
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            [image: ]

         

      

   


   
      
         [image: ]

         
            Begin Reading

            Table of Contents

            A Preview of Luke

            Newsletters

            Copyright Page

         

         Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

         The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      

   


   
      
         
            For my son, Tom.

            Firstborn.

            Fiercely protective of his family.

              

 

            And for my darling Tom.

            First love. Though gone,

            still watching over us all.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

            Glacier Ridge, Montana—1997

         

         The town of Glacier Ridge dated to the 1860s. A time of Western migration, when millions of buffalo roamed the Montana plains. It had seen plenty of legends in its time. Miners discovering gold at Grasshopper Creek. Gen. George Armstrong Custer and his cavalry. Railroad tycoons and, later, oil barons. But the closest thing to legend now in the sleepy little town was the Malloy family. Rancher Francis Xavier Malloy was married to Grace Anne LaRou, the daughter of legendary Hollywood director Nelson LaRou, who had become famous in her own right by spending a lifetime photographing herds of wild mustangs that roamed the Montana wilderness. Collectors paid a fortune for her original photographs, and researchers and even government bureaucrats sought her advice on how to manage the wild horses. Add to that Frank and Grace’s handsome, reckless sons, Patrick and Colin, and the fact that Patrick ran off and married a gorgeous girl named Bernadette when they were just seventeen, leaving the gossips with plenty of things to whisper about. Soon Patrick and Bernie gave birth to three good-looking sons who seemed to be as wild and reckless as their daddy and granddaddy, so folks around Glacier Ridge just naturally figured they’d have plenty to talk about for another generation or two.

         It was a given that there was never a dull moment when the Malloys were around.

         
              

         

         Twelve-year-old Matthew Malloy, already known as a wild child around the town of Glacier Ridge, was asleep in the top bunk, enjoying a dream. A dream that mirrored the day he’d spent up in the hills with his grandpop Frank, father Patrick, and uncle Colin, who, at twenty-two, was always laughing and teasing and seemed more like a big brother than an uncle. With the first snowstorm of the season rolling in, they’d driven the last of the herd to winter in the south pasture, and had spread a ton of hay from a flatbed truck before heading back to the ranch house for dinner.

         Their sprawling Montana ranch was home to four generations of Malloys. Matt and his younger brothers, ten-year-old Luke and nine-year-old Reed, shared a section of the restored house with their parents, Patrick and Bernadette, who still behaved like teenagers, whispering behind their hands, stealing kisses when they thought no one was watching, and laughing over shared secrets. It was obvious to all who knew them that they were still crazy in love.

         Frank Malloy, whose Irish ancestors had cleared this raw wilderness, loved sharing the ranch chores with his sons and grandsons, while his Gracie Girl, as he called his wife, often took to the hills for weeks at a time photographing the herds of mustangs that roamed the open range.

         Gracie’s father, crotchety old Nelson LaRou, was now slowed by age, forcing him to give up his opulent homes in Connecticut and Hollywood and move in with his daughter and her family on this ranch, which he called the middle of nowhere. Though he constantly complained about the rugged lifestyle, it was no secret that he reveled in the company of his only daughter and was adjusting to the slower pace of life on a working ranch. The family loved it when he regaled them with tales of all the famous movie stars of the past. If only he would use a hearing aid, all their lives might be a bit easier. Gracie liked to say her father heard only what he chose to.

         In his sleep Matt was smiling at one of Uncle Colin’s silly jokes, until the dream dissolved and he was jolted into wakefulness by the sound of a door slamming somewhere below, followed by a chorus of voices. Not that it was anything new. In a family the size of his, voices raised in anger and laughter, as well as the occasional thump of a fist, were as natural as the lowing of cattle.

         But this was different somehow. He sat up in bed, completely awake, and heard a woman’s voice that sounded too high, too shrill, to be his sweet grandmother Gracie’s. And yet he knew it to be hers. And a low, deep growl that could only be that of his sweet-natured grandpop, Frank, sounding more like a wounded bear.

         There were other voices. His uncle Colin cursing. The cultured tones of his great-grandfather Nelson, more a moan than a voice. And the low rumble of strangers, all trying to be heard above the din.

         Matt ignored the ladder alongside his top bunk and jumped to the floor. He noted idly that his younger brothers were undisturbed by the commotion.

         The words drifted up, clearer now as he opened the bedroom door and stepped into the hallway.

         “Impossible. They can’t be…”

         “…I tell you…lost control in the snow.”

         “I saw more than one set of tire tracks when I went there to document it on film.”

         “They could have been made by Sheriff Graystoke’s police car, Nelson.” Deputy Archer Stone’s mouth was a taut line of raw emotion. “Or by mine, or even one of the ranch trucks.”

         Matt was halfway down the stairs when the voices went abruptly silent. He glanced down to see half a dozen faces tilted upward, all eyes focused on him. His grandparents were in parkas tossed hastily over their robes, as were his great-grandfather, still holding a movie camera, and the ranch cook, Yancy Martin, hair in wild disarray. His uncle Colin was still in his torn denims and sheepskin parka, obviously caught finishing chores in the barn. Sheriff Eugene Graystoke and his deputy stood in snow-covered boots that were dripping water on the hardwood floor. And over by the door, still as a statue, was old Burke Cowley, his hair and clothes dusted with snow. He was a cowboy who had been with the family for as long as Matt could remember. He stood, eyes downcast, his agitation apparent only by the way he was twirling his Stetson around and around in his hands.

         All of them looked grim.

         It was Gracie, her face ghostly pale, her eyes red-rimmed from tears, who rushed toward her grandson.

         “Oh, Matthew.” She reached her arms as if to clutch him to her, but he shrank back, just out of reach.

         He turned to the sheriff. “It’s Mom and Dad, isn’t it?”

         No one spoke.

         “Are they in the hospital?” At the sound of ten-year-old Luke’s question, everyone looked beyond Matt to see the two younger boys, hair rumpled, eyes wide with a million questions, standing at the top of the stairs.

         Matt turned pleading eyes to his grandfather. “What happened, Grandpop? Somebody tell us.”

         His family was rendered mute.

         It was old Burke who lumbered across the room and put a big, wrinkly hand on the boy’s shoulder, while he signaled for the two younger ones to come closer. “Your ma and pa were in an accident out on the highway. Their car slid off the road and hit a boulder. They’re both gone.”

         “Gone where, Burke?” Nine-year-old Reed’s voice raised to a youthful bellow. “You tell us right now. Where are they?”

         Burke’s jaw clenched, as if bracing for the blow he was about to deliver. Then the old man cleared his throat twice before he managed to say, “I’m sorry to tell you this, boys. They’re dead. I hope you can take some comfort in the fact that your ma and pa died together, just the way they’d want it.”

         Colin crossed the distance between them, wrapping his three young nephews in a tight, hard embrace while his voice trembled. “I know this is a shock. I know what you’re feeling, ’cause I’m feeling it, too. And I know I can’t be your dad. Nobody else could ever be my brother Patrick. But I swear I’ll be here for the three of you.” He turned to include the others, so locked in shock and grief they had no words. “All of us will be here for you. We’re family. And we’ll do everything in our power to keep you boys safe and happy.”

         “Happy?” The very word mocked Matt. He pushed free of his uncle’s arms, staring defiantly at all of them.

         Time stopped. He heard a buzz of voices, and felt hands reaching for him and his brothers as the family gathered around, determined to offer aid and comfort.

         He was aware of only one thing. His sweet, pleasant dream had just become a nightmare. His mother and father, the people he loved more than anything in his young world, were dead. Gone too soon from his life.

         And though he and his brothers had all these people willing to surround them with love, Matt knew that nothing, not now, not ever in this life, would be the same again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Rome, Italy—Present Day

         

         A limousine glided toward the sleek, private jet parked on the tarmac of Rome’s Fiumicino Airport. The uniformed driver hurried around to open the door as two men exited.

         Matt Malloy extended a handshake. “Thank you for your hospitality, Vittorio. And please thank your lovely wife for the tour of her family’s vineyards. That was a bonus I hadn’t expected. Tell Maria I hope I didn’t overstay my welcome.”

         The handsome, white-haired man gave a vigorous shake of his head. “You know how much we enjoy your company, Matthew. The vineyard was all Maria’s idea. She said to expect a case of her family’s finest wine in time for your summer holidays. You do take a holiday from ranching, don’t you?”

         Matt chuckled. “Ranchers like to say our only day off is our funeral.”

         “Do not say that, even in jest.” The older man shook his head before closing a big hand over Matt’s shoulder. “It is always a pleasure doing business with you, my friend.”

         “The pleasure is mine.” After a final handshake, Matt turned away and greeted the crew at the bottom of the steps before ascending to the plane’s interior.

         Within minutes the steps had been lifted and the hatch secured, then the pilot announced their departure.

         As soon as they reached their required altitude, Matt unbuckled and retreated to the small bedroom in the rear of the aircraft. When he returned to the cabin, he had already shed his suit and tie and replaced them with denims, a comfortable flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, and a pair of well-worn Western boots. Just as easily he shed the attitude of a worldly, successful businessman and became once again a rancher, a man of the soil, eager to return to the life he loved.

         
              

         

         Matt leaned over the shoulder of his pilot as the plane cast its shadow on the vast herds darkening the hills below. “Now there’s a sight I never grow tired of.”

         “Can’t say I blame you.” Rick Fairfield, with his trim build and graying hair cut razor short, could never be mistaken for anything but a former military pilot. He adjusted his mirrored sunglasses. “After nearly three weeks out of the country, it’s got to be a good feeling to be home again.” He glanced at Stan Novak in the copilot’s seat. “Let’s bring this baby down.”

         Matt returned to the cabin and fastened his seat belt for landing. A short time later, after thanking the crew, he deposited his luggage in the bed of a truck that stood idling beside the small runway and climbed into the passenger seat.

         Behind the wheel was Burke Cowley. Burke had spent his younger years tending herds on ranches from Montana to Calgary, until he’d settled on the Malloy Ranch, working his way from wrangler to ranch foreman. With his white hair, leathery skin from a lifetime in the weather, and courtly manners, he was a cowboy in the traditional mode. Strong, silent, watchful.

         “Welcome home, Matt.”

         “Thanks, Burke. I see the weather’s turning.” Matt slipped into a battered parka.

         “Springtime in Montana. Shirtsleeves one day, winter gear the next. Was it a good trip?”

         Matt shrugged. “Satisfying. Is everyone home?”

         “You bet.” Burke nodded. “By now they’ve finished their chores and they’re just waiting for you so they can enjoy the special dinner Yancy’s been cooking all afternoon.”

         Matt was smiling as they drove along the wide gravel driveway that circled the barns before leading to the rear of the ranch house.

         As Matt stepped down from the truck he turned. “You coming in?”

         Burke grinned. “Wouldn’t miss it. I’ll just park this in the barn and be back in no time.”

         Matt hauled his luggage up the back-porch steps, experiencing the same little thrill of pleasure he always felt whenever he returned to his family home.

         “Matthew.” His grandmother was the first to greet him as he stepped inside and dropped his luggage in the mudroom.

         Matt simply stared. “Gram Gracie, you never age.”

         “Go on. Look at all this gray hair.”

         Despite the strands of gray in her dark hair, she was as trim as a girl. She was wearing her trademark ankle-skimming denim skirt, Western boots, and a cotton shirt the color of a ripe plum, the sleeves rolled to the elbows.

         She flew into his arms and hugged him before drawing a little away to look into his eyes. “I missed you.”

         “No more than I missed you.”

         Matt kept his arm around her as they made their way into the kitchen. “Hey, Yancy.”

         At his words the cook and housekeeper, who stood all of five feet two, his salt-and-pepper hair cut in a Dutch-boy bob, set aside a pair of oven mitts before hurrying over to extend his hand. “Welcome home, Matt.”

         “Thanks. I’ve missed this. And missed your cooking. Something smells wonderful.”

         The cook’s face softened into a mile-wide smile. “I’ve fixed your favorite.”

         “Yancy’s Fancy Chicken?” Matt used the term he’d used since childhood to describe the cook’s special chicken dish that never failed to bring compliments. “If I’d known, I’d’ve had the pilot get me here even faster.”

         They were enjoying a shared laugh when a handsome man with a lion’s mane of white hair entered from the dining room. Gracie’s father paused for a moment. Standing ramrod straight, his starched white shirt and perfectly tailored gray pants brightened by a cherry-red silk scarf knotted at his throat, Nelson LaRou looked exactly like the director he’d once been, who had commanded an array of Hollywood’s rich and famous.

         He hurried toward them. “Welcome home, Matthew.”

         “Thanks, Great One.” Matt ignored the outstretched hand and gathered his great-grandfather into his arms for a bear hug.

         Though the old man remained straight backed, his stern countenance softened into a smile. It had taken him years here on the ranch to accept such casual signs of affection. In truth, he was still learning. And he liked it more than he would ever admit. Just as he loved the nickname the boys had given him all those years ago. Great-grandfather was just too long. They’d shortened it to Great One, but he sensed that it was more than a title. It spoke of the esteem in which they held him, which tickled him no end.

         He cleared his throat. “How was Rome?”

         “As amazing as ever. I wish you’d have come with me. Vittorio’s wife took me on a tour of her family’s vineyards. Every time I sampled another wine, I thought of you and all those fancy wines you brought from your places in Connecticut and California.”

         Nelson crossed to his favorite chair. “I hope you thought enough of me to bring some home with you.”

         “I’m having it shipped.”

         “It flipped?” He turned, cupping a hand to his ear. “Can you flip some my way?”

         “Shipped, Great One. It’s being shipped from Italy.”

         “Good. Good.” Nelson settled into a comfortable easy chair in front of a huge stone fireplace just as the rest of the family began arriving.

         The family’s often-absent son Luke ambled in from the barn and rolled his sleeves, washing up at the big sink in the mudroom. Where Matt was tall and lean, his dark hair cut short for his trip to Rome, Luke was more muscular, honed by his never-ending treks to the mountains that called to him. Thick, long hair streamed over his collar.

         He hurried over to welcome his brother back. “Another tough assignment, right Matt?”

         “Right. But somebody has to do it. And I manfully accepted the challenge.”

         The two were still sharing grins when Reed strolled down the stairs and clapped Matt on the shoulder. Tall, wiry, with his long hair tied back in a ponytail and his rough beard in need of a trim, their youngest brother looked as though he’d just come in from months in the wilderness. “You’re alone? I was hoping you’d bring a couple of Italian beauties with you.”

         “Wishful thinking, little brother. You’ll have to go to Rome and do your own shopping.”

         “That works for me. Next time you’re heading to Italy, you’ve got a traveling companion.”

         “You always say that, until it’s time to actually go. Then you realize you’ll need to wear a suit and tie and get a real haircut, and you find way too many things that need your attention here on the ranch.”

         Reed gave a mock sigh. “The trials of a cowboy. Never enough time for the ladies.” He looked up. “Speaking of which, here’s the ultimate cowboy now.” He grinned at the handsome man in faded denims and plaid shirt strolling into the kitchen. “When’s the last time you took a pretty lady out to dinner, Colin?”

         His uncle was already shaking his head, sending curly dark hair spilling over his forehead. “So many females, so little time.” He grabbed Matt in a bear hug. “’Bout time you got your hide back here. I was beginning to think you’d been seduced into moving to Rome permanently.”

         “I did give it some thought. But then I wondered who’d handle all the family business if I just up and relocated.”

         Matt’s grandfather, Frank, chose that moment to walk in from the hallway. It was easy to see where his son and grandsons got their handsome Irish looks. From his twinkling blue eyes to his towering frame, he was every inch the successful rancher who’d tamed this rough land with sheer sweat and tears. Though his hair was streaked with gray and his stride was a bit slower, he was still able to work alongside his wranglers without missing a beat.

         With a wink at his wife, he reached up and ruffled Matt’s hair the way he had when his grandsons were little. “Any day you get ready to walk away, don’t you worry, sonny boy. I can still negotiate contracts on behalf of the family business.”

         “Or hire a staff of lawyers to handle it for you.”

         At Matt’s words, Frank pretended to groan. “You think it would take a staff to replace you, sonny boy?”

         “At least a staff. Maybe an army.” Matt grinned good-naturedly before accepting a longneck from Yancy’s tray.

         The others followed suit. Nelson accepted a martini, which Yancy had learned to make to the old man’s specific directions.

         When old Burke walked in, the family was complete. They touched drinks in a salute, and tipped them up to drink.

         Matt looked around and felt his heart swell. He never grew tired of this scene. His brothers, his uncle, his grandparents, and his great-grandfather all here, as they’d been since he was a kid, surrounding him with love. Yancy cooking. Burke standing just slightly outside the circle, like a fierce, vigilant guardian angel.

         Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, the tops of the mountains in the distance were gilded with gold and pink and mauve shadows as the sun began to set.

         Life, he thought, didn’t get much better.

         “Dinner’s ready.”

         At Yancy’s familiar words, they circled the big, wooden harvest table and took their places. Frank sat at the head, with his Gracie Girl at his right and their son, Colin, to his left. Matt sat beside Colin, with Burke beside him. Luke and Reed faced them on the other side, with Nelson holding court at the other end of the table.

         After passing around platters of tender, marinated chicken, potatoes au gratin, and green beans fresh from the garden, Yancy took his place next to Reed.

         Matt took a bite of chicken and gave a sigh of pleasure. “Yancy, after all that great Italian food, this is a real treat. I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed this.”

         The cook’s still-boyish face creased into a smile of pleasure at Matt’s words.

         “Okay.” Luke pinned his older brother with a look. “Enough about the food. I want to know what happened with Mazzola International. Are they in?”

         Matt put aside his fork before nodding. “They’re in.”

         “They signed a contract?”

         “Their lawyers still have some work to do. But Vittorio and I shook on it. And that’s good enough for me.”

         Luke reached over to high-five his brother.

         Matt laughed as he looked around the table at the others. “I figured that news would make Luke’s day.”

         Colin shot a meaningful look at his nephew. “Does this mean you intend to give up all those reckless pursuits and settle down to raise cattle?”

         “Reckless pursuits?” Luke arched a brow.

         His uncle narrowed his gaze. “I caught a glimpse of you on your Harley, heading into the wilderness. You were doing one of your daredevil Evel Knievel imitations, as I recall.”

         Luke gave one of his famous rogue grins. “The way I see it, jumping a motorcycle off a cliff, or hiking through the mountains with nothing more than a camera, a rifle, and a bedroll—” he turned to his grandmother “—searching for that elusive white mustang stallion you’ve been tracking for years, is no distraction from work. They help prepare me to be a better cowboy.”

         “Or an aimless drifter,” his great-grandfather muttered.

         Luke’s grin widened. “There’s nothing aimless about it, Great One. It’s preparing me for whatever life throws at me.” He turned to Matt. “Enough about me. Tell us more about Rome.”

         Matt paused for dramatic effect before saying, “I brought back a little something for you, too, Reed.”

         Their younger brother looked up in surprise before narrowing his eyes in suspicion. “Okay. Give.”

         “I know how you’ve been hoping to make a mark in the green industry…”

         Reed nodded. “Organic. Pure beef with no hormones, no antibiotics.”

         “Exactly. Leone Industries has agreed to a limited contract, to test the market. If they can see enough profit, they’ll sign for the long term.” He studied the excitement that had leapt into his brother’s eyes. “Just remember. It’s only a limited contract until they test the market.”

         “It’s a foot in the door.” Reed sat back, too excited to finish his meal. “And there’s an entire generation of buyers out there just waiting for this. If Leone Industries will give it a fair trial, this will become the gold standard for prime beef. And we’ll be there first.”

         “Hah.” Nelson sipped his martini and frowned. “Food fanatics. That’s what they are. Now in my day—”

         “Not now, Dad.” Grace kept her tone light, but there was a hint of steel in her words. “Let Reed enjoy the moment. This is something he’s been preparing for since he was barely out of his teens.”

         “You got that right, Gracie Girl.” Frank Malloy patted his wife’s hand before turning to his grandson. “You realize this means you’ll have to work twice as hard to see that you have enough healthy cattle to fulfill this contract with Leone.”

         “I don’t mind the work, Grandpop.”

         “I know you don’t, sonny boy, and you never have. You’ve been tending your own herd since you were knee-high to a pup.”

         Reed flushed with pride. “I’ll need to get busy segregating one herd and seeing that they meet all the requirements to be truly organic.”

         “And I’d like to get in one more trip to the mountains and see if I can spot a herd of mustangs for Gram Gracie before I settle down and do my lonesome cowboy routine.”

         At Luke’s deadpan expression, they all burst into laughter.

         “Yeah. That’ll be the day, sonny boy.” Frank squeezed his wife’s hand.

         All of a sudden, with so much good news springing from Matt’s Italian trip, everyone seemed to be talking at once.

         Matt sat back, looking around the table, listening to the chorus of voices, and smiling with satisfaction.

         He’d missed this. All of it.

         He’d grown impatient to get back to his roots.

         But now, seeing the animation on their faces, hearing the excitement in their voices, he knew without a doubt it had all been worth waiting for.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Matt descended the stairs, feeling like a new man. There was nothing like a night spent in his own bed, after so many nights away.

         Spying Yancy alone in the kitchen, he helped himself to coffee. “Am I the first one up?”

         The cook set crisp bacon on a nest of paper napkins to drain. “The last.”

         “I am? Where is everyone?”

         Yancy looked over. “Colin drove Great One to town. Luke, Reed, and Frank are up on Eagle’s Ridge for the next week or so. Ms. Grace is out trailing one of her herds. No telling when she’ll be back.”

         Matt walked to the floor-to-ceiling windows to stare at the mountain peaks in the distance just as Burke stepped into the kitchen from the mudroom.

         “Then I guess I have some downtime coming. I think I’ll head up to the hills for a week or so.”

         The ranch foreman’s face creased into a smile. “I figured as much. Every time you come back from one of those fancy, high-powered trips, your first order of business is to get back to your roots. You going to drive one of the trucks, or ride old Beau?”

         “I’m thinking Beau needs a workout as much as I do.” Matt idly drained his coffee before setting the empty cup on the counter. “If anybody asks, I’ll be up on North Ridge for a while.”

         “I’ll let them know. You going to take time for breakfast?”

         Matt shook his head and turned to Yancy. “Would you mind packing up some of that food?”

         “I’ll send as much as you can eat.”

         Matt shrugged. “I guess I’ll take enough for a week or so.”

         “Done.” The cook was already opening a pantry door and reaching for an array of zippered bags and pouches in various sizes.

         Matt disappeared up the stairs and reappeared a short time later carrying a duffel filled with his gear, along with a rifle and ammunition.

         Yancy handed him a parcel containing the food packets, all carefully labeled. “I sent a similar cache along with your grandmother. There’s no telling how long Ms. Grace will be gone.”

         “As long as it takes to get the pictures she’s aiming for.” Matt tucked the parcel under his arm and started toward the mudroom, where he snatched up his hat before heading for the door.

         “I’ll see you in a week or so.” He walked out the back door and headed toward the barn.

         Not long after he was astride a big bay gelding, saddlebags overflowing, riding across a meadow that led to the hills, black with cattle.

         
              

         

         Though it was early April, it still felt like winter in the hills surrounding the Malloy Ranch.

         Matt stood in ankle-deep snow chopping wood. It was a chore he always found soul satisfying. Especially after weeks away from home.

         It wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy wheeling and dealing with high-powered lawyers and corporate executives all over the world. And he certainly couldn’t complain about the front-row seats at sporting events and the expensive dinners and shows. But even in the Eternal City, with its fine wines and fabulous food, after a week or more, it was like eating too much candy. He found himself craving the simple food, familiar chores, and nights with only the lowing of cattle to break the silence.

         He slipped into his parka, which he’d tossed over a log, before filling his arms with fresh firewood. Nudging the door to the range shack open, he tracked snow across the floor to the fireplace, where he stacked the logs neatly before heading out for more.

         When his cell phone rang, he plucked it from his pocket. “Hey, Gram Gracie. How’s that herd of mustangs?”

         “As wild as ever. They’ve added six pretty little fillies to the herd. There’s a third mare big as a house and ready to deliver any day now.”

         “You hoping to capture the birth on film?”

         “That I am. I’ve already been planning where to set up my cameras for the best angles. Now if only she’ll cooperate and have that foal nearby. With these feisty mares, I never know where I’ll end up having to track her. I just hope she doesn’t wander down one of those ravines. I really want these pictures for my collection.”

         “My money’s on you, Gram Gracie.” Matt paused. “Are you calling for my help?”

         “In a way. But not with the herd. I just got a text reminding me about a meeting I’d agreed to. Some lawyer who represents a group of wild-animal federations had set it up, hoping for my take on the best way to preserve wild animals, especially those being removed from the government’s endangered list. Since I’m away, I was hoping you could take my place at the meeting.”

         “Sorry. I’m not at the ranch. I’m up on North Ridge, spending some time at the range shack.”

         Everyone in the family knew about Matt’s love of that particular section of land. From the time he’d been very young and missing his parents, he’d always found solace in this special place. He’d already staked it out as the spot he’d like to build his own house one day.

         “Oh dear. How about Luke or Reed?”

         “Up on Eagle’s Ridge with Grandpop.”

         He heard his grandmother blow out a breath. “I guess this calls for desperate measures. Since the lawyer is traveling all this way, I’d say it isn’t too much to ask him to travel just a bit more. Would you mind an intrusion on your privacy for an hour or two?”

         Matt gave a dry laugh. “Never mind my privacy. What about the time he’ll waste getting up here by horseback and down to the ranch again?”

         “Since Burke is picking him up from his plane, maybe Burke could drive him up and wait until the two of you exchange views before he takes him back to town.”

         Matt shrugged. “I’ll call and arrange it. Providing the phone service continues.”

         Gracie’s tone softened. “I know. It’s the same here. One minute a clear line, and the next my phone is dead for hours. Thank you, Matt darlin’. I owe you for this.”

         “I’m happy to help out.”

         “I know you are. I know, too, how much you value your alone time in the hills, especially after a long business trip. I’ll find a way to make it up to you.”

         When she hung up, Matt dialed a number and spoke in staccato tones. “Burke. I promised my grandmother I’d meet with some animal activist lawyer. Instead of driving him to the ranch, would you mind driving him up here?”

         The old man’s tone was incredulous. “You’re inviting someone to invade your privacy?”

         “It’s for Gracie. And it’s only for an hour or so. I’d really like you to wait and take him back down as soon as we’re through with our meeting.”

         “Sure thing. When should I expect him?”

         “I don’t have a clue. Gracie said it would be sometime today. I guess he’ll call you when his plane gets in. And you may as well pack a bottle of Grandpop’s good Irish whiskey while you’re at it. A lot of these Eastern lawyers aren’t happy with the local wine and longnecks we’ve got stashed up here. While I answer this guy’s questions, maybe you could deliver supplies to the crew up in the pasture, and then drive him back to town when we’re finished.”

         “Sure. I could do that.” Burke cleared his throat. “Hell, son, I’ll be happy to sit a spell with the wranglers. I haven’t been up there for weeks. I’ll head out as soon as the lawyer gets here.”

         Matt disconnected and stowed his phone in his pocket before bending to retrieve another armload of firewood. As he hauled it to the cabin, he thought about Burke. It didn’t take much to make the old man happy these days. He’d been positively bubbling over with joy at joining the wranglers, if even for an hour or so.

         He glanced out the window. He and Beau had time to ride across the north pasture and back before his precious solitude was interrupted by this unplanned bit of business.

         
              

         

         Matt unsaddled his horse and filled the troughs with feed and water before stepping out of the lean-to behind the range shack that served as a storage shed and stall.

         He’d had a great time riding across snow-covered pastures, drinking in the sights and sounds that nourished his soul. Using high-powered binoculars, he’d followed the path of a pair of eagles soaring on currents of air, and had paused to watch a pure white mustang stallion leading his herd toward a box canyon that offered shelter and food. He intended to relate the location to Gram Gracie, since she’d been hunting that stallion for a year or more. Every member of the family had spotted it at one time or another, but it always managed to disappear before she could capture it on film.

         Hearing the sound of an engine, Matt ran a hand through his scruffy beard and rounded the cabin in time to see Burke just stepping down from the driver’s side.

         The old man was grinning like a fool as he circled the truck and opened the passenger door.

         Matt stopped in midstride at the sight that greeted him.

         The passenger was tall, blond, and gorgeous. She was wearing a charcoal suit jacket over a skinny little skirt that barely skimmed her thighs. When she stepped into the snow, her high-heeled shoes sank ankle-deep, causing her to hiss out a breath before she gamely forged ahead, extending her hand.

         “Matthew Malloy? Vanessa Kettering.” Her smile might have been forced, but the handshake was firm. It was obvious that she was a woman who didn’t get easily flustered.

         “Vanessa.” Matt’s hand closed around hers while he looked beyond her to old Burke, who was clearly enjoying this little turn of events as he retrieved a laptop case. “Do you prefer Vanessa or Miss Kettering?”

         “My friends call me Nessa.”

         “Okay.” He glanced down. “Sorry about the snow. This is springtime in Montana.”

         “It isn’t something you can control.” She managed a smile as she removed her sunglasses and looked around. “Though if I’d known our meeting would be in the hills, I’d have dressed more…appropriately.”

         “I’m sorry about that, as well. I agreed at the last minute to stand in for my grandmother.” Matt led the way to the door and held it while she entered.

         He shot the old cowboy a killing look before following her inside.

         Burke set the leather bag on the table before walking to the door. “I’ll just get those supplies you asked for, boss, and I’ll be on my way up to the herd.”

         “Make yourself comfortable, Nessa.” Matt turned. “I’ll give you a hand with those supplies.”

         He trailed Burke out to the truck.

         “Very funny. You could have called and told me to expect a woman.”

         “Yeah. I could have.” Burke chuckled. “I even packed some of your grandpa’s whiskey, just in case she drinks like all those other Eastern lawyers.”

         “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, old man?”

         Burke chuckled. “More than I should. I wish you could’ve seen your face. It was priceless.”

         Matt burst into laughter. “Okay. You got me. But you have to know I’ll find a way to get even for this.”

         “Oh, don’t I know it.” Burke was whistling as he hauled a box of supplies to the cabin. He was still whistling as he walked back to the truck and drove away.

         Matt glanced at the young woman, who bent to remove first one shoe, then the other, all the while wiping away the snow with a tissue. As she did, Matt found himself admiring her backside in the trim skirt that fit her like a second skin.

         When she turned and caught him staring, he tried to cover himself by indicating a rocker in front of the fireplace. “Why don’t you sit here and I’ll crank up the heat?” Not that he wasn’t already feeling more heat than he cared to admit.

         While Vanessa settled into the rocker, he added a fresh log and kindling to the embers and soon had a fire blazing.

         She gave a sigh of appreciation. “Oh, that feels good.” She glanced around the tiny cabin. “Is there someplace I can freshen up?”

         “Bathroom’s over there.” Matt pointed and she slipped into her shoes before crossing the room.

         Matt remained where he was, clearly enjoying the view. She had a way of walking that he found fascinating. He figured she’d honed that power walk while competing with her male counterparts. Along with the trim skirt and softly flowing hair, it was a potent mix.

         Minutes later she emerged and took her time looking around the room. “This is a lot more comfortable than it looks from the outside. When we first got here, I really thought Burke was having fun with me. Especially since he was grinning from ear to ear.”

         “Yeah. That’s Burke.” Matt clenched his jaw, wishing he could have a do-over for the day. If he’d known he would be stuck entertaining some female, he’d have sent her packing without the benefit of a meeting. After dealing with lawyers for the past three weeks, he was weary of the nitpicking that was a part of every negotiation. But having to deal with a female lawyer, and one with a killer body that already had him off stride, was more than he wanted to handle so soon after returning. “That old cowboy’s always the joker.”

         Matt nodded toward the kitchen counter, where he’d unpacked the supplies he’d requested. “Would you like to warm up with coffee, beer, wine, or whiskey?”

         She laughed. “I think I’d better keep a clear head while we have our discussion. I’ll settle for coffee.”

         Matt filled a coffeemaker with water and freshly ground coffee. Soon the little cabin was perfumed with the fragrance.

         He poured two cups and turned. Vanessa had already laid out several documents on either side of the wooden table in the center of the room, and her laptop was humming.

         “Efficient. I like that.” Determined to make the best of this, he set a cup in front of her and rounded to the other side. “The sooner we talk, the sooner you can get back to civilization.” And the sooner he could get back to his privacy.

         She nodded. “My thoughts exactly. Especially since the company jet will be returning from Helena to fly me back to Chicago as soon as I’m ready.”

         “Your wild-animal federations can afford a jet?”

         “I’m afraid not. They’re a loosely bound group of animal activists who pay me to represent them in Washington. But one of the board members, Clayton Anderson, made his company jet available, since he was heading on to Helena for business, and he’ll be back to pick me up in a couple of hours.”

         “All right then.” Eager to finish the meeting and get rid of this intrusion on his privacy, Matt took a seat and picked up the first page of the mound of documents. “Let’s get to it. My grandmother said you want the Malloy take on wild-animal preservation, especially those being removed from the government’s endangered species list.”

         “Exactly. The Malloy Ranch is successful enough to pack some clout with the officials who set the rules. We’re hoping the Malloy name will make a difference.”

         Matt compressed his lips and decided to keep his thoughts to himself until he’d had more time to see just where this was leading.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         I hate to nitpick, but I’d like to clarify this third paragraph.” Matt indicated the words on the page, and Vanessa located them on hers before carefully reading.

         Her head came up. “You agree with the government regarding the number of animals that have been removed from the endangered species list?”

         “I haven’t even heard of half these animals, Miss Kettering. I can only speak about those animals located in this part of the country.”

         She sat back, her arms crossed. “Now I’m ‘Miss Kettering.’ What happened to ‘Nessa’?”

         He grinned. “I guess I wanted to make my point.”

         “Point taken.” Her own smile returned. “Please disregard the exotic animals on this list. We’ll just concentrate on those located, as you said, in this part of the country. How do you feel about the government’s annual roundup of mustangs?”

         He sat a little straighter. “Now you’ve touched a nerve. You have to know that my grandmother is devoted to her mustangs.”

         “I know that. That’s why I was so eager to meet with her and hear her views on the subject.”

         “I assure you that my views will reflect hers. I’ve grown up hearing her lament the mistreatment of those wild horses. She’s spent a lifetime trailing them, capturing them on film, and seeing to it that our ranch hands deliver precious feed whenever she locates a stranded, starving herd.”

         Vanessa nodded. “But is she willing to lend her name to a complaint we hope to present to Congress? We’re asking that they rescind the law allowing the annual capture and adoption of mustangs, along with the slaughter of those considered too old or ill to be adopted by ranchers.”

         “I’m afraid, in that particular matter, I cannot speak for my grandmother. In order to use her name, you’ll need her complete and unequivocal approval.”

         “Spoken like a lawyer.” Vanessa set aside the documents and sat back, forcing a tired smile. “Is there any coffee left?”

         “Sure.” Matt walked to the kitchen.

         
              

         

         Vanessa took the moment to slowly exhale before glancing at the time on her cell phone. They’d been going over the documents for more than an hour, and she was no closer to having the Malloy stamp of approval on their wish list. At this rate, she wouldn’t be out of here until after dark.

         This day wasn’t going at all as she’d planned. When she’d been given the task of flying to Montana, she’d envisioned a quick meeting at a cozy ranch, and a long, leisurely dinner aboard the company jet while returning to Chicago. She’d actually set up a lunch meeting tomorrow with another client at one of her favorite restaurants on Lake Shore Drive.

         She was most comfortable sticking to a busy schedule. As an only child, and the daughter of a high-profile workaholic, she was well suited to this lifestyle she’d carved out for herself. Whether enjoying a power lunch in the hallowed halls of Congress in Washington, DC, or grabbing a midnight drink with her coworkers in her cramped office in Chicago to discuss her next project, she was invigorated by the challenge of the next job, the next client. Now her entire agenda would have to be amended. Matt filled her cup, and then his own.

         “Thanks.” She looked over as he settled across from her and picked up the next page of the document.

         Seeing him look so comfortable in faded denims had her resenting the fact that she’d felt compelled to dress like a proper lawyer for this meeting.

         “If you’d like…” Her words trailed off at the sound of thunder rumbling across the hills. “Are you expecting a storm?”

         He shrugged. “Sorry. I haven’t been paying attention. But I wouldn’t be surprised. This is Montana. We have a saying: If you don’t like the weather today, stick around. It’s bound to change by tomorrow.”

         She tried for a smile, but it was more like an anxious grimace.

         “You afraid of storms?”

         “No.” She picked up a page of the document and tried to nonchalantly stare down, but the words were a blur.

         Liar, she thought. She was absolutely terrified of thunderstorms, and had been since she was a girl. But it didn’t seem prudent to admit that to a client. Especially one who looked as though nothing in the world would frighten him.

         This bearded cowboy, with his shaggy hair in need of a trim, and those shrewd, laser-like eyes, wasn’t like the men she knew. There was something unsettling about the way he seemed to anticipate what she would say even before she said it. He seemed much more knowledgeable about the law, and the world beyond these hills, than she’d expected. And yet he never tried to show off that knowledge the way most of the men around her would have. He seemed so comfortable with himself. With his life. With this isolation.

         Isolation. Here she was, drinking way too much coffee and wishing she could be anywhere except here, in this cabin in the hills, with thunder rumbling across the sky like the devil himself was throwing a temper tantrum.

         She drew in a deep breath, reminding herself that she’d come here hoping to snag a big name for their crusade. He hadn’t exactly said no. He’d simply pointed out that he would not give his grandmother’s name without her approval.

         “All right. I’ll hold off filling in your grandmother’s name until I have a chance to speak with her.” She drew a line through the words before glancing over. “But I’ll continue to hope that once we meet, your grandmother will be as outraged as our conservancy is about the inhumane treatment of wild animals. Shall we move on to the next point?”

         Matt nodded.

         “How does your family feel about shooting wolves?”

         He sat back, stretching out his long legs. “I’d say that depends on why the wolf is being shot. Was he attacking a herd? A wounded calf? For that matter, a wounded wrangler?”

         “We’ll take the wrangler off the table. Obviously, we all agree that a man has the right to defend himself. But to kill a wolf for going after a calf or a herd? Isn’t that what wild creatures do instinctively?”

         “True. But if, as you say, a man has the right to defend himself, what about his right to defend his property? Should he allow a wolf pack to decimate his herd?”

         “I hardly think a few wolves could decimate an entire herd. Or is this really all about profit? And if so, just how many cattle can a pack of wolves eat?”

         His lazy smile disappeared, though his tone remained without inflection. “Where is your home, Miss Kettering?”

         “We’re back to ‘Miss Kettering.’ I guess this is serious now. My home is Chicago, though I’m often in DC advocating for wild animals. But what’s that got to do—?”

         “I assume you’ve never spent any time on a working ranch.”

         “No, but—”

         Matt stood and faced her, leaning both palms on the table so that they were eye to eye. “Ask any rancher what his day is like, and he’ll tell you that no two are ever alike. Whether he’s dealing with a blizzard rolling over his pasture in the middle of May, just as the cows are calving, or watching mudslides in September washing out an entire road, he has only himself and his wranglers to depend on. The government doesn’t send out troops to lend a hand. Organizations dedicated to the preservation of wildlife don’t offer to come in and help him relocate his herds to higher ground, or round up the predators that might use that opportunity to kill even more helpless cattle.”

         Though she flinched inwardly, Vanessa fought to keep her features neutral. It was a habit she’d mastered watching her father, a well-known prosecuting attorney in Chicago. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you expected help from the government or from our conservancy to lend a hand”—she adopted her most authoritative lawyer’s tone—“during your disasters.”

         “I don’t. No sensible rancher would. I’m just pointing out the obvious. When the good people of Chicago experience a force of nature, they know the city, the state, and the federal government will all come to their aid. When ranchers here in Montana experience the wild forces of nature, we have only ourselves to count on. Do you understand what I mean by that?”

         “Perfectly. But I don’t see what that has to do with wild animals.”

         “They’re cunning. They use such disasters to their advantage, running down exhausted cattle, dragging helpless newborns into the woods for a feast. A ravenous pack could kill dozens of cattle in a matter of days. I hope you understand that a responsible rancher will hunt them down and remove the danger from his herd.”

         “I…I’m sure I would do the same.”

         “Good.” Matt visibly relaxed, just as another rumble of thunder shook the cabin. Seconds later, a streak of lightning turned the evening sky outside the window to neon before going dark.

         Vanessa gripped the edge of the table and turned startled eyes to his. “Is it safe to be here?”

         Matt shrugged. “I guess one place is as good as another in a storm.” He crossed to the window to see the trees dipping and swaying in a wild dance. “Looks like the wind is picking up.”

         “Maybe I should go.” Vanessa picked up her phone and realized that she had no service. “Oh dear. My phone is dead.”

         “That happens a lot up here in the hills.” He noted that she’d gone pale. “Look, why don’t we forget about our discussion for now and stop for dinner.”

         “Dinner?” She put a hand on her stomach. “I don’t think I could eat a thing. Besides, we have to finish soon so I can return to town.”

         “We need a break. How about a drink?” He walked to the small kitchen counter. “Would you care for some wine?” Without waiting for her answer, he asked, “Do you prefer red or white?”

         “Whatever you have.”

         “I have both.”

         “Red, then.”

         He picked up a bottle of cabernet and uncorked it before pouring it into two wineglasses.

         When he handed her one, she managed a smile. “I wasn’t expecting wine in a rustic cabin.”

         He returned her smile. “Don’t let the looks of the place fool you. This may be my escape from the world, but when I’m up here, I prefer all the comforts of home.” He sipped, nodded. “At least all the comforts that matter.”

         “And what matters to you?”

         He led the way to the fireplace, where he stoked the fire.

         Vanessa settled herself in one of the chairs, hoping the fire would take her mind off the storm raging outside.

         “My family matters. This ranch matters. The herds up here in the hills matter. But what matters most is the Malloy name. We’ve built a reputation for integrity.” He turned and smiled over the rim of his glass. “I’m sure you’ve noticed that I’m willing to fight tooth and nail to see that our good name doesn’t get used indiscriminately by people with well-intentioned causes.”

         “So, it’s not just about business with you?”

         “It’s good business to protect the family’s reputation.”

         She lifted her glass in a salute. “Well said.”

         He gave a slight nod of his head. “Thanks.” He chose the chair beside her and nudged an ottoman between them. “Put your feet up. And if you’d like to shed those shoes, be my guest.” As he said it, he lifted his own feet to the ottoman, crossing one booted foot over the other.

         Vanessa followed suit, and though she was tempted to remove her shoes and wiggle her toes, she decided to remain as professional as possible.

         As the thunder and lightning increased in intensity, the skies opened up in a torrent of rain that pounded the roof.

         When Vanessa tensed, Matt made his way to the kitchen, returning with the bottle of wine. He topped off her glass, and then his own, before settling back in the chair.

         She glanced around nervously. “Do you think Burke will be back soon to pick me up?”

         Matt shrugged. “He will if the roads are passable.”

         Her head came up sharply. “You think the storm will wash them away?”

         “It happens.”

         “But how will we know?”

         Again that careless shrug of his shoulder. “If Burke can make it here, he will. If he can’t, we’ll have our answer. Without phone service, there’s no way for us to communicate.”

         “But we’re…safe here.” Though she said it as firmly as she could manage, the hesitation in her voice gave her away.

         Matt reached over and patted her hand. “Yeah. We’re safe here.”

         Vanessa sat very still, trying to show absolutely no emotion. She was sure this cowboy was just trying to be reassuring. But his touch had had the opposite effect. In fact, she was practically vibrating from it. Tiny darts of pleasure prickled along her spine.

         Nerves, she told herself. A simple case of nerves. She’d always been this way in a storm. And this one was even more frightening, because she was feeling so far out of her element. Here she was in a remote cabin in the hills of Montana, spending way too much time on business that should have been cleared up during a simple meeting. And would have, if the woman she’d hoped to meet with hadn’t been unavailable.

         She shot a sideways glance at the man seated beside her. She’d expected to meet with some backwoods cowboy. Despite his wild, mountain-man look, Matthew Malloy just didn’t fit the image at all. From the give-and-take so far, she saw he was smart, savvy, and tough enough to take care of himself and his family.

         “You seem to have quite a bit of knowledge of law. Was that your college major?”

         Her question brought a smile. “College, when I could manage the time, was spent on business as much as law. Though I do admit to loving the challenge law school presented. I never finished, though.”

         “Why?”

         He chuckled. “Life got in the way. And I told myself that if I could make the ranch successful enough, I could hire a big-city law firm.”

         “And did you?”

         “Yeah. But I still like to read every line of a contract, especially since my signature seals the deal.”

         Vanessa grew thoughtful. No wonder his grandmother had recommended this particular grandson to handle the interview in her absence.

         Matt got to his feet and walked to the small kitchen. “I think I’d better get some dinner started. If Burke comes, no harm done. But if he can’t get through, you won’t starve to death.”

         Vanessa looked up with a quick, nervous smile. “What can I do?”

         He paused. “For now, why don’t you just relax in front of the fire?”

         As another rumble of thunder, closer now, shook the cabin, she nodded her agreement. Setting the glass of wine aside, she leaned her head back, fighting the tension that knotted her insides. Breathing deeply, she struggled to find a calm place in her mind. Not an easy thing to do, with so many appointments that would have to be juggled if she happened to be delayed here. She prided herself on always being on time. It was part and parcel of who she was. What she was. A disciplined, organized, efficient workaholic. And here she was, being asked to relax and roll with this fickle weather.

         Within minutes, exhausted by the long flight, lulled by the warmth of the fire and the wonderful aroma of onions in a skillet wafting on the air, she was able to blot out the thought of the storm raging outside, and the appointments she would miss, and was soon drifting on a cloud of contentment.
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