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            Prologue

            Glacier Ridge, Montana—Thirteen Years Ago

         

         Carter Prevost, owner-manager of the Glacier Ridge fairgrounds, stopped his pacing when rancher Frank Malloy and his foreman, Burke Cowley, walked into his office.

         Though Frank was owner of one of the state’s largest ranches—several thousand acres and growing—he was still just a neighbor and friend to the folks in Glacier Ridge. A man still struggling to pay the bills required to maintain such an operation.

         “Okay, Carter. Now why the frantic phone call, and why couldn’t you just tell me what you wanted over the phone?”

         “It’s about Luke.”

         The old man let out a slow breath. “It’s always about my middle grandson. What did he do this time?”

         “Luke signed up to compete in the motorcycle challenge during rodeo weekend.”

         “He did what?” Frank removed his wide-brimmed hat and slapped it against his leg, sending up a cloud of dust. “He’s only fifteen, Carter.”

         “Don’t you think I know that?” The thickset man ran a hand through the rusty hair that was now more gray than red. “But he paid the entrance fee and signed all the forms. Since there’s no age limit, I didn’t want to be the one to face Luke’s temper, so I figured I’d call you and let you deal with it.”

         “Oh, I’ll deal with it, all right.” Frank swore and turned away. “No grandson of mine is going to risk his life jumping his Harley over a line of trucks.”

         “Everybody knows Luke’s capable of a trick like that. If jumping vehicles was all there was to it, I wouldn’t be so worried.”

         At Carter’s words, Frank turned back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

         “Jumping a line of trucks is just the preliminary. This year we’re building a ramp higher than anything ever tried before. At the end of that ramp, the biker will see nothing but air. We’ve issued a challenge to all the professional bikers who want to enter the final. They’ll have to land in one piece—and to prove they’re still able to function, they’ll be expected to circle the stadium. If more than one succeeds, the finalists will have to do it again, until only one is left standing. The first prize is ten thousand dollars.”

         “If it was a million dollars, it wouldn’t be enough.” Frank Malloy turned to the door and stalked toward his truck.

         Burke Cowley followed more slowly.

         As they started toward the ranch, Burke held his silence while Frank gave vent to every rich, ripe curse he knew.

         “Damned hotheaded kid will be the death of me.”

         Burke cleared his throat. “I know Luke’s a handful.”

         “A handful?” Frank was fuming. “There’s a devil inside that boy. I think he sits up nights dreaming of ways to challenge his grandmother and me. I swear, he’s the most ornery, fearless boy I’ve ever known.”

         “He is that.” Burke smiled. “But he has a way of getting under the skin. Despite all the trouble he causes, you know we can’t help but love him. He has the greatest heart in the world. And as Miss Gracie likes to say, he has an old soul. Like his daddy, God rest him, Luke’s a sucker for a sad story.”

         The mention of Frank’s son, Patrick, who had been killed five years ago along with his wife, Bernadette, on a snowy stretch of Montana road, had Frank Malloy sucking in a painful breath. Their death had left a void that would never be filled. Not for the Malloy family, and especially not for Pat and Bernie’s three sons, Matt, Luke, and Reed, who were left to figure out a world rocked by the sudden, shocking loss of their parents.

         Burke stared straight ahead, his tone thoughtful. “Luke’s the kind who will always stand and fight beside anybody who’s down and out. That boy would give you the shirt off his back.”

         “I know what I’m about to give him.” Frank’s eyes narrowed with flinty determination. “God knows, I don’t like coming down too hard on the boy, after all he and his brothers have suffered. But this time he’s gone too far. If I have to, I’ll lock him in his room until rodeo days are over.”

         “Pretty hard to keep a fifteen-year-old locked away.”

         Frank’s head swiveled. “Are you on his side?”

         Burke shrugged. “The boy’s wild and reckless. But he’s not stupid. If you forbid it, he’ll find a way around you. But if he knows he has your blessing, he might look at this challenge with a clear eye. He might even be willing to back down if he sees that it’s too dangerous.”

         “And if he breaks his fool neck?”

         Burke squinted into the sunlight. “It’s his neck. Like you said, there’s a devil inside him. Maybe in time he’ll learn to tame it. Or maybe, whenever he feels it taking over, he’ll just ride that devil into the eye of the storm and see where it takes him. Either way, he’s the sort who’s willing to play the hand dealt him.”

         After a few more miles, Frank muttered, “I guess we’ll see.”

         “You’re going to give him your blessing?”

         Frank shrugged. “Like you said, it’s going to be impossible to keep him locked away during rodeo week.”

         
              

         

         A week later, when Luke proudly handed his grandfather a check for ten thousand dollars, the old man’s eyes narrowed. “What’s this about, sonny boy? It’s your money. You’re the one who risked your neck for it.”

         Luke shrugged. “I heard you telling Gram Gracie the bills were piling up, and you were going to have to hold off on buying that bull you’ve been itching to import from Calgary.”

         “Are you telling me you risked your neck for a damned bull?”

         “It’s my neck, Grandpop. And honestly, it wasn’t much of a risk.”

         “You weren’t scared?”

         The boy grinned. “Yeah. But it was really cool. I felt like I was flying.”

         “Here.” Frank held out the check. “You earned this, boy. I won’t take it.”

         “You know you need that bull.” Smiling, Luke ambled away, leaving Frank staring after him.

         It was then that he recalled Burke’s words.

         Despite all the worries and sleepless nights spent on his middle grandson, there was no denying that Luke Malloy had the biggest heart in the world. That breathtaking daredevil…that defiant rebel…had the heart of a champion. And the soul of a hero.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Glacier Ridge, Montana—Current Day

         

         Luke Malloy sat easily in the saddle as his roan gelding, Turnip, moved leisurely up a hill. Luke had spent the last three weeks in the hills that surrounded his family ranch, tending the herds, sleeping under the stars. It was something he never tired of. Though some of the wranglers complained about the solitary lifestyle, it was the very thing that fed Luke’s soul. He planned to build a home up here someday, far enough from his family to listen to the whistle of the wind in the trees, yet near enough to visit when he craved their company.

         The time spent alone was a soothing balm to his soul, though he had to admit that after weeks of solitude, he wouldn’t mind a night in town. A night of good whiskey, loud country music, and lusty women in the smoky atmosphere of Clay Olmstead’s Pig Sty. That wasn’t the name on the sign above the saloon. But Clay had been a pig farmer before opening his saloon in Glacier Ridge, and everyone there referred to it as Clay’s Pig Sty. Just the thought of it had Luke grinning.

         Luke’s body was lean and muscled from hard, physical ranch work. He was heavily bearded, his long hair tied in a ponytail beneath his wide-brimmed hat. He was hot and sweaty, and now he was thinking about a swim in the welcoming waters of Glacier Creek.

         As he and his mount crested a ridge, all thought disappeared at the sight of a herd of mustangs feasting on the rich vegetation of a meadow spread out below him, between two steep mountain peaks. Their leader, the elusive white mustang his grandmother had been trailing in vain for the past two years, stood a little apart from the herd, keeping an eye out for intruders. With five of the mares nursing foals, the herd was especially vulnerable to predators.

         Urging his mount forward, Luke kept to the cover of the trees, hoping to get close enough for a clear photograph. With Gram Gracie’s birthday approaching, he couldn’t think of anything that would please her more than a framed picture of the mustang stallion she’d named Blizzard, since she’d first spotted the animal years ago during one of Montana’s worst winters.

         Luke lifted the expensive camera he carried with him. It was a gift from his grandmother, who was widely acclaimed for her photographs of the herds of mustangs that roamed their ranchland. He focused the viewfinder and started clicking off shots, all the while urging his mount into a run. The mustang stallion’s head came up sharply, scenting danger. But instead of facing Luke, the mustang turned and reared, just as a shot rang out, missing the animal by mere inches. At the sound of the gunshot, the entire herd scattered.

         Luke’s mount, caught in the midst of it, reacted instinctively, rearing up before bucking furiously, tossing its rider from the saddle.

         In a single instant Luke felt himself flying through the air. His last conscious thought before he landed on his head and saw the most amazing display of fireworks going off in his brain was that once again Blizzard had managed to slip away without a trace. Damned if he hadn’t just missed his best chance ever for Gram Gracie’s precious birthday gift.

         
              

         

         Ingrid Larsen came up over a rise and heard the gunshot, followed by the herd of mustangs dissolving like ghosts into the surrounding forest. One minute they were grazing; the next there was only flattened bear grass left to suggest they’d been there at all.

         As she looked around, she was surprised to see one horse remaining. As she drew near, she could see the reins dangling. Not a mustang. A saddle horse. But where was its rider?

         When she got close enough to see the wide eyes and hear the labored breathing, she dismounted and approached the animal cautiously.

         “Here, now. Steady.” She took hold of the reins and spoke soothingly as she ran a hand over its muzzle.

         Within minutes the big red gelding began to settle down.

         “I know you didn’t come all this way alone. So let’s find out where your owner is.”

         Leading the horse, she peered over the edge of a steep cliff and caught her breath when she saw the still form of a cowboy on a narrow shelf of rock below.

         “Hello.” She cupped her hands to her mouth. “Are you okay?”

         There was no response. The body didn’t move.

         With a sigh of resignation, she whistled her own horse over and removed the lariat. Tying it securely to the saddle horn, she stepped over the ravine and began inching her way to the rocks below.

         Once there, she touched a hand to the man’s throat. Finding a pulse, she breathed a sigh of relief. Not dead.

         She lifted a canteen from her pocket and held it to the man’s lips. He moaned and choked before instinctively swallowing. After a few sips, he pushed her hand away and opened his eyes.

         “Think you can sit up?” With her hands around him, she eased him to a sitting position.

         He swayed slightly, before fixing her with a look of fury. “What the hell…shooting at…herd? You damn near killed me.”

         “Save your energy, cowboy.” She didn’t bother saying more. Seeing the blood oozing from his head, she realized he was much more injured than he realized. From the spasms shuddering through him, he was going into shock. “I’m going to try to get you out of here. I’ll need your help.”

         She looped the lariat under his arms, around his chest, and gave a hard, quick tug on the rope.

         The rope went taut, signaling that her horse had taken a step back from the edge, jerking the barely conscious man to his feet. Satisfied, Ingrid wrapped her arms around his limp body and gave a whistle.

         Both figures were lifted from the narrow rock shelf and eased, inch by painful inch, up the ravine until they were on solid ground. At once Ingrid scrambled to remove the rope. That done, she wrapped her blanket around the still form of the man and began cutting and lashing tree branches together, covering them with the blanket she found tied behind his saddle. Within the hour she’d managed to roll the heavily muscled body onto the makeshift travois, which she’d secured behind her horse. From the amount of blood he’d lost and the swelling on the back of his head, there was a good chance this cowboy was suffering a very serious head injury. And then there were the bones he might have broken in that fall.

         Catching up his mount’s reins, she pulled herself onto her horse’s back and began the slow journey toward the ranch in the distance.

         
              

         

         Black clouds scudded across the sky. Thunder rumbled, and lightning sparked jagged flashes overhead. The wind picked up, sending trees dipping and swaying. Minutes later the sky opened up, and a summer storm began lashing the hills. By the time Ingrid’s mount crested the last peak and caught the scent of home, they were drenched.

         It took all of her strength to hold her horse to a walk, when the animal’s instinct to run to food and shelter was so strong.

         When they reached the barn, an old man was standing in the doorway, watching her. “What you got there, girl?”

         “Not what, Mick. Who.” She slid gratefully from her mount and looked down at the still figure. “Some cowboy shot at a herd of mustangs and got himself tossed from his horse. Landed halfway down the mountain on a pile of rock. He’s out cold.”

         “Injuries?”

         She nodded. “Pretty bad head wound. Lost a lot of blood. Wasn’t making any sense.”

         “Going to call for a medevac?”

         “In this storm?” She bent down and felt the pulse. “I guess, at least for tonight, we’ll just get him inside, keep him quiet, and hope for the best.”

         The old man unsaddled the stranger’s horse and settled it into a stall with fresh feed and water. Then he moved along beside her as she led her horse to the back door. The two of them struggled under the man’s weight as they removed him from the makeshift travois and half dragged, half carried him up the back steps and into the house.

         “This cowboy’s all muscle.” Mick pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped his face, damp from the workout. “We’ll never get him upstairs to a bed.”

         “You’re right.” Breathing heavily, Ingrid shed her parka before once more taking hold of her burden. “Let’s get him to the parlor.”

         They dragged him past the kitchen and managed to roll him onto a lumpy sofa in the big room.

         Mick glanced around the cold, dark parlor. “I’ll get Strawberry back to the barn and bring in an armload of logs. You’ll want to get this guy out of those wet clothes and wrap him in dry blankets.”

         She shot him a sharp look. “I’m no good at playing nurse. I’ll take care of my own horse, thank you. And I can handle the logs. You can get him out of his clothes.”

         The old cowboy was already halfway across the room. With a chuckle, he called over his shoulder, “Your stranger, your problem.”

         His laughter grew as her curses followed him out the door.

         Left alone, Ingrid gathered whatever supplies she could. Several thick bath towels. A basin of warm water and soap. Then she set to work washing the blood from the back of his head. That done, she folded a dry towel and placed it under his head before moving on to his clothes. Her attempt at unbuttoning his flannel shirt, which was completely soaked, was a huge effort. Next, she turned to his boots, but because they were so wet, she could barely budge them. It took long minutes of pulling and tugging, while muttering curses through gritted teeth, before she got them off. Then, with much tugging, she finally managed to get him out of the last of his clothes.

         By the time old Mick returned with an armload of firewood, the stranger was wrapped in a blanket, and his clothes lay in a heap on the floor.

         Once the fire was blazing, Mick walked to the sofa to stand beside Ingrid. “I brought his saddlebags inside.” He hooked a thumb toward the doorway. “Tossed ’em over a chair in the kitchen. They might give you a clue to just what kind of cowboy you dragged in from the storm.”

         “Good idea.” She huffed out a breath. “I just hope the idiot who was shooting at mustangs isn’t also an ax murderer.”

         “I doubt he’d carry that kind of information in his saddlebags.”

         She turned away and headed toward the kitchen. “You never know.”

         “He wasn’t your shooter.”

         She paused. Turned. “And you know that because…?”

         “His rifle was still in its boot. If he was trying to take down a mustang, the rifle would have been in his hands.” Mick poked and prodded the flames, adding another log to the fire before ambling back to the other room, where Ingrid had spread out the contents of the saddlebags across the kitchen table.

         “Find anything interesting?”

         She looked up. “Where’d you get this?” She held up the camera.

         “It was hooked to the saddle horn.”

         “German. Expensive. Not what I’d expect from a wandering cowboy.”

         The old man shrugged. “Maybe he’s a professional photographer.”

         She opened a worn leather wallet and began sorting through the cards stored inside. She picked up one. “Lucas Malloy. Twenty-eight. Height six feet two inches. Weight one hundred eighty-five pounds. Hair black. Eyes blue. Doesn’t need glasses.” She looked over. “Ring a bell?”

         Mick shook his head. “The only Malloy I know is Frank. Owns one of the biggest spreads in Montana. Frank Malloy’s my age. Got a famous wife. Some kind of photographer.”

         “Now this makes sense.” She pointed to the camera. “Maybe he’s their son?”

         “What makes sense is he’s probably a grandson. Unless she made medical history.”

         They grinned at each other.

         “Okay. He’s a long way from home. With a head injury, you never know what might happen. If I could find his cell phone, I’d notify his family.”

         “It could be back there on the mountain.”

         She nodded. “And trampled by a herd of mustangs.”

         “I’m sure you can find a number for the Malloy Ranch.” Mick filled two mugs with steaming coffee. Handing one to her, he said, “Lily and Nadine have been asleep for hours. You going up to your room, or are you planning on keeping an eye on your guest?”

         “He’s not my guest, Mick.” She picked up her mug and headed toward the parlor. “But since I was the one who brought him here, I guess it’s my job to see him through the night.”

         “You got that right, girl.” With a grin the old man shuffled off to his room next to the kitchen. “If you need me—”

         “Yeah.” She didn’t wait for him to finish.

         It took her several minutes to move an overstuffed chair beside the sofa. She draped an afghan over her lap and cradled the mug in both hands as she watched the steady rise and fall of the stranger’s chest.

         Her head nodded, and she felt the hot sting of coffee on her skin before setting aside the mug and snuggling deeper into the warmth of the cover.

         After the day she’d put in, she was asleep before she could form a single thought.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Now that’s what I call a hunk of burning love.” The female voice was rough, fog shrouded, like someone who had consumed an entire pack of cigarettes in an hour while downing half a dozen whiskeys.

         “Why am I not surprised?” A softer voice. One Luke had heard before, though he couldn’t recall where or when. “He’s more dead than alive, but all you can see is your next conquest.”

         “I’m seeing a killer body and the face of a devil. Honey, he can park his boots under my bed anytime. But for now, I’ll wait ’til he has more fire in his chimney. I’m off to Wayside. Don’t wait up.”

         “I never do.”

         As the door closed, a strobe light shot bursts of color across Luke’s closed eyelids. A strange bell rang nearby. And his head ached with the worst hangover ever.

         Had he been in Clay’s Pig Sty in Glacier Ridge? He couldn’t recall. But since it was on his mind, he must have made it there. But where was he now?

         He’d been in enough saloon brawls to know how the next day felt. He touched his face. No tender eye, no swollen cheek.

         There was something sharp poking him in his back. He reached a hand around and located a metal coil of some sort, covered in cloth. He opened his eyes, as gritty as sandpaper, and saw the odd-colored lights flickering across the ceiling of a room, coming from a fire on the grate. And there was a terrible ringing in his ears. When he moved his head, he became aware of the pain throbbing in his temples.

         He sucked in a breath and tried to remember what had happened. The herd of mustangs, the shot…

         He’d been shot?

         He felt around his body for fresh dressings. None. He touched a hand to the back of his head and felt the swollen mass. Not a bullet, he realized. He must have taken quite a fall. He could almost recall flying through the air and landing hard. Rocks. Yes, a solid rock ledge. Had he actually fallen off the edge of the cliff? But he wasn’t there now. He was in a room, naked under a soft blanket.

         How did he get here?

         The shooter?

         He struggled to sit up and felt the room spin at the same instant that a shaft of pain sliced through his head. Strong hands pressed him back against a springy cushion. The woman with the rusty voice? Or the one with the soft voice?

         He tried to fight back but lost the battle. In his mind he was uttering a string of fierce oaths as the intense pain dragged him under.

         
              

         

         “Good. You’re awake. Try to drink this.” It was the soft voice.

         He struggled to focus. At first there were several blurred images swimming into his line of vision. Gradually they merged into a single woman perched beside him. She put a hand beneath the back of his head and gently lifted it high enough that he could drink from the cup she held in her other hand.

         He liked her touch. Gentle. And he knew he wasn’t dying when his body reacted instinctively.

         At his first sip the mood was shattered. He gagged and pushed her hand aside. “You trying to poison me?”

         She chuckled. A low, warm sound like the purr of a kitten. He would have taken the time to enjoy the sound, if it weren’t for the fire sliding down his throat.

         “Some crazy witch’s brew Mick concocted. He swears it’ll kill pain anywhere in the body.”

         “If it doesn’t kill me first.”

         “You’re angry. Good.” She stood. “Sounds to me like you’re feeling better than you did yesterday.”

         “Yester…?” His voice trailed off as he struggled with the implication of that. Had he been here overnight? “When…? How…?”

         She held up a hand. “According to Mick, you’ll be out in a matter of minutes. But you should wake next time in a lot less pain. When you’re feeling up to it, we’ll talk. For now”—she turned away—“sleep tight.”

         Luke tried to summon the energy to be angry at her patronizing tone. But in truth, he was already fading.

         The world went soft and gray as he drifted off.

         
              

         

         The room was in shadow. The only light came from the fireplace, where a log burned, giving off the comforting fragrance of wood smoke.

         Luke had heard voices on and off during the day between his bouts of waking and sleeping. An old man’s growl. A child’s whisper. The two females, one soft, one rough as sandpaper, engaged in a slap-down of sorts, though he couldn’t figure out what it was about. He only recognized the anger in their tones.

         He was thirsty, but the thought of that vile drink he’d been given hours ago put him off. He could probably eat something, though at the moment nothing appealed to him. He felt vaguely restless, and he knew it was time to saddle up and head for home. But since he didn’t know where he was or how badly he’d been injured in that fall, he figured he would just lie here a while longer.

         “Mick said you’d be waking up soon.”

         The woman was little more than a shadow in the doorway, but he knew the soft voice now. As his memory cleared, he knew, too, that she was the one who’d offered him something to drink after his fall. The one who’d managed to get him to safety. The one who’d brought him here.

         The shooter.

         She switched on a light and he muttered an oath before lifting his hand to shade his eyes.

         “Sorry. But I need to check your head wound.” She eased down beside him on the sofa and gently lifted his head. “I’m Ingrid Larsen.”

         “Luke Malloy.”

         “Yes. I checked your saddlebags for ID and notified your family that you’re recovering from a fall at my place.” She seemed distracted as she poked and prodded. “Good. As Mick said, the bleeding stopped on its own, and the swelling’s gone down by half. I guess we won’t need a medevac after all.”

         “Is Mick a doctor?”

         “Of sorts. He doctors the herd and for years kept all our wranglers in good condition.”

         She pulled a chair beside the sofa and sat facing him.

         It was his first real look at her, and he couldn’t look away.

         Despite the faded denims and a plaid baggy shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows, she was stunning. Pale corn silk hair cropped close to her head. Eyes the color of a summer sky. A dimple in each cheek whenever she smiled, which he suspected she did rarely. There was something stiff and unyielding in her demeanor, as though his very presence here annoyed her.

         Maybe it did. But this was all her fault. She was the one to shoot at the mustangs, sending them into a frenzied stampede.

         She was studying him as closely as he was studying her.

         “So. Why did you shoot at the mustangs?”

         Her question caught him completely by surprise. “Me? You’re the one who shot at them.”

         She shook her head, sending a lock of pale blond hair dipping over one eye. She brushed it back absently with her hand. “I heard the shot and came running. When the herd vanished, I saw your horse, reins dangling, and realized its rider was nearby. You’re lucky I took the time to search or you’d still be out there. I doubt you’d have survived in that storm.”

         He remembered the rain falling on his face as he’d been transported across the meadow and, later, the sound of a furious storm howling in the night. The storm was still ongoing, though now there was just the steady tattoo of rain on the roof and the occasional flash of lightning, followed by a rumble of thunder that shook the house.

         “If you didn’t shoot, who did?”

         She shrugged. “All this time, I thought it had been you, even though Mick disagreed. Now I haven’t a clue.”

         He studied her slender frame, which she tried to camouflage beneath the baggy clothes. “How did you manage to get me here? Did you have help?”

         “I made a travois out of tree limbs and tied it to my horse.”

         He thought about the effort it must have cost her to rescue him, bring him down from the mountain, and then get him to this place. “Sorry I caused you so much time and muscle.”

         She smiled, showing those dimples. “See that you don’t try that again.”

         “This Mick. Is he your husband?”

         “No.”

         “Is this Mick’s ranch?”

         She arched a brow. “It was my father’s. I hope soon it will be mine.”

         “Oh. I thought…”

         Her smile faded. “Yeah. I get it. What woman in her right mind would want to take on all the work of running a ranch without a man by her side?”

         “I didn’t mean that. It’s just…you mentioned Mick a lot.” Luke shrugged.

         “When my dad was alive, Mick was in charge of the wranglers. I’m grateful he stayed on, even though he’s doing triple duty for half the pay. He tends the herds, keeps all the buildings and equipment in repair, feeds me, and keeps me from ripping Nadine’s head off.”

         “Nadine?”

         “My mother. She’s in town tonight. If you’re lucky, maybe she’ll stay there until you’re well enough to leave. If not, you’d better be prepared…” She didn’t finish her sentence as a girl of about six or seven rushed into the room.

         “Mick says supper’s ready. Oh.” The girl skidded to a halt when she realized Luke was awake.

         “This is my sister, Lily.”

         “Hi, Lily. I’m Luke.” Luke managed a smile at the girl, who looked nothing like her older sister. Her hair, a wild tangle of thick, dark curls, fell nearly to her waist. Her eyes were the color of chocolate. She wore faded, patched denims and a shirt that was missing a sleeve.

         “Hi, Luke. Are you going to eat with us?”

         Ingrid got to her feet. “I think tonight I’ll bring a plate for Luke in here. Maybe by tomorrow he’ll feel strong enough to join us in the kitchen.”

         When her older sister walked away, the little girl remained, staring intently. “Are you a bad man?”

         “Do I look like a bad man?”

         She shrugged. “You look funny with all that hair.”

         He touched a hand to his heavily bearded face. “I guess I look more like a big old hairy bear.”

         “You do. Or a bad man. But if you say you’re not…” She smiled, displaying the same dimples as her sister. “Do you like roast beef and potatoes?”

         At the little girl’s question, he winked at her. “It’s my favorite.”

         “I’ll tell Mick.” As she started to scramble away, she paused and turned. “I believe you. I don’t think you’re a bad man.”

         “Any reason in particular?”

         She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s your smile.”

         “Thanks. I like yours, too.”

         He lay listening to the sounds of voices in the kitchen and found himself reliving the scene on the mountain, when the herd of mustangs had scattered at the sound of a gunshot. He was pretty sure he’d suffered a concussion. It was the only explanation for this feeling of malaise. It wasn’t like him to willingly lie around doing nothing.

         “Here’s your supper.” Ingrid shoved a scarred old coffee table close to the sofa and placed a plate on it before turning away.

         “Thanks. And, Ingrid…”

         She turned back.

         “Thanks for saving my hide and for contacting my family.”

         She shot him a look of surprise mingled with pleasure. “You’re welcome. That’s not what you said when Mick and I dragged you in here.”

         “What did I say?”

         “You condemned us both to…” Her smile was quick and brilliant. “I’d better not repeat it while Lily is apt to overhear. I believe there were a few amazingly inventive curses even I hadn’t heard before.”

         “Yeah. That’s me. Creative.” Luke tried to remember. Bits and pieces of being half dragged, half carried across the room, leaving him feeling more dead than alive, played through his mind. His entire body had been on fire by the time they got him to this sofa. He could only imagine how many curses he’d lashed out with. Probably as many as he’d been able to think of before passing out cold.

         Ingrid returned a little later with a cup of steaming coffee. She glanced at the plate and then at Luke. His eyes were half closed, the remains of most of his dinner still untouched.

         Her sister, Lily, trailed behind her. “You didn’t like Mick’s roast beef?”

         Luke struggled to rouse himself. “It was good. So were the mashed potatoes. But I didn’t have the energy to finish.”

         Lily glanced at Ingrid. “That’s how I felt when I fell off the hay wagon and hit my head. Remember?”

         Her older sister’s smile disappeared. “Yeah. You scared me half to death.” She turned to Luke. “Mick wants to know if you want any more of his medicine.”

         “You mean his poison? Thanks, but I’ll take my chances without it.”

         She bit the corner of her lip to keep from grinning. “I’ll tell him not to bother mixing up another batch.”

         “Does he draw a skull and crossbones on it when he’s through?”

         Lily stepped closer. “What’s a skull and crossbones?”

         “A warning sign for dangerous, poisonous substances.”

         “Oh. Like paint thinner and stuff?”

         “Yeah. In fact, my first taste of Mick’s medicine reminded me of paint thinner.”

         She glanced at Ingrid. “He’s making a joke, isn’t he?”

         “I’m glad you recognized that. Proof positive that he’s feeling much better.” She shot a meaningful look at Luke. “Isn’t that right?”

         “Yeah. Feeling like a million dollars.”

         Ingrid stepped closer and picked up the plate. “Do you need anything?”

         Enough energy to get off this lumpy sofa and head home.

         Aloud he merely said, “No. I’m good. Thanks.”

         “All right. Good night, then.”

         “’Night.”

         Lily hung back, staring at him as though he had two heads.

         He tried for a smile, though his energy was definitely at low ebb. “What’s wrong, Lily?”

         “Does your beard tickle?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Why did you grow a beard?”

         “I’ve been tending a herd in the hills for the past couple of weeks.”

         “I heard Nadine telling Ingrid that even with all that hair she could tell you were”—she struggled to think of the word—“hunkly…huntly. Hunky. What’s hunky? Did she mean like the Incredible Hulk?”

         He had to choke back the laughter that bubbled up. “Yeah. Something like that.”

         “Do you think Ingrid’s pretty?”

         Her question caught him off guard. “Yeah.”

         “Prettier than Nadine?”

         “I don’t know what Nadine looks like, but Ingrid’s not as pretty as her little sister.”

         Lily giggled behind her hand. “I’m not pretty. I don’t look at all like Ingrid. And she’s pretty. I’m just…” She tried to think of a word. “Mick says I’m a tomboy. I guess he’s right. I’d rather be with the horses or cows any time than with people.”

         “I bet Mick means that as a compliment. I happen to like tomboys.”

         As she started to leave, he asked, “Why do you call your mother Nadine?”

         Her eyes rounded in thought. “’Cause that’s her name.”

         “You don’t call her Mom?”

         She shrugged. “She said not to. She likes Nadine better. It makes her feel young.” She danced out the doorway, closing the door behind her.

         Whatever other questions Luke had dissolved in a fog of sleep.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Sunlight streamed through a crack in the curtains, shining a light in Luke’s eyes. He awoke and lay still, listening to the morning sounds. A pair of doves cooed outside the window. Cattle lowed on a distant hill. Somewhere upstairs a door slammed.

         The smell of bacon frying and bread toasting reminded him that he hadn’t eaten anything substantial in days. His stomach was grumbling.

         An old man ambled across the room and paused beside the sofa. “’Morning. I’m Mick Hinkley.”

         “Luke Malloy.”

         “You’re looking more alive than dead today. Think you’re up to taking a shower?”

         Luke grinned. “That must mean I’m not smelling too good. You going to help me take that shower?”

         The old man chuckled. “Not if I can help it. But Ingrid asked me to follow you up the stairs to the bathroom, to see you don’t keel over.”

         “You realize I’m naked?”

         Mick’s grin widened. “Nothing I haven’t seen in my lifetime. But here.” He handed Luke a bath towel. “This ought to cover your backside.”

         He offered a hand and Luke accepted, easing to his feet and waiting for a moment until the room stopped spinning. He used the time to fasten the bath towel around his hips.

         With Mick leading the way, Luke followed him up the stairs and along a hallway to a bathroom. Inside, the old man pointed to an assortment of disposable pink razors and tubes of shaving cream.

         “Yours?”

         Mick shot him a foolish grin. “That’s why I don’t share this place with three females. I think they buy this stuff by the case. I’ve got my own bathroom downstairs.”

         He indicated Luke’s clothes, freshly laundered and folded atop a basket of towels. He studied Luke, holding on to the edge of the sink. “You going to be okay by yourself?”

         “I’ll be fine.”

         The old cowboy turned away. “When you’re done, come on down to breakfast.”

         “Thanks, Mick.”

         When he was alone, Luke began the tedious process of shaving a wild tangle of beard with several of the throw-away plastic razors he found in a beribboned basket of supplies. Using copious amounts of shaving cream and plenty of hot water, he managed to finish, cutting himself only four times.

         When he stepped under the warm spray, he sighed with contentment as he shampooed his hair and soaped his body with some kind of girly body wash that smelled like a summer garden. And finally, when he was too weak to stand, he sat in the old-fashioned tub and allowed the water to run until it was nearly overflowing. With eyes closed, his head dropped back and he thought about just staying here all morning. The only thing that had him finally stepping out and toweling dry was the wonderful smell of food drifting up the stairs.

         He dressed and tied his hair back, relieved to find a black ponytail elastic among the clutter of pink ones that littered the counter.

         Gathering up his wet towels, he headed down the stairs, following the scent to the kitchen.

         The chorus of voices stopped abruptly as he stepped into the room, but not before he caught the note of tension in the room.

         He flashed Ingrid a smile and winked at Lily. “Thanks for the use of the bathroom.” He held out the armload of towels. “I figured I’d save you a trip upstairs.”

         “Thanks.”

         As he handed over the towels, his fingers accidentally brushed the swell of her breast. Her head came up sharply as she took them from his hands, while her cheeks turned the most becoming shade of red. He couldn’t stop the grin that spread across his face as she walked into a small alcove off the kitchen. When she returned, she avoided his eyes, while he studied her with a look of pure male appreciation.

         Mick handed him a steaming mug of coffee. “You’re looking better.”

         “Thanks.” Luke took a sip. “I’m feeling like a new man.”

         “What a coincidence. So am I.” The smoky voice behind him had him turning toward the doorway. A curvy woman with big hair dyed fire-engine red and enough makeup to start her own cosmetics company was looking him up and down. “I’m Nadine Larsen.”

         He extended his hand. “Luke—”

         “Oh, I know. We met earlier, though you were out cold.” She glanced at the others. “I see you’ve met my girls. I know it’s hard to believe I’m old enough to have a twenty-three-year-old daughter, but like I tell everybody, I was a child bride.”

         She took his hand between both of hers, smiling up into his eyes. “While you were mending, you looked mighty tempting with all that facial hair, but now, with that naked face, I’ve got to say you’re looking downright delicious.”

         The silence in the room was deafening.

         “Hungry, Luke?” Mick held up a frying pan, where bacon sizzled.

         “Yeah.” Grateful to the old man, Luke extracted his hand and beat a hasty retreat to the table.

         “Me too.” Nadine settled herself beside him, nudging his knee with hers under the table. “A good-looking cowboy always makes me ravenous.”

         Mick circled the table, ladling scrambled eggs and crisp bacon onto each plate before returning to the stove.

         While Ingrid and Lily ate in silence, Nadine kept up a running conversation.

         “You know how to handle a rifle, Luke?”

         “I grew up using one. Why?”

         Nadine looked around at the others. “I always say you can’t have too many men who know a thing or two about rifles willing to watch your back. Especially since we’ve become the Wild West way out here in the middle of nowhere.”

         Ingrid bristled. “This is none of Luke’s business.”

         “What isn’t?” Puzzled at the tone of the conversation, he looked from one to the other.

         “Nothing.” Ingrid clamped her jaw and shot her mother a warning look.

         “Suit yourself. I think it’s all in your twisted little minds anyway.” Unfazed, Nadine went on as though she hadn’t been interrupted. “You’ll never believe who was in town yesterday.”

         When neither of her daughters responded, she continued on: “Alberta Crow. And believe me, she’s looking more and more like an old crow. I can’t believe she let her hair go gray. She was wearing one of her husband’s cast-off shirts and the baggiest pair of jeans I ever saw.”

         “I heard they’re losing their ranch,” Mick muttered. “A crying shame. Three generations of blood, sweat, and tears going up for auction.”

         “That’s no reason to look like something the cat dragged in.” Nadine stared pointedly at her older daughter. “You know. The way you look when you’re mucking stalls. Oh, I forgot.” The sarcasm in her tone was thick enough to cut. “That’s how you look all the time. You even wear the same tired clothes when you go to town.”

         “You spend enough on fancy duds for both of us.” Ingrid pushed away from the table and set her empty dishes in the sink.

         Nadine’s eyes narrowed. “Where are you going?”

         “To muck stalls. In my baggy work clothes. Unless you’d like to take a turn at ranch chores. Now, that would make headlines.”

         The two women stared at each other before Nadine picked up her mug and drank.

         “Wait, Ingrid.” Lily drained her glass of milk and carried her dishes, depositing them in the sink with a clatter. “I’ll go with you.”

         The two sisters walked out, letting the back door slam behind them.

         Mick stood up and began clearing the pots and pans from the stove before setting them in a sink filled with hot, soapy water.

         Nadine turned to Luke with a satisfied smile. “Looks like it’s just you and me now, cowboy.” She strained toward him, showing plenty of cleavage in her low-necked tee as she put a hand over his. “Why don’t you tell me all about yourself?”

         “Some other time.” He crossed the room and handed Mick his dishes. “Thanks for a great breakfast. I’m going to give the ladies a hand in the barn.”

         The old man’s eyes went wide. “Think you’re strong enough?”

         He wasn’t sure he could even walk to the barn, but he was willing to do whatever it took to get away from the shark at the table.

         “I guess I’ll find out.” With a smile he ambled out of the room, pausing at the back door to retrieve his boots. He noted with surprise that they’d been polished. He removed his battered hat from a hook by the door before stepping outside.

         As he made his way to the barn, he thought about the latest twist. So this was Mama Larsen. There was nothing subtle about her. She’d gone to a lot of trouble to try to look like a hot chick. The candy-apple-red hair, the heavy-handed makeup, and the skinny jeans and too-tight T-shirt were over the top. But nothing could hide the desperation in those eyes. She looked determined to hold on to her last vestiges of youth.

         He thought of his grandmother, Gracie, at least twenty years older than Nadine but infinitely more beautiful. She had not only a physical beauty but also an inner light and peace that radiated from her, casting everyone around her in a golden glow.

         Luke stepped into the barn and paused, allowing his eyes to adjust. In a far stall Ingrid forked straw and manure into a wagon. Lily worked beside her, spreading fresh straw.

         Ingrid worked like the very devil himself was after her. It occurred to Luke that he always did the same, whenever he was working off a temper.

         Though she’d remained mostly silent in the kitchen, Luke figured Ingrid had found a better way of expressing herself. He’d bet good money that she was not only angry but also embarrassed by her mother’s behavior, and this was her way of getting past it.

         He watched her for several silent minutes. Even the loose, faded work clothes couldn’t hide a killer body like hers. And the unexpectedly short, tousled haircut that looked as though she’d taken scissors to it in a fit of anger only added to her cool, Nordic beauty.

         She looked up in surprise when he helped himself to a pitchfork and walked to the adjoining stall.

         Apparently she wasn’t expecting a man to pass up the chance to be charmed by her mother.

         Her tone expressed both surprise and anger. “What are you doing?”

         “The same as you.”

         “You’re not strong enough…”

         He shrugged. “I’ll quit when my body tells me to.”

         “Fine. It’s your body.” She bent to her work. “But don’t ask me to pick you up if you fall on your face. Once was enough.”

         “I’ll keep that in mind.” He was chuckling as he turned away.

         Lily climbed up to perch on the upper railing of a stall as Luke stepped into his horse’s stall and was greeted by a friendly head-butt.

         “Hello, Turnip.” He ran a hand over the horse’s forelock and was rewarded by a soft nickering. “How’re you doing, old boy?”

         “Why do you call your horse Turnip?”

         “Because when he was just a foal, he wandered into Yancy’s garden and started eating the turnip tops.”

         “Who’s Yancy?”

         “Yancy Martin is our ranch cook and all-around housekeeper.”

         “You have a cook and housekeeper?” The little girl turned to her sister with a look of amazement.

         “The best cook in Montana. And when Yancy saw that animal chewing up his tender garden greens, he was ready to have him ground up into horsemeat. And ever since then, poor Turnip has had to endure that silly name.”

         “It is silly.”

         “But he likes it. Don’t you, boy? Speaking of names…” He studied her, perched on the top rail, looking like a tiny doll. “I think instead of Lily, I’m going to call you Li’l Bit.”

         The look on Lily’s face was priceless. She couldn’t hide her pleasure at having her very own nickname.

         Luke began forking dung and straw into the wagon.

         “Do you do this at home?”

         “You bet.”

         “Do you own your own ranch?”

         “I live on my family’s ranch. My father and grandfather before him lived there, too.”

         “But if you can afford a cook and housekeeper, why not hire people to do your ranch chores?”

         “I like doing my own, like my daddy.”

         “Is your daddy as big as you?”

         He paused for a moment before saying, “My dad is dead. My mom, too. They died when I was little.”

         “My daddy’s dead, too. But I’ve still got Nadine and Ingrid. Who do you live with now?”

         “My two brothers. My uncle. My grandparents. And old Burke, who’s tough as nails.”

         “He’s…mean?”

         Luke shook his head. “Never. Burke doesn’t have a mean bone in his body. But he’s tough. When he says he wants something done, it had better be done to his liking. And he’s fair. He’s as much a pa to me as my own. You’d like him. He’s like Mick.”

         “Ingrid says Mick is like our grandfather. Except he isn’t.” She watched him for long, silent minutes before asking, “Do you and your brothers always look out for each other?”

         “Yeah.” He laughed. “That’s what brothers do.”

         “Do you fight?”

         He winked at her. “That’s one of the first rules of being a guy. You have to know how to fight. Especially if you have brothers.”

         Her tone grew wistful. “I wish I had a brother.”

         “You have a sister.”

         “I know. But she’s not big and strong like a man and sometimes I worry…”

         “That’s enough, Lily.” Ingrid shot her sister a warning look.

         Her head swiveled as a shadow fell over the doorway and a rough voice called, “Where is she?”

         Ingrid stepped from a stall. “Nadine isn’t here.”

         “I didn’t ask if she’s here.” The man was well over six feet, with a thick midsection and the muscled shoulders of a rancher. His face was red with anger, or possibly sweat. “I asked where she is.”

         “You know Nadine.” The soft voice was tinged with sarcasm. “She doesn’t leave us her itinerary.”

         “Don’t be funny with me, girl.” The man’s breathing was ragged, as though he’d been working up a fierce anger. His hands were fisted at his sides. “I told her I wanted an answer to my offer.”

         “And as you already know, I told her not to accept your offer until the cattle are sold at the end of summer.”

         “Yeah. She told me. What right do you—”

         As he started toward Ingrid, Luke stepped out of the stall he’d been cleaning, the pitchfork resting casually over his shoulder. “If you have something to say to Ingrid, you’ll stop where you are and say it. You take another step toward her and you’ll answer to me.”

         The stranger gave a sneer. “Think you’re big enough, cowboy?”

         “Try me.”

         “You’d better bring an army if you decide to go up against me.”

         “I don’t need anyone but myself.” Luke kept the pitchfork resting lightly on his shoulder. Though he smiled, there was something about his voice that had the man blinking before reaching for the gun at his hip. As he withdrew it, he grinned. “I don’t give your puny weapon much of a chance against mine.”

         Luke set aside the pitchfork and reached for the rifle in the boot of his saddle, which was hanging over the top rail of the stall. Taking aim, he drawled, “Now that the odds are even, how about it? Are you a gambling man?”

         That had the stranger backing up a step. He turned to Ingrid with a scowl. “Tell your mother I’m not in the mood to wait until the cattle come down from the hills. She’d better give me an answer soon, or else.”

         Luke never raised his voice, but the thread of steel beneath his words was clear. “You’ve had your say. Now get off the lady’s property.”

         The stranger shot him a killing look before stalking away. Minutes later they heard the sound of a horse’s hooves pounding the earth. Lily scrambled down from the railing to stand beside her sister.

         Luke studied the two of them. “Who was that?”

         “A neighbor. He wants to buy our ranch.”

         “This neighbor have a name?”

         “Bull Hammond.” Ingrid spoke his name with contempt.

         Luke saw the way Lily’s small hand crept into Ingrid’s, their fingers tangling.

         He set aside the rifle and sank down on a bale of hay.

         Ingrid studied him as she stripped off worn leather gloves. “I’ll give you this, cowboy. You surprised me. There aren’t too many people around here who would stand up to Bull Hammond.”

         “I’m just glad he couldn’t see that I’m almost out on my feet.”

         Ingrid stepped closer. “Come on. You need to get inside.”

         She caught his arm, then, seeing the dark look in his eyes, released her hold on him and backed up a step.

         “In a minute. Tell me what happened to your wranglers.”

         “They left after my dad died.”

         “How long ago was that?”

         “Nine months. He died last October.”

         “So Lily was…?”

         “Six.”

         “And you were…?”

         “Twenty-two. I was away at college. Just starting my senior year. I came home to bury my father and never went back.”

         “That’s tough. It had to be hard for all of you. How did he die?”

         “Mick said it looked like a heart attack while they were driving the herds down from their summer range.”

         “You didn’t have a medic examine him?”

         She shook her head. “He fell from his horse. Mick said he was dead before he hit the ground. We buried him up on the hill.”

         “I’m sorry.” He looked out over the fields, with its fences in need of mending and its outbuildings looking neglected. “Was there no way to keep some of the wranglers?”

         “Not when we checked with the bank and found out there was barely enough to pay them their wages. The only one willing to stay was Mick.”

         “Then why not sell to Hammond?”

         Her voice frosted over. “My dad loved this ranch, and he promised it would be mine someday. I’m going to do whatever it takes to hold on to it.”

         “Isn’t that up to Nadine?”

         “As Dad’s widow, she inherited it, but she wants out. She’s always hated the ranch. I’ve asked her to hold off making a decision until the end of summer, to see if I can get enough from the sale of the cattle to buy her out.”

         “Aren’t the cattle hers, too?”

         Ingrid shook her head. “My dad left them to me. Us,” she corrected. “Lily and me. But I’m the executor.”

         “Since you’re family, wouldn’t Nadine be willing to take a down payment and let you pay it off slowly?”

         “You met Nadine. What do you think?”

         Luke chose his words carefully, knowing this was deeply personal and none of his business. “I guess, if she holds the title on this place, she gets to call the shots.”

         “Yeah. And Bull Hammond has offered her cash to walk away.” Ingrid glanced at her little sister, who had walked over to feed a carrot to Luke’s horse. “Come on.” She leaned close. “While Lily’s amusing herself, I’ll help you get to the house.”

         He shot her a wicked grin. “Much as I’d like your hands on me, I can get there on my own.”

         Her eyes flashed fire as she jerked back. “Don’t ever confuse me with my mother. You want to play sexy games, call Nadine.”

         “Sorry.” His tone went from teasing to contrite in the blink of an eye. “I can see that’s a sore spot with you.” He lifted a palm to her cheek and she flinched and backed away as though burned.

         His voice was barely a whisper. “Believe me. I’d never confuse you with Nadine.”

         At the look in his eyes, she crossed her arms and stared hard at the floor before turning to her sister. “Come on, Lily. It’s time for us to saddle up.”

         Lily hurried over with a nervous look. “Can’t Luke come with us?”

         “After the work he just did, he wouldn’t make it halfway out of the barn on horseback. We’ll just check on the herd and get back in a couple of hours.”

         Over her shoulder she called, “That was my only offer of help. If you don’t head up to the house and settle on the sofa, you’re apt to pass out in the barn.”

         “I’ll be fine.” He watched as she tossed a saddle over her horse and began tightening the cinch.

         Beside her, Lily did the same.

         As they mounted, Luke called, “You stay close to your sister, Li’l Bit.”

         That had her smiling nervously.

         Minutes later the two were riding across a meadow, heading into high country. After that angry visit from Bull Hammond, Luke wished he could join them, just to calm their nerves, but he knew it would be futile to try.

         He turned and made his way slowly to the house, feeling every part of his body protesting the work he’d done.

         He knew he was going to pay a dear price for today. But it was the least he could do to repay Ingrid Larsen for saving his hide.

         He couldn’t help wondering what Bull Hammond would have done if he hadn’t been here. The man looked furious enough to get physical, but it wasn’t clear whether his anger was directed at Nadine or Ingrid.

         Luke paused and looked out across the hills. He hadn’t expected Ingrid’s reaction to his touch. He’d bet all his money that Nadine was the reason she chopped all her hair off and hid that lush body beneath layers of bulky clothes. She didn’t want to be confused with Nadine. Not that it was even remotely possible. They were as different in looks and temperament as two women could be.

         And one of them, working so hard to hold him at arm’s length, was doing strange things to his heart.
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