hug her. “Sam won’t let you down,” Jenny whispered, her eyes full of tears.

			“I know,” Libby said, her own eyes misting.

			“Get in there,” Max commanded Jenny. “And don’t come out till Bridger comes in to get you.”

			Jenny cast her a last worried glance and herded the kids into the bedroom.

			“Leave the door open,” Max called out. “You want your man to stay alive, don’t untie him until we’re gone.”

			Deke kept the gun pointed at Libby while Max made his way to the window to watch for Vince. The car must have been parked somewhere nearby. Libby heard the sound of an engine and the crunch of wheels rolling over the ground; then the vehicle came to a stop in front of the cabin.

			Max opened the door. “Time to go.” He motioned with the pistol, which looked big and deadly. As Libby walked out on the porch, Max stuck the gun in her ribs. The Ford idled in front of the cabin. Libby’s heart jerked as Sam emerged from the house.

			“Stay where you are, Bridger,” Max warned. “You try to follow us, she dies. You call the cops and they try to stop us, she dies. When we reach our destination, we’ll let her go.”

			Sam’s hand balled into a fist. Libby knew he was holding on to his temper by a thread. Her heart was quaking with fear for him. “Do what they say, Sam. I’ll be all right.”

			Sam took a deep breath and slowly released it. “Seems like I don’t have any choice.” But the look in his eyes said there was no way he was letting her get on that plane.

			She wanted to tell him she loved him. There was a chance she would die, or maybe Sam would. But saying something like that might distract him from whatever it was he planned.

			Max opened the rear passenger door, shoved Libby inside, followed her in, and slammed the door.

			“Let’s go,” Max said, and the car rolled off toward the front gate.

			Libby’s heart beat hard. She turned to look out the rear window for a last glimpse of Sam, but he was no longer there.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Sam raced into the house. The Smith & Wesson 9mm pistol he’d bought years ago waited on the kitchen table. Sam clipped the holster onto his belt, then grabbed his Winchester .30-30 hunting rifle lying on the table beside it.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of the Dunbars,” Clara said. “You just get our girl back.”

			Sam gave a quick nod as he ran for the door. His pulse was pounding. Adrenaline poured through his veins. He waited for the sedan to roll through the gate toward the single lane road leading to the highway. As soon as the car took the first turn out of sight, Sam raced for his truck. Behind him, Clara ran out of the house, heading for Cougar Cabin.

			Sam trusted Clara and prayed the Dunbars were safe as he fired the engine on his big black Dodge, put the pickup in gear and drove away.

			By now Big John and Kade would be in position. Sam forced himself not to slam his foot on the accelerator and rocket down the road after his quarry. The timing had to be perfect, or one of them could die.

			Or Libby could be killed.

			His chest constricted. He thought again of calling the sheriff, as he’d considered half a dozen times, but if the police got involved, anything could happen. He trusted Big John and Kade.

			And he trusted himself. He would do anything to protect Libby. Even give up his own life.

			He hit the button on his cell phone, and Big John picked up. “They’re on their way and I’m right behind them, close as I can get without being spotted. You both in position?”

			“We’re ready,” John said. “Kade will be able to see the car before I can. Soon as it rolls around the curve, he’ll take the shot. Keep the line open. I’ll let you know when to move in.”

			“Will do.” Sam drove at the speed he figured Vince would be driving, fast, but not so fast he’d lose control on the curvy mountain road.

			The spot they had chosen was four miles from the front gate, so it wouldn’t take long for the SUV to get there. Sam maintained his speed, though every cell in his body screamed for him to catch up with Vince and drag Libby out of the car to safety.

			Time seemed to crawl. A couple of deer leaped into the road ahead of him, and Sam swerved to miss them. The curve in the road was just ahead.

			Sam’s phone came to life. “Kade hit the target. The tired exploded. The driver had to fight the wheel some, but the car is slowing, pulling to a stop. Kade’s on his way down the hill to his secondary position.”

			“I’m on my way.” Sam drove the pickup to a stop off the side of the road and opened the door. Tucking the phone into his pocket, he grabbed the rifle and took off into the trees, careful to stay above the road, out of sight, as he moved into position.

			So far no sign of the old Ford Fusion. Then he caught a flash of oxidized blue. The car had pulled off the road just as they’d planned.

			Sam ducked lower and moved silently closer. Vince was already out of the car, swearing as he rounded the trunk to examine the right rear tire. Max stepped out on the passenger side, leaving Mitchell in the backseat with Libby.

			Spotting the shredded tire, Vince swore a foul oath. “Looks like we got a blowout. A bad one.”

			Max’s head came up. “You think it could be a trap?” 

			Sam ducked even lower as Max surveyed the area around the car. Vince followed Max’s gaze. Nothing moved but a few pine branches stirred by the afternoon breeze.

			Vince grunted. “This old piece of shit car? Just bad luck, more likely. But get the girl out here just in case.”

			Sam silently cursed. Everything never went as planned.

			They would have to go to plan B. Which meant waiting for an opening.

			Crouched behind a boulder, Sam wedged his rifle into a crevice in the shade where it wouldn’t reflect sunlight and give away his position. He leveled the barrel at Vince, who moved to the rear of the car and opened the trunk.

			Deacon Mitchell hauled Libby out of the backseat, his pistol pressed into her ribs, head swiveling one way then the other, on the lookout for a trap.

			Big John and Kade held their positions on the other side of the road. Sam sighted down the barrel, but as long as Mitchell held Libby at gunpoint, there was nothing any of them could do.

			Vince reached into the trunk, pulled out the spare tire and the jack while Max kept watch.

			Vince leaned down to set the jack in place. “Get your ass over here, Max, and help me. We need to get this fixed and get the hell out of here before Bridger has the law breathing down our necks. Get me that lug wrench.”

			Sam waited, his gaze fixed on Libby, willing her to know he was there. As if she had heard him, her gaze swung in his direction. Mitchell took a step, Libby kicked back hard, slamming her foot into his knee, then turned to flee.

			Sam took the shot, the sound echoing across the road. Mitchell’s gun went flying. He went down and didn’t get up. Libby started running, but Vince grabbed her arm and hauled her back against him, his forearm locked around her neck. Pistol drawn, Max fired toward Sam’s position at the same time another shot rang out. Kade. A scarlet stain appeared on Max’s chest. He swayed and sagged to the ground.

			Sam was up and running, taking big leaping strides down the mountain, pistol gripped in his hand.

			Vince tightened his hold on Libby. “Stop right where you are!”

			Sam came to a sliding halt, his gun leveled at Vince’s head. He itched to pull the trigger, but there was too much risk of hitting Libby. A few feet away, Max lay groaning, wounded but not dead, his pistol well out of reach.

			“I can break her neck as easy as snapping a twig,” Vince said. “Take one more step and I’ll do it.”

			Sam’s fingers tightened around the trigger. “You hurt her, I’ll kill you.”

			“You can shoot, but she’ll be dead. I don’t think you’ll take the chance. Where’s your truck?”

			Sam looked at Libby. Her face was bone white, her fingers digging into the muscular arm pressing into her windpipe.

			“It’s parked around the curve,” Sam said.

			“Toss your keys over here.”

			Sam fished the keys out of his pocket and tossed them in front of Vince, who dragged Libby with him as he reached down to scoop them up. “Now the gun.”

			Sam’s jaw clenched. He didn’t want to give up his weapon. If Vince got the gun, he could kill them both. His gaze went to Libby. The trust in her eyes made his chest ache. Sam crouched and set the pistol on the pavement, took a steadying breath and backed away. Kade and Big John were still out there. He was trusting his life and Libby’s to his friends.

			On the hill, sunlight flashed on the barrel of Kade’s rifle, but he still didn’t have a shot. Sam’s gun lay a few feet in front of Vince, tempting him to pick it up, but reaching for it would make him a target.

			Vince hesitated. “Use your boot to ease the pistol closer,” he commanded.

			From the corner of his eye, Sam caught movement in the shadows and spotted Big John moving silently up behind Vince. Sam’s shoulders tightened. He took a slow step toward the pistol and eased it toward Vince with the toe of his boot. It was still too far away.

			“Closer!” Vince demanded, squeezing until Libby fought for a breath of air. The wind blew Vince’s stringy blond hair against the side of his thick neck.

			Hold on, baby, Sam silently pleaded, his gaze fixed on Libby.

			Vince screamed as John’s big fist slammed into the back of his neck, breaking several vertebrae and sending the bank robber crashing to the ground. Libby twisted free as Vince hit the pavement, dead before he reached it.

			“Sam!” Libby raced toward him. “Sam!” Sam swept her into his arms.

			“I’ve got you,” he said, a tremor running through him. “You’re okay. You’re safe, honey. They can’t hurt you anymore.”

			Libby’s arms tightened around his neck. “I love you, Sam.” She was shaking. “I love you so much.”

			“I love you, too, sweetheart.”

			“I don’t want to go back, Sam. I want to stay here with you.”

			Love for her washed through him, and emotion clogged his throat. “If you stay, I’m never letting you go.”

			“Oh, Sam.” Libby went up on her toes and kissed him, and Sam kissed her back. From a few feet away, Big John stood watching. The look in his onyx eyes said what the big man had known all along.

			Libby had found her way home.
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			THE LAST GOODNIGHT

			CAN SHE FIND A KILLER . . . BEFORE HE FINDS HER?

			When Kade Logan said goodbye to his estranged wife eight years ago, he never thought it would be the last time he saw her alive. Now her car has been hauled out of a nearby lake and Kade is determined to track down the man who murdered her. Enter Eleanor Bowman, a talented private investigator who’s about to stir up a hornet’s nest on his Colorado ranch.   

			With old scandals still buzzing about his late wife’s many affairs and new violence erupting, Kade is faced with the discovery of another beautiful woman’s body. Are the two killings linked? Who is the man who seduced, then murdered both victims? Ellie believes they are dangerously close to the truth.

			From corporate Denver high-rises to posh Vail mansions, Kade and Ellie sense the killer is closing in again, and this time Ellie is the target. Kade must risk everything to save the woman he’s coming to love—before she becomes the next to die . . . 

		


		
			Chapter One

			Kade Logan stood on the bank watching the sheriff and his deputies haul the mud-covered vehicle out of the lake.  The crane groaned as the auto tilted upward, the rear end lifting into the air, the front wheels dragging across the spongy earth.  Brackish lake water poured out through the open windows, along with weeds and silt.  Even a few silver fish had made the car their home.  

			For eight long years Kade had been haunted by the mystery of what had happened to the dark green Subaru Forester that belonged to his dead wife.  

			Oh, he knew where Heather was.  In a grave in the old hillside cemetery in Coffee Springs, the small town closest to the ranch.  Her body had been found in a shallow depression up in the hills at the base of the mountains outside Denver.  

			Heather had been beaten and strangled.  Any signs of rape had faded as her body decayed, but as beautiful as she was, Kade was sure sex had been involved.

			Her killer had never been caught.

			“You okay?”  Sam Bridger, Kade’s best friend, stood beside him, a tall blond man Kade had known for years.  Kade had been too lost in thought to hear him approach.

			“She’s been dead eight years, Sam.  So yeah, I’m okay.”  But the rage he felt had never lessened.  It should have.  At the time of her death, their marriage was already on the rocks.  The second time Kade had caught Heather cheating, he had filed for divorce.  

			“Maybe they’ll find something in the car that’ll give them a reason to reopen the case,” Sam said.  

			“Maybe.”  Kade hoped so.  He wanted Heather’s killer found and punished.  No matter how things had turned out between them, he owed her that much. 

			His gaze went back to the car being lifted onto the flatbed of a diesel truck with an Eagle County sheriff’s emblem on the side.  The truck pulled away from the edge of the lake, tires churning through the mud made worse by last night’s rain.  The motor groaned as the vehicle slogged along the little-used, rutted lane to the asphalt road leading toward Eagle, the county seat. 

			The last time Kade had seen the dark green SUV was the night Heather had left him.  That night, she had packed her things, taken the car, and driven away without a backward glance.  Kade had never seen her again.  

			At the time, like half the residents of Coffee Springs, he’d believed Heather had run off with one of the men she’d met in the town’s only saloon, or maybe a guy in Vail, the ski area frequented by the rich and famous only an hour’s drive away, where Heather sometimes went to ski with her girlfriends. 

			Kade had believed it, too.  For a while.  Then two years later a couple of hikers had found a body in a shallow grave, the dirt washed away by a recent storm.  The victim, a female, turned out to be Heather Logan, a shock that had sent Kade into a tailspin.  

			By then he’d accepted the likelihood that Heather had been a victim of foul play.  She hadn’t left with some big spender from Vail and simply started a new life, as she had threatened to do.  She had been murdered.  

			Since then, Kade had been tormented by guilt.  He lived each day with a terrible sense of failure that he had let Heather down.  At the very least, he should have found the man responsible for her death.  

			And made the bastard pay.

			“I’ve seen enough,” Kade said.  “I’m heading back to the ranch.”

			“That’s it?” Sam asked, a blond eyebrow edging up.  Sam and Kade had gone to school together, worked side by side during the summers when they were kids.  Sam knew Kade well enough to know it was far from over.

			Kade thought of Heather and felt the old rage burn through him.  “Over?  Not by a long shot.”  He started striding away, the bottom of his brown oiled canvas duster kicking up behind the heels of his muddy cowboy boots.  

			“What are you going to do?” Sam asked, falling in beside him, matching him stride for stride.

			“First I want to see what the forensic experts find in the car.  Then I’m heading into Denver.”  A friend in the city owned a company called Nighthawk Security.  Kade’s father had known Marcus Delaney.  The current owner, a war hero, was his son.  Kade trusted Conner Delaney to recommend a competent investigator.  

			Though Kade had tried that before.

			A month after Heather had disappeared, when she hadn’t made contact with any of her friends, he’d begun to worry that she hadn’t just run off with a man as everyone believed.  He’d filed a missing persons report with the police, but they’d never found any trace of her.  

			After her body was discovered and it became a homicide investigation, Kade had hired a retired police detective, but the case was cold by then.  He began to accept that if the cops and his private investigator couldn’t find the man who had murdered her, maybe it was time to let go. 

			Still, the rage inside him remained.  A cold fury that wouldn’t leave him till the day he found the man responsible for his wife’s death.  

			And dispensed the justice the killer deserved.

			 


			Chapter 2

			 


			Eleanor Bowman sat at an oak desk near the front door of the office. The building that housed Nighthawk Security, a two-story brick structure on Acoma Street, had recently been remodeled. The interior was done in pleasant tones, with comfortable brown-leather sofas in the waiting area, a conference room, and an employee lounge in the back.

Photos of local wildlife hung on the walls—elk, deer, a big black bear—along with autographed photos of celebrities the company had done business with at one time or another. The faces of Tom Selleck, Clint Eastwood, Denzel Washington, and Kevin Costner looked down from sturdy oak frames.
 
Aside from providing private investigation services, Nighthawk offered a top-rate security team that specialized in personal and business protection. Conner Delaney, the man who owned the company, was former military, tall, dark-haired, and just flat hot.
 
Though most of the guys on the security team also held PI licenses, Ellie was one of only four private investigators and, along with Conn’s sister, Skye, the only other woman who actually worked out of the office. They were all independent contractors, and though there was room for additional personnel, Conner was very selective. Only the best got a job at Nighthawk.
 
Ellie was fully licensed, owned a Glock 19 semiauto and a .38 Smith and Wesson revolver. But she wasn’t a former police detective like Skye or an army ranger like Trace Elliott, Conn’s right-hand man. Her specialty was undercover work, and she was good at it. Embezzlement, larceny, fraud—Ellie went in covertly and ferreted out the guilty parties, information that went to the person who had hired her, who decided what course of action to take.
 
She rarely came into the office. Anonymity was an important part of her work. But Conn believed she’d be the right person for the job he had in mind.
 
Since she’d just finished a case, she was looking for something to do. She hoped for something interesting, but work was work. She didn’t want her savings account to dwindle.
 
She looked up at a noise at the front of the office. The glass door swung open, and a tall, broad-shouldered man wearing a dark brown Stetson walked in. People thought of Denver as a western town, but it had been years since Ellie had seen a guy in a cowboy hat who looked like it belonged on him.
 
Dressed in crisp, dark blue jeans that fit snuggly over a pair of narrow hips, brown lizard-skin boots, and a white shirt with pearl snaps on the front, the man removed his Stetson, revealing neatly trimmed, golden-brown hair, and strode toward the desk closest to the door, which happened to be hers.
 
“My name’s Kade Logan.” He had a lean, muscular build and the long, powerful legs of a bulldogger. His deep, masculine voice fit him as perfectly as his hat, and his hard, handsome face could rival any of the celebrities hanging on the office walls. “I have an appointment with Conner Delaney.”
 
“Yes, Conn mentioned he was expecting someone. I’ll let him know you’re here.” The office was small enough that they didn’t need a receptionist. Ellie rose from behind her desk, wondering if Kade Logan could possibly be the client Conn had in mind for her.
 
In a cinnamon pencil skirt and matching jacket, a pale yellow silk blouse, and a pair of four-inch, dark brown heels, fall colors for the season, she started for Conn’s office, leaving her jacket draped over the back of her chair. Kade Logan’s eyes, the same golden-brown as his hair, followed her across the room.
 
Ellie knocked and opened the door. “Mr. Logan’s here to see you.”
 
Conn rose behind his desk. He was as tall as Logan and, like most of the guys in the office, really built. He was also engaged to be married, though Ellie had her doubts.
 
“I need to speak to him first,” Conn said. “Then I’ll introduce you.”
 
“So he’s the client you were telling me about?”
 
“That’s right. Kade’s father and mine were friends. He owns a ranch called the Diamond Bar.”
 
“I’ll send him in.” Turning, she headed back to where Logan stood waiting, long legs braced slightly apart, turning his hat in his big, calloused hands. No question this guy was for real. She wondered what kind of help he needed.
 
She smiled up at him. A little under five-foot-four, she was at least ten inches shorter than Kade. “Go on in. Conn’s waiting.”
 
He gave her a cursory nod, then disappeared inside the office. She looked down at her skirt and blouse, the business attire she had chosen to meet a new client, and wondered if she should have worn a pair of jeans.
 
Ten minutes later, she found out.
 
“Kade, meet Eleanor Bowman.”
 
His eyes narrowed, forming tiny sun lines at the corners. “You’re Eleanor Bowman?”
 
“I’m Ellie.” She smiled and stuck out a hand. “Pleasure meeting you.”
 
His jaw tightened for an instant before he reached out and accepted her handshake.
 
He turned back to Conn. “Eleanor. With a name like that, I thought she’d be an older woman, someone with more experience. Either way, this is a bad idea.”
 
“What idea is that?” Ellie asked.
 
“Eight years ago, Kade’s wife was murdered,” Conn answered for him. “Her body was discovered in the mountains outside Denver, but the killer was never found. Two weeks ago, the car Heather was driving when she disappeared was discovered in a lake near Coffee Springs. That’s the town closest to the ranch. The police now believe she could have been picked up by someone who knew the area, someone who lived there or had ties to the community. It’s possible the killer abducted her, dumped the car in the lake, then drove her somewhere and murdered her. Afterward, he disposed of her body, then returned to Coffee Springs.”
 
“Maybe the killer wasn’t a local,” Ellie said. “Just someone passing through, someone who lived in Denver or a nearby town.”
 
Logan glanced off toward the window. “We were in the middle of a divorce when she was killed. I knew she was seeing someone, but I didn’t know who. He could have been local or someone from out of town. Either way, the sheriff was never able to figure out who it was.”
 
“And that’s the reason you want to hire me? To find out who murdered your wife?”
 
His gaze swung to hers. “First off, I don’t want to hire you. Conn thought it would be a good idea. He said your specialty is working undercover, but the last thing I need on my ranch is a woman snooping around. You’ll stick out like a sore thumb.”
 
Irritation bubbled up, and her spine went straighter. “Did Conn tell you I was born in Wyoming? I was raised on the Grass Valley Ranch near Jackson Hole. Did he tell you I can ride just about anything you have in your remuda, or that I moved steers up into the mountains and back down into the valley every year. And the weather doesn’t bother me. I know ranching, Mr. Logan. I can fit seamlessly into your operation. I can do whatever job it takes to make people accept me and gather the information you need.”
 
Silence fell.
 
Conn Delaney’s lips twitched in amusement. “I think you can see why I thought Ellie was the right person for the job. I think you should hire her, Kade.”
 
A muscle worked in Logan’s square jaw. He raked a hand through his hair, mussed a little from the hat.
 
“I need some time to think about it.”
 
“Are you sure?” Ellie asked. “Because if you want to find your wife’s killer, you’ve already had eight years to think about it.”
 
Kade’s golden eyes narrowed, seemed to burn into her green ones. “I need to know who my wife was seeing at the time she was murdered. I’m happy to pay whatever that information costs. You really think you can do it?”
 
“If you want me to succeed, I’ll need straight answers to any questions I ask. If you’re willing to do that and if the information is out there, I’ll find out who it was.”
 
He frowned. Clearly, he didn’t like the idea of her asking him questions about his personal life. On the other hand, he wanted answers.
 
Kade nodded. “All right, we’ll do it your way.”
 
Going in undercover was a good idea, and apparently Logan was smart enough to know it.
 
“It’s a hundred fifty miles from Denver to the Diamond Bar Ranch,” he said. “If you go out I-70, with traffic, it’s about a three-hour drive from here to Coffee Springs. I’ll text you the directions from there out to the ranch.”
 
“All right.”
 
“What kind of car are you driving?”
 
“Whatever kind I need. I have a friend in the used car business. We have an arrangement. He rents me whatever I think is best for the case I’m working. For this, definitely something with four-wheel drive.”
 
For the first time, she caught a glimmer of respect in Logan’s eyes. “When can you start?”
 
“I can be there tomorrow, but we need to figure out the best place for me to fit in. That way, I’ll know what I need to bring.”
 
His hard mouth edged up. “You mean besides your pistol?”
 
“You better make that plural.” She flashed him a phony smile. “Remember, Mr. Logan, I’m from Wyoming.”
 
Logan seemed to find that amusing, and some of the tension went out of those wide shoulders. “You’ll need to call me Kade. Same as everyone else.”
 
“Kade then.” She didn’t smile. She wasn’t thrilled to be working for a guy who didn’t want to hire her because she was a woman.
 
“You can use the conference room,” Conn said, rising.
 
Ellie walked ahead of Kade out of Conn’s office, and she led him into the glass-enclosed room next door. She wondered what sort of cover job he planned to dredge up for her and reminded herself she didn’t have to take the case.
 
As she studied Logan’s solid jaw, the gleam in his world-weary eyes, and his hard, sexy mouth, it occurred to her she would be making a far safer decision if she turned him down.
 
* * *

Kade stretched his long legs out beneath an oak conference table surrounded by ten brown-leather captain’s chairs and studied Ellie Bowman. When he’d called Conn Delaney and asked about hiring a detective, it never occurred to him Conn would suggest a woman.
 
And a damn pretty woman at that. A little shorter than average, she had a small waist, slender hips, and shapely legs. Dark copper hair, clipped neatly at the nape of her neck, curled softly down her back, gleaming in the sunlight streaming in through the window.
 
He’d felt a jolt the moment he had walked into the office and seen her sitting at her desk. He was a man of strong sexual appetites, and he’d been single for the past eight years. He noticed women, and Ellie Bowman definitely was one.
 
“I can bunk in with the hands,” she said. “This time of year, you’re probably still looking for strays and moving them down to the lower pastures.”
 
Kade inwardly groaned. The bunkhouse? Not likely. A good-looking woman would be nothing but a distraction to the hands.
 
“I don’t suppose you can cook,” he said. “Mrs. Stenson is leaving for a month-long visit with her son and his family in Phoenix. Be a place you could easily fit in.”
 
One of those smooth reddish eyebrows slid up. “Why am I not surprised the only job you think I can handle is in the kitchen?”
 
Irritation trickled through him. He wasn’t being disrespectful. His mother had taught him better than that. With an opening in the kitchen, hiring her would be believable. Simple as that.
 
“Cooking won’t be a problem,” she answered before he had time to respond. “My mother cooked for our ranch hands. I pitched in whenever she needed me.”
 
He managed to nod. “Mabel has a helper, so you won’t be left to do all the work yourself. In fact, Maria usually does most of the heavy lifting now that Mabel is in her seventies.”
 
“If that’s what you think works best, that’s what I’ll do. It’s your money. I’m sure you’d like to get the best results for the dollars you spend.”
 
“True enough.” She was pragmatic. Heather had been exactly the opposite, spending ridiculous sums of money on herself. “Taking over the kitchen will give you an excuse to be in town. You’ll be feeding a six-man crew plus my foreman and me, a few part-time hands, a stable boy, and anyone else who happens to be around. Mabel went in for supplies a couple of times a week. That should give you a chance to get to know some of the locals.”
 
Ellie’s full lips curved in the first real smile he had seen. He wondered what she’d taste like. Damn.
 
“Actually, standing in for your cook is a good idea,” Ellie said, surprising him with the admission. Kade reassessed some of the assumptions he’d made.
 
“I haven’t cooked for a while,” she said. “But it’s kind of like riding a horse. Once you’re back in the saddle, you remember how to do it.”
 
He clamped down on the heat those words generated and the stirring in his loins beneath the table. He’d like to give Ms. Ellie Bowman a ride—the kind neither of them would soon forget.
 
Kade scrubbed a hand over his face. This was a bad idea on every level. Except that if the lady was as good as Conn said, it might actually work.
 
Kade straightened in his chair. “Anything else you need to know?”
 
“Where will I be staying?”
 
“Mabel moved into a cabin behind the ranch house a couple years back. Her old room is down the hall from the kitchen, off the mudroom.”
 
“That’ll do.”
 
He nodded and rose from his seat. “If you think of anything else, you can call me on my cell phone.”
 
“All right.” Ellie put his number in her contacts, and he put hers in his. There was something intimate about it Kade didn’t like.
 
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
“I’ll be there no later than three.”
 
He frowned. “We get up early on the ranch. Cook’s the first one up.”
 
She smiled, and he caught a glint of humor in her eyes. “Maybe I should charge you a little extra for ruining my beauty sleep.”
 
Kade actually laughed. Looked like Ms. Bowman had a sense of humor. Good thing to have on a ranch. “You find my wife’s killer, and I’ll give you a ten percent bonus. That pay for your beauty sleep?”
 
Ellie stuck out a hand. “You’re on.”
 
Kade accepted the handshake, his big palm wrapping around her smaller one. Surprised at the strength he felt there, he settled his hat on his head and tugged the brim down low. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Ms. Bowman.”
 
“Ellie,” she said in a voice that made him think of clean sheets and his big, four-poster bed.
 
That was the moment Kade knew he was in trouble.
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