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      OOH. RIDE ’EM, COWBOY.”

      Gabriella Thompson paused in the act of writing a catalog item number to see what her assistant manager, Alicia, was talking about—or rather who.

      She had to squint since she’d left her glasses in her office, but she was able to make out the very tall, very broad-shouldered man who had paused outside the doors of Premiere Vue.

      He glanced at something in his large hand as though double-checking the address, then frowned into the interior of Gabriella’s shop, even though she knew he couldn’t see beyond the window displays.

      “He’s not Clint Eastwood but I’d tap that.”

      A former stuntwoman and current body builder, Alicia’s muscles were only slightly less bulky than those straining the sleeves of the man’s gray T-shirt.

      Not bad, but he definitely wasn’t Gabriella’s type. “Down, girl,” Gabriella said, tossing the catalog aside and standing to go to her office.

      She had calls to make, work to do. Two months of paperwork and orders to catch up on, contacts she needed to touch base with because the past two months had been spent taking care of her best friend Molly in the last weeks of her illness.

      “Oh, he’s coming in. How do the girls look?”

      Gabriella shook her head at Alicia’s behavior, knowing her assistant was trying to lighten the mood. Molly’s death after a short but deadly bout with cancer had left Gabriella struggling to find her footing. “The girls are envy-worthy as always,” she said, referring to Alicia’s bountiful double-Ds. “Just remember store policy.”

      “I know, I know. Hands off the customer. So can I put other things on him?”

      Alicia’s quick return brought out the smile in Gabriella she’d worked so hard to achieve. “You are incorrigible.” And Gabriella loved it. The guy walking in the door didn’t stand a chance.

      He wasn’t the first pseudo-cowboy to cross the threshold of her business. There had been plenty of cowboys, aliens and vampires over the years.

      Located a couple blocks from the many sound stages and sets in Burbank, California, Premiere Vue—or First Blush—saw more than its share of famous faces as well as extras, studio executives and Hollywood elite.

      Gabriella didn’t want to jinx herself, but Premiere Vue was fast becoming the rising star in high-end romantic gifts. No cheesy cards, porn or boxers with hearts on them here, only the best the world had to offer. Lingerie and perfume from Paris, lotions and soaps from London, chocolates from Belgium and Switzerland, flowers from all over the world.

      Alicia looked tough but she designed some of the most feminine, sexy and unique-looking gift baskets to be had. In addition to their merchandise, they also planned hot-air balloon rides, sunset cruises and handled all the arrangements required when it came to everything from catering romantic dinners for two right up to full-blown wedding showers and anniversary parties. If it involved romance, Premiere Vue made it happen.

      The electronic door chime did its thing and the cowboy stepped inside. He wore jeans and boots, and the dove-gray T-shirt that wasn’t quite cowboyish but showed off the rock-hard muscles of his arms. No sense in hiding those guns.

      The hat was the kicker, though. Apparently he played the good guy on whatever movie or soap opera he filmed. Didn’t all good cowboys wear white hats?

      When he stopped to peruse the latest arrivals from Paris—tiny black lace corsets with soft pink ribbons and matching panties—she found herself studying him as thoroughly as Alicia and wishing she had her glasses to sharpen the fuzzy edges.

      Alicia approached him with an extra sway in her sashay. “Welcome. I’m Alicia. May I help you?”

      The moment he heard Alicia speak the man pierced her with a surprisingly intense stare. “Maybe.”

      Alicia gave him her most flirtatious smile and indicated the shop in a graceful Vanna White wave. “We’re the best in the business. Are you looking for something for your wife? A girlfriend?”

      Instead of answering Alicia’s question, the cowboy’s gaze shifted to Gabriella and narrowed.

      “You’re not the woman I need to see.”

      A knot formed in Gabriella’s stomach. Not the woman he needed to see? What did that mean?

      Maintaining eye contact, he left the display of corsets and moved toward her. Gabriella straightened to her full height. She was five-eleven-and-a-half in her bare feet and presently wore four-inch heels, but this man was taller and definitely broader, and he moved with a careful pace, like a man stalking prey.

      Or one intimidated by the contents of her store?

      “Gabriella?”

      He knew her name. Up close she knew he hadn’t come from a sound stage or recording session but was the real deal. Which could only mean— Surely not?

      Despite the hat, crinkles fanned out from the man’s eyes from too much time in the sun. His boots were well worn, layered with a coating of dust he hadn’t picked up on any L.A. street. “Who’s asking?”

      “Braddock McKenna. We need to talk. Privately.”

      McKenna. A short huff of a laugh left her chest as awareness kicked in. Of course. A somewhat handsome cowboy walks into her shop and he was one of them. “I’m not interested.”

      She didn’t care why her biological father’s adopted son was there to see her. Molly had harped for years that Gabriella needed to ignore her mother’s dictates and go to Montana, settle the issues between her and Zane McKenna face-to-face. But this close to Molly’s death, Gabriella simply wasn’t capable of making that leap. “As you can see, I’m busy.”

      Gabriella turned to walk away but two steps into her grand exit, Braddock caught her by the arm.

      “Not so fast. I’m here about your father and I’ve come a long way to talk to you. The least you can do is hear me out.”

      “Of course it’s about Zane. Why else would you be here? But whatever it is? I’m not interested. Why would I let you waste my time talking about a man who means nothing to me?”

      Braddock’s face turned to stone at her words but he didn’t budge.

      “Fine, what? Is he sick? Needs a kidney? A piece of my liver? What?” She knew she sounded mean but the man had cared less about her, why should she care about him?

      “Zane died two weeks ago. His attorney has been trying to contact you but you haven’t returned his calls.”

      Because of Molly. Because she’d slept on Molly’s couch or even sometimes in Molly’s hospital bed beside her so Molly wouldn’t be alone, and she’d thought…

      She wasn’t sure what she’d thought the calls from the Montana attorney were about. She’d figured if it was important, the man would have left a message that wasn’t merely a curt request to return his call.

      “Honey, you need to take a step back and let go of Gabriella,” Alicia ordered.

      Gabriella hugged herself when Braddock did as ordered. In the three years Alicia had worked here, she had personally taken down two perverts, five shoplifters and a paparazzo who had snuck in when J-Lo was shopping post-pregnancy. No one messed with Alicia.

      Braddock’s gaze narrowed on Gabriella’s face and she found herself wanting to squirm at the intensity.

      “You almost seem sorry.”

      She was. Every life was important and should be mourned, even Zane McKenna’s.

      The phone rang. In response, Alicia pointed a finger at Braddock and waggled it in warning but moved to the desk to answer it.

      “Thank you for letting me know. I won’t keep you.”

      “Stop.” His tone was brusk.

      Gabriella didn’t like being ordered around. Most business owners were people who didn’t like being told what to do.

      She lifted her chin, careful to keep her voice level. “Whatever this is about, leave me out of it.”

      Braddock’s mouth flattened into a hard line. “That’s not a problem. All you have to do is sign.” He pulled folded papers from his rear pocket.

      “Wait a minute, what is she signing?” Alicia demanded, off the phone and moving close once again.

      “Simply put,” he said, never breaking eye contact with Gabriella, “you are agreeing to sell your inheritance to me and my brothers for the price Zane specified in his will.”

      “Inheritance?”

      Braddock shifted, his lashes lowering over his eyes. “Zane left you one-fourth of the Circle M Ranch. The selling price is one hundred thousand dollars.”

      Gabriella gasped while Alicia whistled long and low. Why would Zane leave her a piece of his ranch? Why would he leave her anything at all when he’d ignored her nearly all of her life? “I see. I don’t know what to say except I’m surprised. I’ll have my attorney look over the paperwork.”

      She didn’t think it possible but Braddock McKenna tensed even more. “We’ve put this off several weeks already due to you not responding to the calls or the notification letter. If it’s all the same, I’d like to get this taken care of today. Now, preferably.”

      He waved a hand toward the contract Alicia had plucked from Gabriella’s hands and was now reading.

      “It’s simple language and very straightforward. All you have to do is read and sign.”

      “Not so fast, cowboy. It says here her part of the land is worth an estimated one million dollars.”

      Shock bulleted through Gabriella. A million dollars? “Let me see that.”

      Alicia handed over the document and pointed out the paragraph. Gabriella read that portion then started at the top, her eyes skimming over the words as quickly as she could, mentally tallying up the points of interest.

      “As you can read, there are conditions to be met before you’d ever get your hands on the property,” Braddock said. “To be done with Zane, as you wanted, the price is a hundred thousand.”

      She ignored his statement and kept reading. One fourth of the ranch—worth an estimated one million—had indeed been left to her by her father. She had two options: sell immediately to Braddock and his adopted brothers for one hundred thousand. Or to obtain full legal rights she had to—

      “I’d have to live there three months?” She reread the paragraph a second time but the details didn’t alter. To be deeded the land, she had to spend three consecutive months on the ranch, living in the house. At the end of that time, she would be deeded the property and could do with it what she wanted.

      Gabriella stared at Braddock. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “What conditions do you and your brothers have?”

      “None. We’ve already been deeded our portions.”

      Gabriella thought of a few choice words she didn’t have to say aloud because Alicia was muttering them for her. “So let me get this straight. The man fathers me, abandons me, gives me an inheritance—but I can’t have it unless I jump through hoops Zane’s no longer even here to see me jump through?”

      Carrying the document with her, Gabriella paced several steps away, her back to Braddock as she tried to take it all in.

      “He didn’t abandon you. Zane wouldn’t do that.”

      “But he did,” Gabriella argued. “Don’t stand there and tell me he didn’t when you weren’t even around.”

      “Maybe I wasn’t around when you were little but I’ve been there the past fifteen years. Where were you?”

      Gabriella gasped but he didn’t give her time to answer.

      “I have a flight in a couple hours. Are you signing or not? I have a check for a hundred grand in my wallet ready for you.”

      “Why are you in such a hurry?” Gabriella demanded.

      He removed the hat long enough to run his thick fingers through his dark brown hair. “Because I have a ranch to run. I didn’t come here to argue with you but I do need a decision.”

      He obviously didn’t think she could do it, or would do it. And he was right. She had no interest in Montana, visiting it or owning a piece of it. She would always associate the state with her father and the combination brought out enough baggage from her childhood to choke a horse. She couldn’t do it, no matter how badly she wanted to wipe the knowing, you’d-never-make-it expression off Braddock’s face.

      He produced a folded square of paper—the check—and held it between two fingers. “You’ll never have to think about Zane or Montana again. A hundred grand is nothing to sneeze at. What business can’t use extra cash flow?”

      Some businesses, maybe, but Premiere Vue was doing very, very well. Her clients had money to blow and people to impress, typically a new love interest every few weeks.

      But that wasn’t to say she didn’t have improvements she wanted to make. She and Molly had always wanted to expand into a chain. They wanted to take what was a single-store boutique business and go global. But the website alone was estimated at approximately thirty grand. The check would cover it and then some, and she should be grateful for it.

      Still, a part of her was tempted. With a million dollars, she could open that second location and have a website. A million would make their dream a reality.

      “Gabriella, can I talk to you?” Alicia asked, tilting her head to step away from Braddock.

      “Sure.” Gabriella needed a few minutes to soak in this latest development. Couldn’t anything ever be simple?

      “We’ll only be a minute. Why don’t you look around for a while?” Alicia suggested to Braddock. Then under her breath, “Country boys like you could learn a thing or two in here.”

      Gabriella smirked at the slight, glad someone had gotten a shot in after his boorish behavior, and allowed the other woman to pull her behind the counter.

      “Okay, I’ll make this quick. I know this—” Alicia indicated the legal document “—is probably the last thing you want to think about right now, and I know I’m not the one who should be bringing this up but—do it.”

      Gabriella blinked, taken aback. “What?”

      “Do it. I’ve taken care of things for a while now, right? So you could be with Molly?”

      Gabriella pressed her fingertips to her temple. A pounding headache loomed. “Alicia, it’s three months when I’ve already been gone most of the past two months. Besides, it would never work. Me? On a ranch? What would I do?”

      “Sleep. Eat. God knows you haven’t done enough of that lately. You could rest and relax, pretend it’s a working vacation.”

      A vacation? She hadn’t had one in a couple years. Not even a day on the beach. “If you added up all the time Zane spent with me growing up it wouldn’t total much more than three months. Why should I go there now?”

      “Because not everybody gets a shot at a million dollars?” Alicia said with a coaxing smile.

      “Yes, I know it’s a great opportunity but it would be unprofessional of me to be away that long, especially since I’ve been away so much.”

      “Gabriella, no offense, but you look like you’re ready to topple over. You need a break. Maybe this is it. If you don’t stay the three months, you still get a hundred grand.”

      “But you’d be working seven days a week again.”

      Alicia took a deep breath that nearly made the girls pop out of her top. “And it’ll be hard. It was hard. But Molly needed us to be there for her. Now you need this. And maybe you couldn’t expect or trust your assistant manager to run the business for that long with you so far away, but you could expect your new partner to.”

      New partner?

      Alicia raised both eyebrows high, a wary yet hopeful expression on her face that was at odds with her tough-girl appearance. “I know. I know my timing sucks but, come on. Like you and Molly didn’t know I’ve always wanted to be a part of things? You think I’m busting my hump to be an assistant forever? Uh-uh. I was biding my time because you two kept talking about expanding, and two stores would eventually lead to three. Molly’s death changed things but this place is still a gold rush waiting to happen and I’m a big part of why. You can’t deny that.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of denying it.” Because it was true. Alicia’s designs were that good. She’d been a great addition to the team and she was an event planner’s dream.

      “Okay, so even though the timing sucks and I wouldn’t have brought it up for a while to let things settle, helping you pull this off so you get your inheritance and the money to expand is my ticket in. We can do this—for Molly.”

      Gabriella couldn’t process information fast enough. Of all times for her brain to take a hiatus. “You’d do that? Work three straight months if necessary?”

      “For a partnership? Yes. It’s not a chain gang,” Alicia said with a wry smile. “We bumped Todd’s hours up while Molly was sick. With him taking care of deliveries and pitching in here, we could get that million.”

      Gabriella mulled that over, her mind spinning with all of the details. It was so tempting. “What if I can’t stand it? What if I leave before the three months are up and I don’t get the land to sell?”

      “That would really suck, but I’d still get the partnership. No matter what.”

      It was only fair. But when Gabriella thought of how the next three months might play out, she shook her head. “I can’t even picture it. And dealing with him—”

      “Yeah, I know. But bad attitude or not, you’ve got to admit he’s still hot.”

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that,” Gabriella murmured. “That man is one of the reasons my father didn’t want me.”

      Alicia’s expression softened. “Look, Gabriella, I know it won’t be easy but people have endured a lot worse things than living on a ranch for a million dollars. And if you need incentive, all you have to do is think about Molly. Remember how she talked about all the things she wanted to do? The plans you guys made?”

      A wave of sadness overtook Gabriella despite her attempts to shrug it off. She and Molly had come up with the idea for Premiere Vue together, as part of their university marketing and business class project. They’d definitely made big plans, but only Gabriella remained to see their dream to fruition. “Yes.”

      What was the point of being in business if it didn’t grow and prosper? Molly’s life had been cut too short, but taking Premiere Vue to the next level would be the ultimate in honoring Molly’s presence on earth.

      “So let’s make it happen. Get the land, sell it for its full price, get closure on all the daddy-dearest crap while you’re there, and let’s do this.”

      Gabriella wasn’t sure what was scarier—the fact Alicia voiced the very thoughts running through her brain or that getting satisfaction appealed so much. Gabriella liked to live and let live and she’d tried for years to put her abandonment issues behind her.

      But honestly? She’d be lying if she said she didn’t feel as if Zane McKenna owed her. What was the price for child abandonment?

      She turned to stare at Braddock where he looked over a display of lotions. As though sensing her perusal, he raised his head and their eyes locked.

      And Braddock’s look? His expression? That became her deciding factor.

      Zane hadn’t been there for her but Molly had, through thick and thin. Sacrificing three months of her life and putting up with Braddock was the least Gabriella could do for the only person who had ever shown her the meaning of unconditional love and friendship. Molly’s dream would come true. “I’m not signing,” she said to Braddock, ignoring Alicia’s excited yes. “Keep your check. I’ll see you in Montana.”
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      KEEP YOUR CHECK. I’LL see you in Montana.

      It took everything in Brad to get out the door without punching his fist into the wall.

      Gabriella hadn’t cared enough to return a phone call or attend her father’s funeral, but she wasn’t about to pass up the chance to get a million dollars from the sale of the land.

      His land. His home.

      The Circle M meant nothing to her but it was everything to him—which was why when Zane’s attorney hadn’t been able to get a response from Gabriella, Brad had emptied his bank account, borrowed from the ranch’s operating account with his brothers’ permission and got a bank loan against his deeded portion of the ranch to gather the hundred grand before he’d flown to California and tracked her down himself.

      He and his brothers would be making the payments for quite a while but it was the only way to protect the Circle M. What if she went through with this plan? Stayed the three months? No, he couldn’t consider it. She wouldn’t last a week. Still…

      Brad made sure no one was close after he walked around the corner, and then let loose a string of curses as he scraped his palms over his face. As if that would erase two weeks of sleepless nights and a mountain of worry.

      When Gabriella hadn’t appeared for his adoptive father’s funeral, Brad had thought they were off the hook. All he had to do was come to California and settle up, once and for all.

      Self-centered gold digger.

      Brad walked for a while, his boots loud on the sidewalk, the check burning a hole in his pocket. How could he not feel betrayed? What was he going to do now?

      His brothers had demanded he call as soon as Gabriella signed the papers, but Brad couldn’t call—not when he’d failed them. He was the executor of Zane’s estate, that’s why he’d scrunched his too-large frame into a freakishly small seat and made the flight. Because he was the oldest and it was up to him to watch over the ranch and his brothers.

      Spying a taxi at the end of the block, Brad picked up his pace and flagged it down the way he’d seen actors do in the movies, jogging the last few feet. He couldn’t wait to get out of here. He didn’t like concrete and noise, hated crowds, and he hated airports as much as he hated flying. God gave humans legs for a reason. There were ways to get around that didn’t involve being thirty thousand feet in the air. He had to get to the Circle M as soon as possible and come up with a plan. Unfortunately, flying was the quickest way to do it.

      “The airport, please.”

      “No problem. Meeting someone?” the cabbie asked.

      “No. Going home.”

      “You’re leaving sunny California? Why? It’s beautiful here,” the driver said with way too much enthusiasm. “The sun, the sand, the women. Ah, the women.” He made a kissing motion with his hand, his accent thick. “So did you enjoy your visit?”

      Brad’s gaze landed on the identification card on the back of the driver’s seat and he barely repressed a shudder. Beside the card the cabbie had posted his résumé listing his acting credits, most of which were rated triple X. “No.”

      The cabbie made a face in the rearview mirror as though mocking Brad’s denial but it was true. His plan of getting Gabriella’s signature had backfired in the worst possible way. His brother Chance was the charmer in the family. Maybe Brad should have sent him.

      Their future rested in the piece of land Gabriella stood to inherit. Land she wanted to possess, although he could only imagine why. He’d barely managed to scrape together the hundred grand. No way could they come up with the million or more it was worth on the real estate market if she decided to sell.

      Lost in his thoughts, Brad had no idea how much time it took to get to the airport.

      “Here you go. No more California for you. I drive fast so you can leave quicker, yes?”

      The cabbie rolled the taxi to a stop outside Departures and Brad paid the man, adding a tip he could no longer afford. “Thanks. Appreciate it.”

      Inside the building, Brad spotted the signs telling him where he needed to be. He already had his ticket, and with no bags to check, he stalked straight to the security line, earning narrowed-eye looks from airport personnel who seemed to zero in on him due to his size.

      Brad forced his shoulders down from around his ears. He didn’t want any more hassle, and getting pulled out of the line for additional scanning and a weapons check was exactly what he needed to make his day spiral to the lowest of lows. Having a wand hovering over his privates and some dude patting him down was plain uncomfortable.

      Gabriella’s face popped into his head and Brad swore silently. No doubt she would find the irony hysterical if he wound up stuck here because he decked a too-friendly TSA agent while she had to stay in Montana to get her inheritance.

      Brad stepped forward when the line moved, his thoughts focused entirely on Zane’s daughter. His mind jumped from his impression of her business to Alicia to Gabriella again.

      She’d taken after her daddy.

      Tall and slim, she not only had Zane’s height but also his white-blond hair and blue eyes. Where Zane’s had been a lighter blue, Gabriella’s eyes were a shade or two darker, the color of the lake after the spring thaw.

      Regardless, the similarity was biological, whereas Brad and his two adoptive brothers carried the McKenna name simply because of a piece of paper. The fact they were fighting to keep Zane’s legacy alive and thriving, while his own flesh and blood planned who knew what, tipped the scales of Brad’s fury.

      Gabriella Thompson. Not McKenna. Gabriella wouldn’t even carry Zane’s name but she had the ability to make or break the ranch. Of all the things Zane could have done, why this?

      Zane had been a good man, a man of honor and integrity, wisdom and kindness. He’d been a mean card player, an avid reader and considered stone-cold crazy for adopting the three no-account teens who had torn up his ranch. He’d done it anyway, taken them in, taught them right from wrong. Zane didn’t abandon children, he gave them a purpose, a future. A home. Brad knew from experience that Gabriella was wrong about Zane abandoning her.

      And what was with her business? Some of those lingerie sets could set a block of ice on fire. And the lotions? He’d seen one that promised burning heat and fiery passion. A real man already knew how to get that response from a woman.

      “Sir? Would you step over here, please? Sir?”

      Brad snapped out of his thoughts and glanced toward the uniformed man. Ah, yeah. A cold, cold day.

      The security officer waved him out of line, and two more guards watched to see how Brad would respond.

      Brad sighed and did as ordered. Nothing was going to keep him off that plane to Montana.

      “How are you today, sir? Everything okay?”

      “Yes, fine.”

      “That’s good. Remove your hat please. Do you have any weapons on you, sir?”

      Out came the wand.

      Brad shook his head and gritted his teeth, feeling his ears get hot with embarrassment when other passengers stared.

      “Spread your arms and legs wide, sir. Hold that position while we pat you down.”

      

      GABRIELLA ARRIVED IN Montana the following Saturday.

      She’d considered flying but she didn’t want to be stranded for three months without a vehicle. And after talking to Zane’s attorney, Gabriella figured the sooner she got there, the sooner the ordeal would be over.

      The long trip was boring and uneventful, with lots of stops for coffee along the way. She buzzed through the tiny town of North Star to see what was available, then kept driving to the Circle M, unable to believe she was actually going through with this.

      Three months? Here?

      North Star didn’t have a Starbucks, the movie theater looked like a throwback from the 1950s—and showed only two movies—and on the outskirts she’d had to stop and wait while someone herded cattle across the road and into the fenced field on the other side.

      She stared out at the rolling terrain, everything green and beautiful but containing nothing more than rocks and grass and hills and mountains and livestock. Three months?

      “Pretend you’re on a reality-TV show,” she said, continuing the pep talk she’d begun immediately following Braddock’s departure. “Alicia’s right. People do worse things for a million bucks. Staying here will be a cake-walk.”

      Following GPS directions, she crawled along the rutted road in her sports car, yet still managed to hit a pothole the size of a small country. Finally she arrived at the cluster of buildings surrounding the ranch house. The structure was two stories and plain, although the wraparound porch had a lot of potential.

      Gabriella tensed when she realized instead of the house being closed up following Zane’s death as she’d expected, there were a couple men standing on the porch. They had apparently been watching her progress up the drive.

      Gabriella parked beside an oversize truck with a trailer of hay hitched behind it. She gripped the wheel, her sweaty palms squeaking against the leather now that she was here. Don’t let him get to you. You can do this. You’ve faced down size-twelve divas who were convinced they were a two. When Brangelina hit the news and the flowers were linked to Premiere Vue, you kept your cool. This will be over before you know it.

      Molly’s voice filled Gabriella’s head. It’s like a pelvic exam—you just gotta do it. Gabriella smiled at the memory. Her BFF had been talking about getting a bikini wax but the sentiment applied here, as well.

      Even with the pep talk, the questionable salad she’d forced down at lunch threatened to reappear if she made any sudden moves.

      Surely the house was empty. The men were…checking on it? She couldn’t be expected to live there with other people—right?

      Gabriella ignored the intensity of the gazes shooting her way from those gathered on the porch, grabbed her purse and somehow managed to get out on her shaky legs without looking too much like a giraffe walking for the first time.

      Deciding what to pack had been difficult. Her mother had always told her she had the shoulders of a line-backer but she didn’t have to dress like one. Gabriella knew how to dress to best show off her assets while downplaying her flaws, and she had a tendency to wear dresses and skirts that emphasized her long, long legs.

      But those weren’t appropriate here. So she’d planned ahead as best she could, bringing mostly jeans and cargo pants, shorts, T-shirts, blouses and a few skirts and dresses just in case.

      For her arrival at the ranch she had chosen snug jeans that emphasized her legs, heels because she refused to not meet Braddock at eye level—at least for this second meeting—and a designer tank that made her look as though she wasn’t entirely flat-chested.

      Not that it mattered now when nothing could ease her nervousness at meeting her…father’s sons.

      Gabriella swallowed the knot in her throat and used the excuse of fumbling with her bag to inhale another calming breath.

      Settling for the hundred grand was looking better and better. Get in, get the money, get gone, her mind suggested.

      You need incentive? Think of Molly. Alicia’s argument came out of nowhere but it was the grit that forced Gabriella to find her courage. No matter what came of this adventure, whether she stayed one day or three months, it was worth it to know Molly would approve.

      She tightened her grip on her oversize purse and looked up to see Braddock—accompanied by a few more people, including a woman and child—emerge from the house. Like the other guys, he had the sun-burnished tan of an outdoorsman, but his eyes were so green they reminded her of the imported ferns in her store. Combined with his dark chestnut hair and rugged looks, he wasn’t bad-looking. Too bad he was such a boor.

      Gabriella focused her attention on him and purposefully ignored the others who followed him. “Hello.”

      Braddock didn’t speak. Shifting uncomfortably, she noticed a little boy among the group. He held the woman’s hand and had a blue cast on his arm.

      When the men didn’t say anything, the woman shot Gabriella a tight smile that appeared to be even more uncomfortable than Gabriella felt.

      “Ignore them. Hi, you must be Gabriella.” She went on to introduce herself as Carly Taggert and the boy, Riley Mays-soon-to-be-McKenna, then Braddock’s brothers: Liam, who was Carly’s fiancé, and Chance, who was obviously the heartbreaker of the three. There was also Charlie, Liam’s father.

      Wait a minute. Liam had been adopted by her father. She wondered how the Liam-Charlie dynamic worked but wasn’t going to ask. Yet.

      “Liam and I are taking Riley to the movies so we need to get going. I’m sorry we can’t hang around to visit but I promised Riley this as a reward. I’ll try to come by later this week.”

      An olive branch. Gabriella liked Carly Taggert already. “That would be nice. I look forward to it.”

      Carly’s somewhat awkward friendliness was a welcome relief from the men’s stoic and unwelcoming expressions.

      Liam lifted the boy up and settled him onto his shoulders, then headed toward a nearby truck. As they passed, Liam gave her a nod but that was it.

      “I’m, uh, I’m sorry for your loss,” Carly said as she followed them, pausing when she reached Gabriella’s side. “North Star won’t be the same without Zane. It’s been twenty years since he first donned the red suit for the Christmas program at the church. I remember sitting on his lap when I was a little girl. Of course I didn’t know it was him then.” She smiled. “I don’t know who will replace him but it won’t be the same.”

      Gabriella struggled to keep her thoughts off her face as she tried to imagine the man she’d known—the one she hadn’t seen for nearly fifteen years—playing Santa to a slew of children. She couldn’t do it.

      Then again, so long as the child wasn’t her, Zane apparently had more tolerance. What else explained him adopting more children instead of caring for his own?

      Sons. He wanted sons. And even though you’re as tall as most men, you weren’t good enough.

      That awareness was an issue she’d struggled with her entire life.

      Gabriella shut down the negative thoughts and watched as Carly murmured one last goodbye and joined Liam and Riley.

      Missing Gabriella’s childhood was Zane’s loss. And despite his absence, she’d grown up to be a strong, independent person. One she was proud of, whether he was or not.

      “I’ve got to get going, too,” Chance said, slapping Braddock on his back before sidling past her. “See you around, Gabriella. Brad, call me if you need anything.”

      Brad. That suited him so much better.

      Chance climbed into the truck hauling the trailer of hay, and followed Liam and Carly down the driveway.

      “Gonna go home myself,” Charlie said. “Miss.” He dipped his head at her before he ambled toward a barn.

      “You’re a piece of work, you know that?” Brad said, a bitter pinch to his mouth. “You haven’t even made it through the door and you’re putting Zane down.”

      She was taken aback by the accusation. “Excuse me? I didn’t say a word.”

      “You didn’t have to. Your expression said it all when Carly told you what a good man Zane was. Do yourself a favor. Don’t disrespect him in front of the people who loved him.”

      Or what? Brad had the nerve to stand there and give her orders? She hadn’t agreed with Carly but she’d kept her mouth shut out of politeness. Obviously that was a trait Brad had never learned. “Look, I know you’re not happy about this but there are two sides to every situation. The past week gave me plenty of time to think about why Zane left me an inheritance. And the answer? Guilt.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Yes, that’s right. I think it’s obvious we’d both prefer if I had stayed in L.A. but I hope we can be adult enough to make the best of this for the time that I’m here.”

      “And how long will that be?”

      You just got here. Don’t let him drive you away. That’s exactly what he wants to do. “Three months.” No need to give him reason to think that with pushing on his part she’d leave, even if it was probably true.

      “Your father loved this ranch. He worked too hard to keep it running for you to come here and put us under.”

      “You’re forgetting I didn’t set this scenario up. He did, and he obviously knew the risks. If you want to be angry with someone, be angry with him.”

      Brad scowled at the words, the expression unsettling on such a large man.

      Gabriella crossed her arms and saw his gaze dip. Her shirt had seemed like an okay choice but now the neckline probably revealed more than she’d like. Flat-chested or not, she wasn’t obtuse when it came to how some men looked at her. What surprised her was that Braddock was one of those men. Even more surprising was her body’s awareness of him. The man was…horrible. “It was a long drive. I’d like to settle in.”

      He shoved his hat a little lower on his head. “The bedrooms are upstairs. You can use Liam’s old room, first door on the right of the landing with the blue paint.”

      “Good. My bags are in the car.”

      He smirked. One thick eyebrow lifted high, and a rough huff of sound left his chest. “Then I guess you’d better get to work carrying them in.”
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      BRAD STAYED AWAY FROM the house, finding plenty of chores to keep himself occupied because he couldn’t stand the thought of having to spend time with Gabriella. Maybe he ought to move into the bunkhouse while she was here. To keep things simple.

      No. That reeked of cowardice. He wouldn’t put it past her to take his wanting distance as a sign of surrender, and he wasn’t surrendering. He was looking out for Zane’s interests and trying to keep the ranch going the way his adopted father would have wanted.

      Zane’s horse, Major, nickered softly and Brad patted the horse’s rump, continuing to brush Major’s flanks in long, smooth strokes. “I know, boy. My mood’s pretty sour but don’t you worry about it. You’re going to be okay. I’ll see to that.”

      But would the ranch survive? As much as he resented Gabriella’s presence on the Circle M, he respected Zane too much to do anything underhanded enough to drive her away. That didn’t mean he wanted her there, though.

      Brad heard a motor outside the barn and poked his head out of the stall to see out the open double doors. Delmer Frank. Of all days for Delmer to arrive to get his gift from Zane, did it have to be today?

      “You in here, Brad?” Delmer called, a hand shading his eyes as he peered into the recesses of the barn.

      “Yeah, just finishing up.” He set the brush aside and let himself out of Major’s stall, washing his hands with the hose. “How are you doing, Delmer?”

      “Better than you, I’d say. Heard some rumors in town. That her car out front?”

      Nothing moved faster in a small town than gossip. “Yeah. She pulled in an hour or so ago.” It had taken her nine trips to carry in all the bags and boxes she’d brought with her. What could she possibly need with all that? Didn’t she plan on doing laundry while she was here?

      Brad looped the hose over the hook with a yank on the length. If she expected maid service he’d turn her over his knee and—

      The image hit and he jerked back, ticked with himself. He was letting long legs and a hot body mess with his brain when he stood to lose everything to a woman who would rather stab him with her killer-spike heels than do the right thing.

      “Something wrong?”

      “She brought enough luggage to clothe the whole town,” he said simply.

      “Which means she doesn’t plan on leaving anytime soon.” Delmer shook his head slowly. “I can’t believe the mess this is causing. She wouldn’t take the check? What if you upped the amount a little? I can help you out some if you need it.”

      “No.” Brad met the man’s gaze, humbled by the offer. For a kid who’d once been considered a bane to the town, having Delmer extend a hand meant something. “Thanks for the offer but I can’t accept it—and I seriously doubt she’d take it. She’s got her sights set on getting the sale value no matter what she has to do to make it happen.”

      Delmer whistled. “Can you get that much?”

      “A million dollars? Not without a miracle. I barely managed to get the hundred grand. It’s a cash-only world at the moment. No way will a bank loan a rancher that kind of money.”

      “I don’t think this is what Zane intended when he created that will. I think he wanted to entice her to visit is all, maybe have some money to help her out.”

      It had taken some soul searching but Brad understood that, hard as it was to grasp.

      Like all ranches, the Circle M was land rich and cash poor. Paying out the $100,000 would leave them struggling to stay afloat for quite a while.

      But if she would agree to take the money and run, he’d willingly cut another check to replace the one he’d shredded after his trip to California and hope he could manage long enough to get the ranch on its feet.

      “You don’t need this today. I’ll come back another time.”

      Brad shook off the bad mood. He needed a solution. Getting caught up in his anger wasn’t it. “No, it’s fine. Come on in the house. We’ll get that gun for you,” he said, latching onto the excuse to go inside so he could see what Gabriella was up to while also having a reason to leave after he retrieved the gun Zane had left his longtime friend.

      The kitchen was empty, the living room, too. In Zane’s den, Brad unlocked the gun cabinet and retrieved the pricey weapon, holding it a long moment—Zane had been the last to touch it. “Why’d you do it?”

      Brad wasn’t aware he’d said the words loud enough for Delmer to hear until Delmer squeezed his shoulder.

      “If you want to keep it, son, I understand.”

      Delmer was a good man, he’d been a good friend to Zane. To all of them. “No, the gun is yours. I meant—”

      “I know what you meant. But maybe the gun ought to stay. You might want it later if—”

      If they lost the ranch. That’s what Delmer implied without actually saying the words. “Zane wanted you to have it. It’s yours.”

      But even as Brad said the words, he had to acknowledge the truth of them in regard to Gabriella. “I know he loved her but— How could he do it?”

      “Zane loved you boys. I’ve never seen a man so proud as the day he drove you into town and signed those adoption papers. As to why he did this, I can only guess. Zane trusted you boys with this ranch and I can’t help but think he believed if anyone could get his daughter to see how special this place is, it would be the people who love it the most. Maybe you should try getting along with her, see how she responds.”

      Brad locked the door of the hand-carved cabinet. “That would be like petting a rattlesnake. It would never work. She’s California through and through. All I can do is pray she changes her mind and doesn’t stay. Women like that get bored, right?” He didn’t give Delmer a chance to answer. “In fifteen years she’s never called, never visited. Never even sent Zane so much as a postcard. Surely she’ll get fed up of being stuck out here and leave.”

      “For all your sakes, I hope she does. But you have to be prepared to deal with things if she doesn’t.”

      A soft thud sounded over their heads and Brad stiffened. That hadn’t come from Liam’s room.

      “I’d best be going. Call me if you need anything,” Delmer said.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

      Brad followed Delmer to the front door. The second it closed, Brad took the stairs two at a time.

      At the top he headed toward the rear of the house where— “What are you doing?”

      Gabriella looked startled by his bellow. She had white cords running from her waist to her ears, and she pulled them out one at a time, giving him a glare.

      “You startled me.”

      He scanned the room in an instant, noting she’d spread her clothes and shoes and bags and crap everywhere. “Get out.”

      “The blue room is too small.”

      “This is Zane’s room,” he said, gritting his teeth.

      “I figured that out when I walked in.”

      “You’re not using his room.”
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